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            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






Nick

        

      

    

    
      A car horn was blaring.

      Crazy New York drivers, was Nick Carter’s first thought as he came to, fighting his way through a thick, mental fog. His ears were ringing, and the car horn was not helping.

      “You’ve been in an accident.”

      He remembered stalling just before the intersection. Had someone rear-ended him? No, he’d got the car moving again, out into the intersection. But when he’d hit the brakes, the car had refused to stop.

      “You’ve been in an accident. Remain calm. Can you tell me your name?”

      He remembered looking over at Genevieve, and then…

      “You’ve been in an accident.”

      He remembered a light. Headlights? Coming at him? No. Far brighter. Like the whole world was on fire.

      “You’ve been in an accident—” This time, Nick recognized the voice. It was his own.

      He blinked. He was slumped over the steering wheel, chest laying on the horn. He pushed himself back, and the blaring stopped. There was a silence, except for the ringing in his ears. He wiggled his fingers and his toes, his paramedic training kicking in. No broken bones. No serious injuries.

      Nick took a long, deep breath, feeling his lungs fill and empty, fill and empty. His chest and ribs hurt, but he was okay.

      He tried to play through the accident again in his head. It couldn’t have been his fault, right? He’d stalled. Restarted the car. Drove forward. Then braked for traffic, only the car didn’t stop. Genevieve had yelled at him to—

      Genevieve.

      Nick looked beside him. He couldn’t see his wife beyond the airbag. It had inflated. That was good.

      “Genevieve?” Nick asked. His voice was hoarse, like he’d swallowed a mouthful of ash.

      “Genevieve? Babe, are you okay?” Nick reached for the handle on his door. “Talk to me.”

      The door wouldn’t open. He pressed the unlock button and hauled on the handle again, but it didn’t unlock. He cursed and pulled up the lock manually and swung out of the car. His legs shook beneath him as he gripped the hood for balance.

      The nose of his car was smashed, pressed against the rear end of a van. Nick climbed onto the hood of his car and slid across to the other side. His feet tingled as they hit the ground too hard, but he ignored it, rushing to the passenger side door. The airbag still blocked his view of Genevieve.

      Nick’s heart was racing. “Hold on, Gen!” he said, as he pulled off his sweatshirt. He wrapped the navy blue fabric around his hand and wrist.

      “Don’t move. I’m going to smash the back window!”

      Car windows were meant to break, given the right amount of force focused in a small area, and the glass was safety glass, unlikely to cut him badly, if at all. This wasn’t his first time breaking a window, but he kept a window punch in the ambulance. He rarely had to use his fist.

      Nick took another deep breath, then punched his fist as hard as he could into the window. The glass shattered into hundreds of tiny pieces. He hastily pulled the sweatshirt off his hand, not bothering to see if he’d cut himself or not. He doubted he’d be able to feel the pain if he had. A furious torrent of adrenaline was coursing through his whole body, giving him tunnel vision.

      Nick reached his hand inside the shattered window and reached around to the front door. His fingers found the lock and he pulled it up. He pulled his arm back and reached for the handle.

      The door opened, and he just barely managed to catch his wife as she slumped from the car, her body falling heavily into his arms. Nick knelt on the road, holding her close.

      “Genevieve? Babe?”

      There was a watery haze filling his eyes. Tears.

      “Babe.”

      Her face was smashed, her head cracked open. Nick couldn’t quite bring himself to look at the injury because then he’d know. He’d know…

      He cradled her against his chest as he put his fingers to her throat, hunting for a pulse. He could feel his own heart hammering against his ribs like a drum. He vaguely registered the sound of someone yelling, another car horn somewhere down the street, but it was all background noise to him.

      Unable to find a pulse at her throat, he moved to her wrist instead. Her hand fell open limply, a pack of cigarettes falling from her fingers. Nick picked them up, looking at the health warning on the label.

      He’d always told her those things would kill her. The words felt cold and hollow now. What an awful thing to say! Why would he say something like that to his wife?

      A gasp forced its way from his throat as he hugged her closer, the cigarettes still clutched in his hand, as if preserving them could somehow preserve her too.

      Blood was staining his shirt, and somewhere behind him, a child was crying.

      Genevieve had wanted a child.

      Another wave of panic made Nick lay his wife on the ground before he thrust back to his feet.

      I can help the child. The child she’d wanted. The child I wouldn’t give her.

      Subconsciously, Nick knew he was reacting irrationally, that soon the adrenaline would pass and he would be able to think more clearly, but he couldn’t bring himself to stay still until that happened. He ran a hand through his dark hair and stood up, searching for the car that had hit them, looking for the crying child.

      That’s when he saw the chaos.

      Cars were scattered all over the road as if they’d all just stopped working at the same time, like they were pieces on a gameboard that had been shaken by an irritated child. Mayhem.

      Had a single person hit their brakes?

      The sense of dread only grew as Nick spun in a slow circle, looking down each of the streets branching off the intersection. The wreckage went on for blocks in every direction. Cars were bumper to bumper, glass from windows and headlights littered the asphalt. There was a motorbike wrapped around a light post and an SUV through a nearby storefront. The screaming, the crying; it wasn’t just one person or one child, it was everyone. The streets of New York had come to a grinding halt.

      The streetlights were out, but that couldn’t have caused the mass pileup. Could it? A power outage could cause traffic to back up, but everyone knew intersections with no lights had to be treated like a four-way. It couldn’t have caused this level of destruction.

      Around him, people pulled themselves from the wreckage. Nearby, a woman who’d just crawled out of her overturned car gasped, her lips making a slack-jawed ‘o’ as she pointed a shaking finger toward the sky.

      Don’t look, Nick thought. That’s what he told crash victims with badly bleeding injuries or gaping wounds. Looking made it real. Looking justified the pain. If you didn’t look, you wouldn’t know how bad the damage was. You wouldn’t know you were going to lose the leg. You wouldn’t know the bone was sticking out. You wouldn’t know your arm was at an ungodly angle.

      You wouldn’t know your wife was dead.

      Nick looked up.

      A shape was clearly visible against the overcast sky. A plane. Flying low. Too low. And getting closer.

      People screamed and ducked or ran or just stood staring at the plane careening towards the ground.

      In an unfathomable chance of fate, it dipped into the skyline and between two tall buildings, its wings just barely missing grazing their glass exteriors. But it continued on its course. Down.

      It swooped just over the intersection and beyond. There was no fire. No smoke. No obvious sign the plane had suffered an accident or was in distress. Nothing besides the fact it was headed straight for Central Park.

      He’s trying to land it, Nick thought. It wasn’t a large plane, but it was still a plane, and it was going far too fast. It was going to overshoot the park.

      The plane dipped lower, hidden from view by the trees in the park. And with it, Nick’s adrenaline disappeared too. Pure panic replaced it. The realization of what was happening.

      More gasps had Nick turning again to the skies. Another plane. A big one this time, a commercial jetliner, falling out of the sky over Manhattan.

      “Oh my God, no…” Nick said, his voice barely a whisper. “No, no, no.”

    

  







            Chapter Two

          

          

      

    

    






Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca Crow never broke the rules.

      Even at seventeen and a senior in high school, Rebecca was a goody-two-shoes. People called her teacher’s pet, a nerd, a prude. She called it discipline, focus. She had to work harder than her peers; her family didn’t have the money to get her into an Ivy League school. All her life, if she’d wanted something, she had to work for it.

      That’s why she didn’t have fun, she didn’t go on adventures, and she certainly didn’t slip away from the class while on a field trip to the American Museum of Natural History.

      So why had she done it today?

      I’m so close, she thought as she lay sprawled on the cold, tiled floor. Graduation is only a few months away. One more semester, and I’m gone! So one adventure hadn’t sounded like such a bad idea. She was tired of Maddy and Mason having all the fun, rushing off on some scheme without her. They always invited her, but she always said no.

      Except for today.

      A cough wracked Rebecca’s chest. She blinked away dust that clogged her vision and made it hard to breathe. She sat up. Her notebooks were splayed haphazardly on the floor around her.

      That’s when she remembered the rumbling. The floor had begun to vibrate and shake. A massive painting in a gold gilded frame had come crashing off the wall, landing just behind her. She didn’t remember anything after that.

      “Becca?” A sharp voice cut through the gloomy, dust filled hall.

      “Maddy?” Rebecca called back.

      A figure came barreling out of the dust, long auburn hair free and flying around her shoulders as she skidded to a stop next to Rebecca. Madison Mayes was everything Rebecca was not. Popular, wealthy, beautiful in that easy, natural glow sort of way. She hadn’t always been that way, hadn’t always been an ‘it’ girl. But she’d always been Rebecca’s best friend. Through braces or beauty, they always said. It was something they’d made up when they were younger, the day Madison got her braces off. Rebecca hadn’t gotten her own removed until two years later. And Madison had been there for that too.

      “Becca, get up. You’ve got to come.” She tugged on Rebecca’s arm. “Mason’s hurt.”

      Rebecca left her books and let Madison pull her to her feet.

      Madison led her to the entrance of the planetarium where Mason was lying face up on the floor. His eyes were open, but he wasn’t moving.

      “Oh my gosh, is he dead?” Rebecca asked, clasping a hand over her mouth in shock.

      “No! He’s okay!” Madison squatted beside him and shook his shoulder. He groaned and blinked, but didn’t try to move.

      “Okay, let’s just not move him and wait for the paramedics,” Rebecca said.

      She tried to move debris away from Mason’s head, kicking stones and rubble aside with her foot. She moved a long metal, cylindrical thing with her foot. Something about it reminded her of...something.

      Lunch! She thought. They’d had milkshakes in the cafe. But, the cafe was on the floor above them. How did a milkshake cup get down here?

      With a growing sense of dread, Rebecca looked up.

      The cafe above could look down on this floor, a short iron balcony rail above acting as a divider.

      Now, that iron rail was bent, twisted and warped as if a giant had wrenched it like someone ringing out a towel. A chunk of the floor above was missing, and a large crack ran the length of it.

      “Actually,” Rebecca said. “Let’s move him.”

      Madison looked up at her. “What?”

      “We need to get him out of here. Now. I think the roof might collapse.” Rebecca squatted beside Madison, as her friend looked up at the ceiling and gasped.

      They each grabbed Mason under the arm.

      “Okay, Mason, Maddy and I are going to move you, and you’ve got to try and help us out a little.” She looked at Madison. “On three?”

      She nodded.

      “One. Two. Three. Urgh!”

      Mason was a head taller than either of them. He was a football player with broad shoulders, and he’d been working on building more muscle mass, hoping to play for a college team. Despite that, Rebecca and Madison somehow managed to get him on his feet and, to their surprise, he was able to stand on his own, though he didn’t seem aware of what was going on.

      What is going on?

      “A terrorist attack,” Madison said. “It must be. Or maybe a gas main exploded? Or it could have been an earthquake.”

      Rebecca shook her head. “I don’t know. Let’s just get out of here.”

      “The elevator is just behind us,” Madison said.

      “If the power’s off, it won’t work, will it?”

      “Some big buildings like this have generators, and the elevators will actually run in emergencies.”

      “Don’t you need a key or something?” Rebecca asked. “Like, from a firefighter?”

      “I don’t know.” Madison pointed toward the elevator. It was only steps away. “Worth a shot though, right?”

      Rebecca shrugged. “Let’s do it.”

      Mason walked without assistance, but if not prodded, he would just stop in place and shut his eyes. Madison took his hand, leading him, while Rebecca went to inspect the door.

      There was no big red button, no fire, or help button like there was inside the elevator.

      “Oh!” Rebecca said. “If we can get it open, we can hit the emergency button, and that will call for help.”

      “Becca, the American Museum of Natural History is a pile of rubble. I’m sure the fire department already knows and is on their way.”

      Rebecca turned back and tried the down button, just to be sure it was out. It was. The elevator didn’t make a sound, and the light behind the button remained dark. She ran her finger along the seam of the doors. There was just enough room for her to get the end of a finger in.

      “We can pry this open,” Rebecca said.

      “Mason might have been able to pry it open, but I don’t think he could lift his own arms right now,” Madison replied.

      “We can do it,” Rebecca said. “Just come here and help.”

      Madison sighed but dropped Mason’s hand and joined her. Mason blinked as if he were looking into the sun. He seemed confused, disoriented. Rebecca hoped it was only a concussion.

      Rebecca slipped her fingertips into the seam of the elevator doors, and Madison did the same, her hands just below Rebecca’s. Both girls pulled as hard as they could—and the elevator opened almost instantly.

      Unprepared for it to give so easily, both girls fell backwards in opposite directions, each landing on their backsides on either side of the now open doors.

      “Crap,” Madison said, sitting up. “That was easier than I expected.”

      “Yeah, no kidding.” Rebecca sat up, peering inside the elevator. But there was no elevator. Just a long, hollow shaft.

      Madison’s eyes widened as she noticed too. There was something about an empty elevator shaft that was deeply unsettling. A door out into nothing.

      “Well,” Madison said. “That’s not going to work.”

      Rebecca was about to respond when she noticed Mason moving forward toward the elevator.

      “No, no, no!” Her and Madison scrambled to their feet just in time to put themselves between the elevator and their dazed friend.

      Madison took him by the shoulders and turned him around. “Oh my God.”

      “He almost walked in there!” Rebecca said, swallowing an urge to throw up. “What do we do now?”

      Madison nodded toward a large gray door down the hall, only a few feet ahead of them.

      “Fire escape,” she said.

      The girls set off toward it. Madison took Mason’s hand again, a little tighter this time.

      The exit sign above the door was gray. It was strange to see one unilluminated by the customary harsh red glow.

      Aren’t emergency lights supposed to stay on in...emergencies? Rebecca thought.

      She opened the door to the fire escape and found only darkness. Without windows, the stairs were nearly impossible to see. Just darkness all the way down.

      She turned back to Madison. “Do you think we can get him down?”

      Madison looked at Mason. “Yeah, but what if there’s more destruction down there? What if the stairs just…” She looked into the fire escape. “What if they just stop and we can’t see and we fall?”

      Rebecca wished Madison hadn’t said that out loud. The little hairs on the back of her neck now stood out straight, a tickle running down her spine.

      She noticed her school books laying on the floor where she’d abandoned them. She considered going to get them, carrying them with her down the long, dark stairway. They weren’t irreplaceable, but they did contain work she’d have to redo. Notes she’d taken today on some of the exhibits. Exhibits that were likely now destroyed. She swallowed and shook her head.

      They’re just paper and glue. Replaceable. Maddy and Mason aren’t replaceable. I’m not replaceable.

      “We can’t stay here,” she said to Madison. “The roof could collapse. We have to try.”

      She turned back to the door and cautiously stepped into the dark.

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

          

      

    

    






Madison

        

      

    

    
      Madison had always been afraid of the dark.

      She kept a nightlight in her room that she would unplug and hide in her sock drawer when she had sleepovers. Unless it was just Rebecca. Otherwise, she’d lay awake all night staring at the ceiling she couldn’t see, imagining she did see things, like crawling shadows in the shifting darkness.

      I’m way too old for this, she’d always tell herself, trying to overcome her fear. There’s nothing to be afraid of.

      She didn’t bother trying to comfort herself now, however, as she had one hand on the cold, concrete wall and the other holding the back of Mason’s shirt in a death grip. It had his last name on the back in all caps, white lettering that spelled TAYLOR. It was faded, likely given to him by the school his first year on the football team. Madison couldn’t see those letters now, even though her eyes were adjusting slightly to the darkness, but she could feel them, the worn plastic-like material scrunched under her fingers.

      Just keep moving, she told herself. Don’t let go of Mason, and just keep moving.

      Mason’s blank, confused expression was haunting. She was glad she couldn’t see it now, but his silence was equally eerie. Usually, he was the first to add a quip or joke to a tense situation. He’d already had a few concussions; too many more and they wouldn’t let him play. And this one seemed bad.

      If it even is a concussion. It could be something way worse.

      The fire escape was quiet, their footsteps echoing around them. She’d expected there to be other people on the stairs, escaping from other floors, trying to reach the bottom like they were. She tried not to think what the absence of fleeing museum goers meant.

      Just keep moving.

      Mason’s steps were slow and jerky, but Madison gave him lots of time, making sure his foot was planted firmly on the step before moving to the next one.

      “Becca?” Madison whispered. She couldn’t see her friend, and her imagination was running wild in the dark. She was terrified of her falling or running ahead, leaving Madison behind.

      “I’m right here,” Rebecca said, her voice coming from only a few steps ahead. “I’m staying close, but I don’t want Mason to bump into me either.”

      Madison nodded.

      “Maddy?”

      “Oh, sorry, yeah. That’s fine.” Madison shook her head, scolding herself for forgetting that Rebecca couldn’t actually see her nod. Her nerves were getting to her, making her skin crawl and her breath come in quick, short spurts.

      They continued in silence, Madison counting the steps as she went, just to keep her mind off the darkness surrounding them.

      “Here,” Rebecca said, her voice surprising Madison. “Here’s the door. We passed one already so this should be the main floor.”

      “I’ll get it. Take him?” Madison asked, voice and hands shaking. She prodded Mason forward, and Rebecca guided him down the last couple steps to the landing, pulling him back far enough for Madison to get the door.

      When Madison pulled open the door, a faint light spilled in. It wasn’t bright, but it was a pleasant change, with the exception that it illuminated more destruction. The windows in the roof had blown out, covering the floor in glass. Pillars had toppled, looking like Greek ruins, surrounded by dust and debris. Chunks of bent metal and sharp plastic from displays lay everywhere. There were no people, but surely there had been people in this room when the bomb hit?

      Is that what it was? A bomb?

      Madison stepped forward, and the toe of her baby-blue ballet flat kicked something. She looked down. Just in front of her foot was a bone.

      Madison screamed.

      Her shrill pitch echoed up the fire escape as she jumped back, hands clutched to her chest. “Ohmygod. Ohmygod. Oh. My. God!”

      “What? What!” Rebecca stepped in front of her, tugging Mason, who groaned at the harsh manhandling.

      Madison pointed at the bone, hand shaking.

      Rebecca leaned down to look at it, blinking as her eyes readjusted to dim light. Then she laughed, a single strangled noise that sounded forced. If it had been meant to comfort Madison, it hadn’t worked.

      “It’s from a skeleton, one of the displays. It’s probably not even real, Maddy. Like ninety percent of the bones are just reproductions.” She kicked it aside with her sneaker.

      “Oh.” Madison took a deep breath and, feeling silly, lowered the hand she had clutched to her chest.

      “Come on,” Rebecca said. “Take Mason’s other hand; I don’t want to risk him throwing himself into any more elevator shafts.”

      Madison nodded and took his hand, even though she knew Rebecca was only making her do it to comfort her, not Mason. She was thankful for the excuse anyway.

      The window in the exhibit room had been curved to fit the arched ceiling, letting in the warm afternoon sun. Now those windows were shattered. Glass lay all over the floor and crunched under their shoes as they walked. Madison looked up through the empty window in the ceiling. The sky should have still been blue and bright, but all she could see was thick, gray smoke.

      The Barosaurus skeleton was missing its lower half, legs and most of its torso in a heap of bones within the exhibit barrier. The information plaque was still standing, though much of the barrier was destroyed. A memory tugged at Madison, and she let go of Mason’s hand to go to the plaque.

      She put her palms flat against the cool plastic as she looked up at the remnants of the dinosaur. She’d loved this exhibit as a kid. Her mother had taken her often and let her run around, ducking behind barriers and sometimes laying on her back on the floor to stare up at the massive skeletons, their hollow eyes looking down at her. And her mother would just watch and smile.

      That was before she got sick.

      Her mother had been diagnosed with cancer four years ago. It hadn’t been bad at first. She’d started sleeping a lot and going out less. She hired a maid to come in twice a week to handle the laundry and other chores she didn’t feel up to. Then the groceries started getting delivered. Then Madison had turned sixteen and learned to drive. Her mother had almost never left the house after that.

      She was very sick now, and the doctors didn’t know how much time she had left. Weeks maybe, or years. That was always the prognosis, which was really no prognosis at all. How was someone supposed to live like that? How could you prepare? How could you say goodbye?

      We could all die tomorrow, Maddy, her mother always told her when she found her crying. You don’t say goodbye, you just smile and be happy that you have today.

      Madison wiped tears from her face with her sleeve. She could have died today. She almost had died today. This was the first chance she’d gotten to stop long enough to acknowledge how close they’d come to being buried under rubble. How many people had died?

      Madison turned back toward Mason and Rebecca, who’d stopped and waited. Rebecca was watching her with a knowing look in her eyes. Not pity, Rebecca knew Madison hated pity, but with understanding. She’d been her best friend back when her mother was healthy, back when she’d made forts with them in the living room, back when she’d been the girl with the cool mom instead of the sick mom. Rebecca had been by Madison’s side through the diagnoses and the deterioration, and she was a part of Madison’s ‘new normal.’ So she knew in a way no one else really did.

      “We have to find the class,” Madison said, wiping her cheeks, trying to keep mascara from smudging under her eyes. “We have to make sure everyone is alright.”

      Rebecca nodded and pulled a folded piece of paper from the pocket of her jeans. Unfolding it, Madison saw that it was a floor map of the museum. They’d each been given one at the beginning of the tour.

      “Well, they were headed to this exhibit last,” Rebecca said, pointing to a blue circle on the map. She’d circled all the planned exhibits this morning, putting a number on each to mark the order. Madison had made fun of her for it. Now she was thankful for her friend’s excessive planning and organization. “And it should be…”

      She spun in a slow circle, trying to get her bearings.

      “There,” Madison said, pointing. She knew the layout of the museum well. She hurried toward the large doors at the end of the paleontology exhibit. They were massive, oversized doors, meant more for decoration than function. She imagined they were probably almost never closed.

      “The blast must have thrown them shut,” she said, about halfway to the doors. “I bet—”

      A sudden crash had the whole floor shaking. The girls screamed and threw themselves to the floor. Madison hit hard, her knees throbbing, but the shaking drowned out the pain. The walls shook too as hunks of stone and plaster fell from the ceiling. Madison looked up only enough to see Rebecca and Mason a foot away, Rebecca trying to cover both her own and Mason’s head.

      Metal groaned. Glass shattered. Already half collapsed walls crumbled to the broken tiled floor, and what was left of the Barosaurus, the long, majestic curve of its neck, open maw reaching up toward the leaves of an invisible tree, broke free and rained down around them in a shower of sound and bone.

    

  







            Chapter Four

          

          

      

    

    






Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      Lock the windows and doors. Close the blinds. Put your back to the wall. Wait.

      Rebecca hated shooter drills. The school called them Shelter In Place Drills, but the sweet, sugar-coated language didn’t make them any less scary. The idea that someone was lurking the halls, potentially just outside the door, with a gun, ready to shoot anything that moved, was terrifying.

      They’d never had a bomb drill at her school. As she lay on the floor, trying to cover her own head while shielding Mason’s at the same time, she began to realize why. You couldn’t prepare for a bomb, all you could do was duck and cover and hope.

      The noise had been deafening, more of a crash than a boom. There’d been the sound of grinding metal and walls toppling and glass exploding. The second wave of everything crumbling around them was even worse. Ears ringing, while bits of glass and plaster and bone from the displays rained down on their backs.

      The three of them stayed on the floor a long time. Rebecca didn’t want to look up.

      Eventually, she heard Madison groan and glass crunch under her as she rolled over.

      Rebecca took a quick breath and raised her head. Mason was still right beside her, face sideways, eyes closed. She moved her hand to slowly brush off the glass shards that fell onto his cheek and in his hair.

      He looked young, laying there with his eyes closed. They’d all grown up together, but Rebecca often forgot how they’d looked when they were little. It was easier to remember with Mason though because he had a younger brother at home who was a spitting image of him. Thick hair and wide eyes, a sort of smug ‘up to no good’ grin, and broad shoulders, even though he was still growing out of those gangly, teenage years.

      Rebecca shook her head and pushed to her feet, pulling Mason up beside her. She couldn’t afford to stop and think about their families right now. Not his, not hers, and definitely not Madison’s. They had to find the rest of the class and get out of this death trap of a museum before it collapsed entirely.

      Madison wasn’t far from her; she’d rolled to her back and was trying to stand without getting glass in the palms of her hands.

      Rebecca hurried over and helped her up. “What was that?” Madison asked, brushing glass from her clothes. Her knees were scraped, a little bit of blood seeping through her light blue jeans.

      “Another bomb, I think,” Rebecca said.

      Madison hugged herself, arms visibly shaking. “Do you think there will be more? Is it a terrorist attack?”

      “I don’t know,” Rebecca said, shaking her head. “If it is, then they target buildings. We’ll be safer outside, with the class.”

      “Right!” Madison hurried toward the doors again where they were supposed to have rejoined the rest of the students. That was before they’d snuck away to watch a stupid film. That was before Rebecca had agreed to break the rules. And look where that got me.

      Madison grabbed the handle of one of the massive doors and hauled on it, to no avail, before giving up. She turned and looked at Rebecca. “This won’t be like the elevator. We're really going to have to put our backs into this one.”

      Rebecca sighed. “Mason, stay put.”

      She joined Madison and grabbed the handle too. They pulled. Madison’s ballet flats slipped and slid on the tiles, but Rebecca’s sneaker got enough traction that between the two of them, they managed to get it open, but only about two feet.

      They heaved and stared at the tiny gap.

      “Well,” Rebecca said. “We aren’t getting Mason through there.”

      “It’s fine,” Madison said. “I’ll just go and get the class and they’ll come to us and we’ll go out the front.”

      She sounded so sure that Rebecca didn’t question her. She just watched as Madison squeezed through the doors and disappeared into the hall beyond.

      Rebecca turned back to Mason. His shirt was wrinkled, his hair was askew, and he still looked very, very confused. Rebecca sighed. She stepped up to him and tugged on the shirt and fixed his wayward curls as best she could.

      “I wish I could fix your head too,” she whispered.

      The exhibit was eerie now that the shaking had stopped. Glass still occasionally fell from windows, a soft tinkling from the corners of the room, but besides that, the room was silent. All the normal building noises that most people took for granted like generators, air conditioning, the hum of machines, was gone, leaving an eerie silent void.

      Rebecca turned back to the door. What’s taking Maddy so long?

      Dust coated the floor, making Madison’s footprints visible. They disappeared through the door just like she had.

      Rebecca sighed. “Mason, stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      She squeezed herself through the door a little easier than Madison had, her chest being quite a bit less endowed. It was still a tight fit, but she managed it and found herself on the other side in a hall that had sustained even more damage than the dinosaur exhibit. She spotted Madison’s footprints again and followed them.

      She had to step over pillars and broken display stands. A large frame was smashed face down on the floor, the canvas ripped through. Rebecca couldn’t tell what the painting had been, but surely it was something priceless. It wasn’t the only painting laying on the floor, damaged beyond repair. How long would it take to restore what was lost? Decades of history wiped out in mere minutes.

      “Madison?” Rebecca called, turning the corner.

      She came face to face with a massive pile of stone and plaster that blocked the whole hallway from floor to ceiling. And Madison was climbing it.

      “Maddy!” Rebecca called, running to the base of the mountain of rubble. “What are you doing?”

      “There’s a gap at the top.”

      “You won’t fit!”

      “No, but I bet I can see through and call to someone.”

      As Madison climbed higher, Rebecca noticed something sticking from the mound. “Is that...a plane?”

      “Yeah,” Madison said, climbing toward it to use the wing as a platform. “There must have been an aviation exhibit here or something.”

      The nose of the cockpit was visible too. Rebecca stepped close, looking up at the domed window of the plane's cockpit. Her blood turned cold.

      “Maddy, I don’t think there was an exhibit.”

      “What?”

      Rebecca pulled the map of the museum from her pocket again, hurrying to unfold it and read the name of all the exhibits in this section of the museum. No aviation. No World Wars. No Historic Firsts. No planes.

      “Maddy, get down!” Rebecca called frantically.

      Madison stopped, her hands on the plane's wing, ready to pull herself up. She looked toward the cockpit then and saw what Rebecca had already noticed. Blood.

      It was smeared on the window in pinkish-red streaks, and a dark shape was resting in front of it, slumped farther into the cockpit.

      “Oh my God,” Madison said, her breath running out on the last word. She let go of the wing and fell about a foot, debris tumbling around her to fall at Rebecca’s feet.

      “Woah, slow down!” Rebecca said, dropping the map and preparing to catch Madison if she had to.

      Madison managed to catch herself but still scrambled down the mound too quickly, feet sliding under her and arms flailing wildly.

      She reached the bottom and flung herself at Rebecca.

      Rebecca was pushed back several steps as she caught her friend in her arms, but both girls somehow managed to keep their feet under them. Madison was breathing hard, her eyes wide and fearful.

      “Did you get a look in the cockpit?” Rebecca asked, unsure if it was a need for clarity or simple morbid curiosity that made her ask.

      Madison shook her head.

      “Okay, alright. Let’s just get out of here.” Rebecca retrieved her map and then turned back down the hall, telling herself over and over again in her head not to look back at those streaks on the cockpit window. Her stomach was doing somersaults, and for the second time that day, she felt like she might throw up.

      “A plane crashed into the building,” Madison said, following Rebecca back down the hall. Her voice was hollow, as if she were unsure if she were asking a question or making a statement of fact.

      “Yeah, that must have been what that second crash was that we thought was a bomb,” Rebecca said.

      “Is that better or worse than it being another bomb?” Madison asked.

      Rebecca didn’t answer. She didn’t know.

      They made their way back to the doors into the dinosaur exhibit, and to Rebecca’s relief, Mason was exactly where she’d left him.

      “Where’s his other shoe?” Madison asked.

      Rebecca looked at his feet. He only had on one of his red and blue basketball shoes. The other foot only had on a light gray sock, the bottom turning a dark, ugly red.

      “He must have lost it in the initial blast. How did we not notice?” Rebecca said, pulling on her long black ponytail. Dust and glass fell to the floor as she did so.

      “I don’t know,” Madison said. “But we should get him out of here so someone can look at his foot.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” Rebecca looked at the map again. “The main doors are just there, through that hall.”

      Madison nodded and took Mason’s hand again, being more careful about how she led him across the floor.

      The hall to the doors was blessedly damage free, enough for them to make it through. No mounds of rubble. No planes.

      The front doors were open. Rebecca went first. She stepped outside onto the steps of the museum, right beside the Theodore Roosevelt statue. The statue was the first thing she noticed because it was toppled. She stared at it a moment before gaining the courage to look around. Central Park was right in front of her. Branches littered the street. A bench was upside down in the middle of the road. Surrounding buildings looked just as bad, if not worse, than the museum. And the cars. They’d all just stopped in the street. They were bumper to bumper, evidence of several accidents was clear from the dents and broken headlights. They had been abandoned. It was a scene of utter destruction.

      A gasp from behind told Rebecca that Madison had made her way out too with Mason.

      “What…” Her words faded off into nothing. What was there to say?

      Rebecca turned around to look at the museum, or what was left of it.

      Not many people survived this, Rebecca thought. It was a thought she hadn’t allowed herself to think until now. She thought back to the pile of rubble Madison had tried to climb. Her classmates had likely perished when the plane had hit. I broke the rules. I ran off. And it might have saved my life.

      The thought didn’t make her feel any better.

      “Come on. Come on!” Madison was pacing on the steps, jabbing her finger at her phone screen.

      “It won’t turn on,” Rebecca said. “Something must have fried all the power and tech.”

      “No. I need to get a hold of Mom. I need to get home Becca! Urgh!” Madison tossed her phone into the fallen Roosevelt statue, shattering the screen. Pieces of glass and plastic went flying all over the steps.

      Madison sat down on the steps, buried her face in her hands, and began to cry, her shoulders heaving.

      Rebecca sat beside her on the step and let her put her head on her shoulder. “We just have to wait,” she said, trying to comfort herself as much as Madison. “Someone will come.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours ticked by, and the sky turned a dark, gritty gray. No one came.

      There was still noise about the city, signs of life. People wandered by, rushing along with crying children in tow or tucking between the cars, while fidgeting with useless cell phones. But compared to the usual cacophony of Manhattan, it was a graveyard. Silent, eerie, dead.

      Some strangers looked up at the three teens sitting shoulder to shoulder on the museum steps, but none came to question them or to offer assistance. Everyone was on their own private mission, undergoing some personal crisis.

      When it was apparent none of their classmates would emerge from the museum, Rebecca began to panic. It was a silent, internal panic. The sort of thud, thud of the heart you try not to let show on your face, all the while trying to swallow the knot of nervous energy creeping up your throat. More than once, she merely nodded to something Madison said because she knew if she opened her lips, she’d laugh, and once she started, she might not stop. It was a strange and unfortunate nervous tick she had inherited from her father, a trait that made her mother crazy.

      Madison stood suddenly, startling Rebecca, who’d been drifting off beside her.

      “We need to go home,” Madison said. Rebecca could hear the waiver in her voice.

      “What do you want to do, Maddy?” Rebecca asked. “Walk to Orange Lake?”

      “Yes!” Madison said, throwing her arms in the air. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s at least a twenty-four hour walk from here, and it’s dusk already.” Rebecca said. “And besides, Mason isn’t going anywhere.”

      She gestured to Mason, who was laying on his back on a step below them, hands folded on his chest, looking uncomfortably like a corpse on display at a funeral. So much so that Rebecca and Madison kept taking turns checking his pulse.

      “He needs to rest and hopefully get over whatever is wrong with his head,” Rebecca said, a plan forming in her mind as she looked over the cars haphazardly abandoned in the street.

      “Where?” Madison asked, pouting and looking to the horizon in the direction of Orange Lake.

      “The bus,” Rebecca said, getting to her feet. She started prodding Mason with her foot. He groaned and sat up all on his own, which she took as a good sign, despite the obvious fog that still surrounded him, making his eyes look glassy and tired.

      She got Mason to his feet and started helping him down the stairs. He didn’t limp on his bad foot, but she didn’t know if that was because it wasn't badly injured or because he just wasn’t in his right mind enough to feel the pain.

      The bus that had brought them to the American Museum of Natural History was parked at an awkward angle across the street. It looked like it had been coming to park in front of the museum when the initial blast hit, forcing it to stop. Rebecca led Mason through the maze of cars, Madison following close behind, until they reached the bus door. Rebecca had to pry it open, and it sprang wide with minimal effort. There was a gaping hole in the windshield just in front of the driver’s seat. Rebecca swallowed and made a point of not looking through the front window as she climbed the steps.

      The bus was still full of backpacks and jackets and a couple books, left behind by kids who hadn’t wanted to drag them through the museum. It smelled like sweat and cheap body sprays from the jackets and hoodies that had been forgotten.

      Rebecca examined the bench seats. They weren’t comfortable, but they were wide and would be long enough to lay down on.

      She pulled Mason to the back of the bus to the seats the three of them had occupied on the way to the museum. Rebecca hadn’t paid much attention where any of her classmates had been sitting during the ride, but as she walked up the aisle, she could almost see their faces and hear their voices. They’d laughed and joked, taken selfies, played music from their phones, tossed a football the length of the bus when the teachers weren’t looking. Normal, jovial teens.

      Rebecca shook her head. Logic indicated that most of her classmates were dead, crushed under the heavy roof of the museum, either in the explosion or when the plane crashed through the building, but Rebecca didn’t want to think logically. She cleared her mind, trying to think about now, to think about what came next.

      She helped Mason lay down on one of the back bench seats of the bus. His feet stuck out the end, showing just how much blood was caked on the bottom of his gray sock.

      A first aid kit, Rebecca thought. There must be one somewhere on the bus.

      But she was too tired to look. He wasn’t limping. That meant he could probably wait until tomorrow to fix the foot up. That’s what Rebecca told herself at least, exhaustion winning out over reason.

      Rebecca threw herself down into the seat across from Mason, heaving a sigh of relief to be sitting on something somewhat soft inside something somewhat safe.

      Madison was still standing in the aisle, arms crossed over her chest, pouting. “We’re just going to sleep here?”

      “Yep,” Rebecca said, using her own backpack as a pillow and propping it between her head and the window. It wasn’t very comfortable, but it would do.

      “Then tomorrow?” Madison asked.

      “Tomorrow someone will come. You’ll see,” Rebecca said.

      Madison’s pout didn’t disappear, but she let her arms hang down by her sides before slumping into the seat in front of Rebecca.

      Rebecca let her eyes fall closed, but she didn’t fall asleep right away. Reality itched at her mind, not allowing her to drift off into temporary oblivion. They were alone, stranded in the middle of a Manhattan that felt more apocalypse film than real life. Maybe it was a dream. Maybe she would wake up soon.

      “Becca?” Madison said.

      Rebecca’s eye’s popped open. She must have drifted off after all because now the city was very, very dark. It was hard to see anything but shadows outside the bus windows.

      “What?” Rebecca whispered.

      “Why don’t I hear any sirens?” Madison asked. “I know everything’s broken or something here, but there must be something working somewhere right? They’d drive in or helicopter in or something? I mean, the whole world can’t have just...shut off, right?”

      Rebecca shook her head. “Of course not. Someone is on their way.”

      Madison must have found that answer satisfactory because she said nothing more.

      Rebecca sighed and pulled her feet up onto the seat beside her. It was cold, and it would only get colder. She tried not to think about that as she did her best to settle back into sleep, her ears straining, listening, hoping, for sirens in the night.
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Nick

        

      

    

    
      Don’t look back.

      That had quickly become Nick’s mantra. He ran it on repeat in his head. There was nothing behind him but darkness. If he stopped and looked back at that darkness, if he found what he’d left inside it, he wouldn't be able to go on. It would devour him.

      So he didn’t look back. Every day was a challenge to outrun the dark.

      That first day had actually been the easiest. The chaos and anarchy was blissfully distracting, and he ran toward it like a toddler toward glitter.

      The hours had been a blur of setting bones and stopping bleeding, of patching people up the best he could—which too often wasn’t good enough. Those who couldn’t walk, he wrote on their forearms with sharpie, leaving medical instructions for those who came behind him. Those who could walk, he pointed in the direction of the nearest hospital and wished them Godspeed. He felt like Peter Pan instructing Wendy. Second star to the right, and straight on ‘til morning...

      It all felt a lot like a fairy tale. Not the pretty kind, but the dark, ugly kind where girls cut off their toes to become princesses or where evil little men stole babies. It was the kind that taught you the lesson without giving you the happily ever after.

      The second day was harder. He pulled a lot of people out of rubble, collapsed buildings, and mangled cars. Less of the day two’s had lived. Wounds had gone too long untreated, and he didn’t have the supplies to help them properly, to keep their hearts beating. Day two also brought early signs of something sinister. Freshly broken windows. Scarce looking store shelves. Looting.

      Does it really happen this fast? Nick thought as he roamed the silent, deserted streets. Do we shake free the trappings of civilized society so quickly?

      He stopped, looking at his reflection in the windows of an SUV that had jumped the curb, fender kissing the side of a bus shelter.

      Of course people were quick to forget society. To forget old, normal, stable lives. Hadn’t he?

      Don’t look back.

      Nick walked to a nearby bench and swung the duffle bag off his shoulder. He’d commandeered the bag from an abandoned car. It had been empty except for a pair or running shoes. They’d looked expensive and brand new, so he’d left those behind on the off chance someone came back for them. It wasn’t likely though. Most people who’d fled their cars knew they weren’t coming back. He still happened upon people hunkered down in their cars though, the people who didn’t want to admit what was happening.

      Nick retrieved his first aid kit from the bag and unzipped it, laying it open on the bench. He always kept one fully stocked in his truck. He was always prepared. Prepared for accidents, not prepared, evidently, for mass casualties.

      His supplies were running frighteningly low. He sighed and looked down the street, shielding his eyes with a hand. The sunrise this morning was an angry orange, with gray and orange-pink clouds coating the horizon.

      Further down the street were more cars, more chaos. And an ambulance.

      Nick nodded, relieved, and repacked his things. He had thought perhaps he’d been wrong about where the nearest hospital was, but an ambulance was a good sign. He would be close now.

      He swung his duffle bag back on his shoulder and jogged toward the ambulance, his footsteps echoing off the walls of the buildings that were still standing.

      The back doors were thrown open. He stepped up into the back and stared at an empty ambulance, picked clean of medical supplies. That wasn’t a big surprise, but it was a disappointment. Part of him had hoped it would be full, untouched and ready for him to take his picking of supplies and medications. But hopefully the paramedics had taken what they could to the nearby hospital or, like him, had packed up and gone in search of who they could help.

      A loud yell punctured Nick’s thoughts and he turned and stepped out of the ambulance. Walking around it, he saw down a side street a crowd of people around the entrance of a building. It was the most people he’d seen in one place since day one.

      Nick jogged toward them, duffel bag bouncing against his back. None turned to look at him, all far too intent on whatever was in front of them instead.

      As he approached, Nick noticed the group was more mob than crowd. They pushed and shoved each other, curses flying, all trying to get closer to the doors of the building.

      Nick looked up at the sign above the door. EMERGENCY.

      It was the hospital.

      Nick pushed his way into the crowd. He was taller than average, giving him an advantage, and an imposing figure most people would step aside for. Still, he was crushed by bodies as he elbowed his way to the front. A row of five doctors stood in the doorway. The sliding glass doors were gone, likely shattered either by the blast or by people trying to get in. Any glass had been swept up, but it was still an obvious disaster zone. Behind the doctors who were trying to keep everyone back was a frantic emergency room with nurses running everywhere.

      Nick pulled his wallet from his back pocket as he reached the doctors. He flipped it open to his driver’s license.

      “I’m a paramedic,” he said to a doctor in the middle who looked like he was in charge of things. He was wearing a scrub top and wrinkled jeans. Apparently the dress code didn’t matter when the world was ending.

      The doctor examined his ID and sighed. “Yeah, okay.”

      He thumbed over his shoulder and quickly stepped aside to make just enough room for Nick to pass by him.

      The other side was equally chaotic. Beds were scattered everywhere. People cried and screamed and called out for doctors. Nurses scurried in and out of hospital rooms carrying blankets and pillows. Paper littered the floor, likely charts from patient beds. It was loud and chaotic, but one sound was eerily absent.

      There was no beeping. No machines were running. There was no beep or whistle or hum or overhead call speaker paging doctors or alerting staff of incoming traumas.

      “We don’t have room,” a nurse said, slamming down a clipboard on the clerks desk. He was a short man but broad shouldered. His glasses were just slightly askew, one of the arms bent up too far. “Didn’t they tell you at the door?”

      “I’m a paramedic,” Nick said. “I’m running low on supplies.”

      The nurse laughed and looked him up and down. “Yeah, you and everyone else.”

      Nick looked around again at the chaos. “What’s the set up here? What's the plan?”

      The nurse stopped scribbling on his chart and looked up at Nick again.

      “No power, and the generators are toast. We had to pry open the automatic doors just to let people in. Now we can’t keep them out.” The nurse attempted to adjust his glasses, to no avail. “There’s no plan. This is it. We’re making it up as we go.”

      A man sitting up in a bed next to them laughed. “It’s an EMP, man. Nothing’s working,” the man said. He was holding his ribs, his shirt stained with blood. “The whole US is out probably. Parts of Canada too, if not the whole thing, and Mexico too! Depends who the target was. Could be the whole world if America fired back. Mutual destruction. Apocalypse!”

      That word.

      Nick shivered. Apocalypse had the sound of fiction to it. Unreal. Only in the movies.

      But no, the man was clearly insane. The damage would not be nearly so wide spread;, a single EMP would not affect the entire Earth. Help would come eventually. The man was wrong.

      At least, Nick hoped he was wrong.

      This is not a time to be doubting myself, Nick thought. He knew all too well that even seasoned professionals and first responders could experience doubt and shock in the face of crisis situations. It often led to chaos. I have to keep my head.

      EMP. It wasn’t the first time Nick had considered that it was an EMP, but if it was the whole world, or even just the greater part of the western world, then how long before help came?

      When Nick shook free of his thoughts, the nurse was gone, and the man was still laughing in his hospital bed as if he’d just told himself the funniest joke in the world.

      Doors nearby swung open, and a doctor came out, arms loaded with medical supplies.

      Nick looked around. The room was still chaos, no one was watching him. He ducked into the room to find two walls of bandage, gauze, antiseptic, and other things he desperately needed. It smelled of antiseptic and moth balls. Stale.

      He took only what might benefit him in the field and left what he thought would be needed more in the hospital. He began filling his bag.

      The doors swung open. A tiny woman stood in the doorway wearing a set of pink scrubs covered in brightly colored cartoon daisies. “Hey, what are you doing in here?” she asked.

      “I’m a paramedic,” Nick said for the third time that hour.

      “You can’t take that supplies, we’re going to run out as it is,” she said, folding her arms over her chest.

      He finished filling the duffle bag. “Get a gun,” he said.

      She stared at him, stunned. “What? I—”

      “Get a gun. More people will try to steal these supplies, and the next guy probably won’t be a first responder.”

      Nick pushed past her and slipped back out into the ER.

      He looked to the door. It was still filled with a crush of bodies. He decided to go in the opposite direction. He found a side door that said ‘DO NOT OPEN UNLESS IN CASE OF EMERGENCY. ALARM WILL SOUND.’ He pushed it wide open and stepped out into a tiny alley littered with cigarette butts and crumpled bits of the paper that came wrapped around subs from Italian delis.

      No alarm rang. He left, letting the door slam behind him.
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      “The skeleton rained on us?”

      They’d stayed on the bus for two days. Mason was sitting up now. His mind had cleared, and he was talking as if nothing had happened, no sign of his earlier confusion or disorientation left. Rebecca still thought he’d suffered a bad concussion, and Madison agreed. They’d pulled off his blood soaked sock and found him a clean pair in another student’s bag. The only shoes they could find though were a pair of sandals. Not very practical, but luckily, they’d fit him perfectly.

      “Yeah, and there was a plane in the museum,” Madison said, watching as he crammed a sandwich in his mouth. This was the third time he’d made them recount their escape from the museum. He didn’t forget, he said he just couldn't believe it, which Madison understood. She didn’t quite believe it either, and she hadn’t been concussed. She experienced every terrifying second.

      Mason leaned back, wiping crumbs from his shirt. He’d been ravenous since he came to eating anything and everything Madison handed him. They didn't have too much left now. They’d collected granola bars and sandwiches, lunches packed by dutiful mothers and neglected by distracted teens.

      “You really don’t remember anything?” Rebecca asked. She was flipping through a sports magazine one of the students had left behind. Definitely not her typical reading material, but two days on a bus left you desperate for any kind of entertainment.

      Mason shook his head. “Not really. I remember first waking up in the museum on the floor. I was staring at the ceiling, thinking boy, this ain’t right. Then I remember Maddy shaking me and this bright light and her hair was falling around her and stuff. I thought I’d died and she was an angel or something.”

      Madison tossed her hair playfully. It was now tousled and tangled from nights sleeping on the bus seats, a long way from her usually perfect auburn locks.

      “Don’t get too carried away.” Mason said. “I was delusional, remember?” He tossed a sandwich crust at her.

      “Hey,” Rebecca snapped at them. She tossed the magazine on the seat beside her. “Don’t waste anything. We don’t know how long we’ll be here.”

      “Well, I’m leaving today,” Madison said. She’d decided that morning when she’d watched Mason get off the bus. He’d walked around the back to pee. He only had the slightest of limps. “I need to get back to Mom.”

      Rebecca sighed. “Mason is not well enough to walk. Certainly not from here to Orange Lake.”

      “I’m fine,” Mason said. He wiggled his toes, trying to hide a slight grimace and not succeeding. Madison cringed, remembering her and Rebecca using the tweezers from the first aid kid they’d got on the bus to pry glass from his foot. It had bled. A lot. They'd ewwed and icked their way through it, all the while, Mason laid unconscious on the seat. They’d cleaned it—the grossest part—then wrapped it in gauze and put the clean sock on. It was still a bulge under his sock now, barely fitting in the sandal.

      “We can’t walk home. We need a plan,” Rebecca said.

      “We walk. That’s the plan.” Madison crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Why don’t we vote on it?” Mason said.

      “No way!” Rebecca waved her hands. “You’ll side with her.”

      Mason blushed, then shrugged. “Well, it would be an adventure.”

      Rebecca rolled her eyes. “You two and adventure. This is not an adventure. This is the end of the freaking world, Mason. The power is out absolutely everywhere, first responders aren’t responding, and Manhattan has turned into a ghost city.”

      “And I don’t want to be a ghost,” Madison said. “I want to get home. I have to. You know my mom is sick.”

      “She has a nurse who comes by,” Rebecca said.

      “And what if she doesn’t? What if my house is a heap of rubble just like that?” She gestured to the museum through the bus window.

      Rebecca sighed. “Fine, whatever. We’ll vote.”

      Mason stood up between the two of them, a big grin across his face.

      “What are you smiling about?” Rebecca asked.

      “This is how it starts,” Mason said. “Democracy, Tyranny, Anarchy.”

      Madison rolled her eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “We vote now, but once the zombies come, one of us will rise up and institute martial law, then we eat each other.”

      “Eww!” the two girls said in unison.

      “God, Mason!”

