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      Alone in the darkness, the survivors must fend for themselves…

      After an EMP catastrophe shuts down power worldwide, the entire planet is plunged into darkness. Melanie and a small group of survivors have found shelter in an abandoned factory. But a violent horde is determined to kick them out of their safe haven. And without new allies to help fortify their position, defending their home may prove impossible.

      When Melanie’s husband, Mark, falls ill from an infected wound, it becomes clear that the survivors cannot stay in their shelter forever. And even if they could,  someone must venture beyond the walls to get the medicine Mark desperately needs.

      Tensions run high. Anger, violence, and betrayal threaten to tear the survivors apart from the inside, before the mob beyond their gates gets a chance.

      And when their enemies finally arrive, the price of safety may be too high for Melanie to pay…
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      Melanie had done her best to clear out Derrick’s cluttered office, by piling up his endless stacks of paperwork in the closet and clearing off the desk and shelves. Still, it was a grungy, yellow space. The air itself felt greasy and dirty, no matter how much she tried to clean up. It seemed Derrick Platt had left a residue that would never be entirely eliminated. It felt a little bit like trying to tidy up the scene of a crime. Indeed, there was still a hint of a large bloodstain down on the factory floor, a discolored spot that served as a permanent reminder of the violent showdown that had ended with her former boss being killed.

      Slowly, the office was being turned into a large supply room, because it was centrally located. Indeed, all of their medical supplies were arranged on the desk and nearby shelves, and at the moment, Josh was rearranging them, while making marks on a clipboard. He had placed the more common supplies, such as bandages and disinfectant, on the desk, within easy reach of the door. Surgical supplies and other medicines were on the shelves, and he seemed to be moving them into precise locations when Melanie came through the door.

      Josh was an interesting, if unusual, gentleman. He had a big, drooping mustache covering his upper lip, thinning hair carefully combed back from a lined forehead, and tough skin covered with old acne scars. At the moment, he was wearing a long-sleeve shirt with a tie, though he’d loosened the knot of the tie to an absurd degree. Still, despite his oddness, he’d proven to be quite useful.

      “What’s our situation?” Melanie asked. “Will we be able to deal with medical emergencies?”

      “We’re fairly well supplied,” he replied, making another mark on his clipboard. “You know, I’m a vet tech and I have EMT training, but my medical knowledge will only take us so far if someone gets really sick or injured.”

      “What do you lack?” she asked. “We have some surgical tools. Is there more we need?”

      “I lack enough training,” he said. “If we had an actual doctor or even an ER nurse in our group, we’d be in a much better place. How do you feel about recruiting new people?”

      Melanie had actually considered this. “I don’t know how we’d go about doing that,” she said. “It’s not like we can post a job opening on a website. It would be nice if they just showed up at the gate and presented a resume.”

      “People conducted job interviews long before the internet existed,” Josh said. “There are ways to go about it. We could definitely use a few more people if we really want to turn this factory into some kind of long-term haven. There are gaps in our knowledge base, you know? It wouldn’t hurt to fill them.”

      Melanie tried to envision putting fliers on telephone poles, and she just couldn’t see it. Thus far, they’d stayed walled up inside Beaton’s Food Factory. How were they supposed to start engaging with the world outside again?

      “You’re probably right,” she said to Josh. “Let me think about this for a little bit. There’s got to be a way to find skilled sane people.”

      “Sane?” Josh said, with a little smile and nod. “That’s a tall order these days. Some of my closest friends, who I thought to be rational people, turned out to be lunatics, and I didn’t see it until the world ended.”

      He was referring to Derrick Platt and his cronies, of course. The fact that Josh had been part of Derrick’s weird end-of-the-world cult made things awkward, and she usually preferred not to discuss it. Better to deal with the present reality. However, before she could change the subject, a tremendous boom shook the walls and sent dust cascading down from the ceiling tiles.

      Melanie’s nerves were on edge most of the time these days, so she was quick to respond. She rushed to the office door and flung it open. From here, she had a view down the stairs to the first-floor hallway. Just then, Max Turner, Lizzy’s father, appeared around the corner, coming from the direction of the downstairs offices. Though he was approaching his seventies, had a bit of a gut, and wasn’t in the best of shape, he was moving fast. When he saw Melanie, he tried to stop, catching himself against the far wall.

      “We’re under attack,” he said.

      “Where?” she replied.

      “Front door,” he said, pointing over his shoulder. “They shot something against the wall of the building. There’s smoke!”

      “Get the others,” Melanie said, rushing down the stairs.

      By the time she reached the bottom, Josh had started down after her. Melanie turned the corner and hurried down the long hallway, past a row of doors that had formerly led into office space. At the end, an open doorway led into the break room of Beaton’s, which had become somewhat of a gathering space for the survivors. Her daughter, Shona, was sitting at the table with her friend, Nathan, with the DIY books from the library spread out in front of them. Shona was frozen, half out of her chair, as if debating what to do next. Mr. Turner’s dog was whining anxiously next to them, her long muzzle intermittently rising to sniff the air.

      “What did you see?” Melanie asked.

      “Nothing,” Shona replied. “We heard something hit the door in the front room.” She pointed toward a door on the other side of the room. “It was really loud!”

      Melanie approached the door. It was partially open, and she could see the reception area of Beaton’s beyond: a big desk in one corner, a row of chairs in another. There seemed to be a slight haze or mist hovering in the area, and when she stepped through the door, she caught a whiff of some faint vinegary smell in the air. Then she saw the front door of the factory. Though it was a sturdy metal door, tendrils of smoke were seeping in from the bottom.

      “What is that smell?” she wondered aloud. “What did they hit us with?”

      “Tear gas,” Josh said. He’d caught up with her, and he pushed past her into the reception area. “They must be firing it over the wall, hoping to get us out of the building.”

      Indeed, she felt the first sting of the tear gas, and her eyes began to water. Squinting, Melanie turned and saw her husband entering the break room. Mark was wearing a tool belt, and his hands were dirty. He’d been taking apart some of the old factory equipment, trying to salvage the machinery for materials and parts they might be able to use for other projects. He was still recovering from his gunshot wounds from weeks earlier. She knew him well enough to see that he was trying to hide how bad he really felt. She tried to keep him from pushing himself too hard.

      “Mark, we need blankets, towels, clothing, anything we can shove under the doors,” she said. “They’re trying to teargas the building. We need to block any and all gaps.”

      He nodded and headed back the way he’d come. He didn’t need any further explanation. They’d seen the hostile people parked on the other side of the perimeter wall. Some kind of attack had seemed inevitable for a while.

      Melanie went to the counter in the break room, grabbing a handful of towels. She wet them using their fresh-water barrel and returned to the reception area. By then, she was really feeling the effects of the tear gas. Her eyes were stinging, and her throat became scratchy. She pulled her shirt over her nose and mouth and shut her eyes, but it didn’t help much. Working blind, she worked the wet towels into the crack of the door, trying to shove them in as best she could.

      “I’ve got this,” Josh said from beside her. “Go wash your eyes.”

      She rose and rushed back to the break room. Nathan and Shona were still just frozen in place.

      “You two,” she said. “Go to one of the inner rooms and shut the door. Take Dusty with you. Wait there until we come for you.”

      “Are they breaking in?” Shona asked.

      “No, I think they’re trying to force us out,” she replied. “Hurry. Go.”

      Shona pushed her chair back, gestured at Nathan, and headed down the hall. Dusty ran after them, whining. A moment later, Melanie heard the door to the library room slam shut. She went to the water barrel, poured some water into her hand, and scrubbed her eyes. It helped a little, but not much. Her eyes were still stinging.

      “Is this enough?”

      Mark’s voice. With narrowed eyes, she looked up and saw Mark and Lizzy standing in the door, both of them carrying stacks of blankets, rags, and clothing.

      “Maybe,” she replied. “Block all of the exterior doors, in case they fire at us from other directions. We don’t want any more tear gas getting into the building. This is bad stuff.”

      “Are you okay, Mel?” Lizzy asked.

      “I’ll be fine,” she replied. “Hurry up, you guys.”

      Mark nodded and headed out of the room. Lizzy followed.

      “Well, I knew we’d have trouble sooner or later,” Melanie muttered. “Weirdos parked on the other side of the wall just staring at us. They were bound to try something eventually.”

      Just then, she heard another boom and felt a shudder in the floor. She turned to see Josh entering the room, rubbing his eyes. “That hit some other part of the building,” he said. “They could be coming at us from multiple directions.”

      “Are these your old friends?” Melanie said.

      “Quite possibly,” Josh replied, “or some other hostile group making their introduction. Best to take a look, eh?”

      “Yeah. Come on.”

      Melanie gave her face and eyes another douse of water and headed back down the hall. Her throat was burning badly now. She’d only gotten a whiff of the tear gas, and it was awful.

      Yeah, this stuff could drive us out of the building for sure, she thought.

      She mounted the stairs, but instead of going to Derrick’s old office, she went to the conference room at the end of the upstairs hallway. This room provided a view beyond the factory wall, with a big picture window looking eastward, beyond the gate. The dingy curtains were parted, so she could see the big gas cloud rising outside.

      Melanie stepped around the table and approached the window. As she did, she realized both Josh and Mr. Turner had accompanied her. Through the veil of tear gas, she saw the high wall that surrounded the parking lot and building. On the other side of the gate, a pickup truck was parked at an angle, and a man was standing in the bed of the truck.

      She recognized the truck as Derrick’s old pickup, an ’80s-model Dodge Dakota with a two-tone paint job of blue and gray. The man standing in the back was draped in camouflage from head to toe—cap, jacket, pants, and boots—and he had an enormous red beard. In his hand, he held a strange gun that looked something like a shotgun with a big round drum. As Melanie watched, he fired it, and a tear gas canister arced over the gate and landed somewhere on the north side of the building, bouncing on the asphalt. Fortunately, based on the arc of the canister, it seemed the second-story windows were too high for him to reach. Still, the parking lot looked like it was under a napalm blitz.

      “That’s another one of Derrick’s people,” Mr. Turner said. “I recognize that red hair. He’s the creep that’s been stalking the building.”

      Josh sighed. “That’s Cooper. You know, when our club started out, we were just into prepper stuff. Readiness. Cooper, he’s the one that kept pushing it to the extreme. We were trying to prepare for global pandemics and war and natural disasters and stuff like that, but Cooper was all about some new world order nonsense. Inverting the pyramid, he called it.”

      “So, you’re saying he’s worse than Derrick Platt,” Melanie said.

      “Oh, a thousand times worse,” Josh replied. “Heck, I tried to get Derrick to kick him out of the group, but he wouldn’t do it.”

      As they watched, Cooper dumped the tear gas gun to one side, tossing it down as if he were mad at it. Then he dropped to his knees and rooted around in the back of the truck, digging through the piles of junk.

      “Couldn’t we snipe the guy from this window?” Mr. Turner asked. “Normally, I wouldn’t suggest such a thing, but under the circumstances, it might be wise.”

      “These windows don’t open,” Melanie noted, tapping the glass. “We’d have to shoot through them, and I’d rather avoid that, especially with the parking lot being a sea of tear gas.”

      “Let’s use the rooftop,” Josh asked. “It’s the best place for spotting bad guys.”

      “And picking them off,” Mr. Turner added.

      They had roof access via a hatch and ladder in the control room. The rooftop was filthy and cluttered. As Melanie was considering it, she saw Cooper rise up suddenly, cock his arm back, and throw something over the gate. Something like a small, black ball flew into the parking lot, hit the ground, and bounced a couple of times. Just before it hit the front wall of the building, it exploded, the boom causing the windows to rattle. Melanie dropped down, pulling Mr. Turner down with her. She heard the distinct sound of shrapnel hitting the side of the building.

      “Was that a grenade?” she cried. “Do Cooper and his people have grenades?”

      She traded a wide-eyed, horrified looked with Josh, who shrugged in reply. “Anything’s possible,” he said. “They could have tactical nukes at this point, for all I know.”

      Melanie’s fear turned quickly to seething anger. How dare Cooper come against her family like this. Trying to get his hands on the stockpile of supplies was one thing. She could understand that. Trying to murder everyone was another.

      “That’s it,” she said. “We’re driving these people away, whatever it takes. Let’s go find Mark and Lizzy. We can defend the factory. There are plenty of weapons. We’ll make Cooper regret ever coming back here.”
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      The rooftop access door wasn’t used often, and Melanie struggled to get it open. Mark helped her, and together they finally managed to turn the big red handle by using a crowbar for leverage. Mark then took one of the hunting rifles and a box of ammunition and climbed the ladder.

      “Be careful up there,” Melanie said, as he disappeared through the small, square hole. “I don’t like you being out in the open. Stay behind cover as best you can. We just need you to take potshots at them to keep them from attacking. Force them into hiding, if you can.”

      “I’ve got it, honey,” he said, peering back down through the open hatch and giving her a little salute. “I’ll hold them off as long as I can while you guys mount a defense from below. Good luck.”

      She returned the salute, though it felt silly. He was trying to lighten the situation, she knew, but it didn’t quite work. To her, this felt like war. Real war. Once Mark was gone, she headed back through the factory floor to the supply closets, where Josh, Lizzy, and Mr. Turner were waiting for her. The back corner of one of the closets was practically an armory. Derrick had installed a large gun cabinet there, where numerous guns and ammunition were stored, and more were carefully arranged on nearby shelves.

      Melanie produced a key and unlocked the cabinet door, revealing an impressive array of guns. They’d brought their own, but Derrick had stashed guns here and in various places throughout the building. Now, they practically had enough weapons to open their own gun store, and enough bullets to wage a protracted war.

      First, Melanie grabbed the Beretta PX4 and a box of 9mm bullets. She slid the Beretta into a holster and put the holster in her jacket pocket. After that, she grabbed an AR-15 and slung it over her shoulder. Beside her, Josh grabbed a Glock 19 off a shelf, then selected a Winchester rifle from the gun cabinet.

      “Is it worth it?” Lizzy asked. Melanie’s best friend was lingering in the doorway. Small and thin, with blondish hair tied back in a loose ponytail, Lizzy had a round face and bright blue eyes but was prone to anxious looks.

      “What do you mean, Lizzy?” Melanie asked, shoving another box of bullets into her jacket pocket. “Is it worth what?”

      Lizzy’s eyes flitted from Melanie to her father and back. “Well, is it really worth dying just to protect all of this stuff? Two people already died over it, and I just wonder if it’s worth it.”

      Yes, two people had died: Derrick and Hunter. Ironically, Lizzy had killed one of them, but now she was pleading to leave it all behind. It was a change that surprised Melanie. Where had it come from? What had induced the change?

      “After all of the work you’ve done arranging and cataloguing the stuff in the factory, you want to abandon it?” Melanie asked.

      “No, I don’t want to,” Lizzy replied, scuffing the toe of her sneaker against the floor. “There’s just been so much death already over this stuff. Do we really want to hold on to the factory if it puts our lives in constant danger? Even with all of our guns, how long can we hold up against people who are tossing tear gas and grenades at us?”

      Her father, Mr. Turner, walked over to a shelf and picked up a small, black .38 and a leather holster. “Lizzy, my dear, you’re getting gun-shy, I’m afraid,” he said, clipping the holster to his belt. “When did this fear take hold of you? It wasn’t there the last time we fought over the factory.”

      “I don’t know when it took hold,” Lizzy said. “It’s just been building in my mind for a while, okay? I think about Mom. I think about other people. People dying over stuff. All of these people dying over stuff.”

      That was it, then. Melanie could see it now. A delayed response to the death of her mother, and to the killing of Derrick Platt. Somewhere along the way, without anyone realizing it, an aversion to fighting had taken hold in Lizzy’s mind, and now it was manifesting at an unfortunate time.

      “We’re not fighting for stuff, my dear,” Mr. Turner said. “We need this place—and these supplies—to survive. There’s no way we can just give it up.”

      “If we let Cooper have all of this stuff, he’ll set up some kind of murderous cult,” Josh said. “Derrick’s not around to keep him in check. We can’t let him have this place.” He grabbed a plastic pocket holster for the Glock and slipped it into his pants pocket. “That’s my two cents on the matter, anyway.”

      In truth, Melanie was extremely frustrated at Lizzy for even suggesting it, and she didn’t respond right away because she was struggling to find a tactful way to say what she felt. Abandoning the factory seemed like the surest way to get everyone killed, and it was also a cowardly act. They’d fought for this place and earned it by putting their lives on the line.

      She was about to say it, to blurt it all out, when another figure appeared behind Lizzy and pushed his way through the door. A thin and gawky young man with messy hair and a lean face, Nathan Platt seemed strangely close to tears. When he spoke, his voice was shaking.

      “She’s right,” he said. Nathan glanced at Melanie and quickly moved his gaze to his feet. “It’s not worth dying to defend a bunch of stuff. My dad wasted his whole life acquiring all of these supplies, and then he died fighting for it. He had grandiose weird ideas. He put us in this position in the first place, and we shouldn’t follow his example.”

      It was ironic considering the fact that the boy was standing right beside the person who had killed his father. Indeed, Lizzy began furiously chewing on her lower lip, as if disturbed by the reminder. In the immediate aftermath of Derrick Platt’s death, Lizzy hadn’t seemed bothered by it, but over time, her act of killing seemed to have weighed on her, changed her.

      “I’m just saying, we’ve risked our lives too many times already,” Lizzy said. “We barely got out of that hospital where they were draining people’s blood, and we almost got killed by our boss here in the factory. It wasn’t safe on the road. It wasn’t safe at my parents’ house. I’m just so tired of risking our lives over stuff. I don’t think it’s worth it, Mel.”

      “At some point, it has to stop,” Nathan agreed. “It all has to stop. People have to stop killing each other over stuff.”

      “I agree with Nathan.” This time it was Shona. She was standing behind him, barely visible over his right shoulder. “We could probably load up a few essentials, like medicine and guns, and escape out the back over the wall. If everyone carried a backpack full of stuff, we’d have enough to last a while. Let them have the rest. Maybe they’ll leave people alone after that. I don’t want any of us to die fighting over this place. It’s not worth it.”

      “Maybe we should take a vote,” Lizzy said. “It seems like a lot of people agree with me.”

      “If we’re taking a vote, I say no fighting,” Shona said. “Anyone else?”

      It was too much. Melanie took a deep breath and let it out in a rush.

      “We’re not taking a vote,” she snapped, a little too sharply. Shona and Lizzy both flinched at the volume of her voice. “Everyone just be quiet, okay? Stop telling me what you think we should do!” Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t restrain herself from raising her voice. Grenades were being tossed at the building, and these people wanted to stand around and have a debate over whether to fight or flee? It was ridiculous. “I’m only going to say this once. We are defending the factory! The decision has been made, and there’s no room for debate. That’s final. It’s not open for discussion.”

      From somewhere above, she heard the distant crack of gunshots. Mark was already firing away. She even thought she heard him give a little whoop of surprise.

      “Even if we were going to have this discussion, now is not the time,” Melanie added. “Do you guys understand what’s happening right now? Right now! They’ve come for us. They’ve filled the parking lot with tear gas. Trying to run now would not be any safer than staying and fighting. Where is this cowardice coming from?”

      “It was so peaceful for a few days,” Lizzy said softly.

      “It was, and now it’s not,” Melanie said. “Lizzy, grab a gun and let’s go. No more of this nonsense!”

      Dragging her feet, head down, Lizzy crossed the room and grabbed the other Glock off a shelf. She looked chastened, possibly embarrassed, but she didn’t say anything else.

      “I’ll join Mark up on the roof,” Mr. Turner said. “We have the advantage up there. I want a nice, clear shot at that guy with the red beard.”

      Melanie heard another series of cracks from above, followed by a faint voice. “Well, you’d better get up there before you miss the opportunity. It sounds like Mark is already in it.”

      “If you’re going up on the roof, forget about that handgun,” Josh said, grabbing a bolt-action rifle off the shelf. “Take this instead. It’s got a good scope on it. Do you know how to use a sniper rifle?”

      “I’m sure I’ll do just fine,” Mr. Turner said, taking the rifle out of his hands. “Cooper’s the one that shot my wife. I owe him a bullet right between the eyes, and I mean to deliver.”

      “Just keep your head down,” Josh replied. “He’s a pretty good shot too, and he’s reckless.”

      “Good. I hope he’s so reckless, he stands up and makes himself a nice, big target.”

      Mr. Turner set the holstered .38 back on a shelf, nodded and left the room, slipping past his daughter as he headed to the factory floor. He was moving fast, as if anxious to leave. Shona and Nathan had lingered by the door, looking at each other. Melanie saw Nathan shrug, as if to say, “What do we do now?”

      “Everyone needs to be armed and ready to fight in case they breach the wall and get inside the building,” Melanie said. She snapped her fingers until Shona and Nathan looked at her. “That means you two. Shona, Nathan, grab a gun and be ready to fight.”

      “Wait…what?” Nathan said. “Wouldn’t it be better if we just went back into the library room and stayed out of the way? I’ve never been in a gunfight before…well, except for being trapped in the parking lot while Dad went crazy, but won’t it be better if Shona and I hide?”

      “That’s not how it works,” Melanie said. “When we’re attacked, we all have to defend ourselves. We’re in this together, and there’s no guarantee that any room inside the factory will be safe. Got it? I don’t want anyone getting cornered in an office without being able to fight back. Grab a gun.”

      She looked at every face in turn, but only Josh would meet her gaze. He nodded gravely.

      “I’m afraid Cooper won’t give us any other choice,” he said.

      “I don’t know if I can shoot somebody,” Nathan said. “Not even Cooper.”

      “You can if your life is in danger,” Melanie said. And when that didn’t seem to hit him hard enough, she added, “You can if Shona’s life is in danger.”

      At this, he perked up, finally lifting his gaze from the floor. He glanced at Melanie, frowned, but nodded. “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

      “See? We’re fighting for each other,” Melanie said. “We’re not fighting for stuff. We’re fighting for our survival, for our future, and we’ll use every means at our disposal to do so.”
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      “Shona, you heard what I said. Grab a gun. I want everyone to be armed.”

      Shona came forward, reaching out somewhat reluctantly. Her fingers brushed the .38, hovered there, then finally grabbed it. “Okay, fine, Mom. Whatever you say. If we’re staying and fighting, so be it. I know when I’ve lost an argument.”

      “We’re not staying and fighting,” Melanie corrected her. “We are under attack, and we’re defending ourselves. There’s a difference. I want everyone to grab a gun and plenty of ammo. Come on. Let’s go.”

      Shona shoved the holster into the pocket of her sweatpants, then grabbed a box of ammo. When Nathan still lingered in the door, she beckoned him. “Come on, Nathan. We made our case. No sense standing around. Get a weapon. We’re not getting out of it.”

      He dragged the heel of his shoe across the threshold and finally stepped through the door. “I’m just so sick of all the violence. Dad was always talking tough and threatening people, and I’m just sick of it. Won’t it ever stop?”

      “We’ll get a reprieve when we drive these people away,” Melanie said. She was still frantic, angry, but she forced herself to reach out and pat him on the back. The kid’s feelings were understandable, even if she was struggling to sympathize with him at the moment. “If we want the violence to end, we have to end it, Nathan. That’s the way it works. Evil people have to be stopped.”

      “Okay, I get it,” he said. He reached out and grabbed a shotgun, dragging it off the shelf. He started to turn away, then remembered to grab a box of shells. “I guess you’re right, even if I don’t really like it. I wish my dad never got involved with guys like Cooper. Dad became meaner and weirder and more paranoid, and then he got himself killed.”

      “Once Cooper is out of the way, we should be fine for a while,” Josh said. “The general public doesn’t know what we’ve got in here, so nobody else will bother us.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I said I get it,” Nathan grumbled. “Wasn’t this guy your friend? You and Cooper were running around all the time with Dad. Are you really going to shoot him?”

      “Cooper? No, we were never really friends. We were sort of forced together by circumstances,” Josh replied. “I never understood what Derrick saw in the guy. In fact, he kind of ruined things, to be honest. Trust me, if he gets the chance, he’ll kill me. I know him well enough to say that. Well, I don’t intend to give him the chance.”

      “Whatever you say, sir.”

      As Nathan glanced at Josh, Melanie saw a brief look of disgust on his face. Yes, Josh was one of Derrick’s former buddies, and perhaps Nathan didn’t feel quite as happy about his presence in the factory as others. Now, at last, they were all armed, and they stood there in the closet, the gravity of the situation sinking in. Already, they’d wasted far too much time getting to this point.

      Melanie heard more shots coming from the rooftop. Soon they were joined by another, a gun that was more high-pitched, a sharper crack than the bolt-action rifle. Mr. Turner had apparently joined the fight.

      If we’re lucky, those two have already driven Cooper away, she thought, but it’s unlikely. Even if he flees, he’ll probably return again. Better we take him out.

      Melanie considered the weapons each person had taken. Lizzy and Shona had opted for handguns, easy weapons to lug around, also easy to leave in a pocket when the fighting started. She turned and grabbed one of the other bolt-action rifles, an old hunting gun that had belonged to Derrick. She brought it to Lizzy and thrust it at her.

      “Use this instead,” she said. “It’s a high-powered rifle. Better for this kind of fight.”

      Lizzy hesitated a second before taking it. Then Melanie gave her a box of bullets. Afterward, she grabbed a Weatherby rifle, a nice model with a shiny wood stock—another one of Derrick’s rifles, this one originally retrieved from a cabinet in his office closet. Indeed, her former boss had stashed weapons all over the place, and they kept finding them as they worked their way through the factory.

      Melanie brought the rifle to Shona. “Use this instead of the handgun. Better aim. Remember, we’re trying to keep them away from the building.”

      Shona took the rifle from her but stared at it with wide eyes. “Mom, I don’t know how to use a gun like this. This is some kind of heavy-duty rifle. The only rifle I ever fired was a .22, hardly more than a pellet gun.”

      “Well, there’s a first time for everything,” Melanie replied. “The principle is the same. Place the buttstock high up on your chest, near your shoulder, press your cheek to the side of the stock, and take aim. When you see an enemy through the rear ring sight, pull the trigger. Make sure you’re holding tightly. That’s it.”

      Shona tried this, raising the rifle and pointing it at the wall. She didn’t seem entirely comfortable holding it, and Melanie helped her reposition it. Melanie had intended to run some drills with Shona to help her get more comfortable using guns, but with so much work to be done, they just hadn’t gotten around to it.

      “Hold it like this, Shona,” she said. “Keep a firm hold on the forestock, or it’ll fly up when you fire. You don’t want to bash your nose.”

      “I don’t think this is the right gun for me,” Shona said.

      “You can handle it,” Melanie said. “Just listen to what I’m saying. We have to get comfortable with these kinds of weapons, Shona. This place offers us the best chance for survival, and we’re going to fight for it.”

      “Is it going to kick?” Shona said. “What if it dislocates my shoulder?”

      “It’ll kick, but if you’re holding it right, you won’t get hurt. Tighten your grip here.” She grabbed her daughter’s left hand and pressed her fingers firmly against the forestock. “There you go. That’s better. Try taking aim again.”

      Shona looked through the site. Above them, more gunshots echoed across the rooftop, two rifles firing at the same time in a strange harmony. Melanie thought she heard another whoop of excitement. Maybe the fight would be over before any of the others even got involved. She could only hope.

      “I think I got it,” Shona said, lining up her left eye with the site.

      “Good,” Melanie said, putting an arm around her daughter’s shoulders. “You’ve got this, Shona. Now, let’s go help your father and Mr. Turner. They’re up there fighting for us.”

      Nathan cleared his throat loudly. “If he’s throwing grenades at the building, maybe he doesn’t intend to take it,” he said. “Maybe he’s trying to destroy it—to burn it down. What we can we do against that?”

      “If he wanted to burn it down, he would have climbed the gate and set fire to it quietly,” Melanie said. “No, he tossed the grenade into the parking lot. Some shrapnel may have hit the wall, but he’s trying to provoke a fight. He wants in here. Make no mistake. He wants to fill the void left by Derrick, and he’s going to, but not in the way he thinks. Now, let’s go.”

      Lizzy patted her pocket, where she’d placed a box of bullets. She’d been quietly standing there since giving up the debate, and she seemed resigned to her fate now. Melanie knew she would fight when the time came. Lizzy had put up some resistance, but she had just as much reason as her father to get revenge on Cooper.

      “I wonder if there’s anything else in this closet that might give us an advantage.”

      “A bunch of high-powered rifles don’t give us an advantage?” Lizzy said. “What else do we need? A cannon?”

      “I wouldn’t mind,” Melanie replied. “Canister shot, like in the Civil War. You fire it over the gate, and it explodes above the enemy’s head. That would end this real quick.”

      “That’s gruesome,” Lizzy said. “Are we trying to turn these people into ground beef?”

      “No, but it would be nice if we could deal with them all at once,” Melanie said. “We took an inventory of all of Derrick’s stuff. Josh, can you think of anything he had that was a little more powerful, something that could deal with a whole group of people. I mean, I know we don’t have grenades, but…”

      “Actually, now that I think about it, there was one thing,” Josh said. “Derrick never used it, so I’m not entirely sure how effective it’ll be.”

      Josh squatted down in front of the gun cabinet. The top half of the cabinet was where the guns were stored, but the bottom half appeared to be solid. However, Josh thrust his hand deep into the gun case and felt around for something.

      “This bottom half is actually storage space,” he replied. “I kept meaning to test it out, but I’ve been so busy with other things that it slipped my mind.”

      Josh struggled to turn the latch. Clearly, it hadn’t been opened in a while. After a few seconds, he managed to force it, and the latch turned with a clank. Slowly, he pulled the door open. He was blocking Melanie’s view, but as soon as the door was open, he gasped loudly.

      “My goodness,” he said. “Would you look at that!”

      “Tell me it’s an explosive,” Melanie said.

      “Something far more bizarre,” he said, reaching into the lower cabinet. “But maybe just as effective at driving them away.”
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      Josh reached into the cabinet with both hands and seemed to wrestle with something for a few seconds. Melanie heard a metallic clunk, followed by the sound of a heavy object being dragged against the bottom of the gun case.

      “That doesn’t sound like a gun,” she noted.

      “It’s not,” Josh replied. “Heck, I’m not entirely sure what it is.”

      “Do we have time for this?” Melanie asked. She heard another series of gunshots from the rooftop. Mark and Mr. Turner were keeping the enemy at bay all by themselves, and she was anxious to join in and help.

      Josh finally pulled the object out of the cabinet, and it dropped onto the floor. Melanie had no idea what it was either. It was a kind of fat black plate, something like a speaker, though it was attached to a framework and had folding legs on the bottom. Wires came out of the back and attached to a small box with some buttons on it and what seemed to be a large battery pack.

      At first, Melanie was tempted to tell Josh to put it back. They had guns to defend the factory. What else did they need? But she realized Derrick wouldn’t have hidden such a strange device inside the gun cabinet if it wasn’t something both useful and dangerous. She squatted down beside Josh to examine the object, as Lizzy leaned over her shoulder.

      “Is it a weapon of some kind?” Lizzy asked.

      “That seems likely,” Melanie replied, “but I can’t tell.” She grabbed the little control box and turned it over, and there, stuck to the frame where the wires came out, was a small white sticker with black letters. She had to lean in close to read it. “Knoxville PD property. LRAD.”

      “El Rad?” Lizzy said.

      “Long range…acoustic device,” Josh said. “That’s my guess. A sound weapon. Non-lethal, used for crowd control.”

      “Did he steal it from the Knoxville police department?” Lizzy asked.

      “Hunter probably got it for him,” Nathan said from the doorway. “It wouldn’t be the only time he borrowed something from the police department and contributed it to the cause. That guy was on the verge of being fired anyway.”

      Just then, a violent boom shook the entire building. Shona uttered a little squeak of fear and backed into a corner of the supply closet, drawing her gun in close against her body. The explosion continued to echo for a few seconds, followed by more gunshots from the rooftop.

      “Another grenade,” Melanie noted. She gestured at the LRAD. “Bring this. Maybe we can use it. Come on.”

      She set the small control box on top of the large plate-shaped device and grabbed one edge. Josh grabbed the other, and they picked it up. Lizzy and Nathan moved aside as they carried it through the door. It was just big enough to be unwieldy as they made their way down the hall.

      Melanie led them past the stairs and down the back hall. When they reached the door that led to the old workers’ smoking area outside, Josh nodded past her shoulder. She turned and saw that the door had buckled. Apparently, the most recent explosion had hit very close, and the metal door was dented inward, pushing it against the frame.

      “I’ll get it,” Nathan said, slipping past them. He tried to open the door, but the knob was bent out of shape, and the edges of door were crushed against the frame. Still, he pulled a few times, finally leaning back to put his weight into it.

      “It’s not going to open,” Melanie said. “We’ll go through one of the factory doors. Come on. Hurry. We’ve wasted way too much time already.”

      Turning around in the hallway proved challenging. It was almost too narrow, but Melanie wanted to lead. She spun clockwise, struggling to maintain her grip on the smooth metal of the LRAD. Lizzy ducked under the device to get on the other side. Then they made their way back toward the supply closets. Shona opened the door to the factory floor, and they passed through into the vast, dim room, where the long productions lines were already partially disassembled, with scrap pieces carefully piled up on handcarts and folding tables.

      On their left, a walkway led to another exterior door near the control room. Shona and Nathan dashed ahead to the door.

      “Be careful,” Melanie said. “There might still be tear gas out there. Cover your mouth and nose and squint your eyes.”

      Shona and Nathan both pulled the collars of their shirts up over their noses. Then he turned the door handle, and she pushed it open with her shoulder. Melanie didn’t see any obvious smoke, just the west side of the parking lot and the perimeter wall topped in barbed wire. However, as she passed through the door, she caught a faint whiff of that vinegar sharpness, and she felt a slight stinging in her eyes.

      “Be ready to shoot,” she said, locking eyes with Lizzy. “They might come through the gate or try to climb the wall. Also, be ready to run if they lob another grenade on this side of the building.”

      Lizzy nodded and pulled the rifle off her shoulder. She was so small, she seemed dwarfed by the gun, but she held it confidently, despite her initial reluctance. The factory door started to swing shut, but Lizzy had the idea to prop it open. There was a small metal door stopper kept just inside the building, and she kicked it into the way.

      “Just in case we have to run back inside really fast,” she said to Melanie.

      “Good idea,” Melanie replied.

      As they lugged the LRAD down the west side of the building, heading toward the front parking lot, she heard voices coming from above her. Mark and Mr. Turner. She couldn’t tell what they were saying, but they seemed stressed out. One of them was practically screaming. What were they seeing on the other side of the wall?

      Ahead, beyond the corner of the building, tear gas still lingered low in the parking lot, and she narrowed her eyes in anticipation of that now-familiar burning sensation. As she approached the corner, she heard the faint sound of vehicle engines idling beyond the wall. One of them was rough and rattling, the engine of an old vehicle in poor condition. It seemed the enemy was still gathered just beyond the gate, though she couldn’t see them.

      She got more and more anxious as they approached the corner. Nathan and Shona were right up against the wall, rifles raised. Nathan was slightly in front, standing tall, his rifle pointed at the gate. Shona was on his right side, partially behind him, and she seemed to be scanning from right to left through the site of her rifle.

      “Right here,” Melanie said to Josh as soon as they stepped past the corner of the building. “We’re pushing our luck being this far out. Let’s set up the LRAD and aim it toward the gate.”

      “Let’s do it,” Josh agreed. “It will be interesting to see how this thing works.”

      “What if the battery is dead?” Lizzy said, unfolding the legs of the LRAD and setting it on the ground.

      “There’s only one way to find out,” Josh said. He flipped a small switch on the control box, and a small red light came to life.

      In setting the LRAD down, Melanie and Josh almost dropped it. Lizzy hadn’t locked the legs in place yet, and the whole thing wobbled and almost crashed to the pavement. Lizzy managed to reach up and hold it steady, and then Melanie grabbed the edge. She traded a look with her friend and sighed.

      “Let’s not embarrass ourselves while defending the factory,” Melanie said.

      The fat plate was, as best they could tell, the acoustic source. One side had a kind of mesh covering, so Melanie assumed it was the front edge. She turned it toward the gate. Josh knelt down on the pavement with the control panel and battery pack.

      “I think I can figure this out,” he said, “but the rest of you better cover your ears right now.”

      “We should’ve looked for ear protection,” Melanie said. “Remind me the next time we pull this thing out of the cabinet.”

      She stepped back behind the device and pressed her hands to her ears. Shona and Nathan shouldered their rifles and covered their own ears. Lizzy was last—she locked the last leg in place before shuffling backward and covering her ears as well. As Josh fiddled with the control box, another smoking tear gas canister came sailing over the gate. It landed somewhere near the front door of the factory, and thick, white smoke began billowing across the parking lot.

      “Hurry,” Melanie said.

      Josh gave her a thumbs-up.

      “Cover your ears too,” Melanie said.

      He tapped the right side of his head. “This one doesn’t work. Only have to cover the left side. I’ll be fine.” He pressed his left hand against his ear. With his right hand, he began turning a knob on the control panel.

      Melanie became aware of the noise before actually hearing it. Though she was well behind the device now, she felt a vibration in the air. It seemed to settle at the base of her skull, growing more and more intense until her whole body trembled with it. Shona and Nathan backed away, and Lizzy hunkered down, trying to bury her head between her arms. Eventually, the vibration became an actual sound, a sharp and piercing wail that made her ears ache, and that was with the LRAD aimed away from them. Melanie couldn’t imagine what it was like to stand in front of the thing.

      Finally, her eyes began to water from the tear gas, and she was forced to back away farther. Somewhere, beyond the sound of the LRAD, she heard many voices shouting, but she couldn’t stay any longer. The combination of the noise and the tear gas had become unbearable, so she turned and fled, following Shona and Nathan back to the factory door. Halfway there, she realized Lizzy was at her side, her face scrunched up in pain.

      Then the sound ended abruptly, and Melanie assumed Josh had switched off the device. By then, she had reached the door, and she swung it open, ushering Shona and Nathan inside.

      “My ears hurt,” Shona cried, “and my eyes are stinging real bad.”

      “Go to the fresh-water barrel and wash your eyes right away,” Melanie said. “Both of you. Hurry.”

      Lizzy came next, rushing past her with her head down. Tears were flowing freely down her cheeks. Josh came last. He couldn’t carry the LRAD, but he’d taken the time to disconnect the control box, which he was carrying back with him.

      “Did it work?” Melanie asked.

      “No idea,” he replied loudly, as if he were still speaking over the sound. “I blasted it as long as I could stand it. I’ll have to find some ear protection before I use it again. Covering my ear with my hand wasn’t enough.”

      He stepped back inside the warehouse. Melanie lingered at the door, gazing back toward the gate. Her ears were ringing, but she didn’t hear the engines. Indeed, she didn’t hear much of anything at the moment. Finally, she turned and headed inside. She didn’t like leaving the LRAD out in the open, but her eyes and throat had begun to burn like crazy. They would have to come back for it later, after the gas had dissipated some.

      As she made her way back across the factory floor, intending to head down to the break room and wash her eyes, she saw movement in the control room. Shadows shifted in a beam of sunlight coming from the ceiling. Mark came first, climbing down the wall-mounted ladder, the rifle over his shoulder. He hopped off the last rung, just as Mr. Turner appeared in the opening.

      “My God, what was that horrible sound?” Mark said, rubbing one of his ears. “Did that come from us?” He saw Melanie and rushed over to her, putting his arms around her.

      “Yes, that was us,” she replied, hugging him back. “Derrick left us another little gift. What happened to Cooper and his people?”

      “Oh, man, when the sound weapon hit them, those guys just melted,” Mark said. “They were shouting and writhing and running around. Then they all rushed back to the trucks and got the heck out of here. It worked like magic. Even the guys who’d gone around the other sides of the perimeter wall came running back to the trucks. I think it spooked them. They’re all gone.”

      Mr. Turner pulled the rooftop access door shut and climbed down after them. “It was one of those crowd-control sound weapons, wasn’t it?” he asked. “Like the kind SWAT teams use during riots? That’s what I figured.”

      “An LRAD,” Melanie replied. “You guys got a clear view. How many of them were there?”

      “I counted at least a dozen,” Mark said, “and they’re all rough-looking guys. Some of them looked like they just came crawling deep out of the Smoky Mountains for the first time in their lives. Long filthy beards, dirty coats and jackets, grungy hats, and weird dead eyes.”

      “It was an unsavory group, for sure,” Mr. Turner said, “and it was a sizeable group. Cooper has a lot of friends, I’m sorry to say, but they all fled when you turned on the LRAD, so we’re safe for now.”

      “For now,” Melanie echoed.

      She disconnected from Mark and headed through the building. The burning in her eyes and throat just didn’t want to go away. When she got to the break room, she found Josh, Shona, Lizzy, and Nathan all gathered around the water barrel, each of them furiously scrubbing at their eyes.

      “We had that big argument about guns, and we didn’t even use them,” Shona grumbled. “All I did was point my rifle at the gate for a few seconds before running away.”

      “Shona, I know you’re not an expert with guns,” Melanie said, “but in the heat of the moment, I need everyone to be ready to defend us. We’ll spend some more time getting you comfortable with guns while we have a bit of downtime, okay? It’s necessary for our survival.”

      “Got it, Mom.”

      “Josh, do you think they’ll come back soon?” Melanie asked. “Should we expect another imminent attack?”

      He’d poured water into a cup, and he was scooping it and rubbing it into his eyes one at a time. “Cooper has a bigger group than I realized. I don’t know who all of his new cronies are, but if they’re anything like him, they’ll come back soon. Yeah, they’ll just keep coming. Cooper is persistent, and he’s nuts. They’ll try to figure out a way to deal with the LRAD, I imagine, and then they’ll be back.”

      “Then we’d better ready,” Melanie said, pushing her way toward the water barrel. “We can’t let our guard down, not even for a moment.”
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      If anything good had come from the attack, it was information. At least Melanie knew now what they were really dealing with. Somehow, the factory had to be prepared to deal with tear gas and grenades. She gave her people a couple of hours to recover, but then she called a meeting. They gathered around the table in the break room, most of them still red-eyed and coughing.

      Melanie grabbed a dry-erase board and propped it on the counter, and she tried to sketch a quick map of the factory. She was feeling disoriented and sick to her stomach. Her throat was scratchy, and her eyes kept watering. As she worked on the sketch, she considered calling off the meeting, giving them all the rest of the day to recover. But she didn’t know how much time they had left. Josh was certain that Cooper and his wild band of friends would come back as soon as they could find a way to deal with the sound weapon.

      The LRAD was now set up in the supply closet, ready to go at a moment’s notice. They’d also found some ear protection in the form of a few shooting earmuffs. Melanie wiped fresh tears off her cheeks and finished her crude sketch of the factory, then made marks to identify the locations of the doors.

      “Okay, we have to build up our defenses,” she said. “We’ll spend the afternoon on a few key tasks. I think the first one is to seal the doors, so we can’t get tear gassed inside the factory.”

      “I’ll head up that task,” Josh said. “I’ll need to repair the damaged door first. I may need to hammer it back into shape.”

      “Okay, good,” Melanie said. “Fixing that door is going to be a big job. If it’s too much, ask for help. It may take a few strong arms.”

      Josh nodded and tipped her a little salute.

      “Okay, next item,” Melanie said. “I want to leave someone on watch for the rest of the day. That means we need someone up on that rooftop keeping their eyes peeled at all times. Take some food and water up there, because it’s going to be a while. We can’t afford to let our guard down even for a second. I don’t want Cooper to be able to sneak up on us. Any volunteers?”

      Mr. Turner raised his hand. Mark and Max were the only two who didn’t have red-rimmed eyes. Up on the roof, they’d been above the tear gas. That was good. It meant Mr. Turner would have clear vision to see any enemies approaching.

      “Perfect,” Melanie said. “You can go ahead and climb back up there. Take something with you to make some noise. Maybe the hand-cranked siren we found in Derrick’s office closet. If you see enemies approaching, spin that handle like crazy and let us know.”

      “Wouldn’t it be smarter to use the conference room as our lookout?” Mr. Turner said. “There’s a mirrored tint on the window, so they’re unlikely to see me with the sun shining.”

      “That window doesn’t open,” Melanie reminded him. “You won’t be able to shoot.”

      He shrugged. “Well, I’m really just there to raise the alarm. You’ll hear the siren a heck of a lot louder if I’m in the conference room. Plus, if it really comes down to it and I absolutely have to shoot someone, a bullet will go through the window easily enough.”

      Melanie wasn’t entirely sure she preferred his idea, but she decided not to argue the point. “That’s fine. Post yourself in the conference room. Get some binoculars, and keep an eye on the gate.”

      “Got it, Mel,” he said, giving her a big thumbs-up. He pushed back his chair and rose from the table.

      Soon, she heard him hurrying down the hall toward the factory floor.

      “Should I go with him?” Mark asked.

      “No, I could use your help with something else,” she said. She made a few more marks on her crude map along the north and east side of the building. “We’ve got damage to the wall here and here. Shrapnel from two grenades punched a bunch of holes in the walls. The reception area is particularly bad. We need to repair the damage and reinforce the walls. I was thinking maybe we could take some of the metal from the production equipment and weld it to the outer walls, sort of like crude armor. Any of you have experience welding? We have an acetylene torch, if anyone feels comfortable using it.”

      Of course, she knew her husband and daughter had no experience with welding. Neither did Lizzy, and Nathan was almost certainly too young. Melanie’s gaze passed over all of them and settled on Josh. Yes, he was a vet tech, but he seemed to have a lot of esoteric knowledge. However, he only stared back blankly.

      “No one?”

      “Perhaps we could figure it out if we all worked together,” Mark said.

      “Maybe,” Melanie said with a sigh. “We’ll figure it out later. For now, let’s find a way to patch up the holes in the walls. Shona and Nathan, I want you two to get a bucket and pick up all of the shards of glass and metal on the floor. Make sure you’re wearing gloves. You’ll find a nice big bucket in the supply closet.”

      “Got it,” Nathan said.

      Together, they headed off to the hall. Dusty had been curled up in the corner, but she rose now and padded after them. As they passed through the door, Shona gave Melanie a lingering look. Melanie knew that look all too well. Her lower lip sticking out, eyebrows down. Shona was upset about something. Still, she didn’t say anything as she walked out of the room with Nathan. That little look annoyed Melanie so much that she almost snapped at her daughter.

      I just gave you the easiest task, she thought. What are you glaring at me for? First, you didn’t want to pick up a gun, and now, you don’t want to clean up the shrapnel. What exactly would you like to do, Shona dear?

      But she didn’t say it. At least Shona was going. As long as she did the work, and did it well, she could glare all she wanted. Shona and Nathan liked spending time together. That was an advantage. At first, that had made Melanie nervous. The idea of Derrick Platt’s son and her own daughter becoming a teen couple was so weird, she just couldn’t feel comfortable about it. Still, she was getting used to it, and at least it helped them get things done, particularly tasks that would otherwise have made Shona whine.

      That left Lizzy and Mark. It struck Melanie again just how much they all looked to her for leadership. When had that happened? She’d never considered herself a natural leader, but somehow, since they’d set up residence at the factory, they’d just started waiting for her instructions. Mark was a teacher, used to motivating entire classrooms, but he’d fallen right in with the others.

      When did I get put in charge of all of this? she wondered. Indeed, she couldn’t recall the moment it had happened. Somewhere along the way, she’d gotten a promotion that she hadn’t asked for or wanted. However, at the same time, it did feel strangely right. This was what she was supposed to be doing, so she just went along with it.

      “Find putty. Find cement. Find caulking. Find whatever you can,” she said to them. “Let’s patch up all of those holes in the walls. We don’t want outsiders to see the damage to the wall. They’ll view it as weakness. Let’s patch it up, then we’ll worry about strengthening the walls.”

      “I’m not sure we can make the entire building grenade proof,” Josh said.

      Melanie had to pause, turn away, and take a deep breath. For some reason, Josh’s comment annoyed her far more than it should have. She did her best to hide this feeling, pretending to mark something on the white board.

      “We’ll do the best we can,” she said, after a moment. “We have a lot of scrap metal from the production equipment in the factory, including all of those big sheets of metal that used to cover the motors. I know the metal is thin, but we can stack multiple sheets together. We’ll find a way to attach it to the walls, and that’ll be it. It’ll soak up some of the shrapnel if they start lobbing grenades at us again. It’s better than nothing.”

      She turned, ready to argue, but Josh was nodding. “Sounds good to me,” he said. “We could line those panels up in a way that’ll look kind of nice. Heck, maybe just the sight of it will dissuade at least some of the attackers.”

      “Do you really think so?” Melanie replied.

      Josh shrugged. “Worth a try.”

      “Okay, good.” Melanie sighed and gave her eyes another scrub, but they stung so badly. Even a light touch made them hurt. “Josh, I’ll leave you to work on the doors. Mark, Lizzy, let’s go see what we can find to repair the damaged walls.”

      She tossed her dry-erase marker onto the counter. It bounced and rolled against the wall. As the others rose from the table, she went back to the water barrel and poured some more water into a cup. While she was washing her face again, she sensed someone moving up beside her. Mark had approached, and he put his arm around her.

      “You’re doing a great job,” he said. “Don’t take on too much. We’re all in this together.”

      Either she hadn’t hidden her emotions as well as she thought, or Mark just knew her too well. Josh and Lizzy were already headed out of the room, so she took a moment to hug her husband and lay her head against his shoulder. She needed the comfort, even though it only took just the sharpest edge off her frustration.

      “If I never get tear gassed again in my entire life, it will be too soon,” she said. “Mark, I just want to be rid of these guys. Cooper and his men, I want them gone. I don’t want them to keep threatening us.”

      “The next time they come, we’ll make sure it’s the last,” he said. “And once Cooper and his crew are out of the way, we can finally relax. It’s almost over. Just hang in there.”

      “I’m trying,” she said. “I really am.”

      He hugged her tightly and kissed the top of her head.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get to work. We’re going to turn this factory into a fortress.”
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      Melanie, Lizzy, and Mark searched through their supplies for anything that would quickly patch the grenade holes in the factory’s outer wall. Out of their many supplies, the easiest solution for quickly filling the holes seemed to be caulk, so Melanie grabbed a few tubes, along with a few caulking guns, and passed them to Lizzy and Mark. Then they went to the reception area, where shrapnel damage was the most severe. Indeed, as she loaded the tube into the gun, Melanie noted the small, irregular beams of sunlight shining through at least three dozen small holes spread across the front wall.

      Melanie began working on the area around the front door, where some of the biggest shrapnel holes were located. The door had taken the brunt of the impact, but it was thick metal, so it had handled the explosion better than the insulated aluminum walls. She worked on the wall around the doorframe, but as she went to work, she found small pieces of shrapnel embedded in the wall. It bothered her enough that she grabbed a pair of pliers and worked the pieces of metal out of the wall.

      “I can’t believe they had grenades,” Lizzy said. She was working on the wall behind the old reception desk, filling the uneven little holes with surgical precision. “Patching all of these little holes seems like a waste of time if they can just lob a few more over the wall.”

      “That’s what the lookout is for,” Melanie replied. She was working the tip of the caulking gun into a particularly large hole. “We won’t give them a chance. Next time we see them, we take action before they’re even in position. At least…that’s the idea.”

      “If we had the time and resources, we could build some guard towers at the corners of the perimeter wall,” Mark said. He was smoothing the caulking he’d spread in a long, crooked shrapnel hole.

      “Maybe we will,” Melanie said. Indeed, as he said it, she began to envision what it would look like. Maybe they did indeed have the resources for such a thing. “I really don’t think Cooper wants to destroy the building. He wants the stuff inside, so that’s to our advantage. They’re not going to burn it to the ground or blow it up.”

      “Not intentionally,” Lizzy said. “It could happen by accident if they start a fire.”

      Melanie couldn’t argue with that. Indeed, Cooper seemed rather reckless, so anything was possible.

      As she worked, she heard some movement in the next room, hushed voices, someone stomping around. Then Shona and Nathan appeared, each lugging metal buckets. When Melanie glanced at them, she saw immediately that some tension had passed between them, and Shona had the ugliest scowl on her face. She avoided meeting Melanie’s gaze as she crossed the room and squatted down in a corner with her bucket.

      “Be careful not to cut yourselves on any sharp pieces,” Melanie said.

      “Some of the shrapnel pieces are like tiny razor blades,” Mark added.

      Nathan started to take a position near Shona, then he seemed to reconsider and moved a few feet away. Shrapnel comprised of tiny pieces of the wall, door, and grenade were scattered all across the floor and even embedded in the interior wall and furniture. Fortunately, Shona and Nathan were both wearing leather gloves.

      “I’ll be careful,” Nathan said, as he began picking up tiny, twisted pieces and dropping them into his bucket.

      Shona said nothing. Melanie decided to ignore it for the time being. If Shona wanted to sulk, she could sulk. There was important work at hand.

      Anyway, I might snap at her if I try to deal with it now, she thought.

      As she returned to her work, she noticed Mark giving her a questioning look, as if to say, “Do you want me to deal with it?” Melanie shook her head and motioned toward the wall, and he resumed working.

      After a few minutes of working, patching endless tiny holes, she heard Nathan and Shona whispering, and she dared another glance over her shoulder. They were close together again, slowly duck-walking across the room as they picked up the endless tiny pieces. As they did, they seemed to be talking intensely about something. Actually, Shona seemed to be complaining, her eyes full of fire, while Nathan tried to calm her down. Finally, Melanie caught a snatch of what her daughter said.

      “…and we’re relegated to picking up garbage, if that tells you anything…”

      It was the final straw, but Melanie fought the urge to respond immediately. Instead, she continued to work as if she hadn’t heard it, waiting for her initial burst of anger to pass. She’d been through so much that day, and her nerves were already frayed, but it wouldn’t resolve the situation to dump it all on Shona. After a minute had passed, Melanie quietly walked over to the reception desk and set her caulking gun down.

      “Shona, I’d like to talk to you for a minute,” she said.

      She heard Shona give a little exasperated sigh, and when she turned around, Melanie discovered that everyone in the room was staring at her. Even Shona had dared to look up, gazing at her mother from behind her hair. Melanie knew a confrontation in front of all of these people wouldn’t work, so she beckoned her daughter and started across the room.

      “Come on,” she said. “We’ll talk privately.”

      She expected some kind of resistance. Maybe Shona would outright refuse. However, she only gave a single disgruntled sound and rose, stepping past Nathan to follow her mother out of the room. Melanie led her through the doorway to the break room and then toward the hallway.

      “Where are we going?” Shona said, speaking softly.

      “It’s better if we talk privately,” Melanie replied.

      “I was working, wasn’t I?” Shona said. “Why am I in trouble?”

      Melanie stopped outside of Stanley Lipton’s old office, a room that had been converted into a bedroom. She opened the door and ushered Shona inside. Two cots had been pushed together to serve as a bed for Melanie and Mark. The desk had been moved to another office, replaced by some shelving that contained their various clothes and personal items.

      “You’re not in trouble,” Melanie said, standing beside the open doorway. “We’re just going to talk, and I think it’s long past due.”

      Shona hesitated in the hallway, her head down. Finally, arms crossed over her belly, she stepped through the door. As soon as she was inside, Melanie followed her and pushed the door shut. It slammed a little harder than she intended.

      Shona jumped. “It sure sounds like I’m in trouble,” she muttered, walking into a corner and dropping onto a small, padded stool. “I don’t need to be yelled at, Mom. It’s been a bad day for everyone.”

      Melanie initially remained standing, but then she took a seat on one of the cots. Better not to tower over her daughter. She was really fighting an urge to yell. They had a lot of work to do, and here she was dealing with some unnecessary nonsense.

      “Okay, level with me,” Melanie said. “What’s going on with you? Why are you stomping around here and glaring at everyone?”

      “I’m not stomping around,” Shona replied. She bent forward and rested her forearms on her thighs. “Nothing’s wrong. Can I go back to work, please?”

      Melanie wanted to respond sharply, but she decided against it. Instead, she just quietly waited, letting the awkward silence stretch out for seconds, then almost a full minute. Shona finally sat up, smacked her own knees, and huffed loudly.

      “Okay, fine,” she said, though she still wouldn’t look at her mother. “You want to know the truth, Mom? I’m upset because you’ve got us basically collecting trash off the ground. It’s like you think Nathan and I are incompetent or something. We’re being treated like children, while everyone else is doing real work.”

      “That’s all it is?” Melanie said. Honestly, she was surprised there wasn’t more to it, and she wondered whether or not she should try to dig deeper. But a flash of anger on Shona’s face stopped her. “Well, Shona, why do you think I assigned this task to you and Nathan?”

      “Because we’re the youngest, I guess,” Shona said. “Because picking up trash is all you think we’re good for. We didn’t want to grab our guns earlier, so now you think we’re not good for anything but menial tasks.”

      “It’s not trash,” Melanie said. “Actually, I have a very good plan for all of those sharp little bits and pieces, which is why I’m having you gather them up in buckets. Once we have enough, we’re going to scatter them on the roads outside the perimeter wall. In medieval times, they used to scatter sharp little spikes on the roads called caltrops that were designed to stop horses from advancing. Well, all of this sharp metal is going to act like caltrops the next time Cooper and his men—or anyone, really—try to drive up to the gate. If we’re lucky, we’ll get a few flat tires out of it.”

      She now had Shona’s full attention, and the resentment seemed to have melted right out of her face.

      “Maybe I should have made it clear when I told you to grab the buckets,” Mel said. “I’m inside my own head so much, I sometimes forget to share information.”

      Shona sighed and bowed her head. “Sorry. I guess I shouldn’t make assumptions. Next time, I’ll ask why.”

      “You could have,” Melanie said, “but look, I might ask you to collect trash again in the future without any real explanation, and if I do, I really need you to do it. I’m trying to defend this family, okay? We’ve got men who want to drive us out of our home, possibly kill us, and I’m doing everything I can think of to prevent that. So, if I ask you to do something, I really need you to get it done without grumbling and complaining, no matter how trivial it seems to you and Nathan. Do you understand?”

      Shona hesitated a second before nodding sheepishly. “Yeah, I got it, Mom. Sorry. The whole day was upsetting, and I guess I let it get to me.”

      Melanie rose from the cot and went to her daughter. As Shona rose, Melanie pulled her daughter into an embrace. “Listen, if I didn’t think you were ready to be treated like an adult, I never would have given you and Nathan those guns to help defend the factory. Don’t you get it?”

      “I get it,” Shona said. “I’m sorry. I’m just…everything is really stressful, and I guess I’ve been overreacting.”

      “We’re all on edge,” Melanie said, “but we still have to work together.” She kissed her daughter on the head. “Now, are you ready to get back to work?”

      “I’m ready,” Shona said.

      “Okay, good. Let’s go rejoin the others.”
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      To her credit, when Shona went back to work, she brought renewed enthusiasm, putting Nathan to shame as she resumed filling up her bucket. Mark gave Melanie a questioning look, but she signaled that all was well.

      Melanie picked up her caulking gun and went back to it. By then, Shona was already working hard, meticulously picked up every little shard. Nathan whispered a question to her at one point, which Melanie didn’t quite catch.

      “I’m fine,” Shona replied, and she sounded like she meant it. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Well, I guess that was a parenting win, Melanie thought.

      She scarcely had time to relish it before the rising cry of the alarm echoed down the hall. They all knew what that meant, and everyone in the room reacted. Nathan and Shona hopped up, their buckets left at their feet.

      “That didn’t take long,” Melanie replied.

      “Is that Max?” Mark said. “He’s already spotted someone beyond the wall. I guess Cooper didn’t want to give us time to make repairs. I’ll go to the conference room.”

      “No, I’ll do it,” Melanie replied. “You can keep the troops motivated down here.”

      He gave her a little salute, and she hugged him in passing. They often saluted her these days. Melanie wasn’t sure if she liked it or not.

      Lizzy had pressed her ear to the factory’s front door. “I don’t hear the sound of Derrick’s truck out there,” she said. “It was pretty loud before.”

      “Maybe they’ve come in another vehicle,” Melanie said, “or maybe it’s someone else. Be ready to retreat deeper into the building. If you hear anything hit the exterior wall, run!”

      And with that, she left them and headed out of the room and down the hall. Max continued blaring the alarm as she ran to the bottom of the stairs. When she reached the conference room, she found him standing at the big picture window, binoculars in one hand, his other hand spinning the handle of the old, World War II–era, hand-cranked siren. When he realized she was there, he released the handle and let the siren wind down.

      “Is it Cooper?” Melanie asked. “Is he back already?”

      “I don’t think so,” Mr. Turner said. “I don’t know who these people are. Maybe just some beggars looking for a handout, or maybe another band of maniacs. Take a look.”

      He was standing behind one of the curtains, as if to hide himself. As Melanie approached, he thrust the binoculars at her. Beyond the window, she saw the high concrete wall topped in barbed wire, the lower gate, and the road beyond. In the far distance, the interstate stood like the memory of another world, its lanes littered with dead vehicles.

      However, her gaze was drawn to the access road just beyond the gate. A small group of people were on foot, walking along the access road and headed toward the factory. Melanie raised the binoculars. Five people, all adults, they looked like refugees from some poverty-stricken land. Their clothing might have looked nice at one point. Two men wore button-up shirts and khaki pants. Another woman wore a professional skirt and jacket combo. The woman in the lead wore what looked like a one-piece professional uniform of some kind—beige with long sleeves and a stiff collar. All of their clothing now looked dirty and worn, as if they’d been sleeping on the ground.

      “I don’t think these people have anything to do with Cooper,” she said. “They look pretty desperate.”

      A few of them were lugging backpacks. One had what appeared to be a roll of blankets strapped to his back. All of them looked bedraggled and tired, and on the verge of collapse. However, as they approached the gate, Melanie didn’t see any evidence of weapons. If they were armed, they weren’t carrying them openly.

      Once they were close to the gate, they stopped. The woman in front began waving her arms over her head. A man behind her, a middle-aged gentleman with thin hair and what might have once been a nice blue dress shirt, produced a white handkerchief from a shirt pocket and began waving it back and forth.

      “I think they want us to let them in,” Mr. Turner said. “Maybe it’s a new approach by Cooper. Sort of a Trojan horse. You think that’s possible?”

      She might have assumed so and ignored the people if not for the looks in their eyes. This deep, soul-scouring weariness couldn’t be faked. What had these poor souls been through? Melanie sighed and lowered the binoculars.

      “Looks can be deceiving,” she noted. “You never know what’s hiding behind a pair of haunted eyes.”

      “Why do you say that?” Mr. Turner replied. “What are you thinking?”

      She watched the strangers for another minute or so, as they continued to wave their hands, handkerchiefs, cloths of various kinds. They were persistent, she had to give them that.

      “I think I’ll go down there and see what they want,” she said.

      “Are you sure about that?” he asked.

      “Yeah.” She handed him the binoculars. “Take the sniper rifle and go up on the roof. Just in case. We’re not at the point where we’re going to shoot unarmed people before at least asking a few questions first, but you never know what might happen.”

      “But why go speak to them? They could be anyone. Why not ignore them until they go away?”

      It was a fair question. In truth, Melanie felt sorry for them. Such a miserable-looking crew. What had they been through? No, she had to at least listen to them before she assumed the worst. At the same time, she wasn’t driven merely by sympathy. Dealing with these people as quickly as possible, in a way that would minimize further trouble, seemed like the safest course of action.

      “I’ll figure out what they’re up to,” she said. “Then I’ll know what to do with them.”

      And with that, she left the conference room, rushed back down the stairs, and headed to the reception area, where the others had continued to work. They’d left some of the other guns on the nearby table, and she grabbed the .38 pistol and holster in passing, shoving it into her jacket pocket.

      “What’s going on?” Mark said. “Are we under attack again?”

      “I don’t think so,” Melanie replied, opening the front door. As soon as she did, she heard the plaintive voices of the strangers beyond the gate. “Everyone stay here. Let me handle this. I’ll be right back.”

      “Wait. Are you going out there?” Lizzy said.

      “Stay here, please. I just want to talk to these people.” She glanced at Lizzy, at Mark. “I think it’s safe. If it’s not, your dad has me covered.” Even so, she patted the gun in her pocket as she stepped through the door.

      As she crossed the parking lot, she heard the hoarse, desperate voices of the strangers.

      “Please! Someone! Anyone!”

      “We just want to talk to you!”