      “Disgusting.”

      “No one’s eating anyone.”

      Mason shrugged. “Not yet.”

      Rebecca reached for a large backpack. It wasn’t one of theirs, but it was the biggest one they’d been able to find. They’d already searched it for snacks. She overturned it above the seat, dumping out a few textbooks and loose pens.

      “Help me pack this,” she said, handing the bag to Mason. “Food first, then the first aid kit. We’ll want to be able to reach it quickly if we need it.”

      Madison nodded and began collecting the food they had left. Mason held the bag open while she filled it.

      When they’d finished, the three of them stood above it looking in. It was hardly half full.

      “We’re going to need more food,” Mason said.

      “And something to wear,” Rebecca said, hugging her shoulders. “It was freezing last night.”

      “Well, there’s lots of those nice zip ups the soccer team just got laying around here. We should each grab one of those,” Madison said, doing just that as she spoke. “Then we’ll go get food at a store around here.”

      “That’s not going to work,” Rebecca said, finding a jacket of her own and shrugging into it.

      They were two big for both of them, and they had to roll up the sleeves. Mason had his own coat. A similar sports style zip up with his own name on the back. Madison purposely didn’t look at the names on the back of her and Rebecca’s jackets. She didn’t want to know.

      “Why?” Madison asked.

      Rebecca looked at her. “Maddy, the power is out everywhere.”

      “I have some cash.”

      “A bomb hit Manhattan. No one is going to be tending their stores.”

      “You don’t know that,” Madison said. “We can at least check. We have to walk past them anyway, right?”

      Rebecca shrugged. “Fine, I guess you’re right.”

      Mason zipped up his jacket and started off the bus. “This is going to be epic.”

      Madison exchanged a look with Rebecca. “He’s going to be insufferable.”

      “Completely.”

      Madison smiled. “But you’re just a tiny bit excited too.”

      Rebecca allowed herself to smile, but it faltered. “I’m scared, Maddy.”

      Madison pulled her friend toward her for an embrace, hugging her tightly. “I know. Me too. But we can be scared, and excited, together.”

      Rebecca pulled back, holding Madison out at arm's length. “We don’t split up, no matter what. Promise?”

      Madison held out her hand, pinkie extended. “Pinkie promise.”

      Rebecca wrapped her own pinkie around Madison’s. “Pinkie promise.”
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      An orange sky hung over Manhattan.

      The quiet, deserted streets looked like a frame out of some science fiction film, some gritty blockbuster with badly CGI’d aliens and robot cops. But it was real. This was real. And Mason was living it.

      Mason played sports for the thrill, for the excitement, and the rush. He also happened to be quite good at them. He liked video games for the same reason. Fast paced, dangerous, out of this world adventure. But games were played on fields, in computer screens; they never left their tidy little boxes.

      Each step sent a little jolt of pain into his foot. He was fairly certain the girls had missed a piece of glass, but he didn’t have the heart to tell them. Besides, he barely felt it. There was so much else to occupy his mind.

      As the three of them made their way up the street, passing stalled cars, a row of abandoned buildings on one side, Central Park on the other, he tried to imagine what it would have been like to be out here when it went down, instead of trapped in a building. Screeching tires, the clash of metal. And a bright, blinding light.

      And he’d missed it.

      “Mason!”

      He turned to see Rebecca and Madison waving at him from across the street. “There’s a little corner store. Looks open!”

      He nodded and made his way to them. Madison looked exhausted, her hair thrown up in a bun and three-day-old makeup making dark circles under her eyes. She was usually so pristine, every inch of clothing and hair and makeup carefully designed. She wasn’t nearly as stuck up as some people thought, but she always looked the part. Rebecca looked like a pack mule carrying that massive backpack. He’d offered, then insisted, but Rebecca was more stubborn than him, more stubborn than anyone. She said he could carry it once his foot was better.

      They waited for him at the door of a little convenience store and went in together. The door opened, but there was no one behind the cash register. The register was open, empty, and the shelves were sparse too.

      “Maybe they put their stock out back,” Madison suggested.

      “No, definitely looters,” Mason said, picking up a pack of gum off the floor.

      “Looters?” Madison said. “Already?”

      “It’s been three days with no power, no obvious government assistance or plan,” Rebecca said. “So yeah, Maddy, looters.”

      Mason shook his head and put the gum in his pocket.

      “Hey,” Rebecca said. “You can’t take that without paying for it.”

      “There’s no one to pay, Becca,” Mason said with a shrug. “Besides, we took that stuff from the bus.”

      “Well, that was different,” Rebecca said.

      “Because they’re dead?” Mason asked.

      Rebecca’s face drained of color. “We don’t know that.”

      “Yes, we do,” Mason said. “We sat on that bus for two days, and not a single person came out of that building. They’re dead, Becca.”

      Rebecca’s eyes took on a glassy look, and Mason thought she might cry. But then it passed. Rebecca wasn’t a crier. “Well, that still doesn’t make it right to steal from this store.”

      “Mason's right,” Madison said. “Becca, it’s the end times. No one is gonna miss this stuff. We need to eat, so we take food. It’s not stealing, it’s surviving.”

      “And we’re going to have to do a lot more surviving between here and Orange Lake,” Mason said. He looked around the tiny store. “Take the cigarettes, and I’ll go check out the place next door.”

      “Cigarettes?” Madison asked.

      “Since when do you smoke?” Rebecca asked, in the most mom tone she’d ever pulled.

      “I don’t, but we might be able to trade them for stuff.”

      “Don’t they do that sort of thing in prison?” Madison asked.

      Rebecca turned to her. “I don’t want to know how you know that.”

      “What? I watch TV.”

      Mason left them chatting and slipped into the store next door. It was slightly larger, a pharmacy or something with rows of refrigerators along the back wall. He started back there, hoping to find something left.

      He heard glass crunch behind him.

      His heart lurched but he didn't turn around. He kept walking, playing up his limp, making it apparent he’s injured and not a threat.

      As he got closer to the fridges, he could see the reflection of someone behind him in the glass. Holding...something.

      A gun!

      Mason opened the fridge door slowly. On the shelf in front of him there was a solitary bottle of pop. It was warm in his hand, the power long gone out of the fridge.

      The reflection behind him lunged. Mason turned to run, but his foot gave out, his ankle twisting painfully, and he crumbled to the floor, fridge door slamming shut behind him and the man’s arm swinging overhead, missing him by inches. Then the gun was pointed directly at Mason’s face.

      Something squeaked behind him in the store, and the man turned. There was nothing there. But as Mason took his eyes away from the barrel of the gun for a split second, he spotted Madison’s blue flats under one of the shelves. Her and Rebecca must have hidden in the next row over. Mason looked back at the gun, not wanting to give them away.

      “Hand it over,” the man said. He was tall, skinny, his forearms were coated in tattoos, and he wore an oversize military green jacket covered in patches with strange slogans like Grab Your Bug Bag, Big Brother is Watching, and Come and Take Em, the last embroidered beneath an image of an AK-47.

      “I said, hand it over,” the man repeated, this time gesturing with his gun.

      Mason looked down and for the first time realized he had the pop bottle clutched to his chest like some sort of shield. He hesitantly lifted it toward the gunman, hand visibly shaking.

      The man ripped it from his fingers and slipped it deftly into a pocket of his jacket.

      “You hurt, kid?” he asked, gesturing again with his gun, this time toward Mason’s foot. Mason looked down. His ankle was still throbbing but not broken. He knew what broken felt like. But his foot was bleeding again, a little spot of blood seeping through.

      “Oh, um not really.”

      “You’ll want to fix that,” the guy said. “And clear a place before you go into it.”

      “Clear it?” Mason asked. His voice shook.

      “Make sure no one is in it.”

      “Oh, right.” Like scary guys with guns.

      The man looked him up and down once more. “Godspeed, brother.” He saluted Mason, then turned around and walked away.

      Mason held his breath until the guy had passed Madison and Rebecca’s hiding spot and left the store.

      He let it out as the door swung shut.

      Madison and Rebecca came scrambling out from behind the aisle and skidded to a stop in front of him.

      “Are you okay?”

      “He could have shot you!”

      “Is it broken? Is your foot broken?”

      “Oh my God, you’re bleeding!”

      He waved away their questions, and they helped him to his feet. He tested his foot, putting weight on it gingerly. Yep, definitely not broken.

      He looked between the two of them, taking a moment to catch his breath.

      “That,” he said, “was the coolest thing I’ve ever done.”

      Rebecca rolled her eyes, and Madison groaned. “Mason, you almost died. That was not cool!”

      “It was epic,” Mason said, grinning. He stepped away from them and started down the aisle.

      “Where are you going?” Rebecca asked. “That psychopath might still be out there.”

      Mason stopped about where the girls had hidden from the gunman’s view and got on his hands and knees. He reached under the shelf and felt around. His fingers hit metal. He smiled and pulled out a can.

      He held it up. “Jackpot!”

      Rebecca took it. “And it’s got a pull tab! That’s great. We haven’t found a can opener yet.”

      Madison looked at it and scrunched up her nose. “We’re going to eat ravioli cold?”

      “It’s that or starve.”

      Mason reached under again and brought out three more cans while Madison went to explore the back end of the store again.

      Mason stood up with his find and Rebecca turned around so he could place them in the backpack.

      “That was insane, Mason. I thought you were dead for sure.” Her voice got quiet. “We should have done something. I should have done something.”

      “Shut up. That would have been stupid. You and Madison did the right thing.”

      “I’m helping you steal food right now, Mason. I’m not sure I know what the right thing is anymore.”

      Mason zipped up the bag and turned her around to face him. “You’re right. Right and wrong don’t just go out the window because we’re in an apocalypse, but there’s way more gray area, Becca.”

      She frowned but nodded.

      “Hey!” Madison returned from the back of the store. “Look what I found!”

      She held up a pack of energy drinks.

      Mason laughed. “They might be good if we need to stay up for a while. Which we might.”

      “Why?” Madison asked.

      “To keep watch.”

      “Watch for what?”

      He looked at Rebecca. “For all the people who think the end of the world is also the end of right and wrong.”
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Nick

        

      

    

    
      Ash coated the ground, sticking to the wet pavement.

      Nick wore knee pads he’d found at an abandoned work site. His knees were already raw from kneeling beside the dying. Like the boy in front of him.

      “He’s going to be okay, right?” The boy’s father knelt on the other side of him, putting pressure on a wound Nick already knew was fatal. The boy was too hurt to move. He whined, breath wheezing and hissing from between his teeth. Nick had set his leg and patched the wound in his chest as best he could. But he was going to die.

      It would be painful, and it would take a very long time.

      Nick patching him up had probably only ensured the boy would suffer for longer. Nick wasn’t a surgeon. He didn’t have the luxury of a dozen nurses handing him tools and an anesthesiologist making sure his patients felt no pain. His job was to keep people alive until they reached the hospital. But what was he supposed to do if there was no hospital to take them to? No ambulance? No doctors? No anesthesia or morphine or hospital beds?

      “He’s going to be okay?”

      Nick looked up at the man, then back down at the boy’s pale face. With sudden, frightening clarity, Nick knew that if it were his child, he’d kill him. He’d end the pain now. Suffocate him, snap his neck, send him into the peaceful darkness that was death and far, far away from that other darkness, the one that followed him wherever he went. The kind that only chases the living. But it wasn’t his kid.

      Nick sighed and packed up his gloves and bandages. “He’ll lose consciousness soon,” Nick said. “Keep him warm and keep him sheltered. Don’t move him if you can help it.”

      The father nodded. He didn’t ask any more questions or inquire about his son’s condition. Parents in ambulances did that. Parents in hospitals did that. They wanted to know. Needed to know. Here, now, what parents needed most was to not know. Because there was nothing they could do. Knowing just made it worse.

      As Nick walked away, duffel bag over his shoulder, he wondered if he was making it worse too. He had this debate with himself every time he stopped to assist someone.

      When is helping harming? When is leaving someone to die a mercy?

      Those were questions he wasn’t ready to answer.
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Madison

        

      

    

    
      Madison could feel the streaks of dried tears on her cheeks, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been crying or what had brought the tears. The list of things to cry about was getting longer by the minute.

      “We can’t spend another night outside,” Rebecca said, as they made their way along the road.

      They’d slept in Central Park the previous night, huddled together at the base of a tree trunk. They’d woken to find someone standing over them, attempting to steal their backpack. Madison had screamed, and it had been enough to scare the would-be thief off, but her heart hadn’t stopped hammering in her chest for hours after.

      Is that when I was crying?

      “Yeah, I don’t want to get robbed by homeless people again,” Mason said. His limp had worsened since the run-in with the gunman, but they’d managed to get another shard of glass out last night, and he seemed to be cringing less.

      “We’re homeless, Mason,” Becca snapped.

      Madison stopped. “Stop arguing, please. We just need to stay civil and get off this island and get home.”

      “You really think the bomb just hit Manhattan?” Mason asked, looking skeptical.

      Madison shrugged. “It’s possible.”

      She needed to think that. She needed to think that her house was okay, that her mother was okay.

      “We should get a better vantage point of the city,” Rebecca said. “And find somewhere to sleep tonight. Somewhere indoors.”

      Madison shivered. Indoors made her think of the museum; it reminded her of the walls and ceiling falling down around her, it reminded her of shattering glass, blinding light, and then the darkness.

      There were no more nightlights. Nothing left to pierce the darkness while she slept.

      Her gaze went to the tall buildings, the one’s still standing. “I don’t want to go up in those,” Madison said. “They seem...fragile.”

      “We wouldn’t be able to see much up that high anyway,” Mason said. “Not with this smog. Something lower will give us a better view of the city.”

      Central Park was behind them now, and they were passing a row of brick apartment buildings. One had an iron fire escape on the side that looked intact. Climbing the fire escape meant they wouldn’t have to go inside, into the dark building.

      “What about there?” Madison asked, pointing.

      Rebecca nodded and looked up toward the building's roof. “Alright, and I bet we can sleep on the roof tonight too.”

      That made Madison shiver too, but it was better than the park.

      They made their way to the fire escape, and Mason went up first. It didn’t come quite to the ground, so Mason had to pull himself up. Madison didn't think she could even do a chin up, let alone pull herself up the fire escape. Luckily, she didn’t have to. Mason reached down toward her, and she lifted her arms. He grabbed her forearms and she grabbed his and he hauled her up. She squealed at suddenly being lifted off her feet. Even though she’d been expecting it, she hadn’t really thought he’d be able to lift her so easily.

      She crawled onto the iron fire escape and moved out of his way. Rebecca handed the backpack up first, which Mason handed to Madison, then he hauled her up too. She was lighter than Madison and a little shorter, so Mason was able to lift her right up and plant her on her feet. She giggled, the first real laugh Madison had heard from her since they’d escaped the museum. Madison smiled and started up the fire escape.

      Her mood had brightened a little, and she wasn’t thinking about everything that was going wrong. For just a moment, all she was thinking about was the climb. Five stories, simple, wrought iron steps.

      Then her foot slipped.

      She fell forward and slammed her head on the step in front of her.

      “Oh! Ouch!” She stood up, stars circling her vision.

      “Are you alright?”

      “Maddy!”

      “I’m fine,” Madison called. She looked down at her feet and her baby blue flats.

      Dress smart, not pretty, her mother had told her that morning. You’ll be walking around all day. You’ll want better shoes than that.

      And suddenly, she was back to thinking about her mother again.

      Would the nurse come? she thought. Will she get her medications? Will she be alive when I get back?

      Her father had died in a factory accident when she was a baby. They’d got a massive payout from the plant, which is where her mom got all her money. At times, she’d wished she had a dad, but her and her mother had always been fine just the two of them, and it was hard to truly miss a man she’d never known. She didn’t like to admit how infrequently she thought about him. But she thought about him now. Wished he was there at home. That anyone was there, taking care of her mother.

      Being a single mom was hard. Well, being an only child of a single mom was hard too. You took care of them as much as they took care of you. Especially when they were sick.

      “Maddy,” Mason asked, right behind her now. “You sure you’re alright?”

      She looked up at him and nodded. She gingerly touched her head. “I’m not bleeding, am I?”

      Mason brushed her hair from her face.

      She sucked in a sharp breath as his fingers grazed a tender spot on her head.

      “Only a little,” he said. “I think you’ll live.”

      He winked at her, and she shook her head, continuing up the fire escape and wondering how he could be so chipper all the time. Even at the worst of times, he wore a smile.

      Madison reached the top and stepped out onto the roof.

      The city was bathed in a brackish orange glow, like a watercolor of a forest fire. It was almost pretty. Almost.

      As Rebecca and Mason climbed up behind her, Madison walked to the edge of the roof where a small tomato plant sat. Its fruit was dried and shriveled. Forgotten, all except for one tiny little tomato, the same hue as the fiery sky.

      “Does that man have a...a tire iron?” Rebecca asked, pointing down at the street.

      Madison and Mason looked at where she was pointing. Sure enough, there was a man carrying a tire iron over his shoulder like a bat. And he wasn’t alone. Several other men tagged behind him. None carried any visible weapons, but it would be hard to make out a blade or a handgun from this height.

      “Oh my God,” Madison said.

      “Like I said, looters.” Mason grabbed the girls and hauled them back from the ledge. “Best not to be seen. They probably aren’t the only band of thugs out there.”

      “But,” Rebecca turned back to look over the city. “Then how are we supposed to make it to Orange Lake? We can’t fight thugs. We aren’t ninjas or street fighters.”

      There was a panic in Rebecca’s voice that made Madison nervous. Rebecca was the rational one, the calm, levelheaded one. But she sounded on the verge of panic.

      “We can’t walk home. We can’t! The streets aren’t safe!”

      Mason grabbed her by the shoulders. “Becca, just calm down.”

      “We need a plan!” Rebecca said, too loudly.

      “Shhh,” Mason said, pulling her even farther away from the edge of the rooftop.

      “I’ll get her something to drink!” Madison said, hurrying to the backpack she’d dropped by the fire escape. As she dug around looking for a bottle of water, a piece of folded, glossy paper fell out onto the roof. She picked it up.

      “What are we going to do? What are we going to do?!” Rebecca said, panic growing.

      “Go underground,” Madison said, standing.

      Rebecca and Mason turned to her. “What?” they said in unison.

      “We need to get home!” Rebecca said.

      “I know.” Madison looked down at the subway map in her hand. “And I have a plan.”

      There was a rumbling that had the three of them ducking for cover, but it was quiet and far off. No explosion came, no mushroom cloud, no blinding light or puff of smoke. But the sky had grown darker and thick clouds clogged the sky.

      The rumbling came again, but this time, Madison recognized it. It wasn’t a bomb; it was thunder.
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Nick

        

      

    

    
      Rain hit Nick’s face.

      He examined a subway map that stood just at the top of the steps encased in thick, lightly graffitied plastic. He stared at the big red dot that said YOU ARE HERE. He wore a jacket he’d taken off a dead man, and the rain drops went tap, tap, tap on his shoulders.

      He had a faint awareness that he was a breakwater in a sea of people. On either side of him, people passed by, seeking shelter from the storm in the subway tunnels. None asked him to move, though some muttered curses softly under their breath, and they stopped around him.

      Nick hardly noticed any of it. He was thinking only of the darkness.

      My wife is dead.

      He didn’t know what had made him turn to face the darkness, what had prompted that particular truth from his lips, but he tried to tell himself it every morning now. He supposed he’d done it because he’d thought it would make the darkness go away. If he tugged her out of it and carried her with him, there would be no shadow over his shoulder anymore. But he’d been wrong.

      He’d been losing his wife before the world was ending; it mattered little that she was gone now. There was a small part of him that was glad she’d been taken by tragedy so that he didn’t have to watch her walk away. That part of him still lived in the darkness.

      Their marriage had been crumbling. Then, New York had crumbled, taking her with it. Buildings had come down around him, lights went out, the hum and vibrations of life all came to a grinding halt.

      He had nothing now. No one waiting up for him at home.

      A raindrop landed on his dark eyelashes, making him blink. He looked down at the gun in his hand. He was trying to decide whether to wear it openly or to conceal it. Yes, that’s what had stopped him on the steps. Would having a gun scare people off or make him more of a target? A hard decision.

      Finally, he tucked it into his waistband and tugged his—no, the dead —jacket down over it.

      Then he joined the stream of people into the subway tunnel, stepping down, into the dark.
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Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca shivered. We just have to make it through this night, she thought.

      After climbing the fire escape to the roof, they’d decided to explore the same building, a small apartment complex, and soon found an unlocked storage room. There wasn’t any food; it looked to have been used mainly for lightbulbs and electrical switches, and there was a mason jar full of paint swatches on a shelf, likely to match colors when they repainted between tenants.

      It was cold in the storage room, but it was also an unlikely place to be bothered while they slept. Relative safety. Rebecca figured that all safe havens were relative right about now.

      Staying in the closet had been Mason’s idea, and he’d looked so exhausted, still limping slightly on his foot, that neither Rebecca nor Madison had the heart to argue.

      Besides that, it was Madison’s idea to take the subway tunnels that Rebecca was more afraid of.

      There would be no light, no way to know how long or how far they’d traveled once they were down there. It would be pitch black.

      Rebecca shivered again, and this time, it had nothing to do with the cold.

      Mason noticed and took off his jacket, placing it over her knees.

      “Oh, I’m fine,” Rebecca said.

      Mason smiled but didn’t take back his jacket. “Oh, I know. You’re always fine.”

      She smiled back politely, but she didn’t feel fine. She hadn’t been fine when she’d been freaking out on the roof. She hadn’t been fine when her and Madison had been prying shards of glass out of his foot. And she hadn’t been fine when Mason had almost gotten himself shot in that corner store.

      She hadn’t been fine since the bomb hit. None of them had. Not really.

      Madison had tunnel vision on getting home, on returning to her mother. And Mason wouldn’t stop cracking jokes, wouldn’t stop trying to make them laugh. A coping mechanism, Rebecca supposed.

      As Mason obviously had no intention of retrieving his jacket, Rebecca pulled it up around her shoulders, snuggling into it. Madison was already asleep beside her, using her own jacket as a pillow. Mason was attempting to do the same on her other side, leaning propped against the large backpack. His eyes were closed, but his breathing hadn’t totally fallen into the soft rise and fall of sleep.

      Rebecca laid her head back against the far wall and tried to shut her eyes.

      She slept in the dark every night at home. She would come into her room, flick the light off, and crawl under her covers. She’d never minded the dark before. She’d never noticed what a comfort it had been knowing that at any time she could throw back the cover and just turn the light right back on. Now, when she had no choice but to sleep in the dark, it bothered her.

      Mason’s breathing softened and slowed into the gentle rhythm of sleep. Rebecca tried telling herself that she was on the cusp of sleep too, but it wasn’t true.

      She was wide awake when the rattling came.

      Her eyes popped open, staring uselessly into the dark.

      What is that? she thought, as the rattling sounded again.

      And then dread crawled along her spine as she recognized the sound. The doorknob. Someone was trying to get into the storage room.

      Rebecca held her breath. Her eyes were finally adjusting, and she could just make out the door. She could see the doorknob swiveling one way and then the other.

      She looked to Madison and then Mason, both still asleep. She could wake them, but what if they called out? What if waking them startled them and they alerted whoever was on the other side of the door that they were here?

      No, she’d just have to take her chances. They’d locked the door. Rebecca would have to wait and hope the strangers outside didn’t decide to kick it in.

      Her heart was in her throat, and she waited, breath held. All she could do was sit in the dark, eyes straining as they stared in horrified anticipation at the slow twisting of the doorknob. All she could do was hope that somehow they would make it through the night, and every night after.

      
        
        The End
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Madison

        

      

    

    
      Every sunrise was a tiny reminder of the day the world ended.

      When the bomb dropped, there had been a dazzling, bright light. Now, each morning when the sun came up from behind those dark clouds and the light hit Madison’s eyelids, it brought her right back to that moment. Light. Sound. Chaos. And then a long, never-ending silence.

      At first, all she could see was white, then pink. A wash of panic pulled her into consciousness, and she gasped, sitting up right before realizing where she was.

      Mason laid on one side of her and Rebecca on the other; both were still sleeping, their breath even and calm; the ignorance of the unconscious mind. Madison didn’t want to wake them. She stood slowly, slipping out from between their warm bodies. Mason grumbled and shifted, but neither one of them woke.

      Last night’s accommodation was a short, glass catwalk between two downtown office buildings. It was well insulated, so even with the heat off in the buildings, it wasn’t too cold. It hung over a one-way street and gave a decent view of this part of the city. All of Manhattan was bathed in a grayish smog, lit up by the still rising sun. They had decided to try to pick places to sleep that were off the chilly, open streets but also unlikely to be targets of looters, places like parking garages and office building stairwells. Forgotten, unused places. It was surprising how many places like that existed now, how much sheer space had become abandoned once society broke down. Had they really needed all this space to begin with?

      Madison crossed her arms over her chest and stepped up to the glass wall of the catwalk, looking down at the street, thinking. As the light of the sun reached more and more of the city, dark shapes began emerging from doorways and alleyways. They looked like shadow people, like dark ghosts. They weren’t ghosts, but they might as well have been. In only a couple weeks, they’d quickly learned to fear strangers. They’d learned that nothing belonged to anyone anymore. Civilization was gone, and now they were just living in the ruins of what was left.

      Reaching in her pocket, Madison took out the tiny spiral notebook she’d found a week ago, tucked under the corner of a long, pilfered cash register. Judging by the hastily scribbled notes that had coveted the first few pages, it had once belonged to a waitress. The shorthand she’d use was unintelligible, but for some reason, Madison hadn’t wanted to tear out the used pages.

      She’d been using the remaining pages to track the days, and weeks, since the initial bomb that had knocked out all the power and left most of the city in pieces, buildings collapsed, and cars left abandoned in the streets. She used a pencil Mason kept sharpened for her with his pocket knife and used it to mark another tally on the ruled page. Then she flipped it closed and placed it back in her pocket. One more day gone.

      At first, they had stayed close to the museum where they’d been when it happened, holding out hope that perhaps someone would come, that help would arrive. That hope was gone now. It was a new day. A new world. And help was not coming.

      Madison turned back to her sleeping companions. She should wake them, but watching them sleep and knowing that at this moment they weren’t worried or scared or hungry was a small comfort to her. So she stepped between them again and sat down carefully and quietly.

      She laid down between them again. She could feel the rise and fall of Mason’s shoulder against her back and could hear the soft little cooing noise Rebecca sometimes made when she slept. These were her comforts now. No hot tea, no warm bed, no nightlight. Just the sounds of her friends breathing next to her. Her mother had a quote framed above the couch in their living room that read “Every Moment Is a Miracle.” Madison had always found it cheesy, but now, she finally thought she knew what it meant.

      Madison pressed her back against Mason’s and placed a hand on Rebecca’s shoulder. She already knew she wouldn’t get back to sleep, but for a moment, she would allow herself to dream, to pretend that the world was still turning just as it always had before.
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Nick

        

      

    

    
      Nick was no stranger to confrontation.

      His youth was full of confrontation. He’d been an angry kid, and even though he’d rarely brought fights upon himself, when conflict found him, his first impulse was always to lash out. He’d learned to control it as he’d gotten older, and it was a good thing because his profession had more than its fair share of conflict too.

      Granted, paramedics typically arrived after the worst was over, but he was familiar with the tension that was left behind after a brawl, a domestic dispute, or a lovers’ quarrel. As soon as he arrived on a scene, he could typically tell the aggressor from the victim, and not just because one was typically worse off. It was in the set of someone’s shoulders, the tension of their jaw, and something hollow in their eyes. It was a sort of crazed expression, like they were on the verge of imploding, even if everything else pointed to them being calm and collected.

      These used to be trivial things, a game he played with himself while he was at work, helping the wounded. Now he relied on it, relied on being right, on spotting the difference between a man who was ready to fight and one who was ready to flee. His own survival could very well depend on it.

      The early days, after the bomb, after he’d lost his wife, had him desperately trying to save anyone he could. A part of him felt like if he lost even a single life, then all would be lost; then that darkness chasing him would finally catch up with him, and he’d be unable to move forward.

      Now all he could do was move forward, like the world was a treadmill, and he couldn't get off. He was constantly moving and yet going nowhere.

      He helped much less now. Every wounded he had to treat like an injured wolf. Help and quickly release, or they might bite. His supplies were getting low again, and he took a strict inventory of it everyday, always making sure there would be enough left for him in case of an emergency.

      Emergency. Nick stopped his plodding through the subway tunnel in pitch black to think about that word. It was almost without meaning now, no bearing whatsoever on this new reality.

      Nick sighed and continued walking.

      He moved slowly, carefully. Hitting a rail or a rock in this tunnel could not only leave him with a broken ankle, but could also alert others that he was there.

      This was how he spent most of his days now. In and out of subway tunnels, never knowing how much time had passed. When you were in the dark tunnels, it was impossible to know if it was day or night. Sometimes the brackish sky outside made it difficult too. It was always dark, no matter where you went.

      Nick stubbed his toe on something and cursed under his breath. He tentatively stepped around it and kept moving. He had a flashlight, but he seldom turned it on. Light made you a target for two reasons; one, because it blinded you to anything beyond its beam, and two, because light itself had become a precious commodity. Light, batteries, matches, each one now more valuable than diamonds or gold.

      So Nick tried to stay in the shadows, to keep to the tunnels and to the corners of the world that even now most people feared to tread. He was no stranger to confrontation, nor was he a stranger to the dark.

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

          

      

    

    






Mason

        

      

    

    
      I am no hero.

      Crouched below a broken shop window, back to the short, stone wall, all Mason could think about was how he was not hero material.

      The thrill of living in a postapocalyptic wasteland had worn off. At first, he’d felt like he was a hero in a video game or action movie. It wasn’t as if that feeling had worn off—if anything, it was stronger. Too strong. Too real. Too much.

      Mason was a high school football star. He was used to having a team rely on him, but not for life or death situations. It was just a game after all. This, his new reality, was not a game and was absolutely life and death. And Mason didn’t want anyone relying on him, mostly because he didn’t know if he could even rely on himself.

      Rebecca and Madison were beside him, crouched low to keep out of sight from the wandering strangers in the street. Madison was carrying the backpack. After Mason’s foot had healed from the shards of glass that had been embedded in it, he’d insisted on carrying it. He was the tallest and the strongest, and they kept filling it with cans, so it wasn’t always a light load. But then they’d encountered more and more violence. They’d managed to stay away from it, but they’d seen their fair share, more than enough for Mason to change his mind. He told Rebecca and Madison to take shifts carrying the bag. That way, if they got into a situation they might have to fight their way out of, he could stay behind, and they could run with the supplies. If anything happened to him, he didn’t want them to go hungry.

      They’d argued with him at first, not liking the idea of running off and leaving him behind, but eventually, he got them to comply.

      Democracy, Tyranny, Anarchy. He hadn’t let them be democratic about that decision. Was he the tyrant of them? He’d always assumed that would be Rebecca. Stubborn, and usually right, Rebecca. But she’d caved that time.

      “Is it clear?” Rebecca asked, her voice warm on his ear.

      Mason took a breath before quickly popping his head up over the window. There were still some people in the street outside, but they were passing them by. This store was clearly empty, looted weeks ago. The people outside shuffled along, sometimes stopping to look at something in the road, looking for anything of value. They moved slowly, as if without any motivation at all. Sometimes Mason liked to imagine they were zombies. Somehow, that made it less scary for him. A zombie was a monster, and monsters weren’t real, and even if they were real, then there would be no shame in hiding from them, or, if it came to it, killing them.

      But they weren't monsters; they were people. People just as scared and desperate as them.

      The group soon turned the corner at the end of the street, disappearing out of sight.

      Mason waved a hand, gesturing for the girls to go. Madison moved first, awkward with the bulky backpack bouncing against her shoulders. Rebecca followed. They stayed crouched as they scurried from the doorway of the store, across the street, and into the shadows of the building across the way.

      Mason waited until they were across and then followed. His eyes were on the end of the street as he ran, praying the people they’d seen wouldn’t decide to turn back. You never knew  who was dangerous.

      The girls were waiting for him as he ducked into the building. It was unfinished, still under construction when the blast had hit, and now it had been abandoned, nothing but the bones of what might have been condos. The bottom was fairly open, nothing more than a cement foundation and wide, load-bearing pillars. Mason nodded, and they headed more into the center of the building so that they would be harder to see from the street.

      Mason’s feet were sore. He still wore the socks and sandals Rebecca and Madison had gotten him from the bus, and they were not ideal for walking around a rubble strewn Manhattan all day, everyday. If they were really going to walk all the way to Orange Lake, then he was going to have to find something else to wear, and soon.

      There was a window yet to be installed leaning against one of the pillars. Madison nodded at it and walked off in that direction. She squatted in front of it to tug at her auburn hair, trying to create some order to the messy bun she had it done up in. Mason thought it seemed frivolous, considering the circumstances, but he didn’t have a foot and a half of hair to deal with, so he never mentioned it.

      Rebecca walked beside him as they continued through the unfinished bottom floor of the building. Her own black hair was tied in a long, thick braid that hung down her back. She retied it every few days as it became wispy and unruly again, working it back into something orderly. Consistency. Control. Most of the time it wasn’t something teenagers had a lot of, or at least, it didn’t seem like it until everything else fell away. Mason found himself missing having a curfew or having to get up early for football practice. He missed his parents yelling at him to clean up, to do homework, and he missed the way they not so discreetly propped the door between the living room and kitchen open whenever he had girls over, even if it was just Madison or Rebecca, who they knew and who he’d been friends with for a long time. These were things that used to drive him mad, and now, he’d give anything to have them back.

      He’d been looking at the rough cement ground as he’d walked, but fingers slipping into his caused him to look up. Rebecca was looking up at him, a worried expression on her face.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Yeah, fine. Just thinking about home.”

      He squeezed her hand back in return. He was so, so glad he’d made it out with them. What would he do if he’d woken up alone? Would he have survived those first few days? Would he have panicked? Would he still be hiding out in that bus, waiting, hoping?

      Rocks skidded across concrete, causing both Mason and Rebecca to stop in their tracks.

      At the other end of the building, a group of men were entering, climbing over a half-built wall.

      Mason grabbed Rebecca by the waist and tugged her aside behind a pillar. She huddled just beside him. “Madison,” she hissed in his ear.

      His gaze shot back to where the window had been, but she wasn’t there. Rebecca tugged on the sleeve of his jacket and pointed. Directly across from them, backpack squished between her and a pillar, was Madison. She stared straight ahead, not moving, trying not to make a single sound. She was closer to the edge of the building where the light reached more. She was much more visible than Mason and Rebecca were, pressed into the shadows.

      Rebecca tried to step forward, but Mason still had her hand. He squeezed it hard and pulled her back.

      The best thing we can do is stay still and be silent. He tried to communicate as much with his eyes. She seemed to get it, even if her face was still fearful, her eyes turning back to Madison.

      “Are we staying at the complex again tonight?” one of the three men asked. He was scrawny and carrying what seemed to be an empty bag over one shoulder.

      One of his companions coughed, as he absently flicked a switch blade open and closed in his hand. “Not sure. What did Tillman say, Paul?”

      The guy named Paul was the largest of the three, and he was wearing a black t-shirt, despite the chill, and he had a very visible handgun in the waistband of his jeans.

      “Not sure; we’ll have to see when we get back to the basecamp.”

      The three walked close together, but they were headed toward the pillar Madison was trying to hide behind. They were going to walk right past her.

      As their voices got closer, Madison looked to Mason and Rebecca, eyes wide and panicked.

      They were nearly beside her. Mason waved her hand at her, gesturing for her to back up, to move around the pillar.

      Thankfully, after a moment's hesitation, she did it. She sidestepped quickly, but quietly, around the poll, ducking out of sight just as they passed, then appearing behind it and pressing against it again. She’d just barely managed to stay out of their sight. But as she turned the last corner, her foot nudged a nail. The metal skidded across the concrete floor of the building.

      The men stopped.

      Mason held his breath.

      The man carrying the gun turned around. “Did you hear that too?” he asked his companions.

      “Probably just a cat or one of them stray dogs,” the man with the knife said.

      They waited another moment, staring back the way they’d come.

      Mason could see Madison shaking, even from where he and Rebecca stood. Rebecca had her hand around his bicep, her fingers squeezing almost painfully.

      Then the group of men turned back and continued on their way, leaving the building.

      It was a good couple of minutes before any of them dared to move.

      It was Madison who moved first. She bounded around the pillar and ran to Mason and Rebecca, crashing into them in a crushing embrace. Her breath was heavy, and her face was wet with tears. Rebecca used the sleeve of her jacket to wipe them away from her friend's face.

      “That was so close,” Madison wheezed, and Rebecca tugged the backpack off her shoulders, relieving her of the burden for the time being.

      Too close, Mason thought, as he stared in the direction they’d left. Those men had not looked like the friendly type, or even the ‘I don’t want any trouble’ type. He was decidedly aware that he and the girls had just barely escaped them.

      One more day without a fight, Mason thought. One more day where I didn’t have to try and be a hero.
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Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      It isn’t enough.

      Rebecca examined the culmination of their belongings. She’d laid everything in neat rows on the cement floor of the parking garage. She did this ritual every night once they had found a space to sleep in and while they still had the light of day to see by. She emptied out the backpack, which contained all their food, tools, a single box of matches, a couple pairs of socks, and some soap.

      It isn’t enough, Rebecca knew, looking at their supplies. She knelt on the cold, cement floor of the parking garage, feeling the uneven ground biting into her knees; her hands were on her thighs.

      It’s never enough. It’s never going to be enough.

      If they were going to go ahead with the plan of traveling the subway tunnels in order to get out of the city and on to Orange Lake, then they would need light and far more food than they currently had. So far, they’d gotten by on cans of ravioli and vegetables they’d found kicked under store shelves and forgotten by hasty looters. They hadn’t broken in anywhere that wasn’t already open, and they never took anything that was in someone’s home, even if they did pass a door ajar.

      And Rebecca knew that that was her fault.

      I don’t break the rules, she thought. It just didn’t seem right to her. Even with all the looting and the roaming bands of men that seemed to be forming some sort of street gang mentality, she didn’t want to partake in anything that was wrong. She didn’t want to become them, the wild people who had crawled out of the cracks at the first sign of an unstable society.

      But I also don’t want to be dead, she thought.

      Mason and Madison seemed content to follow her lead, at least in this aspect. It was as if they knew there was a line and weren’t willing to cross it if she wasn’t on board too. But was that fair to them, to hold them back like that? And what if they got so desperate that they had to cross that line without her? Would they resent her? And if she agreed to do it, would she resent herself?

      Probably, she knew. But what choice do I have?

      Exhausted, she started repacking their meager possessions back into the backpack, one at a time. She put the heavy stuff on the bottom and the lighter stuff at the top. She’d done it a dozen times over now and took a small comfort in the repetition, in the slight hint of a schedule or routine. She could have listed off every single thing they had in that backpack from memory.

      When she’d finished, Rebecca sighed and stood. She rested the backpack against the wall and then stood there, staring at the wash of blue paint on the cement, a marker to help people remember where they’d parked their cars. Those were the sort of things Rebecca used to remember when she and her mother went out shopping or running errands together. Her mother could be scatterbrained and spontaneous—the complete polar opposite of Rebecca.

      Her mother’s flightiness used to be a trait that drove Rebecca mad, but now, she longed to be lost in a parking garage with her mother. Her saying over and over she just swears she parked right there by the door and Rebecca hitting the locks on the car key fob over and over, listening for the little beep-beep to alert them to its location.

      Rebecca shook the memory away and turned to face her friends.

      Mason stood leaning with his back against the hood of an abandoned car, arms crossed over his chest. His jacket hung off the car mirror, and he stood only in his shirt sleeves. Rebecca thought it was far too cold for just a t-shirt, but she was always cold now, whether from the temperature or merely her own demeanor, she couldn’t tell.

      Madison sat just behind him on the hood, knees pulled up to her chest. Her chin rested on her knees, and her auburn curls hung down her back, messy, but somehow still shiny and pretty.

      Unfair, Rebecca thought, tugging at her own long, black ponytail. She could feel the knots in it as she let the hair slip through her fingers.

      “This is silly,” Rebecca said. She wanted her voice to be confident and nonchalant, but it sounded shaky to her own ears. “We shouldn’t spend another night on the cement when there’s some perfectly good seats right there. Probably a little warmer too.”

      Mason looked at her, one eyebrow cocked. Madison turned her head, eyes meeting Rebecca’s as if she’d just been pulled begrudgingly from a dream.

      “What?” Madison asked.

      “The car,” Rebecca said, nodding to the car for emphasis. “We should sleep in it.”

      Neither of them said anything for a long time. Rebecca’s nerves got the best of her—heart thumping, blood rushing in her ears—and she knew she had to do something before she lost her nerve completely.

      She turned and scanned the parking garage floor, eyes falling on a hunk of cement. She walked to it and picked it up, testing the weight of it in her hand. It had a bit of blue paint on it. Likely someone had backed into the pillar once upon a time, knocking this free. It had probably scraped up their fender pretty bad. An expensive fix, especially to get a big, blue streak off their car.

      A scene played out in Rebecca’s head: a man, a nice suit, steps out of his car. A curse echoes through the parking garage, and a mother hurries her child to the elevator, steering him clear of the man and his obvious rage. He kicks uselessly at his car rim, as if it was the car’s fault and not his. Then he gets back in the car, using his cellphone to make the dreaded call to the mechanic. He’d probably thought it was the worst day. Had it been his last? Had he made an appointment at the garage, walked to work, and had a bomb dropped on his office building?

      “Rebecca?” Mason’s voice was quiet, but it still echoed slightly in the space.

      Rebecca’s fingers tightened around the chunk of cement. She turned, took a few sturdy steps toward the car, and before she could rethink it, she threw the cement through the back passenger side window.

      Glass shattered, some falling onto the concrete, but most falling onto the back seat. Mason jumped back from the car, and Madison caught a shriek halfway out of her lips, and she slid down the hood, feet landing on the ground in front of the car.

      Both of them stared at her.

      “Well, are you going to help me clean it up?” Rebecca brushed her palms together, shaking away the dust the cement had left on her hands.

      Madison grinned and ran around to pop the lock and open the back door. She began brushing glass off the backseat, sweeping it out and onto the ground or onto the floor of the car.

      Rebecca turned back to grab the backpack. She wanted it in the car with them while they slept.

      Just as she picked it up, a hand landed on her shoulder. She turned, and Mason was standing in front of her, eyes serious and an unspoken question in that look he was giving her.

      “I’m alright,” she said, her voice hitting a higher pitch than she would have liked. “We don’t know how long we might be…” she gestured vaguely to the parking garage before letting her arms flop to her sides. “We had to make a change.”

      Mason kept giving her that look a moment longer. Then he nodded. “Okay.”

      Rebecca smiled just to confirm that she was okay. She was okay. Wasn’t she?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The night in the car had proven to be a huge upgrade from stairways and cement floors, and despite a crick in her neck from falling asleep with her head resting awkwardly against the driver’s seat window, Rebecca felt refreshed for the first time in weeks. She had energy; she had a skip in her step.

      Mason and Madison looked better too. Rebecca had braided Madison’s hair that morning, weaving it into a long fishtail braid down her back. Then they’d made a plan.

      They’d passed a nice neighborhood the day before, a row of high-end apartment buildings, each with either a balcony of their own or a little square of green lawn for the ones on the ground level. It was in a gated community, which didn’t mean much as the gate was broken and propped open.

      There was a good chance it was picked clean, but there was a chance they could find something. Something forgotten, overlooked.

      So they’d decided to backtrack.

      The sun wasn’t bright, but it was hot today; the cold breeze from the past few days had retreated, at least for now. As they walked, they chatted about past vacations, sleepovers, and high school football games. They told Mason they didn’t like the girls he dated, and he pretended like he hadn’t already known, hand cast to his heart dramatically.

      And for a few hours, it was like nothing had changed. So long as they only looked at each other, so long as they never gazed too long at the destruction around them.

      It wasn’t long before they reached the gate. It was tall, wrought iron, similar to the sort of gate that stood at the end of the cul-de-sac Madison lived in. Except that gate stood open all the time. This one, here in the heart of the city, likely stood closed most of the time.

      The three of them stood shoulder to shoulder, staring up at the gate. The car had obviously been abandoned, battery dead, owners long gone. But these condos could still be occupied. These were people’s homes, where they kept their possessions, had children’s photos stuck to the fridge, where they slept and worked and lived. Or where they had done all those things before the world had ended.

      At first, when Madison and Mason had broached the idea of looting homes, Rebecca had hated them. She’d thought them deplorable. How could they even think about doing that? Her friends for so long wanted to rob strangers! Did she even know them?

      But she did; she knew them better than anyone else, and she knew they were good and kind and generous. They hadn’t changed; the world had changed. And they had to too. She thought back to a series of mock skeletons in the American Museum of Natural History, a monkey at one end that slowly shifted into a homo sapien. Adapt, or die.

      It was a sweet neighborhood. The buildings had new paint, and the lawns were small but well kept. A few doors stood open, signs of looting, but if you ignored that, you could almost pretend that this solitary place had somehow escaped untouched by the calamity that had befallen Manhattan.

      Almost.
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Nick

        

      

    

    
      Nick’s stomach growled, waking him from a weak, nightmare filled sleep.

      He groaned, and he stretched, tilting his head from side to side in order to crack his aching neck. His whole body felt damp and sore. He’d spent the night sitting against the stone wall of a subway station platform. He knew the trains weren’t running, that they couldn’t run, but it still felt wrong sleeping on the tracks. His nightmares had been filled with scenes of staring down the bright headlights of an oncoming train, its loud honking deafening to his ears.

      Nick reached out a hand, feeling along the wall for where he’d left his duffle bag. His fingers landed on something ragged and furry, and he flinched, grabbing his hand back at a sharp squeal. A scratching sound disappeared off to the darkness on his left.

      Nick breathed out a heavy sigh. Rats. Perfect.

      He found his duffel bag and lifted the strap over his head so that it rested diagonally across his chest. Then he pushed to his feet with a grunt and tried to shake some feeling back into his tired, sleepy legs.

      He felt his way carefully across the platform until he found the drop off to the tracks where there was currently no train. He hopped down onto them, landing with a quiet thud. He was just about to set off into the tunnels again when he heard a sound.

      He turned back to look into the darkness in the direction he knew was the entrance to the tunnel. Was that…? Yes, he could hear voices.

      Despite the near perfect darkness, Nick ducked down so his head was below the top of the platform. He kept his breath quiet as he listened to the approaching voices.

      They kept their voices down and spoke in tones just above a whisper, making it hard for Nick to make out anything. As they approached the tunnel, they seemed less concerned, apparently deciding that it was empty and they were alone.

      Then they stopped talking entirely, and all Nick could hear was his own heartbeat blaring in his ears. A moment later, Nick heard the sound of gravel crunching under boots as one of the people jumped from the platform and landed only two feet away from him.

      It took all of Nick’s self control not to flinch away, an action that would likely alert the newcomers to his presence.

      “You got it?” a male voice asked.

      “Hmm mmm,” came the mumbled reply.

      A second pair of boots hit gravel. It wasn’t as loud as the first. A smaller person then, possibly a woman.

      The two set off down the tunnel, and Nick could swear they passed inches from him. He held his breath, waiting until they passed.

      They started speaking again not far away.

      “You think this Mission group is really gonna work out?” the same voice from before asked.

      “Yes, I do,” said a female voice. “Not that we really have any other choice.”

      Their footsteps echoed loudly off the tunnel walls. They didn’t seem to be careful not to make much noise. That worried Nick because it probably meant they weren't concerned with running into anyone, which in turn likely meant that they were armed in some way. But it also made it easier to follow them.

      He pushed away from the platform and took cautious steps. His own footfalls were masked by the sound of their boots on the gravel floor of the tunnel. Nick kept to one side, hand on the wall, following after the sound of their quiet conversation.

      “But they’re basically a militia group,” the man said. Nick picked out a note of concern in his deep voice.

      “You don’t give them enough credit,” the woman said. “They need to be armed in this environment. You saw what happened to Keith.”

      Silence again, and Nick could almost imagine the man nodding in confirmation. People were so used to body language that it could be hard to remember you had to speak aloud in the dark.

      “We’re armed,” the woman said again. “So I don’t see why you have a problem with them having guns.”

      “They don’t need to be armed to the teeth,” the man said. “Besides, it just all happened so fast. Where did they come from? How did they string all this together overnight?”

      “It’s been weeks,” the woman said, sounding impatient.

      “I suppose,” the man said, but he didn’t sound convinced.

      The woman sighed. “Don’t you want the kids to be safe?”

      “Of course I do, but—”

      “Then let’s just let that be the end of it.”

      There was a finality to the woman’s voice, and the man didn’t speak again. They walked a long way through the tunnel, Nick quietly keeping pace behind them. He didn’t know what to make of their conversation. A militia? Society really did fall apart fast. Or was this a sign of society attempting to put itself back together? Maybe it was just a bunch of people seeking stability, strength in numbers. The man seemed concerned for their motives. He seemed to think the group sounded a little too good to be true, and with that, Nick felt inclined to agree. But the couple had kids. If Nick were in their shoes, if he had kids to protect and feed and he ran into people offering to do just that, how much would he look into their intentions?

      Nick was lost in his own thoughts after a while that he almost didn’t notice the sound of their footsteps slowing and then coming to a stop.

      He looked up to try and see where they were and why they’d stopped. Then he saw far ahead of them in the tunnel a tiny light.

      One of the two sighed, and Nick realized he’d gotten closer to them than he would have liked.

      “Promise me you’ll drop this?” the woman asked. “Or, at the very least, promise me that you won’t bring it up again around them?”

      “Fine,” the man replied.

      They continued walking toward the light.

      Nick let them get ahead of him a ways before following again.

      As he got closer, he could see that the light wavered and cast a yellowy, orange glow onto the tunnel walls. A fire. And he could smell the delicious scent of cooking meat. His stomach grumbled again at the thought of it.

      More voices could be heard now, many more.

      As his eyes adjusted to the light, Nick could see an oil drum in the middle of the track and a fire raging inside it. All around the drum, dark silhouettes stood or sat, clustered in groups of chatting, seemingly content people.

      Nick paused and allowed the couple he’d been following to move ahead. They joined in with the group, their bodies becoming lost among the dark silhouettes.

      Watching, Nick remained in the shadows, but a part of him knew he couldn’t stay an observer for long. If that couple had known these people were down here, then so too would others. If he were to be found, he’d rather walk in waving a white flag of peace than be stumbled upon lurking in the shadows.

      His stomach grumbled yet again, and that made up his mind. He wasn’t about to swear himself to some militia or cult, but he’d put up a good front if it meant he might get to eat today.

      He took off his duffel bag and laid it quietly on the ground. Then he took his gun from the waistband of his pants and slipped it in the bag. He zipped it up and laid it against the wall of the tunnel, out of range of the fire light. This way, he had nothing to bargain with, but he also had nothing for them to take from him. He could pretend he had recently been robbed, and that’s what had sent him into the tunnels to seek shelter.

      Then when it was dark and quiet again, he could sneak back, find his bag, and slip off into the night.

      Nick straightened and walked to the center of the tracks then began to advance toward the fire. He held his forearm up, shielding his eyes from the fire as if he’d only just stumbled upon it, and also as a way to show he carried no weapon.

      As he got close, he coughed as if from the smoke, and the silhouettes began to turn toward him, the shadows from the fire light dancing across their faces as they watched the stranger approach.

      It’s too late for turning back now, Nick thought, and he walked up to join the group of people gathered together in the dark.

      He approached slowly, and one silhouette stood up from the group.

      “Ho,” a voice said. “Who are you?”

      “My name is Nick,” he replied. Nick tried to make his voice shaky, like he was scared. And if he was honest with himself, he was scared, but he wanted to make sure these people knew that and knew he wasn’t a threat.

      The man moved forward. He wore a rifle on his back, and he didn’t take it off as he approached. Nick took that as a good sign.

      The two of them met at the outskirts of the light from the fire, just enough to see each other by. The other man was young, likely five or so years Nick’s junior. He had stubble along his jaw, which surprised Nick. That meant he’d shaved recently. Most people now didn’t, or couldn’t, do that. Nick’s own facial hair was quickly approaching a beard. He hadn’t had a beard since college.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” He made a show of leaning to look around the man. “To intrude. I thought the tunnels might be abandoned actually.”

      The younger man laughed. “No problem, Nick. We like newcomers.” He held out a hand. “My name is Joey.”

      Nick shook hands with him.

      “Are you hungry, Nick?” Joey asked. “We’d be happy to share.”

      Nick peered around him again as if hesitant. He made sure not to look at Joey’s gun. As he peered around the bonfire, he realized he wasn’t the only one carrying a gun. “Really? Are you sure?”

      Joey smiled, and his teeth were bright white in the dark. “Oh yeah. Certainly. Come on.”

      Joey turned, making his way back toward the fire. Nick came closer and found an empty lawn chair that he pulled a little closer to the fire. He could feel Joey’s eyes on him, looking him over, likely trying to gauge if he was carrying anything of any value to him or the group. Nick was glad he’d left his bag in the shadow of the tunnel.

      The conversation started up again with people chatting happily and sharing food amongst themselves. Some reminisced on better times, and others speculated on when the government, or anyone else, might send in some aid. Or if they would send aid at all.

      Someone brought Nick a plate piled with canned vegetables and canned meat. Not typically what he would consider a good meal, but to his growling stomach, it seemed the dinner of a king. He thanked them and accepted the plate, content to eat alone as he watched the group.

      He figured it wouldn’t be long until someone explained the catch to him, the price for the food and the safety. Everything came at a price—that is something even a bomb would never change. Man was a creature of habit, and some habits could never be gone away with.

      But for now, the group seemed fine with letting him eat in peace.

      He looked around the bonfire and picked out more than one couple, a few children here and there sitting on the ground at their feet. Nick didn’t like the idea of being tied to or beholden to a group like this, not when the world was so uncertain, but he couldn't help but think if his wife had survived, if she were still with him when he’d found this place, that perhaps they would have stayed. Perhaps they would have gladly paid whatever price they asked in exchange for a safe haven. Maybe they would have met people, formed bonds, set down roots.

      Being around these people made Nick feel a thousand times lonelier than he had before. It made him miss his wife. He didn’t want to build any sort of relationship here. That felt like a betrayal to his wife’s memory. It felt like moving on.

      And he wasn’t ready to move on.
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Madison

        

      

    

    
      Madison had to try very hard to remember that she was not in a horror movie.

      As she followed Mason and Rebecca down the hall of the first condo building, passing doors, some open, some closed, she imagined, or rather, unsuccessfully tried not to imagine what sort of axe wielding psychopaths could potentially be lying in wait behind them.

      She held her breath while passing each door, peeked in, then let it out and continued down the hall.

      So far, they’d only stopped to look around the apartments that had their doors open already. Though those were the most likely to be looted, they were also the most likely to not have people behind them who may or may not be very displeased to meet intruders.

      Madison stopped by one door, breath held, and gingerly pushed the ajar door open. It groaned eerily and opened on a view of a modern living room. The tv still hung on the wall, though a bit askew, a gray, leather couch and matching loveseat faced it. The coffee table was black wood and clean glass with a red bowl on the table. Madison stood on her tiptoes to see in the bowl, hoping for candy or mini chocolate bars or mints—the sort of things grandmothers liked to keep on their coffee table. The bowl was empty.

      She sighed and rested her heels back against the carpet. Her feet hurt. She bore two near symmetrical holes through the soles of her ballet flats. Her heels were rubbed raw. She hadn’t said anything, not wanting to complain. Mason had walked for days with glass in his foot, and he’d never complained. She just padded the shoes with gauze and hoped she’d find something to replace them soon.

      “Madison,” Rebecca called from farther up the hall.

      Madison looked up from where she’d been absently rubbing at one of her sore heels. Rebecca stood just outside a doorway. She waved Madison toward her before ducking inside.

      Fearing being left alone in the hall, Madison hurried to catch up.

      The open doors she passed displayed surprisingly tidy interiors. They’d been looted; there was evidence of that in a drawer hanging open, a painting removed from the wall, or a blanket tossed and neglected on the floor. But besides little things, the apartments looked almost untouched. Madison assumed that was because these people had fled early, packing up their most valuable possessions and taking them with them. There wouldn’t be much left behind for the taking. Would-be looters discovered this too and seemed to have quickly moved on.

      As Madison tread past the navy wallpaper and faux chandelier lights, she smiled, thinking that this was the sort of place she had envisioned herself moving into after she went to college. A small condo, but something that was all her own. Her own space, and her own rules.

      When her mother had been diagnosed, those sorts of dreams had largely gone away. Madison wouldn’t dream of leaving her mother sick and alone. But other dreams had filled their place. Ones of going to a local college and starting her own online business. Her mother had put most of those ideas in her head. She was always encouraging her to think big, to dream.

      But how was one supposed to dream now? What sort of ideas could flourish in a broken, devastated world?

      It’s not permanent, Madison tried to remind herself. It’s horrible now, but it’s all going to be alright.

      “Madison?”

      Madison looked up from where she’d paused in the hall, one hand on the wall, steadying herself. Mason stood in the doorway ahead.

      “Come here,” he said.

      She walked over and stood on the threshold of the apartment. It was small and bright and had a tiny balcony on the far side. The living room had a long, gray couch with needlepoint pillows and a crochet blanket.

      Madison stepped inside and found that the room smelled like cinnamon.

      Rebecca was opening drawers and peeking in cupboards. She’d surprised Madison and Mason both with her proclamation of needing to gather more supplies, even if it meant looting, and then surprised them again with how quickly and confidently she’d taken to actually doing it.

      Madison hoped it wouldn’t change her friend permanently, that this was just a symptom of Rebecca’s practicality and organized personality—she always did what needed to be done. And this needed to be done.

      After they found enough supplies, they would find the nearest subway tunnel and continue their journey there. They’d be less likely to run into people, and it would be a more direct route out of the city. For the first time in a while, they had what felt like a solid plan. That made Madison feel good. It also made her incredibly exhausted.

      Madison walked to the couch and slumped onto it, kicking her feet up onto the coffee table. Her feet hurt.

      She sighed and rested her head back against the couch as she admired the paintings on the opposite wall of little ducks wearing bonnets and another of a girl and boy in old fashioned dress, playing together beside a pond. The whole room felt warm and spoke of grandparents. Madison didn’t personally have any grandparents, but there were some things in life she felt were universally grandmotherly. Crochet blankets, needlepoint, and old, folksy paintings like you might find at a flea market were just a few of those things.

      She smiled and looked to the faux fireplace that sat beneath the television and was not at all surprised to find a row of greeting cards interspersed with framed family portraits. Madison could almost imagine the woman who lived here.

      “I found a flashlight!” Mason called from another room.

      “Does it work?” Rebecca called back from somewhere else deeper in the apartment.

      There was a pause and then an enthusiastic, “Yeah!”

      Madison kicked off her shoes and rubbed at her aching feet, content to leave Mason and Rebecca to hunt through the apartment. This was their third one today, and she needed a break.

      She was shifting through the home decor and country living magazines, trying to picture a gray haired lady sitting over them, cutting out pictures of doilies and placemats when a noise caused her to look up.

      Her heart lurched into her throat, and she could feel her eyes go wide. There in the doorway, arms filled with a stack of blankets, stood a tall, thin woman with auburn hair, just starting to gray at the temples.

      Her and Madison locked eyes. For a moment, neither said a word. Then, the woman smiled.

      “I guess I forgot to lock the door.”
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Mason

        

      

    

    
      Mason sat at the head of the Gallaghers’ kitchen table with his fingers laced together, still trying to figure out if he was dreaming or not.

      Lloyd and Faye Gallagher were self-proclaimed snow birds. Both were school teachers, retired now, who spent half the year traveling the globe and the other half driving across the United States, visiting their various children and grandchildren, of which they had many. It just so happened that on the very day the bomb dropped on Manhattan, they found themselves at home, far from any family besides each other.

      When Mason had come back into the living room to find Madison staring wide eyed at the older woman standing in the doorway, he’d thought for certain they were doomed. Not that he didn’t feel like he could take on the frail, thin Faye if it came down to one-on-one combat, but he very badly did not ever want to fight a frail, old lady.

      Thankfully, Faye laughed it off and invited them to stay. Indefinitely.

      She set a plate down in front of Mason. It was heaped with cookies, the sort that young girls sold door-to-door. He looked up at Faye and gave her a weak smile.

      She returned it tenfold and gave him a pat on the shoulder. “It’s okay, dear.”

      Mason looked to Rebecca, who also looked a little shell-shocked. When had they all become so distrustful? Well, not all of them.

      After getting over the initial shock of coming face-to-face with Faye in the living room, Madison had been a nonstop rush of words. Lloyd hadn’t been far behind Faye as they’d both been carrying things up from their storage space in the basement. Once they’d all sat down at the kitchen table, Madison had described in great detail their escape from the museum, the first harrowing nights in the bus, and then their progression through the streets of Manhattan.

      Rebecca and Mason had, for the most part, remained silent. Mason didn’t feel like the Gallaghers were any sort of threat, with their offering of cookies and a warm, safe place to sleep, but it was all so new and so fast and such a stark contrast to their previous experiences since the bomb that he didn’t know what to think.

      Rebecca reached across him for a cookie, and Mason startled when he felt her other hand squeeze his under the table. He looked at her, and she gave him a small nod and smile before popping the cookie into her mouth. It’s okay, that nod said. It’s okay to be afraid.

      “You kids are planning on walking all the way to Orange Lake?” Lloyd asked. He had his back to them as he stirred a pot of stew. They had a camp stove and fuel for it in their storage space. It smelled divine to Mason, who had eaten little more than granola bars and cold, canned vegetables for the past week.

      “We’re going to walk through the subway tunnels,” Madison explained. “It'd be a direct route out of the city.”

      Lloyd looked over his shoulder and exchanged a look with Faye.

      “Why don’t you kids stay here for a little while?” Faye asked.

      Madison shook her head. “I can’t. My mom is sick, and I really need to get back to her. She hasn’t got anyone else to look in on her, and I don’t know if she’s been getting her meds or anything.”

      Faye reached a hand across the table and took Madison’s hand in hers. “You’re a good daughter. I can tell. But, sweetheart, you can’t just walk back to Orange Lake. Not like this. Not with the world as it is right now.”

      Madison opened her mouth to argue, but Lloyd spoke up before she had a chance.

      “It’s brutal out there right now. It’s a dog-eat-dog world at the present moment.” He stopped stirring and wiped his hands on a blue and green dish towel. “But it will pass soon enough.”

      “We’ve got an old, little radio,” Faye said. “We have it running all the time, so we’ll know as soon as the government gets something figured out to help people out of this. And they will.”

      Madison looked at her, skeptical, then looked to Mason and Rebecca.

      Mason felt Rebecca squeeze his hand again and knew they were thinking the same thing. Neither thought it was likely help would come in a day or two, but walking to Orange Lake would likely get them killed. If they stayed here, safe and sound and taken care of by the Gallaghers, just for a few days, then maybe they could convince Madison to stay too.

      Neither wanted to leave Madison’s mother alone, but they wouldn’t be any more help to her dead or starving on the side of the road somewhere between Manhattan and Orange Lake.

      “A real bed might be a nice change, just for a few days. We’ll make up time in the tunnels, especially if we’re well rested,” Mason said. As he spoke, he had to keep his face in check and try not to reveal the lie he felt it was.

      Looking unconvinced, Madison turned to look at Rebecca.

      It was Mason’s turn to do the hand squeezing. The three of them had been friends most of their lives, but Madison and Rebecca were best friends. Inseparable. Mason would bet a million dollars Rebecca had never lied to her about so much as how her outfit looked or if she had something in her teeth.

      But who knew, maybe they weren’t lying to Madison. Maybe in a few days aid would arrive and the government would step in and they could make a real plan to get themselves back to Orange Lake.

      “We should stay,” Rebecca said slowly. Mason could see saying that pained her.

      “But…” Madison’s eyes were wide and glassy as she took in her friends. “Only a few days, right?”

      “Right,” Mason said, jumping in so Rebecca wouldn't have to reply. “As long as that’s okay with you, Mrs. Gallagher. We really don’t want to impose. You’ve already been so generous.”

      Faye smiled, and Mason found himself wondering how he’d ever believed even for a moment that either she or Lloyd could have been a threat to them.

      “My oh my, manners from a young man in this day and age are hard to come by.” Faye stood to start helping Lloyd pour steaming soup into bowls. “And while the world is ending, no less.”

      Mason gave her a slight smile and turned again to Rebecca. He tried to give her a look that said they’d all be okay, and as he glanced around the Gallaghers’ cozy living room, smelling the scent of warm broth and cooked vegetables, he felt for the first time in a long time like he actually believed it.
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Nick

        

      

    

    
      On his third night sitting around the Manhattan Mission’s bonfire, Nick knew he had to escape.

      The fire was hot and warm, a strange and welcome change compared to the chilly nights he’d spent on the streets. People crowded around. They talked, but the mood had changed drastically from that first night. There wasn’t much laughter now.

      As Nick had soon discovered, there was a price to pay for the warmth and protection the Mission offered. Everyone had to bring back so much loot every day. They weren’t permitted to keep any of it. The Mission took it all and redistributed it as they saw fit.

      Nick superstitiously looked over his shoulder into the dark. He was glad he’d left his bag, and gun, back in the tunnel. The Mission members were armed, but only a chosen few were permitted to walk about armed, despite the fact that they seemed to have a surplus of firearms.

      They owned these tunnels now. They patrolled, and anyone they found who wasn’t already one of them was made to join, or…

      Nick hadn’t ever heard of someone refusing. If it happened, it wasn’t discussed with the likes of him.

      He looted alone, which got him some glares from the other looters who belonged to the Mission, but he brought enough back that no one questioned him. He kept quiet and said little. He wanted them to think he was simply an awkward loner or one of the many who’d lost everything to the bomb and been left broken. He didn’t like to acknowledge how accurate the latter probably was. But his real reasoning for going alone was so that he could return alone and slip some of what he’d found into his duffle bag, still hidden in the shadows.

      As Nick watched the exhausted figures around the fire, he knew this could only get worse from here.

      Absolute power corrupts absolutely, Nick quoted in his mind. This bunch were worn down and happy to have someone else dictate their daily actions, but for how long? And for how long would those in charge be content with this status quo? Eventually, they would push for more, and Nick didn’t plan on being around when that happened.

      When it got late, the armed men rolled out mats on the floor around the tracks. Everyone found one to curl up on and went to sleep, under the watchful eye of an armed guard.

      Nick was careful to pick a mat near the very edge of the fire’s light. He took off his sweater and balled it up under his head. Then he laid down and waited, listening for everyone to fall asleep and willing himself to stay awake.

      He waited like that for hours. The fire had dwindled, the reach of its light shrinking, leaving Nick in shadows. The only man on guard paced lazy circles around the group, sometimes coming to sit against the wall of the tunnel, head back.

      Nick waited for his opportunity, and when the guard sat again, Nick rolled off the mat into the darker shadows of the tunnel. There, he waited, breath held.

      The guard didn’t move.

      A woman on a mat near his grumbled something in her sleep and then laid still again.

      Again, Nick waited. Another hour later, people began to stir, to sit up and stretch aching joints. Nick used the noise and movement to hide the sound of his retreat into the shadows. He kept his head down as he hurried to the wall of the tunnel and felt along it. After a while, his foot hit something, and he reached down.

      He breathed a sigh of relief when his hand wrapped around the strap of the duffle bag. He fumbled around in the bag until his hand found the gun. He placed it back in the waistband of his pants and hung the duffle bag over his shoulder.

      He needed a new plan. He needed some other form of stability that came from him rather than a sketchy group with militaristic discipline and dictatorial rule. But first, he needed to get out of these tunnels.

      Nick took one last look back at the fire someone was beginning to stoke and then disappeared into the darkness.
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Madison

        

      

    

    
      Madison sat back in a lawn chair with her feet resting on the rail of the balcony. A warm, cool breeze tugged at her freshly washed hair and sent goosebumps along her arms and neck. It felt comfortable, so comfortable that she found herself, usually for only a few moments at a time, forgetting her worries.

      She sat on the Gallaghers’ small balcony, overlooking an empty quad with a well-kept grass lawn soon to be overgrown from neglect. The small, portable, battery-operated radio sat on the balcony beside her. It put out nothing but static all day long, but she kept it on anyway. Listening, waiting, hoping.

      Her and Rebecca had been put in the room dubbed the ‘kids room’ by Lloyd and Faye. It had a bunk bed and a plastic chest with toys. It was where their grandkids stayed on the rare occasions they visited them instead of the other way around. Mason slept in Lloyd’s office on a futon. Madison laughed at that. Even in the apocalypse, it seemed certain proprietary rules were to be followed—not that they would have had it any other way. Besides, Mason had graciously accepted the separate room, claiming the girls would keep him up all night with their gossip. Madison and Rebecca had said there was no gossip to be had, what with the world ending and all, and yet that first night, they’d stayed up long into the early hours of the morning anyway.

      It had felt a bit like home, like a sleepover. It had felt like normal.

      She tried not to get attached, not to become accustomed to the Gallaghers kindness and hospitality. But that was easier said than done. Knowing that, she couldn’t blame Rebecca and Mason for settling in so quickly, even if all the while, there was this part of Madison that constantly itched to be on the road again. Even with a full belly and clean clothes, she longed to be moving. Every moment she spent standing still felt like a betrayal to her mother.

      The quad was growing dark; the sun was setting. The skies still had that gray haze to them, but it seemed to be improving. Or perhaps Madison just wanted to believe that was the case.

      The Gallaghers had a few flashlights, but they didn’t like to waste the batteries, so they often went to bed early, unable to do much after dusk except for sit around in a dark condo.

      Madison stood and rested her arms on the railing, watching the sun disappear behind the adjacent apartment buildings. She sighed, wondering if back home her mother was watching the same sky turn from orange to red to black. She wondered if she too went out at night and looked up and wondered if maybe this time she might see the stars again through the gray clouds.

      “Maddy?”

      Madison turned and found Rebecca in the doorway.

      “Have the Gallaghers gone to bed already?” she asked.

      Rebecca nodded. “And Mason too. We should get some sleep.”

      Madison nodded and reached down to turn off the radio. Then she picked it up and followed Rebecca to their room.

      Our room, Madison thought, shaking her head. I’m getting way too comfortable here.

      They snuck into the room across from where Lloyd and Faye were already fast asleep, careful not to make too much noise and wake them.

      Once in the room, Rebecca shut the door softly behind them, and Madison turned the radio back on, though quieter than before, and set it on the carpet in the center of the floor. They kept it on at night, mostly because they feared missing some sort of news bulletin, if one even would come at all, but it also made for good white noise. Madison and Rebecca both found themselves sleeping better with it on. They no longer jolted awake at every creek or bump.

      They had no pajamas. Faye had offered them some of hers, but they’d been mostly too tiny for the girls. So they slept in their t-shirts and underwear. Madison shucked her jeans, leaving them in a heap on the carpet before climbing up into the top bunk.

      Rebecca followed suit, and Madison felt the bunk bed shift a little as she climbed into the bottom bunk. Her mind was still racing, and she thought memories of home would keep her up, but with the static of the radio in the background and Rebecca’s soft breathing coming from below, she drifted off in minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Madison’s eyes fluttered open. The room was dark and the condo silent, but something had woken her.

      Voices...she thought, her mind learning as sleep left her. The radio!

      She sat upright and looked over the short rail of the bunk bed, staring wide-eyed at the little radio still sitting in the middle of the carpet.

      It was still buzzing, still putting out nothing but static. She waits, staring. She feels hope rising in her chest, feeling like it might smother her. She stills her racing heart, telling her blood to quiet because all she can hear is it pounding in her ears, and she waits.

      Then the voices came again, but not from the radio.

      From the living room.

      What…?

      She glanced toward the closed bedroom door and listened. Yes, there were voices out in the living room.

      One was most definitely Lloyd’s, his deep voice echoing down the hall. But she couldn’t make out the other. Faye?

      It came again, and Madison knew it was a man’s voice, but it didn’t sound like Mason. Would the Gallaghers have some stranger over in the middle of the night? Madison didn’t want to intrude, but the hair on her neck was standing up. Something in her gut was telling her that something wasn’t right about this. Something was very, very wrong.

      She pulled back the covers and climbed down the short ladder to the floor. She’d just pulled her jeans back on when there were two deafening bangs from the living room.

      The unmistakable sound of gunshots.
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Nick

        

      

    

    
      The sky looked like a forest fire.

      How long until things go back to normal? Nick found himself asking. Even just the little things? Like sunrises and sunsets? The things that are supposed to never change.

      He’d made his way out of the tunnels without running into any of the Mission’s armed men. Now he was back on the street, and he wanted to get as far away from this part of the city as he could. Who knew how widespread the Mission’s reach was or who might recognize him.

      Nick sat on the ledge of a low, stone wall. He kept his duffel bag close at all times. It felt strange to be out in the light again. He’d become accustomed to the tunnels and the safety that their darkness provided. Down there, flashlights were too valuable and far too easy to spot, but out here at night, he could likely risk it. People would be less likely to attack him out here in the open than they would be in the dark confines of the subway tunnels.

      But use it for what? Where would he go?

      He watched a little bird flutter down and land on the wall beside him. He’d seen more and more animals since leaving the tunnels, far more than one usually saw roaming the streets of Manhattan. That was a sign that nature was already beginning to reclaim the island for itself. It also provided a possibility for food.

      Nick remembered bow hunting with his father as a boy. He had no bow now, but he could probably remember how to rig a snare. But he’d have to get farther out of the city to make much use of any residual hunting skills he might have.

      He sighed and stepped down from the wall. He made off in the direction out of the city right away because he’d come to the conclusion that decisions were to be made quickly from here on out. Sitting around pondering pros and cons or imagining everything that could possibly go wrong wasn’t a useful way to spend his time.

      Some of the windows of the buildings that had originally been blown out from the blast were now covered with blankets. Nick smiled slightly at that. It meant life. It meant that even though he felt alone in the world that there were others doing what he was doing. Trying to survive. Whether they were their homes or not, they’d reclaimed a little piece of the city. Nick didn’t know if that would make putting the city back together again easier or harder, but for now, he just allowed himself to take comfort in knowing he wasn’t alone.

      It could be a hard thing to remember. He didn’t want to spend his days alone, but he wasn’t willing to give up his freedom just to have some company.

      Maybe I don’t need to.

      He had an uncle who lived just outside the city. He only remembered it now because he had never seen much of the man. His family mostly considered him insane, but he was a prepper, one of those guys convinced the end times were coming. He stockpiled food and water—and probably lots of other things he hadn’t been inclined to tell the family about.

      Nick groaned just thinking of spending days on end with his mad uncle, but he was the one laughing now, wasn’t he?

      No, his uncle wasn’t his ideal company for the end of the world, but it was something. It was a goal, a direction, purpose. It gave him someplace to be.

      Nick sighed. And maybe if I’m really lucky, the crazy old man will just shoot me as I’m walking up the drive.

      That made Nick think of something. He stopped and looked around, making sure there was no one around him watching, then took the gun from his waistband and held it in two hands.

      He’d only just bought the gun. His wife had complained of rabbits getting into the garden bed she had out back and eating everything. He didn’t have it in him to kill the things, so he’d just bought a pellet gun instead, hoping to scare them off. Forgetting he’d even bought it, he’d left it in the trunk of his car where it had been that day the bomb had hit and he’d been stranded in the middle of the street as Manhattan collapsed around him.

      It looked real enough and might scare off a would-be robber, but it wouldn’t do much damage in the face of a rifle or a real handgun.

      If he was going to walk all the way to his uncle's house, he was likely to run into more trouble. The Manhattan Mission was likely not the only gang type group who had formed and who would have claimed territory in the city.

      He thought back to the tunnel and how easily he’d managed to escape them. He could probably steal one of their guns without too much issue.

      He tucked the gun back into his waistband and kept walking. At the next intersection, he stopped and climbed up onto the hood of a car, then onto its roof. He looked down both intersecting streets until he found what he was looking for: a sign for the nearest subway entrance.

      Nick sighed and sat down on the hood to think. The city was quiet. At this time in the morning, it seemed almost peaceful, harmless. But he knew better than that by now. He needed a way to protect himself. He needed a gun.

      He looked back toward the subway station sign.

      Was he really willing to go back down there after he’d only just escaped? If he went down now, he couldn’t merely rejoin them with some excuse. They’d keep a very close eye on him the second time, and he’d be hard-pressed to escape.

      But was it worth it? Could he face the darkness once more in order to gain some leverage, some means of self-defense?

      He decided that it was.

      Nick slipped off the roof of the car and back onto the concrete. He headed toward that sign, back toward the tunnels and the darkness he’d only just managed to escape.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Nick was deep into the tunnels. He knew from the time he’d spent with the Mission that they had taken them over, positioning little base camps all throughout the subway system. It was safe from storms and any potential bombs in the future. Nick thought that was unlikely; of course, he’d thought the chances of a bomb being dropped on Manhattan ever had been unlikely, so what did he know?

      He’d decided to use the flashlight he had to light his way. He would see any fire light long before he got close enough for his beam to be seen by anyone. He used it mostly to light the ground directly in front of his feet so he didn’t trip, but by now, he’d gotten fairly comfortable with traversing the tracks without falling or stubbing his toes. So he lit the walls instead, looking at the murals and posters that covered the walls nearer to platforms.

      He was admiring one depicting a local hockey team when he ran right into something, bashing his knees and gasping as it caught him in the stomach, just below his ribs. He dropped his flashlight when he hit, and he heard it clattered to the ground. He felt in front of him for what he’d run into. He felt metal under his hands, burning hot metal. He gasped again and pulled his hands back.

      Nick knew immediately what he’d run into: an oil drum.

      It was still hot, which meant it had only just gone out, and it had gone out fast, not giving it time to cool. He could still hear coals hissing in the drum.

      Searching the ground for his flashlight, he could feel the damp gravel. Someone had doused the fire, intentionally putting it out. But why? The Mission typically left these fires going all the time, letting them dwindle while people slept, only to stoke them again before they burned themselves out entirely.

      Nick had a sinking feeling he knew why this one had been put out.

      He found his light and clicked it back on, spinning around to cast the beam behind him.

      Joey stood directly in the light, rifle held lazily in his hands, as if he’d almost forgotten he was holding it.

      “Nick,” Joey said, barring those white teeth at him. “We missed you.”

      Nick forced a smile and a curt laugh. “Yeah, I left early to find some loot.”

      Joey nodded. “No one saw you leave.”

      Nick shrugged. “I think everyone was still asleep.”

      “Even Ron?”

      Ron had been the guard on duty that night. “Yep,” Nick shrugged again. “You know how he can get.”

      Joey nodded again as if he didn’t know Nick was lying. But he did know. Something about the easy smile he wore said as much. He thrust his chin toward Nick’s duffel bag.

      “What’s in the bag?” he asked.

      Nick looked down at the bag, as if just noticing he had it on him. He had to make a decision then. He had no choice but to fight Joey, who was unlikely to let him pass unharmed, but he could choose how he fought him.

      He wanted to scan the dark behind Joey, to see if he was alone or not, but that would give away his intentions.

      So Nick took a deep breath and looked back to Joey, giving him a smile in return. Then he flicked off his flashlight and dropped it to the ground, sending them both back into darkness. Then he lunged.
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Mason

        

      

    

    
      Mason was having a nightmare.

      He was back home on the football field, wearing his pads and uniform. The stands were full, but for some reason, everyone was silent. No one cheered or chatted. The cheerleaders stared blankly out at the field, their pompoms held at their sides, deflated.

      A whistle blew, and he wanted to run, but his muscles felt lethargic. He took one grueling step after another until he was running normally. The other players joined him. Then the football was in his arms somehow. He looked down at it and then back over his shoulder, watching the other team gain on him.

      He ran faster, lungs screaming and cleats pounding the grass. The stands were still eerily silent as they watched the game with black, hollow eyes. Mason glanced up at them. There, above the stands, he saw a bright, white light in the sky. It grew brighter and brighter as he ran until his eyes were watering and he could barely keep them open. Then an ear-splitting bang, like thunder hitting the earth, exploded right behind him.

      He looked over his shoulder again to see the ground opening behind him. It swallowed other players as he ran. He dropped the football, and it bounced into the dark maw behind him. He ran as hard as he could, but it wasn't fast enough. The earth swallowed him, and he fell down into the darkness.

      That’s when the gunshots woke him.

      At first, he thought he’d dreamt them, but as his head cleared of sleep, he knew he hadn’t. They’d been real, and they had almost certainly come from inside the apartment. His heart was already racing from the nightmare as he tossed the blankets off him and frantically searched for his shirt on the floor.

      He pressed his ear to the door. He could hear muffled voices, followed by drawers opening and closing. Looters.

      Mason decided he needed to move now while they were still distracted in the kitchen. His hand shook as he opened the door as quietly as he could. He only wore his boxers and the t-shirt. The hall was chilly, and it felt like there was a breeze, as if the balcony door had been opened, or maybe a window.

      Is that how they got in? Mason wondered.

      He peeked through the inch gap he’d opened between the door and the frame. He couldn’t see anything in the hallway. He quickly ducked out and ran toward the girls room. He grabbed the handle in both hands to have more control and to open it quietly. He pushed his way in and quickly turned to shut it behind him. When he turned back, he was accosted by a flurry of fists and arms.

      “Stop, stop! It’s me!” he hissed, grabbing for Madison’s wrists.

      She fought to get out of his grasp a moment before she froze, looking at him wide-eyed. He could tell she was holding her breath. She let it out all at once, and Mason could feel her arms go limp in his. He let her go, and her arms fell to her sides.

      Rebecca stood directly behind her, holding the radio to her chest. It was turned off now, the static gone silent.

      “We heard—”

      “Shh,” Mason cut her off. “I know. Come on.”

      He put his ear to their door, listening again. He heard someone cough and then more cupboards open. That was good; it meant they were still in the kitchen. His mind strayed to an image of the Gallaghers laying in pools of their own blood on the linoleum floor, but he quickly shook it away. He couldn’t think about that. He had to stay focused.

      He cursed mentally. He had to be a hero.

      He turned to the girls. “Follow behind me, fast.”

      Madison and Rebecca nodded.

      He turned back and opened the door. The hall was still empty, so he took a deep breath and ran across the hall into the Gallaghers bedroom. Once inside, he flattened himself to the wall and waited until Rebecca and Madison were in.

      The bed was empty, and the sheets had been thrown off hastily, left in a heap in the middle of the bed. They’d gotten up in a hurry, likely hearing the intruders enter.

      And then what happened to them? Mason thought.

      No, don’t think. Just do.

      He waved at the girls and then gestured to the walk-in closet. They hesitated a moment before scurrying in among the clothes and neatly aligned row of shoes. Mason took a lamp off the end table, pulling the plug from the wall, and handed it to Madison.

      “What is this for?” Madison asked.

      “A weapon,” Mason says. “If anyone opens this door, you hit them with it with everything you've got.”

      “But what if—”

      He cut her off again. “And no hesitating.”

      Her eyes glimmered, and Rebecca whimpered behind her.

      “You can’t make a sound,” Mason said, moving to close the door.

      Rebecca pushed Madison aside and put her hand on the door, stopping him from closing it. She had tears on her cheeks. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Wait until everything is quiet, and then wait even longer. Once you’re sure there’s no noise, come out, get the backpack, take everything you can carry—the camp stove, fuel, find the flashlights too—and then go to the tunnels like we planned.”

      Rebecca’s bottom lip quivered. “And you’ll meet us there?”

      Mason slipped her hand off the door so she was no longer blocking it.

      “Yeah, I’ll meet you there,” he lied. She squeezed his hand, and he knew she knew.

      He closed the door.

      Mason took the matching lamp from the other end table and snuck back into the hall, closing the Gallaghers’ door behind him. He crept slowly across the hall carpet until he could peek into the living room. He could make out shadows moving in the kitchen; the looters were still occupied with rummaging through the cupboards.

      He saw Lloyd first. He was laying by the front door, legs twisted under him at a terrifying angle. He couldn’t see his face from where he was standing, but he didn’t move, and there was a dark, shadowy pool on the floor around his body.

      He took another step and almost gasped when he saw a hand stretched across the end of the hall just in front of his foot. He looked around the corner to the left and found Faye. She was laying near the wall, another pool of dark, sticky blood around her. Mason could see her face. Her mouth was hanging open in a silent scream, and her eyes were wide and dull. Dead.

      Mason felt bile rise in his throat, burning his esophagus. He swallowed it down and took a tighter grip on the stem of the lamp. He pointedly looked away from the bodies of the nice couple who’d shown them so much kindness, who’d kept their humanity despite the state of the world around them, and stepped toward the kitchen.

      It was open at both ends, but it was narrow. He figured if he could surprise one of them and then duck away and run around and come up on the opposite side, he just might be able to—

      The cord of the lamp got tangled up around his foot, and he stepped on the plug. He had to bite his tongue to stop from gasping at the pain. Then he stumbled, losing his balance, and tumbled onto the floor in a heap of limbs. He felt something in his shoulder pop painfully, and one of the not quite healed cuts on the bottom of his foot gushed blood, as the plug from the lamp reopened the shallow wound.

      Suddenly, Mason was staring into the blinding beams of two flashlights.

      So much for being a hero, he thought.

      He closed his eyes and tried to tell himself not to scream when they shot him. If he screamed, the girls might come out of the closet and try to help him.

      Don’t make a sound, he thought, as he heard an audible click from behind the beam of light. No matter what.
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      Silence.

      Rebecca should have been well acquainted with silence by now, but this was a different sort of silence. It was the gut-wrenching, deafening sort that took your breath away and made you so scared, you shouldn’t even move a finger, even if your life depended on it.

      The third and final gunshot rang in her head, even though it had been minutes ago. Or had it been hours?

      They’d done exactly as Mason had said and waited and waited and waited.

      Rebecca had to use the bathroom, badly, her bladder screaming at her for relief, but nothing could have made her leave that closet.

      Madison made to speak, but only a small, strangled squeak came out. She cleared her throat before trying a second time.

      “We should go now,” she said.

      They’d heard more drawers and cupboards being opened and closed. The sound of silverware being shuffled aside. It was strange how well Rebecca could identify some sounds, sounds she’d previously paid no attention to. It was like she was there in the kitchen, watching them tear it apart. They wouldn’t find much. Lloyd and Faye kept the important things under their bed. They’d shown them the neatly organized bins, all labeled, that they had made after the bomb hit. It was less likely to be found there.

      Rebecca had thought that was silly, that most people were likely to check under a bed if they were robbing a place, but it turned out the Gallaghers had known what they were talking about.

      The looters weren’t interested in valuables, in money or jewels or electronics. Food was the currency of the land now, so they hadn’t even opened the bedroom door. They’d just finished with the kitchen and left. Rebecca had heard the front door open and slam shut behind them.

      How long ago had that been?

      “Becca?”

      Rebecca looked at Madison and nodded. It was time. They couldn’t put off the sight any longer.

      Madison reached for the doorknob of the closet, but her hand froze and seemed unable to turn it. Rebecca gently prodded her aside and took the doorknob. Her hand froze too, as if all the tendons were rebelling against her, but it was only a moment. She opened the door and stepped into the bedroom. It was as they’d left it. It looked oddly bare without the lamps, one of which Madison still held in her hand, cord wrapped around the base. Rebecca still carried the radio, clenching its handle in her fist like it was a weapon, and she was prepared to use it as one if she had to.

      They moved out into the hall. They must have waited in there a long time because the condo was starting to be illuminated by the sunrise streaming in through the windows. A bird chirped outside on the balcony rail before flying off over the quad.

      They stepped into the living room. There was no sign of the intruders.

      Faye and Lloyd’s bodies laid on the floor, surrounded by their own blood. Faye’s had soaked into the white, shag carpet, creating sticky clumps that stuck to her graying hair splayed out around her head. Lloyd had a visible hole in his chest, right through his gray pajama shirt just over his heart. His glasses laid on the floor beside him, glass cracked and blood spattered. A knife laid on the linoleum, dropped from his limp fingers before he’d gotten a chance to use it.

      Then Rebecca saw the other blood. It wasn’t a pool, but a long smear on the floor leading to the kitchen. The broken lamp lay at the end of the smear, shade torn and bent and the bulb smashed. A bloody foot was just visible behind the kitchen counter.

      Oh no; please!

      Rebecca dropped the radio onto the floor and rushed into the kitchen. Mason laid slumped against the counter, head lolled to one side, and his shaggy hair covering his eyes.

      Rebecca and Madison knelt on either side of him, Rebecca taking his face in her hands and tilting it up toward her so she could look at him. His eyes were closed, and he felt limp in her hands. But there wasn’t as much blood as there was around Faye and Lloyd. Maybe he was alright. Maybe they’d missed, and he’d just hit his head or something.

      “Becca,” Madison said. Something in the tone of her voice made Rebecca not want to look at her, but she did anyway.

      Madison had been holding Mason with a hand on his ribs to try and sit him up straight. Rebecca watched as Madison pulled the hand away and heard the wet, sticking noise it made as it stuck, then pulled free of his shirt.

      Madison held her hand palm up. It was covered in dark, wet blood.

      
        
        The End
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Mason

        

      

    

    
      When Mason woke, the first thing he saw was the ceiling fan. It was directly above him, which was disorienting because he could have sworn he’d been sitting when he’d closed his eyes. Now he was laying on his back instead. He could feel the cold bite of the kitchen tiles beneath his bare shoulder blades.

      That wasn’t right. Hadn’t he put a shirt on before he’d left his room? What had happened to him?

      He remembered gunshots, but they felt so far away, so very long ago.

      He felt like he was underwater. He could hear noise and distant voices, but they seemed muffled and unclear.

      A face appeared above him; dark eyes, slim, pink lips, and black bangs touching her thin brows. Rebecca.

      All at once, the bubble that seemed to be blocking his ears popped. Sound returned in a rush of sensation. He cringed, squinting against the shock.

      “You’re going to be okay, Mason,” Rebecca said. Her voice was like thunder to his ears, but he was glad to hear it.

      He tried to ask what was happening to him. He tried to ask why he wasn’t dead, but his tongue felt heavy in his mouth.

      Something thudded beside him, and then Madison’s face appeared opposite Rebecca’s. “I got gauze,” she said. Something passed over Mason’s face, and the girls exchanged something he couldn’t quite see.

      Someone was groaning. It took Mason a minute before he realized it was him.

      “Shhh,” Rebecca said. “It’s alright. The bullet only grazed you. You’re going to be fine.”

      He didn’t feel fine. At the mention of the bullet, his mind seemed to acknowledge for the first time the pain blossoming in his ribs. On his left side, just below his left pectoral, he could feel a warm stickiness. And pain. A hot, itchy sort of pain.

      He tried to touch it, but Rebecca swatted his hand aside. “We’ve got to clean it up,” she said, her voice shaky.

      “It looks like it’s stopped bleeding now,” Madison said. “That’s good, right?”

      Rebecca nodded, but her mouth was a taut line and her eyebrows were pinched together, a line of worry sitting between them.

      Mason managed to move his hand to her forearm. She looked up at him, her long, braided hair, still frizzy from bed, falling over her shoulder at the motion.

      “I’ll be okay,” Mason said, finding his voice. He was surprised to find it came out solid and clear.

      Rebecca smiled. “You’re talking. That’s good!”

      Mason nodded. “And breathing, which is better than I thought when I saw that gun pointed at me.”

      Rebecca’s smile slipped.

      “You’re so lucky, Mason,” Madison said. “You could have died, but this is just a scratch.”

      Rebecca glanced at her, raising an eyebrow.

      “Okay, it’s more than a scratch, but you’re not going to die,” Madison corrected.

      Rebecca turned back to Mason’s side. She had a brown bottle in her hands. “This might sting. I’m sorry.”

      Mason was about to ask what this was, but his breath rushed out of him in a hiss as something cold hit his open wound. It felt like all his nerve endings had been electrocuted. He arched his back against the cold floor, and his hand, still on Rebecca’s arm, gripped onto her hard, fingers digging in against the pain.

      To her credit, Rebecca didn’t so much as flinch. With steady hands, she continued pouring on the antiseptic before patting it dry with a tissue. Madison handed her more gauze, and she placed it against the wound.

      “We’re going to have to get him to sit up,” Rebecca said.

      Madison nodded.

      Mason took a deep breath and then took Rebecca's hand in his and Madison’s in the other. Rebecca kept her right hand pressed against his ribs, holding the gauze in place. Together, they hauled him back into a sitting position.

      He moved to lean against the counter, but Rebecca kept him still.

      “I’ll have to wrap a bandage around your chest to keep it on right,” she said.

      He sighed at how tired and sore he was. Now that he was sitting up, it was like he could feel every tiny pain in his body.“How long was I out?”

      Madison shrugged. “I don’t know. We waited in the closet like you said, and it felt like it was forever.”

      Rebecca nodded her agreement.

      Mason’s shirt was on the floor by his feet. He could see the broken lamp he’d tried to use as a weapon against the intruders, the one that had sent him sprawling to the floor when he’d gotten tangled up in the cord.

      He shivered. The intruders had pointed their flashlight at him. He’d been totally blind. He hadn’t even seen the face of the man who’d shot him.

      How could he miss? Mason thought. I was only standing a few feet away.

      But the shooter had probably been as nervous as Mason had been. That was a strange thing to imagine. He’d just shot two other people dead, a third shouldn't have bothered him much, but Mason imagined killing people wasn’t something you just got used to.

      Rebecca unwound a long, elastic style bandage from the first aid kit Madison had brought her earlier. She pressed one end to the side of his wound.

      “Here,” she said, passing the roll to Madison. “Pass it around his ribs and hand it back to me behind him.”

      Madison smiled slightly. “Like putting lights on a Christmas tree?”

      Rebecca’s mask of worry cracked, and she smiled. Mason laughed but then immediately cringed as he discovered that laughter sent pain shooting into his abdomen again.

      “Sort of,” Rebecca said.

      The girls wound the bandage around his ribs a few times before Rebecca started fastening it in place with safety pins.

      “Good thing one of us actually paid attention in Girl Scouts,” Madison said.

      Rebecca rolled her eyes. “They taught us how to splint a leg in Girl Scouts, not dress a bullet wound.”

      Madison frowned, watching as Rebecca affixed the last safety pin. “This is sort of the same thing, right?”

      Mason looked at her. “It is not the same thing at all, Madison.”

      Madison shrugged and got to her feet. “I’m going to...pack some things.”

      “Ouch,” Mason said, as Rebecca accidentally poked him with a safety pin.

      Madison patted him on the shoulder and walked off down the hall.

      “We’re just going to take the Gallaghers’ things?” Mason asked. He remembered their bodies laying in pools of their own blood in the living room and felt like he might vomit.

      “They’re dead, Mason,” Rebecca said. “I checked. I checked like three times.”

      “I’m sorry you had to do that,” Mason said.

      Rebecca picked up his shirt from the floor and handed it to him. When he reached to take it, she didn’t release it right away. Their eyes locked, and he thought for a moment that she was going to hug him. He tensed, knowing a hug would likely cause the pain in his side to flare up, but Rebecca seemed to think better of that and leaned in instead, touching his jaw with one hand and kissing him on the cheek.

      She pulled away quickly, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear.

      Mason blinked at her and was about to say something along the lines of what was that for, when she thrust his shirt at him again.

      “I thought you’d died,” she said quietly.

      He hesitated, watching her. She wouldn't meet his eyes now, and her face was turning a light shade of red. “Me too. But I’m okay,” Mason said.

      She nodded and stood up. “Okay, let’s get you on your feet. We need to keep moving and get out of here in case those looters come back to finish what they started.”

      He took her offered hands and allowed her to pull him to his feet. He grunted at the sharp pain but found it wasn’t nearly as bad as he’d expected. Blood rushed to his head, making him dizzy, and he grabbed Rebecca’s shoulders for balance. If he was honest, he clung to her more tightly than he really needed to.

      He looked at her again, and this time, she met his eyes.

      “Thanks, Becca,” he said. “None of us would have made it this far without you.”

      She blushed again and let him lean on her as she walked him to a kitchen chair. “Well, let’s hope we can make it a lot farther than this.”

      They sat down and waited as Madison collected their things and much of the Gallaghers things. Mason hated to take the Gallaghers' possessions, but they wouldn’t make it to Orange Lake without supplies, and they couldn’t risk staying and those looters coming back or some other looters stumbling upon them.

      As he listened to drawers opening and closing in the bedroom and imagined Madison tossing things into their backpack, looting the very people who had protected them and offered them shelter, he tried very hard not to look at Faye’s and Lloyd’s bodies in the living room, only a couple feet away from him.

      Rebecca grabbed his hand and squeezed. He could see that she was also making a point not to look at the bodies. He looked down at her hand and noticed for the first time that there was blood on it.

      He slipped his hand free of hers and put on his shirt, groaning as the stretch pulled at his still tender wound. As they sat and waited for Madison to finish, he tried not to think about whether the blood on Rebecca’s hands was the Gallaghers’ or if it was his.
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      The backpack was open on the bed, and the radio laid beside it. Madison had turned it back on and its dull, constant static filled the Gallaghers’ bedroom. Madison was bent over with her hands on the foot rail of the bed. She was taking big, deep breaths, trying to calm down before she finished packing and had to face her friends again.

      Mason and Rebecca had seemed so...okay. Even almost-shot and bleeding, once they’d gotten Mason on his feet, he’d put on a brave face, as if staring down an armed intruder and barely escaping with his life was no big deal. The two of them had sat at the kitchen table together as if waiting for Faye to bring them a plate of cookies. As if nothing had happened. As if two bodies didn’t lay a few feet from them. They didn’t so much as glance at Faye and Lloyd’s bodies.

      How? Madison thought.