      “We’re unarmed!”

      Who are these people? Melanie wondered. How do they know about us?

      As she drew near the gate, she heard footsteps behind her. Glancing back, she saw that Mark, Lizzy, Shona, and Nathan had followed her. Each of them was now armed, but she signaled for them to keep their guns down. The front gate had a small opening on one end that allowed access to the large lock on the latch. A pair of wide, haunted eyes were peering through the opening.

      “Please, ma’am, we’re not here to cause trouble,” the woman said.

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” Melanie replied. “Who are you and why are you here?”

      “I’m Rita,” the woman said. She had short, unkempt black hair. Her voice was coarse and cracking, and her eyes were red. “We’re here to request sanctuary.”

      “Sanctuary,” one of the men behind her cried.

      “Sanctuary is for churches,” Melanie said. “What do you want?”

      “We’re desperate,” Rita said, her fingers gripping the edges of the hole, as if she thought she could force her way through. “There’s no food out here. All of the gangs have hoarded it, and the government is close to useless. People are starving, even skilled people, because there’s nowhere to go. It looks safe in there. If you’ll let us in, we’ll earn our keep. I swear! We’re hard workers. Let us prove it.”

      Melanie turned to Mark and Lizzy, but, as usual, they were watching her carefully, waiting for her to respond first. Even her husband now waited for her to make decisions. She was tempted to send the strangers packing right then and there. Why should she share anything with them? Why should she share anything that belonged to her family with these outsiders?

      Something in the gazes of her family and friends kept her from doing this.

      “Okay, you’ve made your case,” she said, turning back to the gate. “How would you earn your keep? What useful skills do you possess?”

      “Well,” Rita replied. “Three of these people were program managers from a consulting firm. I’m sure they can help with…you know, coordinating things.”

      Melanie didn’t really know what a program manager did, but her immediate reaction was negative. People from a management background would want to take control of things, wouldn’t they? Their management skills would only complicate decision-making. No, she didn’t like that at all.

      “We don’t really need any program managers,” she replied. “Any other skills?”

      “I’m a metalworker,” Rita said. “Or, at least, I was. The factory caught fire from some kind of electrical surge on that day. I think it had something to do with the Northern Lights, but I’m not sure. Brian also worked in a factory, a machine shop. He was heading home from a fishing trip when everything went bad. He’s been stuck out here for weeks. We were all stranded. That’s how we met.”

      “You’re a metalworker,” Melanie noted.

      “Yes, ma’am. And so is Brian.”

      “Something we could definitely use,” Mark muttered.

      Indeed, strengthening the outer wall of the factory was a priority. Melanie had come up with a basic plan—welding metal panels to the wall—but not a good way to do it. Metalworkers would certainly be useful.

      “Are the five of you related?” Melanie asked Rita. “Are you family?”

      “No, we were strangers until a few weeks ago,” she replied. “We just sort of fell together by circumstance. It’s bad out here.”

      “She’s a factory worker,” Lizzy said, coming up beside Melanie. “Just like us.”

      Melanie held a finger to her lips. Yes, she had a soft spot for factory workers, as well, but letting strangers through the gate bothered her. What if they took some and not others? She glanced at her husband again, and he shrugged at her.

      He trusts my judgment, she realized. He’ll go along with whatever I decide.

      She turned back and gazed at the factory rooftop. It took a moment to spot the small figure crouched behind the air-conditioning unit. Mr. Turner was in place. What would he think about Melanie letting a couple of strangers through the gate? For that matter, what would Josh think?

      They’ll probably trust your judgment as well, she thought. But do you trust your judgment? That’s the real question, Mel.

      “We do need metalworkers at the moment,” Melanie said, finally, turning back to Rita. Indeed, without repairs, they wouldn’t hold the factory long, and as she considered the possibilities of what real metalworkers might achieve on their behalf, her resistance finally crumbled. “We have an acetylene torch for welding. Can either of you use it?”

      “Of course,” Rita said. “Brian and I are both certified welders. Give me a chance to prove myself. If I’m not as good as my word, you can toss me right out again.”

      Melanie sighed and reached for the gate latch. “Okay, the metalworkers can stay. Rita and Brian. The rest of you, the corporate guys, will have to find somewhere else. I’m sorry. Resources are limited. We can’t take in just anyone, and program managers are way down the list these days.”

      And with that, she unlocked the gate and slid the latch. The squeal of metal was so loud that she shuddered.
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      The corporate guys didn’t put up a fight, and Melanie felt a twinge of guilt as she watched them shuffle away, headed back down the access road in their filthy suits and wild hair. Indeed, they said nothing at all, just wandering off like defeated men. She could see now the reason for the dress shirts. Under all of that grime and road dirt was evidence of their former life in the business world.

      The two that remained, Rita and Brian, stood their ground. They didn’t rush the gate or try to force their way through, even as Melanie swung it open. Then again, Lizzy and Mark were standing on either side of her brandishing their guns.

      Well, they look like metalworkers, at least, Melanie thought. Let’s hope I’m not making a mistake here.

      Rita wasn’t particularly tall, but she was in good shape, stocky and muscular, and her hands were rough and callused. Her face was tanned, deeply lined, with deep-set eyes and generous untrimmed eyebrows.

      The metalworker named Brian wore a cheap short-sleeve t-shirt with a pattern straight out of the ’50s: thick alternating vertical stripes of black, maroon, and white. Like Rita, he was well-muscled, and he had rough hands with short, blunt fingers. He had at least a few weeks’ growth of whiskers on his cheeks and chin, a prominent nose, and a thick neck.

      “Turn out your pockets,” Melanie said. “I need to know you’re not armed. I need to see it. We can’t take any chances.”

      “I get it,” Rita replied. “No problem there.” She dug into her uniform pocket and pulled the inside out. A few coins and a set of car keys fell to the ground at her feet. “Not much to my name. Not anymore, as you can see. Keys to a car that’s rotting in a parking lot.”

      She also had a small satchel over her shoulder. She slipped it off, pulled open the single pocket and held it open, angling it so Melanie could see inside. Melanie saw a couple pairs of panties, a bra, a t-shirt, and a pair of leather gloves. Just to be sure, she reached inside and delicately moved things around. No weapons.

      “Okay, come on in,” she said, waving Rita through the open gate.

      As Rita entered the factory parking lot, Brian turned out the pockets of his pants, producing a few crumpled bills and a tiny pocketknife. Melanie took the pocketknife from him, which he surrendered with just a bit of hesitancy. He had no backpack of any kind. The poor guy seemed to own little more than the clothes on his back.

      “Had more stuff in the beginning,” he said. He had a deep, low voice—a smoker’s voice. “Thieves made off with my backpack a few nights ago.” He shrugged. “I guess I’m lucky they didn’t make off with my life.”

      Melanie waved him through the open gate. “Well, we don’t have any thieves here, and we don’t allow any thieves. Got it?”

      “Absolutely,” Brian replied, bowing his head in her direction. “You won’t have any trouble from me, I promise.”

      As soon as they were through, Melanie swung the gate shut, latched it, and set the lock.

      “Well, you guys have got the right idea,” Rita said, gazing toward the factory building. “Holing up inside a snack cake factory, that’s the thing to do.”

      Melanie moved up beside her. “Now, listen,” she said. “I brought you here against my better judgment because we need your help. Please don’t give me a reason to regret it.”

      Rita gave her a double thumbs-up. “Give us a task, and we’ll prove ourselves. Right away. Put us to work. You won’t regret it, I swear to God. We fully intend to earn our keep.”

      I sure hope you mean it, Melanie thought.
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      It seemed wise to put them to work before they settled in, so Melanie assigned Rita and Brian to help with the repairs on the back door and surrounding wall. This part of the building had taken more damage than the front wall, and Josh hadn’t made much progress in fixing it. As part of the repair work, Melanie spent some time gathering up a bunch of scrap metal, mostly the metal coverings from the shells of the production machinery, and brought the welding torch and other tools.

      Once all of the tools and scrap had been piled on a handcart, Melanie pushed it to the back door. She found Rita and Brian waiting patiently at the end of the back hall, with Josh lingering nearby.

      “I should use the torch,” Rita said. “Don’t you think, Brian? I’m pretty sure I have more experience than you.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true,” he replied, “but it’s not a competition. Go for it.”

      Rita seemed the more strong-willed of the two, as she approached the handcart and began picking over everything that Melanie had brought. Brian waited patiently. Indeed, he seemed quite calm, somewhat sad.

      “Results are all that matter,” he added. “We need to cover the damaged exterior walls, reinforce the beams, and try to hammer the door back into shape.”

      “I got it. I got it,” Rita said, picking up the welder, as if testing its weight. “Just follow my lead. We’ll have it done right away.” She set the welder back down and tipped a little salute to Melanie. “You won’t regret this. I swear. Leave everything to me.”

      “Josh here is going to oversee your work,” Melanie said. “Please do as he says.”

      Rita glanced at him, biting her lip. “Is he a metalworker too?” She sounded dubious. Indeed, Josh entirely lacked the grubbiness, callused hands, and musculature of Rita and Brian.

      “No, but he’s in charge,” Melanie said.

      “Well, but shouldn’t someone—”

      “We’ll do as he says,” Brian said, nodding his head in Josh’s direction. “He’s the supervisor on this job. That’s fine with me.”

      “Good,” Melanie said.

      Josh, for his part, seemed to have accepted this new situation with little trouble. At the moment, he was tapping a finger against his lips and staring at the handcart, as if considering their best course of action. Maybe he was relieved to have help. Melanie just couldn’t tell.

      “Okay, I’ll leave you to it,” Melanie said. “Josh, are you good with this?”

      “I’ve got this,” Josh said. “We’ll get the work done. No problem.”

      “I’ll make sure to check on you all periodically,” Melanie said, glancing pointedly at Rita, then at Josh.

      As she looked at them, Melanie considered these two strangers. They really needed a bath and a change of clothes, and she was sure they needed something to eat, but they were going to earn their keep first.

      Too late now. Anyway, they needed the help. She forced herself to turn and walk away. Mark and the others were already back at work in the reception area, and Melanie headed that way. As she rounded the corner, she saw Mr. Turner coming down the stairs from the conference room. He had the rifle over his shoulder, the binoculars around this neck. He also had a scowl on his face, and he pushed his thin gray hair back from his deeply lined forehead as he stepped into the downstairs hall.

      “Are these outsiders going to be a problem?” he asked.

      The question annoyed her, mostly because it seemed like an accusation. “Max, why don’t you go and help Josh keep an eye on things. In fact, why don’t you let him know I asked you to take charge. He seemed a little in over his head. I expect the newcomers to work hard, just like they promised to do.”

      “You bet,” he said. “I have no problem keeping an eye on these people. They need to know we won’t put up with any foolishness.”

      “They’re working on the back door,” Melanie said.

      “Got it.”

      And with that, he gently pushed past her and headed to the back hall. Between Mr. Turner and Josh, she figured they could work it out. Heck, maybe the four of them would all work well together. Indeed, as she headed back across the building, she even heard some laughter coming from the back hall. Rita said something that made Josh and Brian laugh. Then Josh said something that made Rita laugh. It was refreshing, if a little disconcerting, to hear.

      Maybe they’ll add a little fresh air to this place, she thought. We’ve all been so stressed out and cranky with each other.

      Yet she only made it as far as the break room before she heard Mr. Turner yelling. At first, she thought maybe he was just being boisterous, but then she heard Rita snapping back at him. Melanie almost ignored it. Almost. Indeed, she was just approaching the doorway into the reception room, where Mark, Lizzy, Shona, and Nathan were all working hard, but she caught herself. Mr. Turner was yelling again.

      Better nip this in the bud, Melanie thought.

      She turned and headed back the way she’d come. It sounded like Mr. Turner and Rita were getting into it. Maybe the laughter had actually been some kind of tense exchange. Seething, Melanie stomped past the stairs and turned the corner. She had to bite back her initial response, because she wanted to shout at everyone.

      She found Rita and Mr. Turner standing on either side of the handcart, arguing but speaking over each other. Brian was holding the dented door open, while Josh watched the argument with a weary look on his face.

      “What’s the problem here?” Melanie snapped. “I leave you people alone for one minute, and you go from laughing to yelling at each other before I can walk down the hall.”

      Rita ducked her head, like a kid who’d just gotten in trouble, and stepped back. Mr. Turner gave her a withering look then turned to Melanie. Rita started to say something, but he spoke right over her.

      “This woman here is already fighting with me about how to conduct the repairs,” Mr. Turner said. “I told her, we need to brace the walls first, then we can cover them with the panels.”

      “Brace the walls on the inside after we cover the outside,” Rita said. “That makes more sense to me.” She turned to Melanie with her hands held up in a gesture of pleading. “Look, I know we’re the new people here, but I am a metalworker, after all. This guy is, like, a lawyer or something, from the look of him. No offense, but shouldn’t I be making these decisions?”

      “A lawyer or something?” Mr. Turner replied, baring his teeth. “For your information, my daughter here asked me to take charge, and who are you, after all?”

      “I’m someone who was hired to do this job,” Rita replied. Clearly, she wasn’t going to back down, even knowing the relationship between Mr. Turner and Melanie. “Please, let me do my job. My future well-being is riding on the outcome.”

      “Letting you do your job doesn’t mean putting you in charge,” Mr. Turner said. He tried to step toward her, as if to intimidate her, but he bumped into the handcart. “You can’t just come in here and take over. We have a chain of command.”

      “Okay, but the thing is, I know more than you,” Rita replied, sharply. “If you hire me to do a job, you should at least trust my judgment. Otherwise, do the work yourself, and good luck figuring out how to use an acetylene torch with no training.”

      “All of this arguing seems unnecessary,” Brian said suddenly. Though he spoke softly, something in his voice seemed to defuse the situation slightly. “We have the same objective here, don’t we? Strengthen the building against further attack? Let’s try to get along.” Indeed, his deep voice seemed quite calm, and he had a gentle way of speaking. “We’ll be far more productive if we act as a team. It’s not a competition.”

      Melanie beckoned Brian and Rita with a little flick of her hands. They came toward her, and she led them around the corner and into the alcove where the supply closets were located. She felt the tension in her shoulders, in her back, the base of her skull. A tightness that made her want to lash out at people. She fought it for a moment before speaking.

      “Okay, look, you can’t talk to Mr. Turner that way,” Melanie said, staring pointedly at Rita. “I asked him to take charge of the project, so if there’s a disagreement, make your point and then come to me. Everyone here is on edge, okay? I’m sure you two are as well. We can’t start butting heads or vying for control. Otherwise, you’ll have to leave.”

      Brian nodded vigorously at everything Melanie said, but Rita just scowled, working her lips from side to side, as if she had a bad taste in her mouth.

      “But I’m the expert on this job,” she said.

      “Rita, you’re an expert, but you’re not the boss,” Brian said, in that deep, soothing way of his. “You wouldn’t talk back to the shift supervisor at work like this, would you?”

      This seemed to get through to her, and the scowl left her face. “No, of course not. It’s just frustrating…”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Brian said. “We’re guests here, and we have to prove ourselves. We’re not in charge. These people are. This woman here is in charge.”

      “Melanie. My name is Melanie.”

      “Of course. Melanie. Got it.”

      “Yeah, I hear you.” Rita sighed and shrugged. “Okay, Brian, you got me. I won’t be a problem.” And then to Melanie, she said, “I’ll do what I’m told, even if I don’t agree with it. This is your factory anyway, not mine. Please, let me go back to work.”

      “Good,” Melanie said, waving Rita past her. “Thanks for making this easy on me.”

      Rita and Brian returned to work quietly, as Melanie lingered in the alcove. Brian was the key, clearly. He’d managed to change Rita’s attitude with just a few easy words. Melanie watched them go, feeling conflicted. Brian seemed like a reasonable guy, and he clearly had a strong influence over Rita. Would that dynamic become a pain in the butt? Maybe. Melanie didn’t like the idea of Brian constantly stepping in to translate her leadership decisions in a way that would make Rita accept them.

      Talk to Brian alone, she told herself. After the work is done. Make sure he knows his place.

      Still, the thought of having to deal with another problem, however small, made her feel inordinately tired. Was it worth it?

      Yes, if they can get the work done, she decided. If it makes us safer from Cooper, then it’s worth the additional headache.
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      Melanie was taking a break on the factory floor when she heard that deep voice again. She’d come in there to make a list of what remained to be done for dismantling the production equipment. There was quite a bit, too much to wrap her head around at the moment. However, she’d wound up sitting on a chair on the production line and just resting, feeling overwhelmed. So much to be done, and the next attack was constantly looming over everything.

      “Pardon me for interrupting.”

      She turned to see Brian stepping through the double doors at the top of ramp. He was sweating, and the stink preceded him like a rolling fog. His hands were greasy from work.

      “Oh, yeah, I’m working hard here,” Melanie said sarcastically. “You caught me. What’s up? Is everyone getting along?”

      “It’s better now,” Brian said, descending the ramp. “Rita and Max aren’t fighting. She does what she’s told, for the most part, with only a little complaining from time to time. We got the doorframe back into shape, and the others are patching up some serious structural damage to the other wall.”

      As he approached, the man she’d only just met, Melanie felt her hand go to her jacket pocket, almost as if it had a mind of its own. Her fingers brushed the cold plastic of the pocket holster before she caught herself. Maybe trusting these people so quickly had been foolish. Then again, Brian didn’t have any darkness in his eyes—weariness, yes, he had that in spades, but not darkness.

      “Did you need my help with something?” Melanie asked.

      “Well, yours or someone else’s,” he replied. He reached the end of the production line and came to a stop. “I could use one more person to help me hammer the door back into shape. I figured you’d be the one to decide who it should be.”

      Break’s over, I guess, Melanie thought, as she pushed herself to her feet.

      “I’ll do it,” she said. “The others are busy on other projects.”

      However, instead of heading off, Melanie lingered for a second. Better to allay her concerns now, it seemed, than continue to deal with these strangers. Brian started to turn away, then noticed and waited.

      “Brian, tell me what it’s been like out there in the world,” Melanie said. “We’ve been living inside this factory for more than two weeks. None of us have been outside the gate, and we have no contact with anyone else. It’s not like we can call out, so the state of things has become a bit of a mystery.”

      Brian seemed to weigh her question for a moment, eyes narrowed and scanning some invisible place above her. Then he swiped his hands together, as if brushing off a bad memory, and said, “It’s amazing to me how quickly everything fell apart out there. Once people realized the power wasn’t coming back on, most of them just gave up playing that little game called ‘civilization’ and started fending for themselves. Rampant looting, neighborhood gangs fighting over turf, thieves and murderers everywhere you turn—it’s out of control. I’ve…” He took a deep breath. “I’ve seen some horrible things.”

      When he said it, a series of images from Melanie’s own recent memory flashed through her mind. Her adoptive mother lying in a pool of blood on a kitchen floor. Derrick Platt dying beside the production line that had once made snack cakes. The snap-snap-snap of bullets hitting a flimsy coffee table—her only cover. Sudden violence at a traffic stop on the way into Knoxville, police dropping one by one in quick succession. Yes, she’d seen plenty of awful things before shutting the factory gate, and the residue of those memories still clung to her.

      “The roads are the worst, for some reason,” Brian added. “The worst people lurk on the roads. I think they started out by picking through all of the dead vehicles, but they get more savage and subhuman with every passing day. I had some serious childhood flashbacks, but…” As if he’d said something unintentional, he shook his head and swiped a hand in the air. “Enough about that. It’s just bad out there. That’s all.”

      Childhood flashbacks. Yes, Melanie understood that all too well. Indeed, those memories came to her as readily as the more recent ones. She could still feel and smell the musty darkness of the closet at the end of the hallway, her own pleading voice muffled as the hanging coats crowded in around her. Other people might have shrugged off Brian’s comment, but Melanie felt the deep meaning behind those few words.

      “I understand childhood flashbacks,” she said. “More than you know.”

      His wandering eyes came down and rested on her, full of understanding. Yes, he read as much in her few words as she had in his. Melanie felt a strange kinship then, as if they were long lost relatives from the same broken family.

      “Well, in a weird way, I guess it gives us an advantage,” he said. “It’s sad how much childhood trauma prepared people like us for the end of civilization.”

      “It’s not sad,” Melanie replied with a shrug. “It just is. There’s a lot of darkness in the world. At least we’re able to use what we already know to survive.”

      At this, he smiled, though it was brief. “Well, in my case, it was my bio-parents. Things were really bad until I finally got taken away when I was twelve. My adoptive parents were better.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but then he cocked his head to one said and finished with, “I’ll leave it at that. Normally, I wouldn’t dump any of this on someone I just met, but I think in your case it’s different.”

      “Sounds like I’ve got a very similar story,” Melanie said. “That man out there, Max Turner, the guy Rita was arguing with, he’s my adoptive father. He rescued me from a very bad situation.”

      “I get it,” Brian said. “Well, I’ll make sure there’s no more trouble from Rita. She listens to me most of the time. I earned her respect during our time on the road. Anyway, shall we get to work?”

      He started to walk away again, but Melanie cleared her throat to draw his attention. He took a single step and stopped. Despite their touching little moment of mutual understanding, she knew she had to set some clear expectations before a frustrating dynamic took hold. Brian finally turned back.

      “I appreciate your efforts to rein in your friend Rita,” Melanie said. “However, I really need to make sure she understands that I’m in charge around here. I never particularly wanted to be in charge, but it happened. Everyone looks to me, and it seems to work. If Rita’s going to stay here for a while, I need her to accept my leadership. I can’t have you serving as some kind of middle manager or mediator. That’s not going to work.”

      Brian gave her a sheepish grin. Despite the fact that he looked like a rough and tough guy, he seemed suddenly quite embarrassed. “Oh, hey, I wasn’t trying to step on your toes earlier. I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again. I’ll make sure Rita knows you’re the boss.”

      “No harm, no foul,” Melanie said, waving the apology aside. “There’s just going to be some growing pains for a bit, I guess. That’s what happens when you add new people into the mix.”

      She meant to say more, but a door elsewhere in the factory floor swung open and hit the wall with a bang, and Lizzy stepped out from under the walkway looking quite flustered. She glanced around the big gloomy factory space for a moment before spotting Melanie behind the line.

      “There you are,” she said. “Hey, Mel, can you help with…you know…that project I’m dealing with.” She pulled a rag out of the pocket of her shirt and dabbed her cheeks and forehead.

      “Yeah, Liz, I’ll be right there,” Melanie replied. “I just need to finish talking to Brian here.”

      Lizzy glanced at the man, one eyebrow going up. Clearly, she didn’t quite know what to make of these new people.

      “All right, fine, but don’t take too long,” she said. And with that, Lizzy backed into the shadows beneath the walkway. After a moment, the door swung shut again with a bang.

      Brian watched her go, then said, “Is there anything I can do to help her? I’d like to be useful, if she needs someone.” And did he it say in such a way that suggested…something? Melanie wasn’t sure, but she decided not to ask for now.

      “You’re doing plenty by helping repair the damage Cooper and his men did to the factory,” Melanie said. “Keep up the good work. I can’t ask for more than that.”

      “Happy to help,” he said. He held up his callused hands then. “By the way, you didn’t happen to see a pair of gloves lying around here somewhere, did you? I brought them into the factory with me. The leather gloves from my former place of work. They’re just about the only worldly possession I have left. I set them down during lunch, and I can’t seem to find them.”

      “We try to run a tight ship here,” Melanie said. “A place for everything, and everything in its place. That way we always know where to find whatever we need. It’s possible someone saw the gloves lying around and thought they’d been left out.”

      “I hope so,” he said, smacking his hands together again. “Well, anyway, shall we get back to work?”

      “Yeah, I suppose so.” Melanie pushed her chair back and motioned for him to get going. There was so much more left to be done. So much more. And Cooper could return at any time.
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      “There’s no avoiding the plain, simple fact,” Shona said. “Everybody in this factory smells really bad, and the new people are the worst ones yet. I didn’t even know a human being could smell so rancid. It’s in the air. It’s in the walls. I’m going to puke and die if this keeps up.”

      They’d finished filling their buckets with shrapnel, and they’d had a small lunch. Now, they were sitting on folding chairs in the small office that had been converted into a library. Books, magazines, and notebooks were stacked on shelves along two walls, with a row of chairs set across from them. It was a simple space, with some rechargeable solar-powered lamps providing just enough light to read by.

      They weren’t reading books, however. They were just resting and enjoying a bit of privacy from all of the adults. Shona had been increasingly bothered by the growing stench of unwashed adults. Running water had stopped working a long time ago, but the factory had an enormous water tank that was part of the production system. That tank was still well over half full, which gave them plenty of water for bathing. However, they lacked a bath or shower system. People generally washed their hands and faces every morning, but that was it. Clothes weren’t washed either. And, quite frankly, the front half of the factory was cramped, and with no air-conditioning, the place was become stale.

      “They do stink really bad,” Nathan said. He’d tipped his chair back on two legs, so he could rest his head and shoulders against the wall. As he did, he swung his legs back and forth. “I don’t smell as bad as they do…do I?”

      And when he said it, he looked at her with those big eyes of his, and Shona just couldn’t be completely honest with him. Poor Nathan. He was cute but in a very awkward way that almost made her feel sorry for him. “Well, not as bad as the adults, no, but I think we’re all getting smelly. Like I said, those new people are the worst. It’s like they rolled around in a septic tank before they came here. Doesn’t it drive you crazy not being able to shower? Don’t you feel it? Don’t you feel grubby, sticky?”

      “Yeah, I guess so,” he said. He lightly ran a hand over his wavy hair. “My hair feels kind of greasy.”

      “It’s been two weeks since I’ve had a proper bath,” Shona said. Indeed, she felt a constant grimy film all over her body, trapped between her skin and her clothes. She hated it with a passion. Beyond that, her hair was limp and greasy, so that she hated to touch it. “I think it’s making everybody cranky. It definitely contributed to my bad mood yesterday.”

      “We could gather up a bunch of soap and hike to the nearest creek or river,” Nathan said. “Bathing in the wild, just like our ancestors did. If we bring a few guns, we should be safe enough. Heck, we could take turns keeping guard on the riverbank, so no bad guys would sneak up on us.”

      Shona could envision it, and it was like some beautiful dream. She imagined stepping deep into a clear stream, letting fresh, cold water wash over her. Had she ever wanted anything more than this?

      “It would be worth the risk,” Shona said, “but the adults will never agree to it. Mom doesn’t want us to leave the compound for anything, even though she opened the gate to those two smelly weirdos. Sometimes I can’t figure out what she’s thinking.”

      “Maybe we could find some cologne to mask the smell,” Nathan said. “My dad used to wear Brut. I never liked the smell of Brut, but it’s better than dirty armpits. There’s probably a bottle of it hidden in a drawer or something around here.”

      For someone who had lost his father recently, who lived in the very building where his father had been slain, Nathan seemed remarkably unfazed by it. Shona sometimes wondered if he was suppressing his true feelings—Nathan wasn’t exactly an open book—but she didn’t know how to bring it up.

      “Masking the smell is not enough,” she said. “I hate it when I can smell cologne and BO at the same time. Somehow, that’s worse. Plus, I’d still feel grimy, and I hate it. Anyway, it’s not healthy.”

      “Can you get sick from not bathing?” Nathan asked. As he said it, he reached up and touched his cheek, his forehead, his neck, as if he could feel the sickness trying to seep into his skin.

      “Sure,” Shona replied. “You can get skin infections, acne, all kinds of stuff. Even without that, like I said, everyone is cranky and miserable. A good hot shower would boost everyone’s mood, I bet. We have to get people to bathe.”

      “But there’s no hot water,” Nathan reminded her. “The hot-water heater got fried. Anyway, trying to wash your whole body in the locker room sink is not exactly easy.”

      Shona pushed herself off the chair and approached the bookshelf. Now that she’d talked about the problem, she was determined to find a solution. Somehow, acknowledging the worsening body odor openly made her feel more upset about. She began riffling through the DIY books, many of which had come from her grandparents’ house.

      “Come on, Nathan,” she said, pulling a book off the shelf. “Help me look through these books. Maybe we can find some instructions about building a hot-water system or a shower or something.” The book she’d chosen was about wilderness survival. It seemed off topic, but she flipped through it anyway.

      Nathan approached and began picking through the books. “What if we rerouted the water pipes from the water tank and have our new metalworkers weld a showerhead for us. We could even place the pipe over an open flame to heat up the water.”

      “That doesn’t seem feasible,” Shona said, as she leafed through instructions for setting up camp, finding edible plants, creating small-animal traps. She reached the end of the book and found nothing on bathing, so she put it away. “We’d need a qualified plumber to move all the pipes around. If we messed up, we might create a big leak that would flood the factory.”

      “Can’t we just heat up a bunch of water in a big kettle and take a bath in it?” he asked.

      “We don’t have a big kettle,” she replied. “The biggest containers are on the production line, but they probably don’t hold more than a few gallons. Anyway, we don’t have a way to heat up a large amount of water. There’s no stove, no fireplace, no electricity to run the burners on the production line.”

      Nathan was flipping through a book on “homesteading,” and he stopped suddenly on a page. “Hey, how about this?” He tapped the page, then held the book up so she could see.

      It appeared to be a chapter on building something called a rocket stove. Based on the most prominent diagram, it appeared to be a small wood-burning stove with a chimney on top. Shona studied the diagram, then scanned the instructions. It seemed easy enough, the steps fairly simple, the design not too complex.

      “So, we would use it to heat up the water,” she said. “Is that what you’re suggesting?”

      “Yeah, can we make it work?”

      She took the book from his hands and read through the instruction. As she considered the possibility, she began to envision the rocket stove as part of a bigger solution. “Okay, I’m starting to get an idea here. What if we used hoses to draw water from the tank, collected it in a smaller tub or tank, and then heated it with the stove? I can almost see the design in my head, but I’m not completely sure how to build it. I bet those new people could help us figure it out. Should we ask them?”

      Nathan shrugged and nodded. “Sure, but where do we put this shower? The only drains are on the factory floor.”

      “Use your imagination, Nathan.” Shona reached over and tapped the side of his head. “We build some kind of framework over one of the factory floor drain holes and cover the thing in a tarp or something. We mount the rocket stove up high, mount the container of water over it, and run a hose from there down into the shower. Are you starting to see it in your head?”

      “I guess so,” he said, smiling in his own awkward way.

      “Now, can you imagine what it’ll be like when we can walk around this place and not smell the nasty armpits of everyone else?” she said. “Can you imagine sitting in a room that doesn’t reek of stale bad breath and dirty hair? It’ll feel like restoring civilization a little bit.”

      “I kind of forgot what it’s like to be clean,” Nathan said. “I guess I’ve slowly been getting used to the stench.”

      Shona stuck her finger in between the pages of Nathan’s book. “I will never accept a world where nose-searing body odor is acceptable, Nathan, and neither should you. Come on. Let’s go share our idea with the others. Once people are clean, they’ll start feeling better, and maybe this whole awful situation will be more bearable.”

      Indeed, she could see a brighter and less smelly future, and it made her feel more hopeful than she had since the beginning of this whole ordeal. Book firmly in hand, she headed for the door.
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      Shona briefly debated with herself whether or not to speak to her mother alone or with Nathan. Though Shona hadn’t really talked to Nathan about it, she didn’t think her mother liked him all that much. She barely ever spoke directly to him, and Shona would sometimes catch her casting disapproving looks in his direction when they were hanging out. It was just one more thing that Shona hadn’t dealt with yet. It seemed there were many tensions lying just beneath the surface around here, so much that went unsaid.

      Don’t worry about it now, Shona told herself. You can deal with all sorts of stuff once everyone is clean.

      Nathan had helped come up with the idea anyway, so he deserved to be there when they presented it. Indeed, she glanced back to make sure he was following. Nathan was really quiet when he was around the others. He barely spoke unless he was alone with Shona.

      The others don’t even really know him, she thought. To them, he’s just Derrick’s son, but he’s nothing like that guy.

      She found her mother helping Josh, Grandpa, and the newcomers reinstall the back door. It looked like they’d reshaped the whole thing somehow. Of course, Shona had heard the sharp tapping of hammers for the better part of an hour earlier in the afternoon, but now the results were revealed. The door was the right shape to fit back into the doorframe properly, but the surface was marred and ugly.