      “You have a morbid sense of curiosity,” her mother had always told her. Madison would take her seatbelt off as they drove by a car accident so she could turn around in her seat. She went to the window when she heard sirens. “An ambulance chaser,” her mother had called her.

      Madison didn’t like death or violence or blood, but she didn’t know how other people could just refrain from looking. It wasn’t curiosity, it was fear. It was like if she didn’t look, whatever her imagination would conjure would be ten times worse.

      So she had looked at the bodies. She’d stared for a long time at the pools of blood. She’d thought it would be more red, but it wasn't. It was darker, almost black or brown. It was congealing, like egg yolk spilled across the floor, soaking into the carpet.

      Faye’s eyes had been open. They didn’t look glazed or empty; they looked alive. They looked like she might blink at any moment, and Madison had the eerie sensation that they were following her as she moved around the living room.

      Madison stood, still gasping for breath as panic tore through her, constricting her breathing. She shook herself and headed for the closet.

      She didn’t know how long her and Rebecca had hid in there. At times, the silence had been nearly unbearable. More than once she’d been terrified she might call out just to break the tedium, just to hear something beyond her own racing heartbeat, or worse, she was afraid she might laugh. It had had the unsettling familiarity of waiting to surprise someone. She would sometimes hide in the pantry at home when she knew her mother was getting home with the groceries or about to start dinner just so she could jump out and scare her. As she laid in wait, she would often find her shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter and have to hold back a fit of giggles.

      Anticipation was sometimes more powerful than fear, but thankfully, fear had won this time, and Madison had managed to stay perfectly silent.

      She started rummaging through the closet. She’d already pilfered the most valuable things the Gallaghers had from the bins they’d kept under their bed. She packed their bag full of cans of food, water, and made sure to grab the camp stove and fuel. They’d also had acetaminophen and ibuprofen, something Madison felt they might need a lot of between here and Orange Lake.

      Now she hunted for less necessary things, like clothes they might be able to wear. She was long past caring what she looked like, so she grabbed whatever she thought might come close to fitting any of the three of them and folding it up as tightly as she could.

      She looked down at her own feet. They were bare. She hadn’t had the time to put on socks or shoes before Mason had pulled her and Rebecca from the room across the hall and made them hide in the Gallaghers walk-in closet. She took a few pairs of socks from a basket Faye kept in the closet and then looked at the line of shoes.

      Her own shoes were basically destroyed. She’d worn simple blue ballet flats to the museum that day.

      Madison closed her eyes, fighting back tears. She could hear her mother’s voice in her head.

      “You’re going to be walking all day, Madison. Wear something practical.”

      “You’re always so concerned with looking good, but don’t you want to be comfortable?”

      “Not everything is about looks, dear. You’ll understand the importance of a good shoe when you’re older.”

      Madison wiped at a tear that had escaped despite her efforts and focused on choosing a pair of shoes from the row on the floor.

      Most were smart dress shoes, a pair of modest heels, and some flip flops. But near the back, Madison found a nice, hardly worn pair of hiking shoes. They weren’t full boots, but they came up to cover half her ankle and fit her well enough.

      She put on a pair of the socks and then slipped on the shoes. She laced them up tight, making sure her foot wouldn’t slip around inside.

      Then she crammed the socks into their now full backpack with the rest of their things and headed to the living room. There was still one last thing she had to do. Something she’d been dreading.

      She joined Rebecca and Mason at the kitchen table, putting the backpack on a chair and sliding the bottle of acetaminophen on the table in front of Mason.

      “Oh, thanks,” Mason said, prying off the red cap.

      “Did you get the stove?” Rebecca asked.

      Madison nodded.

      “And the water. Oh, and a change of socks for us?” Mason added.

      Madison nodded again.

      “Should we take the radio?” Rebecca asked. “And the flashlights. Did you get the flashlights?”

      Madison bit her lip and turned back to the living room.

      Before she could talk herself out of it, she walked straight over to Lloyd’s body and pried the flashlight out of his stiff, dead fingers. His skin was cold. Blood coated the handle of the flashlight, and she could feel some of it flake off, while some, still wet, stuck to her hand.

      She swallowed down bile and moved to Faye’s body. She had dropped the flashlight, and it laid beside her on the carpet. Madison picked it up quickly, unwilling to meet her haunting stare again.

      Then Madison marched back to the table and tossed both flashlights, blood and all, into their backpack.

      Rebecca and Mason stared at her slack-jawed as if she’d been the one to shoot the Gallaghers in cold blood.

      “Well?” Madison asked, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ears. “Can we go now?”

      “Um, yeah,” Mason said, using the lip of the table to push himself up.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Rebecca asked him.

      Mason walked in a short circle, hands on hips. “Yeah, I think I’m just still shook up. But the pain is honestly not too bad. And those pills will help once they kick in.”

      Rebecca nodded. “Alright then. Do we stick with the old plan and head to the tunnels?”

      Madison nodded. “I think that’s our only option.”

      “I can take the bag,” Mason said.

      “No,” Rebecca and Madison said in unison.

      “I’ll take it,” Madison said. “I packed it. I’ll go first.”

      Thankfully, Mason didn’t protest further. He headed to Lloyd’s office where he’d been sleeping on a futon to fetch his pants, shoes, and jacket. Madison followed Rebecca back to the room they’d shared to do likewise, gathering the few possessions they’d left behind there.

      They met back by the Gallaghers front door, but none of them seemed willing to be the first to cross the threshold.

      Mason sighed and stepped forward around Lloyd’s body and out into the hall. Rebecca followed close behind, not so much as glancing at the body.

      Madison paused in the doorway and looked back at Faye and Lloyd and their cozy little condo that had seen so much chaos in the past few hours. She felt sick, sick and sad. She wanted to do something for them, to say thank you somehow. But they were dead, gone. What could she do? Could she write a note for their kids in case they came back here once this was over? Could she let them know that in their last days, their parents had taken in three teens, fed them, and shown them every kindness? Could she tell them they’d died, at least in part, protecting them?

      Would that be any sort of comfort or consolation?

      Probably not.

      Madison sighed and followed her friends out into the hall. They stood there for a moment, trying to decide what exit would spit them out closest to a tunnel entrance when a crash sounded from down the hall.

      They froze. Madison felt a chill run all the way up her spine to the base of her neck. All three of them turned to look down the hall, and they watched as a door creaked slowly open.

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

          

      

    

    






Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca wished Mason would zip up his jacket so she wouldn’t have to look at the stain of dried blood on his shirt. She couldn’t keep herself from staring at it. It was a constant reminder of how close he’d come to being shot, to bleeding out and dying on the Gallaghers’ kitchen floor.

      They stood in the hall, waiting for Madison to join them. For the first time in the past few hours, Rebecca felt like she could breathe properly. She felt much better being out of that apartment and away from the blood and death. Fear filled the space as if it were smoke, clogging the room, making it hard to breathe.

      Maybe now they could put that fear behind them.

      Madison joined them in the hall. She glanced over her shoulder, taking a last look at the inside of the condo.

      That condo had, for a short time, been a small paradise, a safe haven for them after they’d been through so much. Rebecca didn’t like the idea of being on the streets again. She didn’t want to think about where they would have to sleep tonight or where they were going to get food after wha Madison had grabbed ran out. And it would run out, in time.

      Yes, the condo had been a refuge, but now it only harbored death and blood and bad memories of both. Rebecca had no desire to look inside it again, so she just closed her eyes instead.

      A slow, hair raising squeak from down the hall made her open them again almost immediately.

      She was afraid to look, afraid to confirm what she already knew. But she did it anyway.

      Five doors down, one of the white condo doors opened slowly, and a man dressed in black exited it. He froze when he saw the three of them.

      “Is that…?” Rebecca asked.

      Mason nodded. “Yeah.”

      Madison turned to them, her eyes wide and panicked. “Run!”

      They didn’t need to be told twice.

      Rebecca turned and tore off down the hall in the opposite direction of the man. Mason and Madison were on her heels, and she could hear their heavy footsteps pounding behind her.

      He didn't have a gun, Rebecca thought. Not one that I could see.

      She wanted to call back to Mason and ask if the looters had each had a gun or not, but she couldn't risk slowing down. Her breath came fast, heart racing, and she had tunnel vision for the end of the hall.

      She was almost to the corner where the stairs were when a shout came from behind them, and two more pairs of footsteps sounded, pursuing them.

      Oh, no.

      Rebecca skidded to a stop at the end of the hall, hitting the railing hard, the metal bar jabbing into her ribs and knocking a gasp from her lips. Just then, a shot rang out.

      She screamed and ducked, throwing her arms up to cover her head. It was an automatic gesture she knew was likely no protection from a bullet, but she couldn’t help herself.

      Afraid to look back again, she pushed off the railing and hit the stairs running. Madison and Mason were right behind her.

      As the three of them scrambled down the stairs, two more shots ricocheted off the ceiling, causing plaster to rain down on them. Madison screamed this time, and Rebecca could hear Mason urging her on.

      It was two sets of stairs to the bottom of one of the emergency exits that led out to the quad.

      When Rebecca saw the exit sign, her heart leapt. She was almost at the door when Mason jumped off the steps behind her and landed on the bottom level. He ripped open the door and thrust her through it as she hit the bottom. He slipped through after her, holding it behind him long enough for Madison to slip through before running after Rebecca again.

      The quad was empty, the grass slick with dew beneath Rebecca’s shoes.

      “Help!”

      Madison’s strangled call for help made Rebecca skid to a halt and look back. The backpack on Madison’s shoulders had gotten trapped in the door. She thrashed, pulling forward and then pushing back, trying to get it free, but she was stuck.

      “Crap,” Mason said. He scrambled back to her and pushed hard on the door, throwing it open.

      Free, Madison stepped away from the door. Mason took her hand and tugged her behind him as he ran.

      “Go, go, go!” he called at Rebecca, waving his hand wildly for her to run on.

      Rebecca took off ahead again. She bolted off across the green lawn, heading for a door on the other side. It would lead back into another apartment complex, but she knew it was a thoroughfare to the street and to the wrought iron gates they’d originally come through.

      The lawn was empty, as it had been since they’d come to stay with the Gallaghers, but all the balconies and windows faced it, and it made Rebecca feel exposed, watched. She ran faster.

      When she was almost at the door, she risked a brief glance over her shoulder. Mason was still tugging Madison along. She was carrying the backpack and keeping up well, but she looked to be panting, tears running down her face.

      Rebecca ran track, and she was good at it, really good, but Mason could have easily outpaced her with his long legs. Madison wasn’t the sporty type. She was in theatre and on student council. Mason stayed with Madison because he wasn’t willing to leave her behind. Rebecca silently thanked him for being the kind, selfless person he was.

      When Rebecca reached the door, she hit it with her shoulder, throwing it open and coming into a little lobby that had plants that were in desperate need of watering and a reception desk that likely belonged to a building supervisor. She turned and looked back, waiting and holding the door open for her friends.

      Even though Madison and Mason were only a few feet behind her, those couple seconds of watching them hurry across the grass felt like an eternity.

      Behind them, Rebecca saw the emergency door they’d come out of open and two men spilled out onto the grass. They stopped a moment and looked around, but they spotted them almost immediately. One lifted his gun, and Rebecca’s heart jumped into her throat.

      But the two looters obviously hadn’t made a plan of attack because the other didn’t see the raised gun and instead took off after them, sprinting across the lawn in pursuit.

      Not wanting to shoot his partner in the back by accident, the other man lowered the gun and followed instead.

      Mason pushed Madison ahead of him through the door, and Rebecca threw the door closed.

      Metal screamed against tile as Mason dragged the chair from behind the building supervisor’s desk and pushed it up under the door handles to keep them closed.

      “Keep going!” Mason yelled.

      Rebecca grabbed Madison’s hand this time, and together they ran to the door at the other side of the building. She knew the chair wouldn’t hold back their pursuers long. So she ran on.

      Again, Mason outpaced her and pushed open the next door.

      The three rushed out into the street and headed to the gate.

      They had to weave around cars parked haphazardly in the street as they made their way there. All the while, Rebecca tried to hear past the rushing of blood in her ears to try and listen for the sound of a door crashing open behind them. Sure enough, it came just as they made it to the gates.

      The three ran through the gates, and Mason hesitated only a moment in the main street, looking both ways and quickly deciding to go left. Rebecca and Madison followed without objection. At this moment, Rebecca didn’t care where they went, so long as it was a long way away from the men chasing them.

      Rebecca heard the clang of the gate being thrown open behind them as they wove through more cars and then the distinct sound of someone climbing onto a car’s hood.

      She waited for the gunshot, but it never came.

      Instead, there was a loud curse behind them that echoed off the buildings, and then she heard their pursuers footsteps again. They were still chasing them.

      At least they didn't shoot at us again, Rebecca thought, as she ran to keep up with Mason.

      The street was dark and empty. The sun was only just beginning to come up, giving the sky a grayish, pink tint.

      Mason turned a corner suddenly, and Rebecca nearly tripped over her own feet trying to change course so quickly. He turned again half a block later, sprinting into an alley.

      He’s trying to lose them, Rebecca thought.

      Madison was still right beside her, and together, they wove through the barren streets of Manhattan, following whichever direction Mason chose. There seemed to be no rhyme or reason for why he chose to go right or left or just keep sprinting ahead, but Rebecca and Madison followed, keeping pace as best they could. They ran and ran until Rebecca was completely at a loss for where they were or even what direction they were headed in.

      I thought I knew the city better than this, Rebecca thought, as they paced one street sign after another, not a single one familiar to her.

      After a few blocks, Rebecca couldn’t hear their pursuers footsteps anymore, but she couldn’t bring herself to stop and check. She didn’t even want to risk a glance over her shoulder, as if that would somehow make them appear right behind her.

      So instead, she just kept running. Even when her lungs hurt and her feet ached and she thought that at any moment she might collapse onto the dew drenched street, she kept running. All she could hear echoing off the walls of the neighboring buildings were their own frantic footsteps, but she kept running. She wanted desperately to stop, to sit, to let the gunman shoot her if only it would mean an end to this nightmare. She’d trade a quick, sure death for the horrid feeling that at any moment a bullet might take her between the shoulder blades.

      But she kept running.

      They all did. For blocks and blocks. They didn’t stop until long after the sun had come up, turning the sky an angry, bitter red.
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      Mason could smell his own blood.

      He sat with his back against the inside of a steel garage door. One of the two doors had been stuck open about two feet from the ground. When they’d found it, they’d each rolled underneath and into the empty garage to hide. Mason thought they’d lost their pursuers blocks ago, but he didn’t want to risk being wrong.

      The garage looked like it had been used as a car wash, the manual, self-service kind you put money in and then got to use a high pressure hose to wash down your vehicle with. There were a couple windows high up on the back wall, so it wasn’t too dark inside, but they were too high to see out of.

      “Gosh, Mason,” Madison said, frantically digging through the backpack for the first aid kit. “Did we have to run the entire length of the city?”

      That was an overexaggeration, but they had been at it a long time. Mason could feel the aching in his feet and shins. He was exhausted. They were all beyond exhausted.

      Rebecca sat beside him on the concrete floor of the garage. She had his shirt rolled up and was pouting at the red spot that had come through the bandage.

      Mason wasn’t a stranger to blood. Being an athlete meant you saw your fair share of injuries, even just at the high school level, but this was different. Even though it was only a graze, it was a bullet wound, and he couldn’t bring himself to look at the blood. Every time he did, it was like he could hear the bang of the gun in his head.

      “I don’t think I’ll have to change the whole bandage,” Rebecca said. “I’m just going to lift it, clean it, and put fresh gauze on.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Mason said, feeling a little ill. He was just fine not knowing what she planned to do.

      “Here.” Madison handed the first aid kit down to Rebecca. “Where even are we?”

      Mason shook his head, then clenched his teeth as Rebecca pulled up the wrapping around his ribs and the cool air touched his stinging wound.

      “I don’t know,” Mason said. “Did you see any landmarks or street signs when we came in here?”

      “I was seeing stars when we came in here, Mason,” Madison said, crossing her arms. “I was lucky to still be on my feet. I’m the least athletic of the three of us, and somehow I got stuck sprinting across Manhattan carrying a full backpack like someone training to climb Everest or something.”

      “Sorry,” Mason said, cringing. “I’ll take it next time.”

      Madison shook her head. “No, you will not. You are hurt.”

      “It’s my turn next anyway,” Rebecca said, ending their bickering.

      Madison nodded. She turned in a slow circle, taking in the entirety of the garage. There was a door in the back left corner, and she jogged over to it. Despite her protests, she somehow seemed to be in the best shape of the three of them after their mad dash.

      Mason watched her open the old, rust-coated door and pop her head out.

      She closed it again and jogged back to them. “It’s a set of stairs to the roof,” she said eagerly. “I’m going to head up there and take a look and see where we’re at.”

      “Okay, good idea,” Mason said.

      She took off back toward the door. She pulled it open, and it swung shut slowly behind her, the clunk echoing off the high garage ceiling. They could hear her footsteps on the stairs as she ascended.

      “I thought you’d died,” Rebecca whispered.

      Mason looked down at her. She’d just put on the fresh gauze and was rolling down his bandage again to hold it in place. It hurt again, but Mason tried his best to ignore the pain. “I know,” Mason said. “But I’m alright, Becca.”

      She nodded, but he could see the tears welling up in her eyes, threatening to spill over. One finally did, running down her cheek.

      After a moment's hesitation, Mason brushed it aside with his thumb. “Don’t do that,” he said. “I’m not dead. I’m right here and I’m fine and we’re all going to be just fine. Okay?”

      Rebecca looked up at him, and he met her glassy eyes with his. He wished he didn’t feel like he had to be the strong one. On the inside, he felt like crying too, and it was only the exhaustion that kept him from doing it.

      Rebecca was always the strong willed, rational one. Madison was peppy and dramatic and kept things interesting. And Mason was a goof. He told jokes and broke up serious conversations and made light of the world in general. He had always refused to talk about college or moving away or anything to do with their futures. He liked to think about now, not tomorrow, but all he thought about lately was tomorrow and if he’d make it there, if any of them would make it.

      Mason rolled his shirt down again, covering the bandage. He was tired. He could put his head back against the wall right here and just drift off.

      The door banged open, making Mason and Rebecca jump.

      “The subway tunnel is right across from here,” Madison said, jogging over to them. “We can just run across the street and we’re in.”

      She was excited. There was something that was nearly a smile on her lips.

      “What if they’re still looking for us?” Rebecca said.

      “We lost them forever ago,” Madison replied.

      Rebecca looked unsatisfied. “I know, but what if?”

      “We should do it,” Mason said. “But we’ve got to be careful.”

      He pushed himself up and went to the other garage door that still didn’t quite meet the ground. He laid down in front of it, the concrete cool against his belly.

      “Give me the bag,” he said, gesturing to Madison.

      “But—”

      “I’m just going to carry it to get across the street,” Mason said, cutting off her protests.

      She grumbled but relented. He put the bag in front of him. He could just see out over the top of it.

      Madison laid down on his left and then Rebecca on his right. All of them looked out at the quiet, empty street beyond. His feet and legs still hurt, and his side was throbbing. Mason didn’t like the prospect of another sprint, even if it was just across the street, but he sucked it up and tried to stay still and silent despite his aching muscles.

      They waited for a long time, just listening and watching. Mason still wasn’t quite used to the lack of white noise. No traffic, no hum of power lines, no conversation from a thousand moving people going about their lives. The people were still out there, at least many were, but life had changed, and like them, they stuck to the shadows or were holed up somewhere.

      When Mason was content the street was empty, he pushed the bag out in front of him, and it rolled onto the driveway of the garage.

      “Go!” he whispered.

      He rolled out from underneath the door, the girls not far behind him. He scooped up the bag and threw it onto one shoulder. The girls were ahead of him now, Madison leading the way to the subway entrance. He could feel his wound pulling and stretching as he ran, rubbing against the gauze and bandage, but he kept moving.

      Crossing the street seemed to take longer than their run through the city. It was as if anxiety slowed time. Mason was waiting, constantly expecting the sounds of hurried footsteps behind them or a gunshot and then a bullet whizzing by.

      But nothing happened. They crossed the street and hit the sidewalk at a run and sprinted down the steps into the subway. Mason didn’t bother with a flashlight. If they were followed, then the light would give them away. They’d been in the subway enough that he figured he could find his way in the dark.

      He’d underestimated just how dark it would be down in the abandoned subway.

      By the time they got to the platform, no light from above penetrated. He moved, trying to find the lip of the platform with his foot, but the sense of falling off was too powerful.

      “Grab the backpack,” he said. “I’m going to crawl and find the edge.”

      He waited until he felt a tug from either side of the bag. Then he knelt and crawled on his hands and knees, one hand brushing the floor far ahead of him. He crawled forward carefully, slowly, the rough concrete scraping against his knees through his pant legs, until all his hand met was cool air.

      “Here,” he said, stopping. “Sit down, carefully.”

      He spun so his legs were hanging off the edge of the platform. Despite having rode the subway multiple times during his life, he didn’t really have a clear idea of how far it was to the ground.

      After a sigh, he pushed off, and his feet tingled when he landed, the drop being farther than he’d anticipated.

      Madison dropped down beside him with a little gasp, also surprised by the drop. Rebecca was next, and when she landed, Mason could hear her stumble. He reached out and managed to grab her arm, steadying her.

      “Now what?” Rebecca asked, the second word much quieter than the first as she realized how much her voice traveled in the tunnel.

      “Come on; we should wait and make certain we weren’t followed,” Mason whispered. He found their hands in the dark, and they walked quickly and quietly down the tunnel.

      “What if we’re going the wrong way?” Rebecca asked beside him. In the dark, their voices all seemed disembodied, somehow sounding too close and yet very far away at the same time. It was an eerie phenomenon that made Mason shiver.

      “Let’s just get away from the platform for now,” Mason said. “Once we know those guys are really gone, we’ll—”

      A clunking sound from somewhere farther along the tunnel caused them to freeze. Then Mason hurried them over to the wall. They stood there, their backs pressed to the subway tunnel, and waited.

      There was another clang, and Mason felt Rebecca squeeze his hand tight.

      “Shh,” Mason said, urging them both not to make a sound. “Shhh.”

      Mason felt Rebecca bury her face in his shoulder, clinging to his arm in the dark. She felt warm against his side, and he could feel her shaking slighting beside him.

      No more sounds came, but they waited anyway, more afraid of running into something down here than above. Down here, you couldn’t see the monsters coming for you. They could be anywhere. They could be everywhere.
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      Madison still hated the dark more than she hated anything else in the world. Even after weeks sleeping in parking garages and storage closets, with not even a flashlight or a moonbeam, she still hadn’t gotten used to the dark.

      The subway smelled damp and dusky. The wall behind her was rough and cold against her shoulders and back. It felt like they’d been standing there for an eternity. All they’d been doing lately was waiting, waiting alone in the dark. Madison wanted to move.

      “Okay,” she said suddenly, stepping away from the wall. She felt Rebecca and Mason jolt beside her. “Let’s dig out those flashlights and look at the subway map.”

      It took another minute for either of her friends to move, but she soon heard a plunk as Mason dropped the backpack to the ground. She waited anxiously, still unable to see either of them. After some noisy rustling, a light came on.

      Madison shielded her eyes against the flashlight beam, which was far brighter than she’d anticipated. When her eyes finally adjusted, she saw Rebecca blinking back at her.

      When she found Mason, he had the flashlight in his teeth, and he was digging through their bag again.

      “It’s under the socks,” Madison said, knowing what he was looking for.

      Mason nodded his thanks, the flashlight bobbing along with his head.

      He pulled out a folded subway map and handed it to Rebecca. Mason shone the light on it as she unfolded it, and Madison went to stand on her other side so she could see it too.

      “This is where we came in,” Madison said, pointing to a purple dot on the map.

      Mason traced his finger along the sheet, orienting himself. “So, we’ll want to head that way then.” He pointed in the direction they’d originally headed. That was good. Madison didn’t want to have to walk past the platform again, just in case someone else decided to come down.

      “Okay, let’s go then.”

      Madison dug out the second flashlight and flicked it on. They could probably make it through this length of the tunnel in a couple days. Then they’d be nearly out of the city and that much closer to home, that much closer to her mother.

      She heard Mason and Rebecca have a brief dispute over who was to carry the backpack before Rebecca won, and then her friends were following her into the dark.
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        * * *

      

      Madison didn’t know how long they’d been walking, but her feet were hurting again. Not the bleeding, throbbing pain of when she’d worn holes right through her flats, but they were still sore and screaming out for her to stop and allow them some rest.

      It was impossible to tell what time it was down in the tunnel. There were no windows, no light, no clocks. It was just one never-ending river of darkness.

      “Let’s sleep, Maddy,” Rebecca said. “We’ve been walking for hours now.”

      Madison’s feet begged her to obliged her friend’s request, but her heart wanted to continue, wanting to bring her even just one more step closer to home, closer to her mom. But after a few more steps, her feet won out.

      She sighed and came to a stop. “Alright. I guess we just sleep anywhere?” Madison said, gesturing vaguely around them at the tunnel.

      “We’ll sleep against the wall,” Rebecca decided.

      “It’s not like we’re going to get hit by a train,” Mason said.

      Rebecca rolled her eyes. “I know, but it still feels counterintuitive. I’ll have dreams about getting hit by a train if we just lay down in the middle of the tracks.”

      “Becca’s right,” Madison said, walking over to the wall and putting her back against it before sliding down to her butt. She could feel the gravel shifting uncomfortably against her backside and thighs as she tried to get steeled in a comfortable position. “It feels weird.”

      Mason shook his head, seeming to think where they slept didn’t matter much, but he followed Rebecca as she came to sit beside Madison.

      The three sat shoulder to shoulder, not speaking until, after a while, Mason decided to flick off his flashlight.

      Rebecca leaned over and rested her head on Madison’s lap. Mason, on Madison’s other side, leaned his head against her shoulder.

      Madison stared into the beam of her own flashlight, afraid to flick it off. It only illuminated the tracks and the other side of the tunnel wall, but seeing anything at all was a comfort to her.

      She’d stared into the light for longer than she’d intended because soon she was blinking awake. Her shoulder ached, and her legs had gone to sleep from Rebecca laying on her for hours. She’d fallen asleep; they all had. She could hear Mason snoring quietly beside her.

      She shook Rebecca’s shoulder and then poked Mason until the two of them were blinking and coming awake. The three of them stood and stretched, and before long, they were back to walking.

      About half an hour later, Madison’s flashlight began to flicker and dim. She cursed herself for leaving it on all night. They’d brought batteries from the Gallaghers’ house, but they still couldn’t afford to be wasting anything.

      Eventually, the light flicked out completely.

      “Oh, come on,” Madison grumbled, smacking the head of the flashlight against her palm. After a third smack, it came back on. She smiled and looked ahead and noticed the light had landed on something.

      “Is that…”

      “A train,” Mason said, finishing her sentence. He jogged ahead with his flashlight, the beam bouncing up and down as he went.

      Rebecca caught up to Madison and took her hand so she could see better, and they made their way to the back of the subway train together.

      When they got there, Mason was shining his light down the side of the train between it and the tunnel wall.

      “We’ll have to walk along the side,” Mason said. “There’s enough room.”

      “Can’t we go in?” Rebecca asked. “Maybe there’s stuff people left behind. Probably not much food or anything. But maybe tools and stuff. You never know what someone might have left in their purse.”

      Mason shrugged. “Maybe, but the doors are automatic.”

      “Well, there had to be people on this thing when it stopped,” Madison said. “Those people had to get out somehow, right?”

      Mason nodded. “Yeah, right. Let’s walk ahead a little and see if there’s an open door.”

      He went in the crack first, and Madison let Rebecca in second, taking up the rear herself. The gap was plenty wide enough for them to walk alongside, but it still felt claustrophobic. The subway was also taller here, or it felt like it. Away from the platform, the bottom of the doors were about four feet from the ground.

      Madison wanted to shine her light in the windows to see inside, but then Rebecca wouldn’t be able to see the ground in front of her, so she kept the light steady and aimed ahead.

      “Bingo!” Mason shouted from up ahead. “Open door.”

      The girls hurried to catch up.

      Mason had hopped up into the doorway already. He put his flashlight, still on, in his pocket and reached down to Rebecca. She took his hands, and he pulled her up into the train, backpack and all.

      Madison passed her flashlight up to Rebecca before taking Mason’s hand and allowing him to tug her up next. Rebecca handed the flashlight back to her, and she swept it across the train.

      It seemed so normal. The seats, the poles, the plastic hand holds, and the ads above the doors; it all felt so familiar. Things had been left behind. Bags sat on seats or on the floor beneath them. It was like the people had simply vanished. Madison preferred to imagine they had rather than the crazed panic that was likely the reality.

      Or maybe it wasn’t. Trains stopped for all sorts of reasons. She’d been on during a power outage before or when a train got held up because someone had decided to throw themselves in front of it. It wasn’t uncommon for delays like that to last for hours. How long had the people on this train just sat here? How long before they realized they weren’t going to be moving again and that they were trapped down here? Then was there panic, or was it only until they’d emerged above once again that they realized the whole world had come to a crashing halt?

      “Maddy?”

      Rebecca’s voice pulled Madison from her thoughts. Her and Mason had gotten ahead of Madison a little.

      “Coming,” Madison said. She was about to follow when she heard an ear piercing shriek.

      She jumped and turned to look behind her, back toward the back end of the train. A door was being wrenched open.

      A man stepped through. He was tall and had dark hair, and when he looked at Madison, blinking into the beam of her flashlight, she thought he seemed vaguely familiar.

      Where do I know you from? Madison thought.

      Then he pulled his other hand from the door frame, and she saw the switchblade he was holding.

      The unfinished building. He’d very nearly run right into her, and she’d hid behind a pole to stay away from him and his very unfriendly looking companions.

      Their eyes met, and he smiled.

      Madison’s heart sunk. Where would they run? They were trapped on this train, in this tunnel, and they had nowhere to run to, no escape.

      She wanted to scream or to run or do anything, but she was frozen from fright. She was holding the flashlight, but somehow, she felt like the deer stuck in the oncoming headlights. He was the car barreling down on her at a hundred miles an hour, and she was the helpless prey.
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      For a moment, time stopped entirely. The three of them were frozen.

      Then, all at once, it started again. They took off sprinting down the center of the train for all they were worth. Madison’s hair flung wildly around her face, and the light from her and Mason’s flashlights bobbed frantically, bouncing off the window and metal and creating shadows that danced as they ran.

      The man ran too, fast. Madison could hear him behind her, his footsteps pounding the floor of the train.

      This wasn’t like running away from the looters. Even though this man didn’t have a gun, this was far, far worse.

      His footsteps weren’t half a block away, they were right on her heels. Madison could hear him panting, and at one point thought she heard a breathy laugh, as if this was fun, as if this was just a game to him.

      She remembered him passing by when she’d been hiding behind that pillar in the unfinished building. She remembered how he’d flicked the switchblade open and closed, open and closed. He’d treated it like a toy.

      Madison vaguely understood why the looters had chased after them. They’d witnessed them kill two people and even though society was in somewhat of a lawless state, leaving witnesses to that sort of thing probably wasn’t a great idea.

      But this man didn’t even know them. Why was he chasing them? For their stuff? For one backpack he was willing to run down three kids?

      What will he do when he catches us? Madison thought, despite explicitly telling her mind not to go down that road.

      Just keep running, just move!

      Mason was in the front. Madison watched as he leapt over a toppled suitcase. Rebecca followed him. The backpack weighed her down and almost caused her to stumble, but she managed to keep her feet.

      Madison jumped next, and too soon after her feet hit the floor, she heard the man with the knife right behind her land too. His legs were longer than hers, probably longer than Mason’s too.

      How long before he catches us?

      She could almost feel the knife being rammed between her shoulder blade or slipping up under her ribs.

      Don’t think. Just move!

      She heard a clunk in front of her and then Mason cursed. Somehow he’d dropped his flashlight. Madison saw it roll in front of her, and she just barely managed to avoid rolling her ankle on it.

      She focused harder on keeping her light straight ahead to illuminate the train for Mason and Rebecca. The light was shaky, but she managed to keep it steady enough. She just hoped there were no more obstacles they’d have to maneuver.

      But what happens when we reach the end of the train?

      They must have run the length of at least five train cars when Madison saw, to her horror, that Mason had stopped.

      He was standing stone still in the middle of the train, hands to his sides. Rebecca came to a halt right behind him, nearly crashing into him.

      Madison had no choice but to stop too. Her flashlight beam came to rest on a figure standing just in front of Mason.

      The man chasing them stopped too. Madison cringed, waiting for the blade to the back, but it never came.

      She panned her flashlight up to the man’s face, and she saw that he was holding something out in front of him. A gun.

      Madison closed her eyes. Another terror, another man out to take all they had, lives included. A stranger in the dark.

      She closed her eyes and was transported back to the Gallaghers’ walk-in closet, squatting on the floor, waiting for the sound of gunshots and the audible thump of Mason’s body hitting the kitchen floor. She could already feel the blood pooling around her cooling body, turning into thick, sticky paste, knotting her hair and staining her hands a grisly pink.

      When no gunshot came, she opened her eyes again and examined the man in front of Mason.

      Tall, broad shoulders, a sleek, black coat, and jeans with the knees scuffed up. He wasn’t what she’d call handsome, but he wasn’t ugly either. He was nondescript. A nobody. He had no distinguishing feature beyond the black gun he was holding in his hand, pointer finger perched on the trigger.

      He was holding the gun directly at Mason’s forehead. With the smallest twitch of the wrist, he gestured with the gun for Mason to step aside. He quickly obliged.

      Now the gun was about a head too high to take aim at either Rebecca or Madison, but the man had a clear shot at their pursuer.

      He looked directly over Madison’s head, and it took all of her willpower not to turn and see what the man behind her was doing. She could still hear his rasping breath behind her, only a foot away now, if that.

      The stranger in front of them looked at him and took a small step forward, gun still on the man.

      “Drop the knife.”
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      Nick needed to get out of the tunnels. Even though he’d spent days there before, he was suddenly feeling claustrophobic, and walking in the gap between the tunnel wall and the subway train wasn’t helping that feeling dissipate.

      He’d ducked when he’d seen the meandering lights inside the train. Lights meant people, and he did not want to run into anyone; he just wanted to get out.

      He squatted down too fast, causing a spike of pain through his already throbbing head.

      Nick had managed to knock Joey to the ground, and he tried to snatch his gun from him, but Joey had kept a tight hold of it and used it like a club, smacking Nick over the head with it. Nick had probably only survived because it was very difficult to shoot a man with a rifle at such close range, particularly when he was wrestling you to the ground.

      A swift knee to Joey’s kidney had caused him to stop struggling long enough for Nick to grab his duffel and disappear into the dark, but he’d decided to leave the rifle behind. He didn’t want to risk going back for it only to find Joey had caught his breath and was ready to blow Nick’s head off.

      He’d jogged to the next platform and hid in an alcove until he’d seen Joey limp past him and out of the tunnel.

      Joey would likely have someone wait for him, so Nick had decided to continue to the next exit. That’s when he’d encountered the stopped train.

      Slowly, he peeked up to see who the lights belonged to. He didn’t want to be caught unawares by Joey’s thugs. He could just make out three figures, about a car away. They looked like teens.

      They’re just kids, Nick thought. He considered showing himself, seeing if they needed anything, but he’d learned that even kids could be dangerous, so he stayed where he was.

      He could hear their slow footsteps walking around the train, probably looking for anything valuable that might have been left behind. Then suddenly their footsteps stopped all at once.

      Nick told himself to stay put, to not look, but he couldn’t resist knowing why they’d stopped.

      Just as he peeked up, they started moving again, running this time. They were sprinting out of the train car and into the one he was beside.

      But why—

      Then Nick saw him; one of Joey’s thugs was chasing them, knife in hand.

      Nick hesitated only a moment before jumping to his feet and running alongside the train, keeping pace with the kids.

      Just kids…

      He pushed harder and ran as fast as he could. He soon outpaced the kids and ran ahead. They were nearly running out of train, and he needed to get on before they reached the end.

      Up ahead, he spotted an open door.

      Thank God. He skidded to a stop, and with a hand on each side of the door frame, he propelled himself up and into the train.

      He just managed to get his pellet gun from his waistband before the first teen, a young man, nearly collided with him. His eyes were wide and panicked, and for a moment, Nick was sure the kid would lunge for him and try to wrestle away the gun.

      Don’t do it, Nick silently prayed.

      Nick held up his gun, and the boy froze, the fight going out of his eyes. He held his hands out to his sides.

      Nick flicked his wrist, gesturing for the kid to step aside with the barrel of his gun.

      When the kids moved, Nick aimed directly at the man behind the three teens. He met his eyes.

      “Drop the knife.”
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      Rebecca sat in a subway seat with her face in her hands, shaking, exhausted, and totally burnt out, mentally and physically.

      She was almost getting used to a throbbing heart and burning lungs. Fear was taking up residence inside her chest. How many more times would they find themselves running from strangers in the dark?

      Rebecca looked up. The paramedic, he’d said his name was Nick, was restraining the man who’d chased them.

      The guy had dropped the knife with some hesitancy, and then Nick had made him sit down next to one of the poles. Now his arms were around it behind his back, and Nick was tying them together with the man’s own shoelaces. He’d taken a kerchief the man had had in his jeans pocket and stuffed it in his mouth.

      Madison was leaning back against the window of the train, eyes closed, and Mason was pacing behind Nick, inspecting the license Nick had given him to prove he was in fact a paramedic. He’d retrieved his dropped flashlight and was holding the license up in front of it like it was a clue to a great mystery and he was the detective.

      Rebecca knew why Mason had asked to see the license, but did it really matter? They were raised to trust first responders; they were the heroes, the people who helped instead of harmed. But being a paramedic didn’t necessarily make someone a good person, did it? And now, with the world turned upside down, even good people seemed to have lost their way.

      Rebecca looked at the man tied up on the floor. He was staring at Nick with murder in his eyes. Had he been a good man? What had he done before the world stopped spinning? Maybe he worked as a waiter at a restaurant, made small talk with customers, or maybe he was in tech, or maybe he’d been a lawyer or an accountant. Maybe he hadn’t always been a bad, scary person.

      He tried to kick out at Nick with his foot. Nick barely got out of the way, and the man managed to growl at him through his gag.

      Or maybe not.

      Mason handed back Nick’s ID.

      “Where are you kids headed?” Nick asked. His voice was low and gruff. It sounded like he hadn’t used it much lately. Rebecca tried to imagine what that would be like, walking around this city all alone. It was bad enough in the company of her two best friends. How would she have survived this long without them? Would she have become as feral as the man with the knife?

      “Orange Lake,” Madison said, not bothering to open her eyes.

      “That’s quite a walk.”

      “My mom is sick,” Madison said. “There’s no one to look after her, and I need to get back.”

      Nick crossed his arms over his chest and nodded solemnly, as if he understood. “Well, you need to get out of the subway tunnels,” he said. “There’s a...group down here, and they aren’t friendly. They own the tunnels, and they don't like trespassers.”

      “They own the tunnels?” Mason asked.

      Nick nodded. “They’ve set up bases along the tracks, and when you meet them, you either join them or…”

      Rebecca shivered and didn’t ask him to finish that sentence.

      “Okay,” Madison said. “So we get out of the tunnels.” She sat up and looked at them. “We just have to be more careful this time.”

      Mason nodded toward Nick. “I don’t suppose you have another gun we could borrow?”

      Nick looked down at the gun he’d stuck back in the waist of his jeans. He looked at it for a long moment before looking up at Mason again.

      “No,” he said. “But I’m headed in the same direction. I could travel with you. If you wanted.”

      Rebecca looked up at him, then looked to Mason and Madison, only to find the two of them staring at her, as if waiting for her to decide.

      “I can take a walk, if you three want to talk about it,” Nick said.

      “No,” Rebecca said. She looked back to Madison and Mason, and they both looked a little relieved, so she continued. “We’d like that. I mean, if you’re headed that way already then it makes sense. And we...could really use the help.”

      “You three seem to have made out alright so far, all things considered,” Nick said. He nodded toward Mason. “Is that bad?”

      Mason looked down at the blood stain on his shirt. “No,” he said. “I was grazed by a bullet.”

      Nick raised his eyebrows, surprise evident from his expression. “Can I take a look?”

      Mason hesitated and then nodded and took a seat.

      Nick knelt down in front of him, and after Mason had peeled off his jacket, Nick raised his shirt and lifted the bandage.

      “Who did this?” Nick asked.

      “Some guys who were looting a place we were staying at,” Mason said. “They killed the Gallaghers, the folks who were looking after us.”

      “I’m sorry. That must have been awful,” Nick said. “But I meant who patched you up?”

      “Oh, I did,” Rebecca said sheepishly.

      “Well, you did a good job,” Nick said, getting to his feet. “We’ll need to clean it more regularly and rewrap it, but it doesn’t look infected.”

      Rebecca released a sigh of relief. She felt like she’d made the right call. Having a paramedic with them, and an adult, would be beneficial. He’d help.

      She looked at Madison and Mason and could tell by their faces that they were feeling some of that relief too. But they’d had all that before. Safety, stability. That’s what the Gallaghers had offered, and that had been taken away nearly as quickly as it had begun.

      But what other choice do we have? Rebecca wondered.

      “Do we have to stay on this train tonight?” Madison asked. She looked at the man Nick had tied up. Rebecca had nearly managed to forget he was there. “With him.”

      “No,” Nick said. “We should get out of these tunnels. Probably not tonight, but soon. That means we have some walking ahead of us.”

      Nick rose and looked at the backpack Rebecca still had on. He looked like he might offer to carry it, but he didn’t. Instead, he went to stand above the man sitting on the floor.

      It looked like the man had dozed off. His head was slumped against the seat beside him.

      Nick looked to Rebecca and her friends. “You three ready?” he asked.

      They nodded.

      Nick gave the man a solid kick in the leg, and he jolted awake. The man blinked and then glared up at him, muttering something that was unintelligible through the gag.

      Nick took the knife he’d confiscated from the man and placed it on the floor behind his hands, just out of reach of his fingers.

      “He’ll strain against those ties and stretch them,” Mason said, sounding concerned. “They’re only shoelaces. He’ll reach that knife and escape.”

      “That’s the point,” Nick said. He walked toward them and gestured for them to get off the train. They obliged. Rebecca took one last look at the man, already struggling against his restraints, fingers groping for the blade, before stepping down into the tunnel.

      “Don’t feel right to leave him down here, even if he is a psycho,” Nick continued. Mason handed him one of the flashlights, and he began leading the way. “He’d starve to death. Or worse.”

      “Worse?” Madison asked, and Rebecca wished she hadn’t.

      Nick turned to look over his shoulder at them. Mason’s flashlight lit up his face. “Rats,” he said.

      Rebecca shivered and swallowed the urge to vomit. She scooted closer to Mason, not wanting to think about just how many rats were scurrying through the tunnel around them. Had they crawled up to them while they’d slept last night? Had they tried to get in their backpack or been nibbling at their shoes?

      She shivered again and kept walking, jogging a few steps to catch up to Mason so she could walk beside him. Mason grabbed her hand and squeezed her fingers in his own.

      Rebecca wasn't looking forward to spending another night in the tunnels, but the guys who had been chasing them could still be waiting up there. It was best to take an exit they weren’t as likely to expect. Still, she hoped it was only one night and not any longer.

      Rebecca watched Nick’s dark silhouette in the light of Mason’s flashlight. He seemed so solid, so sturdy and real. He was still a stranger, but he was a stranger who had offered aid. That had gone wrong once before, but that hadn’t been the Gallaghers fault. They’d tried to protect them right up until their last dying breaths. They hadn’t betrayed them, just the opposite.

      So Rebecca decided to trust Nick too. Stranger or not, he was someone to depend on, someone to protect them. For now, at least, he could be their light in the darkness.
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Madison

        

      

    

    
      Madison had her jacket wrapped around her shoulders, her arms out of the sleeves, which flopped at her sides. She stretched sleep out of her joints as she walked. Last night had been another uncomfortable sleep on the cold ground of the tunnel. She’d been half convinced Nick would either rob them or kill them in their sleep, so when he’d merely woken them by shaking each of them gently on the shoulder, she’d been pleasantly surprised.

      She walked alongside Nick, who led them through the tunnel. They’d passed two station platforms already, and he’d promised they’d be leaving the tunnels at the next one.

      Madison had spent the morning telling Nick all about what her, Mason, and Rebecca had been through. She told him about escaping the museum after the bomb dropped, about meeting the Gallaghers, about them dying, and how they’d thought for sure that Mason was dead too.

      She hadn’t spilled out the whole story in one excited rush as she had to the Gallaghers when they’d met them. There was no longer any excitement to the story. It had been replaced with fear and bitter memories. They weren’t somewhere safe, and Nick wasn’t the warm, ‘here’s a plate of cookies’ sort of person the Gallaghers were. Madison was still glad he was going to come along with them though, even if he did make her a bit uneasy.

      He caught her looking timidly at the gun in his waistband. She met his eyes and put on a smile.

      “So,” she said. “Where are you headed?”

      “My uncle lives out in Orange Lake. I’m going to see how he is and hopefully hole up with him for a while,” Nick said.

      “Is he the only family you have?” Madison asked.

      He didn’t reply right away. He kept his gaze straight ahead, looking forward into the dark tunnel.

      “Yes,” he said at last. “He’s all the family I have. Now.”

      Madison’s heart twisted in her chest. “Did you lose someone in the bombing?” she asked.

      He nodded and took a deep breath. “My wife.”

      “I’m sorry,” Madison said, her voice hardly above a whisper.

      They continued to walk in silence.

      Madison looked back over her shoulder, and Mason and Rebecca walked a ways behind them, side by side. She could sometimes hear their whispered voices echoing up to them, bouncing around off the tunnel walls.

      Mason’s flashlight beam just barely reached Nick and Madison’s heels. As badly as Madison wanted out of the subway tunnels, she was glad they’d chosen to take a slower pace today. Nick said they should rest and save their energy when they could, just in case they encountered trouble again and had to make a run for it.

      It made sense, even if Madison hated the thought of feeling like prey again. She knew it was a distinct possibility.

      “My wife and I were having...problems.”

      Nick’s voice jolted Madison from her thoughts, and she looked back at him.

      “Oh?” she said.

      “She wanted kids. I didn’t. So we fought about it sometimes.” Nick sighed. “Anyway, I brought her out here to replicate one of our first dates. We were almost at the park when everything just stopped. I thought it was just a car accident at first. I was mad, then I was afraid. I got out of the car and went to my wife, but she was already…”

      He paused, his voice clogged with emotion. He had to clear his throat before continuing. “When I was sitting there in the street, holding her lifeless body, I thought that was my low. You know? Like this was the point in my life I’d always look back on and think that was as dark as it could get. It was about then that I realized it wasn’t just a car accident, but the whole grid was down. Everything, and all the cars had just skidded to a stop.”

      Madison watched his face twitch with the memory of it all. She remembered waking up after the bomb and thinking the same thing. This is awful. A bomb has gone off and I’m trapped in the building and my friends are hurt. It was scary, but she’d grown up in a world where, unfortunately, bombs weren’t so uncommon. She saw terrorist attacks and school shootings on the news. She knew they were real and knew, in the kind of vague way every knows how to perform a Heimlich maneuver, what to expect and what to do. Just get out, and everything will be okay.

      But an explosion that knocked out power for a whole city? Possibly a whole state or, God forbid, the entire country—that was the kind of stuff movies were made of. Apocalypse felt about the same as unicorn on her tongue. Fantasy. Make believe. Never going to happen.

      Nick put a hand on her shoulder. “Things will right themselves eventually,” he said. “They always do. The world has a balance, and it will find it again. Somehow.”

      Madison smiled and wiped a tear from her cheek. She thought she’d gotten past crying, but it seemed her body was still determined to produce tears, no matter how useless they were to her situation.

      “Are we almost there, do you think?” Madison asked.

      Nick nodded. “Yeah; it shouldn’t take us too long to get to the next platform now.”

      Madison walked on. She was glad they hadn’t encountered anyone else along the way. She’d been terrified the man with the knife would come for them while they slept. She still remembered feeling his breath behind her and him standing close enough to jab that knife in her spine.

      She shook herself. Madison felt guilty. She’d brought them down here. She’d seen the tunnel entrance from the roof of that garage and said they should go. It had been her idea, and that made it her fault. If Nick hadn’t found them when he had and decided to step in and help them, they’d probably be dead now. Even if the thug had just held them at knife point and demanded they hand over their supplies, that would have been the same as dead. They wouldn’t have survived long without the things they’d taken from the Gallaghers. Having Nick along probably meant they’d have to share some of their food and stuff with him, but he had a bag of his own too, and Madison suspected he did alright for himself. Having him along, even if it meant having a little less food to go around, would help their odds, not hurt them.

      “It’s there, just up ahead,” Nick said.

      Madison followed the light of his flashlight with her eyes and saw it reflecting off a yellow strip of paint. The next platform.

      Relief flooded through her. She longed for daylight, even if it was the ruddy, gray sunlight they’d experienced since the bomb. It had seemed like it was getting better. Maybe soon there would be bright, blue skies again.

      Unbridled and spontaneous joy took hold of her, and she slapped Nick on the arm, making him jump.

      “Race ya!” she said and took off toward the platform.

      It was a few moments before she heard a short laugh behind her and Nick’s quick footsteps gaining on her. She made it to the platform only a fraction before he did. She was huffing and puffing again when her hands collided with the yellow paint to catch herself, and Nick bent over beside her. The two of them gasped and smiled. They’d run for fun, not for fear, not because they were hungry or scared or being chased by men with weapons who were out for blood. A race with no prize but the race itself. Fun. Maybe they’d somehow discover a way to find more of that along the way.

      Madison pulled herself up onto the platform. “Let’s go.”

      Nick followed her up, his duffel bag over his shoulder. “We should wait for your friends.”

      “I want to see the sun!” Madison whined.

      Nick laughed. “Alright, alright.”

      Madison smiled and followed Nick to the stairs.

      “Thank you,” Madison said. “For helping us. You know you don’t have to.”

      “I do,” Nick said. “We all have to keep some self decency in this world. It’s the least we can do for humanity.”

      Madison nodded. Then she stopped on the stairs and looked at Nick.

      “Have you been alone all this time?” she asked. “You never started traveling or staying with anyone else?”

      He shrugged. “There was a larger group, sort of a militia or something. But I got out of there when I could. You don’t want to be involved with anything like that.”

      “But wouldn't more people be good? More people working together, and it would be safer too.”

      “So long as the safety didn’t come at a price.”

      Madison didn’t bother asking what sort of price that might be. She didn’t want to know. She’d take Nick’s word on it.

      They continued up the stairs, and she could feel the cool chill to the air, but also the warmth of the sun. She saw the sky above and took a moment to be thankful for those little things. Fresh air, warmth, light. The world was all upside down, but it wasn’t all bad. There was always a little good to be found somewhere.

      She stopped suddenly, nearly running into Nick, who had stopped dead still at the top of the stairs.

      Madison gasped as she saw the four men standing before them, all armed with rifles. She’d had her eyes on the sky and hadn’t even noticed them until she was already at the top of the stairs next to Nick.

      One man stepped out from the line. “Well, hello there, Nick,” he said through a crooked smile. “Long time no see.”

      The man turned his dark eyes on Madison, and she felt very small under his gaze. “And you’ve brought a friend.”
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Nick

        

      

    

    
      Nick recognized Joey immediately, even before he spoke. He didn’t say anything in response. There was no point. He wasn’t going to be able to fight his way out of this. He just hoped they’d let the kids go.

      His hopes were dashed when a weaselly looking man squirmed his way between two of the armed guards. He pointed his switchblade straight at Nick.

      “Yeah, that’s the guy,” he said.

      I should have left that one to the rats, Nick thought bitterly. He balled his hands into fists and squeezed so hard he could feel his nails cutting into his palms.

      “And you’ve brought supplies too,” Joey said, as if the other man hadn’t spoken. The man dropped his hand, deflated, and started absently opening and closing his blade.

      “Just tell me what you want, Joey,” Nick said, trying hard to keep his voice low, level, and calm. He hoped Joey couldn’t hear the anger in it.

      “What the Mission wants,” Joey corrected him. “I only serve the Mission.”

      He smiled, and Nick wanted even more to punch him or to land another knee to his kidneys. He didn’t serve anyone; Joey only served himself, and that was clear.

      “What do you want?” Nick repeated.

      Nick could sense Madison shaking beside him, but he didn’t dare look to her. He didn’t want to make it look like he cared too much for her and didn’t want her to do anything stupid either. If he just remained calm and did as they asked, she would likely follow his lead.

      “Kick over the gun,” Joey said.

      Nick looked down at the gun sticking out of his jeans. He hesitated and decided to make it look like he was considering it more than he actually was. It was only a pellet gun, but they obviously didn’t know that.

      He finally put his hand on it.

      “Nice and slow now,” Joey instructed. A few of the men around him shifted on their feet, getting a firmer grip on their weapons, as if they thought Nick would be stupid enough to try some cowboy move.

      He removed the gun slowly from his pants and just as slowly set it on the ground by his feet. Then he used his right foot to kick the gun away from him and toward the armed men.

      Some of them flinched, but Joey didn’t so much as bat an eye. He snapped his fingers and pointed to the gun. One of his men broke from the line and picked it up and slipped it into his own waistband. Just as Nick had expected, he didn’t so much as give the gun a second glance.

      “Bag too,” Joey said.

      Nick sighed and rolled his shoulder forward, allowing the strap of his duffle bag to fall from his arm. Straps in hand, he tossed the bag toward Joey. It landed at his feet. This time, Joey himself picked up the bag and slung it on his back before regripping his rifle. He still held it loosely like it was little more than a toy rather than a firearm.

      “You shouldn’t have slunk away,” Joey said. “We’d have understood if you had to leave, but just running off like that in the night. Then what you did to Ron here, well, we can’t just forget about that. That sort of thing ought to be addressed, ya know?”

      Nick said nothing. He noticed how Joey had left out their own skirmish in the tunnels. He probably didn’t want to admit in front of his goons that Nick had got the best of him.

      “Well, we’re going to let the boss decide what to do with you. Let’s go.” Joey turned, clearly ready to leave. Two of his men took up a place behind him, but the others looked ready to follow along behind Nick and Madison as rear guards.

      “She didn’t do anything,” Nick said, unwilling to move.

      Joey stopped and turned back around to face them. He tipped his chin at Madison. “The pretty one? Oh, she’s coming.”

      “No, she’s not,” Nick said. “If you so much as—”

      “It’s fine,” Madison said, cutting him off. Nick spun on her in surprise.

      “I’ll come. Do you have, like, food or something? I’m really hungry.” Somehow Madison’s voice didn’t shake, and she met Joey’s gaze while she spoke.

      Joey looked just as surprised for a moment, but then a smile replaced the surprise. “Of course we do. Anyone and everyone is welcome at the Mission, and we take care of our own.”

      Lies, Nick thought. But he couldn’t say anything now. If he put up too much of a fuss they’d just kill him here and now, and probably Madison too.

      But what if some other awful fate awaited her and her friends?

      Her friends!

      Only then did Nick realize that Joey had never acknowledged Mason or Rebecca.

      He spared a glance for Madison. Something in her eyes begged him not to say anything. She was sacrificing herself so she wouldn’t give away her friends.

      “I’m also hungry,” Joey said. “And tired. Let’s go.”

      He started off down the car strewn street, and his men formed up around them, their armed escort through the ruins of Manhattan.

      It was still early afternoon, and Nick could see a tall plume of gray smoke rising in the air behind the buildings ahead of them. He could already smell the food grilling or being spun lazily on a spit. He could hear the laughter in his head, see the smiles, taste the shared meal and feel cold water running down his throat. And beneath it all, he could feel the underlying tension and dread. That was the panic of caged animals deciding whether to fight or flee.

      He looked at Madison who walked with her chin up and eyes dry, despite a quivering bottom lip. He knew what she must be thinking and what she must be feeling. The guards eyes lingered on her too long, their gazes too intense. Nick wanted to pull her closer, put an arm around her, or tell her to run far, far away, as far as she could get.

      How had he gotten back into the grasp of these men, and how had he managed to put a helpless teen in the same position? Just a moment before in the tunnels, she’d been laughing like a child half her age. Her face still knew glee and spontaneity. Now she’d risked her own life for that of her friends, the sort of trade you couldn't ever take back.

      Nick glanced at her again. Yes, he’d underestimated these kids. They were young and had made some bad calls, but so had he. Madison proved in that one quick decision that she was more mature than he’d given her credit for and a hundred times braver than himself. She wasn’t useless. They could make it out of this.

      For now, Nick would neither fight or flee. He would stay and watch and wait for his opportunity to escape. He’d done it before. If he’d done it once, then he could surely do it again.
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Madison

        

      

    

    
      Smoke was rarely a good sign. It was a sign of fire, of damage, of distress, and as she saw it billowing into the sky ahead, she felt a creeping sense of dread for what awaited them.

      Madison ignored the man Nick had called Joey. She ignored his comment. She ignored the man who’d chased them with the knife and his petulant stare. She ignored the mens’ eyes that felt like they were running up and down her body, making her feel cold and raw and exposed.

      The air was cold, and Madison was glad for her jacket. She was glad Nick was beside her, but most of all, she was glad that by some twist of fate, Mason and Rebecca had never emerged from the subway. Had they fallen that far behind? Were they simply being slow, lingering in the tunnel? Had they heard voices that weren’t Madison or Nick and decided to stay hidden? Why hadn’t the man with the knife mentioned their absence? Had he forgotten about them, or did he simply not care?

      So many questions buzzed around Madison’s head, making her feel dizzy. Dizzy, faint, sick, she felt it all.

      She wanted more than anything to look back over her shoulder. Were they standing there? What if they came above and called out to them?

      Please, please, please stay in the tunnel! Madison thought. She could feel tears welling up, but she managed to fight them back.

      She made to look over, but she met Nick’s eyes, and it stopped her short.

      He was shaking his head very slowly. “Don’t,” he whispered to her.

      Madison immediately grasped his meaning. Don’t look back.

      That would alert the guards. The feeling of sickness increased, and she thought for a moment she’d have to stop to be sick on the pavement, but that would only give Mason and Rebecca more opportunity to come up and be caught by these vile men.

      So Madison pushed on. She shut herself down to tears and fear and anything else her body was trying to throw at her. She put her chin up and walked with a purpose. She didn’t allow herself to imagine the empty entrance to the subway station, growing smaller and smaller behind them. She didn’t allow herself to picture Mason and Rebecca, her best friends since childhood, huddled together in the dark, afraid and unaware of what was happening to her above. She pushed aside all thoughts of them running into some new threat, something even worse than the situation she found herself in now.

      She’d just been asking Nick if he’d been alone this whole time. She’d just been thinking how terrible it would have been, how she couldn’t possibly survive without her friends. And now here she was, alone.

      Whatever you do, don’t look back.

      Whatever you do, don’t look back.

      Whatever you do. Don’t. Look. Back.

      She started a mantra in her head to try and occupy her thoughts, to keep herself from thinking of what new horrors might be waiting in store for her beneath that plume of smoke.

      
        
        The End
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Madison

        

      

    

    
      Madison had lost track of how long it had been since they’d come out of the subway tunnels and been taken captive by the thugs, only to be deposited into a “private room” which could only be described as a cell.

      But hours had passed, many of them. It was night now, and as Madison peered up through the tiny window, she could see what she thought were stars between two tall buildings. The sky had never seemed so black to her before now.

      Nick sat on the floor across from her, back up against the wall. His head was slumped forward, chin on his chest. He looked to be sleeping, but every time Madison had spoken to him, he’d looked up, replying immediately. Well, she wasn’t surprised; she couldn’t sleep at all either.

      She looked out again at the empty grounds of the thugs basecamp. Nick had called them the Mission. He’d explained how he’d had a run-in with them a while back, and that’s who he’d been running from when he’d met her, Mason, and Rebecca on the subway train. He’d made it clear they weren’t nice people.

      She believed him but still had a hard time reconciling his story with the happy faces they’d passed when they’d been led in through the yard. People had been cooking food that smelled good enough to make Madison’s mouth water. They’d been chatting and laughing and smiling; kids had been running around and playing. There was food and water and even some lawn games and toys for the kids. It looked almost like a cookout or a family reunion. If you ignored the guns, that is.

      Madison sighed and put her back to the window, settling down against the wall.

      “Did they really try to kill you?” Madison asked, keeping her voice quiet.

      Sure enough, Nick raised his head, eyes bright and alert with no sign of sleep in sight.

      “One of them did,” he replied. “One man is easy enough to make disappear in the darkness of the tunnels, but out here…”

      “So, you don’t think they’ll kill us then?” Madison asked.

      Nick shrugged. “I think after walking us past that crowd of people they’d have a hard time explaining what happened to us without alarming at least some of them. There would be questions, and places like these are tediously held together as it is. They can’t afford questions.”

      Madison nodded. She didn’t exactly understand what he was talking about, but it felt better to believe he was right, so she did.

      Her stomach growled. They hadn’t been given any of the delicious smelling food. Their things had been taken from them, and they’d been marched straight in here. The room was small, and there were panels with wires and switches on the wall behind Nick’s head. It had likely been an electrical room to one of the surrounding office buildings. Now, it was a prison.

      Hunger was a distant concern compared to her constant worrying about what had happened to Mason and Rebecca. They’d lagged behind in the tunnel, but not so far behind that they would have missed the entire exchange between her and Nick and the thugs who’d taken them prisoner. So what had kept them?

      Had they heard voices and decided to wait it out? Had they then climbed out after them and followed? Did they know where they were?

      Or had they simply stopped to talk or to look at something in the tunnel? Had they come up only to find Madison and Nick gone and then had no idea whatsoever what had happened or where they were?

      If that were the case, how long would they search for them?

      Not long, I hope, Madison thought. Go on. Go home.

      She closed her eyes and fought back tears. She didn’t want to cry here. She didn’t want any of those people, whoever they were, to hear or see her and think her tears were because of them. They were for her friends, alone, and she wouldn’t shed them. Not now.

      “What did you do?” Madison asked.

      Again, Nick answered promptly. “I stole food. Or rather, I didn’t give them food I’d found. I kept it instead and went on my way without informing them.”

      “Couldn’t you have just told them you didn’t want to be a part of their group anymore?”

      Nick shrugged again. “Maybe, but I doubt they would have let me leave with any of my supplies. I couldn’t just go on empty handed, start over.”

      Madison nodded. She understood that. She remembered how hard it had been before they’d found the Gallaghers. How little they’d found, how hungry and tired they’d been, all the time. Days spent climbing on the floor of grocery stores and peeking behind shelves for dropped cans only produced a few food cans, and that’s when they got lucky. If she made it home, she would never complain about eating food out of a can again.

      “Do you think they’ll feed us?” Madison asked.

      “If they intend to keep us here, then they’ll feed us eventually,” Nick said. “They wouldn’t just keep us here to starve us to death. It would be a waste of space.”

      “Do you think Mason and Rebecca are…” Madison couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.

      Nick’s voice was very soft when he spoke next. “I don’t know,” he said. “I hope they’re safe and somewhere far from here by now, but I just don’t know, Madison.”

      Madison nodded, and it was harder to keep the tears from falling now.

      The silence outside was eerie. She should have been used to that, this new, silent Manhattan, but she wasn’t. She knew there were people about, children sleeping, men with guns by their bedsides.

      She strained her ears, listening for something, anything. It was like the silence called out to her. She half believed that maybe Rebecca and Mason would come for her. Maybe a noise outside would signal their approach and her rescue.

      No, Madison thought, banishing the idea. Don’t come for me. Go home.

      Home. It was a word she’d used almost every day, and now it felt bitter on her tongue. It was a place she couldn’t reach no matter how hard she tried.

      Madison laid her head back against the wall and took big, deep, slow breaths.

      “I’m glad I’m not alone, Nick,” Madison said, after getting her breathing under control. Her palms were sweating despite the chill. She rubbed them on her jeans. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      Nick didn’t respond that time. After a minute, Madison looked over at him. His head was still slumped, but his chest was rising and falling slower now in the even rhythm of sleep.

      Sleep tasted a lot like home on Madison’s tongue, and it felt equally far away, but she hugged herself tightly around the arms and closed her eyes anyway. The floor was cold and damp, and it was hard to ignore the vast, dark silence that lurked just on the other side of the wall, but she willed that sleep would come anyway, that dreams would take the place of her current reality.
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Mason

        

      

    

    
      Mason stood by the big, glass window, looking down at the ground, which seemed small from ten stories up. The city was quiet, dark, and unsettling to look upon from this height. Rebecca paced behind him, her shoes rustling paper as she walked the floor of the office building, passing the empty, abandoned cubicles.

      The basecamp below wasn’t obvious from the street, but from up here, Mason could easily tell it was being used by a lot of people. The grounds were fenced in, a sliding gate at the front, which was usually guarded. The surrounding buildings had been turned into sleeping quarters, and the one on the left seemed to be where people got food when it wasn’t being served right in the middle of the grounds around the oil drum they used as a fire pit. The tiny building attached to the main building looked to be for storage or electrical, or maybe sewage. Whatever its use had been once upon a time, it was now a prison for Madison and Nick.

      “What if it's not as isolated as it looks?” Rebecca asked. She’d taken a stress ball from a desk, a small, purple, rubber thing, and was squeezing it tightly in one hand, then releasing it and moving it to the other. “What if that little building had a door inside that leads to the big building? That would mean that Nick and Madison could be anywhere.”

      “It’s a separate building,” Mason said. “The main door is right beside it. They wouldn’t give it a separate door if it wasn’t its own space.”

      Mason didn’t know that for certain, but he made himself sound confident anyway. If they had any hope of forming a plan that might work, then he needed to be right about this.

      He stared down at the small building through the gathering dark and prayed his friend was inside. Madison was likely terrified. Had they been separated? Was Nick with her? What did they want with them?

      “What are they going to do with them?” Rebecca asked, reading his thoughts.

      Mason just shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      He turned to Rebecca. She looked exhausted. It felt like they’d come out of the subway tunnels years ago rather than hours ago. They were hungry but had no food. They were tired but too unsettled to sleep.

      They had no supplies. The people who had taken Nick and Madison had taken everything else along with them.

      We’re lucky they didn’t take us too.

      Mason didn’t feel lucky right now, but he knew that they’d only just escaped being taken prisoner along with Madison.

      They’d lagged behind, talking. He’d been holding Rebecca’s hand in the dark and whispering jokes to her, something he hadn’t been in the mood for much in the past few weeks. Rebecca and Madison were both his best friends, but Rebecca always had a way of putting him at ease. She was calm and focused and smart. She was unwavering. He’d never truly noticed that about her before. The perils of high school didn’t exactly compare to those of the apocalypse.

      Nick and Madison had run ahead, laughing. He’d watched them get to the platform and rush up the stairs. Mason had still been holding a flashlight.

      He’d slipped it through a belt loop then so he could free up his hands, then he’d stopped and taken Rebecca by the shoulders.

      He’d been thinking of things to say, ways to tell Rebecca he had feelings for her, but all those carefully thought out words slipped away as he looked at her, her face cast with strange shadows in the dark, her eyes still bright and locked with his.

      She’d laughed at his silence, and he’d thought he’d blown his moment, but then she’d raised onto tiptoes, grabbed his face between her hands, and kissed him.

      Her lips were dry and cracked but so warm on his. She pulled away, looking far less confident than when she’d grabbed him, but he just smiled and pulled her toward him and returned the kiss. Then he pulled her into an embrace and laughed into her hair.

      “We’re probably insane,” he’d said quietly.

      “Probably,” she’d replied, and Mason could hear the smile in her voice.

      As he’d stood holding her in his arms, he remembered just how different they were. They were both athletes, him a football player and her a track star, but that hardly meant they ran in the same social circles. As kids, the three of them had been close. That was before puberty and popularity and cliques. They’d always remained friends, but they also had other friends who better fit their “image.”

      Mason had felt his face grow hot at the thought of that, and he wondered if it was possible that his image, his other circle of friends, his status, had subconsciously kept him from recognizing he had deeper feelings for Rebecca until now. Were these feelings new, or had they simply been pushed down so as not to interfere with his carefully crafted personality?

      None of it mattered now.

      He’d wanted to say more, so much more, but Madison and Nick would be wondering what had kept them, and he felt embarrassed just thinking about explaining how they’d stayed in the dark to kiss. They had such bigger priorities, so many other things to think about, like—

      They’d just reached the bottom step when he’d heard voices. A man’s voice, and not Nick’s. Mason had put a hand on Rebecca to stop her ascent and then put a finger to his lips. She’d got the message and stayed quiet. He could see by the way her eyes widened that she heard the voice too. More followed, and they didn’t seem happy.

      Mason and Rebecca had listened to the whole exchange on the bottom step of the stairs, out of sight, but close enough to hear as Madison and Nick were led off.

      When the conversation had stopped, Mason had risked peeking up over the top step. He’d watched as they’d walked off into the distance, toward a rising plume of smoke ahead.

      Even now he could remember how powerless he’d felt watching them walk away.

      “We’re going to rescue them,” Rebecca said. “We have to.”

      “Nick too?” Mason asked.

      “Yes, of course Nick too.”

      Mason shrugged. “We just met him.”

      “He saved us,” Rebecca said. “He could have kept walking, but he didn’t. He got on that train and saved us. Otherwise we’d probably have been stabbed and left there to die.”

      “I would have tried to fight him if it had come to that,” Mason said defensively.

      Rebecca stopped pacing and looked at him. “I’m not questioning your heroics, Mason; all I’m saying is that we can’t just leave him to die.”

      “And what if they’ve been separated, and we can save Maddy, but we can’t save him?”

      She wavered; he saw it in her eyes, but then something inside her hardened. “No. It’s not right.”

      Mason thought about it. He nodded slowly.

      “What?” Rebecca asked.

      “Nothing; you’re just right is all. We can’t just leave him.”

      Rebecca looked surprised to hear him say that, but then she nodded too. That was one thing decided then. It would be both of them or nothing at all.

      “So,” Rebecca said. She stepped up beside him, looking down on the basecamp with its still burning fire pit. “What do we do?”

      “We bust them out,” Mason said. “I just don’t know how.”

      Rebecca started pacing again, this time along the windows, watching the basecamp as she walked.

      “We’ll need a distraction,” she said. “Something to get the guys with the guns out of the yard.”

      “But there’s a lot of people not with guns too,” Mason pointed out.

      “So?”

      “So they don’t look like prisoners to me. They seem to come and go as they please.” They’d been watching the place for hours. “They check with the guards, but they get to leave unattended. They’ll just raise an alarm if they see us sneaking around.”

      “So we need a bigger distraction then,” Rebecca suggested. “Something that will get the guards’ attention and get all those cultists or whatever they are away from that fire.”

      Mason’s heart leaped. “That’s it!”

      Rebecca turned to him, brow raised. “What’s it?”

      He smiled. “Fire.”
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      Nick kept failing people.

      He’d failed his marriage, and he’d failed his wife again when she’d died in his arms. He’d failed countless victims of the bomb, people bleeding out who he just couldn’t save, and now he’d failed these kids.

      Madison lay across from him, head resting against the wall beneath the window. She was asleep, a soft, snoring breath rattling from her chest. She was okay for now, all things considered, but Nick knew that could change very quickly.

      Nick wanted nothing more than to protect her. He felt that if he could just save one person, keep one person from leaving this earth, that his odds would change. He had illusions of jumping the next person that came through that door, no matter who they were, but he knew that wouldn’t get him very far.

      A sudden bang against the outside of the door had Madison jolting upright, blinking against the morning light streaming in behind her.

      Nick could hear a key turning in the lock, and then the door swung open. Joey stood in the doorway, his rifle held lazily in his hands.

      “Good morning, folks,” he said. “Up and at ‘em.”

      He made to kick out at Madison, but Nick kicked his foot out, blocking it.

      Rage burned behind Joey’s eyes a moment before he reigned it in. “The boss wants to see you two. Let’s not keep him waiting.”

      Nick got to his feet and then helped Madison to hers. She felt shaking under his hands. He pushed her behind him and left the room first. He could feel as she balled her fist in the back of his shirt, unwilling to be separated from him.

      Joey led them toward the fire pit. There were people milling about, but not as many as the night they’d come, and most were women or teens looking after small children.

      Everyone else will be out, Nick knew. Hunting for salvage to bring back and hand over to the thugs who pretend to be their keepers.

      One man sat around the burning fire, back to them as they approached.

      Joey stopped and pointed to the bench beside the man, indicating for Nick to sit. Nick didn’t really have any other choice, though he did glance at the gates across the yard before taking a seat.

      Madison stayed close, but she didn’t cower beside him; she seemed more protective than fearful, and she glared daggers at Joey who grinned back at her before walking off.

      Nick looked to the man beside him. He was tall, with grey in his hair, though Nick got the impression he was younger than he seemed. There was something about the easy way he held himself that spoke of youth and of confidence.

      “We’ve all lost someone here,” the man said. His voice was smooth and light. He looked at Nick with cold, blue eyes. “Have you lost someone?”

      Images of Nick’s wife flashed in his mind; a cigarette held between her fingers, her hair tucked behind her hair a moment before the wind from the open car window tugged it loose again. A smile from when they’d still been terribly in love. A whispered word, nothing profound as I love you, but the nonsense words she mumbled in the mornings, face still flat against the pillow.

      Nick shook off the memories. She was gone, and he wouldn’t allow this man to use her for his games, whatever they might be.

      “Who are you?” Nick asked.

      The man stared back a moment, inspecting him, before responding. “Andrew. Andrew Tillman.”

      Tillman offered his hand, but Nick ignored it, causing the man to frown slightly. Then he set his hand back in his lap and leaned forward, taking a look at Madison.

      “And who are you?” Tillman asked.

      “Madison,” she replied. “And this is Nick, and we’d like to be on our way if you don't mind. If you could just give us back our things, we’ll be on our way and out of your hair.”

      Nick suppressed a smile. Fearless, that one.

      Tillman only smiled; then he raised a hand, and a girl probably about Madison’s age brought over a backpack and duffle bag. Their possessions.

      Joey followed the girl, standing watch as she dropped both bags at Tillman’s feet before she ran off again. Then, Joey lifted his shirt and removed a black handgun from his waistband and handed it to Tillman.

      Tillman held the gun in both hands; Nick’s gun.

      “I’ve been keeping this safe for you,” Tillman said, indicating the gun. He leaned forward and tucked it into the back of his own waistband. Then he patted the backpack that leaned against the bench beside him.

      “We haven’t touched your things. You’ve amassed a fair share of supplies, and it should be yours. If you choose to stay.”

      “We aren’t staying here with your cult,” Nick said. He kept his voice low. If he made a scene, Tillman might feel he had to make an example of them, and Nick didn’t want that.

      “This,” Tillman swept an arm around the grounds, “is a community, brother.”

      “Call it whatever you want; we aren’t staying.”

      Tillman sighed, then shrugged and rested his hands in his lap. “Very well; you can leave then, but we’ll have to keep your things.”

      Nick could feel his hands bunch into fists, but he tried to keep the anger off his face. “That would mean we’d die out there.”

      Tillman shrugged again. “I have to do what’s best for the Mission; you understand.”

      Nick shook his head. “So if we choose to go, you’ll just let us walk out of here?”

      “Well, you’ll be escorted to the outskirts of our...territory.”

      “You mean to some place you’ve already thoroughly pilfered. Somewhere we won’t have a chance of gathering any more food or water or tools.”

      “It’s a harsh world out there,” Tillman said. “But it is so much better when we work together. Here, we share everything we find.”

      “And live off scraps and punish those who don’t bring back enough?”

      “Peace requires order,” Tillman said. “Order and discipline.”

      “I’m sure,” Nick said, trying not to grind his teeth in anger.

      Nick spared a glance at Joey who he found ogling Madison. Madison was staring into the fire pit, seemingly oblivious to the man’s attentions, though by the tight, stiff line of her shoulder, Nick could tell she'd noticed and was pointedly ignoring him.

      Nick looked back at Tillman. “Will you be escorting us outside of your ‘territory’ yourself?”

      Something crossed Tillman’s face at that. Did he think Nick was that stupid? Did he think he could really fool him?

      “My men will—”

      “Will take us to some abandoned building and make sure we never see the light of day again?” Nick asked. He leaned close to Tillman and made his voice very, very quiet. “I’ll probably find a quick death, but will she?”

      Tillman didn’t answer, but his face said everything Nick needed to know. If they left, it would mean death. If they stayed, they’d belong to this cult and spend the rest of their days working and scavenging for them until they did something out of line and earned a bullet in the back of the head for their troubles.

      Tillman stood. “I’ll let you two think about it for a couple days, just to be sure you know what you want to do.”

      Nick stood then too. “Tillman—”

      Joey was already stepping between them, and he shoved the barrel of his rifle into Nick’s ribs to get him to move. Nick held his ground and reached out a hand to Madison. She took it, and he pulled her close beside him. Joey herded them like livestock back into their prison.

      They were shoved in, and the door swung shut behind them.
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      The next morning, they began a full search of the office building, slowly making their way down the ten floors via the fire escape. Each floor was a nearly exact replica of the floor before. Rows of cubicles, water coolers, and printers. Computers sat dormant with black screens facing empty chairs. Abandoned.

      The floors had clearly been looted already, but there was little to take. The people here had left in a hurry but only left behind jackets and packed lunches. Nothing of value. This was a place of work, not a storehouse. If they’d seen the bomb, which was likely from the view they had up here, then they had likely left in a stampede for the fire escapes. With the power out, no fire alarm would have sounded, no emergency lights flickering, just a line of frightened people trying to escape in the dark, not knowing what they might find once they reached the bottom.

      Rebecca was exhausted. She’d barely managed to sleep at all the previous night. How could she while Madison was a prisoner just across the street? She’d never felt free since the bomb had dropped; every day she felt more and more trapped, but now she saw how she’d taken what freedom they’d had for granted. Now Madison really was trapped.

      But we’re going to get her out, Rebecca told herself as she looked around a storage closet with their flashlight. The building had already been picked clean for most anything useful, but they were looking for very particular items.

      She found what she was looking for at the back of a metal shelf. She shone her flashlight at the label on the package of ink cartridges, and it illuminated the sticker at the bottom that said HIGHLY FLAMMABLE.

      She dropped the package of cartridges into the bag swinging from her arm and then turned. Just before she stepped from the closet, something on the back of the door caught her eye. Two orange vests with reflectors on the shoulders. They didn't exactly glow in the dark, but they would help them keep tabs on each other, so long as one of them had a flashlight, and a flashlight was about the only thing they’d managed to hold on to since Madison and Nick got taken, along with their supplies.

      The good thing about office buildings was that they were lined with windows, which meant during the day they didn’t have to maneuver around in the dark. The sunlight spilled in and made the rows of desks and cubicles seem almost normal, as if everyone were simply on a lunch break and would return any minute now.

      Rebecca looked around and spotted Mason across the room rummaging through a desk drawer. She smiled to herself, remembering kissing him in the subway tunnel.

      She’d always had feelings for Mason since they were young, but she’d assumed he and Madison had something between them and, not wanting to jeopardize their friendship, had always kept her feelings to herself.

      Once, while Madison had been doing Rebecca’s hair for a school dance, Rebecca had jokingly mentioned the two dancing, alluding to the unspoken relationship between Madison and Mason, but Madison had just laughed it off. She’d never had any interest in him, not like that, and always thought of him more like a brother.

      The revelation had made Rebecca want to run from the room that moment to find Mason, to tell him exactly how she’d always felt, but she hadn’t. She kept telling herself, tomorrow; I’ll say something tomorrow, but she never did.

      Maybe it had been fear of rejection that had held her tongue, but more likely, it was fear of the future. She had been more afraid that he’d tell her the feelings were mutual. Then what? College was just around the corner. Would they go to the same school? Would they even stay in the same state? Would one of them sacrifice scholarships and programs to be close to the other? Would she?

      Those questions had been too scary to face, so she’d said nothing.

      But now, when the world seemed to be ending, she saw what a relief it was to have her feelings out in the open and to have him say the things that had been in her heart all this time back to her. The future was far scarier now than it had been then, but that was okay. They’d find a way forward together.

      Rebecca paced across the floor toward him and sat on the desk he was digging through.

      She held up the vests for him to see.

      “Nice,” Mason said, nodding his approval.

      “Find anything useful?” she asked. Finding food was too much to hope, though they had found some granola bars the people who’d used to work here had hidden away in drawers for when they got peckish.

      Rebecca used to do that. She had a box of cheddar flavored crackers in her locker for when she wanted something to snack on between classes. When she’d put the box there, she’d never imagined how much she might long for a handful of crackers.

      Her stomach rumbled. She cleared her throat to keep Mason from hearing. They were both hungry; there was no point in reminding him.

      “Yes,” Mason said. “Lighters. You wouldn’t believe how many people keep multiple packs of smokes in their drawers. I mean, I know people still smoke, but do you really need an extra couple packs?”

      “It’s an addiction,” Rebecca said. “Although I bet there are a lot of people who have now involuntarily kicked the habit.”

      Mason laughed. “I don’t know; you saw the cleared out shelves in the corner stores. Cigarettes were one of the first things to go.”

      “Well, they might make good kindling.” Rebecca held her bag to the side of the desk and Mason swept a few lighters and a dozen packs of cigarettes inside it.

      Mason took the handles of her bag to look inside at what else she’d found.

      “Do you think it will be enough?” he asked, giving the bag a shake.

      Rebecca shrugged. “I have no idea. I’ve never intentionally lit a fire before. I mean, not a big one. I’m not exactly an arsonist.”

      “I lit an old barn on fire once,” Mason said.

      Rebecca gasped and punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Mason!”

      “It was abandoned. It hadn’t been used in years. It wasn’t my idea, but I went along with it. Just a few guys from the neighborhood; you know how it is.” He shrugged. “It was dumb, and I felt really bad about it after. I’ve never told anyone that.”

      “Why’d you tell me now?” Rebecca asked.

      He shrugged again. “Nothing to lose, right?”

      “I guess so.”

      “So, if you’ve got any secrets, now’s the time to spill them.” Mason winked at her.

      Rebecca laughed. “I have no secrets. Nothing like a history of arson, anyway.”

      “It was one time,” Mason said defensively. “But I believe you. You work too hard to have any time to get into trouble.”

      Rebecca took the bag back from him. “You’re right. This will probably be the only time I get to do anything even remotely like this.”

      Mason smiled and took a lighter from his pocket. He held it out to her. “I’ll let you do the honors then.”
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        * * *

      

      They waited until sunset before making their way to the bottom of the stairwell. They had to leave before it got too dark but after it was dim enough to obscure their movements.

      They settled into the lobby of the building. The walls here were glass too, which made for bad cover, but they moved some of the sofa’s closer together and sat on the floor between them, creating a decent hiding spot.

      She’d stashed the vests she’d found in the reusable cotton shopping bag she had found and tied the handles through one of her belt loops. They definitely wouldn’t want to be found lighting a fire, so she made sure the reflectors were well out of sight.

      “How long are we going to wait here?” Rebecca whispered.

      Mason sat across from her, his back resting against the sofa cushion. “Until it’s dark enough to get across the street without those goons who watch the gate seeing us.”

      “Where do you think we should light the fire?” Rebecca asked. “I don’t want to put Madison and Nick in danger.” She didn’t want to put anyone in danger if she could help it. Those people might have taken Madison and Nick, but there were others living there too, even kids, who looked more like prisoners than captors.

      Mason sat up, peeking over the top of the sofa behind Rebecca. “See that shed?”

      Rebecca turned and popped her head up. She was shorter than Mason and had to push herself up a little higher to see.

      “Yes,” she said, spotting the building Mason had indicated. “I saw that from the higher floor.”

      “I don’t know what they use it for, but I watched them come and go, and I know no one sleeps there. It also looks old, so I’m hoping the wood is dry and it will catch easily.”

      Rebecca sat back down and faced him. She hugged her arms tight, shivering at the thought of what they were about to do.

      “So, what do we do after we light the fire?” Rebecca asked.

      “We’ll wait a while for it to catch and for people to notice. Hopefully it will create enough panic that we can get to Madison and Nick and get them out.” Mason had a wrench in his hand, which he slipped in his pocket. They didn’t know how the door to Nick and Madison’s cell was locked, but he hoped he could open it from the outside. If not, he’d hopefully be able to make quick work of it with the wrench.

      Rebecca nodded and stuffed her hand inside the pocket of her coat. She found the lighter Mason had given her. It was a cheap one with a plastic wrapper that had a scene of a sandy beach and an umbrella that was half peeled off. She ran her thumb over the spark wheel and held it down as a tiny flame appeared.

      She blew hard at the flame, and it sputtered out. She hit the spark wheel again, and again she blew out the flame. The third time she just held the flame and watched it flicker and dance on top of the lighter. She could feel the warmth of the flame on her thumb and imagined a much larger fire turning the night an angry orange.

      She’d never done anything like this. Never broke the rules or done anything illegal. Though illegal didn’t hold much meaning anymore. She was sure there were still police somewhere, doing what they could to maintain a semblance of order, though more likely were at some kind of makeshift shelter trying to protect the people who came to them seeking refuge. Rebecca and her friends had merely been unlucky in running into them.

      As she imagined some police patrolled hideout operating somewhere in the city, she realized they likely weren’t all that different than the people who’d taken Nick and Maddy. They were all trying to survive the only way they knew how, trying to create order out of chaos. Some were just more willing to use force to do it than others were.

      She looked at the lighter again and at its tiny flame and considered not going forward with their plan. They could always search the city for someone who could help. A policeman or some kind of official who could assist in saving Nick and Maddy.

      Her finger slipped, and the flame sputtered out.

      But how long would that take? Rebecca wondered. We’ve already been walking around this city for weeks and haven't run into anyone like that. Maybe we never would.

      She looked out at the dark street behind Mason’s head, and even though fear made her stomach do backflips, she decided that going through with the plan was their only option.
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      Another whole day passed before Joey, or anyone else, came back to their cell. Madison’s butt hurt from sitting on the cold cement floor. She’d taken her jacket off that morning and used it as a cushion, but as night fell, it became too cold, and she’d decided warm limbs beat a sore bottom.

      She was curled up against the wall trying to get sleep, but it evaded her. Nick sat across from her, his head bowed and his arms crossed over his chest. There was a picture in her mother’s photo album of her father asleep at the table at one of her birthday parties. He’d been sitting just like that. Madison missed her home, missed the fireplace and the mantel where that photo album sat. She missed movie nights with her mother and driving her and her friends to the mall on their lunch break.

      It was strange, the things that ran through her head while she tried to fall asleep. All day she felt exhausted, and then when she tried to sleep, it was as if her life had decided to replay itself in her head, every memory on rewind.

      Outside, the yard was dark and quiet. A guard sat on an overturned bucket just outside their door, and every once in a while, she heard him shuffle or mumble to himself. It was a lonely duty, and he likely resented having to babysit them all night, but if he’d complained, he’d done so out of earshot of their cell window.

      Madison shifted again, trying to find a position that wouldn’t make her joints cry out. She’d just rested back against the wall when a shout rang out.

      She sat up, and so did Nick, who looked like he hadn’t really managed to get to sleep either.

      For a moment, the yard was silent again, then another shout, and another. The guard outside their cell cursed, and Madison heard the bucket he’d been using as a seat overturn, bouncing against the building. She heard his footsteps jogging away from the cell.

      “What’s going on?” Madison asked.

      Nick shook his head, and they both pushed to their feet at the same time. He grabbed hold of the bars at the window and peered out. Madison tried to see past him, but the window was too narrow.

      There was more shouting now, and she heard doors opening all around. People were running around the yard, their forms little more than dark silhouettes.

      “What’s happening?” Madison asked again.

      “It looks like...a fire,” Nick said. He stepped back to let her see.

      Madison stepped toward the window. There was a small shed on the far side of the yard. The front doors stood open, and smoke was billowing out. It was hard to see in the dark, but Madison could smell it now and just make out dark clouds obscuring some of the hasty forms running around, trying to put it out.

      There wasn’t much. They had ample water, but it was all in large jugs. There was likely no hose. Some men were emptying the jugs into buckets so they could more easily throw the water on the fire, but it looked like others weren’t thrilled at seeing their very valuable water just thrown away. They were squabbling over how to deal with it, and voices were being raised.

      A face appeared abruptly on the opposite side of the window, and Madison pulled back, barely containing a scream of fright.

      “Oh my God, Mason?” she said, as she suddenly recognized him. “What...How?”

      “I’m going to get you out,” he said, before his face disappeared again.

      The door handle to their cell rattled, and Mason tugged on it, but it wouldn’t budge. Then a loud bang had Madison jumping again as Mason slammed his shoulder into the door from the outside.

      “Hold on!” Nick hollered. He took Madison by the shoulders and gently pushed her aside, away from the door. “It opens out. Step back.”

      Madison looked out the window and saw Mason step aside. She nodded to Nick.

      He raised his foot and kicked with all his might. The lock gave, and the door burst open.

      Madison stood, jaw dropped. “Umm, why didn’t you do that sooner?” she asked.

      Nick grabbed her and shoved her out the door ahead of him. “The armed guard?”

      “Oh,” Madison said. “Right.”

      Nick was urging her onward, but Madison couldn’t help but throw her arms around Mason in a quick hug.

      “Where’s Rebecca?” she asked as she pulled back.

      “She set the fire. She’ll be waiting for us out by the street,” Mason said.

      A boom from across the yard had the three of them ducking. The door to the shed had blown off and skidded across the dirt. The flames, which had previously been hidden within the shed, now engulfed it, lighting up the yard with an eerie, flickering glow.

      Nick grabbed the bucket from outside their cell and carried it in front of him. “Come on, follow me.”

      Nick took off at a run across the yard. Toward the fire.

      Madison and Mason exchanged a glance before taking off after him.

      “Why are we going toward the burning building?” Mason asked.

      “To blend in,” Nick said.

      Madison looked around again. There was still chaos, a lot of people running in every direction, but many had buckets in hand and were running to put out the fire. None questioned Nick, who looked to be doing the same.

      They got closer and closer to the fire until Madison’s eyes began to sting from the smoke and she could feel and hear the roaring flames. The fire licked up over the roof tiles and toward the night sky. With all the lights in the city out, the fire would likely be visible for miles and miles.

      Finally, Madison’s eye burned too badly, and she stopped in her tracks. Surely Nick didn’t mean to lead them directly into the fire, did he?

      Arms grasped her shoulders, and she jumped again, gasping. Trusting it was either Mason or Nick who’d grabbed her, she allowed herself to be led aside.

      A moment later, her back was thrust against a brick wall.

      “You’ve got to open your eyes for me, Madison.”

      It was Nick’s voice.

      Madison hesitantly opened her eyes, tears running down her cheeks. She saw Nick, his hands still holding her shoulders, and Mason right behind him, his own eyes red and bloodshot. They were standing in an alley, a brick wall at her back and the wall across from them entirely obscured by flames.

      “We can’t stay here,” Nick said. “You’ve got to just get to the end of the alley and we’re out on the street and free. Do you understand?”

      Madison blinked again and whimpered as the smoke grasped her raw eyes tighter.

      “Do you need me to carry you?” Nick asked.

      Madison sniffed and shook her head with as much energy as she had left in her.

      “Good,” Nick said. “Mason, take her hand and follow me. Let’s move.”

      Just then, the wall beside them collapsed in on itself, forcing up a column of smoke and fire. Mason ran, tugging Madison along beside him. Together they ran for the exit as smoke clogged their lungs and clawed at their eyes. Ash rained down, sticking to their skin and hair and sparks danced like crazed lightning bugs as the fire continued to grow, burning hotter and hotter.

      The alley was longer than Madison had thought, running all the way along the side of the brick building. It was so narrow that her and Mason couldn’t quite fit side by side, and the grass was long. This obviously hadn’t been meant as a thoroughfare for pedestrians.

      Madison’s lungs burned but she kept going, willing herself to keep her eyes open, though she blinked so much it was hard to tell if they were open more than they were closed. The ground was waving from the heat of the flames and quivered in her vision, but she held tight to Mason’s hand and just kept moving and telling herself that any moment now, they would reach the end of the alley and burst out onto the empty street to be met with cool, fresh air and freedom.
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      Nick's skin itched, and his eyes burned. This wasn’t the first time he’d been close to a raging fire, but as a paramedic, he left actually running headlong into flames to the firefighters.

      He ran ahead of the kids to make sure the way was clear of debris but kept looking over his shoulder to make sure they were still behind him. They were holding hands and running to keep up with him. Mason had a hand up to shield his eyes as best he could from the flames, while Madison ran almost sideways in order to keep herself as far from the heat as possible.

      Ash and sparks floated in the air, stinging or sticking when they found skin.

      Nick kept moving.

      He could have carried Madison if he’d had to, but his limbs were sore and screaming in protest of his run. Sitting on a cold stone floor for days hadn’t been kind to him and likely not to Madison either.

      We just need to get to the street!

      Nick looked up through the dark cloud of smoke to the end of the alley. He could just make out Rebecca standing there. He waved to try and get her attention, but she wasn’t looking at him, she was staring down the street to the right of the alley. Nick was just about to holler when he watched Rebecca put her hands up and take one big step back, then another. Then a second figure became visible.

      Nick came to a stop and held his hands back behind him, stopping Madison and Mason in their tracks.

      “What?” Mason asked. Behind him, Madison coughed harshly.

      Nick didn’t answer. He just stared ahead as Andrew Tillman came into view at the end of the alley. He was pointing a gun right at Rebecca.

      They were far enough away and so entrenched in dark, billowing smoke that Tillman hadn’t seemed to see them in the alleyway yet. To her credit, Rebecca didn’t so much as glance in their direction, which could have easily given them away.

      Nick looked back again, considering turning back and saving Mason and Madison while he still could, but as he looked, part of the shed wall collapsed, spilling into the alley and blocking it with burning wood. Flames rushed upward, the heat increasing, and more shouts could be heard from the people struggling to put it out on the other side. Nick didn’t like their odds of getting it extinguished now. It was burning too wild and too hot.

      Nick turned his attention back to the end of the alley. Rebecca still had her hands up, and Nick could just barely hear mumbles from Tillman over the roar of the fire. The man obviously liked to hear himself talk. Perhaps that could be his downfall.

      “Stay here,” Nick said, just loud enough for Mason and Madison to hear him. “Stay close to the wall; try to keep your eyes covered.”

      Mason nodded and grabbed Madison, tugging her to him so her face was buried in his jacket. Then he pressed her back against the wall and tried to cover her as best he could.

      Nick left them and continued toward the street. He moved slowly this time, not wanting to alert Tillman to his presence. He walked as far as he dared, until he was only steps from Tillman and nothing stood between them but a wall of smoke.

      “...setting my home aflame,” Nick heard Tillman say to Rebecca. Rebecca had tears running down her cheeks, but her expression was sturdy, determined. She wasn’t going to let him intimidate her, even with a gun pointed at her head.

      Nick couldn’t see the gun well from where he was, back pressed to the brick wall, but it was a small, black handgun. Tillman had taken his without giving it a second glance. It was clear he didn’t realize it was just a pellet gun. But the Mission had plenty of guns, and there was no way to tell whether Tillman had Nick’s own weapon in hand or a real gun loaded with deadly bullets.

      Nick considered trying to tackle Tillman, but that could go two ways. Tillman could fire at Rebecca and kill her and possibly kill Nick too if he managed to outmaneuver him. Or, he could turn and shoot Nick. Then he likely couldn’t take much more time in finishing off Rebecca too. With them dead, it would leave Mason and Madison either trapped, waiting to succumb to the smoke and flames, or walking out to meet Tillman’s gun.

      More of the shed wall collapsed, and Nick didn’t have much time until the whole thing crumbled in on itself. They’d have to be out of the alley before then.

      He stared at the gun for a long time, his tired, bloodshot eyes trying desperately to make out any detail that might indicate whether or not it was his gun.

      Time was running out.

      He looked back once more at Mason and Madison huddled together behind him and at Rebecca standing somehow calmly, hands raised, staring down the barrel of Tillman’s gun. Then Nick quickly took two large steps out of the alley and onto the sidewalk, positioning himself between Rebecca and Tillman.

      Time seemed to stop. For a moment, all Nick felt was the cool air of the street on his itching skin and the sting as a spark touched his ear before fizzing out and turning to ash. Then Tillman’s eyes went wide, and Nick watched his finger pull back on the trigger. The shot rang out, and time started again.

      The blast took Nick right in the chest.
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      Pain erupted, and for a moment, Nick’s vision was marred with dots of light like fireworks, and he feared he might pass out. But he pushed through it, forcing his mind to clear. Even though he felt like he’d just been struck in the chest with a metal bat.

      Even though the pain made it feel like he was moving through thick mud, Nick managed to reach up and snatch the gun from Tillman before his finger had fully released the trigger. Tillman gasped but didn’t have time to do or say much else before Nick used the gun to smack him in the face. The blow knocked Tillman out cold and sent him sprawling onto the sidewalk, landing in a heap at Nick’s feet.

      Nick dropped the gun and bent over, gasping for air. Rebecca was by his side in an instant, saying ‘oh my God’ over and over again. Mason and Madison spilled out of the alleyway beside her and stared at Nick with wide, frightened eyes.

      “Oh my God, he shot you!” Madison said, seeming to forget her burning eyes for a moment, even though tears still ran down her face from the smoke.

      “I’m. Alright,” Nick managed to get out between breaths.

      He stood and lifted his shirt so the kids could see. Tiny little circles dotted his chest. Pellets. They were embedded in his skin and small trickles of blood ran down his skin in streaks, but he would live. Even at close range, a pellet gun was unlikely to be deadly. He was just glad Tillman hadn’t had the time or forethought to shoot him in the face. He likely wouldn’t have been able to push through that pain quite as easily.