      Still, if they could get the door back into shape, the rocket stove and shower shouldn’t be a problem. Shona hated to intrude. Actually, she still felt a little weird drawing attention to herself around the adults, so she stood at the corner and cleared her throat. Josh noticed her first then made a little hand gesture to get Melanie’s attention.

      “Shona,” she said. “Is something going on?”

      “I just wanted to talk to you for a minute,” Shona replied.

      Melanie glanced at Mr. Turner, and he nodded.

      “I’ve got things well in hand,” he said. “Well get the door in place. Go ahead.”

      Shona marveled again at just how filthy the newcomers were. Both of them had limp, greasy hair and black under their fingernails. Their smell filled the hallway. How could they stand it?

      I’d trade half our supplies for some hot, running water, Shona thought.

      As soon as Melanie approached, Shona led her back around the corner. She felt more comfortable sharing her idea without everyone staring at her.

      “Nathan and I came up with a good idea,” Shona said. She opened the book to the rocket stove page and held it up for her mother to see. “What do you think?”

      Melanie leaned in and looked at the page. “What’s this? Some kind of small stove?” Even as she spoke, her eyes flitted from Shona to Nathan, and Shona thought she saw the disapproval there.

      Stop glaring at my boyfriend, Shona thought. You don’t even know him.

      “Well, yes, it’s a stove,” Shona said. “We had an idea to build a rocket stove to heat up water, so we can create warm water for showers. We need some larger containers, somewhere to store the water while we’re heating it. It wouldn’t even be that hard. What do you think?”

      Nathan was standing partially behind her. Did he sense Melanie’s disapproval? Was he trying to hide from her unfriendly gaze? Shona didn’t blame him.

      Melanie took the book from her hands and studied the page for a moment. Finally, she gave it back to Shona and said, “Is showering our biggest priority right now? We’ve got enemies out there planning to attack us.”

      “If it’s not the biggest priority, it’s number two,” Shona said. “Mom, people can’t just go on and on without washing themselves. It’s not good for any of us. Haven’t you noticed how dirty and smelly we all are?”

      “I noticed, but I had more important things to worry about,” Melanie said.

      “So, you don’t like my idea?” Shona said, shutting the book and tucking it under her arm.

      Melanie reached out and patted her on the shoulder. “I didn’t say that. Actually, it’s a good idea, but I don’t know if now is the right time. Maybe after we’ve dealt with Cooper and his men, we can spend time and resources constructing your heated shower. How does that sound?”

      Shona looked back at Nathan, but he clearly wasn’t going to be much help. He was standing behind her right shoulder, fiddling with the hem of his black t-shirt. As he did, the little anime decals on the front seemed to jump and dance. In that moment, Shona had a brief flashback to her Japanese club at school, and she felt a terrible pang. The days of waking up, taking a shower, and going to school were over. Gone forever. At least a hot-water shower would give her back some vital piece of her old routine.

      “Look, Nathan and I aren’t as skilled as the other adults around here,” Shona said. “If you don’t want to help, at least let us work on this project. It’ll be a good way to develop our skills, and, heck, we’ll feel a lot more confidence about ourselves. Plus, we won’t be in the way. We won’t be bothering anyone else.”

      Her mother seemed to consider this, hands on her hips. “Very well,” she said, after a moment. “You can gather up whatever raw materials you need to build this thing, but I want you to keep a detailed list of every little thing you take or use. Got it?”

      “Yes, Mom, of course,” Shona said.

      “I only say that because a few things have gone missing lately,” Melanie said. “I want everything accounted for at all times.”

      Shona glanced at Nathan again. “What sort of stuff has gone missing?”

      “Well, a pair of leather work gloves, for one thing,” she said. “Someone set them down at lunchtime, and they disappeared. Have either of you two seen them?”

      Nathan finally looked up at Shona and shrugged. “Not me,” he said.

      “Me neither,” Shona said. “We wouldn’t take someone else’s gloves, anyway. What’s the point?”

      “Well, keep your eyes out for them,” Melanie said. “You can get started on your project. Consider this your formal approval.”

      Her mother was in a bad mood. She even gave approval in a tone of voice that suggested it annoyed her to do so. Shona assumed it had something to do with the new people, but then again, bringing them in had been her mom’s idea. If she was stressed out about it, then it was her own fault. The whole thing had seemed rather sudden, but Shona decided not to linger. She didn’t want to get into it with her mother. She’d been in a bad mood herself lately.

      “Okay, thanks, Mom. We’ll get to work on it right away.”

      She grabbed Nathan by the arm and pulled him away. They headed into the factory floor. She assumed her mother meant it when she’d told her to keep track everything, and Shona didn’t want there to be any excuse to cancel her project. So the first thing she did was to walk all the way across the partially dismantled production lines into the big storage room at the back of the building.

      “I wasn’t sure she would give us approval,” Nathan said. “Seemed like she was going to say no.”

      “Well, it gets us out of her way, doesn’t it?” Shona replied. “You could have said a few words too, you know.”

      “You handled it just fine,” he said. “Anyway, I knew anything I said wouldn’t help. I don’t think your mom likes me. Sometimes she’s polite, but most of the time, she won’t talk to me directly. Have you ever noticed how she looks at me?”

      “Mom’s just in a bad mood,” Shona said. “Better to avoid her as much as possible.”

      “No, she doesn’t like me. She doesn’t like that you and I have become close, and I think you know exactly why.”

      The storage room was filled with tall shelves stacked with meticulously arranged boxes of supplies, each stack carefully labeled with little strips of tape. A clipboard hung from a hook near the door, a stack of paper under the clip containing rows and rows of neat handwriting that identified the location and precise number of every item in the room.

      Shona flipped through the sheets until she found a blank page. Then she pulled it out from under the clip and took a pencil off a small pile of them on a nearby shelf.

      “I don’t know what Mom is thinking, but let’s not worry about it,” she said. She tried to give Nathan an encouraging smile and nod, but he only shrugged in return. “We have our own project now, so we don’t have to deal with her for a while. Let’s round up everything we need to make the shower. Concentrate on that.”

      “Yeah, okay,” he said. “I guess we’ll have to figure out exactly how we’re going to build this thing.”

      They sat down in the storage room with the book and picked through the rocket stove instructions to determine what they needed. In the end, their list contained a wide range of things, including duct tape, pallets, hoses, and even some gravel from the parking lot. Once they had the list, they began picking their way through the factory, locating each item. Some were easier to find than others, and some were easier to collect than others.

      They managed to disconnect some industrial hoses from one of the unused machines on the production line. Duct tape came from a supply closet. Pallets were plentiful, but all of them had stuff stacked on top, so they spent some time moving heavy boxes in the storage room to free up a few. Gathering gravel from the parking lot meant sneaking out of the back door on the factory floor. The last items they went to collect were the big container vessels from the production line, but here they ran into a snag.

      The containers were essentially large pots hanging over part of the production lines. Nathan used a ladder to climb up and reach them, but he discovered that the containers were welded in place. Shona braced the ladder from below.

      “So this pot is mounted to a metal arm and some kind of motor with big gears,” Nathan said, wobbling as he leaned against the equipment. “As I recall, they used to pour stuff into molds, and it moved automatically on some kind of timer. But it’s mounted really good here. I don’t think we can remove it.”

      “Maybe one of the new people could help us,” Shona said. “The metalworkers.”

      Nathan wobbled again and caught himself against the top of the ladder. “Do you really want to go and ask for their help right now? Our project is not a priority. Maybe we could just borrow the welding torch.”

      Shona considered their predicament. “No way are they going to let us use the welding torch,” she said. “No way. We’d have to sneak it, and Mom would pitch a fit if she caught us. No, we’ll have to get an adult to help us. Maybe my dad…?”

      But a thought occurred to her then. Was there another option? If they were going to get one of the adults to help them, maybe they could take it a step further.

      “What are you thinking about?” Nathan asked, as he descended the ladder.

      “I don’t think my dad can weld,” Shona said, “but I bet he could help us with something even better.” Yes, now that she’d thought about, she was excited about the possibility. “Forget these pots. Why don’t we use the tank from the water heater? It’s bigger. It already has hose attachments. It holds more water. And it will probably be easier to remove.”

      Nathan nodded thoughtfully and tapped the side of his head. “That’s a great idea. I can’t believe we didn’t think of it sooner.”

      “Okay, let’s go draft my dad into helping us,” Shona said. “He’s not working in the back hall, and the front wall should be mostly repaired by now, so he has nothing better to do. We’re about to save this factory.”
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      “I didn’t realize you’ve been thinking about body odor so much lately,” Dad said, as he followed Shona and Nathan down the hall. “You never spoke about it until now. This is a pretty elaborate plan you’ve whipped up. I mean, I know you’re smart enough for it, but clearly, this has been on your mind.”

      “How can I not think about it, Dad?” Shona asked. “I have to smell the problem constantly, and it gets worse every day. My nostrils are melting. I just didn’t know how to bring it up.”

      “Taking a nice, warm shower is going to be really life-affirming,” he said. “I’ll tell you that much.”

      His obvious enthusiasm bolstered her confidence in the project, and she smiled at him. “See? Dad gets it. We’ve got food. We’ve got beds. We’ve got walls and a roof over our heads, but without regular bathing, we’re still living like wild people.”

      “Showers will have to be brief and limited,” Dad said. “We don’t want to use up all the water in the factory’s tank. We can set up a system to replenish it with rain water, but that’ll take time.”

      Shona hadn’t really considered this possibility, and she traded a nervous look with Nathan. By the expression on his face, it seemed he hadn’t considered it either.

      “We’ll tell people to take quick showers, then,” he said. “It’s better than nothing.”

      Just then, they came upon Dusty. All of the hammering and banging around the back door seemed to have spooked the poor dog, as she would no longer approach the back hall. Indeed, as Shona came around the corner, she saw the dog crouched at the bottom of the stairs and whimpering. Shona called her and she quickly came to their side.

      “You stick with us, girl,” Shona said. “Heck, when we’re done, even you might get a bath. Now, how does that sound?”

      The oblivious dog just panted and trotted along. Dad reached down and petted her. Dusty was somewhat wary of the new people, it seemed, and she’d spent more time hiding in rooms on her own since they’d arrived.

      As they stepped through the double doors into the factory floor, Shona’s father cleared his throat and said, “Now, look, I’ll help you with this project, but you two are the leads on this. You told me your mother put you in charge, so I want you to make the big decisions. Got it? I trust you to get it done.”

      Shona felt such a great swell of pride that she instinctively reached out and grabbed Nathan’s hand. Then she became intensely self-conscious, especially with her dad nearby, and she let go. Nathan grimaced and flushed bright red.

      In an effort to get beyond the awkwardness, Shona quickly surveyed the factory floor, looking for the best place to put the shower. At the top of the ramp, an elevated walkway with a handrail ran along the wall, past the locker room and offices, and around the corner about seven or eight feet above the factory floor. It then went about halfway down the factory floor and came to an abrupt stop at a protruding platform. Shona assumed it was a place where managers used to stand to get a good overview of everything happened along the production lines.

      It was also close to the enormous water tank that was mounted above the factory floor. They had access to the water via a small spigot and rubber hose that could be reached at the end of the walkway.

      “Right there,” she said, pointing to the end of the walkway. “On that raised platform at the end there. That’s where we should put the water tank from the water heater. We’ll divert just enough water from the main tank to fill it. Then the shower itself can be positioned in the space below, so we can use gravity for the water flow. There are support posts there, so we can attach curtains and stuff, and the water can run down the floor to the drain there. What do you guys think?”

      “That’s brilliant,” her father said. He reached over to pat her, but then he winced and drew his arm back. His gunshot wound was hidden under his shirt. Shona had mostly forgotten about it, but it clearly still bothered him. “Unfortunately, the water heater is in a closet under the walkway on the other side of the room, so we’ll have to drag it up the ramp.”

      “I’ve got a better idea,” Nathan said. He spoke quieter when he was around the other adults. Shona was tempted to tell him to speak up, but she feared it would make him even more self-conscious. “I’ll show you. Wait right here.”

      Nathan dashed down the ramp and across the room. Dusty started to follow him, got halfway down the ramp, then changed her mind and came back to Shona’s side. Nathan disappeared through the storage room door at the back of the room, and a few seconds later, Shona heard a soft squeaking of wheels. He soon reappeared pushing a battered old pallet jack.

      “Will this work?” he asked, as he drew near.

      “It’ll be a big help,” Shona’s father replied.

      All of the supplies they’d gathered for the project were stacked up at the end of the middle production line. Nathan grabbed a flashlight in passing as they headed to the water heater closet in the corner. The water heater was an old blue tank sitting on a wooden platform deep in the darkness of a narrow closet. He clicked on the light and shone it over the water heater.

      As soon as she saw it, Shona realized they had their work cut out for them. There were pipes and wires and metal pieces coming out of the top, bottom, and sides, and it seemed firmly connected to its platform. In reality, Shona had only a basic understanding of how electric water heaters worked.

      “How do we move this thing?” she asked.

      “It’s not going to be easy,” her father replied. “We’ll need some tools. You two will have to help me with the manual labor. After all of the work we did in the front room, my shoulder is killing me.”

      “We have tools out by the stack of supplies,” Shona said.

      “I’ll get them,” Nathan said.

      He dashed back out of the closet and returned lugging a metal toolbox in one hand.

      “Well, let’s get to work,” he said. Nathan set the toolbox on the edge of the wood platform and opened the lid. “Tell me where to start, sir. I’ve never dismantled a water heater before.”

      And so it began, the first step of a process that turned out to be far more involved and difficult than Shona had imagined. First, they had to disconnect the pipes, but the fittings were so tight and old that it took some heavy-duty wrench-work to loosen them. Fortunately, they’d already drained the tank weeks earlier, so when they removed the hoses, only a small amount of residual stagnant water spurted out.

      After the hoses were disconnected, they had to disconnect some wiring and then unscrew a mount that held the water heater to the wood platform. All of this was slow, meticulous work that soon made Shona’s arms sore.

      Once it was done, they stood back and admired their handiwork for a minute.

      “That was a little worse than I thought it would be,” Shona noted. “I guess they make these things really sturdy.”

      “You did a great job,” her father said.

      Next, they had to tip the water heater onto the pallet jack. It was heavy, so it took all three of them working together to get it moved. Dad braced it with his good shoulder, and Shona and Nathan wrestled it into place. Once there, however, it was a simple enough task to push the pallet jack out of the closet, up the ramp, and down the walkway to the platform at the end. Then they struggled to get the water heater off the jack and onto the floor of the platform, which proved tricky because of limited space. Shona found herself smashed against the handrail as she wrestled with the big metal tank.

      It had taken over an hour by this point, and Shona had some scrapes on her hands that she’d picked up somewhere along the way. Still, as the water heater clanked down onto the platform, she traded a satisfied look with Nathan. Yes, there was something rewarding in the hard work, and she found herself happier and more fulfilled by this than anything else she’d done since the world ended.

      “There’s a lot of work left to be done,” her father said, “but I think that was the hard part. The rest of it should be easier. Shona, where did you leave the book with the instructions?”

      “Down by the supplies,” she said.

      “Okay, show us what comes next.”

      What came next, she decided, was building the rocket stove, so they gathered up the scrap metal and parts they’d acquired from the production line and followed the directions in the book. Building the stove proved much faster, if not easier, and in short order, they had a small, sturdy appliance cobbled together from the scrap.

      “It’s a smart, simple design,” Shona’s dad noted. “As long as there’s wood for fuel, we can heat water continually. Now, how does the shower work? What’s your vision for it, Shona?”

      “We run a hose to the spigot on the main water tank,” she said. “Then we run a second hose down into the shower area below. We have gravity to pull the water into the water tank, and gravity to send it down into the shower area. Water pressure won’t be amazing, but it should be enough. Maybe we can pour the water through something to make it disperse a little like a showerhead. I’m not sure about that part yet.”

      “I know something we can use,” Nathan said. “In the break room, there’s a metal colander along with some cups and glasses and stuff. If we pour the water through the colander, it will spray a little like a showerhead.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Shona’s dad said. “When you two put your heads together, you make a pretty good team. Let’s finish this.”

      Dusty had watched all of their hard work from a distance. It seemed to make her nervous, especially when the work made a lot of noise. At the same time, she apparently didn’t want to be alone, so she found a spot a few feet away and lay down to watch.

      As Nathan retrieved the colander, Shona and her father created the curtained shower area below. They used a big tarp as a shower curtain, ran another heavy-duty hose from the water heater on the floor of the walkway, and mounted the hose to a support post. They then attached one of the nozzles from the water heater pipework to the end of the hose. Finally, when Nathan returned, they mounted the metal colander just beneath the hose, where it would scatter the water in a way that might approximate a real shower.

      In the end, they stood back on the factory floor and admired their handiwork. Shona was worn out, but mentally invigorated.

      “What do you think, Dad?” she asked. “Will it work? Can we heat up enough water for a warm shower?”

      “I’d say you could get a few minutes of warm water once the tank is full and heated,” he replied. “It’s not a lot, but we want to use the water supply sparingly anyway. It’s a heck of a lot better than what we had before. We’ll have to create a schedule for the shower, so people aren’t competing for it.”

      “Let’s just get people in there as soon as possible,” Shona said. “The era of bad odors is coming to an end, Dad.”
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      Melanie stood at the end of the line of admirers and studied the makeshift shower that Shona and Nathan had designed. Some of this had come from the DIY book, but much of it had come straight out of their own minds. A long hose ran from a spigot on the factory’s main water tank down to the smaller tank from the water heater. The rocket stove was mounted near the bottom and to one side of the smaller tank, and a second hose ran from the water heater’s old valve to a curtained shower below the walkway.

      She could see flames licking through the vents in the side of the rocket stove, black smoke curling up toward the ceiling. Fortunately, there wasn’t much smoke, and the factory had vents on the roof. When Shona turned the valve and let some water splash out into the colander, it was like she’d performed a magic act. Lizzy, Josh, and Mr. Turner applauded. The new people, Rita and Brian, gasped loudly. Even Dusty came padding over and wagged her tail.

      “Shona, this is really impressive,” Melanie said, giving her daughter a hug. “I don’t think any of us would have come up with such a great design.” Indeed, Melanie had initially seen it as just a silly little project, something to give Shona and Nathan a bit of work to do. She hadn’t expected the end result to be anything particularly useful. Of course, she never would have admitted this to her daughter. Still, the end result far exceeded her expectations.

      Maybe I expect too little from Shona, she thought.

      “Nathan helped a lot,” Shona replied, shutting off the water. “And Dad too.”

      Nathan was standing off to one side with a smile on his face as he stared at the shower. He had a clipboard tucked under his arm. “It was mostly Shona’s idea,” he said. “I just contributed a few things here and there.”

      “I’ve used camp showers so many times on hunting trips,” Mr. Turner said. “It’s always awkward standing under a tree with a bit of sun-warmed water trickling out of plastic hose, trying to wash off the soap, but I would have been fine with that, honestly. I’m used to it. But this, my dear, is luxury.” He gave his granddaughter a big hug.

      “Thanks, Grandpa,” Shona replied.

      Even with the water shut off, the group lingered in front of the shower, just gazing in wonder at it. Finally, Melanie had to goad them to move.

      “Okay, well, here’s what I think we should do,” she said. “It’s well past time for dinner, so we need to eat. We can take turns with the shower. Should we create a signup sheet or something?”

      “We already thought of that,” Shona said, gesturing at Nathan.

      He pulled the clipboard out from under his arm and held it up, revealing a piece of paper under the clip that already had numerous blank spaces for names. He then produced a pencil from his shirt pocket.

      “We have to time the showers so there’s enough time in between to refill the tank and warm the water,” he said. “We’re thinking one-hour intervals.”

      “Should we go in order from oldest to youngest?” Mark asked.

      “I’m the oldest,” Mr. Turner replied, “but I don’t want to go first. That doesn’t seem right.”

      “Alphabetical order, then?” Lizzy suggested.

      They all looked at Melanie, waiting for her answer, but Melanie nodded at Shona. “What do you think?”

      Shona started to say something, then hesitated a second before continuing. “Well, like Nathan said, the tank will have to refill and warm up between showers, so it’s going to take a long time for everyone to use it. I think we should let the new people shower first. Then the men. Then the women. Then me and Nathan. That’s what I think.”

      “Why that particular order?” Melanie asked.

      “Well, just because of…” Shona shrugged. “Just because of…”

      “Because of the smell,” Nathan finished. “Smelliest to least smelly makes the most sense.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dinner consisted of a soup mix that they heated on one of their portable stoves, some crackers, and green beans, all washed down with warm tea. As they usually did during meals, they ate together in the break room. Mark and Melanie sat at one end of the tables, while Josh chatted with Rita and Brian at the other end. Nathan and Shona sat across from each other in the middle where the two tables met, with Mr. Turner on Shona’s right side.

      The plates and silverware came from Derrick Platt’s huge supply of camping gear. Melanie had served everyone in order to make sure there was enough soup. No second helpings. Generally speaking, they didn’t do second helpings in the factory. Melanie had no idea how long the food would have to last, so she was careful about portions.

      “The potato soup’s not bad for an off-brand soup mix,” Mr. Turner said, sipping from his spoon like he was eating at a formal dinner. “I can even taste a little spice in it. Maybe some onion powder, garlic.”

      “It’s excellent,” the newcomer Brian said. “Thanks for sharing your food with us, guys. You have no idea what we had to do outside to get enough food to eat every day.”

      “You earned it today,” Melanie said from the other end of the tables. “The new door works perfectly, and you’ve proved that covering the exterior wall with scrap metal is going to work.”

      “Well, it’s nice to be useful,” Brian said.

      Rita was eating ravenously, saying little but grinning broadly between bites. Soup had already splattered the front of her uniform and her right sleeve. Melanie was tempted to tell her to calm down, but she decided to let the poor woman enjoy her meal as she saw fit.

      Her gaze happened to fall on Lizzy’s steaming bowl. The chair was empty.

      “Is Lizzy still working?” she asked Mark.

      “Yeah, she didn’t follow us to the break room,” he replied. “She veered off somewhere near the showers. Maybe the bathroom. Not sure.”

      And then, as if the very mention of her name had summoned her, Lizzy walked into the room, wiping her hands on a rag. She took her seat with a big sigh.

      “Feeling okay?” Melanie asked.

      “Oh, just…” She looked around the table. “Bit of an upset stomach. Just in time for dinner.” She shrugged and scooped up some soup anyway, giving Melanie a smile and a wink.

      “You need the nutrients,” Melanie said. “We have to stay healthy.”

      “Yeah, yeah, better than scraping roadkill off the highway like our new friends down there,” Lizzy muttered before jamming the spoon in her mouth.

      Rita and Brian had both showered already, and they looked like different people. Friendlier and more approachable. If they’d come to the gate like this, Melanie might not have hesitated to let them through. They’d had to put on their old clothes again, unfortunately, but at least Rita had brought along a change of underwear.

      “Pop, I think you’re next in the shower,” Melanie said to Mr. Turner. “Right after dinner. The tank should have refilled by then, but you’ll have to stoke the fire to get it heating.”

      “I don’t mind a cold shower,” he said. “Actually, it can be quite refreshing. Heck, I took a shower under an ice-cold waterfall in the Smoky Mountains once. Don’t worry, I won’t take long, and then it’ll be Mark’s turn.”

      When Melanie turned to Mark, she realized he hadn’t eaten much. Indeed, he was just sort of staring at the bowl, a distance in his eyes. She tapped his shoulder. “Hey, husband, come back to earth. What’s up? Aren’t you hungry?”

      “Just tired,” he said. “It’s been a long day, I guess, and my shoulder’s bothering me a little.” He reached up to where the wound was and lightly tapped it.

      “You probably worked too hard today,” Melanie replied, rubbing his back between his shoulder blades. “Take it easy. You’re still healing, you know.”

      “Yeah, I think I’m done building showers for now,” he replied.

      “Well, tomorrow you just rest. No more major construction projects for you.”

      He gave her a little salute and resumed eating. As Melanie looked around the table, a thought came to her, an unresolved thread that was still dangling in the air.

      “Brian, did you ever find your missing gloves?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I can’t figure out what happened to them. It’s like they vanished into thin air.”

      “Did anyone happen to find them?” she asked.

      Everyone at the table shook their heads in turn.

      “It’s funny you mention that,” Mark said. “The little multi-tool I carry around is also missing. It’s usually in my pocket, but I took it out when we were working on the front wall. I’m pretty sure I set it down on the reception desk, but it’s gone now.”

      “I gave that to you for your birthday three years ago,” Shona said. “I remember picking it out at the hardware store.”

      “Well, I can’t find it anywhere,” Mark said.

      Melanie didn’t want this to be a thing. Suddenly, items were turning up missing, and she really wanted to believe it was just a coincidence. But, no, this felt like a problem developing in their midst. Was it possible someone was taking things? That seemed silly. They were all living in this space together. What could a thief possibly gain from stealing anything when there was nowhere else to take it?

      “Have any of you seen a multi-tool lying around here?” Melanie asked. “It’s a small folding tool, sort of like a Swiss army knife.”

      Her gaze flitted from face to face, working her way around the table. Brian seemed frustrated, Rita and Josh appeared confused. Shona and Nathan had questioning looks on their faces. Lizzy had a slight frown, and Mark looked half-asleep. Was one of these people a thief?

      “Nobody?” she said.

      “I’ve been known to misplace things from time to time,” Mr. Turner said. “If you’re not paying attention, you can set something down and forget where you set it.”

      “I’ve seen nothing out of place,” Josh offered. “Actually, we run quite a tidy ship around here.”

      “Is it possible someone is sneaking in the building and pinching stuff?” Rita offered. “A determined thief could get over the barbed wire, and it’s not like you can keep an eye on every square inch of the compound.”

      Rita’s explanation seemed unlikely, though the slightest possibility gave Melanie an uneasy feeling.

      “If a thief managed to get in here, would they really go for a pair of gloves and a multi-tool?” Lizzy said. “Those don’t seem like high-value targets.”

      “Well, maybe it’s someone just taking whatever they can get their hands on,” Rita said. “Half the population has turned to theft beyond the walls, and they take what they can get. Trust me. We had a creepy guy steal a pair of dirty socks that were hanging out of a car window to dry overnight.”

      “Surely Dusty would smell an intruder and alert us to his presence,” Melanie said, but her gaze went to the dog, who was curled up lazily on the floor beside Shona’s seat.

      Or would she? she wondered. She seemed anxious about the presence of Rita and Brian, but she never barked at them. In fact, she mostly avoided them.

      “Maybe Max is right. Maybe I misplaced the tool,” Mark said. “I’ll keep looking. Let’s not assume anything malicious. Not yet. I don’t want everyone worrying about thieves climbing the walls when it might just be my own forgetfulness.”

      “I think you should rest after dinner until it’s your time to take a shower,” Melanie asked. “I’ll look for the missing items.”

      She resumed eating, but her brief moment of peace had passed. Another damned thing to worry about.

      You don’t know that there’s a thief, she reminded herself. Don’t get worked up about something until you have a reason to.

      By the time she finished her soup, she noticed that Mark had stopped eating and was just sort of staring at the tabletop. His bowl was still half full, while most of the others were finished or getting close. Even Lizzy, with the little frown on her face, had forced herself to work through the entire bowl, and she was now sitting back in her chair and clutching her belly.

      “Mark, don’t you want to finish your food?” Melanie asked. “It would be good for you to eat. You need the nutrition to heal.”

      “I ate as much as I could stomach,” he said. “Honestly, I’m not feeling all that good, Mel. It seems I really overdid it today. Probably best if I just go lie down.”

      He seemed flushed, and his eyes were glazing over, as if he were on the verge of falling asleep right there at the table. Melanie pressed the back of her hand to his cheek, and he felt way too hot. His forehead was worse, and his neck was practically like touching a live coal.

      “My God, you’re burning up,” she said.

      “I do feel a little warm,” he said. “Is it bad?”

      “How long have you felt like this?”

      “Not sure,” he replied. “It’s been getting worse during dinner. I’ll eat. Hang on.” He spooned up some soup, as if he wanted to assuage her concerns, but the spoon only got about halfway to his mouth before he dumped it back in the bowl.

      “How long has your shoulder been hurting?” Melanie asked.

      “Well, my shoulder’s been aching since this afternoon. It was hurting me after we did the wall repairs. I tried to take it easy when we were building the shower, but maybe I did too much.”

      “All right, that’s it,” she said, pushing her chair back. She rose and beckoned him. “Come on. You’re going to lie down and take it easy. Forget about the soup.”

      He struggled to stand, and she grabbed him under his good arm to help him. Once he was on his feet, she turned him in the direction of the hallway. However, in a moment of frustration, she addressed the table.

      “I’ll be taking care of Mark,” she said, looking at no one in particular, “but I expect that damned multi-tool and those damned gloves to turn up. I don’t need a confession. There won’t be any punishment or weirdness. I just expect them to suddenly turn up, and then we’ll never speak of them again. I hope I’ve made myself clear.”

      She could feel their eyes on her, but she turned and guided Mark toward the hall.
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      She didn’t realize Josh had followed her until she got Mark into the bedroom and settled him on his cot. For a second, she had the strange notion that Josh was going to produce the gloves and multi-tool and hand them to her, maybe even offer a tearful apology. However, he was standing in the door, gazing down at Mark with a concerned look on his face.

      “The last time I treated his wound, it seemed to be healing,” Josh asked, “but maybe things have taken a turn for the worse. Would you like me to take a look again?”

      “Please do,” Melanie said, stepping back from the cot and gesturing toward a nearby stool.

      Mark was lying on his back, his hands clasped on his chest. His eyes were half-lidded, glassy, his cheeks bright red. Josh took a seat and began examining him. He gently pried his eyelids back and peered in his eyes, then pressed two fingers to his neck, taking his pulse. Afterward, he felt his forehead and cheek.

      “I should get a thermometer,” he said. “We have plenty of them up in the old office. He’s burning up. I’d better take a look at that wound, too. How do you feel, Mark? Can you describe it to me?”

      “The shoulder is throbbing, doc,” Mark replied, voice slurring. “Otherwise, I sort of feel like I’m coming down with the flu. Is that possible? Could this be the flu?”

      “It’s possible, but unlikely,” Josh said, as he unbuttoned Mark’s shirt and pulled it open.

      Melanie moved up behind him so she could see the wound. Of course, she’d seen him with his shirt off numerous times in the last few weeks, so she’d kept an eye on the wound, but maybe she’d overlooked something. Maybe her lack of medical training had caused her to underestimate how bad it was.

      Once uncovered, she saw the stained bandage. It had some antiseptic on it, but it had discolored, as if the wound were oozing. Josh carefully unwrapped the bandage, revealing the wound itself. The bullet hole was an inch-long incision still with a couple of stitches in it. However, the flesh around the incision was a notably dark shade of red, and the wound seemed to be oozing some pinkish fluid.

      “Have you been keeping an eye on this thing?” Josh asked.

      “I’ve tried to,” Melanie replied. “We change the bandage every day and apply antiseptic each time, but it’s never looked quite this bad. Not this red, anyway.”

      “How bad is it, doc?” Mark asked. “Tell me the truth. I can handle it.”

      “Well, it looks like it’s gotten infected to me,” Josh replied.

      Melanie felt a moment of near despair, and she fought to step back from the brink. So many things had piled up lately, this felt like the final straw. She took a moment to collect herself before saying, “How can it be infected? All of the bullet fragments were removed. We did surgery on it twice, and he’s done a round of antibiotics. I thought he was on the mend.”

      Josh wadded up the old bandage and tossed it into a nearby trash can. “Well, if he’s been on meds and he still developed a fever, it could mean that the bacteria running through his body is resistant to that particular antibiotic. We might need something else, something stronger, to treat him. Would you mind getting me the first aid kit from the office?”

      “Of course,” Melanie replied.

      As she headed out into the hallway, she saw Lizzy standing in the doorway of the break room, as if she’d intended to come and check on them.

      “Everything okay, Mel?” she asked.

      “Yeah…well, maybe not,” Melanie said. No sense lying about the situation. There were no feelings that needed sparing. “Help clean up the dinner mess, would you? I’ll take care of Mark.”

      “You got it,” Lizzy replied. And with that, she backed into the break room.

      Melanie rushed to the supply room, still dancing on the edge of despair. By the time she returned to the bedroom with one of the big first aid kits, she was walking in a gray fog. Between Cooper’s impending attack, all of the reinforcements to the building that still had to be done, a possible thief in their midst, and now Mark’s infected wound, she’d reached the limit of thing things she could juggle in her mind. She handed Josh the leather kit and retreated to a corner of the room.

      As Josh went to work cleaning the wound, she tried to pull herself out of the fog. Everyone needed her. She had to stay on top of things, no matter how many problems were added to the pile.

      “When you say we need a stronger medicine,” she said, “what are you talking about exactly? What’s stronger than the antibiotic he’s already taking?”

      Josh didn’t answer right away. He was smearing some antiseptic gel on the wound, which caused Mark to gasp in pain. “Well, I’ll start with the diagnosis before I address the solution,” he said. “I’m worried about MRSA. That’s methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus, to be precise.” He said it quietly, glancing toward the bedroom door, as if he didn’t want others to hear him.

      “That’s a mouthful,” Mark said softly. His eyes were moving back and forth, as if he were fading in and out of dreams. “Personally, I’d rather have a disease I can pronounce.”

      Josh rose and went to the bedroom door, pushing it shut before taking his seat again. “It may be better to keep this to ourselves for now,” he said, pulling a roll of bandages out of the kit. “I don’t want the others to worry.”

      “MRSA,” Melanie said. “What is it?”

      “It’s the primary cause of staph infections,” Josh said, carefully winding the bandage around Mark’s shoulder. “Look, Melanie, I’m not going to sugarcoat this for you. The others don’t need to hear what I’m about to say, but you need to hear it.”

      Do I, though? Melanie wondered, bracing herself.

      “MRSA is almost impossible to treat even with access to the best health care at a hospital,” Josh said, plunging ahead whether she was ready or not.

      “What makes you think he’s got it?” she asked. “Couldn’t it be something else? Something less severe?”

      “The wound is raised and red,” Josh said. “It’s oozing pus, and it’s really warm. Plus, he’s running a fever. All symptoms of MRSA.”

      “And how does this play out?” Melanie asked. “What does MRSA do, worst-case scenario?”

      “Unfortunately, severe MRSA can cause some extreme complications,” Josh said, “including things like pneumonia, sepsis, heart damage.”

      “Can it…can it be fatal?”

      Josh nodded.

      “Okay, so if that’s the case, how do we treat it?” she asked. “How do we prevent the worst complications from happening?”

      Instead of answering, Josh quietly finished bandaging the wound, then tossed a filthy cloth into the trash. Mark’s feverish eyes glanced at Melanie, and she saw her own concern mirrored there. He was alert enough to know what Josh was saying.

      “If Mark has MRSA, there’s not really anything we can do about it,” Josh said, finally. “Not with the supplies currently on hand.”

      His words hung heavy in the air. Melanie instinct was to snap at him for exaggerating, but she bit her tongue and weighed her words carefully.

      “Are you sure about that?” she asked. “There must be something we can do. There’s always a solution to any problem. Isn’t there?”

      “The antibiotic we put him on was amoxicillin, which is a broad-spectrum antibiotic,” he said. “It’ll fight a wide range of bacteria, and it’s generally a pretty solid treatment for infections. MRSA is an exception. It’s resistant to many types of antibiotics, including amoxicillin.”

      “So are there antibiotics that would work?” Melanie asked.

      “Yeah, there are. Vancomycin would be the treatment of choice for an infection as severe as Mark’s, but there are a few others I can think of. Bactrim is another good one. Also, doxycycline, minocycline. To name a few. We don’t have any of those. We’d have to leave the factory and try to make a run to a hospital or clinic.”

      “Okay, but we’re stocked up on meds like crazy in here,” Melanie said. Her voice was rising, despite her best efforts to maintain control. “Surely we’ve got something on hand that would help him. Traveling to a hospital is going to be incredibly dangerous. Too dangerous.”

      Josh buttoned up Mark’s shirt, then spun on the stool to face her. She could see by the grave expression on his face that he wasn’t particularly hopeful. He ran his hands through his thinning hair and sighed.

      “Yes, we have some meds in stock that we can try,” he said, “and I can keep the wound clean. If it gets worse, I might drain it. However, if we don’t see any improvement in the next day or so, then we’ll have to consider a more drastic measure. I know it’s dangerous to leave the factory, but if it’s a choice between making the journey or losing your husband, I think the choice is clear.”

      “Losing your husband.” She echoed his words numbly. “Surely it won’t come to that.”

      “I don’t mean to add to your distress, Melanie,” Josh said, “but I want you to make your decision with clarity.”

      “I understand,” she said. “Thanks for your help.”

      Josh rose then and headed for the door. “I’ll go to pick through our medical supplies and select a few things that might as least ease his pain and reduce the fever.”

      And with that, he slipped out into the hall. Melanie took his place on the stool and grabbed Mark’s hand.

      “Aw, I’ll be up and running in no time,” he said, though his voice was slurring worse than ever. “The doc is just giving us the worst-case scenario. Don’t get worked up about it.” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed her.

      “I’m not worked up,” Melanie replied. “Get plenty of rest. Let’s hope for the best.”

      As she leaned forward and kissed him, she could feel the intensity of the heat radiating off his face.
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      When she finally reached her breaking point, it didn’t cause an outburst or a meltdown. She didn’t start shouting at people or pounding the walls with her fists. Instead, she became overwhelmed with fatigue and felt a sudden, desperate need to lie down and sleep. Mark was already on the verge of sleep himself, as Josh continued treating him, so Melanie wandered back to the break room.

      Shona and Nathan were cleaning the dinner bowls using a bucket of water on the counter. Dusty was curled up in a nearby corner, sleeping soundly. The dog had been given most of the leftover soup, and she’d lapped it up with wild abandon before becoming sleepy. Brian, Rita, Mr. Turner, and Lizzy were already gone. Perhaps they were sleeping as well. Melanie started to go over and help Shona, if only out of sheer habit. However, she caught herself.

      “If Dad’s not taking a shower next, then it’s your turn, Mom,” Shona said.

      “Not now,” Melanie replied. “I’m going to lie down for a while. Let the next person go.”

      “That’ll be Lizzy,” Shona said, setting a clean bowl on a stack.

      “Okay, let her know, would you?”

      Shona nodded and wiped her hands on a towel. Melanie wanted to lie down somewhere dark and quiet, somewhere well away from traffic and noise and people speaking. Lying with Mark seemed like it might jostle his wound and make it worse. She thought about it for a minute. Of course, there were some locked closets in the factory floor, particularly under the walkway, that would be dark and quiet, far from anyone. Suddenly, that seemed like a very attractive option. Would her family freak out if she did it?

      Hoping to stave off any overreactions, she decided to say something to Shona. “I’m going to find a nice, quiet place to sleep. If you don’t see me for a while, don’t worry about it, okay?”

      “What are you going to do?” Shona asked, tossing the towel onto the counter. “Lock yourself in a closet or something?”

      When Melanie didn’t immediately respond, Shona turned to her with wide, questioning eyes.

      “Actually, yes, I thought about using one of the locked closets under the walkway. I just need some privacy.”

      Shona came toward her. “Are you okay, Mom?”

      “I just need to be left alone for a while, Shona,” Melanie said. “And I need to sleep.”

      “It’s okay, Mom.” Shona hugged her. “You’ve got the keys to this place. You can find the deepest, darkest space, if you need to. Nobody will bother you. I promise.”

      “Thanks, Shona.”

      As Shona returned to Nathan’s side, Melanie dug into her pockets for the keyring. She found the key for the front gate lock—she kept it separate—but the interior keys were on a different ring. They were Derrick’s old keys. She’d often heard them rattling as he walked down the hall during work days. Because they were so bulky, they didn’t fit in her pants pockets, so she normally kept them in her jacket or even in a drawer somewhere.

      Her little blue jacket, which she’d worn constantly since the day of the EMP, was crumpled up on a table in the corner of the break room. Melanie picked it up, shook it out, and dug into the pockets. No keys. Thinking maybe she was confused by her need for sleep, she dug deeper, but the pockets were empty. She hunted around on the floor in case they’d fallen, but she didn’t see them anywhere.

      “Shona, Nathan, have either of you seen the big key ring?” she asked.

      Shona and Nathan were finishing up, putting the dishes back in the cupboard.

      “No, Mom. Did something else turn up missing?” Shona asked.

      “Yeah,” Melanie replied.

      She was so frustrated now that she walked out of the room without saying anything else. The keys had been in her jacket pocket. She was almost certain about that. Indeed, the weight of them in the pocket had become so familiar to her that wearing the jacket without them felt strange. Flinging the jacker over her shoulder, she headed down the hall.

      She passed the room where Josh was still sitting with Mark, but she kept going. First the gloves, then the multi-tool, and now her keys. Could they all have been misplaced? It seemed unlikely. As Josh had said, they kept things pretty organized in the factory.

      Maybe someone is finding loose items and returning them to their proper place, she thought. If I look in the supply closets, I might find the keys, gloves, and multi-tool carefully arranged on appropriate shelves.

      She wanted to believe it so badly that she walked all the way to the supply closets in the alcove before the factory doors. But it just didn’t make any sense. If someone had put those items back in their proper place, they would have admitted to it when Melanie asked. Instead, they’d all just stared at her with innocent, confused expressions.

      Melanie leaned against one of the supply closet doors.

      You don’t need to check for the missing items, she told herself. You won’t find them in any of the closets, and you know it. Stop trying to talk yourself out of the obvious conclusion. There’s a thief in your midst.

      She felt it. Yes, there was a thief among them. And what else had that person taken? Suddenly, Melanie had the terrible idea that she would open the supply closet and find bare shelves. Needing to check, she opened the door, grabbed a flashlight from its place on the nearest shelf, and turned on the light. She shone the light down the aisle and along the packed shelves. She saw bags and boxes containing tools, weapons, camping gear, and food. At first glance, nothing appeared to be missing, but she decided to take a closer look.

      Heading inside, she moved down the aisle toward the back corner of the big closet. Derrick Platt’s enormous steel gun cabinet sat there, out of sight of the closet door. They kept the gun cabinet unlocked for quick access. What if the thief had availed themselves of that fact?

      Did Cooper somehow send a spy into our midst to steal from us? she wondered.

      It seemed not outside of the realm of possibility, and the thought made Melanie anxious. She swung the gun cabinet open and grabbed a clipboard off the top shelf. Then she went to work picking through the entire case, making sure everything was in place. They had so many guns, it would have been easy to overlook one or two if not for their meticulous record-keeping, and for that she was grateful. The hard work had been worth it.

      All guns were accounted for, so she went through their many boxes of ammunition next. She lost count a couple of times and had to start over, but eventually she verified that all of the ammo was present. Not a single bullet missing or out of place. Finally, she opened the door at the bottom of the gun cabinet and checked on the LRAD. The big sonic weapon was there.

      So, our thief didn’t go for the weapons, she thought. That’s a relief. But they still got the keys, and what do they plan to do with them?

      The possibilities were all deeply troubling.

      Melanie decided to check the food supplies next, so she moved to the next aisle. Eventually, they were going to have to go through the entire inventory of every closet and storage space. She would need help for that, but she had to think for a minute about who to trust. Who was least likely to be a thief? Mark, of course, but he was sick. Lizzy or Josh, then.

      I’ll ask Josh, she decided, finally. If I can trust him to care for Mark, surely I can trust him to do a full inventory.

      She hated the idea that she couldn’t fully trust the people in the factory. Fortunately, after a cursory review of their food and other supplies, nothing seemed to be missing. Melanie left the supply closet and shut the door behind her. She really wanted to sit down and talk to Mark about who it might be. Maybe Rita was right. Maybe some outsider was sneaking into the factory without being spotted.

      Or maybe Rita is throwing you off her trail, Melanie thought.

      And, as she leaned against the supply closet door, she realized that it was the most likely scenario. Brian and Rita were both new. Yes, they’d done a lot of hard work on the back door. They’d earned their keep, but Melanie just didn’t know them. They’d lived like wild people outside the factory walls for weeks. It must’ve had an effect. Or worse, they could be connected with Cooper.

      She headed to one of the other old offices in the hallway. This one was being used to store clothing, blankets, and towels. There wasn’t a bed, but Melanie placed a few blankets on the floor and lay down. She didn’t think she could sleep, despite the fatigue in her body, not until she had some plan of action for dealing with the thief. They couldn’t afford to lose anything else, and she really needed those keys.

      As she recalled her earlier conversation with Brian, she realized she trusted him. Somehow, her gut told her that he was okay. He felt safe. Even as she saw him in her mind’s eye, she felt that sense of safety. Brian was a decent person. Anyway, why would Brian have stolen his own gloves?

      To throw me off his trail, she thought.

      No, that was absurd. There’d been no trail before the gloves went missing. That left Rita. And, of course, Rita had already proved to be just a little difficult. Melanie rolled onto her side, facing the door so she could see a bit of light seeping through the crack at the bottom.

      “Of course, it’s Rita,” she muttered. “You know it. You feel it. And why should that surprise you?”

      Maybe she’d stolen the gloves to keep Brian from fully embracing the new community, or maybe she just liked to steal whatever she could get her hands on.

      Get rid of her. Immediately.

      That was her first instinct, but in truth, she needed Rita’s help. Having metalworkers show up at the gate right when they needed them? It was practically a godsend. There was so much work to be done to shore up their defenses, and Rita and Brian were exactly the right people to get it done. And, after all, what if she was wrong? If it wasn’t Rita, then Melanie would be turning away one of the most important assets they’d acquired since taking the factory for no good reason. The woman could weld like a seasoned pro. That skill alone was going to make a huge difference.

      Furthermore, if she kicked Rita out of the factory without presenting proof, it might cause tension among the other people. Lizzy, Josh, and Brian, in particular, might resent having to pick up the slack, even if Lizzy and Josh were already mistrustful of Rita.

      Test her. Test Rita somehow, so you know for sure.

      Yes, that was the answer. If she could prove that Rita was innocent, it would put her mind at ease. On the other hand, if she proved her guilt, then no one would feel bad when Melanie booted her back out into the harsh world.

      As she slowly drifted off to sleep, Melanie tried to think of some way to test the newcomer. And it came to her in the last moments. She could invite Rita to work with her on a project, just the two of them, and set up a seemingly harmless conversation to pick away at her.

      Rita, I’m going to find out who you really are, she thought, and then I’ll know exactly how to deal with you.
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      She waited until after breakfast, then caught up to Rita outside the bathroom doors near the stairway. There was still a whole lot of work to be done to the outside of the building, and Brian and Rita were key to getting that done. As Melanie approached Rita now, she saw Josh and Brian loading metal sheets onto a pushcart in the back hallway.

      I hate to drag her away from this work, but we can afford to lose half a day, Melanie thought. Especially if it helps identify our thief.

      Rita had just grabbed the doorknob, clearly intending to use the restroom, when Melanie wagged a finger to catch her attention. Upon first meeting her, Rita had seemed like such a coarse woman, rough around the edges, but she’d softened somehow. The shower had washed away not just the dirt but some of the sharpness. Indeed, she had a rather friendly face, deep-set brown eyes, and an easy smile.

      Could she really be a thief?

      Yes, Melanie thought. Absolutely.

      “Hey, Rita, I need your help on a special project today,” Melanie said. “Would you mind working with me for a while?”

      Rita immediately gave her a strange look.

      She’s already suspicious, Melanie thought.

      “It’s a defense project for the front gate,” Melanie quickly added. “I want to strengthen the hinges and lock, so Cooper and his men can’t ram through it with one of their trucks. I don’t have a design in mind. That’s where your expertise comes in.”

      “Well, I’m supposed to keep working with Brian and Josh on the exterior walls,” Rita said. “In case of more grenades. Are you sure it’s okay to pull me away?”

      “Yes, I’m making an executive decision on this,” Melanie said. “We’ll grab some of the scrap metal from the production lines and head out there once you get out of the restroom. How does that sound?”

      Rita frowned and opened the restroom door. “Well, you’re the boss around here, after all. I don’t usually like being pulled off a job to do some other unplanned thing, but you’ve made the pecking order pretty clear.” And then, as if she realized she’d gone too far, she smiled again and said, “Work is work. As long as I’m contributing and earning my keep, it’s fine with me. Whatever you say, boss.”

      And with that, she stepped into the restroom and shut the door behind her, leaving Melanie standing in the hall. Annoyed, but trying not to let it show, Melanie went and grabbed a handcart from the supply closet then approached Brian and Josh to collect some of the scrap metal. They were already getting set up outside the back door, preparing to weld more pieces of metal to the exterior wall. When Melanie grabbed a few pieces off their stack, they both looked at her.

      “Ah, so you’re the thief around here,” Josh said, a smirk on his face. “What a shocking twist!”

      “No, I need some scraps for another project,” Melanie said. “Rita and I will be working on the front gate this morning. Don’t worry, I’ll return her to you right after lunch.”

      “Are you sure?” Brian asked. “If I’m being completely honest, she’s better than me at welding.”

      “That’s why I need her,” Melanie said. “This is important.”

      She collected a few good-sized pieces of metal taken from the disassembled product lines. After stacking them carefully onto the handcart, she wheeled it back down the hall to the bathroom door just in time to meet Rita.

      “I’ll gather my tools and meet you at the gate,” Rita said. “Will we be welding?”

      “Eventually, but not right away,” Melanie replied. Indeed, Melanie wanted to put off the welding for a while because it would demand too much of Rita’s attention. She needed the woman to fully participate in conversation while working, at least until some truth had been uncovered.

      “Okay, meet you at the gate,” Rita said. “I’m going to grab my tools.”

      Rita headed toward the back door, as Melanie pushed the handcart through the building to the front door. In the break room, Nathan, Shona, and Mr. Turner were all sorting food items in the cupboard, while Dusty lounged in the corner. By the time Melanie got outside and headed across the parking lot toward the front gate, Rita was already there, a big toolbox on the ground between her feet.

      Melanie produced the key for the front gate lock, though this reminded her all over again about the pilfered keys, and she found herself suddenly fighting a surge of anger. Rita must have read this on her face, as she quickly stepped aside at Melanie’s approach.

      “What’s the plan here, boss?” Rita asked.

      “I want to wrap some of these metal scraps around the hinges and the lock,” Melanie replied. “That’ll make it harder to knock the gate loose.”

      “It’ll also make it harder to open the gate ourselves,” Rita said.

      “I’m less worried about that.” Melanie slid the handcart to one side and grabbed the big Master Lock. “We can position it so the gate opens just enough to let a single person squeeze through, and that’ll be fine.”

      “So, we’re working outside of the wall?”

      “Initially.” Melanie unlocked the gate and slid the latch aside. “We’ll attach some metal to the outside, then attach some more to the inside. What do you think? Will these scraps here work?”

      Melanie pointed at the handcart. She’d selected a few long, thick pieces of metal that had come from production machinery. Rita picked over them, lips pursed, then shrugged.

      “Yeah, we can make this work,” she said. “It won’t look pretty, but it’ll make it a little harder to knock down the gate, just like you want.”

      “Good. That’ll be enough.”

      And with that, she flung the gate open, the hinges shrieking in protest. The outside world broke open before her. She saw dead cars on the access road, on the distant interstate, signs of camping, blankets on the ground. On her right, beyond an overgrown field, she saw a small shopping center. Some of the buildings had burned to the ground, and the ones that remained standing were fire damaged. An auto body shop sat on a hilltop, one of the few buildings that was still fully intact.

      Before stepping through the open gate, Melanie made sure there weren’t any people in sight. For the time being, the landscape before them appeared lifeless. Rita suddenly started to move past her, and she thrust an arm out to block out her.

      “Be careful where you step,” Melanie said. “The ground isn’t safe.”

      They had scattered shrapnel on the road and field just beyond the gate. Hundreds of sharp and crooked little pieces of aluminum and glass stuck up just waiting for some tire or foot to impale.

      “Yikes,” Rita said. “I’m glad those weren’t here when I first approached the gate. I wouldn’t have thought to look for them.”

      “It’s for our friend Cooper and his men. Let’s just say I want to discourage wheeled vehicles from getting too close to the wall.”

      “Well, heck, that was a pretty smart idea,” Rita said. “You’re thinking like a real military commander now.”

      “I’m afraid I have to.”

      Melanie grabbed the handle of the cart and pulled it after her as she stepped through the open gate, moving carefully to avoid the scrap metal scattered on the ground. Rita stooped down and grabbed the handle of her toolbox and followed Melanie outside.

      “It’s amazing the difference a wall makes,” Rita noted. “I mean, it’s not like the factory is impregnable. It’s not like someone couldn’t just climb over the wall, even with the barbed wire on top, but somehow it feels like a different world when you look out and see the walls around you. Just stepping through the open gate seems like the most dangerous thing in the world.”

      Melanie looked at their surroundings. The world didn’t really look that different, but Rita was right. It felt completely different on the other side of the wall. The danger hung heavily in the air, and suddenly Melanie wanted this task to be over as soon as possible. She reached down and patted the holster in her pocket.

      Right now would be a bad time for Cooper to show up, she thought. If he suddenly appeared, would we be able to get back inside and lock the gate before they got in?

      “Let’s get done out here  as quickly as we can,” she said. “I just want to strengthen the gate. Can we do that fast?”

      “Yeah,” Rita replied. “I figure we can bolt some of the metal on either side of the hinges to make them harder to break. Then we’ll bolt another piece of metal across the latch hole here. That’ll make it harder for a vehicle to slam through. Do you approve?”

      “Yeah, go for it. Let me know how I can help.”

      Rita went right to work, picking through the scrap metal and grabbing tools out of the box. She took charge, giving Melanie instructions along the way. She was intensely focused on the job, and it was clear that she liked being in charge.

      “You know, we can actually bar the gate on the inside so that it can’t be fully opened,” she noted, as she attached a piece of scrap metal to the side of a hinge. “That’s what you want, isn’t it? Of course, it would mean you can’t drive a vehicle out of here if you need to.”

      “Let’s do it,” Melanie replied. “We don’t plan on driving any vehicles out of here. Not this way.”

      “Not this way?” Rita echoed. “Are you planning on installing another gate in the wall somewhere, because this appears to be the only way in or out.”

      “No, but we’ll be fine,” Melanie said. “Strengthening this gate and making it harder for attackers to get inside is our priority. Leave everything else to me.”

      “Well, if you really want me to do this properly, I’ll need the welding torch,” Rita said. “We’ll have to take it from Brian. He might not like that.”

      “He’s had it for a while. It’s our turn. Come on. Let’s get back inside.” She beckoned Rita and stepped back through the gate, pulling it shut behind them. Rita set the latch, and Melanie clicked the lock back into place. “I’ll go and get the torch.”

      As Rita went to work on the backside of the gate, strengthening the hinges, Melanie went and retrieved the welding torch.

      You’re supposed to be interrogating her, she reminded herself. Draw information out somehow. It’ll be awkward, but so what? Just do it. Ask questions, test her. She if she’ll open up.

      She found Brian, Josh, and Mr. Turner working on the back wall around the door, welding plates together and bolting them to the wall. They’d done an impressive amount of work, though the end result was quite ugly—a bunch of mismatched scrap metal plates covering the concrete wall like some apocalyptic trash heap.

      As Melanie reached for the welding torch, Mr. Turner said, “We still need that.”

      “Why don’t you boys take a break,” Melanie said. “Rita and I are borrowing this for a little while.”

      Josh and Brian traded a look, and Brian shrugged, dabbing his forehead with his sleeve. They didn’t seem to mind taking a rest.

      The welding torch was sitting next to one of the small generators on a pallet jack, and the generator was currently idling. Melanie grabbed the handles and started pushing it back across the parking lot. By the time she returned to the front gate, she found the woman hard at work, twisting bits of scrap metal to the chain links around the latch.

      “What’s your plan with the welding torch?” Melanie asked, wheeling the pallet jack up beside the other handcart and setting the brakes.

      “I’m going to take the biggest pieces of metal there,” Rita replied, “the ones that came out of the motor, and I’m going to weld them to the back of the gate in such a way that they’ll act as a door stopper. When you swing the gate open about a foot, they’ll extend out far enough to catch against the wall beside the gate and keep it from opening further. It won’t take long.” She turned and gave Melanie a cocky grin, her eyes twinkling. “This is easy stuff here. Just watch me.”

      She was very confident. That was clear. But Melanie didn’t get any bad vibe off of her. Yes, she could be pushy and needed to be reined in a little, but nothing in her body language or voice made her seem shifty or sneaky.

      Okay, start the interrogation, Melanie told herself.

      “So, tell me, Rita, what do you…?”

      Just then, Melanie heard footsteps on the parking lot, and she turned around. Shona was coming toward her, moving fast, a pained expression on her face. Melanie’s internal alarm instantly went off.

      “What’s happening?” she asked, even as Shona reached her. “Are you okay?”

      “Mom, I need to talk to you,” Shona said. “Privately. Right now.”

      Melanie glanced at Rita, but Rita shrugged.

      “Is it an emergency?” Melanie asked her daughter, grabbing her by the shoulders. “I’m right in the middle of a really important job. Could it wait until later?”

      Shona shook her head. “No, it can’t wait. I need to talk to you right now, please.”

      “Hey, don’t worry about me,” Rita said. “I’ll need your help when I start welding, but I can finish up other things and then take a little break.” She dabbed sweat off her cheeks and forehead on her glove.

      “Okay, Shona, let’s go,” Melanie said, gesturing for her daughter to head back to the front door. “Let’s go somewhere private where we can talk, but it will have to be quick. This project here is important. It’s about our safety.”

      But even as she was still talking, Shona started back toward the building. Melanie hesitated only a second before following her. She’d wanted more time with Rita, more time to be sure about this newcomer, but it would have to wait. She swiped her hands against the hips of her jeans and hurried after Shona.
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      As soon as Melanie was through the front door, Shona pushed it shut behind her, leaned against it, and turned. The door and the wall around it were pockmarked now with white caulking from where they’d filled all the shrapnel holes. She heard someone in the break room, a whisper of a page being turned, the slight creak of a chair. Whoever it was, Shona didn’t seem to mind. Still leaning against the front door, as if to prevent Melanie from leaving, she fixed her steely gaze on her mother.

      “What did you want to talk about?” Melanie asked. She had a feeling she was about to be scolded, and she tried to preemptively stave off an overreaction. “Whatever it is, we can deal with it calmly, I hope.”

      “Dad’s sick,” Shona said. “He’s really sick. I went to his room, and he’s just lying on the bed in there.”

      “I know,” Melanie replied. So that’s what it was. She was relieved that it wasn’t some strangeness about Nathan. “I know all about your father.”

      “Well, if you know about it, why aren’t we doing something to help him?” Shona asked. “Aren’t you worried about his well-being? Don’t you care? He’s just lying in there all alone while everyone’s outside.”

      Melanie sighed. “Of course, I’m worried about him, but Josh is taking care of him. We’re hoping he’ll get better in the next day or so. Until then, we have work to do. We’re not safe right now.” She took a step toward the door, but her daughter held her ground. “I need to go back to work, Shona.”

      “No, Mom, you can’t just go back to work,” Shona said. “We have to do something about Dad. He was shut up in his room, like you didn’t even want me to see him. Are you trying to hide him because you don’t want us to know how bad he’s doing?”

      Melanie reached out to grab her daughter’s shoulders again, but Shona swiped her hands aside.

      “Like I said, Josh is taking care of him,” Melanie said. “I’ve already spoken with him, and we have a treatment plan in place.”

      “I talked to Josh, too,” Shona said, tears in her eyes. “I know what’s going on, Mom. You can’t hide anything from me. Josh told me all about it.”

      Melanie really didn’t want to deal with this right now. She had to resist the urge to push her daughter, force her way through the door, and return to work.

      Why is she acting like I’m neglecting Mark? she thought. We’re taking the most reasonable course of action based on everything that’s happening.

      “What did Josh tell you, exactly?” Melanie asked. “There are no big secrets here, Shona. I wasn’t trying to hide anything from you.”

      “He told me Dad’s wound might be infected,” Shona said, angrily brushing away tears. “He told me he could have sepsis. And he told me that you decided treat him with other medicine here in the factory instead of trying to get more effective antibiotics at a hospital.”

      “All of that is true,” Melanie said. “It’s the best and safest course of action right now.”

      “It’s the best course of action to let Dad lie there alone and get sicker and sicker?” Shona’s voice rose until it cracked. She was crying freely now, but she kept angrily swiping the tears off her cheeks. When Melanie reached out to her, intending to comfort her somehow, Shona dodged her hand. “Do you know people can die from sepsis, Mom? They can die.”

      “Yes, of course I know, but he’s not that bad yet,” Melanie said. “Give the other medicine a chance to work.”

      “He could die while you’re out there working on the gate, and you wouldn’t even know it,” Shona shouted.

      Melanie heard the sounds of someone in the next room getting up and leaving the room, walking down the hallway.

      “This is our family we’re talking about,” Shona said. “You’re taking a chance with his life! And if something happens to him, I’ll never forgive you for it, and you’ll never forgive yourself. We have to do anything we can to help Dad. Forget about your stupid gate for right now, and let’s go get him whatever he needs!”

      Shona was right, of course. If Mark died from the infected wound, Melanie would never forgive herself. On the other hand, if Cooper was able to break through the gate and get inside the building, it wouldn’t much matter how she felt about her choices. At this point, Cooper and his men would almost certainly charge inside shooting, and maybe no one would make it out alive. But Melanie knew if she started saying all of this, she was going to lose her temper. She was right on the precipice of anger. With so many responsibilities to juggle, the last thing she wanted was to be scolded by her daughter.

      “Shona I can’t just leave the factory. That will jeopardize everyone’s lives—your life, Shona. If there’s an attack while I’m gone, everyone is doomed. Anyway, Josh says there’s still a good chance that your father’s infection might heal just fine in another day or so.”

      “I can’t believe you’d say that,” Shona said. “There’s a chance he might heal, and there’s also a chance he might not! He’s your husband. He’s my father. You’re just going to leave him there in that bed while he’s burning up with fever and wait to see what happens? Josh says we should get antibiotics. He made a recommendation, and you ignored it.”

      “The other meds are bringing down the fever,” Melanie said. “His body is fighting the infection. Let’s get the repair work done, get everyone ready for the next attack, and then we can talk about heading outside.”

      “You could send one person out there right now,” Shona said. “One person could travel in secret, and that would leave the rest of us here to defend the factory.”

      “Who? Who would that one person be? You realize whoever I send out there would be putting their life in greater danger than Mark, so whose life is expendable in your opinion? Who should be willing to die just to increase your father’s chances of recovery?”

      Shona started to say something. Her mouth, her lower lip quivered, but then she shut it again and gave her mother a hateful scowl. Melanie started to say something else, something just a little harsher, but Shona brushed past her, intentionally bumping her with her shoulder, and stormed out of the room. Once she was gone, Melanie debated going after her, but then she realized there really wasn’t anything she could say to fix the situation.

      When Mark gets better, she’ll calm down, Melanie thought. In the meantime, I have to secure the factory and try to find our resident thief.

      And with that, she reached for the doorknob.
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      Shona hadn’t been so angry with her mother in a long time—maybe ever—and she was seeing red as she stepped into the break room. The crushing despair somehow fed the anger and made it magnitudes worse. Her pride over the shower project, her happiness at seeing how excited everyone was, even her heartfelt conversation with her mother had all been shattered after finding her father in bed soaked in sweat and red-faced.

      Nathan had left the break room at some point while Shona was arguing with her mother. As she passed through the room, she spotted a book on the table. That was for the best. Shona didn’t feel like being around anyone at the moment. In fact, she really wanted to be alone, so she could stew in her thoughts.

      Mom cares about this stupid factory more than she does the people in it, she thought. She’s more worried about the building getting attacked than her own husband who is fighting a blood infection that might kill him.

      Had her mother, in fact, become just like Derrick Platt? Had she become an obsessed weirdo who only cared about the stuff in the supply closets? Shona never would have believed it until now. As she headed down the hallway, she eased the door to her father’s bedroom open and checked on him. He was in bed, as before, lying under his blanket, and snoring soundly. Shona stood there a moment, seeing his flushed face, and felt angry all over again.

      We have to help him, she thought. We have to help him before we worry about anything else.

      She gently shut the door and backed away. Of course, there was a measure of guilt, because Shona suspected that the shower project had exacerbated the problem. He’d pushed himself too much.