      Just then, the shed gave up its battle with the fire and collapsed. The rush of hot air and flames had the four of them shielding their faces and running out into the street to get away.

      As they watched it burn, Tillman groaned. Nick considered moving him away from the flames, or perhaps doing him in with a swift kick to the head. He couldn’t bring himself to do either and decided to just leave the man to whatever fate had in store.

      “We need to get out of here,” Rebecca said.

      The street still glowed from the fire. Rebecca was right. They had to get out of there before someone found Tillman.

      "Okay, let's get out of the street,” Nick said. He led them down the street, away from the light of the flames. The city grew dark and quiet around them as they moved away from the burning building. They left behind the roaring flames and the shouts and moved deeper into the city.

      The kids were quiet and didn’t ask where they were going, which was good because Nick didn't know. He just kept moving, trying to ignore the burning of his chest. As he walked, it felt as if each pellet were burrowing farther into his flesh. He tried to keep his mind off the pain and focus on finding somewhere they might be safe for a couple hours. As he turned the corner, he felt a drop hit his face. He reached up to touch his cheek with his fingers, then he looked up at the dark sky. Rain began to fall, smattering the sidewalk and making the air smell dewy and damp.

      The rain would be good for the Manhattan Mission. Hopefully it would help them put out the flames, but it was bad news for Nick and the kids if they got stuck out in it. Nick wanted to find shelter before they got soaked through. They had no supplies, no change of clothes, and nowhere to dry off.

      Nick ducked under the awning of a nearby shop. The front window was smashed, glass littering the sidewalk. It looked like it had once been a bike shop, but there were no bikes left on the racks hanging from the walls. Nick rolled down his sleeve to cover his knuckles and punched out some of the glass shards that remained in the window frame. Then he climbed inside, kicking aside the glass and some tools resting on the floor on the other side of the window.

      Nick turned and helped Rebecca in after him, holding out his hands to her and helping her over the window to avoid the glass. He helped Madison next, noticing her puffy eyes as she clambered through the window. Once she was in, he held his hands out to Mason. Mason looked like he might refuse but then thought better of it, accepting Nick's hand and following them inside where it was dry.

      The rain pitter-pattered against the tin roof and against the stiff fabric awning, creating a melodic, almost peaceful ambiance inside the small bike shop.

      Nick's tired limbs finally gave out, and he collapsed against the counter. He gasped, his palms flat against the cool granite top of the checkout counter.

      "Are you all right?" Mason asked.

      Nick tried to reply but found his voice wouldn’t obey him. His breath came in raspy gasps, and his limbs shook like leaves.

      “Of course he’s not okay,” Rebecca said. “He was shot in the chest.”

      “It looks like it was a pellet gun,” Madison said. She was wiping roughly at her pink eyes. Nick tried to stop her, waving his hand more or less in her direction, but she just looked at him confused, so he gave it up.

      “I just need. To get these. Out of me,” Nick said between breaths. The pain was worsening as the adrenaline slipped out of his body.

      Mason went to the back door of the shop and tried the handle, but it didn’t budge the door, which seemed locked from the inside. He looked around and sighed, putting his hands on his hips.

      “This might do until the rain stops,” Mason said. “But it’s small and not as far away from those goons as I’d like.”

      He was right, but all Nick could do was nod his agreement.

      Mason moved toward the window.

      “Where are you going?”

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      The girls questioned him in unison before he’d even reached the window. Mason waved them off.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said. Then he hopped out of the window and disappeared around the corner of the building.

      Nick sighed and heard the wheeze in his breathing.

      “You should sit,” Rebecca said.

      Madison went around the corner and wheeled out a short stool.

      Nick didn’t want to sit. All he’d done for days was sit and wait, but he accepted it anyway. His chest burned, and his skin felt raw and tender. He tried to tell himself he got lucky. He could have a bullet in his chest.

      “Are you two okay?” Rebecca asked. “Mason and I were so worried. Who are those people?”

      “A gang, of sorts,” Nick said. "Where have you two been? You shouldn't have come for us."

      He coughed, and the motion sent new surges of pain through him. "Not that I'm not grateful," he said. "But it was dangerous."

      "Just existing right now is dangerous, if you hadn't noticed," Rebecca said. "We couldn't just leave you."

      "Hey." A slightly damp Mason popped his head in the window. "I found a place. Come on."

      Now Nick found he didn't want to leave the stool, but he did. Rebecca and Madison helped him up and over the window again. Once they were out on the street, Nick pointed to the sky, which was still releasing a steady drizzle.

      "Try clearing your eyes if you can," Nick said to Madison, who was still rubbing at them.

      She frowned but then tilted her head upward and let the rain hit her face. She blinked quickly, allowing some of the rain drops to fall into her eyes.

      Mason followed her lead, as did Rebecca, though her eyes didn't seem too bad off.

      For a moment, Nick waited for them to finish, inpatient to get out of the rain. Then he took them in, their tattered, dirty clothes and the way the rain washed their faces of ash and dirt, and he found their expressions to be almost peaceful.

      Nick joined them. The rain felt cool on his face. It hit his lips and brow and bounced gently off his eyelashes. After a moment, he took off his shirt and held it to the side so the rain could wash him clean. Blood and ash mingled into a grayish-pink stream down his skin. The holes where the pellets had entered were raw and red, but in that instant, he forgot the pain and just felt the cool rain and listened to it hitting the pavement.

      The cell, their imprisonment, and the fire already seemed a distant memory.
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      Mason led Nick, Madison, and Rebecca to the shop he'd found. It was just around the corner from the bike shop. He found the unmarked wooden door half open and let himself in. Finding it warm and dry and unoccupied, he decided it would be a good temporary hideout.

      He opened the door and let Madison in first, who helped Nick down the stairs. He'd seemed in alright shape before, but now he suddenly seemed exhausted and in great pain. They would have to see to his wounds.

      Mason nodded for Rebecca to go in ahead of him, and he followed her. The door was a back entrance into a flower shop. The back room had buckets that filled every inch of the wall and more that sat on shelves and tables. Each was filled with dried up flowers.

      Neglected by the owners who had either died in the bombing or since fled, the flowers had succumbed to time and turned the place into a strange mausoleum.

      Mason cleared a long wooden table of flowers and helped Madison get Nick laying down on it.

      "Thanks," Nick said. He sighed and shut his eyes, seeming to appreciate that they were no longer out in the rain.

      Rebecca took his shirt and hung it on the back of a chair to dry. It wasn't likely the blood would come out, but luckily, it was a dark gray and hard to make out. Not that the state of their clothing was high on the priority list.

      "So," Mason said. "Do you want me to dig those out?"

      "I can do it," Madison said. "We dug a bunch of glass out of Mason's foot a while back. I'm not half bad at it."

      She blushed, looking guilty. "Though he was unconscious and possibly concussed when I did it, so I'm not sure he could feel much of anything."

      "I'd rather sleep for three days," Nick said without opening his eyes. "But then the wounds will fester, so I guess I'll have to take you up on that."

      Rebecca had disappeared into a small closet and came out with a small knife in hand.

      "Tweezers might be better," she said. "But this is all I could find."

      Nick opened one eye, squinting at the knife. "That'll do."

      Madison took it hesitantly, looking like prying pellets out of Nick's chest was the last thing she wanted to do.

      "Umm, is there anything in the closet to sit on so maybe my hands won't shake so bad?"

      "I think so." Rebecca dove back into the closet and returned with a three-legged wooden stool. She set it beside the table, and Madison sat down.

      Nick unbuckled his belt and pulled it through the loops, then he stuck the worn leather in his mouth and bit down.

      Madison paled visibly.

      "Okay," she said, her voice a pitch higher than normal. "Well, I don't need an audience."

      Mason nodded and pushed through the swinging door that led into the front room of the shop.

      More dead flowers filled the space. These ones were in more decorative pots and vases. Petals littered the floor, crunching under their shoes, and Mason and Rebecca came into the room.

      Rebecca scooted up onto the store counter and picked at a dead daisy.

      "So…" she said. She seemed to be filling space and likely wanted to be talking before Nick started groaning or screaming. Mason couldn't blame her.

      "So," he said back, unsure what to say.

      They looked at each other across the room for a long moment. Rebecca smiled first. It was infectious, and Mason found himself smiling right back.

      "I can't believe we pulled that off," Rebecca said.

      "I know. It was crazy. That fire lit way better than I thought it would."

      "I know!" Petals from the daisy fell onto her pants, and she brushed them off onto the floor. "Oh!"

      She untied the straps from the cloth bag she'd tied around a belt loop and handed it to Mason.

      He took the bag and opened it up and found cans, bottles of water, packets, and small boxes of things he couldn't identify right off. But it was food. Food and supplies.

      "Where did you get this?" he asked.

      "That shed we lit up was their supply shed. I lit the fire and then took anything I thought I could carry. It's not much."

      "It's plenty," Mason said. "This is great, Rebecca."

      He walked over to her and set the bag beside her on the counter.

      "You're great," he said, a little quieter. "And brave and brilliant."

      She blushed. "You're the brave one, running into a gang hideout."

      Mason put his hands on the counter to either side of her and then leaned forward, touching his nose to hers.

      “We’re safe now,” Rebecca said.

      “I know.”

      Mason kissed her, feeling warmth spread across his cheeks. It wasn’t like he hadn’t kissed girls before, but something about Rebecca made him feel clumsy and self-conscious.

      “When did this happen?”

      Mason broke away from Rebecca and felt his face grow even hotter as Madison stood looking at them from the doorway. She had the knife in one hand and a blood-stained rag in the other.

      “Umm…” Rebecca looked as embarrassed as he felt. Madison was smiling though, a grin that stretched from ear to ear.

      “So you’re telling me,” she said, wrapping the blade in the rag and setting it on the table, “that you two weren’t captured by the goon squad because you were too busy kissing in the subway tunnel?”

      Rebecca blushed even harder. “No! Well...sort of. It wasn’t exactly like that.”

      “Are you done already?” Mason asked, desperate to change the subject.

      Madison raised an eyebrow at him but let the matter drop. “Yeah, there were actually only a handful of pellets, and they weren’t in too deep. I’m pretty sure my knife did more damage than the pellets originally inflicted. But I found some bandages in the closet, and he’s not bleeding too bad anymore, so hopefully they will do.”

      She pulled herself up on the counter beside Rebecca and laid her head on her shoulder. She looked down at her hands. Her fingers were pink with blood.

      “I can’t believe I just did that. Any of that,” Madison said. She looked up at Mason. “Who are we?”

      “Survivors,” he said.

      Madison frowned, then nodded.

      “Is he in pain?” Rebecca asked Madison.

      Madison shook her head. “He’s sleeping. I think he’s just tired. I’d bet he didn’t sleep more than twenty minutes at a time while we were in that cell. I think he thought they might come for me and haul me away.”

      Rebecca shivered and hugged Madison around the shoulders.

      “I’m okay,” Madison said. “Thanks to you guys.”

      “We should sleep here, I guess,” Mason said.  “Nick’s in no shape to be going anywhere, and we should lay low. We’ll decide what to do next in the morning.”

      “What is there to do next?” Rebecca asked.

      Madison smiled. “Just keep surviving.”
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      Rebecca lined up the things she’d swiped from the supply shed on the table Nick had been sleeping on. He was currently wiping down his chest and changing the bandages. They’d put one of the empty flower pots outside the night before to collect rainwater. He dunked a cloth in it, wrung it out, then cleaned his wounds.

      They didn’t look nearly so grisly in the morning light.

      “Feeling better?” Rebecca asked.

      Nick nodded. “Much. I really needed the sleep.” He dropped the rag back into the bucket, turning the water a reddish-pink. “We should get moving though.”

      He inspected the meager supplies as he pulled on his shirt. “This should last us for a few days. Until we get out of the city at least.”

      “We’re leaving the city?” Madison asked, and her and Mason came in from the front room.

      “You’re heading to Orange Lake, right?” Nick asked.

      “Yes, that’s right,” Mason said. “You’re still going to take us?”

      Nick shrugged. “The world is...messed up right now. You guys could use a hand, and I have nowhere else to be.”

      Rebecca felt like saying something along the lines of ‘gee, thanks,’ but there was a strong sadness behind his words, so she kept silent.

      “So how do we get out of the city?” Mason asked.

      “Not the subway tunnels,” Madison said with a shiver.

      Rebecca started repacking the bag she’d found with the supplies. “We’ll need more than this to get from here to Orange Lake,” she said.

      “It will be enough to get us out of the city,” Nick said.

      “And what about the rest of the way?” Mason asked.

      Nick ran a hand over his face, which was growing a considerable beard by now. “I might know a place where we can get more supplies to last us until Orange Lake.”

      “Where?” Mason asked.

      “A friend,” Nick said. “Let’s pack up and get moving. We’ll want to be out of the city before dark in case Tillman sends any more of his men after us.”

      Nick didn’t say any more about his mysterious friend, which made Rebecca hesitant, but neither Mason or Madison pushed the issue, so Rebecca let it drop.

    

  







            Chapter Ten

          

          

      

    

    






Nick

        

      

    

    
      His chest hurt. It felt like there were still pellets in his chest, or more like tiny balls of fire that seared his skin when he breathed. Every movement of his shirt against the bandages meant new pain, but after a few hours of walking the streets, he pushed the pain to the back of his mind, forcing it to become a dull itch. If he could keep his mind off it, then he could deal with it.

      His main priority had to be getting the kids to safety, and right now, that meant getting them out of the city and out of reach of hungry, violent looters.

      He’d stayed off main streets throughout the day and kept to back alleys and one-way streets, places less likely to be used by the likes of Tillman and his Mission followers. He’d tried to cut as direct a route as possibly to the Broadway Bridge. Once they were out of Manhattan, it would be a matter of staying fed along less populated routes. Then they’d travel along the Hudson until they found a convenient place to cross. Despite his run-in with Tillman and knowing there would be more like him out there, it was the wilderness beyond that had Nick concerned.

      A light drizzle of rain began around the afternoon, and they were forced to stop in an abandoned deli until it let up. As luck would have it, they found an unopened box of canned beans, corn, and other assorted vegetables. They put what they could into Rebecca’s bag, and Nick tied a deli apron into a makeshift bag and stashed more in there.

      They sat on the empty meat cases and watched the rain hit the window of the shop. Mason found a deck of cards in the pocket of another apron, and they played Go Fish until Nick couldn’t bear to watch another round and taught them how to play poker instead. They used bread tags in place of money, but they seemed to have just as much fun.

      As soon as the rain let up, they continued their journey through the city. The rain made the pavement damp and gave the city a heavy veil of fog.

      As they came to an intersection, a horn sounded, and for a moment, Nick’s heart stopped, and he was back in his car, slamming on brakes that weren’t working. A horn kept blaring and blaring and wouldn’t stop.

      He jolted back into reality and realized he was staring straight into the fog.

      The kids had run ahead and were hiding around the corner of a building, peeking out at him. Mason waved urgently in his direction.

      Nick shook off the memory, and it faded away as the sound of the horn did. He made it to the corner just in time. He watched as three men carrying assault rifles emerged from the heavy bank of fog into the intersection where they'd just been standing.

      They looked somber, and their clothes were damp from the recent rain. They didn’t so much as look in their direction. They kept on straight through, and as quickly as they’d appeared, they disappeared into the fog on the other side of the intersection.

      Nick looked at the kids. They’d all remained silent just as he’d instructed them before they’d left the flower shop, and that had likely just saved them from an ugly run-in with those men, who surely would have heard them long before they’d seen them.

      They waited a long time until they felt comfortable the men were long gone. The weight of the apron Nick had tied and slung on his shoulder began to feel heavy. The kids, to their credit, didn’t seem to be bothered by the waiting. That, at least, was something they’d done a lot of recently, he was sure.

      Nick wondered just how many run-ins with conflict they’d had before their paths had crossed and how that had shaped them.

      Not for the first time, Nick wondered what life after all this would look like. Would the world go back to normal? Would they go back to normal? Or would the horrors of this time follow them forever?

      Confident they were safe for the time being, Nick led them all back into the fog. He felt it making his clothes damp and stick to his skin. He longed for a dry surface to lay down on and just sleep. Sleep chased away all memories of fog and darkness, of blaring car horns and gunshots.

      The day was young, but it was hard to tell in this sort of weather. He’d become accustomed to telling time with his bones and his body. When his joints began to ache, it meant he’d been walking for many hours. When he couldn’t stop his eyes from blinking, he desperately needed sleep.

      Sometimes he thought about before the bomb and all the times he’d said he’d felt exhausted or dead tired. Now he really knew what that felt like. He knew exhausted, he knew starving, he knew scared. He’d thought being a paramedic had taught him all those things, but it hadn’t. Being a paramedic, he’d still had things to lose, comforts to return to once the job was done. Now what did he have?

      Mason’s shoulder brushed his, and he took stock of the kids again. Rebecca and Madison stayed close together behind them, and Mason kept to his side.

      Nick had only just met them. He had no idea who they were or who they one day dreamt of being, but they were something. Something to lose, something to make the exhausted, hungry, scared hours all worth it. They were a small comfort in a world terribly devoid of anything even approaching normalcy or optimism.

      And he would do everything in his power to ensure they stayed that way.
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      As they made their way out of the fog-covered city streets that night, Rebecca spent most of the walk looking back over her shoulder. She’d lost track of the times her eyes had played tricks on her and shown her silhouettes or shadows moving in the dark, slinking through the fog.

      They’d agreed before leaving the flower shop that they’d carry out their escape from the city in silence. They spoke as little as possible and put their trust in Nick, believing he would see them safely out of the city. It was a long few hours. The silence was eerie, and as darkness fell, Rebecca realized they’d have to spend at least one more night in the city.

      The thought made her heart sink, but there was some relief to be had too. It meant not spending the night alongside the road or in the bush. There was plenty of wilderness between the city and their home, wilderness they’d likely have to face if they wanted to stay off the roads, which Nick had said was his intention. The highways would be likely thoroughfares for most people who didn’t know any other means to get to and from the city, and therefore would also be likely targets for looters and people getting in the business of literal highway robbery. Staying off the main roads would be best, but also frightening.

      Rebecca had gotten used to abandoned buildings, so one more night in one almost seemed like a luxury to the possible countless nights under the stars that awaited them.

      On top of the threats that existed in the wilderness, they would have the cold to contend with too.

      Rebecca pulled her jacket tighter around her, doing the zipper right up to her chin. After all they’d been through, freezing to death would be an awful way to go.

      She shook off her unease and caught up to Madison, who walked right behind Nick and Mason.

      Madison turned to her and smiled. Rebecca was so relieved to have her back. If anything had happened to her in that basecamp, Rebecca didn’t know if she would have been able to go on. That could have easily been the end of their journey.

      The fog had died off by the time darkness had finally consumed the city. They still had a flashlight, but that would draw too much attention to them, so they’d decided to leave it in their bag. They’d have to find somewhere to sleep, and soon.

      Sure enough, Nick stopped then and motioned for them to stop. They obeyed, and he disappeared inside a nearby town house.

      They watched him step cautiously into the shadows. Then they stood in the street in the cold for what seemed like an eternity.

      Finally, Nick reemerged and waved them inside.

      They followed him in, Madison and Rebecca first and then Mason taking up the rear. How quickly they’d begun moving and acting like a military squad made Rebecca’s skin crawl.

      She supposed it wasn’t all that different from football for Mason; keep your teammates protected first and foremost.

      Nick led them up three flights of stairs and then down the hall to an apartment that clearly hadn’t been occupied for weeks. It smelled like mildew and mothballs, and as Rebecca watched the long, red curtain blowing in the evening breeze, she wondered if the owners had even bothered to close them before they left, or if someone else had come along after, looted the place, and cracked the windows.

      She shivered but enjoyed the beautiful view the wide windows allowed them. The city was black of course, but the sky was finally clearing, and the moon was out, bright and full, hanging over the mostly abandoned city.

      “Alright, let’s try and get comfortable for the night, and we’ll get out of the city in the morning,” Nick said.

      Rebecca, Mason, and Madison stood in the doorway, looking at the one twin bed and the surrounding sofas. It was a bachelor apartment, but very spacious, but with only one bed, they expected Nick to take it, as he was the adult.

      Nick wasn’t under the same assumption apparently as he looked at them as if wondering what they were waiting for.

      “What?” he asked, ushering them farther into the room and closing the door behind them.

      “Where is everyone going to sleep?” Rebecca finally asked.

      “Oh.” Nick looked at the bed as if seeing their circumstances for the first time. After a moment’s consideration, he pointed to the bed. “You girls can share the bed, if that’s alright with you. Mason and I will find a place on the sofas.”

      Rebecca and Madison exchanged a look and then giggled and rushed for the bed. They reached it, Rebecca dropping the bag at the foot of the bed, before they propelled themselves onto it. They rolled onto their backs and laughed, and for a brief moment, it was like every slumber party they’d ever had. Back home, one of their mom’s making snacks downstairs, a speaker blasting pop music into their room. Giggles, whispered gossip, and talking late into the morning hours.

      They looked up to see Nick and Mason smiling at them. Mason rolled his eyes and went to claim a sofa. Nick followed close behind, and within minutes, the exhaustion hit, and they were about to settle in for the night.

      Then there was a loud bang.

      Rebecca must have already fallen asleep because she sat up groggy and confused. Madison was sitting up beside her, little more than a dark shadow as Rebecca’s eyes adjusted to the dark.

      “What was that?” Mason asked from across the room.

      There was a shrill whistle and then another loud bang.

      Nick threw off the blanket he’d found in a linen closet and went to the window. Slowly, he reopened it, letting in a fresh burst of cold air.

      Rebecca and Madison pulled the bed covers up to their chins as they watched.

      When Nick turned back to them, he was smiling. He beckoned them over to the window.

      Mason was on his feet first. Rebecca and Madison climbed out and hesitantly joined them at the window.

      Rebecca watched the dark sky, wondering why Nick had called them. Then something shot through the sky. For a moment, Rebecca thought the worst, that it was a missile or another bomb, but it was falling up.

      Then she watched it burst into green and gold light, falling on the city as if it were raining fire.

      The sight was so foreign in the apocalyptic cityscape they'd come to know that it took their breath away, leaving them speechless.

      “Ha,” Mason said, letting out a breath. A smile split across his face. “Fireworks!”

      As if his words summoned them, another shot into the sky, and then another. Blue light and then pink. Then an array of quick silver sparklers that dissipated into falling stars.

      Madison ran back to the bed and dragged the comforter off and across the room. She wrapped it around her and Rebecca’s shoulders, giggling and snuggling close for warmth. Nick opened the window a little farther and stepped out of it right onto the iron patio.

      The fireworks continued for some time, shooting rainbow fire into the dark sky above the Inwood Hill Park. Someone somewhere out in the dark city had found some joy, or they were making their own.

      Rebecca took great comfort in knowing there were people out there who still cared about something as trivial as fireworks. Maybe they just wanted to make noise and watch something explode, but even that she could understand. She’d take anything that might combat the darkness and the silence. As far as weapons went, fireworks seemed to work pretty well.

      
        
        The End
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Madison

        

      

    

    
      The rain seemed to never end. Madison couldn’t remember the last time the road wasn’t muck beneath her boots or when her clothes hadn’t been stuck to her skin, cold and damp. Her hair felt heavy against her scalp and tangled into wet coils where it hung down her neck. The only good that had come from the insistent rain was that it had seemed to wash away the city they’d left behind. The nights spent on concrete floors; hours walking and running through empty, rubble-laden streets; all the filth; the smell of gunpowder, smoke, flame, and ash all washed away. It felt like the city had been cleansed from her skin.

      They’d been walking for days along a badly paved back road. When they were forced to travel by main roads, Nick made them walk in the ditch to stay out of sight, even though it slowed them considerably. None of them complained.

      They spoke little and ate even less. They didn’t have much food and didn’t know exactly how long it would have to last them. Nick said his uncle lived out this way, that he’d have food and supplies, but he said little else about the man.

      Madison had worried at first about where they were going, how long it might take, and if their arrival at this uncle's house would be a welcome one, but after days of walking in the rain, her mind had gone blank. All she could process was the ground beneath her and the road ahead of her. It seemed to go on and on. Like the rain. Sometimes she wondered if they were moving at all, if they were covering any ground or if they’d instead happened onto some metaphysical treadmill and were going nowhere.

      She kept thinking she heard an engine backfire or that she saw a vehicle on the horizon, just appearing as a dot on the road ahead. Delusions. It was all in her head.

      Except one time it wasn’t. One time, she’d spotted something on the road. She hadn’t mentioned it to the others because she had assumed, like the times before, that she was simply imagining it, but as they’d gotten closer, it turned out there was a vehicle.

      It had been a baby blue pickup truck. It wasn’t moving of course. It had likely been abandoned a long time ago. Nick and Mason had gone through it. Opened the doors, climbed in, gone through the glove box, and checked under the seats for anything of value to them.

      What was valuable had changed drastically. Madison would never have thought of robbing anyone before the bomb hit, and the thought still made her stomach heave, but if she had been inclined to thieving before, she would have looked for money, phones, watches, and that sort of thing. She would have totally ignored a bag of groceries, a forgotten granola bar, a half-drunk bottle of water. Now those things were tiny treasures.

      The truck had been empty but for some matches and a pack of cigarettes they took. Nick had smoked one that night when they’d stopped along the road to eat. He’d forgone food in place of the smoke. Mason, to Madison and Rebecca’s surprise, had joined him. Neither of them commented on it. Who were they to tell them not to have a cigarette while they sat around at the end of the world?

      In her mind, Madison could still smell that cigarette and still see the blue pickup. The roads all looked the same to her eye and felt the same under her feet. Time looped back on itself until she had no real idea how long they’d been walking.

      The sky changing color was the only indication the earth was still spinning, though she hardly noticed that either. Sometimes she would blink and it was night and she had no memory of the orange hue fading to dusk.

      Tonight was like that. It had gone dark suddenly, and as Madison looked ahead, she thought she saw another car. It was coming toward them from some way up the road, and it only had one headlight.

      “Let’s stop here for the night,” Nick said. His voice sounded rough and hoarse from not using it. No one replied to him, but Madison heard the footsteps of her friends stop behind her as Nick veered off the road, jumped the ditch, and went to settle down under a tree.

      Madison kept walking.

      The headlight didn’t seem to be getting closer. How was it even on? How was it being powered? Madison knew very little about cars, but she did know that they had batteries. Could you turn a car on if you had a charged car battery? Is that how the headlight was on? But why would someone come all the way out here just to turn a car on and go nowhere? Heat, perhaps. It was getting terribly cold out. Nick hadn’t wanted to start fires in case they were seen and someone tried to attack and rob them, but it soon became too cold at night not to light one.

      Madison imagined a car revving. She imagined crawling onto the hood and curling up there until her clothes were dry and her limbs were warm.

      “Madison?”

      She kept walking. The headlight was so bright she had to squint at it. It was round and white and seemed to hang just on the cusp of the hill ahead.

      “Maddy?”

      Madison stopped. Her feet seemed to want to keep walking, like they didn’t know how to do anything else. She blinked at the bright headlight and found it wasn’t a headlight at all; it was the moon. Big and bright and hanging on the horizon.

      Madison turned to find Rebecca waiting for her just on the other side of the ditch. Nick and Mason had already gotten a fire started.

      “Come one, Maddy,” Rebecca said. “Let’s get some sleep.”

      Madison took one last look at the moon before crossing the ditch. Rebecca lent her a hand, the grass slippery and wet beneath their shoes. They joined Nick and Mason around a campfire slowly crackling to life, made from newspaper and some twigs.

      Madison sat on a coat Nick laid down for the girls, and Rebecca situated herself beside her. There wasn’t much room, but any barrier between them and the damp earth is a plus.

      Madison held her fingers out toward the flames and only then realized how numb her hands were. Her fingers were hesitant to bend, as if they were riddled with arthritis. They got back to normal as the fire grew and her hands warmed. Normal is another word that’s lost meaning to her. This is normal now: nights spent around a fire, not a single sound of civilization to be heard for miles around them.

      She looked over her shoulder toward the city. If things were truly normal, you might be able to see the city lights from here, but instead, the skyline is fading to black as the hour gets later and later. She’s glad they can’t see it anymore; it helps with the forgetting. It seemed like everything they went through was nothing more than a dream, or a nightmare.

      Being on the road has its own perils. They’re exposed. There’s few places to hide. There’s nowhere to loot or look for food or shelter. But it is freeing at the same time. At least here they can see danger coming long before it reaches them. There aren’t would-be attackers hiding behind every corner. There’s just miles and miles of road.

      Madison turned back to the fire. Mason is already snoring, laying out on a ratty blanket beside them. Rebecca’s eyes are dropping, but she's still transfixed by the flames, fingers wiggling before them. Nick rests back against the tree, eyes half closed, but he’s awake. He almost never sleeps, not that Madison sees anyway.

      She’s nervous about this mysterious uncle. If he’s such a safe haven, then why didn’t Nick head there sooner? But what option does she have? Nick has protected them thus far, and she has no other choice but to trust him, and, if she's honest with herself, she doesn’t have the energy not to anyway. She’d follow her own shadow just to be rid of the burden of making decisions.

      The road is dark beside their fire, hardly visible through the tall grass. It holds no promises, but it’s all they have to follow. Madison follows it in her mind all the way back to Orange Lake, to her subdivision, to her mother’s house, and up the stairs to her mother’s room where she’ll find her resting, a paperback romance propped open in her hands. She’ll turn and smile at her when she comes in.

      It’s just another delusion, Madison knows, but it’s one that keeps her going. She doesn't quite have the energy to hope, but keeping that thought in her head at least prevents her from laying down in the ditch and waiting for the rain to wash her away.
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Mason

        

      

    

    
      Mason woke with a chill in his bones from sleeping on the damp ground, but sunlight hitting the back of his eyelids was a pleasant change. One day without the rain would be nice. The thought of soon being dry again motivated him to rise earlier than normal, pushing to his feet before either of the girls were awake.

      Nick slept with his head back against a tree, chin resting on his chest, and a ball cap he’d found before they’d left the city casting a shadow over his face. He rarely ever slept, and even when he appeared to be sleeping, he usually wasn’t, but Mason could see his chest slowly rising and falling. He stepped past him slowly, careful not to wake him.

      Mason liked to stretch his legs in the mornings. It sounded strange because they would be walking all day, but he needed to walk out the kinks and soreness from sleep before he could process the day. He never strayed far in the mornings, always making sure to stay close enough so the others could see him when they woke.

      The grass was tall, and they’d had to flatten it in order to sleep on flat ground, but now he pushed through it more carefully, stretching out his arms and feeling the blades of grass bouncing off his fingertips. He liked to pretend he was in the field out behind the high school running drills for Coach. He breathed in the cold morning air and could almost smell the fresh scent of the detergent his mother used on his clothes. They were always freshly washed, even for early morning exercises. They smelt clean and felt stiff. As Mason ran laps, the smell would turn to sweat, and the fabric would loosen around him. It had all been a subconscious experience, things he only truly noticed now that he missed them.

      The sun was making the dew on the grass sparkle, turning the field to diamonds.

      A sudden noise from the nearby forest made Mason’s heart leap into his throat. He ducked, raising his hands above his head.

      A couple of birds flew out of the trees, causing the leaves to rustle as their wings fluttered, pushing them high into the air and into the distant sky.

      Mason caught his breath. They hadn’t seen many birds, which he found odd. Perhaps the blast and whatever it had unleashed on the surrounding environment had affected them? Whatever the reason, they seemed to see them more and more frequently now. Could the land recover that quickly? Mason hoped so, and he hoped society could follow suit.

      Another softer sound found his ears, and he turned to see Madison waving at him from the place where they’d spent the night. He waved back to let her know he was on his way and then he headed back to his friends.

      When he arrived, Rebecca was doing her usual inventory of their supplies. His stomach rumbled just looking at the slim pickings. He passed on breakfast, as did Nick, and they were soon back on the road for another long day of walking.
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        * * *

      

      Mason never thought he’d miss the fear and anxiety of being back in the city, constantly jumping at shadows, but the monotony of the open road was almost worse. Almost.

      It was dark again before they knew it. Mason walked with his hand in Rebecca’s until her fingers slipped from his, and she stumbled, exhausted. He caught her and helped her stay on her feet.

      “We need to stop for tonight,” Mason called ahead to Nick and Madison.

      Madison saw Rebecca weak in his arms, and she ran back to them to help support her.

      Nick nodded and led them off the road. They were closer to the woods here, and Nick picked a spot where the trees were thick around them. Madison laid out the blanket, and Mason helped Rebecca down onto it. He sat beside her and pulled her head onto his chest. She was asleep in seconds.

      Madison curled up on a jacket as Nick lit a fire. There was a lot of brush here to be lighting a fire, but Mason trusted Nick knew what he was doing, and it would likely get very cold again tonight. The warmth would be welcome.

      The smoke always appeared before the flames, trailing up to the sky. Mason looked up to the gap in the canopy where the smoke escaped the forest. He could see stars tonight. When he looked back down, he thought he saw other circles of light—eyes catching the glint of the fire. Something watching them from the woods.

      He caught Nick's attention and nodded to it.

      Nick looked. Mason could tell when he spotted it because his shoulders stiffened. He stared another moment before relaxing and looking back.

      “Coyotes. They won’t approach the fire.”

      “What if they’re wolves?” Mason whispered.

      “Too small to be wolves.”

      “What about stray dogs? They wouldn’t be so afraid of us.”

      Nick nodded. “We should be careful of that. A lot of folks probably left their pets behind.”

      Mason looked back to the woods. The eyes were gone.

      He thought back to the basecamp where he and Rebecca had helped Nick and Madison escape and wished they’d had the foresight to take one of their guns or at least to have kept Nick’s pellet gun. Anything to protect them from whatever lurked out there in the woods.

      The wind picked up, whistling through the trees, so Nick kept the fire low. They’d managed to find some lighters, but Mason didn’t know how long they’d last. Their fuel would run out eventually. They needed matches. They needed a lot of things.

      Nick’s uncle was supposed to be well stocked. Mason hoped that was true. He knew Madison wanted to keep going, to get back to her mother, and he wanted that too, to see his family again, but if this guy could offer them supplies and shelter, then why risk leaving again? He hadn’t mentioned those thoughts out loud. He’d decided it would be best to wait and see how the uncle received them, but he was tired of walking all day and spending their nights exposed to the elements. It was only going to get colder.

      As if reading his mind, Rebecca shivered against his chest. Mason pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her shoulders to give her some of his warmth, not that it felt like he had much to give.

      Nick had taken up his usual position, leaning back against a tree, head down, hat covering his face. Mason knew he was still awake though.

      “How long?” Mason asked. He worried about how much more of this they could take before they starved or went raving mad. They barely spoke anymore, going through the motions of eating and walking and sleeping as if they were zombies.

      “Tomorrow,” Nick said.

      Tomorrow. Mason’s heart leapt a little at that. One more day of walking and no food and then they’d be somewhere safe, somewhere with a roof over their heads. After the bomb, he’d learned fast that he took a lot of things for granted. It wasn’t until they’d left the city that he’d realized a roof had been one of those things.

      His friends had been another thing he’d taken for granted. Madison and Rebecca had been his closest friends since they’d all been children. He’d never really considered how important and special that was, how much they meant to him. Now his feelings for Rebecca were obviously even stronger. He sometimes feared that their attraction to each other was in part due to their situation, that they simply craved comfort and affection when there seemed to be a great lack of it in the world. He didn’t let it bother him though. Even if their circumstances had brought them together, he doubted the feelings were fabricated.

      He patted her hair and smiled a little at the idea of being back home and how if his mother were to walk in on the two of them like this in his room how he’d be grounded for a month. But there was nothing untoward about it now. She slept soundly, and he tried to hold her tight enough to stop her shivering, as if a hug could shield her from everything wrong with the world. Their journey had brought all three of them closer together, and he didn’t think he’d ever take that for granted again.

      A howl sounded from somewhere in the woods. It was far off, but it still made Mason’s skin crawl. He hugged Rebecca even tighter and tried to block out the shrill whistling of the wind and the feel of it on his skin. He longed for a warm bed, freshly warmed sheets, and a pillow under his head. A home. Something or somewhere that felt safe.

      Tomorrow, he tried to remind himself. Tomorrow it will all be okay.
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Nick

        

      

    

    
      Nick knew these winding back roads by heart. He remembered speeding down them in the ambulance with the sirens blaring and lights flashing, painting the ill-lit road in reds and blues. Sometimes they’d drive a long time along a road, seeing very few homes in between towns. Remote calls could be nerve wracking because you never knew if you’d get there in time, but they got your heart racing, and that’s why Nick had secretly loved those calls.

      His uncle lived down one of the truly remote roads. Unpaved and full of potholes that hadn’t been filled in decades. His house was well back from the road, down an equally unkempt driveway flanked by thick trees.

      They were still a ways from it yet, but Nick hoped they would arrive before dark.

      The girls walked ahead of Nick, chatting quietly, which was a pleasant change from the previous days of silence. The change in the weather had seemed to lift all their spirits a little.

      Nick looked back over his shoulder at Mason who was walking a few paces behind him. He was staring off into the field alongside the road, clearly immersed in his own private thoughts. He must have sensed Nick’s gaze on him because he blinked and met his eyes. He nodded, an acknowledgment that he wouldn’t fall too far behind.

      Nick nodded in reply and kept walking.

      Though they were out of the way, Nick had never considered these back roads to be true wilderness, but when you had no choice but to sleep alongside them, laying on the hard ground and staring up at the stars, it sure seemed like wilderness.

      Nick remembered another time spent sleeping under the stars. It had been a camping trip, one of his only fond memories with his uncle and one of the few times he’d spent any amount of time with the man. Nick had come home with two badly scraped knees and a cut on his head from where he’d embedded a fish hook in his skin by mistake. He still had the scar. His injuries had likely been the reason he’d never been permitted on any other outings with his uncle, but he hardly remembered the bruises and cuts. He just remembered having fun and feeling free.

      Unfortunately, that was the only decent memory he had of his uncle. The man had long been the black sheep of Nick’s family. He was a loner, grumpy and short-tempered, even with his family and friends. On top of that, he was something of a conspiracy theorist.

      He didn’t believe in aliens or sasquatches or anything paranormal, but he was convinced there was severe government corruption and that one day a nuclear war would take hold of the planet, and they’d be forced to live in bomb shelters underground.

      He’d even tried to build one, Nick remembered, but it had been far more expensive than he’d anticipated and decided instead to simply transform his home into Fort Knox.

      The more his family had told him he was delusional, the more defenses he seemed to build. God only knew how dug in he was now.

      Nick sighed and looked at the girls again. They were laughing despite all their recent hardships.

      Shit, Nick thought. He didn’t want to put them in danger, but the alternative was to let them starve. His uncle would have food and supplies, enough to get them to Orange Lake. If they were lucky, at least one of the teens families would still be around. Nick didn’t know what he’d do then. He didn’t think about it much. He just thought about getting them safely back home. After that, he could decide what to do with himself.

      “What kind of welcome are we to expect?” Mason’s voice jarred Nick from his thoughts. Mason had caught up at some point and was walking beside him.

      Nick shrugged. “I don’t know, honestly.”

      “This guy could be dangerous?”

      Nick looked at Mason. He didn’t want to scare him, but he didn’t want to lie to him either.

      “Yes. He could be.”

      Mason nodded as if he’d already assumed as much.

      “It’s getting dark,” Mason said, nodding toward the horizon.

      It had been overcast all day, and Nick had hardly noticed the growing darkness. He looked ahead along the road again, and then he stopped. Ahead along the road, barely visible in the brush, was a stick tied with a tattered, orange ribbon. A property marker. Just behind it was a taller, metal pole that Nick knew had once held up a Hidden Driveway sign before his uncle had unscrewed it and stolen it. Apparently, he preferred that his driveway be hidden.

      “Girls,” Nick said, calling ahead.

      They looked back over their shoulders, and he waved to get them to come back.

      “We’ll stop here for tonight,” Nick said to Mason. “I know I said we’d reach it tonight, and we could, it’s just ahead, but I don’t want to sneak up on him in the dark. The less surprises, the better.”

      When the girls reached them, Nick led them much further into the field than he usually did. He chose a place in good view of the end of his uncle’s driveway and settled down. It was probably in his head, but he could swear it was even quieter here, as if the birds and crickets didn’t even want to sing in this remote part of the world.

      “It’s earlier than when we usually stop,” Madison said, even though she was already laying out a blanket to sleep on.

      “It will be good to get a full night’s sleep,” Nick said.

      If any of them disagreed, they didn’t mention it. He figured they were all too tired to argue. Tired and hungry.

      His own stomach growled at the thought that his uncle might possibly have food, and he was only within minutes from him, but Nick knew he was liable to get himself a bullet in the chest if he tried to approach the house at night. His uncle would shoot first and ask questions later. And that was only if the bomb hadn’t forced him totally off the deep end and into insanity. Maybe he wouldn’t care one bit about shooting his nephew in cold blood. Maybe he’d do it with an I told you so and a smile on his lips.

      The kids settled down on the grass for the night. The nights were growing much colder, and their fire building supplies were dwindling. Nick had considered many times that approaching his uncle for help was not the best idea, that maybe they should just continue on, but they’d already gone out of their way and lost time to be here. There were much more direct routes to Orange Lake from Manhattan than the one they’d taken. They were here now and had few other alternatives. This was for the best.

      Nick fell asleep that night, he was sure of it, but he didn’t remember it happening. In his recollection, he’d spent the whole night wide awake, eyes transfixed on the almost hidden, moonlit drive leading deep into the woods toward his uncle’s home. He didn’t realize he’d so much as closed his eyes until he heard the birds and crickets singing again and blinked at the slowing rising sun.
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Rebecca

        

      

    

    
      Rebecca did not like the plan.

      Nick had woken them up early that morning and told them they would approach the house today, and he would try and speak with his uncle. While he did that, he wanted them to hang back, well out of view of the house.

      What he didn’t say, but what Rebecca heard in his tone all the same, was that this could go very, very badly, and if that happened, he expected them to run and go on without him.

      Not only did they not have the supplies to go on without him, they didn’t know where they were. It could take days to get back to a main road where they might be able to orient themselves, and by then, they’d be extremely hungry.

      But Rebecca didn’t say any of this. She knew this was their only chance, and all she could do to help was to do exactly as Nick said. So they packed up that morning and headed back down the road.

      The driveway to Nick’s uncle’s house was overgrown. An old swinging gate was locked in place and laced with vines and embedded in the tall grass. It obviously hadn’t been opened in years.

      Nick climbed onto it, and Rebecca cringed as the old hinges squeaked. Nick got over and waved for the rest of them to follow. Mason hopped up onto the gate next and stopped with one leg on either side, boots braced against the metal beneath them. He offered a hand to Madison, who accepted it, and he helped pull her up and over the gate. He turned to Rebecca next.

      “Becca?” he asked when she didn’t move.

      She looked to Nick and Madison on the other side, Madison brushing dirt from the knees of her jeans. Then she looked back at the field behind them. At least if they starved to death they could do so under the stars, in the open air. What kind of horrible demise possibly awaited them on the other side of that gate?

      She sighed and turned back to Mason, taking his hand. Once up, she swung a leg over and dropped to the ground on the other side. Mason jumped down beside her. He looked at her, smiled, and gave her arm a squeeze.

      Whatever awaited them, they would face it together as they’d faced everything thrown at them so far.

      The rest of the driveway was equally overgrown. They walked a few minutes before Nick put up a hand to stop them.

      “Watch where you’re walking,” he said, his voice low. He pointed to the ground in front of him, and Rebecca followed his finger. Something metal was half hidden beneath dried leaves. Nick carefully brushed some of the leaves aside, revealing big, sharp, metal teeth.

      “Is that a bear trap?” Madison asked.

      Nick nodded. “And there will probably be more.”

      He kept walking.

      Rebecca’s heart lurched, and her feet tingled uncomfortably at the thought of getting caught in one of those, but she swallowed her fear and followed the others. She made sure to follow their trail exactly so she wouldn’t stumble upon a bear trap.

      They soon came within sight of the house. It was an old place, not so old as to be charming, but more old in the neglected sort of way. Paint peeled off the siding, and there were more than a few shingles missing from the roof. The porch was nearly as overgrown with weeds as the gate had been, grass and vines crawling up the rungs.

      Nick stopped and ducked behind a few trees that had grown up quite close together. Their collective trunks offered a sheltered alcove that hid them from view of the house. Rebecca, Mason, and Madison gathered close around him.

      “Alright,” he said, his voice a whisper. “You three stay right here while I find a way inside.”

      Find a way? Rebecca thought. Why not just knock?

      “If my uncle is alright with us visiting, I’ll come back out and get you. Whatever happens, don't come in. If I don’t come back out…” He trailed off and just nodded to them rather than finishing his sentence.

      He dropped the bag of their meager supplies on the ground by his feet. Then he stepped carefully out from behind the thick trees and walked quietly through the woods toward the back of the house.

      Madison put her back to one of the trees and slid down the trunk to sit on the leaf strewn ground. Mason put the bag on his shoulder and leaned against the tree, studying the house and likely listening for signs of Nick or his uncle.

      Rebecca sat down beside Madison, their shoulders brushing.

      Visiting sounded to her a whole lot like breaking and entering and trying not to get shot by the potentially crazy man who lived inside. Nick painted a nicer picture than that, but he wasn’t very successful at hiding the facts. His uncle was a paranoid hoarder; end of days, tinfoil hat sort of guy. And even though they seemed to be living in the end of days, he didn’t sound like the sort of person Rebecca wanted to spend time with.

      The woods seemed eerily quiet now that Nick was gone. It seemed like all Rebecca could hear was her own breathing and that of her friends.

      Madison pulled her knees to her chest and rested her forehead on them. Rebecca laid her head back against the tree trunk, feeling the bark catch and pull at her hair. She didn’t care. She stared up through the canopy at the grayish blue sky. She remembered how her and Madison used to sit on the swings in the park behind her house. They would never swing, they thought themselves far too mature for that, but they liked to just sit and talk. Even in the winter when the park was technically closed, they’d make hot chocolate and take it out in a thermos to sit on the swings, their breath making tiny white clouds around them as they talked and laughed and cupped mugs between thick mittened hands.

      Winter had been one of Rebecca’s favorite times of year. Skiing, sledding, skating, snowball fights, winter walks. Now she feared the coming snow and chill.

      She shut her eyes and listened intently for any noise or signs of life in the woods around them. Waiting and praying that Nick would come back out to get them, and soon.
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      Waiting was always the worst. Time stands still when you’re waiting for something to happen, especially when that something could be the death of the man guiding you through an apocalyptic wasteland.

      The woods were still and silent. It was just cold enough that Madison could see her breath in front of her face. She could feel every thump of her heart, and anxiety made her want to crawl up in a ball and melt away. She wanted Mason to tell a joke. Now seemed like when he’d have a few to share whether they wanted to hear one or not. He used to be like that anyway. He used to laugh a lot and want to make them laugh too, but Madison couldn’t remember the last time he told a joke or made fun of one of them, or himself, which he often liked to do.

      She looked over at him. His face was stern as he watched the house from behind the tree. He looked older than he once had. He had stubble along his jaw and above his lip. When he ran a hand over his face, it made a scratching sound. It was nothing compared to the full beard Nick had grown, but it still aged him a good five years. If they were home, he’d be boasting about how he could probably get into bars without being ID’d.

      Rebecca was quiet where she sat beside her. She looked a lot older now too. She’d always had chubby cheeks, ever since she was little, and even though she was thin and athletic in high school, she’d never really lost it. But it was gone now. Madison had never thought Rebecca looked much like her mother before, but she did now. Her face was gaunt, and her hair was pulled back into a tight braid.

      Madison had always been the spitting image of her own mother, so that comparison wouldn’t normally mean much. But she often wondered if she’d lost weight too, if she had deep bags under her eyes. She touched her collar bone with cold fingers and felt its sharp line. It was much more prominent than it was before. She remembered how sick her mother looked, especially in the mornings before she’d eaten when sleep still clung to her. Her skin looked almost transparent sometimes and clung tight to her bones.

      Did Madison look like that now? Frail? Sickly? Maybe, but she’d built muscle too; she could feel it. And calluses, physical and mental ones she wasn’t soon to lose. She’d become tough in ways she’d never wanted to be. Though she still very badly wanted a shower, a change of clothes, and a bed. Comfort.

      She turned her head to peek through the tree trunk, desperately hoping that Nick will come back for them soon and that his uncle will be kind enough to let them in.

      The house was hidden in the shadows of the trees. It looked untouched, almost abandoned. It looked like something out of a horror movie, which made Madison realize how she’d grown strangely comfortable with risk and danger. Even getting close to a creepy place like this, alone in the middle of the wood, would normally have scared her to death, but she just sat and waited, silently, like she’d been told.

      “How long should we wait?” Rebecca whispered beside her.

      “He’ll come back,” Mason said.

      “Yeah, but...if he doesn’t?”

      “He’ll come back,” Mason repeated. He didn’t take his gaze from the house.