      Hearing someone coming down the back hall, Shona ducked into the library room and shut the door behind her. They kept a couple of flashlights and some candles in the room for reading, but she didn’t bother to use any of them. Indeed, the darkness was more comforting, so she felt her way to the nearest chair and sat down.

      Unfortunately, she didn’t get long to bask in her solitude. Suddenly, the door creaked open, and she saw the familiar silhouette of Nathan standing there. She almost told him to go away, but she was afraid to alienate her best and only friend.

      “You heard what she said?” Shona asked.

      “Yeah,” Nathan replied. “Do you mind if I come in there with you?”

      “Go ahead, but no lights, please. My face is probably all blotchy now. I hate how I look when I’ve been crying.”

      Nathan stepped through the door and shut it again, plunging them both into utter darkness. She heard him cross the room and take the seat beside her. Then she felt his arm slip around her shoulders. She was comforted by the touch, so she leaned against him. At least he was fresh and clean now.

      “Well, if you heard everything, then you know my mom has lost her mind,” Shona said. “My dad is in there burning up with fever from his infected gunshot wound. The only guy with medical experience around here says, ‘Hey, we need a better antibiotic. Let’s go to the nearest hospital.’ And Mom says, ‘Nah, I’m too busy welding chunks of metal to the gate. My husband will just have to get over it.’”

      Regurgitating all of the bitterness felt so satisfying, but she had to keep herself from getting too worked up. Her voice was getting loud, and she didn’t want anyone in the hall to overhear.

      “Maybe she doesn’t believe the doctor about how serious the infection is,” Nathan suggested.

      “She believes it. She admitted it,” Shona replied. “But she doesn’t care. All she cares about is protecting the factory and all of the stuff inside that she basically stole from your dad.”

      At that, Nathan got quiet for a few seconds. She thought maybe she had offended him, or ripped open the wound, but then he sighed and said, “Funny you should mention my dad. Melanie is starting to remind me of him a little bit. She’s getting too obsessed with the stuff in this factory, I think.”

      Hearing him echo her exact thought was shocking, but it made her feel so much closer to him. Not only did he agree with her, but he validated her own feelings. She snuggled up against him and put her head against his chest.

      “I’m afraid you’re right,” she said. Yet admitting it out loud filled her with a terrible stomach-churning dread. Somehow, it made it all seem more real. Her mother was becoming Derrick Platt! Shona soon found herself trembling at the thought.

      Part of her resisted the realization. No, it’s not true. You’re wrong. Your mom isn’t like that. That other part of her desperately needed to give her mother an out.

      “Maybe…maybe she’s just really stressed out,” Shona suggested. “She’s basically the leader around here. Maybe it’s more difficult than she lets on. I could see how that might skew her judgment, you know? Like, she can’t think straight because there are so many different things to worry about. I know my mother, and she would never just leave my father like that if she was thinking straight.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Nathan said, “because my dad just got worse and worse over the years. I never really liked him, but then I couldn’t stand him, and eventually I hated him. Anyway, you know your mom better than I do.”

      “I have to believe that she’s trying to keep everyone safe and just making some poor decisions along the way,” Shona said. “I have to believe she’s not willing to put my father’s life in danger just to protect the stuff in the supply room. Nathan, I have to believe that. Otherwise, what’s the point of anything anymore?”

      She felt the sting of tears again. Nathan just held her in his awkward, sincere way, his arms wrapped around her at a slightly strange angle.

      “I hope you’re right,” he said again. “By the end, I didn’t even recognize my father. He was just some crazy weirdo who yelled at me all the time. I hardly felt anything when he died. It’s like he’d already died a long time ago.”

      “I’m sorry,” Shona said. She wasn’t even sure why she said it. Lizzy was the one who’d killed Derrick.

      “Don’t apologize,” Nathan said. “You never did anything wrong. My only suggestion is that you do what you think is right, no matter what your mom says. Trust yourself. You’re the most normal person around here, and there’s not even a close second.”

      “Well, for now I’m going to trust that Mom means well,” Shona replied. “For now. But we’ll see how it goes with Dad.”
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      The conversation with Shona had put Melanie in an ever-fouler mood, and she found it hard to concentrate for the rest of the day. As Rita continued to work, Melanie just moped, lingering in the background, though she knew it was setting a bad example. Actually, Rita seized on the opportunity and took charge of the project, occasionally telling Melanie what to do and how to help.

      What if Shona is right? That was the thought that kept distracting her. What if my priorities are all screwed up, and I’m letting Mark die?

      As the next hour passed, Melanie found herself sinking deeper and deeper into the gloom. The gate looked great. Not only had Rita strengthened it on both sides, but she’d installed some impressive restricting rods that prevented it from being opened more than about a foot and a half, and somehow she’d done it in a way that looked great. Of course, it had used up much of the fuel in the generator, but they had more in storage.

      “Well, what do you think?”

      Rita’s voice jolted Melanie out of her gloomy place. She’d been standing to one side for a few minutes, hands on her hips. She blinked, rubbed her face, and looked at Rita.

      “I said, what do you think?”

      Melanie appraised the work on the gate again and nodded. “Impressive work. I think that’ll do.”

      “It’ll have to,” Rita replied, “because we used up all of the scrap metal on the cart.”

      Of course, there was a lot more work to be done. The walls of the factory, especially around the other doors, still had to be reinforced thoroughly. Even so, Melanie’s sense of accomplishment at finishing the gate was short lived. Glancing around, she realized it was sometime in the early afternoon, and she could no longer hear the others working around the back door.

      “I guess we should break for lunch,” she said. “Maybe the others have already gone inside.”

      Rita was setting the tools back into the toolbox. Then she laid the welding torch and helmet onto the pallet jack. Melanie was sinking back into the gloom when Rita gave her an annoyed look and gestured at the handcart, as if to say, “Are you going to help here?”

      Melanie grabbed the handles of the handcart and began pushing it back toward the building, as Rita grabbed the pallet jack.

      I didn’t really learn anything about Rita, she thought. I don’t see anything suspicious in her behavior, but then again, I didn’t try hard to question her. Shona got me lost in my own thoughts.

      Though she intended to take the handcart back to the factory floor where it belonged, she was in such a bad mood that she wound up parking it in the reception area. Rita followed her example, setting the pallet jack with the generator and welding gear beside it. People had already gathered in the break room for lunch. Brian, Lizzy, Josh, and Mr. Turner were sitting around the tables, as Dusty lay in the corner. Lunch consisted of some canned foods—corn, beans, chipped beef—that had been warmed up on the stove. Judging by the residue on a plate in the corner, it looked like Dusty had been given some as well.

      Mr. Turner beckoned to the seat beside him, and Melanie sat down. Rita wound up beside Josh and Brian on the other side of the table. The food smelled pretty good, especially the chipped beef, but Melanie had lost her appetite. Still, she forced herself to grab a plate and scooped a bit of each item onto it.

      “Where are Shona and Nathan?” Melanie asked. “Did they already eat?”

      “They refused to come to lunch,” Mr. Turner said, jabbing his fork into his chipped beef. “I tried to reason with them, said they needed the vitamins to stay healthy, but they wouldn’t budge. Do you want to go and get them?”

      “No, I guess not,” Melanie said with a sigh, scooping up some corn. “They can eat later.”

      “Are they upset about something?” Mr. Turner asked.

      Instead of answering, Melanie decided to change the subject. She knew it was rude, and risked hurting her father’s feelings, but she couldn’t help herself. “Lizzy, how is your little project coming along?”

      “Just fine,” Lizzy replied.

      “And you’re feeling better?”

      Lizzy patted her stomach. “I’m not lingering in the bathroom, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Melanie nodded and made herself eat. Indeed, she’d found a rather important project for Lizzy to work on that she thought might keep her mind off her mother’s death. Melanie hadn’t told the others about it yet, and with Rita and Brian around, she didn’t want to mention it until Lizzy had finished the work.

      The room was quieter than usual, tense, as people ate. Rita occasionally leaned over and muttered to Brian, who either nodded or shrugged in reply. But for a while, no one spoke openly. Somehow, this was worse than being pestered with questions. It made the gloom rise up around Melanie. She put up with it as long as she could.

      “Brian, how’s the back door and wall coming along?” she asked. She’d managed to shovel half her food into her mouth, though she’d scarcely tasted it.

      “We’ve got panels up all around the door itself,” Brian said. “If there’s another blast in the same location, it should at least keep the wall from buckling, and maybe catch some of the shrapnel.”

      Melanie nodded and resumed eating, but she was sunk deep in the gloom now. The image of Mark lying on his cot, his cheeks and forehead flushed. The sound of Shona’s hateful voice, tears in her eyes. She couldn’t shake them.

      Finally, she could take it no longer. She polished off the rest of her food in three big, stomach-turning bites, and excused herself. As the others continued to enjoy their meal, she left the room and headed down the hall. Fortunately, no one asked her where she was going or why she was in such a hurry. Clearly, her mood was evident to all.

      She eased the door open to the bedroom, where a couple of candles on a shelf provided a small amount of light. Mark was lying on his cot, a plate of half-eaten chipped beef and corn on the stool beside him. Josh must have tried to feed him. Realizing this, and confronting her own neglect, Melanie felt crushed with guilt.

      “Mark, honey, are you awake?” she asked.

      He was on his side, facing the wall, but at the sound of her voice, he rolled onto his back and looked at her. He even managed a smile, though he was sweating so much he appeared to be melting.

      “The air is stale and muggy in here,” she noted. “We should put you in a room that has some air passing through.”

      “Where would that be?” he replied. His voice was creaky. “Out on the factory floor? Plenty of air moving around in there. No thanks. I’ll stay here.”

      She picked up the plate of food and sat down on the stool, scooting in close. “Did you get enough to eat?”

      “Not really hungry,” he replied. “Chipped beef is like eating slivers of plastic.”

      Melanie grabbed his hand, and she was shocked at how hot he felt. “Has Josh been taking care of you?”

      “Yeah, he pops his head in from time to time,” he replied. “Usually to take my temperature and administer some new medicine. I don’t even know what he’s giving me.”

      She brought his hand to her lips and kissed it. The guilt was almost unbearable.

      I left him in here alone all day, she thought, and he’s so much worse than before.

      As if he sensed her feeling, he attempted a smile and said, “Hey, I think maybe I’m at least a little better. Just let me rest another day or two, and I’ll be up and dashing about.”

      “Maybe so,” she said. “Don’t push yourself, okay? Just take it easy.”

      “If you insist.”

      She bent down and kissed him on the cheek. “Hey, I’m going to talk to Josh and see what he has to say. Do you need anything right now?”

      “Nope, your kiss was enough,” he said, with a big, goofy grin. “Thanks.”

      She patted his hand and rose, still bearing the plate of half-eaten food in one hand. “I love you. I’ll be back.”

      “I love you too,” he replied.

      She left the room and gently closed the door behind her. When she got back to the break room, people were cleaning up after dinner. Brian was helping Josh clean dishes in a bucket of water, so she moved to join them.

      “He’s not well,” she said to Josh, setting Mark’s plate on the counter.

      “His fever has gotten worse,” Josh replied, picking up the plate and dumping the uneaten food in a trash can. “I’m trying everything I can think of.”

      “You’ve done enough,” Melanie replied.

      She glanced around to see who else was within hearing range. Mr. Turner was wiping down the table, and Lizzy was gone. Dusty was sniffing around on the floor and eating the stray food that had fallen. Finally, Melanie leaned in close to Brian.

      “Okay, Brian, you were out there on the road for a few weeks,” she said. “Do you happen to know where the nearest pharmacy might be? I mean, a pharmacy that hasn’t been looted into oblivion.”

      He gave her a pensive look as he wiped a plate clean with a rag. “Actually, now that you mention it, I do recall seeing a drug store up the road about ten or twelves miles. It hadn’t been looted. In fact, it was still open for business, with some armed guards at the door. Most of the open businesses have armed guards these days.”

      “Do you remember where it was?” she asked. “I mean, could you find your way there again, if you had to?”

      He thought for a second, his eyes narrowed, as if tracing the route in his mind. “Yeah, it was out of the way, in this little shopping center behind a gas station. If you head northwest on the interstate, look for the big gas station sign, and that’s your exit.”

      “You could sketch me a map?”

      He nodded. “I’m sure I could.”

      Now that she was actually thinking about doing this, now that the possibility was very real, she felt a quivering fear deep in her belly. The idea of leaving the factory compound filled her with an intense dread. Ten or twelve miles on foot was going to take hours, especially if she was trying to be stealthy. Melanie almost couldn’t stand it. And yet she saw no other option now. Mark’s life was on the line, and she’d let other things distract her for far too long.

      “Josh, do you suppose a drug store like that would have some kind of antibiotic that might help Mark?” she asked.

      “It’s possible,” Josh replied. “If they’re open, I assume they’re running on generator power during limited hours. Some medications have to be refrigerated, but others don’t. I could make you a list of what to look for. It’s worth a try. You should go.”

      “I agree,” Brian said. “I wouldn’t put it off much longer. This is your husband we’re talking about here.”

      Melanie sighed and leaned against the counter. She hadn’t felt such profound stress and anxiety since the dark days of her childhood. For a minute, she just stood there, her hands pressed to the countertop, and felt it wash over her in skin-crawling waves. Leaving the factory!

      How much time does Mark have left at this rate? You can’t afford to wait any longer.

      “If I leave, so many big projects will come to a standstill,” she said. “We have to keep working on the defenses.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Brian said. “I’ll help keep the work going here in the factory, and I’ll keep an eye on Rita. In fact, I’d be happy to. You’ve fed us, given us a place to lie down at night. It’s more important for you to get out there and save your husband. Leave the rest to us.”

      And that was it. Her way out. Brian would keep the work going, which meant if she left the factory for a while, everything wouldn’t come to a screeching halt. Though she’d just met Brian only a couple of days earlier, he seemed trustworthy.

      “Well, I think that settles it, then,” she said. “Mark isn’t getting any better. I have to go. Brian, you’d better draw me that map.”

      “No problem,” he said, setting down his rag and adding another clean plate to the stack. “I won’t lead you astray.”
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      As it turned out, Brian had a draftsman’s skill at creating maps. He quickly sketched some very precise-looking streets, including the interstate, and meticulously noted a number of key locations along the way, then added a list of the meds that Josh had requested. As Melanie pored over the drawing, she tried to visualize the route in her head. Roughly ten miles to the northwest, just off the highway. How long would it take to walk that distance? Normally, a few hours, but she would need to move as quietly as possible.

      She folded the map and tucked it into her jacket pocket. When she looked up, she saw Mr. Turner and Josh standing before her. Shona and Nathan were standing back by the wall. Melanie hadn’t said much to her daughter since deciding to leave, but when she returned with the antibiotics, all would be mended anyway.

      “Food, water, weapons,” Mr. Turner said. “You have plenty of each?”

      Melanie patted the plastic canteen hanging at her hip. Then she touched the straps of her backpack, which contained MREs and some water purification tablets—but mostly empty space to hold the drugs. Finally, her fingers brushed the plastic holster of the Beretta PX4 in her pocket. She also had the Glock 19 in a side pocket of the backpack with additional boxes of ammo.

      “Look, I don’t want any tearful goodbyes eating up my time,” she said. “I’m just leaving now. There’s a long road ahead.”

      “You got it, boss,” Josh said. “No tears here.”

      They were standing in the reception area, and she looked around. In that moment, the anxiety rose up again in a great swell, and she was almost smothered by it.

      Am I really leaving the factory? Am I really going out in that crazy world? For Mark’s sake. yes.

      Better to get it done before the second thought won out.

      “Are you sure you don’t want someone to go with you?” Mr. Turner said, laying a hand on her shoulder. “I could grab the shotgun and my own canteen.”

      “No, sir, that’s okay,” Melanie said. “I’ll travel more stealthily by myself, and it’ll be faster.” She opened the door, hesitated only a moment, then backed through it. “I’m going. I plan to be back before sunset, but don’t send anyone after me if I’m running late. It’s not safe.”

      “You can’t ask us not to come looking for you,” Mr. Turner said.

      “I can, and I am,” she said. “I’ll make it back here, even if it takes longer than I expect. Wait for me. Stay safe behind the walls, no matter what.”

      And with that, she started to leave, but Shona suddenly rushed forward. “Mom, be safe. Please, be safe.”

      Melanie embraced her daughter, but only for a moment before gently pushing her back. “Help keep an eye on your father. If I have to hide from enemies, it may take a lot longer, so don’t panic if I’m not back by nightfall.”

      And with that, she stepped away and let the door swing shut. Brian and Rita were standing in front of the gate. Brian seemed to be inspecting the work that had been done. Already, he was as good as his word, exerting some leadership over Rita. Melanie started toward them when she heard footsteps coming around the corner. Lizzy appeared from the direction of the back door, still wearing work gloves, a dusty knit cap pulled over her head. She glanced at Brian and Rita before rushing over to Melanie’s side.

      “So, you were just going to sneak off and leave me working down there without so much as a fare-thee-well?” Lizzy asked.

      “You’re busy,” Melanie replied, “and your work is important. What good will another goodbye do for either of us?”

      “Don’t trust anyone out there beyond the gate,” Lizzy said. “Don’t talk to other travelers. Just get where you’re going and hurry back.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” Melanie said. She beckoned Lizzy closer and said, quietly, “Speaking of not trusting people, keep an eye on Brian and Rita for me, would you? I think Brian’s okay, but I can’t be sure. Rita might be a problem.”

      “I’ve got it,” Lizzy said. “We’ll all be watching them closely. Don’t worry about anything except getting back here intact. Got it?” She made a shooing gesture with her hands. “Now, get out there.”

      “I’m going.” She waved at her friend and headed away.

      As she approached the gate, Brian grabbed the latch, worked it open, then pulled the gate open for her. Rita’s sturdy blockers only allowed it to open just enough for a single person to squeeze through before it gave a satisfying clunk.

      “Follow the highway, but don’t walk directly on the highway,” Brian said, holding the gate for her. “That’s my recommendation. They target people walking on the highway. There are police out there, believe it or not, but they’re hard to find when you really need them.”

      “Got it,” Melanie said, approaching the open gate. “Don’t let anyone inside the factory. When I get back, confirm it’s me before you open the gate. Is that clear?”

      “Will do,” Brian said. “Don’t worry. Everything is in good hands at the moment. Just hurry back.”

      Rita was standing to one side, a weird little smile on her face. Did she find all of this amusing? Maybe she was glad to have Melanie out of the way for a while, so she could be her real bossy self? Either way, Melanie found it incredibly annoying at the moment, and she had to resist the urge to say something rude. At least work would continue while she was gone. Brian would see to the gate and the walls. Lizzy was working on her own little project. Melanie tried to focus on this fact as she stepped through the gap.

      “Stay safe out there among all the baddies,” Rita said.

      Melanie glanced back and saw Rita through the gap. The newcomer gave her a little wink. Before Melanie could respond, Brian pushed the gate shut and set the latch. With a sigh, Melanie grabbed the straps of her backpack and set off down the access road toward the highway, picking her way through the field of shrapnel as she set a brisk pace.

      Just get this done as fast as possible, she told herself. Don’t think. Don’t worry. Just get it done, for Mark’s sake.
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      Melanie awoke with the taste of asphalt on her tongue, and she thrashed on the unyielding bed. Her hand groped for a blanket to pull over her, but her fingers only scrabbled against a hard surface, digging into tiny pits and grooves and finding only dust. When she finally opened her eyes, she saw afternoon sunlight shining on the chrome accent of a dented red car door.

      Oh, God, I fell asleep, she realized. I sat down to take a little break, and I fell asleep!

      When she rolled onto her back, she saw the blue sky overhead and realized all over again where she was. It was still afternoon. That was a good sign. She hadn’t slept all night. She rose, feeling an ache in her back and a crick in her neck. She’d stumbled to a stop in a relatively hidden spot on the shoulder of the access road. Two cars, joined at a right angle by their bumpers, had provided a good amount of cover. Still, she’d fallen asleep on the gravel-strewn shoulder, and she’d paid a price for it.

      Her mind muddled with sleep, she felt anxiety wash over her as she grabbed her backpack and dragged it toward her. She was so far from the safety and security of the factory walls, and she felt the wild, hostile world stretching out around her. She retrieved the Beretta and holster from a side pocket and slid them into her jacket. Then she pulled the straps of the backpack over her shoulders and stood up.

      As she rose above the level of the cars, she saw the road stretching off in both directions, and the interstate on a slight rise in the distance. Melanie stooped down to grab her canteen, then unscrewed the lid and took a small swig—just enough water to moisten her dry mouth and throat. After she clipped the canteen to her belt, she pulled out Brian’s map and examined it. No trace of the big gas station sign yet. That meant she still had quite a way to go.

      She shoved the map back into her jacket pocket and stepped out from behind the crashed cars. It was a moment that caused her fear to surge, and she drew the Beretta out of her pocket. She expected to see strangers moving on the road. Maybe Cooper’s men roaring back to the factory. However, thus far, she hadn’t seen a working vehicle, or another living soul.

      I’ve already been gone far too long, she thought. I walked for a couple of hours, then slept for who knows how long? What’s happening in the factory? Are people still safe? Still working? Still getting along?

      As she walked along, she found herself daydreaming about the days of cell phones. How amazing that it had once been so easy to get in touch with people. The world felt a lot bigger now, so much space between people and places. The factory might as well have been on the other side of the world.

      Of course, she knew that a handgun probably wasn’t enough to save her if she was overtaken by a group of armed men. Better to try to stay as inconspicuous as possible. To do this, she kept to the shoulder of the access road, ready to duck into the nearby ditch if need be, and she veered behind vehicles. This slowed her down considerably.

      After another hour or so of slow walking, she saw a large warehouse in the distance. Something was wrong with it. As she got closer, she realized a large roll-up door had been forced open. It was broken and hanging at an angle, and there were broken pallets and overturned cardboard boxes scattered in front of it. Then movement caught her eye, and she realized people were walking in the shadows of the open door. They looked like miserable, bedraggled folks, filthy and desperate as they picked through the few items that remained.

      Not wanting to be seen by these people, Melanie moved down into the ditch, well out of sight. This slowed her even more. However, she pressed on, and the morning slowly passed, minute by minute. She’d brought food, but thus far, she hadn’t eaten anything. The anxiety of being outside the walls had robbed her of her appetite.

      A short time later, she spotted a group of people gathered around the open side door of a full-size van. They’d set up a blanket on some long PVC pipes to create a crude shelter from the sun. It looked like a family, two parents and two kids. But the children were listless, dull-eyed and sitting on the carpeted floor just inside the van door. The man had a rifle across his lap, the woman clutched a large hunting knife in her hand. Were they living here now? In a stalled van in the middle of the road?

      They could see her in the ditch. She had nowhere to go to get out of their eyeline. Melanie lowered her gun and held it behind her hip so they wouldn’t see it. Briefly, she made eye contact with the woman, but Melanie saw a deadness there. These poor people had given up hope. Melanie picked up her pace as best she could to get past them, then eased back up onto the shoulder of the road.

      The world seemed to be less a haunt of bandits than it was a wasteland of the broken and wretched. Somehow, this made her feel worse about it all. Is this what would become of her family if they were cast out of Beaton’s? She envisioned Shona and Mark picking through trash in a looted warehouse, dirty and dead-eyed, and it filled her with such dread that she shook with it.

      Another hour passed before she saw another living creature. This time, it was a stray dog. Some kind of black lab mix, it was sniffing around a dead vehicle up ahead, but when it caught Melanie’s scent, it rose up suddenly and looked at her. She expected it to come running, an abandoned pet desperate for human contact. Instead, it barked and took off running, moving with a slight limp as it headed off the road and into a weed-choked field.

      Melanie dared another sip of water. She even poured a small amount in her cupped hand and rubbed it on her face to get some of the road dust off. When she wiped the water out of her eyes, she saw a strange object far in the distance, rising above the highway like a beacon. She dared to ascend to the interstate to get a better look at it. And there she saw it clearly. The red and yellow sign of a truck stop just off the highway another mile ahead.

      Melanie pulled out Brian’s map to double-check the name of the place. He had sketched the sign: Pilot Travel Center. That was it. Melanie looked back behind her and saw the interstate stretching off in the direction of Knoxville. Beaton’s was no longer in sight, and Melanie felt a pang of loneliness.

      This is what it feels like to be agoraphobic, she thought. I have come to depend on those four walls.

      But she was closer to her destination than ever. She grabbed the straps of her backpack, pulled them tight against her shoulders, and took off at a jog. She was stiff and sore from trying to sleep on the road, so jogging felt especially uncomfortable.

      At one point, she spotted what she was pretty sure were two coyotes crossing the road ahead of her. They looked in her direction, and she reached for the gun, but they just kept going.

      Nature is laying claim to the land once again, she thought.

      Unfortunately, the gas station sign proved to be farther away than it seemed. By the time the exit came into sight, late afternoon was edging toward evening, and the eastern sky was already taking on a purple hue.

      Following Brian’s map, she walked down the exit ramp and took a side road past the gas station. Just as the map indicated, there was a small shopping center down the road, and right in the middle, dominating the space, was a drug store. Cherman Pharmacy, the big blue sign proclaimed. As she approached, she didn’t see any armed guards in front, however. She saw no customers, no line of people waiting to get inside. She saw no one at all.

      When she reached the parking lot, she discovered that one of the windows in front was shattered, glass strewn on the floor beyond. The store was dark, but she could tell even from a distance that it had been looted. Her heart sank. Someone had come for the drugs, after all, and perhaps the place had shut down completely as a result.

      I should have come here sooner, she thought. The looting looks like it happened recently. Maybe just a day ago. Damn me for wasting time on other projects.

      As she approached the shattered window, she drew the Beretta and flicked off the safety. She paused just outside the store, holding her breath and listening. She heard nothing from inside. It was utterly quiet beyond the window. Since she was losing the light, she slipped inside, careful not to scrape a jagged edge of the broken glass.

      The store was arranged with aisles of general merchandise on the right, shelves containing snacks, drinks, and toiletries. Some of this stuff had been taken, but not much. Clearly, these had not been the target of the looters. The pharmacy was on the left against the far wall, and she made her way toward it, stepping carefully, her gun held at the ready. She pushed through a low gate into the pharmacy and started down the first aisle.

      She was relieved to find that the looters had been selective. The shelves hadn’t been picked clean. Instead there were many gaping holes where specific drugs had been taken. As Melanie read the shelf labels, she realized they had prioritized strong pain killers and cold medicine. Indeed, every single container of cough medicine was gone. At first, she was confused by this. Was there some sort of epidemic of the common cold? Then she remembered these kinds of medicines were used to make meth, and it was no surprise to discover that there was a big market for meth in the post-apocalypse.

      Most of the other drugs were still on the shelves. Melanie pulled the backpack off her shoulders, unzipped the large pocket with her teeth, and started down the aisle. She looked for the specific names of antibiotics that Josh had jotted down for her. She didn’t limit herself to the list, however. She grabbed anything that seemed like it might be useful, prioritizing asthma inhalers for Lizzy and any kind of antibiotic. She shoved as much medicine into the backpack as she could fit, then struggled to zip it up.

      This is only half the job, she reminded herself, tempering her excitement. Now, you have to get all of this stuff safely back to the warehouse in time to save Mark.

      She slipped the backpack over her shoulders again, drew the Beretta, and started back across the pharmacy. As she stepped through the gate, a sudden sound made her freeze. A heavy footfall crunching on glass. The sound was unmistakable, and she ducked down.

      Soon, she heard another footstep, and another. Then whispered voices. Melanie crept behind a large display of reading glasses and strained to hear what they were saying. However, she couldn’t make out the words. At least two people talking softly. They were close enough that unless they’d been in the store already, they must have been following her. They would have seen her walking down the road and crossing the parking lot. Maybe they were trying to sneak up on her now.

      Melanie reached and pulled one pair of reading glasses off the display. Then she drew her arm back and threw them as far as she could. The eyeglasses sailed over the display cases and over the cash registers before crashing into the glass doors of the drugstore with a loud bang.

      Before the glasses could hit the floor, someone opened fire. Gunshots shattered the glass front door, four shots in quick succession. The broken glass fell in a glorious cascade onto the floor in front of the cash registers. Melanie took advantage of the noise and chaos, dashing toward the back of the store, staying low. In the back corner, a large swinging door led into the offices, and she pushed through it, even as glass continued to tumble across the floor.

      Heart pounding, breath roaring in her ears, she ran through the dark office space toward a door that was barely visible in the shadows. When she reached it, she hit the crash bar with her forearm and flung it open, revealing a small gravelly lot behind the drugstore and a field beyond. In the middle of the field, rising from the wild grass, with a pale snout and large eyes, was a full-grown coyote. It stared at her for a moment as she stepped outside, then quickly dashed out of sight.

      As the back door swung shut, Melanie heard people running through the drugstore, their heavy shoes or boots pounding on the hard floor. One of them spoke then, a rough voice.

      “You don’t waste bullets shooting at noises! Wait until you see the whites of her eyes!”

      They sounded so close. Too close. Melanie raced across the gravel lot toward the field, headed in the same direction as the coyote. Right now, armed men were a lot scarier than a skittish wild animal. She pushed into the high grass, moving at a desperate pace. The evening light made it hard to see the terrain clearly, and suddenly she took a step onto ground that wasn’t there. As she fell, she realized she’d reached some kind of small embankment.

      She landed on her knees, flopped forward onto her chest, and proceeded to tumble down the steep slope until she ended up on her back in a muddy puddle, feeling bruised and battered. When she sat up, she discovered that she was in a storm drain, which hid her from the back of the store. She’d dropped the Beretta in the fall, and she hunted around on the ground until she found it sitting in the muddy water. She shook the water off as best she could and picked herself up.

      Just ahead, the storm drain entered a large culvert that passed beneath the shopping center. Melanie made her way toward it and duck-walked into the tunnel, where utter darkness consumed her. She was out of breath and aching, but she made as little noise as possible. Would the men follow her this far? Surely not. Surely, they had come for the drugs, and they would return to their business soon enough.

      However, after a minute or so, she heard their voices coming from above the embankment. She cupped a hand behind her ear to make out the words.

      “I don’t get it,” the rough-voiced man said. “Cooper told us she would be here. Cherman Drugs. That’s where she was going to be.”

      “Anything could have happened,” said the second man. He had a deep, dangerous voice. The voice of a very large man. “Maybe we got bad intel. I don’t see anyone. I’m not convinced we heard a human being running around in the store. I think it might’ve been a coyote or something.”

      “I don’t know about that,” said the first man. “I’m pretty sure a person threw something at us back there.”

      “Well, if so, she vanished into thin air. I say it was bad intel. Let’s get back to camp. I’m not crawling around in the dark looking for a person who might not exist.”

      One of them flicked a cigarette butt over the embankment. Melanie saw the glittering sparks as it sailed down into the storm drain. It hit the ground, bounced, and rolled up next to her shoe. She resisted the urge to step on it. If the men had looked closer, they might have spotted the drainage tunnel, but instead, she soon heard them moving away again.

      She hunkered down in the tunnel, leaning her back against the curved wall. And there she stayed. Long after the sound of the men had faded. She took slow breaths and tried not to make a sound as time passed. After what felt like two or three hours, she finally rose and crept out of the tunnel. The night was very dark now, the sky splashed with an impressive array of stars.

      They knew I was going to be at the pharmacy, she thought. Someone sold me out.

      She went cold at the realization, and in her mind’s eye, she saw Rita smirking and winking at her through the open gate. Of course it was Rita. Who else would it be?

      As she started back toward the highway, trying to stay out of sight, she felt a mounting anger. She would not be stopping tonight. No matter how dark it got, she was going to get back to the factory as soon as possible, before the rage consumed her.

      “That damned wink,” she muttered, still clutching the gun, holding it tightly. “It was that damned wink. Rita sold me out. She thought I was headed off to my death.”
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      The factory wall emerged from the gloom in the first pink light of morning. Melanie saw the imposing edifice of Beaton’s Food Factory rising above, a pale fortress standing tall in the middle of the wasteland. The additions to the front gate were visible from a distance, dark metal twisted around the hinges and the latch. The shrapnel on the ground in front of the gate, however, was not. Good. They had planted it well.

      Despite walking all night, Melanie was still seething. Blind to her own needs, she had let the enemy inside the factory. As she approached the gate, she began waving her free hand over her head, hoping to catch the attention of anyone who might be watching from the upstairs window. She stopped before she reached the field of shrapnel and waited.

      When waving her hand didn’t draw anyone, she finally picked her way past the shrapnel to the locked gate and began tapping on it loudly with the handle of the Beretta. She kept this up for a good fifteen minutes or more before she heard the faint creak of the factory’s front door.

      “Mel, oh my God, is that you?” Lizzy’s voice.

      “Yes, let me in quick,” Melanie said.

      She heard Lizzy fumbling with the lock, heard the sliding of the latch. And then the gate swung inward until it slammed against the blocker that Rita had installed. Melanie saw Lizzy’s wide-eyed face peering through the gap. She seemed terrified.

      “Mel, where have you been?” she said. “You were gone so long! We’re all freaking out in here. Did you get the drugs?”

      Melanie slipped through the gap and pushed past her friend, letting the rattling of pills in the overfilled backpack answer the question for her. “Where’s Rita? Where is she? I have to see her right now. I have to talk to her.”

      Lizzy grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop. As Melanie turned back, her friend grabbed both of her shoulders and held her fast.

      “Mel, everything went to hell while you were gone,” Lizzy said. “Brian is gone. He vanished into thin air not long after you left. No one can find him anywhere, so we assume he left the factory.”

      “And Rita?” Melanie asked.

      “We’ve got her tied up in Derrick’s office,” Lizzy said. “Dad caught her stealing weapons out of the gun cabinet in the supply closet.”

      Melanie bit her lower lip so hard she tasted blood. Shaking with anger, she reached up and swiped her lips on her sleeve.

      “Take me to her,” she said through clenched teeth. “Take me to Rita right now.”
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      The anger was quickly curdling into a dangerous, violent desire, and Melanie struggled to get hold of herself as Lizzy led her down the hall toward the back stairs. For the moment, she thought of nothing else, not even Mark. The stuffed backpack was still hanging heavily from her shoulders and rattling with dozens of pill bottles, but all of her thoughts were bent on Rita now.

      “Why would Brian just disappear all of a sudden?” Lizzy asked, struggling to keep pace with her. “As far as we can tell, he didn’t take anything.”

      “Rita’s going to tell us,” Melanie replied. “She’s going to tell us everything. Trust me. I’ll work the full truth out of her.”

      They encountered Josh in the back hallway. He was coming out of one of the supply closets, a clipboard in his hand. When he saw Melanie, he did a double take and came to a stop.

      “You’re back,” she said. “Honestly, Mel, I thought we’d never see you again!”

      “I’m going up to see her,” Melanie said, turning toward the stairs. “Is anyone up there with her at the moment?”

      “We caught her early this morning,” Josh said, falling in beside her. “She’s been up in the office ever since. Mr. Turner is up there with her. He’s got a gun on her, but she won’t talk. She just sits there and scowls at everyone, like she’s lost her mind.”

      “She’ll talk for me,” Melanie said.

      She started up the stairs, her legs aching with each step. The Beretta was still in her hand, but she set the safety and shoved it back into the holster. Better not to make any rash decisions. Rita wouldn’t be able to answer any questions if Melanie lost her temper and put a bullet between her eyes. Josh and Lizzy were behind her on the stairs, and when Melanie looked back, she saw Shona, Nathan, and Dusty come through the double doors from the factory floor.

      “Mom!” Shona cried. “When did you get here? Oh my gosh!”

      Melanie put a finger to her lips. No time for tearful reunions now.

      “Lizzy, what happened while I was gone?” she asked, pausing halfway up the stairs. “When did you realize something was wrong?”

      “I was keeping my eye on the newcomers,” Lizzy said. “Just like you told me to. I stepped back inside for a couple of minutes. Bathroom break, you know, with my upset stomach and all. That’s it. When I came back, Brian was gone. It was like he’d just disappeared. I assumed he’d circled around to a back door, but when I asked Rita about it, she just feigned ignorance. Something about her was sketchy though. Something about her has always been sketchy to me.” Lizzy shrugged. “Then Josh found her in the supply closet later, and that was it.”

      “Is she fully secured now?” Melanie asked. “Is there any way she can break free?”

      “She’s handcuffed to an old pipe in a corner of the room,” Josh said. “I don’t think she’s going anywhere. Shouldn’t we meet to discuss things before you go up there? You need to fill us in on your journey.”

      Melanie considered the situation. Her anger made her want to march right up to Rita and start forcing information out of her, but maybe Josh was right. In her exhausted and furious state of mind, she was bound to take things too far, and then they might miss out on learning something important. She glanced up at the office door, felt the temptation again, then started down the stairs.

      “Okay, okay,” she said, trying to get hold of herself. She pulled the backpack off her shoulders and held it up. “This is all the medication I managed to steal from the pharmacy. Find what you need and administer it to Mark.” She passed the backpack to Josh, who took it in his arms. “The rest of you, meet me in the break room. We’ll figure out what to do about Rita and Brian together.”

      Josh quickly unzipped the big pocket and dug around inside the pool of pill bottles. “There’s some good stuff in here,” he said, as Melanie brushed past him. “I think you just increased his odds of pulling through significantly.”

      Melanie felt a moment of relief, but it was quickly smothered by her anger. Still, she had the presence of mind to grab the doctor by the shoulder and gently turn him around.

      “Please go administer a dose of whatever new meds you think Mark needs,” she said. “I have to…” With her free hand, she gripped her forehead. The anger made her feel feverish. “I have to talk through this before I do anything else. It was a long night.”

      She made her way back down the hall, trying to calm herself as she went. As she passed her bedroom, Josh stepped through the door, and she caught a glimpse of her husband. He was asleep, snoring softly, but he looked terrible. The room reeked of sickness and staleness. Mark had flung his blanket back, and his arms and legs were sprawled out.

      “Take care of him please,” Melanie said to Josh.

      “He has a fighting chance now,” Josh replied.

      The others kept going to the break room and gathered around the table. Melanie sat at one end, dropping into her seat with a huff, feeling the ache in her back and legs. Lizzy took a seat on her right, Mr. Turner on the left. Shona and Nathan sat farther down, and Dusty came padding along with them, plopping down nearby. Other than the dog, they were all staring expectantly at Melanie, waiting for her to say something, but she needed a moment to gather her thoughts.

      “I don’t get it,” she said, brushing her hair back from her face with both hands. “Brian gave me directions to the drugstore, and Rita set up an ambush there. Is that what I’m supposed to conclude? But if either of them wanted to kill me or take me captive, why not take me while I was on the road alone somewhere?”

      “Rita hasn’t confessed to anything,” Lizzy said. “We questioned her for a long time and threatened her and all kinds of stuff, but she feigned ignorance the entire time.”

      “We don’t really need any information from her,” Mr. Turner said, hands steepled on the tabletop. “We know what happened here. She’s clearly working with Cooper. He sent metalworkers here because he knew we needed their help, but he didn’t send them alone, because he knew it would seem too convenient.”

      “And we fell for it,” Melanie replied. “I fell for it. Why didn’t it occur to me that they might be connected to Cooper? I had suspicions and didn’t trust them. We’re really lucky no one got killed.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up over it, Mel,” Lizzy said, reaching out to lay her hand on Melanie’s forearm. “We all went along with it.”

      Mr. Turner cleared his throat loudly then and stroked his thick, mostly white beard with both hands. “I say we kill her. Rita is a thief, and she was trying to arm Cooper. If we hadn’t caught her, maybe she would have shot her way to freedom, you know? She was the last one to see Brian, so he must have escaped and passed a message to Cooper. That’s how they found you at the drugstore. They were both working against us from the beginning.”

      Yes, I could do that, Melanie thought. I could kill her and not think twice about it. A single bullet would get it done. But something about the situation didn’t add up, and she realized what it was.

      “We’re not killing her,” she said, gripping her forehead in her hands.

      This went around the table like a jolt. Mr. Turner flinched like he’d been slapped. Lizzy leaned back in her seat. Nathan and Shona looked at each other in surprise. Even Josh, who had just appeared in the doorway, gave Melanie a confused look.

      “If we leave her alive, even if we keep her imprisoned, she’ll work against us,” Mr. Turner said.

      “I’m not convinced Brian was working for Cooper,” Melanie said. “It doesn’t add up. I talked to him at length. I talked to both of them. Rita gave me a weird vibe, but Brian never did.”

      “So she killed him, then,” Mr. Turner said, “and hid the body somewhere. He probably found out she was working for Cooper, so she shut him up permanently.”

      “That seems far more likely,” Melanie said.

      “Oh, gosh, if that’s true…poor Brian,” Lizzy said.

      “All the more reason to kill her,” Mr. Turner said. “We can’t keep a cold-blooded assassin in our midst.”

      “We need information from her,” Melanie said. “We need to know what Cooper’s plan is. We need to know as much about him as possible, and Rita has access to him somehow.”

      “She won’t talk,” Mr. Turner said. “We already tried.”

      “Anyone will talk, given the right incentive,” Melanie said. “Like squeezing a sponge, I’m going to get as much information out of her as I can before we kill her.”

      Lizzy grimaced at this, clearly unsettled by the implications of what Melanie was saying. She looked like she wanted to say something, but she didn’t. No one did. There was no counterpoint or opposition to Melanie’s suggestion. Mr. Turner stared back with a cool smile on his face.

      “Anyway, leave the interrogation to me,” she said. “I’ll figure out a way to make her talk.”

      As she pushed her chair back and rose, she was grateful for the little meeting. If she’d gone straight to Rita, her anger might have pushed her too far too fast. Now that she’d had a few minutes to calm down and think straight, she could act with purpose to extract information. Still, as she stepped back from the table under the troubled gaze of Lizzy, she wondered if she was strong enough, ruthless enough, to do what needed to be done next.

      Rita’s going to tell me absolutely everything, Melanie thought. I don’t care what it takes. We let her into our factory. We trusted her and fed her and gave her a place to sleep, and this is how she repaid us.

      Still, there was something else that had to be dealt with first.
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      “Rita’s almost certainly working for Cooper,” Melanie said, “but at the same time, she has been working on the new defenses for the factory. I had her and Brian finishing up the gate reinforcements, but Rita also worked on the walls.”

      “You think she sabotaged us somehow?” Mr. Turner asked.

      “I watched her working on the gate,” Melanie said. Indeed, as she thought about it, she tried to recall if there’d been anything suspicious about Rita’s work on the gate, but she couldn’t think of anything. “Nothing seemed strange at the time, but we have to be sure. We need to go back and inspect all of the work Rita did. All of it. Anything she laid her hands on.”

      “Josh and I were at the back door,” Mr. Turner said. “We can go take a closer look at what she did there.”

      “Good,” Melanie said. “Lizzy, Shona, Nathan, you three spread out and look around the building. Try to find any evidence of sabotage. Rita spent some time alone. See what you can find. I’ll look at the gate.”

      “Why not interrogate her first and make her confess to sabotage?” Mr. Turner asked.

      “If she’s made a way for Cooper and his men to get inside, we need to deal with it right away,” Melanie said. “Interrogation might take a while. Anyway, if we find evidence of sabotage, then I won’t feel bad about…what comes next.”

      She dismissed everyone with a wave of her hand and headed toward the reception area. Behind her, she heard people getting up, heading for the hallway, murmuring as they went. Melanie was exhausted, but she thought she’d hid it fairly well. The others didn’t seem to realize she was on the verge of collapse.

      As she headed outside, she patted her jacket pocket, comforted by the bulk of the Beretta there. In the parking lot, it was a still, quiet morning, a brisk breeze sweeping down over the wall to stir up gravel and debris in the corners. The gate was still impressive-looking work considering the makeshift nature of it. Still, Melanie approached and began inspecting all of Rita’s work carefully. She tested the weld and bolts, pulling on the reinforcements, seeing if anything was deceptively weak.

      Despite a meticulous effort, where she went from piece to piece, pulling and prodding to see if anything would budge, she found no evidence of sabotage. The gate was secure, and all of Rita’s work seemed legitimate. Indeed, some of it was even sturdier than it appeared. The woman clearly had skill.

      Maybe it’s because Brian was helping her at the end, she thought. If I’m right and Brian wasn’t in on it, then she couldn’t have acted openly while he was watching her.

      She wanted to believe he was innocent. If not, then she was a worse judge of character than she feared.

      “Melanie!”

      She’d spent long minutes going over the entire gate when she heard someone call her name. By now, her mind was getting foggy, and she had to rouse herself. Turning, she spotted Lizzy in the factory door, beckoning her with both hands. She seemed frantic.

      Oh, God, what did they find? Melanie thought.

      “Is it bad?” Melanie asked, as she approached the front door.

      “Well, it’s blatant. Let’s put it that way,” Lizzy said, stepping aside so she could enter. “I don’t think we would have noticed if we hadn’t look closely, but as it turns out, you were right.”

      “Show me,” Melanie said.

      Lizzy pulled the front door shut then led her through the factory.

      “I can’t believe I let Rita inside the factory,” Melanie muttered, smacking the side of her head. “The woman gave me a bad feeling, and I kept her around. Lizzy, I think maybe I’m the wrong person to run things around here. Why did everyone start looking to me to make decisions? I didn’t ask for this.”

      Lizzy grabbed her hand. “Now, stop that. You became the leader because it was a natural fit. Look, we all agreed with letting Rita in here, didn’t we? We all fell for it.”

      “But I was the one standing at the gate when they showed up,” Melanie said. “She even had those useless corporate guys tagging along just so I’d think I was being choosy.”

      To this, Lizzy seemed to have no response. She led Melanie past the stairs to the back hall and around the corner, where Josh and Mr. Turner were inspecting a section of the wall beside the back door. As Melanie approached, she saw a strange hint of light coming from the wall itself. She squatted down beside the men.

      “Push on the wall right here,” Josh said, gesturing with a flick of his finger toward where light was coming through the wall.

      Melanie gently laid her hands against a section of the outer wall and gave it a push. A large right-angle crack appeared, revealing that someone had cut through a square section of the wall about three feet wide by three feet tall. With a gentle push, she was able to widen the crack enough to see the asphalt parking lot through the gap.

      “She was smart about it,” Mr. Turner said. “She didn’t cut all the way through, just enough to make the wall brittle. I was pushing on various places around the door, and suddenly it split right there.”

      “How did she do it without being caught?” Melanie asked. She gave the section of the wall another gentle push, then rose and backed away.

      “Must’ve been while the panels were being installed on the outside,” Josh said. “Maybe while welding, she cut through somehow. She was discreet about it. We never noticed. All someone would have to do now is give the outside panel a good kick, and a big section of the wall would just break away—easy entrance.”

      “It wouldn’t have taken long to cut through the wall with the welding torch,” Mr. Turner said. “We were so busy moving scrap, handling tools, and so forth. All she would have needed was a couple of minutes. Maybe while Josh and I were gathering additional scrap metal. Heck, there were quite a few times where she asked us to grab one thing or the other.”

      “Getting our eyes off the wall for a few minutes at a time,” Josh said, “and we never thought twice about it.”

      “We were far too naïve,” Mr. Turner said.

      Josh was a stranger, allied with an enemy, and I trusted him when he offered to help, she thought. It turned out to be the right decision, but it made me more willing to trust the next strangers who came along and offered help. Pop is right. I was far too naïve.

      Melanie traded a furious look with Lizzy, who was standing nearby, her arms crossed over her belly.

      “It couldn’t have been an accident?” Lizzy asked. “Maybe she put the welding torch on the wrong setting or something?”

      “Rita knew what she was doing,” Melanie said. “I watched her work. She’s a very skilled metalworker. No, this was intentional. She came in here looking to sabotage us.”

      “Was Brian in on it?” Lizzy asked.

      “No idea,” Melanie replied. “If I had to guess, I’d say probably not. Maybe he suspected Rita of sabotage. Maybe she tried to turn him to her side, or maybe he saw some evidence of what she was up to, and she got rid of him.”

      “Or maybe Brian wasn’t who we thought he was,” Lizzy suggested.

      Melanie wanted to trust her sense of the man, but she couldn’t deny the possibility that her friend was right. Still, she could see the man’s face in her mind, and he’d seemed genuine. He’d sounded sincere. Was she really that bad at reading people? If so, then she couldn’t trust her judgment about anyone.

      “Well, whatever the case, we’ve been played,” she said with a world-weary sigh. “They couldn’t get in here with grenades and guns, but they managed to trick us by offering exactly the expertise we needed. I’ll hand it to Cooper. He’s not just a dumb brute.”

      She touched the wall just above the crack with the tip of her shoe. Rita had cut through the outer wall, insulation, and the inner wall. Melanie was impressed that Rita had gotten away with it. Heck, she’d probably cut right through the wall while Josh, Mr. Turner, and Brian were working beside her.

      “Well, can we fix this damned wall?” she asked.

      “I think so,” Mr. Turner said. He put his arm around her shoulders, giving her a fatherly side hug. “We’re not qualified to use the welding torch, but we’ll figure something out. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Okay, thanks,” Melanie said. “We’d better round up the tools and some additional scrap metal and get this repaired. Let’s gather what we can and meet back here. If any of you come across any…evidence of Brian…” She shrugged. “Well, let me know.”

      “Are you going to interrogate our captive?” Mr. Turner asked.

      “It’ll wait until repairs are underway,” Melanie said. “Let’s get to work.”

      And with that, she turned and walked away. Her heart was heavy. If she was right about Brian and he’d fallen victim to Rita, then it was one more tragedy to add to the list.

      Maybe he got away, she told herself. Maybe Rita tried to kill him, and he fled.

      She wanted to believe it. She really did, but it seemed unlikely. And what if his dead body was stashed somewhere in the factory? That was the most likely scenario, and it made her stomach do a little flip-flop.
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      The handcart was piled high with scrap metal from the factory machines, arranged on different levels by size. More scrap metal was stacked neatly on the ground nearby. The toolbox was open, the tray pulled out so every tool was visible. The welding torch and portable generator sat on the pallet jack near the door. They had everything they needed to repair the wall, but as Melanie stood in the shadow of the outer wall and considered the work ahead, she realized they were out of their depth.

      Josh, Mr. Turner, and Lizzy stood behind her. Even Shona and Nathan had come to take a look, but she’d sent them to check on Mark instead. On the outside, now that they’d revealed the large, neatly cut area, it looked even worse in the sunlight. Rita had cut alongside a couple of large pieces of plating, which would have made it harder to spot if they hadn’t already broken through.

      “It really needs to be welded shut, that’s the thing,” Melanie said. “Otherwise, a single intruder could kick through and get inside the building.

      “If we can keep them outside the compound, then a hole in the wall won’t much matter,” Lizzy noted. “What if we just covered it up with something so it wasn’t visible?”

      Melanie shook her head. “Absolutely not. The day may come when we’re in a full-blown war to keep people out of the factory. If Rita has gotten word to the outside, then they’ll know about this weakness in the wall, and once they’re inside, it’s over.”

      Josh stepped up to the pallet jack and leaned down, resting a hand on top of the welding mask. “Well, the problem is, none of us are welders. We let Rita and Brian do all the hard work, while we just ran supplies. I mean, hell, I could put on the mask, crank up the generator, and try to copy what I saw them do, but I can’t promise it’ll work.”

      Melanie could tell by the tone of his voice that he was joking, but she nodded and said, “Good, because that’s exactly what we’re going to do. Since you volunteered, you can try it first. Put on the welding mask and see if you can seal the cracks.”

      “Me?” he replied with a grimace. “I’m a veterinarian. I believe I’ve mentioned that a few times.”

      “We all spent time with Brian and Rita,” Melanie said. “We watched them work. We’ve got the gist of how the welding torch works. Pop, Lizzy, and I can offer suggestions while you turn on the torch and give it a try.” When he still seemed hesitant, she added, “As a vet, you’ve got the steadiest and most skilled hands of anyone here.”

      The flattery seemed to work. Josh picked up the welding mask and set it on his head, flipping the visor up. Then he pressed the starter on the generator and gave it a second to start puttering away. Finally, he bent over the welding torch.

      “I’m pretty sure she purged the lines first,” Mr. Turner said, pointing to the oxygen and gas lines that connected the torch to the tanks. “Here. I’ll do it.” He approached the tanks and fiddled with the lines. Then he slowly turned the valve on the gas tank.

      “Okay, I believe we squeeze the trigger to light the flame now,” Josh said, picking up the torch. He tilted the lighter and squeezed the handle to create sparks. Suddenly, a flame appeared at the tip of the torch, glowing brightly and sending up a trail of smoke. “There we go.”

      Mr. Turner turned the valve to adjust the flame until it was small enough and bright enough that it was no longer smoking. “That looks about right to me. What do you folks think?”

      “Looks good to me,” Josh said.

      “Don’t look directly at the flame,” Melanie warned the others.

      “Yeah, Brian mentioned that before,” Josh said, pushing down the visor on his mask as he approached the crack in the wall.

      But Lizzy apparently had missed Brian’s earlier advice. She turned her head suddenly, rubbing at her eyes, as if she’d been peering into the flame.

      “Brian also said there are different tips for the torch,” Mr. Turner added. “One for cutting, and one for fusing metal. Which one have we got now?”

      “It must be for fusing metal,” Melanie said. “The last time Rita used it, she was fusing metal to the gate.”

      “I don’t know how much fuel we’ve got,” Josh said. “Probably not much, especially after all the work we’ve already done on the walls. Now, as best I can remember, I’m going to apply heat to the metal alongside the crack here until it melts. Then I’ll need some piece of scrap, ideally the same kind of metal, to fuse against it.”

      “That sounds about right to me,” Mr. Turner said. “Go for it.”

      Melanie approached the handcart and dug through the stack of smaller pieces. She found a thin aluminum rod, a support post for some piece of equipment on one of the production lines. She grabbed it and brought it to Josh.

      “Everyone else stand well clear of our welder here,” she said.

      Lizzy and Mr. Turner stepped back out of the way, but Mr. Turner made sure to position himself where he had a clear view of the work being done. As Josh slowly ran the torch along the cracked wall, Mr. Turner nodded, as if silently judging the quality of the work being done.

      When Josh held up his free hand, Melanie handed him the aluminum rod. He placed it against the crack and began heating it with the welding torch. It was clear he barely knew what he was doing. The work was sloppy, and it was slow going. Still, Melanie figured it was better than nothing. As he slowly fused the aluminum rod into the soft metal of the wall, she heard him occasionally muttering curses, clearly frustrated with the quality of his own work.

      “What if Cooper and his men don’t realize we’ve fixed this?” Melanie wondered aloud.

      “What do you mean?” Mr. Turner asked.

      “Let’s suppose we hide the repair work somehow,” she said. “If they still thought this was their easy way in, we could set up a booby trap and maybe take some of them out.”

      “How would we do that?” Mr. Turner asked.

      “I’m not sure. Paint over the weld? Hide it with some additional paneling? Then mark the wall in some way that will make them think this is the way in.” She tried to envision this, but she couldn’t quite see it.

      “And what would the booby trap do?” Mr. Turner asked.

      “I don’t have it worked out,” she replied. “I just had the idea.”

      Still, Josh was working so slowly, she realized they had plenty of time to figure it out, so she began to envision different kinds of booby traps.

      “So the idea is to leave a spot that looks like it’s been sabotaged,” Lizzy said, “then when they try to access it, they get…like…a spike in the face or something?”

      “Exactly,” Melanie replied. She looked from Lizzy to Mr. Turner. “Any of you have an idea of how we could booby trap this part of the wall?”

      “A shotgun attached to a pressure plate?” Mr. Turner suggest. “We would mount it either on the inside of the wall or under one of the armor plates.”

      “I already said it,” Lizzy added. “Spikes in the face.”

      “And how will that work?”

      Lizzy tapped her chin with one chewed fingernail. “A trip wire attached to a counterweight; spikes hidden behind something on the wall. I don’t know, Mel. Like you just said, I haven’t got it all worked out, but I’ll bet we can figure it out if we put our heads together.”

      “Shotgun is more certain,” Mr. Turner said. “Spikes would have to build momentum to hit hard enough, and they could be dodged. I agree with the trip wire and counterweight though.”

      “Okay, look.” Melanie turned to face the two of them. Behind her, Josh continued to mutter curses as he reached the corner of the cracked wall. “You two work on the booby trap. That’s your little father/daughter project. How does that sound?”

      Lizzy gave her a salute, and Mr. Turner patted her on the shoulder.

      “We’ve got it,” he said. “Between the two of us, we can come up with something that works.”

      “It’s like being in the Brownies all over again,” Lizzy said. “Except, instead of making cookies, we’re trying to kill people.”

      It was a strange attempt at humor that fell flat. Melanie shook her head and sighed.

      “I’ll leave you to it, then,” she said, as she headed for the back door.

      “Where are you going?” Lizzy asked.

      “Where else? To question our prisoner. Time to make her talk.”

      And with that, she opened the back door and slipped into the dim hallway, feeling a steely and cold determination come over her. Oh, yes, Rita was going to squeal like a squeezed rat, whatever it took.
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      She diverted to the supply closet first. Better to have some options other than the gun with her. She didn’t want to lose her temper and draw the Beretta, especially if Rita proved to be good at pushing her buttons. A dead prisoner could give no answers. As she stepped into the supply closet, Melanie approached the shelves that contained all of Derrick’s old tools, grabbing a few items and stuffing them into her jacket pockets. Finally, she removed the Beretta and placed it beside the gun cabinet.

      Best way to avoid the temptation is to eliminate the possibility, she told herself.

      Still, her pockets bulged with tools as she left the closet and headed up the stairs toward Derrick’s old office. Was she really going to use tools to threaten this woman? Honestly, she didn’t know. Melanie could scarcely think straight after the last few days, so as she trudged up the steps toward the office door, she had no idea what to expect.

      Turning the knob, she eased the door open. Derrick’s office had been turned into a storage room for extra supplies. The desk and chair were still in place, but his clutter, the great heaps of papers, had been removed. As soon as Melanie stepped into the dim office, she saw the woman in the corner. Rita was standing against the wall beyond the desk, turned to one side, her wrists handcuffed to a sturdy exposed pipe that ran from floor to ceiling.

      At first, her head was turned away, as if she’d been staring at the pipe, but she whipped around suddenly and locked eyes with Melanie. Her short hair was shiny with sweat, and rivulets had run down her face. Her deep-set eyes were partially veiled in shadow, but her lips were parted, showing teeth. However, as Melanie drew near, she noted that the woman’s rough hands had what appeared to be small, fresh scabs on a few of her knuckles.

      “Welcome back,” Rita said, voice oozing with sarcasm. “Did you have some trouble on the road?”

      Melanie pulled back the chair and sat behind the desk. When she did, the tools in her pockets rattled, and for a second, Rita’s smile faltered.

      “I think you know exactly what happened on the road,” Melanie replied. “Fortunately, I got away from your men by hiding in a storm pipe. They weren’t particularly bright.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Rita said, the smile becoming a scowl. “I don’t have any men. Whatever trouble you encountered out there had nothing to do with me. When I first came inside the factory, I warned you that the world isn’t safe.”

      “So that’s the game we’re going to play?” Melanie said. “From what I’ve been told, you pretty much already confessed your involvement. You were caught trying to steal weapons from the supply closet.”

      “I didn’t confess to anything,” Rita replied, turning her head. “As for the weapons, it was all a misunderstanding. They didn’t even give me a chance to clear things up before they started manhandling me like a bunch of maniacs.”

      Melanie leaned back in the chair, fighting the rising urge toward violence. Rita was indeed trying to provoke her, so Melanie decided to take a different approach. When the prisoner turned to look at her again, she fixed a big smile on her face, hoping that it looked confident. A few moments of silence passed before she spoke again.

      “Do you realize how easy it was to find your little sabotage and fix it?” Melanie said. “You cut right through the wall near the back door. Or maybe you slipped? I don’t know. Either way, you’re not as smart or as sneaky as you think you are.”

      At this, Rita laughed bitterly. “I’m a master welder. I’ve never made a shoddy weld in my life, not on accident and not on purpose. No way would I do that. My reputation is on the line when I work, and that means more to me than anything else. Anyway, what reason would I have to sabotage the repair work and jeopardize my place in the factory?”

      “To make a weak spot for your friends to get inside the building, I imagine,” Melanie said. “Is that why you did it? Look, you’ve already been caught stealing. We know now what kind of person you are, so let’s stop feigning ignorance. It’s tiresome, Rita. It really is.”

      Rita grunted and bowed her head, her lips pursed tightly. “Suppose I really was trying to steal a few things. Just suppose. So what? I lived in complete desperation out there on the road for weeks. Maybe it’s hard not to pinch a few things that are left easily accessible, but that doesn’t mean I’m some kind of spy, saboteur, or worse yet, a murderer.” She dabbed her sweaty face on the sleeve of her uniform and looked at Melanie.

      “So, you admit it, then?” Melanie asked. Too restless to remain sitting, she rose from the chair, the tools in her pockets clanking again. “You are a thief? You were stealing guns from the supply closet?”

      The tip of Rita’s tongue worried at her lower lip for a second before she finally said, “Okay, fine, you got me. Yes, I was taking some stuff. I just…it was compulsive, okay? I didn’t plan it. Look, you don’t know what it’s like being out there! What’s left of the government is so overwhelmed, they’re practically useless. Stores and food banks have been looted into oblivion. There are roving bands of thieves and killers taking whatever they want. Your fortress here isn’t impregnable. People will keep coming for it. I knew that. Walking around here, seeing all of this stuff you’ve got stashed in every room, I just saw the writing on the wall. ‘This too shall fall.’ And I got scared. I wanted to be armed for when the walls got breached and the wild people came inside, so, yeah, I grabbed a couple of guns. Can you blame me for that?”

      And indeed, Melanie could not. If Rita had been telling the truth, it would have almost seemed reasonable, but Melanie had decided to trust her instincts. The bad vibes that she’d sensed from Rita were real. She knew that. She just wanted a bit of confirmation.

      “I wouldn’t blame anyone for wanting to be armed under the circumstances,” Melanie said. “And if that were all you’d done, I might even pardon you and unlock those cuffs. But…” She let that word linger in the air. “What about Brian’s work gloves? You snatched them off the table when no one was looking, didn’t you?”

      Rita made a disgusted sound. “Why would I need to steal a pair of old gloves? I have my own, and I’d like them back, by the way. Your friends wouldn’t bring me my stuff. I suppose you plan on keeping it after you get rid of me.”

      “You took Brian’s gloves,” Melanie said, taking a step toward her. She hoped it would intimidate the woman, but Rita didn’t seem bothered in the least. “And you took the multi-tool and my keys.”

      “I didn’t take anything but those guns, and I told you why I did it,” she said. “How many more things are you going to accuse me of? It’s because I’m new here. I’m an easy target. Anything that goes wrong, anyone who turns up missing, blame the new girl. Is that how it works?”

      And in that moment, Melanie felt her confidence waver. What if she’d read the situation wrong? What if Rita’s explanations were true? Maybe her anxiety about Cooper’s next attack had made her paranoid. But there was one line of questioning that hadn’t been touched yet.

      “What happened to Brian?” Melanie asked, standing before Rita, her hands hovering near her jacket pockets. “When I left, the two of you were working together. Lizzy says she stepped away, and the next thing she knew, Brian was gone.”

      Rita eyes flicked down to Melanie’s hands, then up to her face, but her expression was unreadable. “He left,” she said with a shrug. “While we were working, he made some comment about his stay being temporary. As soon as we finished the gate, he took off. I guess he figured it was better to leave quietly than say goodbye, in case it roused suspicion. I mean, you are a damn suspicious lot, after all.”

      “He just left all of a sudden?” Melanie said. “You expect me to believe that?”

      “It’s the truth, so believe or don’t. That’s your choice.” Rita rose up tall and stretched her back. As she did, the chains on her handcuffs clanged against the pipe. “For the record, Brian had been checking over all my work for the last couple of days to make sure it was up to his standards, so if anything was sabotaged, he would have seen it. And since he didn’t say anything about it, we can assume he was your saboteur. That’s called logic. It’ll get you to the right conclusion a lot faster than emotion every single time.”

      Trying to rile me up? Melanie wondered. But what purpose would that serve? She chose to ignore the insult, though it had, indeed, infuriated her.