      Rebecca shared a look with Madison. Madison just shook her head. She didn’t want to think about what they’d do if he didn’t come back.

      The three of them drifted back into shared silence. Madison purposefully tried not thinking about how much time had passed, but by the way Rebecca was tapping her fingers gently against her leg, she knew she was counting the minutes. She was tempted to ask how long it had been so far, but she resisted. She didn’t want to know.

      Madison thought she might get a few minutes of sleep. Sleep would make the time go by faster after all. Just as she was closing her eyes though, Mason spoke up again.

      “Did you hear that?” Mason asked, his voice quiet but urgent.

      Madison and Rebecca sat upright, frozen and listening for whatever it was that Mason had heard. Madison held her breath but heard nothing.

      “Heard what?” Rebecca breathed. “I don’t hear any—”

      A deafening bang rang out from the house. It sent birds flying from the trees and a few mice or squirrels sprinting from the leaves into hidden burrows. Rebecca covered her ears at the sudden sound, but Madison couldn’t move, couldn’t breath. Her mouth hung open in a frozen, soundless gasp.

      Time stood still, and it seemed like the echo of the sound in the trees would go on forever, that the dark woods would never be silent again.

      That sound, the unmistakable noise of a gunshot, turned Madison’s blood to ice.

    

  







            Chapter Six

          

          

      

    

    






Nick

        

      

    

    
      Nick wound his way through the trees until he reached the back of the house. The back porch was empty. He waited until he was sure he couldn’t hear anything from inside. Then he stepped from the shelter of the trees and walked carefully toward the porch.

      The porch squeaked under his boots as he stepped onto it. The rail looked old and likely to break under the slightest amount of weight, so he made sure not to touch it as he stepped toward the door.

      There were two doors. The first was a weathered, old, screen door. The blue paint had all flaked off it some time ago. Nick grabbed the handle and pulled it toward him slowly. It also made a high pitched squeak, but he pulled it wide anyway. He used his shoulder to prop it open while he tried the handle on the inner door.

      That’s when his luck ran out. The door was locked.

      He cursed under his breath. He’d have to break it open, which would likely make a huge noise. If he kicked it in, he would have no hope of getting in undetected, but if he could use just enough force, he thought he might be able to lessen the sound.

      Nick put his shoulder to the inner door while holding the handle in his right hand. As carefully as he could, he pushed his weight into it. At first, nothing happened, but then he felt it give a little. He pushed hard. The old lock snapped, and the door swung open. Nick stumbled into the house, catching the door just before it could slam against the wall.

      Nick stood statue still, waiting, listening. He was in the kitchen. It was empty, and there were no sounds throughout the house to indicate someone had heard him.

      He carefully shut the door behind him as best he could considering the broken lock. He was surprised he’d been able to get it open with such little noise. He breathed a sigh of relief and took a step farther into the kitchen.

      He could have announced himself, called out to his uncle, but the way he saw it, he probably had a good chance of being shot either way, so he’d rather be within punching distance when that happened.

      He needed to go find his uncle. The teens were still waiting for him out in the cold. The house was nice and warm. It was obvious his uncle had the wood stove burning.

      Before Nick left the kitchen, his curiosity, and hunger, got the best of him, and he opened the nearest cupboard. Inside were rows and rows of canned food. Milk, vegetables, meat. Each row was stacked three cans high. They were arranged by date, oldest in the front and newest in the back. He looked down at the counter beneath the cabinet and spotted a wooden knife block. He took one of the steak knives, getting a good grip on its handle, and then headed toward the hall.

      The hall was dark; the pictures on the wall were of meadows and farmsteads, of ducks and deer. They were hung in old wood frames that hadn’t been dusted or cleaned in years. The whole house felt musty despite its warmth.

      As Nick passed a dark doorway on his left, he just managed to spot a shadow move just before a shape lunged at him. The figure flew from the doorway, the door slamming back against the wall. He had a shotgun in his hands, which made Nick’s heart jump into his throat, but a shotgun wasn’t ideal for close quarters.

      Nick managed to get his hands up just in time to grab the barrel of the gun and point it toward the ceiling. His uncle slapped him against the far wall of the hallway, still gripping the gun tight and snarling as he tried to wrestle back control of it. Nick’s head banged off the wall hard enough to make his vision swim with stars.

      “Uncle,” Nick said through gritted teeth. “It’s me, Nicholas. Stop!”

      His uncle didn’t seem to even hear him. His eyes were squinted, and his wrinkled face taught with strain.

      “Uncle, please,” Nick begged. “We need your help.”

      “We?” His uncle's eyes widened at that. “Who else did you bring to my home!”

      His uncle’s bellowing voice echoed in the narrow hall.

      Nick cursed to himself. He shouldn’t have even hinted that anyone else had come with him. Now more than ever, he needed to get that gun away from his uncle. If anything did happen to him, his uncle would now know he wasn’t alone and might go looking for the teens out there in the woods.

      The thought fueled him, and he pushed back again, trying to kick his uncle’s feet out from under him. His uncle cursed and stumbled but kept his feet.

      A sudden push from his uncle surprised Nick and sent them both stumbling into the dimly lit living room. His uncle pushed him back, and Nick could feel the heat of the wood stove at his back. He could hear the crackling wood and the lick of the flames. The iron of the stove would likely burn him if he was pushed back any farther.

      He spun, risking losing his balance, so that his back wasn’t to the stove any longer. The motion nearly pulled his uncle off his feet, who was still surprisingly strong for his age.

      But he was still an old man, and even hungry and after weeks of traveling with little food or shelter or safety, Nick was still stronger. He finally felt like he was gaining the upper hand when the heel of his boot hit something solid. He tried to regain his balance, but it was too late this time. He fumbled, the gun in his hands and his ankle twisted painfully, taking his breath away.

      He fell backwards with his uncle falling toward him. A loud shot rang out, so strong that for a moment Nick was deafened and his teeth rattled in his skull. Then his head hit the stove, and he was seeing stars again. This time, the stars were surrounded by blackness.
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      Nick had only barely managed to get hold of the gun and point the barrel toward the ceiling before it went off. Dust and splinters of wood rained down on them from the hole the shotgun had blown through the ceiling.

      The blast had surprised his uncle as much as him. It seemed he hadn’t meant to pull the trigger. That thought only made Nick feel marginally better as he wrenched the gun away from his uncle's hands at last. He immediately used the butt of the gun to strike his uncle in the temple. With a gasp, his uncle collapsed onto the floorboards beside Nick.

      Nick tossed the gun aside and took in heavy breaths. His hands were shaking and sweat dotted his forehead. He could have died. He easily could have not gotten the gun up in time, and that blast could have taken his head clean off.

      He sighed and tilted his head back, looking up at the hole in the ceiling above him. He could see the roof of the floor above. Dust and bits of wood still floated down lazily, landing around him and his uncle's unconscious body.

      Nick got to his feet and brushed off the debris from his shirt and pants. His uncle grumbled something unintelligible, and Nick knew he didn't have long before he woke up.

      Not wanting his uncle to arm himself again if he woke suddenly, Nick took the gun with him, and he moved back down the hall. There was a small closet in the wall by the door where his uncle kept his jacket and boots and several pairs of hunting coats in varying shades of camo. Nick push aside the hanging clothes until he could see the back of the closet. Hanging on the wall were several hats, a pair of gloves, and a coil of rough rope. Nick remembered hiding in that closet once when he was a child; now, he'd be lucky if he could fit his shoulders in. The rope had been there then too. His uncle was a man of habit.

      Nick removed the rope from the hook and went back into the living room. His uncle was still laying on the floor, grumbling softly under his breath.

      There was a short wooden chair by the wood stove where a few logs of wood were sitting, waiting to be tossed into the fire. Nick put the logs on the floor and moved the rickety chair into the center of the room. Then he hauled his uncle off the floor and helped him into the chair.

      "Nicholas?" his uncle murmured, his eyes batting open and closed, obviously still disoriented.

      "Yeah, it's me Uncle," Nick replied. He set the gun on the ground and took the rope, wrapping it around his uncle's shoulders, securing him to the chair. He tied it in the back with a knot his uncle had taught him once upon a time. Tight enough to hold, but not tight enough to hurt the old man.

      Once the rope was secure Nick settled down cross legged on the dusty floor in front of his uncle, taking up the gun and placing it across his knees.

      Nick sighed. “I’m sorry to break in like this,” Nick said. “I was afraid that if I announced my presence earlier you might have just, well…” He gestured to the gun and then to the hole in the ceiling above their heads.

      Nick ran a hand through his hair, shaking free some wood splinters. “Listen, I’m traveling with some people, alright? I’m looking out for them, and right now, we’re not doing too well. We just need a few supplies, just enough to get us from here to Orange Lake, and a dry place to sleep for the night, okay?”

      His uncle spat on the floor between them. “You brought strangers to my home? You know how I protect my stuff! I work hard to keep up this place. Now with everything, with the, the…”

      “With the bomb?” Nick said, finishing his sentence.

      His uncle glared. “I knew it would happen. I knew this day would come!”

      “I know, Uncle,” Nick said. “And no one listened to you. I’m sorry for that.”

      His uncle just nodded solemnly.

      Nick cleared his throat. “Despite that, we still need somewhere to stay.”

      “Not my house!” his uncle said, as Nick climbed to his feet. He carried the shotgun in one hand as he went to the front door and opened it, stepping out onto the balcony.

      He scanned the tree line, trying to find the gathering of trees where he’d left the teens to hide behind.

      “I’m sorry, Uncle,” Nick said under his breath.

      A figure stepped slowly from the trees. Mason.

      Nick put up a hand, waving to him. Mason hesitated and then waved back.

      Madison and Rebecca climbed out from behind the trees next. Once they felt that it was safe, the three of them hurried toward the house.

      Madison reached the balcony first. “Oh my God, are you okay?” she asked.

      “I’m fine,” Nick said.

      “We heard a shot,” Mason said, eyeing the gun in his hand.

      “It’s fine,” Nick said, trying to reassure them. “Come inside.”

      He went in first, the teens following, so that they wouldn’t be so surprised to find his uncle tied up in the living room.

      His uncle was still steaming when he came back in, his brows knit together and the wrinkles around his eyes pinched from squinting.

      Nick gave him a pleading look and then stepped aside from the doorway so the kids could come into the room.

      They kept a better handle on their expressions than Nick had anticipated, but he could still see the fear, or maybe worry, on their faces.

      His uncle’s expression, however, seemed to soften once he saw them. He looked them each over as they came to stand before the wood stove. They stood still, watching and waiting intently for someone to say something more.

      His uncle turned toward him and in a soft voice said, “They’re just kids.”

      Nick nodded. “Tough kids,” he replied. And he meant it. There were times when he didn’t think he’d be able to muster up the energy to go on, but none of them seemed to waver; even tired and hungry and cold, they always persevered.

      His uncle grumbled, but the earlier hostility he’d shown didn’t return to his features. “Fine. You can take a few things. And you can stay. But only for one night.”

      It had been less than Nick had hoped, but from the look on the teens faces, they seemed more than happy at the offer. Madison immediately turned to face the wood stove and squatted down to hold her hands before it, warming her cold fingers.

      Rebecca got out a mumbled thank you, sir, before joining Madison in warming her fingers.

      Mason put his hands in his armpits and looked around the room at the paintings and the mounted deer head that hung above the couch. “You hunt?” Mason asked.

      The old man nodded.

      Nick put the gun on a mantle and went to untie his uncle.

      “So, you have more guns?” Mason asked.

      “I might have one to spare if that’s what you’re asking,” his uncle said.

      Mason nodded and then turned to join the girls.

      Nick bent down to untie the ropes, and when he was close to his uncle’s head, he whispered to him, “You’re not going to give us any trouble then?”

      The old man shook his head. “So long as you leave and don’t rob me blind.”

      “That was never our intention,” Nick said, but he knew full well that if his uncle hadn’t warmed to the idea of him and the kids staying, he would have left him tied up and collected what they needed. He would have left him a means to get free, like with the man on the subway train. But look how that turned out.

      Nick tried to remind himself that this wasn’t like that. They were out of the city now, and even if his uncle might be a little bit unhinged, he wasn’t like those thugs. Estranged or not, he was family.
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      Madison couldn’t wait to sleep. She wanted to take full advantage of being somewhere warm and dry and safe for the first time in weeks, and if that meant sleeping for the full twenty-four hours Nick’s uncle had permitted them to stay, then that’s what she would do.

      The house seemed large, but Nick’s uncle assured them he had no guest rooms. That was fine with them. Nick took a few sleeping bags his uncle had, which he’d requested to take with them that his uncle had begrudgingly conceded to, and situated them on the floor for the three of them. He took the couch.

      They weren’t the comfiest thing Madison had ever slept on, but they sure beat the cold, wet ground. In fact, they pretty much beat out anything they’d slept on in a really long time.

      Once the sleeping bags were arranged, Nick’s uncle brought them some blankets, the handmade kind that seem a thousand years old. They reminded Madison of the old couple they’d stayed with in their condo in the city. The memory made her sad. How much had they lost since this all began?

      Too much.

      With everything prepared for their makeshift bed, Nick’s uncle headed upstairs to his room. Nick laid down on the couch. Madison didn’t know if she was comforted or scared that he’d kept the shotgun close by, sitting on the floor by the couch.

      Madison tried to ignore the thought entirely. She rolled over and faced Rebecca, who was laying between her and Mason. The fire backlit them, so all Madison could make out in the dark was the silhouettes of their faces.

      She put an arm over Rebecca, taking comfort in her friends’ presence and the sound of the calming, crackling fire nearby. She knew it wouldn’t be long until sleep found her. Unlike the nights spent listening to every sound, every rise or fall of the wind, or the soft sounds of discontented sleep from her friends, tonight Madison had no worries about getting a full and restful sleep.

      Even the thought of Nick’s crazy uncle shooting them in the night didn’t phase her. Even if he did snap, at least she’d die warm and dry.
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        * * *

      

      Madison woke to the smell of food cooking. Something warm and sugary. Cinnamon?

      She sat up and rubbed sleep from her eyes. Sunlight was streaming in the living room that seemed far less grim in the daylight. Nick stood at the stove, a spoon in one hand, which he was using to stir something in a small, silver pot.

      “That smells amazing,” Rebecca said, as she sat up beside Madison.

      “It smells divine,” Mason added, still laying on his back in his sleeping bag.

      “Don’t get too excited,” Nick said with a smile. “It’s just oatmeal.”

      “Oatmeal sounds like a delicacy,” Madison said.

      “I have something for you kids to take with you,” Nick’s uncle said, as he came in with his arms full of cans. “One of you lot give me a hand with this?”

      Madison threw back her blanket and got to her feet. She wanted him to know that they appreciated his hospitality. Probably more than they could ever express.

      Madison followed the old man into the kitchen. He had a duffle bag sitting on the table surrounded by preservatives and carefully wrapped dried meats. It looked like luxury compared to what they’d been eating lately.

      “Open it up for me?”

      Madison did as she was requested and unzipped the duffle bag. She held it open so he could drop the supplies inside.

      He sighed as he dropped them in. “Alright, you can put the rest of that in.” He gestured to the rest of the things on the table. She got to it as he wandered the kitchen, opening cupboards and taking something from one and something else from another. Sometimes he would simply grumble and take nothing at all, muttering to himself and moving on to the next.

      He dropped things in as he crisscrossed the kitchen. Meanwhile, Madison tried to arrange the cans and other supplies so it wouldn’t move around too much. It was going to be heavy to carry, but that was a small burden to manage in exchange for so much food.

      Madison watched as the old man added in a small camp stove, some oil, much needed matches, and a handgun.

      Madison looked up and met his eyes.

      “Bullets are in the front pocket of the bag,” he said in response to her silent question. “Don’t use it unless you absolutely have to.”

      Madison shivered, little hairs standing up all over her arms. “You don’t have to worry about that,” she said.

      He nodded. “Nicholas knows how to use it.”

      Madison just nodded in response. She didn’t mention the pellet gun he’d had in the city or how it had been stolen when they’d been kidnapped. Nick didn’t seem like he wanted to share much with his uncle, so Madison tried to keep hold of her tongue. If she was honest, she wasn’t in the gushing mood anyway.

      She looked back at the bag. She was not looking forward to being back on the road. But it would bring her one step closer to her mother. To home.

      “Alright, let’s eat.” Nick came in with the still steaming pot.

      Madison removed the duffle bag from the table and set it on the floor. Mason and Rebecca were on Nick’s heels, following the smell and the grumbling of their stomachs. They all took a seat at the table, Nick’s uncle included, as Nick set a bowl in front of each of them.

      Madison didn’t waste a moment before digging in as soon as her’s was placed before her. It burned her tongue and the roof of her mouth, but she didn’t care. It tasted so good to eat something hot and not terribly bland.

      Besides the sound of spoons scraping bowls, they ate in silence.

      Madison tried not to think of getting back on the road. Not yet. She wanted to just take a moment to enjoy the food and company and safety.

      After they ate, Madison and Rebecca collected the dishes. Mason and Nick finished up helping the old man pack the bag they’d take with them.

      The morning had turned to afternoon, and outside, the sun was shining down through the trees, leaving pretty patterns on the grass. It looked beautiful and peaceful to Madison, even knowing it wasn’t nearly as warm out there as it looked.

      Nick’s uncle cleared his throat, getting their attention. “You’ve already lost half the day,” he said.

      “We’ll get on the road right away,” Nick said, picking up the heavy duffel bag.

      “Well…” the old man scratched at his cheek. “I thought you might stay one more night.”

      Madison’s heart leapt. She saw Mason and Rebecca’s eyes light up too.

      “You don’t want to start out in the middle of the day after all.”

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind, Uncle?” Nick asked, raising an eyebrow.

      The old man grumbled something and waved a hand at Nick, dismissing him. “Yes, yes. Just one night though.”

      “Oh my God, thank you!” Madison rushed forward to hug the old man, whose limbs felt boney under her embrace.

      “Oh, well,” the old man sputtered. “Alright, you’re welcome. That’s enough of that now.”

      Nick laughed as Madison retreated from her spontaneous hug. She smiled at the old man, who was obviously more bark than bite, and then smiled at Nick, thankful that they’d happened to cross paths with him when they had. Otherwise, she didn’t know where they’d be or if they would have even made it free of the city.

      “So, does that mean we can have seconds of the oatmeal?” Mason asked sheepishly. His stomach grumbled loudly as emphasis. They all laughed, and Nick took the oatmeal from the cupboard and headed back to the stove.

      Madison watched Mason and Rebecca follow him back to the living room. They were hand in hand, and Mason had a wide smile on his face Madison hadn’t seen in a long time. One more night might not have seemed like much once, but now it seemed to be making all the difference. One more night’s sleep would do them all a lot of good too.

      Madison smiled and joined her friends around the warm, wood stove.
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      Mason didn’t want to open his eyes that next morning. He knew they really would have to leave this time. But the smell of more sweet-smelling oatmeal finally rose him.

      Breakfast was just as tasty but slightly more solum than the day before. Everyone knew they’d have to be leaving soon, and although Mason could feel how close they were to reaching home and how badly he wanted that, it was still scary to think of all the unknown threats they could run into between here and there.

      After breakfast was cleaned up, Nick’s uncle gave each of them a second jacket. They didn’t come close to fitting either of the girls, and being camo green Mason was sure they didn’t meet what Madison would deem fashionable, but it was getting colder out, and beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      By the time they were ready to go, bundled in their new jackets and some knit hats the old man had also given them, they looked like quite the eclectic band. Mason was hardly worried about getting strange looks, and the camo might actually be a benefit out in the woods and along the road side.

      “This map will take you through the woods if you follow the property lines. It’s easy enough if you keep on in the same direction,” Nick’s uncle said. “I packed you a compass too.”

      “It’s more than enough, Uncle,” Nick said. “We can’t thank you enough.”

      The old man nodded and clamped a hand on Nick’s shoulder, giving it a quick squeeze in way of goodbye.

      “Could you kids give us a moment?” the old man asked.

      Mason nodded, and the three mumbled thank you’s and goodbyes and then stepped from the deck and walked slowly towards the woods.

      When they reached the trees, Mason looked back at Nick and his uncle talking quietly on the deck. Nick nodded at whatever it was his uncle was saying and then patted him on the arm before joining the three of them near the woods.

      “Why are we going through the woods instead of taking the roads?” Madison asked when Nick reached them.

      “It’s a straighter path. Even taking potential hurdles into consideration, it will probably get us there faster.”

      Mason nodded. “Alright. You want me to take the bag?” he offered.

      Nick shook his head before handing him the map and compass. “You can be my navigator. You know how to read this?”

      Mason took it and nodded.

      “Alright, let’s get moving then.”
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        * * *

      

      Those first few hours were hard and silent. Mason kept looking back and scanning the sky for the smoke from Nick’s uncle’s chimney. It was too quickly out of sight, hidden by the trees and the fading daylight.

      The cold, though less piercing with their newly acquired jackets, was a bitter experience to have to return to. At first, Mason kept his shoulders hunched against the cold wind, but after a while, he made himself relax and get as comfortable as he could manage. Might as well get accustomed to it now.

      Night comes faster than normal when you’re walking in the middle of the woods. Mason had to keep bringing the map closer and closer to his face to see it properly. It wasn’t long before he couldn’t see it at all.

      “Do you want me to light a match?” Mason asked when he told Nick he couldn’t read the map any longer.

      Nick shook his head. “No point in wasting matches or batteries trying to walk around in the dark. One of us is likely to break an ankle that way.”

      With that, they stopped to settle in for the night. Even after two nights in the old man’s warm house, they got to setting up their camp like they had never missed a night under the stars. They had the benefit of the sleeping bags tonight though, a thin but much welcomed barrier between them and the harsh ground.

      As Mason laid out his own sleeping bag, a sound brought him and everyone else to a stand still. A howl.

      Mason looked at the girls. Their eyes were wide.

      Nick waited, obviously listening for it to come again.

      When it didn’t, he relaxed.

      “It was a ways off,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. Let’s get some sleep.”

      The girls didn’t look too consoled by his words. Mason wasn’t comforted much either, but he put on a strong face, winking at the girls before settling down on his sleeping bag.

      No one said anything more that night. Mason stayed up a long while, waiting for another howl, listening for the rustle of leaves, or for a pair of glassy, gold eyes to appear in the trees around them.

      What would they do against wolves or coyotes?

      Mason remembered the gun the old man had given them and wondered if Nick kept it close. Did he sleep with it? How long would it take to get into the duffle bag to reach it if they had too? Too long?

      Mason closed his eyes, trying to rid himself of the thoughts. He was sure they’d wreak havoc on his dreams tonight and probably many nights after that.

      Eventually, exhaustion beat out fear, as it always does, and sleep pulled his mind away from any real or imagined creatures in the woods.
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      It had been a few days since they’d left Nick’s uncle’s house, and Rebecca thought she was beginning to recognize things.

      They were still in the woods, obviously not a path she’d ever used before to get from Orange Lake to Manhattan, but there was just something about the trees here, something about the smell and the color of the grass that made her feel like they were getting close to home.

      Maybe it was all in her imagination. Maybe she just wanted to be home so badly that she wanted to think she was almost there.

      They stopped by a stream that day to wash the pot they’d been using to cook with. Rebecca sat down by Mason, who was looking over the map again. He liked to study whenever they stopped for a bit so he wouldn’t have to look at it so much while they walked.

      “Are we close?” Rebecca asked as she sat down. She made sure to keep her boots out of the ice-cold stream.

      Mason looked at her and smiled. “Yeah, only a couple days.”

      She let out an excited yelp. “That’s amazing!”

      “I know.” Mason folded up the map and tucked it back inside his coat. He got to his feet and helped her up after him.

      He didn’t let go of her hands once she was standing next to him. Instead, he brought her closer.

      “Almost home,” he said quietly.

      She closed her eyes and smiled. “My own bed!”

      Mason laughed. “Yeah, and food and people.”

      She opened one eye.

      He laughed again. “Not that you aren’t great company.”

      She laughed too, leaning into him. “I know what you mean. It will be good to see our families again. You think they stayed, right?”

      Mason shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. They would’ve had no idea if we had made it out of the city or not.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Rebecca put a hand over her mouth. “Do you think they think we’re dead?”

      “Maybe,” Mason said.

      “Gosh, I never thought of that.” The thought made Rebecca feel sick. Her family was likely far from the city and the bomb, but they would have likely lost power too. But losing power was a lot different than a crumbling city in ruin. They would have had resources. Friends. Community. Right?

      She hoped that was true. She hoped that they would arrive home to find their families safe and sound and beyond happy to see them.

      Rebecca glanced across the stream where Nick was washing the pot and then to Madison who was digging through the duffle bag in search of something.

      Nick didn’t have family, or anyone, waiting for him in Orange Lake. Would he return to his uncle’s? They had had a rocky reunion, but he’d seemed happy to have him there after a while. She knew they wouldn’t turn him away either way. One of their families would put him up. She could already smell the biscuits her mother would make him.

      Madison had her mom, but she was so sick when they’d left. What if she hadn’t made it? Madison was always doing so much for her. How had she fared without Madison there?

      Rebecca shouldn’t have worried about it. There was nothing she could do to change anything now. They would have to wait until they got home to see what was going on with their families.

      “Rebecca.” Mason’s voice was clipped and tense. It made Rebecca look back at him with a start.

      His arms were rigid, and his eyes were looking to the side.

      “Don’t move,” he said quietly.

      “What?” she looked, only with her eyes, to the side.

      There in the trees was a dog. A massive dog. It had a short black coat that badly needed brushing and a white face and paws. She didn’t recognize the breed, but it was big. It just seemed to be watching them from the tree line.

      Rebecca darted her eyes in the opposite direction to see Nick, still squatting by the stream but staring straight ahead, his eyes fixed on the dog and his hand gripping the pot.

      Mason tried taking a slow, careful step to the side, toward the stream, but the dog immediately showed its teeth and let out a low growl. It planted its front paws in the dirt.

      Rebecca held her breath, not daring to let it go.

      Then, the dog lunged at them.

      Rebecca screamed and darted away. Nick was between her and the dog in a heartbeat, his boots splashing through the stream.

      He tried throwing the pot at the dog but narrowly missed, only making it growl all the louder. The dog lunged again, and Nick tried to jump away, but the dog latched on with its large jaws, teeth sinking into his calf.

      Nick yelled and fell to the ground. He tried to swat at the dog, hitting its face with his fist, but it wouldn’t let go. Mason, who had initially run along with Rebecca, ran back toward Nick and the dog and grabbed hold of the dog, trying desperately to pull the animal off him, to no avail.

      The dog's jaw seemed to be locked on Nick’s leg.

      Rebecca didn’t know what to do and felt tears welling as the feeling of helplessness overwhelmed her. She hardly even noticed that she’d stumbled right into the stream, water splashing up into her boots and slowly soaking her socks.

      It had only been moment’s since the dog had jumped from the trees, but as Rebecca watched, it felt like time had come to a painful halt. She could see blood seeping through Nick’s pant leg. Both Nick and Mason were screaming and yelling at the dog, trying to scare it off.

      A bang made Rebecca jump and nearly fall backwards into the stream.

      The dog yelped and released Nick’s leg. Rebecca turned to see Madison, shaking and holding the gun in her hand.
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      There was a painful ringing in Madison’s ears, but it was nothing compared to the tremor in her wrist and shoulder.

      She was still holding the gun above her head, barrel pointed toward the sky. She was sure the bang was over, and it was only that she’d been so close that it seemed like it was one long, continuous noise with no end.

      She didn’t want to shoot the dog. She didn’t think she could have lived with herself if she’d killed it, even if it was attacking her friends, but she hadn’t had to even consider it because she knew she couldn’t hit the animal. If by some luck she got anywhere close, she’d likely hit Nick or Mason. And she knew she couldn’t live with herself if she’d killed one of them.

      So she’d done the next thing she thought of: shoot straight up and hope the sound scared the dog off.

      It had worked, thankfully.

      The dog had released Nick with a yelp and went running for the trees. It didn’t seem like it was coming back.

      For a long moment after the shot, it seemed like everyone was transfixed, frozen in the moment, but then Nick yelled out in pain.

      Madison slowly lowered her hand and dropped the gun back into the duffel bag.

      She took a few long breaths to stop her body from quivering before heading across the stream to joining Mason and Rebecca in getting Nick more or less on his feet.

      Once he was standing, his weight shifted to his uninjured leg, they helped him hobble across the stream and helped him to sit down.

      He sat and rested his back against a tree trunk. His eyes were squinted in pain, and his face contorted, cringing against the pain. His hand was clamped to his thigh.

      “Peroxide,” he managed to get out through gritted teeth.

      Mason nodded. He dug around until he found a knife and cut the bottom off Nick’s pant leg. He revealed a sickening wound with clearly visible teeth marks from the dog.

      “Oh my God,” Madison said, clasping a hand over her mouth.

      “I’ll get water to clean it out first,” Rebecca said and headed for the stream.

      Nick grunted something Madison couldn’t quite make out.

      “What?” She bent down to hear him.

      “The gun,” he grunted again. “In case it comes back.”

      He barely got the words out, but Madison hurried to the duffel bag. She didn’t want to touch the gun again. The feeling of it going off in her hand still terrified her. What would she have done if it hadn’t been loaded? She didn’t know how to load a gun. It was a small miracle she’d managed to take the safety off.

      She dug it out again despite her hesitancy and handed it to Nick.

      He took it in the hand not clamped to his leg and nodded his appreciation.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “Yeah,” Madison said, still a little breathless. “No problem.”

      Rebecca came back with the water, and Mason poured it carefully over the wounds. It trickled through the teeth marks, making Madison’s stomach turn.

      Next, Mason took the peroxide they’d gotten from the old man and poured it over the wound. He made sure not to use much. They’d probably have to clean the bite more than once.

      The peroxide bubbled and fizzed. This time, Nick cringed again at the new sting of pain.

      “Did we get bandages?” Mason asked.

      “Yes.” Rebecca dug them out next and helped Mason get it wrapped around Nick’s calf.

      Madison looked on and remembered when Mason had been almost shot back in the city and how her and Rebecca had had to bandage him up then too.

      She shook her head and had to walk away from the scene for a minute.

      She walked back to the stream and sat, putting her face in her hands. Her arms were still shaking. She could hear the dog’s growl and Nick’s screams and the way his pants tore as the animal’s teeth dug in.

      It had been horrifying and brutal, and she’d hardly thought before taking the gun from the bag and shooting into the sky. The whole ordeal had been over in a matter of seconds, but it felt like hours.

      She looked up and wiped tears from her cheeks and glanced back at the others. It looked like they had finished cleaning and bandaging Nick’s leg.

      Rebecca stood and walked over to Madison and sat down beside her, putting a hand on her back.

      “Are you alright?” she asked.

      Madison nodded. “Yeah. That was just scary. Like, not any more scary than everything else we’ve been through lately, but…”

      “I get it. I know.” Rebecca brought her into a hug. “It’s all a lot.”

      “That’s the understatement of the year,” Madison said, even managing a laugh.

      Rebecca laughed too. “I know.”

      Rebecca stood and offered Madison her hand. She helped her up and then took her by the shoulders.

      “We’re almost home, Maddy. We’re so close.” She said.

      Madison nodded. “I know. Almost home.”

    

  







            Chapter Twelve

          

          

      

    

    






Madison

        

      

    

    
      Nick’s wound was much worse than Madison had originally thought. They didn’t try walking again that day because they wanted him to rest. He didn’t protest, which was probably a sign of how much pain he was in.

      That night, Madison didn’t get a minute of sleep. She kept looking at the trees, worried the dog would return. Mason stayed up, sitting next to Nick. The gun sat awkwardly in Mason’s lap. It seemed he wanted to touch it about as much as Madison did.

      Nick slept fitfully. He would roll and then put pressure on his leg and then wake again and have to reposition. Sometimes he didn’t wake, but he murmured in his sleep, the pain invading his dreams.

      It was a long night, and Madison was glad when it was over.

      The sun came up and lit the trees and made the cool water in the small stream sparkle. She went to it and cupped water in her hands to wash her face. It was piercing cold, cold enough to make her gasp, but it was also refreshing.

      Rebecca was already packing up their things, making sure they hadn’t misplaced anything in yesterday's chaos.

      Mason was helping Nick, who still looked extremely tired, to his feet. He put an arm around his back and helped him to stand, but as soon as he put his weight on his bad leg, he hissed through his teeth.

      “Okay, walking isn’t happening today,” Mason said. He helped Nick to sit down again.

      “I’ll be fine,” Nick protested, but he did sit, and Madison could tell he was relieved to be off his feet again.

      None of them said what now, but it was easy to tell they were all thinking it.

      “We could go back,” Rebecca said. “We could get your uncle to help.”

      Nick shook his head. “It’s too far. We might as well go on.”

      “No way,” Madison said. “Not today at least. You need to rest.”

      “The supplies—” Nick started.

      “The supplies are more than enough to get us to Orange Lake,” Madison said, cutting him off. “We can take a day or two for you to get a little better.”

      She meant it, but it was still hard to say. They were so close to home. Waiting here for even a minute longer was excruciating, but Nick was the only reason they’d even made it this far. They couldn’t abandon him now or force him to go on when he was obviously still in pain.

      Rebecca looked crestfallen, and Mason looked solum, but they all knew it was the only thing they could do. There were other things to consider, like the danger of the dog returning or any dog or wild animal for that matter. With Nick incapacitated, they would have to defend him until he was better enough to walk, or run if the need arose.

      Madison’s stomach flip-flopped at the thought of having to take care of Nick when they’d relied on him so much over the past few weeks. They’d been through so much. Now they were so close, and Nick being injured was a harsh blow. But they’d make it. They’d made it through so much, they could get through this too.

      Nick looked far too tired to argue. He laid his head back against the tree and shut his eyes.

      Rebecca and Mason started setting up the camp stove so they could make some oatmeal for breakfast.

      Madison sighed and walked a little ways from the stream. They were still in the forest, but they had never strayed too far from the road. She pushed through some trees and came to a short, long neglected wooden fence. She climbed over and hopped the ditch. The first road was empty in either direction.

      Madison went to stand in the middle of the road. The sun was almost entirely over the horizon now. She shielded her eyes against its glare with a hand and looked toward home.

      “Almost there,” she whispered to herself. “Almost there.”

      
        
        The End
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      Madison laid on her side on the ground and looked at the stream bubbling beside her. It was calming and had become the first thing she woke up to every morning for the past four days. It made her happy and lifted her spirits for the first few moments of every day until her familiarity with it reminded her that they were stuck.

      They would have been home by now, back in their sleepy little subdivision, if Nick hadn’t been attacked by that dog. It wasn’t his fault. He likely saved Rebecca and Mason from a similar fate, but it was still hard to swallow whenever she thought about how close they were.

      But today, the stream didn’t make her heart sink, because today they were finally leaving. Only two more days, and they would be home.

      Madison rolled over to face Rebecca, who was already up and packing their things. Her breath made little clouds in the air around her as she packed their supplies into their bag. Madison was cold too, but the sleeping bag was nice, and she knew it would be much colder once she crawled out of it.

      She slept with her jacket in the sleeping bag pressed against her stomach so that it was warm when she woke up. She slithered into it while she was still in the sleeping bag. Then she sighed and finally crawled out of her cocoon and started packing it up.

      “Are you sure he’s ready to leave today?” Madison asked Rebecca.

      Rebecca nodded. “Yeah. Mason has him out walking already, trying out that crutch. He seemed to be using it pretty well.” She frowned then and paused in her packing. “He’s still in a bit of pain though whenever he puts pressure on the leg. Are we awful people for making him go on?”

      Madison shook her head. “We aren’t making him do anything. He said yesterday he thought it was time.”

      “I know,” Rebecca said, still frowning. “But he knows how badly we want to get home. I just hope he isn’t pushing himself.”

      Madison secured her sleeping bag and dropped it to the ground again before walking over to her friend. She put her hands on her shoulders. “If he seems like he’s hurting bad, we’ll just stop again.”

      Rebecca nodded. “I guess you’re right.”

      Madison squeezed her shoulders. A smile spread across her face. It must have looked as infectious as it felt because Rebecca smiled right back.

      “We’re going home, Becca,” Madison said.

      Rebecca grinned. “I can’t really believe it.”

      Madison released her grip on her shoulders and went back to packing. “Well, you better believe it because if we have to stay out here any longer, we’re going to freeze to death.”

      Rebecca laughed. “It’s not that cold. The afternoons are warm once the sun comes out.”

      “If the sun comes out,” Madison said.

      Madison looked around for something else to pack up but realized it was all done and ready to go. She sighed and sat down on a log next to the spot they’d lit a fire yesterday. Someone had already put it out in anticipation of them leaving.

      Rebecca dropped her packed bag to the ground and sat down next to Madison. She sighed and leaned her head against Madison’s shoulder.

      For a moment, they just sat in silence together. They stared at the blackened ground and charred twigs where their fire had been. You could still smell the ash on the brisk air. The morning was quiet and calm. The cold seemed to keep away little animals, and dogs too, Madison hoped.

      “Hey,” Madison said, sitting up.

      Rebecca raised her head.

      “We haven’t been alone much since you rescued Nick and I from that camp,” Madison said.

      Rebecca looked confused. “No, I guess not.”

      Madison elbowed her. “Since you and Mason…”

      Rebecca blushed. “Oh. That.”

      “How long have you had feelings for him? Since before...all this?” Madison gestured to the woods around them, but Rebecca knew what she meant; since before the bomb. Since before the world went all wild.

      “Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know. I thought you liked him for a long time because you’re so close, so I just put the idea out of my head.”

      “I told you I didn’t feel that way about him!” Madison said.

      Rebecca nodded. “I know. I know. But I guess by that point I just didn’t know what to say.”

      Madison nodded. She was happy they were together. They were her best friends. If things had been normal, she might have teased Rebecca more. They would have giggled while she made Rebecca change her relationship status on social media and pretended to gag while Rebecca and Mason took selfies together at the movies. But it couldn’t be like that now, and their relationship felt so much more important than some high school fling. It didn’t seem like something to make fun of.

      Madison hugged her friend again, wrapping her arms around Rebecca and squeezing her. Rebecca returned the gesture, and they sat in silence again.

      As much as Madison missed home and couldn’t wait to be back, there were some things she didn’t want to go back to normal. She couldn’t imagine going back to high school, shopping in the mall, gossiping with Rebecca about celebrities or some TV show they were both watching, staying up too late and hiding the glow of their phone screens under the covers. She missed those things, but they seemed so mundane now, like she’d never really be able to embrace them and find the same joy in them she had before. Sometimes she thought that was a bad thing, that she’d been robbed. Sometimes she was happy for it, happy that all of this had made her grow up.

      She gave Rebecca one last squeeze before standing up and picking up one of their bags. She turned and looked out toward the field nearby. She could see two silhouettes walking side by side. With Nick hunching, he and Mason stood almost exactly eye to eye. She couldn’t tell which was which from where they stood.

      “Alright,” she said to Rebecca, as she picked up the rest of their supplies. “Let’s go home.”
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      The dew on the grass had nearly frozen from the cold night they’d had, so it crunched underfoot as Nick walked. Though he didn’t so much walk as limp.

      Pain shot up his leg every time he put weight on it. Even with the crutch Mason had helped him fashion from a small tree branch, walking was difficult. He could manage it though, and after a while, the shooting pain became a dull throb he was able to push to the back of his mind.

      “It works alright,” Mason said. He stood watching Nick’s progress across the grass. “How does it feel?”

      Nick tried to smile, but he feared it might have looked more like a grimace. “It’s good.”

      Mason didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t say anything.

      The truth was, Nick wouldn’t have stayed in their makeshift camp another day even if he had to drag his leg behind him or crawl onward. The kids were so close to home, and he wouldn’t allow himself to hold them back any longer.

      They hadn’t said a word about their lack of progress. They hadn’t blamed him for holding them up or protested staying just one more day, but Nick could see how disappointed they were every time he tried to stand and couldn’t. So two days ago he’d started making the crutch and decided that, one way or another, he would make sure they got back on the road.

      He’d decided weeks ago to make Mason, Rebecca, and Madison his priority, and he couldn’t fail them now, not when he was so close to getting them back to their homes.

      Nick stopped his hobbling. Mason looked crestfallen, and Nick realized he probably thought Nick was going to stop, to say he couldn’t walk today.

      “I just want to look at the leg, bandage it one more time before we go,” Nick said.

      Mason perked up. “Yeah, of course.”

      Mason hurried over and took the crutch from him. He took off his coat and laid it on the ground for Nick to sit on so his pants wouldn’t get soaked in the cold, wet grass. Mason helped him get to the ground without putting too much pressure on his foot. The ground still felt wet and cold, even with the waterproof jacket under him, but Nick didn’t care. His mind was only on the throbbing in his calf.

      He pulled up his pant leg and then rolled down his thick sock. Not for the first time, he said a silent prayer that his uncle had been generous enough to give them supplies. He didn’t know how they would have made it otherwise. They could have gone a little longer without food if they’d had to, but it was getting really cold at night, and if they’d still had no supplies when Nick had gotten bit...well, the kids would have had to leave him behind.

      Nick unwrapped last night's bandage and looked at the wound. It was getting better, but he was still worried it could get infected, so he made sure to keep a close eye on it.

      As a paramedic, he’d seen a lot of wounds like this one. Normally, he wouldn’t have worried about it at all. It wasn’t too deep and hadn’t damaged anything particularly important, but out here without proper medical supplies, it could have easily been life threatening.

      He often found himself thinking about what it might have been like if the kids would have been forced to leave him. He would have sat on the ground unable to walk, freezing cold, hungry, and alone until he either starved or, more likely, some animal came along and decided he was an easy meal.

      The thought made his stomach turn even now when he knew he was alright.

      “Bandage,” he asked Mason, who obliged, handing him a roll of the white fabric.

      Nick had already gone through more of it than he would have liked, but he was counting on there being at least some medical supplies once they reached the kids’ homes.

      While he wrapped his leg with the clean bandage, he found himself doing something he hadn’t done in a long time: thinking about his wife.

      He tried not to think of her because the memory was still painful, but now he realized it was a little easier, like that wound had started to heal too. He used to only think how unfair it had been that the universe would take her instead of him, that it would take her away from him, but lately, he realized maybe it had been a small blessing. He’d still switch places with her if he could, but maybe it was a mercy she hadn’t had to endure everything he had. He loved her, but he didn’t know that she would have been strong enough. She could have easily found a fate much worse than she had. The car accident at least had been instant. She was already dead before Nick had opened the door and she’d spilled out into his arm. She was dead before he’d regained consciousness and long before the dust from the explosion had settled.

      He tried not to recall her face as it had looked after, bloodied and broken, but the face before the accident, and maybe even a long time before that. Instead, he thought of when they were young and in love, when they used to travel together and laugh at nothing and tell each other their feelings and secrets and dreams. He chose to remember her like that and think of nothing else.

      When he’d finally finished wrapping his calf, he let Mason help him to his feet. He repositioned the crutch back under his armpit while Mason put his jacket back on, rubbing his hands together for warmth.

      Nick looked up and found Madison and Rebecca walking toward them across the field. They had all their supplies packed and ready to go. Even if Nick had wanted one more day to rest, there was no going back now.

      He turned to Mason and managed a real smile this time. “Time to get you three home.”
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      Despite the cold, Rebecca kept her hand in Mason’s instead of in her own pocket. He didn’t complain, and every now and then he’d give her cold fingers a squeeze. Mittens, just one more thing to add to the growing list of things she’d taken for granted.

      Madison walked behind them next to Nick in case he needed help or fell or tripped. So far, he seemed to be doing alright. Their pace was slow with him using the crutch, but at least they were moving again. Slow progress was better than no progress.

      The sun had come out today thankfully. There was nothing worse than walking in the rain. It used to be nice because it made her feel clean, but now it was far too cold.

      She looked over at Mason. His hair was getting long and kept falling in his eyes. His cheeks were full of stubble now, a light blond color. He looked so much older with it. He kept running his hand over his face like he wasn’t used to having it there and kept forgetting.

      “You can shave it, you know,” Rebecca said. “If it’s bothering you or if, you know, you just want to feel human again. Nick’s uncle packed us a razor.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe tonight if it’s not too dark when we stop.” He raised a hand toward his face again but managed to stop himself when he realized what he was doing. He stuffed the hand in his pocket. “Do we have a mirror?”

      “No, but I could do it for you.” Rebecca smiled.

      Mason looked at her and tried to smile back, but he really only succeeded in raising his eyebrows.

      Rebecca laughed. “Okay, don’t look so scared. Maybe you can ask Nick to do it. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

      Mason let out a relieved sigh. “Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

      Rebecca bumped his shoulder with hers, happy they all had each other and had managed to be in good spirits. It seemed the closer they got to home the happier they were, even though what waited for them was still an unknown. They didn’t know if their families would even be there, if the homes would all be looted just like the city, or if the suburbs had been damaged as much as the city had.

      Were there roaming mobs of looters back home? Was it safe to walk the streets?

      The thought quickly vanished from Rebecca’s mind as she spotted something on the road ahead of them.

      “Are those people?” Rebecca asked, squinting ahead.

      Mason followed her gaze and then stopped, pulling on her hand so she stopped too. “Yeah,” he said. “A bunch of people.”

      He tugged her hand again, and they went back to meet Nick and Madison.

      “There’s a group of people on the road, coming this way,” Mason said.

      Nick frowned. “How many?”

      Mason shrugged. “They were still a ways off, but ten maybe.”

      “A little less, I think,” Rebecca added.

      “Alright,” Nick said. “You three get in the ditch and stay here. I’m going to walk up and meet them. Don’t come out unless I wave you over, alright?”

      “But what if they’re dangerous?” Madison asked.

      “If they cause me any trouble, just take the supplies and leave. Loop back and take another road.”

      “But you’re hurt,” Mason protested. “Let me go.”

      Nick shook his head. “There’s no point having two of us hurt. They’ll see I’m injured and not carrying any supplies and probably won’t bother with me. Now go, before they see you.”

      Mason looked like he wanted to protest further, but Rebecca gave him a shove toward the ditch. The three of them reached the ditch and carefully stepped down. It wasn’t very deep but deep enough to hide them from the road. The bottom of the ditch was squishy and wet, so they stayed high enough to keep out of it.

      Rebecca felt her heart hammering in her chest. She hated that feeling, hated that strangers were now synonymous with danger. Sure, she’d always been cautious of strangers, but she’d also been unafraid of going out alone, walking in town or even in the city alone. That had never phased her before now.

      Mason peeked over the top of the ditch, just enough to see the road without being seen himself. Rebecca scooted closer to Madison, who was holding on to their supplies and trying to keep it out of the muck.

      “Who do you think they are?” Rebecca asked in a whisper. “Do you think they’re dangerous?”

      Madison stayed silent and just shook her head. She had a glazed, far-off look in her eyes. Rebecca didn’t prod further. Madison seemed...traumatized by her and Nick’s experience being held captive in the base camp in the city. Rebecca had been scared then too, terrified, but it had been Madison who had experienced first hand how awful people could be.

      Rebecca leaned back, letting her back and shoulders rest against the side of the ditch while her heels dug into the dirt, keeping her from slipping down to the bottom. She wondered how much mental damage they'd all suffered. Some things they probably shared, but others they’d experienced on their own. She thought there was all some point in their experience where they’d felt alone, felt like they were the weakest, or the most cowardly. Rebecca grabbed Madison’s hand.

      Madison looked at her, coming out of her daze, and smiled.

      No matter what they’d felt or when, they’d still always had each other, and they still did.

      Rebecca couldn’t hear the group yet. Not their voices or their footsteps. Were they still coming? Maybe they’d seen Rebecca and Mason and decided to turn around, to go another direction?

      Rebecca sighed. She couldn’t stand the waiting. She had to see for herself.
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      Rebecca peeked her head just high enough above the edge of the ditch to see Nick. He’d  walked only a little farther beyond where they’d hidden before he stopped and waited for the group of people coming toward him. He was close enough that they could still see him if he waved to them but far enough away that they’d have a good head start if they had to run away. Rebeca hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      It was a long wait, or it seemed like it was to Rebecca. The group were still just fuzzy silhouettes on the road when Rebecca, Mason, and Madison had crawled into the ditch. They held their breath as the group got closer, at least Rebecca and Mason did. Madison kept down behind the edge of the ditch, eyes closed and hands gripping the backpack tightly.

      The group wasn't moving very fast, which Rebecca thought was a good sign, but they didn’t seem to slow at all either, and they must have seen Nick by now. That meant they weren’t at all worried about approaching him. Either they didn’t assume he’d be armed or they had more fire power. Rebecca tried to slow the quick, almost painful beating of her heart.

      Soon, the group was close enough that Rebecca could hear their footsteps and the sound of mumbling as they spoke softly to each other. They stopped a little way up the road from Nick, and one man left the group to meet him. He walked slowly, with his hands to his sides, not in his pockets. He was clearly trying to show Nick that he wasn’t any kind of threat. That didn’t make Rebecca feel better though. Her breath was still held, and her heart still felt tight in her chest.

      Rebecca wasn’t close enough to hear what the men said when they reached each other, but she could see their lips move as they exchanged words. Then the man stepped forward again and held out a hand. Nick accepted, and they shook hands.

      Rebecca let out a sigh of relief.

      Nick said one thing more and then turned and waved to them from the road, ushering them out of their hiding spot. Mason was the first to scramble out, keeping himself between Rebecca and Madison and the group of strangers. Rebecca nudged Madison gently in the shoulder.

      Madison opened her eyes and looked at her.

      “Come on,” Rebecca said. “Nick says it’s alright.”

      Madison hesitated, but then she nodded and let Rebecca help her to her feet. They climbed out of the ditch together and followed Mason.

      As they got close, Rebecca wondered if they might find family among the group, or neighbors, or anyone at all from their community. They were coming from the direction of their town, only a day or so away, but when they reached them and she searched their faces, she found no familiar ones.

      “This is Dom,” Nick said, nodding to the other man.

      “Nice to meet you,” Rebecca said, more by reflex than anything else. Mason and Madison simply nodded in a way of greeting.

      “You too,” Dom said. He pushed back the ball cap he wore, revealing more of the tan, weathered face beneath. “You four are headed to the next town?”

      Rebecca nodded. “We live there. How…how is it?” She was almost afraid to ask.

      The man shrugged. “It’s still populated. We stayed the night, and some people let us stay with them, but a lot of people are gone too. Moved on.”

      Rebecca didn’t know if that news comforted her or made her more afraid to reach home. She didn’t say anything in response; she just joined Mason and Madison in silence.

      “The city is dangerous,” Nick said to Dom. “You’ll want to stick together. All the obvious places have been looted. You’ll have to get creative, but if I were you, I’d avoid it all together and try smaller towns.”

      Dom asked how long they’d been in the city and the state of things there. Nick’s grimace pretty well summed up Rebecca’s feelings and would have been answer enough for her. His look and that homemade crutch he was leaning on probably would have had her turning around right then, but Nick didn’t leave them with that look alone.

      He started by describing the state of the city and all the dangers they’d faced. He explained the subway tunnels and how they’d been kidnapped by a gang who thought they owned the city. By the time Nick was done recounting their harrowing journey out of the city, Rebecca expected Dom and his little group to turn around and head back to wherever they’d come from, to abandon their plans entirely. But they didn’t. Dom just nodded and thanked him for the advice and promised that they’d be careful and always stick together.

      Before Rebecca realized what was happening, Nick was shaking hands with Dom again, and the group was on their way, exchanging nods and smiles with Nick and the three of them. They looked just as tired and dirty as Rebecca and her friends, but they looked a little happier, a little less tired and trampled by all that had happened in the past few weeks. Even though they weren’t familiar to Rebecca, they looked normal, like they could be their neighbors or teachers or the woman who bagged her mom’s groceries at the supermarket. People hadn’t looked like anything but monsters and dark shadows to her for a long time now. It was nice to know that not everyone was out to do them harm.

      The group passed on. Nick looked tired and asked Mason for a shoulder to support him for a time. Mason obliged, and they started walking, Madison not far behind, but Rebecca waited a moment longer, just watching as the group continued in the opposite direction, disappearing the way they’d come.
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      Madison couldn’t keep herself from looking back over her shoulder every few minutes in the direction the group of strangers had gone. Even though she didn’t know them, she worried about them. What fate awaited them in the city if they did decide to go all the way there? Would their experience be as bad as theirs had been?

      She tried to put them out of her mind and focus on the road ahead. She couldn’t control their choices. But she couldn’t stop thinking about them heading toward the city, toward that dark blot in her memory.

      “Why would they keep going?” Madison asked suddenly. She surprised herself by speaking the thought aloud when she hadn’t really meant to.

      Mason and Rebecca were up ahead, so it was only Nick to hear her thoughts. He didn’t seem surprised. He knew exactly what she was talking about.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Hope, I guess.”

      “Hope?” Madison asked. She didn’t know what she expected him to say, but it wasn’t that.

      “Hope that there’s something else, anything else. Hope that somewhere else will be different, better somehow.” Nick shrugged again, an awkward gesture with the crutch under one arm. “They’re just looking for purpose. Unlike us, they’ve probably just been staying put the last few weeks. They’re probably bored to death.”

      Bored? Madison thought. The past few weeks had been a lot of things, but boring had never been one of them. She hadn’t considered that anyone could possibly be bored, even if they weren’t being chased by gunmen or kidnapped by gangs or attacked by dogs. It was the apocalypse after all, wasn’t it?

      All she knew was that if she ever found herself safe and warm and dry again, she’d never complain of boredom ever again.

      “Hey, Maddy!”

      Mason’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts of home and the possibility of ever regaining any normalcy in her life. Mason was pointing up ahead at a gas station.

      Madison had recognized this road some time ago but hadn’t realized how far they’d come. Everything seemed so much farther apart when you were on foot.

      She looked to Nick, who nodded for her to run ahead with Rebecca and Mason.

      Madison smiled and ran to catch up.

      She linked arms with Rebecca, and they ran on to the gas station, Mason trailing close behind.

      They’d stopped at this gas station a hundred times at least when driving in and out of town. Sometimes their parents would stop to fill up here, but more likely, they were stopping to get gas station hot dogs, extra large drinks, and candy. It used to be the highlight of any road trip when they were little, but even once they were teenagers, they still stopped to fill up on junk food.

      They reached the pumps, and Madison paused to look at the place. It looked so different sitting there abandoned. Technically, there weren’t any signs that it had been vandalized or anything. It wasn’t like there were wild west tumbleweeds or anything, but it just had this aura about it, that feeling you get when you see a place that should be familiar but somehow isn’t.

      Madison wondered when the last time anyone had been here was.

      The bell on the door chimed as Mason pushed it open, the sound she’d never really remembered before, but obviously her brain had filed it away somewhere. It brought back a dozen memories of stopping here.

      She followed her friends in. The shelves were empty, and the register was hanging open from the cash being taken, but besides that, it looked like the store hadn’t suffered any damage. Whoever had looted it had probably been desperate locals who, like them, had come here a hundred times before. It wasn’t like the city where it seemed people had wrecked things just to make a mess. This place was cleared out by people who needed the food but who had some level of respect for the establishment.

      “Remember when we used to stop here after soccer games back in middle school?” Rebecca asked.

      Mason laughed. “Back when we all played on the co-ed team?”

      “Yeah!” Rebecca said.

      “We all sucked,” Madison said. “Though I sucked more than most.”

      They all laughed. Nick came in then and leaned in the doorway. He looked tired. Madison imagined walking with that crutch wasn’t the easiest thing, or the most comfortable.

      “Anything?” Nick asked.

      Mason shook his head. “It looks pretty cleaned out. I was just about to check the back though.”

      A crash stopped them all in their tracks. They all spun toward the short hall that led to the bathrooms, the direction the sound had come from.

      Mason took the gun from his pocket. Nick had given it to him after he’d been injured in case they got into trouble and Nick wasn’t fast enough to use it.

      “Stay here,” Mason said, sounding a lot like Nick. He’d sort of taken over the adult role since Nick had been injured, and neither Rebecca or Madison had protested. When it came to running head long into potential danger, Madison was perfectly fine with giving that role to someone else.

      “Be careful,” Rebecca said quietly as he headed for the bathrooms.

      Madison wanted to say that they should just leave. Sure, Mason had a gun, but did they really want to shoot someone when they could just walk away instead?

      But it was too late. Mason already had his hand on the door.

      He went in gun-first and disappeared into the first bathroom. The door swung shut before him.

      Madison was holding her breath and hyper aware that so too were Rebecca and Nick. They waited, and time seemed to stop.

      The door swung open again a few seconds later.

      Mason came back down the short hall. The gun was in his hand still, but his finger was off the trigger, and it was down by his side. He was smiling.

      “Awwwww!” Rebecca squealed and leaped forward.

      Mason held in his arms a small golden lab puppy.

      He released him to Rebecca’s outstretched arms. He looked frightened, his ears laying low, but as Rebecca started petting his head, his tail started wagging happily.

      “Little guy knocked over a trash can,” Mason said. “He must have gotten stuck in there.”

      “Poor thing,” Madison said, joining Rebecca in heaping attention and pets onto the puppy. It sniffed her with its cold little nose and then licked her hand. She couldn’t help but giggle.

      Mason had been the brave one and barged into the bathroom after what could have been a potential threat, so Madison felt a little guilty when she turned to Nick instead and asked, “Can we keep him?”

      Nick shook his head, but he was smiling. “You keep it, you have to feed it.”

      Madison smiled and petted the puppy's head again. That isn’t a no.

      Madison and Rebecca started laying out their sleeping bags. They decided to stay there for the night. Mason browsed the little that was left on the shelves, pocketing a stray pack of gum and then returning with a bag of chips he carried as if he’d just found a pot of gold. The four of them sat around and talked and ate chips until night fell. It got very dark inside the gas station, but it was nicer than being outside. Though Madison soon realized she missed the fresh air.

      The puppy, who’d taken to them quickly—Madison suspected that it had something to do with the chips Mason kept sneaking it—curled up beside Madison, in the nook between her arm and torso.

      When she was too tired to keep her eyes open any longer, she crawled into the sleeping bag and brought the puppy in with her. He seemed to like it and gave a little puppy yawn before putting his head down and going to sleep.

      Despite her fatigue, it took Madison a while to get to sleep herself. Before she did, it started to rain. She listened to the pitter-patter of it on the roof and remembered many nights at home just laying in bed listening to the rain. It used to be a comfort to her, a natural lullaby from the sky.

      She thought then of her own bed, her room with the big windows and how she used to watch the rain trickle down the glass, lit by the soft, yellow porch lights. She wished more than anything that she could be home. Madison pulled up the sleeping bag so it covered her head. It was far from her cozy duvet back home, but inside, where she couldn’t see a thing and all she could hear were the soft breaths of the puppy and the pattering of rain on the roof, she could almost pretend that she was home.

      It was like that, snuggled up inside her cocoon and dreaming of home, that she finally fell asleep.
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      They spent the night in the gas station. It was warmer than staying outdoors, and Mason figured they probably only had a day left now. They might even reach home that night.

      Their pace was slow though, and Mason found he wasn’t really in a hurry anymore. They hadn’t run into much trouble on the road, so it felt safe. Back in a town with other people, even people they knew, could bring new dangers. So when Rebecca had brought up him shaving again, he hadn’t protested when Nick had offered to do it for him. They’d stopped along the side of the road where someone had abandoned a pickup. He was sitting on the tailgate, chin pointed up so Nick could shave along his neck.

      They’d filled a little pot with water and soap. It wasn’t shaving cream, and Nick told him it might itch a little after, but Mason didn’t mind.

      The razor pulled gently at his skin, making a shick, shick sound as it went.

      Mason had shaved before because it made him feel grown up, but he’d never actually needed to. The feel of it was foreign, and he felt a twinge of loss that it wasn’t his father that helped him do this for the first time.

      Nick’s hands were steady, and they didn’t speak as he worked. Mason’s gaze drifted to the edge of the road. There was a ravine not far from them. They’d taken the puppy with them when they left the gas station, and the girls were running with it through the tall grass. Rebecca’s braid bounced against her back as she ran. He could hear them calling to each other and laughing.

      They never would have behaved like that before. Even when it was just the three of them, they’d taken to being much more reserved in each other’s company as they grew older. Mason thought maybe it was him. Maybe he was the reason they were less silly or spontaneous, but he didn’t think that was the case. It was just part of getting older and trying to feel as grown up as everyone expected you to be. It was changing the way you acted so adults would take you seriously. Which never actually worked. Mason had learned that first hand. No matter how grown up you acted, you were always a child to your parents. Maybe that’s why he always insisted on being foolish and trying to make people laugh. He realized no one was going to think of him as grown up anyway, not the people he wanted to.

      So he just always acted like a child. It was hard to bring back that side of him now, and it wasn’t just because Nick had a razor against his cheek. He just didn’t feel like laughing much or poking fun at things.

      He figured his turn to seriousness had been what allowed him to see his feelings for Rebecca. His humor had been a shield between him and hard decisions or any big feelings. With it stripped away, he could see certain things better.

      He almost wished he couldn’t. He liked Rebecca, but the rest of it scared him.

      He tried to follow the girls along the ravine with his eyes, but they were soon out of his line of vision, and he couldn’t turn his head just yet to look at them. He could still hear them laughing though.

      “Did you ever think this would happen?” Mason found himself saying. “Something this big, I mean. Like the world might be ending?”

      Nick was quiet for a minute. He dunked the razor into the pot of soapy water and then went back to shaving.

      “I remember 9/11,” Nick said. “You’re probably too young to. That felt sort of like the end of the world. I remember going outside and walking the streets and feeling afraid. Not for any particular reason. I wasn’t afraid of terrorism per se, or planes falling out of the sky, it was just the knowledge that something that big, that terrible, could just happen to you, to anyone, at any time. No notice, no real reason. Just happen.” Nick sighed. “Then life goes on, and the fear sort of dissipates, like how you leave the house and sometimes still hear your mother’s voice telling you to wear a coat. It’s there, but it’s faded now, still important but less present.”

      Mason expected him to go on, but he didn’t. He gently nudged Mason’s chin so that he looked in the other direction so he could get at the opposite side of his face.

      “Do you think this will be like that too?” Mason asked. “That we’ll just forget eventually?”

      “Not forget,” Nick said. “But yeah, it will fade. Things will go back to normal, or they’ll be a new normal, but either way, your mind will adapt.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Mason said.

      Nick nodded, and they went back to their silence then.

      One of the girls let out a sharp, high pitched laugh. Nick looked over at them.

      When he turned back, he had a sort of sideways smile on his lips. He shook his head slowly. “That dog,” he said. “They’ll chase that thing right off the ravine if they aren’t careful.”

      Mason laughed. “I’m glad we found it. Even if I do have to share crackers with him.”

      Nick laughed too.

      The cool chill in the air made the water and lather on Mason’s face feel even colder. He hoped this would be the last time he’d have to do this outside without a mirror so he could do it himself. He’d decided that even if their parents were gone, he’d stay in his house, regardless of the state it was in. If it was wrecked and looted, then he’d fix it. If his parents had moved on, then he wanted it to be in good shape when they came back. Thinking of his family not being there when he arrived pained him, but the more he thought about it, the more he decided it was the more likely scenario. He just hoped the house was alright, that someone hadn’t decided to use it as a place to live if his parents had left it. He knew he wouldn’t handle that well, returning home and finding his parents nowhere in sight and finding strangers in their place.

      He sighed and shut his eyes, letting Nick wash his face clean again before finishing with the last of the shaving.

      The world around them was quiet, nothing but the occasional bird and the distance sound of the girls laughing to each other. It was peaceful, and a part of him wished to be suspended in that peaceful moment a while longer, to not think about what may or may not be waiting for him in his childhood home. Then another sound snared their attention. Also shrill, but not anything like laughter.

      It was one, loud scream.
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      Even though the cold air made Rebecca’s lungs work harder, it felt good to be running. She chased after Madison and the puppy, who she’d started calling Caramel because of his coloring. Her and Madison had started by racing through the tall grass, Caramel chasing after them, unable to keep up with his short legs and floppy ears getting caught in the grass. But then it was clear Caramel liked to be chased. He’d turn and let out a little puppy bark in their direction and then they’d leap toward him and chase after him, letting his tiny, wiggly body lead the way.

      They could have easily caught up to the dog if their intermittent fits of laughter didn’t keep slowing them down.

      The sun had melted the frosty dew on the grass, which made it slippery underfoot, but Rebecca didn’t care. She didn’t even care if she slipped and fell. It was just so good to be running, and not for their lives. No one was chasing them or trying to hurt them. This was fun and freeing.

      Caramel changed course and whipped around in a big circle, all ears and tongue, and he ran toward her. She hopped to the side, making like she might block him, but he whizzed by her, and she laughed again at how foolishly excited he looked. She supposed her and Madison probably looked a bit like that too.

      Caramel zoomed around her in a circle and then headed back towards Madison.

      He was awfully close to the ravine, and for a moment, Rebecca’s heart skipped a beat, but he seemed to have a good sense of where the edge was, and he dodged away again.

      A gust of wind tossed the loose hair around Rebecca's face, tickling her cheeks and ears. She pushed it away, and when she looked back, Madison was chasing Caramel again. Again, he whizzed close to the ravine, and this time, Madison followed.

      “Maddy,” Rebecca said, more to herself than to her friend. Madison was too far away to hear it.

      Madison was laughing, but then she wavered and slipped.

      “Madison!” Rebecca rushed forward through the grass and toward the edge of the ravine. She skidded to a stop only inches away from the edge and looked over. Her heart was hammering in her chest, but she couldn’t see Madison. Below was a ten foot drop into the mud-filled ravine. Her eyes searched the mud frantically.

      “I’m okay!” The call came from beside her, up on the hill.

      Confused, Rebecca looked up and saw Madison standing exactly where she’d fallen. She was dusting herself off. She must have slipped and been hidden by the tall grass. Caramel was yipping and jumping excitedly around her feet.

      Rebecca let out a sigh of relief. She was so sure Madison must have gone over the edge. She laughed at her own fright, willing her pulse to stop thumping hazardously in her chest.

      She stood and waved back to Madison, letting her know where she was.

      It was clear that Madison couldn’t see her at first. Rebecca watched as her friend shielded her eyes against the glaring sun. She waved again.

      Then she felt something give beneath her feet, a shifting that sent her stomach lurching into her throat.

      She stayed as perfectly still as she could, staring at the wet ground beneath her, then she looked up and saw that Madison had finally spotted her. Madison smiled, and the puppy yelped excitedly.

      “Maddy…” Rebecca said, but her words were little more than a whisper. She took a step forward toward her friend, but at that moment, the ground shifted again, more suddenly this time. Rebecca lunged forward, reaching for the bank of grass for balance, but the ground gave way too quickly, and she went into the ravine with it, two clumps of grass in either hand.

      She heard Madison scream her name, but it was soon drowned out when she got a face full of mud. She tumbled backward, somersaulting over the bank and down the side of the ravine. From the little she could see, it looked like all mud. Cold, thick mud. She could feel it in her ears and tangling her hair, and she had to close her eyes tight to stop it getting in there too.

      Then the back of her head connected with something hard, and she saw stars. Her body came to a stop in the mud, and she lay there, unable to move, a dark haze invading her vision.
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      “Rebecca!”

      Mason’s heart went straight into his throat when he heard that scream. Nick spun, nicking Mason’s chin with the razor, but Mason hardly felt it.

      Mason jumped off the back of the tailgate and started toward the ravine. He had only made it a few steps when he came to a halt and turned back to look at Nick, forgetting he couldn’t run because of his injury and wondering if he should wait for him or not.

      “Go, go!” Nick said, waving him on toward the ravine.

      Mason didn’t need to be told twice. He sprinted toward the ravine where he could see Madison and the puppy standing at the edge, looking down.

      He ignored the way the tall grass pulled at his pant legs as he ran or the way the wet ground squished beneath his feet.

      He reached Madison faster than he thought he could. She was bent over, hands on her knees, looking down into the ravine. The puppy was between her shoes, whimpering as he sensed her discomfort.

      She looked up at Mason as he arrived at her side.

      “I think she’s alright,” Madison said to him. She looked over the edge again, and Mason did too.

      “You’re going to be okay, Becca!” Madison called. “Mason’s here!”

      Mason couldn’t see her at first, but then the mud moved, and he realized she was covered in it from head to toe. She was sitting at the very bottom of the ravine and looked like she was trying to wipe some of the muck off her face and out of her eyes. She didn’t have much luck at it.

      “Are you okay?” Mason called.

      The blob of mud looked up at them and seemed to nod. Then a meek yeah echoed up to them.

      Madison and Mason let out a simultaneous sigh of relief.

      “I think she slid most of the way down,” Madison said. “Rather than just dropping off, which probably saved her.”

      “Probably,” Mason agreed. “Now, come back from there.”

      He tugged on the sleeve of Madison’s jacket, pulling her back from the edge.

      “The last we need is you falling in after her,” Mason said. He looked down the field and found a place where it dipped, leveling off with the ravine. “I’m going to find an easier way down and help her back up. Stay here with the dog and let Nick know what’s going on.”

      Madison nodded and patted her leg, urging the puppy to follow. It listened, tail wagging again.

      Mason could see Nick getting closer, and seeing him limping through the tall grass made Mason want to go back and help him, but Rebecca needed his help more.

      He jogged along the side of the ravine, far enough back that he wasn’t in danger of falling in like Rebecca had. It didn't take him long to reach the spot where it tapered off, but then he had to walk back along the bottom of the ravine. It was muddy and slippery, and he struggled to keep his feet under him.

      He looked up and saw Rebecca was on her feet and coming toward him. He smiled but doubted she could see much through the mud caked on her face.

      She stumbled a few times, catching herself with a hand elbow deep in the mud, but she seemed to be far beyond caring about the muck. They reached each other, and Mason could see that under the mud, she was actually smiling a little.

      She stopped a step away from him. “I’m disgusting,” she said, a laugh in her voice.

      Mason laughed. “We’ll get you cleaned up, come on.”

      He offered her his hand.

      “No, I'm all muddy!” Rebecca protested. She pulled one foot out of the mud, making a sucking noise as she tugged it free.

      “I don’t mind.”

      She sighed and put her hand in his. Their fingers merged with a wet squish of mud and flesh which caused them to look at each other and smile.

      Mason laughed and wiped at her cheek with his free hand to get some of the mud off. She laughed again, and he could see her better now; her eyes were bright and cheerful despite her present condition.

      They continued walking along the ravine toward the dip in the ground where it would be easier to get back up top. Mason could hear the dog yipping again. Nick and Madison must have been on their way back already, probably almost at the place where Rebecca had fallen in.

      “I hit my head on a rock,” Rebecca said, rubbing at the back of her head.

      “You what?” Mason asked, worried. “Are you alright? Are you hurt?”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” Rebecca said. “I mean, it hurts, but it’s fine.”

      “Let me see if it’s bleeding.”

      “No, I—” she tried to protest, but he had already spun her around and was digging through mud and hair to see her scalp.

      “Here?” he asked, poking at her head.

      “Ow!” she said. “Yes, there. Be careful.”

      He sighed. “It’s not bleeding.”

      He stepped away.

      “I told you!” Rebecca said, laughing again. “I’m fine.”

      “You better be fine,” Mason said. He smiled, but he still felt queasy at the thought of how close she’d come to being seriously injured. “We’re so close to home. I can’t have something happen to you now.”

      She smiled. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      They both smiled at each other, but then the silence stretched on a little too long, and Mason laughed again.

      “I’m not kissing you while you’re covered in mud if that’s what you’re waiting for,” he said.

      Rebecca’s eyes widened in mock surprise. “Rude.” She flicked a bit of mud off her finger at him.

      She shivered. “Alright, get me out of this pit. I’m freezing, not to mention filthy.”

      He nodded and clambered up onto the edge of the ravine, turning to pull her up behind him. Her hands spread even more mud across his palms, but he didn’t mind. He pulled her up onto the bank and was just happy that she was safe.
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      As Nick watched Mason run off toward the ravine, he cursed at his own injured leg. He grabbed his crutch and started off after Mason.

      He saw Mason reach the edge and then take off after an exchange with Madison. Then Madison turned and started running toward Nick.

      Nick cursed again. If Rebecca was badly hurt, he wouldn’t be much good. He might be able to make it down the ravine to reach her, but there was no way he could make it back out again. His leg throbbed as he pushed himself to move faster. The crutch helped him keep weight off the leg, but it also chafed against his armpit and ribs, rubbing the flesh raw and red. If he’d been home, he would have made sure to stay off the leg for a lot longer than he had. Oh well, there was nothing he could do about it now. He had to be up and walking; he had to keep the kids safe.

      I’m not doing a very good job so far...

      Madison reached him quickly, Caramel bouncing along behind her. Her hair was a frizzy mess around her face, and she looked wide eyed and excited.

      “Rebecca fell over the ravine!” Madison said. She said it so quickly it all came out sounding like one word.

      “Alright, slow down,” Nick said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “Is she alright?”

      Madison nodded furiously. “I think so. She was moving and talking.”

      “Both good signs,” Nick said. He looked up and saw Mason was already up out of the ravine, a very dirty Rebecca trailing along beside him.

      “There, she’s on her feet,” Nick said, and he felt a wave of relief wash over him. “Let’s go.”

      Madison was good enough to stay by his side and lend him some support as they walked. They didn’t end up going far as Mason and Rebecca met up with them quickly.

      “Took a spill?” Nick asked Rebecca.

      “Yeah. I was dumb and went too close to the edge.”

      “It’s fine. I’m just glad you’re alright,” Nick said. “There’s a small stream we passed just over there by the road. Let’s go there and get you clean. Madison, run back to the truck where our supplies are and get a pot, and soap, and...actually, just bring everything.”

      She nodded and started back at a run, Caramel at her heels. The little puppy had taken a particular liking to her.

      The three of them walked to the little stream. The water wasn’t deep enough to bathe in, but there was enough to scoop up and pour over her head.

      Madison joined them soon after with the bag of supplies on her shoulder. She took the pot and a bar of soap and went to Rebecca. “Okay, strip. I’ll help you clean off.”

      Rebecca immediately started peeling her mud drenched clothes off her body. Nick turned around to face the other way to allow her some privacy. Mason followed suit, but his cheeks were flushed red.

      Nick smiled to himself. Kids.

      “Good job,” Nick said to Mason.

      Mason shrugged without looking at him, unwilling to remove his gaze from directly ahead of him.

      There was a shriek from behind them. “That water is freezing!” Rebecca said.

      “Better than being covered in mud,” Madison replied.

      “It was just some mud,” Mason said. “It wasn’t like it was...gunmen or anything.”

      “Well, it was still good of you,” Nick said. He wanted them to know that he didn’t think of them as a burden and that he really did think they were brave kids. They’d been through so much that he would hate for them to come out the other side and think it was him who’d gotten them through, which couldn’t be farther from the truth.

      “I need a clean shirt and pants,” Madison said.

      Mason squatted down beside their pack and pulled out a t-shirt and a pair of sweatpants that were meant for him but would suit Rebecca fine in the given circumstances, though she’d probably have to roll up the legs.

      Mason held out the clothes behind him without looking. Madison snatched them from his hand.

      The girls giggled as Rebecca dressed. Then there was a gasp.

      “What was that?” Nick asked. “Are you okay?”

      There was a mumbled exchange of words.

      “She’s decent,” Madison said.

      Nick and Mason turned around. Rebecca was standing, looking clean but sheepish, and she was cradling her left arm with the right.

      “What is it?” Nick asked, stepping closer.

      “She’s hurt,” Madison said.

      “I’m fine,” Rebecca said. She offered her arm out to Nick. He prodded at her forearm with his thumbs.

      She hissed through her teeth as he hit something tender.

      “It’s at least a fracture,” Nick said, frowning. “I don’t think anything is broken though.”

      “A fracture?” Mason said, and Nick could hear the panic in his voice.

      “She’ll be fine,” Nick said. “But I do want to put it in a sling.”

      He took another shirt from their supplies and folded it in half.

      “I don’t want to waste more things,” Rebecca said, looking miserable. “I’ve been enough trouble.”

      “It’s no trouble,” Nick said. “But it’s going to be if the fracture doesn’t heal correctly. Come here.”

      Rebecca sighed, but relented. Nick cradled her arm in the shirt and then tied the sleeves together around her neck. It took some folding and adjusting, but eventually, he got it sitting in an acceptable position around her fractured arm.

      “How does that feel?” Nick asked her.

      She opened and closed her fist, only cringing a little at the movement and then spun her upper body slowly from side to side, seeing how the movement affected her arm.

      “It feels better this way,” Rebecca said. “But it’s going to make me totally useless.”

      Nick shook his head. “We’re almost to your town. It’s just easy walking from here. No rush and no stress. Let’s just take it easy.”

      All three of them nodded their agreement.

      “Good. Then why don’t we get back on the road?”

      They packed up their things and were back to walking along the side of the road in a few minutes. It was still only late morning. If they were lucky, they might even be able to reach their town by nightfall.
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      Not long after they’d left the ravine and the little stream behind, they’d left the back roads and made their way to the highway. It would be faster to walk that way, and it would be a change from the dirt roads that seemed endless. And for a while, it was a nice change, but Madison soon found it monotonous. There was little to see here. Just asphalt and painted lines.

      To keep herself entertained, she picked one of the white lines and walked one foot in front of the other, like what police had people do when they think they’re drunk. At first it was a simple task, but then she let her mind wander, and she found herself drifting, only to snap back to reality and teeter trying to stay on the line. Rebecca laughed at her when she noticed, and Madison laughed back.

      Madison noticed they didn’t talk much anymore. They’d developed this wordless sort of relationship where they would walk side by side, exchanging looks but not sentences. It still seemed like they passed a lot between them. They were going through a lot, but somehow there wasn’t a lot to say.

      Caramel had gotten tired of walking, even going so far as to make a little puppy yawn. Mason rolled his eyes but scooped the puppy up and put him in his coat, unzipping it just enough so his head could hang out. The puppy seemed content, his little pink tongue lolling out the side of his mouth as he happily took in the surroundings from his new vantage point.

      Madison had always wanted a dog, but her mother had said a puppy was too much work. What would her mother say now? What if she arrived home and her mom was there and fine and happy to see them? Would she then scold her for bringing back the puppy?

      Madison smiled because it seemed ridiculous. Madison had been gone so long, her mother would probably agree to anything when she showed up.

      Madison’s smile fell away again. If her mother was home, she reminded herself. She very well could not be.

      Madison tried not to think of that.

      Rebecca came up beside her and bumped her shoulder into hers. They exchanged a smile, and when Rebecca looked away again, Madison glanced down at the sling Nick had fashioned for her.

      There was a part of her that was relieved Rebecca’s injury hadn’t kept them in one place for long like Nick’s had. She felt bad about that, because she should just be thankful her friend was okay; it could have been so much worse.

      But it seemed like Rebecca felt the same way. She hadn’t wanted to use the shirt as a sling because she didn’t want to waste their supplies, but Madison felt like it was also because Rebecca hadn’t wanted to know how bad the injury truly was, just in case it held them up. They were so close that she’d rather suffer through the pain than keep them from moving on.

      Madison didn’t say any of that to Rebecca or ask her to confirm her suspicions though. She just kept walking along beside her.

      Her mind wandered again, going back to that first day when the museum had collapsed and Mason had been concussed. She’d been so afraid then, so helpless, but at the same time, part of her had assumed it would just all be over once they got outside, once the emergency crews came and scooped them up, then everything would be okay, and she’d be back in her mom’s arms in no time. But everything had gotten so, so much worse.

      If Madison could choose, she’d relive that day a dozen more times if she could trade it for wandering the subways in the dark, or being a captive of the goons they’d met in the city. She’d trade the street chases and the endless hours of hiding with her breath held, scanning the shadows for movement, for that first day. At the time, it had seemed so dark, but it had only been the beginning.

      Evening was approaching, and with it came familiar smells on the air. Smells of home. She’d never realized it had had a scent before, and she couldn’t quite place it. Was it a type of tree nearby, or flower? She didn’t know, but she did know that it was distinctly the smell of home, a scent locked away in her memory. Even the way the slowly falling sunlight lit the sky seemed familiar and distinct, like a different sun rose and set over her own town.

      All of that was fancy, of course, but it made her feel better to think that it was true, to believe that her home existed inside some sort of bubble and that when she got there, everything would be just as she left it.

      She laughed to herself because she was still walking along the white line, still teetering, and now she did feel like she was sort of intoxicated. Daydreaming, she’d recently learned, could be powerful.

      As she walked, there was a shadow across the road that chilled her as she walked into it. She blinked and looked up and was startled to find a giant sign. It was one she’d seen a hundred times before in her life. The sign for her home town.

      It was the next exit.

      She spun and looked at Mason and Rebecca. She didn’t even have to say we’re almost there like she wanted to. The beaming smile across her face said it for her.

      Nick looked up at the sign when he saw that the rest of them had paused for a second.

      He nodded up at the sign. “Is that your stop?” he asked.

      Madison nodded.

      “We should get there by tonight then,” Nick said. “As long as you don’t mind walking a bit in the dusk?”

      Unsurprisingly, none of them protested. Nothing would stop them or hold them back now, not when they were so close.

      The other’s started walking, but Madison hugged her arms against the chill and looked up at the sign one more time.

      “We’re almost home,” she whispered to herself.
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      They made better time than Nick had anticipated, and when they finally found themselves walking along one of the main streets, the sun was low, but it wasn’t quite dusk yet. The stores on the main street showed some of the same damage the city had sustained. Things like busted doors and broken windows, cars abandoned on the side of the road, but it was cleaner, like people were still here, still living and taking care of the neighborhood to some extent.

      The kids obviously knew where they were going, and Nick was content to tag along behind, keeping his distance somewhat as they got reacquainted with their home town.

      This had secretly been a moment he’d been dreading. So long as they were on the road, still on their way here, the town was a destination, a goal to keep them going. It was motivation. It kept them focused and gave them something to look forward to. Now that it was here, all those hopes that came along with home could very quickly be crushed.

      Nick didn’t want to think about what would happen to the kids’ spirits if they didn’t find their families, if there was no reunion for any of them. That was another reason he kept his distance. He wanted them to be able to have the space to be happy and joyous if they found their families...and if they didn’t, well, then he’d be waiting there for them.

      The kids turned into a subdivision, and Nick was struck by how familiar it was to his home. He supposed most subdivisions looked more or less alike and that it was probably just that he hadn’t seen his own in so long that made him feel like they were similar. But either way, it made him long for his own home. That longing came with a dark sense of loss, however, because he knew that his home would be empty. He had no hope of a loving wife greeting him joyously. No embrace waited for him.

      It was then that he realized how badly he wanted the kids to find their families, how much he needed them to have the happiness and closure that he couldn’t.

      He had been so caught up in his own thoughts that he didn’t even notice that Madison had stopped to wait for him. She was holding Caramel in her arms, the puppy sleepy from the hours of walking.

      Nick looked ahead for Mason and Rebecca but couldn’t find them.

      “Where’s Mason and Rebecca?” he asked Madison.

      She nodded to a white house with slate grey shutters. “That’s Mason’s place.”

      Nick nodded. “You want to join them or wait out here?”

      “I want to go in with them,” Madison said, moving toward the house.

      Nick decided that he’d go in with them too.

      Mason and Rebecca had left the front door open behind them. Madison and Nick hesitantly stepped in. The house was eerily quiet, which Nick didn’t think was a good sign, but the house didn’t seem disturbed. Dust was settled on tables and railings, and it didn’t look like it had been very lived in recently.

      Nick and Madison didn’t have to look for them long. They found Mason and Rebecca in the dark kitchen. Mason reached toward the fridge and tugged free a note taped to the door.

      He read it in silence, Rebecca reading it over his shoulder.

      Rebecca looked up before he did. “His family has gone to try and stay with cousins in Vermont,” she said. “It says, ‘If you’re reading this, we love you.’”

      Nick’s heart constricted. Mason’s face was a confused mix of relief and disappointment. His family wasn’t here, he couldn’t hold them or speak to them or tell them that he was alive and that he missed them. But at the very least, he knew they were okay, or that they had been when they'd left.

      “They didn’t leave you behind,” Nick said. “They most likely didn’t think you survived the city. But they still had hope.”

      Mason folded the note and slipped it into the pocket of his jacket. “I know,” he said, his voice stronger than Nick’s would have been if their roles had been reversed. “I know that. And we knew this might be what we came back to. I’m okay.”

      And he sounded okay, to Nick’s surprise. Nick nodded and ushered the kids out. Neither of the girls said anything. What could they say? There was little comfort to offer.

      They left the house and made their way back onto the street.

      Rebecca’s house wasn’t far; they all lived in the same neighborhood. Her house was a little larger, with a baby blue front door that seemed out of place, almost too bright for what was now a dim little subdivision. The door to her house was locked, but Rebecca found the spare key under the windowsill where her parents always used to keep it. She seemed to light up when she slipped it from beneath the window, like this was the greatest victory. Nick knew why; it’s good to know some things don’t change. Familiarity in itself is a comfort.

      The house was equally empty, but it wasn’t dusty or neglected. It looked like people could still live here, that someone still bothered to dust and mop. There was a dogeared book on an end table that it seemed someone was still reading. But despite all the signs of life, no one was there, and they found no notes like the one at Mason’s house.

      “Maybe they’re just out somewhere,” Madison said.

      Rebecca tried not to sound disappointed when she said, “Maybe.”

      No one asked the obvious question: Where would they have to go?

      They were silent and solemn as they left Rebecca’s, and it seemed all the hope had left even Madison who seemed in no rush to get to her house. Her’s was farther away. Not much, but in a separate gated community adjacent to the subdivision.

      Nick followed the kids on a path through a playground where a man was watching two young children playing on swings.

      When he noticed them, he stood, putting himself between them and his children, but he didn’t seem hostile. He simply nodded politely as they passed by the park.

      The kids didn’t know the man or his children, but they seemed happy to know that there was still life here, that the homes weren’t just abandoned, that people still lived despite everything.

      It was dusk by the time they reached the front door. Her home was a massive modern house with a dark front door and big glass windows. Nick couldn’t see any activity from outside, but it was only her and her mother who lived here, and her mother, Nick had learned, was quite ill, so no activity was mostly to be expected.

      Madison turned and handed Caramel to Mason, who took the puppy and put him in his coat.

      Then Madison stood on the front step. Nick watched her hesitate with her hand on the doorknob, struggling with going in or staying outside and never knowing.

      Nick debated going in first. If her mother was ill, it was possible she’d died alone in her bed. He didn’t want Madison to have to find her like that, but Nick knew she’d protest. She had to do this. Whatever waited for her inside, it would be closure.

      Madison sighed and pushed open the door to a dark hall. She went in, and Mason and Rebecca followed.

      Nick thought about staying outside, about just waiting to see what the outcome was, but he couldn’t leave them alone; that would be cowardly. So he took one last look at the darkening sky and followed the three kids inside the house.
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      It was true that the house was much too large for just Madison and her mother, but Madison had never complained. She’d loved having all the space and being able to roam, to have one room for studying and another for hanging out with her friends, while keeping it separated from her bedroom. She’d always considered herself lucky to have that much space and money, but now she cursed the large house and all its rooms. She went from one to the other, finding nothing but empty rooms and halls.

      Mason and Rebecca were close behind her. They could have fanned out, searched the house individually, but Madison knew that they thought she needed to be the one to do it. And besides, she knew where her mother would be.

      Basically bed ridden, her mother hardly left her room, only roaming to the kitchen on her better days when she had the strength. Sometimes in the evenings, if her mother felt up to it, they would sit on the couch together and watch old movies. They were always films her mother had grown up watching, but Madison didn’t care. She loved watching her mom recite all the lines or sing along to old show tunes. Even sick, her mother had always been so full of life, so happy and adamant that the people around her thrive, as if she could fuel them on her own energy and optimism alone.

      Madison passed her own bedroom without even glancing at it and turned the corner of the hall. There at the end was the door to her mother’s room. When Madison’s feet didn’t move her closer to it, Rebecca came up beside her and squeezed her hand with her good arm.

      “You want me to go first?” she asked.

      Madison shook her head. “No. I should. I will.”

      The words seemed to be the motivation she needed. She squeezed Rebecca’s hand back and then let it slip from hers, and she stepped up to the door.

      She didn’t normally knock, but this time she did, but there was no answer.

      Madison closed her eyes against the sting of tears and managed to hold them at bay. Holding her breath, she turned the door handle and went in.

      Her mother’s bed was empty.

      The blankets were pulled back, and the mountain of pillows that usually sat behind her were gone. Madison stepped toward it and put her palms flat against the sheets. They were cold.

      The tears returned. She didn’t know whether to be happy or sad. She was sad her mother wasn’t here but also happy that she hadn’t found her dead. And even if she was dead, someone had found her and at the very least had the decency to take her away.

      “Maddy,” Mason said from the door.

      Madison wiped her tears and turned around. “What?”

      “I hear voices downstairs,” Mason said. Caramel’s little black eyes peeked out from his coat.

      Madison and Rebecca exchanged a look and then rushed from the room to the banister. They grabbed hold and leaned over, listening.

      A moment later, Madison did hear a voice, and her heart leapt, but then disappointment surged again as she recognized Nick’s deep tone. But, Nick wasn’t down there talking to himself.

      Madison exchanged another look with Rebecca and saw the same question reflected in her friend's eyes.

      Then who is he talking to?
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      Nick had evidently waited too long out on the step because when he made his way inside, Mason, Rebecca, and Madison had already disappeared. It was a large house, and at the pace he was going with the crutch, he had little hope of catching up with them. Besides that, there were two separate staircases, each leading off in different directions, and he really did not feel like attempting to climb them.

      So instead, he headed straight ahead through the foyer. His crutch tapped loudly against the tiles as he walked. He didn’t think much of it because it was most likely empty. He was surprised a place like this hadn’t been looted, but it seemed homes around this area had been left more or less untouched.

      Nick made his way into a spacious kitchen that was all stainless steel and white marble.

      “Stop!” a voice hollered. Nick nearly jumped out of his skin in shock. He turned, as fast as he could with the crutch, and found a middle-aged woman standing behind him, wielding a copper frying pan in front of her like a weapon.

      Nick opened his mouth to speak and took one step further.

      The woman backed up and raised the pan higher. “Don’t come any closer!”

      Nick raised his hand that wasn’t holding the crutch. “Alright, I don’t mean any harm,” he said. “I’m not here to rob you.”

      “Then get out,” she said.

      She was standing between the kitchen and the open concept living room behind her. A big screen tv hung on the wall, and a long, white couch was directly behind her, not giving her much more room to back up.

      Nick didn’t want to give her a reason to throw the pan at him, so he stayed very still.

      “Listen, you must be Madison’s mother, right?” Nick asked.

      The woman frowned, looking confused. “What? Umm, no—”

      “I’m her mother!” The head of yet another woman popped up from the other side of the couch. “I’m Madison’s mother. Is she with you?”

      Nick nodded. “Yes, her and her friends—”

      “Friends?” The woman in front of Nick lowered the pan, her face releasing all of its earlier anger. “Rebecca?”

      “Mom!” Rebecca and Madison screamed the word at the same time and sprinted from the hall and into the living room. Rebecca’s mother let the pan drop from her finger onto the tiles so that she could embrace her daughter, hugging her tight and burying her face in her hair.

      Madison jumped onto the couch and was immediately consumed into a heap of limbs and blankets and pillows as her and her mother hugged each other.

      Nick looked to Mason, expecting to see him sad that his own parents weren’t here, but he was smiling big, happy to see his friends reunited.

      Rebecca’s mom looked up. “Oh, Mason, baby come here!”

      He laughed and unzipped his coat, letting Caramel down onto the tiles where he jumped around, feeling the excitement and energy of everyone in the room. Mason awkwardly stepped into the embrace with Rebecca and her mother, allowing himself to be crushed against them both.

      “I can’t believe you’re all okay!” Rebecca’s mother said.

      “I can,” Madison’s mom added, pushing her daughter’s hair out of her face. “I always knew you were going to be okay. My brave little girl.”

      “They are indeed brave kids,” Nick said. He instantly regretted it because all eyes were suddenly on him. The attention was uncomfortable. He felt as if he’d popped the bubble of happy excitement that had been building around them all. Thankfully, Madison saved him from an awkward self introduction.

      “Mom, this is Nick,” Madison said, gesturing to him and smiling. “He helped us get out of the city, and before that, he helped us escape the subways, and then we got captured by street thugs—”

      Rebecca’s mother gasped and held Mason and Rebecca closer. Madison’s mother’s face had a brief mask of worry, but then she just laughed and pushed her daughter’s hair back out of her eyes.

      “Alright, there will be plenty of time for stories,” she said. “How about we get you some food?”

      Nick’s stomach grumbled as if on cue, but luckily not loud enough for the others to hear. Rebecca’s mother reluctantly released the kids and started busying herself in the kitchen. Just like a mother, Nick thought. It was so normal, so ordinary, that Nick almost felt like weeping himself.

      Soon there was activity and talking and everyone was moving about that Nick felt like he was being swept up in it all. It was a good feeling though. It felt like being a part of something again, like in this house at least a tiny corner of civilization had survived and had just been waiting for them to return.

      As the room became filled up with noise and movement, Nick found himself a chair in the corner, out of the way, and sat. For the first time in many weeks, he didn’t have to worry about where to sleep, what to eat, or how to survive. He didn’t need to think at all about what came next.

      At least not for a little while. For a little while, he would allow himself to rest.
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      Madison was bundled in a pair of pink, fuzzy pajamas that felt so fresh, clean, and soft that she could cry. She had a cup of hot chocolate in her hands, warming her fingers. She stepped onto the balcony of her mother’s bedroom. They’d decided that Nick would stay there for now. With her mother’s condition, it was easier for her to be downstairs next to everything so everyone wouldn’t have to bring her meals and medicine upstairs.

      The night air was cool, and with no electricity, it was very dark on the balcony, even with the candle Nick had brought out with him and placed on the small, round table.

      He was leaning against the rail, his crutch beside him, looking out at the night.

      Madison stood beside him and did the same.

      “Will you leave?” Madison asked. “Will you go home?”

      He hadn’t said much as she and Mason and Rebecca had recounted their ordeal. He nodded when he was supposed to nod and accepted the food Rebecca’s mom offered him, but he didn’t add much to their story, leaving it for them to tell. He did say that they didn’t need to put him up and that he could make his own way, but her mother wouldn’t hear it and had insisted he stay for a while as a thanks for getting them home safe and sound.

      Nick shrugged. “I don’t really have a reason to go home,” Nick said.

      Madison didn’t reply. She knew now that he’d lost his wife before he'd met up with them and that besides his uncle, she had really been his only family.

      “What about your uncle?”

      He shrugged again. “Maybe.”

      “You have to wait until you heal first,” Madison said. “You can’t leave on that leg.”

      Nick smiled at her. “Which one of us is the medical professional again?”

      She laughed. “You. And that’s another reason you have to stay; you have to look after Rebecca’s arm.”

      Nick nodded. “I’m not going anywhere right now. Hopefully by the time I can leave, we’ll have heard some news.”

      “News?” Madison asked.

      “Your mother mentioned that they’d heard there was a refuge of some sort organized by the military up in Vermont. That’s why his folks went that way. They don’t know if it’s true or not, but if we hear more from people passing through, then I might head there and see if I can help out.”

      Madison nodded and sipped her hot chocolate. She was glad Nick wasn’t going anywhere right away. They’d been traveling with him and relying on him for so long it would feel strange to have him gone.

      The door squeaked behind her, and Mason and Rebecca came out. Nick smiled at them and then took up his crutch. “I think I’ll go snag a cup of that hot chocolate myself,” Nick said.

      Madison smiled at him as he left, knowing he was only doing it so the three of them could be alone. Mason came to stand beside her with Rebecca to his right.

      “Well, we made it,” he said, looking out at the star-speckled sky that hung over their quiet neighborhood.

      “I can’t really believe it,” Rebecca said.

      “Me either,” Madison agreed.

      Mason wrapped an arm around each of them, hugging them close. The night air was crisp, but they didn’t mind it tonight. For once they weren’t thinking about where to sleep or how to get their next meal. They each had soft beds to curl up in, a roof over their heads, and parents to fawn over them, which Madison suspected they would be doing for a long time now that their kids had returned in one piece.

      Things would be different, and Madison didn’t know if their lives would ever truly return to normal, if Mason would be reunited with his parents, if Nick would find a way to start fresh, but for now, for this night, they were safe. They had persevered despite everything they’d faced.

      Somehow, they had survived the dark.

      
        
        The End

      

      

      



  






      
        
        Get The Next Book In The Series

      

        

      
        Don’t miss out on what happens next for everyone.

        Click here for the series on Amazon to get the next book!

      

      

      



  






      
        
        Follow Me On Facebook

      

      

      
        
        Want to get the latest book release details, see cover reveals, and more?

        Follow me on Facebook to get all of the latest details for this series.

        Click here or on the image below to like me on Facebook.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
EMMA H. FROST

MM VY 3uL oini
MUY anL aninuns
MHVY QA 3n1 3dvasa

D ERIR A GETFERINT

- MUHVYEA 3u1 3314
MHYHYA FvLatyniwntT






images/00002.jpeg
EmMMA FroOST






images/00004.jpeg
SURVIVE THE

o 7
I7HEE Dl BD’%‘K i

EMMA H. FROST





images/00003.jpeg
\

TRIRIT:

EMMA H. FROST





images/00006.jpeg
~BATTLE TH

”ﬂ: TH Ef[] 5 A% J(Kw
N i J

E

EMMA H. FROST





images/00005.jpeg
ESCAPE THE

DAR

EMMA H. FROST






images/00008.jpeg
ILLUMINATE THE

EMMA H. FROST





images/00007.jpeg
FLEE THE
DA

EMMA H. FROST





images/00009.jpeg
LIKE
Usi