      “When was the last time you saw him?” Melanie asked.

      “I told you, after we fixed the gate,” Rita said. “Brian made some weird comment about his stay being temporary. I was putting away the tools, and the next thing I knew, he was just gone. The gate was open, and there was no Brian. I didn’t go looking for him or anything, but I put two and two together and figured he must’ve left. Maybe he went looking for you, or maybe…” She shrugged. “Draw some other conclusion, but I had nothing to do with it. I’m being treated rather unfairly, and after all the hard work I did for you people.” She made another disgusted sound and bowed her head, as if the weight of the injustice were more than she could bear.

      Melanie regarded her for a moment. This hadn’t gone like she’d expected. Somehow, she’d anticipated a furious, police-style interrogation leading to threats and fighting. Instead, she found herself at a bit of an impasse after a fairly mild discussion. Rita had reasonable explanations for most of the accusations. Nothing she’d said really helped or hurt her case. She’d admitted to stealing the guns, so she wasn’t trying to play the innocent.

      Is it possible she’s telling the truth? Melanie wondered. Or maybe she just has a really good handle on her emotions.

      “So, what’s next?” Rita asked, finally. “You’ve got pockets overflowing with hammers and screwdrivers and who knows what else? Are you planning to torture me? I’ll scream and bleed for you, but I’ll still give the same answers. They’re the only answers I have to give.”

      “I’m not going to torture you,” Melanie replied.

      “But you definitely thought about it before you came in here,” Rita said, eyeing her bulging jacket pockets. “Maybe you’re a sensible person after all, and you realize what I’ve said makes sense. So, like I said, what’s next? Are you going to set me free? Push me through the gate and send me on my way?”

      “No, I don’t think so,” Melanie replied. “Not yet.”

      “Great.” Rita clanged the handcuffs against the pipe again. “So, you’re going to leave me here, chained like this, with no bathroom, food, or water?”

      But Melanie was picking her way back through the interrogation, trying to find any subtle confession other than the admission of stealing guns. Was there any other avenue worth pursuing? In the end, she decided she just wasn’t willing to turn up the heat. Rita’s reasonable responses had deflated her fury by mixing in just a tiny amount of doubt. Melanie decided she needed more time, or perhaps another opinion.

      Distracted, she turned and started toward the office door.

      “You’re leaving me here, then,” Rita said, with an exasperated sigh. “Great. Can I at least get a pot to pee in?”

      “I’ll think about it,” Melanie said, as she opened the office door.

      Rita started to say something else, but Melanie stepped outside into the corridor and shut the door behind her. As she started down the stairs, she felt a twisting in her guts. The seeds of doubt and fear waging war.
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      Josh didn’t enjoy being on watch duty. He much preferred staying busy, whether that meant working on the wall, tending to Mark, helping with a meal, or tidying up. That kept him from going back to the dark places in his memory, to the place where he watched his friends sink into paranoia, conspiracy theories, and cruelty, and then get killed around him. Yes, better not to think about those things. He had one former acquaintance left, after all. The worst of them, and he was out there somewhere in the wild lands beyond the factory wall.

      Derrick Platt had initially made contact with Cooper through one of his online communities, most likely one of the more extreme conspiracy-oriented forums. He’d invited the man to one of their meetings without getting approval from the other members. Suddenly, one day, Cooper had just been there, looking like a seventh-century peasant straight out of the deepest woods, with a red beard almost the color of blood, and his icy eyes.

      We should have pushed back harder, Josh thought. Derrick might have listened to us in the beginning. It was Cooper’s influence that made him intractable.

      And now Derrick’s weird online friend was out there somewhere roaming the crumbling towns of Tennessee like a new-world warlord. He probably felt right at home.

      No telling how many people he’s robbed and killed at this point.

      At the moment, Josh was settled on one of the padded chairs in the conference room, which he’d rolled up in front of the big window. He had the Timber Classic Marlin 336C across his lap, his right hand resting on the wooden stock of the lever-action rifle. A pair of binoculars sat on the edge of the conference table within reach.

      Three hours of staring into the wasteland, he thought. Keep your eyes peeled, Joshua. You never know when the broken world will come knocking.

      From the upstairs window, he could see beyond the gate to the access road and the distant highway. Dead vehicles were scattered in every lane, detritus of another place and time, but he didn’t see any people. They were out there. They had to be, vast masses of the desperate and unwashed, but most of them were probably hunkered down in secret places, trying to stay out of sight.

      Josh’s gaze went to the gate. He could see the work that Rita had done even from this distance—large dark pieces of scrap metal affixed to the hinges, to the latch. One long piece had been attached to the surrounding wall and protruded out in front of the gate to act as a door stopper. The gate was the last place anyone had seen Brian.

      Rita could have killed him, Josh thought. She’s quite a bit smaller than him, so it’s unlikely she would have won in a physical fight. And if she used a gun, someone would have heard it.

      That didn’t exonerate her, of course. There were plenty of ways to kill a person. Even with the size difference, she could have come up behind him and bashed him in the head with one of the large tools. A hammer or wrench would have done it. As Josh considered this possibility, he shuddered.

      “Okay, man, stop thinking about this,” he muttered. “You’re just giving yourself the creeps.”

      To get his mind off Brian, he picked up the binoculars and scanned the distant highway. There wasn’t much to see. Cars and trucks parked at angles in the lanes. He spotted a couple of coyotes in the distance trotting along side by side, heading toward Knoxville, as if they were on their way to claim the city for the wild animals of the world. They paused to inspect the open door of a small sedan, sniffing around the driver’s door before losing interest and continuing on their way.

      Finally, Josh lowered the binoculars. He was considering getting up, maybe to pace back and forth in front of the window as he often did when he was bored. However, something caught his eye. A small glint of light to one side. He shifted his gaze, trying to look at it directly. When he spotted it, he couldn’t make sense of it. A tiny twinkling light near the horizon northwest of the factory. It was soon joined by another, like twin stars that had fallen from the sky. Then a third.

      He raised the binoculars again and looked for the lights. Midmorning sunlight glinting on chrome. That was the source of the light. He realized this immediately when he examined them through the binoculars. He recognized the vehicle in the lead: an ’80s-model Dodge Dakota with a two-tone paint job of blue and gray. However, something was different about it. Some large chrome object had been affixed to the front, like a makeshift battering ram. Josh’s skin crawled at the sight of it.

      Derrick’s old pickup was weaving through the stalled vehicles on the interstate, headed in their direction. Josh thought he saw the shape of at least one person hunkered down in the bed of the truck. Two other vehicles followed along behind the truck. Headed for the factory.

      Josh lurched up out of his seat, and the rifle tumbled to the floor. He almost dropped the binoculars, fumbling for a second before reseating them against his eyes. Though sunshine was reflected on the windshield of the lead truck, he thought he even saw a hint of a dark red beard behind the steering wheel.

      The alarm, he thought. The alarm, you idiot. Don’t just stand there and stare! You have to warn everyone that the enemy is coming!

      He forced himself to set the binoculars on the table. Then he stooped and picked up the rifle. They kept the large hand-cranked siren in the conference room for raising the alarm. Josh grabbed the handle and began spinning it. The sound rose gradually, from a low growl to an ear-piercing whine.

      It lasted about three seconds. Suddenly, the handle snapped off, which caused Josh to lurch forward and bump into the table. He looked at the broken handle. It was speckled with rust, but otherwise it seemed pretty sturdy. He hadn’t been using too much force, so how had it broken so easily?

      It was sabotaged, he thought. Just like the wall beside the back door.

      He spent a moment trying to insert the handle back into its hole, but the metal itself had snapped. The alarm had worked for a few seconds, and it was fairly loud. Had anyone heard it? The factory still seemed quiet. Nobody dashing about frantically.

      Josh turned back to the window and raised the binoculars again. Cooper and his men were coming fast, approaching the exit ramp that would lead them to the gate. There were only a few minutes to prepare. Cursing, Josh tossed the broken alarm handle onto the table, set the binoculars down, and slung the rifle over his shoulder.

      It never occurred to us to check the alarm for sabotage, he thought. Whoever did it, they were successful. They’ve bought Cooper a minute.

      Cursing loudly, he stepped around the table and rushed across the room. As soon as he opened the door to the hallway beyond, he began shouting loud enough to strain his voice.

      “He’s here! Cooper is here! We’re under attack!”

      He didn’t see anyone in the upstairs hallway, so he rushed past Derrick’s office and headed down the stairs, yelling all the way.

      “We’re under attack! Three trucks headed this way! Cooper is here! We’re under attack!”

      He caught some sound coming from Derrick’s office. It was muffled by the door, but he thought it was laughter. Was Rita laughing at them?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25

          

        

      

    

    
      Melanie was sitting with Mark when she heard the strange sound filtering through the walls. Mark, at least, was awake and alert now, though his face was still flushed. She’d tried to pull his sheet up, but he’d resisted, gently pushing her hand away. Clearly, the poor guy was sweltered in the stale, stagnant room. There wasn’t much she could do about that.

      “It’s times like this when I miss air-conditioning,” she said, flinging the sheet to the foot of Mark’s cot. “You don’t realize how stuffy it gets inside a closed room until you can’t get the air moving.”

      “Just wheel me outside,” Mark said, his voice creaking. “A little fresh air would be nice.”

      “Maybe I will,” Melanie said. “Do you feel any better? Josh said he thought the new antibiotics were helping.”

      “No, I felt better when I was unconscious,” he said, giving her a sly smile. “But I think I’m on the mend, if that’s what you mean.”

      She grabbed his hand, hot as a coal plucked from a fire. “Good. That’s what matters.”

      “You went to a lot of trouble to get that medicine for me,” Mark said. “Almost got shot, from what I heard.”

      “Josh told you about that?”

      Mark nodded. “He didn’t want to, but I pried it out of him.”

      Melanie patted his hand and set it on his chest. “Don’t worry about it. There were a couple of weirdos at the drugstore, but I made it back safe and sound. No sense worrying about what could have been.”

      And that was when she heard it. A strange mechanical whining sound. It only lasted a couple of seconds before it wound down again. Melanie was instantly alert, lurching up on the stool.

      “What was that?” she asked. “Was that the alarm?”

      She rose and rushed to the door. It was quiet out there now.

      “Mark, stay here,” she said, opening the door and stepping out into the hallway.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he replied.

      She glanced at him over her shoulder, light from a small lamp casting deep shadows across his face. Before she could say anything else, she heard Josh’s voice coming from upstairs. He was shouting so loudly that his voice cracked.

      “He’s here! Cooper is here! We’re under attack!”

      She heard his boots pounding down the stairs, and she rushed to meet him. Under attack! Those words cut through everything else. The thing she had feared most, the thing she had worked hard to prepare for, that had loomed just over the horizon like some world-ending eruption, was finally here. By the time she reached the end of the hall and turned the corner, Josh was at the bottom of the stairs, still yelling so hard that his voice threatened to break.

      “We’re under attack! Three trucks headed this way! Cooper is here! We’re under attack!”

      The two of them almost collided. Melanie managed to get her hands up and grab him by the shoulders before he could barrel into her. He had the lever-action rifle over his shoulder. She heard people coming up behind her and knew by the sound it was Lizzy and Mr. Turner. Shona and Nathan soon appeared as well, coming through the double doors from the factory floor, Dusty hurrying after them. They all gathered there in the corner of the hallway, and Melanie felt the collective shock.

      “Is it really happening?” Shona whimpered. “Are they here?”

      Grimacing, Josh nodded, struggling to get the words out. Melanie held fast to his shoulders.

      “Three vehicles,” he said. “Derrick’s old pickup truck in the lead. I don’t know how many men, but I spotted Cooper through the windshield.”

      “How long until they get here?” Melanie asked.

      “Minutes,” Josh said.

      Despite all of their hard work and preparations, all of the planning and discussion, Melanie felt woefully ill-prepared. She took a deep breath to settle her mind, then glanced at each person in turn: Mr. Turner, Lizzy, Shona, Nathan, Josh, even Dusty.

      “We knew this moment was coming,” she said, “and you know what you’re supposed to do. Grab your weapons and take your places. Josh, you’re with me. Let’s get the LRAD set up. Come on.”

      She snapped her fingers, and everyone scattered, heading in various directions. They’d drilled many times for this exact situation. Shona and Nathan headed to one of the offices, where they had weapons and other gear. Mr. Turner went for the stairs to assume the lookout post. Melanie and Josh ran toward the supply closet. Only Dusty seemed confused, uttering a little bark of frustration before following Shona and Nathan.

      “This is it,” Melanie said, flinging open the closet door. She was mostly thinking out loud. “We either drive them away for good, kill them all, or we die here in this factory today.”

      “Well, if it’s any consolation, your father and daughter got that booby trap set up by the back door,” Josh said, following her into the dark closet. “I examined the construction. It’s a simple design, but it should work. Rather ingenious of them, actually.”

      “Good, but let’s hope Cooper and his men don’t make it that far,” Melanie said, picking her way through the closet to the gun cabinet in back. “Let’s keep them on the other side of the wall, if we can.”

      She opened the cabinet and the bottom door, reaching inside to grab the LRAD. She added a few noise-dampening earmuffs and set them on top, then Josh grabbed the other side of the large speaker and helped her lift it. Together, they carried it out of the closet, side-stepping down the hall to the back door. As soon as they were outside, Melanie heard at least one of the engines. It was faint, still some distance away, but she knew it all too well. The rumble of Derrick’s old pickup truck took her back to the first hours after the EMP, filling her with a toxic mix of bad memories and lingering terrors.

      They shuffled alongside the building, heading down the parking lot toward the front of the building. As soon as they reached the corner, they set the LRAD down and began unfolding the three-legged stand that held it. Melanie grabbed one of the pairs of earmuffs and hooked them around her neck, then handed the other pair to Josh. When she flicked on the power button for the LRAD, she was relieved to see the light come on. The battery was still good.

      Josh raised the speaker and pointed it toward the gate, and Melanie carried the control box back a few yards, unrolling the power cord. When she turned back around, the control box in her right hand, she saw a great plume of dust rising up from beyond the gate. The vehicles were approaching the turn-in that led to Beaton’s. The growl of Derrick’s pickup truck was like some hungry animal.

      “Okay, it’s ready to go,” Josh said, backing up to stand beside her. “Blast them with sound, Melanie.”

      “Cover your ears,” Melanie said, grabbed the earmuffs and setting them on her head. Josh did the same.

      The plume of dust drew near and then swirled up and over the gate. Melanie caught a hint of movement through the narrow gap between the gate and the wall. It looked like the lead truck had pulled in parallel to the gate. Apparently, the shrapnel on the ground hadn’t flattened their tires fast enough to stop their approach.

      She pressed the button to activate the LRAD. Even with a good pair of earmuffs in place, she heard—and felt—the undulating, ear-piercing wail of the device. It went right through her skull, stabbed down her back, and danced on her skin in an uncomfortable way.

      And yet it was different this time. She was sure of it. For some reason, the LRAD wasn’t as intense as it had been when they’d used it before. She tried to twist the knob on the control box to turn up the intensity, but it was already all the way up. Indeed, as the seconds passed, she realized that it wasn’t all that bad. Loud, yes, but not painful. She tested this a bit by lifting the earmuffs. Even with her ears exposed, the sound was unpleasant but not unbearable.

      “Something’s wrong,” she shouted at Josh.

      “Either the battery is running out, or it’s been messed with,” Josh replied, cupping his hands to either side of his mouth as he spoke.

      Dust had gathered thickly around the gate, so that she could barely see through it. However, she sensed some kind of movement on the other side, as if Cooper and his men were raising something up above the gate.

      “Okay, Plan B, then,” Melanie replied.

      She left the LRAD running, setting the control box on the ground, and dashed back to the door, running as fast as she could. Her heart was hammering in her chest like a wild thing that didn’t want to be caged. Everything felt like it was happening too fast. She returned to the supply closet and stumbled through the dark, feeling along the shelves beside the gun cabinet until she found what she wanted. A riot gun beside a box of tear gas canisters.

      She grabbed a handful of canisters, dropping a few in the process, and heaped them up in the crook of her left arm. Then she picked up the riot gun and made her way back through the building. She found Josh huddled behind the LRAD, gazing in the direction of the gate. And now that the dust had settled just a bit, she saw what appeared to be the top of a ladder peeking over the gate. Nobody was on the ladder yet, but clearly, they intended to climb over.

      Melanie stooped down and shut off the LRAD, dropping the tear gas canisters on the ground. They proceeded to roll in all directions, but she grabbed a couple and loaded them into the riot gun. In the aching silence that followed the LRAD, she heard shouting voices beyond the gate, one deep voice rising above all others.

      “Let’s see how you like a little tear gas yourself, you creeps,” she said, raising the riot gun and striding forward.

      She aimed high to ensure the canister would arc over the gate, then pulled the trigger. The gun kicked, and the first canister launched across the front parking lot, already unleashing a trail of white smoke. It just barely cleared the gate, hit the top of the ladder beyond, and fell among the men on the other side. Soon, a great billow of white smoke rose to mingle with the cloud of dust. The shouting of the attackers became even more frantic, and she thought she heard them scattering.

      Shifting the riot gun a few feet to the right, she fired the second canister, trying to catch the men as they ran away. She aimed a little higher and pulled the trigger. The second canister fired, sailing up over the wall, scraping the barbed wire in passing. In that moment, noises erupted from the wasteland. First, the roar of Derrick’s pickup truck, and the rumble of spinning tires as he pulled away from the gate. Then, she heard gunfire.

      Five shots in quick succession. But they hadn’t cleared the wall. What were they firing at? At the gate itself? Did they hope to shoot their way through?

      “Just trying to scare us,” Josh said.

      “I’m not scared,” Melanie roared in reply. “I’m angry!”

      Someone answered them from inside the factory walls. Return fire from up on the rooftop. Melanie heard three shots evenly spaced—and probably well aimed—and she knew it was Mr. Turner. He’d taken up a position on the rooftop.

      “I hope he’s got good cover up there,” she said.

      “We’d better take cover as well,” Josh said, tugging at her sleeve. “We’re standing out here in the open. An errant grenade over the wall would be the end of us.”

      Melanie picked up a few more tear gas canisters and loaded the riot gun, even as a beckoning Josh ran to the back door. He was right of course. If they lobbed a grenade into the parking lot, she would have nowhere to go. That got her moving. But first, she reached down and flicked on the LRAD. The power light didn’t come on this time. She flicked the switch a few more times, but somehow, it had stopped working.

      Rita, what did you do to it?

      Shots came from the other side of the gate. A bullet caught the top of the barbed wire and made it dance. They were aiming for the second story of the factory. Melanie raised the riot gun and fired another canister in a high arc. It sailed over the gate and soon disappeared into the white cloud beyond. Then she retreated, stepping backward, down the side of the building.

      The LRAD was just sitting there in the parking lot, gas rolling over the top of the gate and slowly closing in to consume it. She hated leaving it there, but she’d taken a big enough risk lingering outside.

      “Get inside. Get inside.”

      Josh was calling her from the back door. She glanced back over her shoulder to see him frantically beckoning with his hands. Melanie turned to flee, but as she did, something moved out of the corner of her eye. A shadow topped the wall on the north side of the property, appearing in the gaps of the barbed wire roll. Suddenly, a face appeared, a face covered in a knit cap, goggles, and handkerchief tied around the lower half of his face. Somehow, one of Cooper’s men had gotten to the top of the wall, and as he fumbled there for a second, he raised a rifle and thrust the barrel through the barbed wire.

      Melanie felt a jolt. They were almost inside! Without meaning to, she cried out, then she fumbled in her jacket pocket until she grabbed the Beretta. Fortunately, the attacker was struggling to get into position, and it bought Melanie just enough time to get the gun out. As she raised it and pointed it at the stranger, he finally got the rifle into position and swung it toward her.

      She opened fire. The sound of gunshots was loud and piercing in the parking lot, echoing sharply off the walls. The first bullet hit the wall about a foot below the barbed wire, biting a chunk out of the concrete. The attacker flinched, then fired back. Melanie saw the flash of the muzzle, heard an even louder, more painful gunshot, followed almost immediately by the snap of the bullet punching a hole in the side of the building somewhere behind her.

      As she neared the door, she took another shot, this time blindly, unaware if it hit anything. Josh dashed outside, grabbed her jacket and pulled her through the open door. Just before she stepped inside, she heard another rifle shot, and the bullet pinged against one of the armor plates. She didn’t have a chance to see if it ricocheted or blasted through, as she was dragged into the dark corridor. Josh reached past her and pulled the door shut.

      “They’re coming over the wall,” Melanie said, stumbling against the doorframe. “They have ladders. We have to drive them back! We can’t let any of them reach the parking lot.”

      “Max is up on the roof,” Josh said. “Should we join him there? It’s the best place to shoot at them.”

      “You head to the roof,” said. “Let Mr. Turner focus on the front of the building. You go to the back. Make sure they’re not trying to climb over in other places. There’s plenty of ammo up there. I’ll join Lizzy in the conference room. Move fast. They’re coming in. Don’t let them reach the doors!”

      “You got it.” Josh saluted her and took off running down the hall, the rifle bouncing against his shoulder.

      Melanie followed him around the corner, but then she turned and rushed up the stairs. She was halfway up when she heard a loud bang coming from outside. At the top of the stairs, she had a choice between the conference room, where Lizzy had taken up a position, and Derrick’s office, with a window that looked out the side of the building to the north. Indecisive, Melanie hesitated a moment before rushing into the conference room.

      The first thing she saw was the big picture window on the wall beyond the conference table. An enormous bullet hole had been punched into the glass near the upper right corner, a spiderweb of cracks fanning out across half the window from the impact point. The bullet had continued into the ceiling, splitting one of the drop ceiling tiles so that half of it now lay on the floor.

      Lizzy was squatting beneath the window, a rifle in her hands. However, it didn’t seem she had returned fire yet. As Melanie entered the room, she looked back over her shoulder, teeth bared.

      “They’re coming through!” she hissed.

      “I know. I know.” Melanie rushed across the room, moving low.

      As she did, she saw something moving through the cloud of tear gas around the gate. It took a moment to make out what it was. The gate itself was bowed inward, as if it had been rammed. The shrapnel hadn’t done much good in stopping the vehicles, but at least Rita’s addition had kept the gate from swinging all the way in. However, people were moving through the narrow gap. Melanie saw a man dressed all in camouflage—hat, jacket, pants, boots—with goggles over his eyes and a handkerchief over his mouth. He stepped out of the cloud of gas and moved into the parking lot.

      Melanie started to draw her pistol. Instead, she reached down and plucked the rifle from Lizzy’s hands.

      “You have to drive them back, Lizzy,” she said, raising the rifle. “Fire on the gate. Don’t worry about the window. It’s already broken anyway. Keep firing until they retreat.”

      “I was trying not to get shot,” she replied. “They had a guy in the back of the pickup truck aiming at the second story.”

      Melanie took aim at the gate, the barrel of her rifle touching the window glass. A second man had appeared, emerging from the tear gas like some fog monster. They were both headed toward the front door. She opened fire. The bullet shattered the window in a spectacular burst of glass fragments. They rained down into the parking lot. Melanie saw the men flee back toward the gas cloud, even as she took a few more shots in their direction. Bullets hit the gate, the wall, cut through the tear gas.

      And then the attackers responded in kind. She saw the flash of a muzzle through the crack in the opened gate, and she ducked down. However, Mr. Turner returned fire from the rooftop as well, and the men beyond the gate began shouting. Lizzy was crouched beneath the window. As she raised her head, she picked a small shard of glass out of her hair and tossed it aside.

      “Keep firing at them,” Melanie said, thrusting the warm rifle at her. “Concentrate your shots on the gate. We have to keep them from coming through. But try to stay behind cover. Don’t get shot.”

      Lizzy took the rifle out of her hands—somewhat reluctantly, it seemed—and nodded.

      “Are you leaving?” she asked.

      “They’re trying to come over the other walls,” Melanie said. “I need to check the window in Derrick’s office. Keep shooting.” She gestured at the stack of ammo boxes on the conference table. “Reload and keep shooting until I give the all clear. Got it?”

      Lizzy nodded and raised the rifle. Without looking over the window sill, she aimed the gun in the general direction of the gate, holding it at an awkward angle. When she pulled the trigger, the rifle leapt in her arms, and she almost dropped it.

      “Be careful,” Melanie said. “Do it right, please.”

      “The LRAD didn’t work?”

      “Nope.” Melanie didn’t want to stand around and discuss what had already happened, so she left it at that and headed for the door. “Keep firing, Lizzy! I’m going to count bullets after all of this is over, and a whole bunch of them had better be gone from those boxes. Got me?”

      “Chill out, Mel. I’m firing. I’m firing!”

      And with that Melanie stepped out of the room and headed to the office next door. She could hear multiple guns firing now. Both Josh and Mr. Turner seemed to be taking shots from the rooftop, and more than one person was shooting back. Hopefully, Josh and Shona were protecting Mark. Melanie just couldn’t check on everyone.

      She entered Derrick’s office, and Rita immediately turned and looked at her with an annoying little smirk on her face. It looked like the woman had been squatting in the corner, but she rose now, her handcuffs clanging against the pipe that held her. Melanie ignored her and went toward the desk. The window above the desk looked out on the north side of the property, to the wall where Melanie had traded shots with the other attacker. She drew her pistol and flung back one of the curtains.

      “I don’t suppose you want to free me and let me fight with you?” Rita said.

      “Not particularly,” Melanie replied. “Did you sabotage the LRAD?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “The acoustic weapon.” Unlike the window in the conference room, this one opened. She slid the latch to one side. “We kept it stored in the gun cabinet. I tried to use it just now, and it died on me. What did you do to it?”

      “Sounds like a dead battery to me,” Rita replied. “Why do I have to be the scapegoat for everything that goes wrong around here?”

      Melanie ignored the comment. At first, she didn’t see the man who had appeared above the wall. Then she noticed some slight movement, gloved hands reached toward the barbed wire. Sunlight glinted off some silver object. Wire cutters, she realized. He was trying to cut away a section of the barbed wire. Melanie took aim with her gun, even though the target was small. She squeezed off a couple of shots. The first went high, but the second hit near the top of the wall, eating a chunk out of the concrete and rattling the barbed wire.

      The hands dropped out of sight, and she heard what she thought were the wire cutters falling, as if he’d dropped them, hitting rungs of a metal ladder on the way down. The sound was quickly drowned out by further rifle shots from the roof, from the conference room, from the area around the gate. Melanie grabbed Derrick’s old office chair and dragged it near the window, then sat down, positioning herself so her body was mostly behind cover.

      From here, she could see most of the northern parking lot and wall. She dared to lean through the open window, turning to look at the front parking lot. The tear gas had begun to disperse, but she could smell the acrid chemical stink of it in her nostrils. Clear pockmarks marred the wall around the gate, but when the tear gas cloud dispersed a bit more, she caught a glimpse of the pickup truck’s bumper through the gap.

      One of the front tires was visible, and it appeared to be flat. The shrapnel had done its work, but not fast enough to stop the truck from slamming into the gate. Cooper had done exactly what Melanie had feared he would do. She raised her gun and took a shot in that direction. The attackers were shouting at each other from somewhere within or beyond the fading gas cloud. One voice was deeper and more dominant than the others.

      Melanie dropped back onto her seat, half-hidden behind the wall, and waited, staring like a hawk at the wall across from her window.

      “The gate held, though, didn’t it?” Rita said from her corner. “I don’t have to look for myself to know it held. They couldn’t get their vehicles all the way through, could they?”

      “Too many people were watching when you made the repairs,” Melanie replied. “You were forced to do a good job to maintain your cover. Where did you hide Brian’s body?”

      Rita started to reply, but the shouting beyond the gate reached a crescendo then. Melanie started to peek through the open window again, but a man suddenly reared up above the wall across from her. She raised the pistol to aim at him, but he moved faster. She saw the flash of a muzzle, heard the crack of a rifle joining with all of the other noises, and the window pane beside her exploded. Shards of glass sprayed into the office, splashing across the desktop. Rita uttered a little squeak and dropped down.

      Melanie, however, red with rage, opened fire, unloading the rest of the magazine in her gun in the direction of the man. About three shots in, she realized she was screaming at the top of her lungs. Suddenly, she saw what appeared to be a kind of mist rise up from the attacker, and she realized she’d hit him in the head. He dropped behind the wall again, and she heard the clatter of his body as he fell down the ladder.

      She didn’t savor the moment. Instead, she pulled out a box of bullets from her jacket pocket, shook it open, and reloaded the gun as fast as she could. Then she leaned out of the window and aimed toward the front gate. Gunfire was going back and forth now, shots being traded without pause. And then Melanie saw men rushing through the gap. Like some kind of wild D-Day charge, they tried to rush the front door en masse.

      Two, then four, then six, they came through and immediately fanned out, all headed toward the front of the building. As they came, each of them fired high at the building. Melanie heard a bullet crackle in the air somewhere close by, and she ducked back. Even so, she raised her handgun and fired wildly toward the front of the building. For approximately thirty seconds, the world was filled with a cacophony of gunshots. They seemed to tear the sky open, echoing like mad in the walled parking lot until her ears rang and her head was pounding.

      Finally, she emptied her second magazine. Others seemed to do the same, and the gunfire tapered off into a terrible silence. Melanie dared to lean out of the open window again, and she saw two bodies sprawled on the parking lot near the gate. She caught a glimpse of a third and fourth man squeezing back through the gate, retreating.

      And then a silence fell over the whole compound. Melanie had a splitting headache, and her ears were still ringing. Her heart pounded so hard, it made her tremble so that she could barely keep the gun steady. In the corner, Rita was hunkered down as low as she could go, hiding her face. Gradually, a pool of blood spread on the pavement around the two bodies, but no one spoke. Minutes passed, and she heard nothing.

      No sound. No voice. The world was holding its breath again, but she dared not move.

      After what might have been an hour, two hours—she lost track of time—the pickup truck roared to life again. It disappeared from the gap, and soon she heard it roaring away despite its flat tires, kicking up dust as it headed down the access road again. Other vehicles followed, and the gate, driven by gravity, some faint wind, or the sheer exhaustion of the structure itself, slowly swung shut, the broken latch clanging against the metal reinforcements.

      “We did it,” Melanie whispered, dabbing the sweat from her cheeks and upper lip. “We did it. My God, we drove them away.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite the victory, it was a glum and troubled group that gathered in the break room. Somehow, it didn’t feel like a victory. Melanie was seated at the head of the table, Josh and Mr. Turner on her right, Lizzy on her left, and Nathan sat across from her. Poor Dusty was completely freaked out, and Shona sat on the floor with her, petting her as she whimpered. Lizzy’s arms were folded on the tabletop, both sleeves rolled back to her elbow. She had a few small bandages covering scratches caused by flying glass, but those were the most serious injuries. Mr. Turner and Josh were absolutely filthy from crawling around on the rooftop, but no one had been shot. That, at least, was a huge relief.

      Melanie wrung her hands so hard they started to get sore. She had a tiny nick on the knuckle of her right hand, but she had no idea where it had come from. The enemy had fled yet again. Two of them were lying dead in the parking lot, a third somewhere on the other side of the wall. So why did she feel so defeated?

      “Everyone is accounted for then,” she said. “Nobody got shot on our side. There’s some damage to the building, but the reinforcements worked. It kept the pickup truck from smashing through the gate. The armor plating absorbed a few of the bullets, though we didn’t have any grenades to deal with this time. How are we doing on ammunition?”

      “We’ve still got enough bullets for another hundred battles,” Josh replied, brushing back his thin hair. “We went through a few boxes, though. I’m sure we’ll be picking up shells for days.”

      Melanie looked at each face in turn, then pushed her chair back and rose. “Well, then, I guess we’d better go out there and deal with the dead.” She could see by the looks on their faces that no one relished this idea, so she added, “No one has to come with me if they don’t want to. We’re just going to drag them outside the walls.”

      When she headed toward the front door, only Josh and Mr. Turner came with her. Nathan started to rise, but Shona said something to him, and he sat back down. Lizzy didn’t budge, idly fiddling with the edge of one of her bandages. Melanie didn’t blame her. She’d done her job, holding the attackers off at the gate.

      A couple of bullets had made it through the front door and wall, but Melanie found evidence that others had hit the armor plating on the outside and ricocheted off. The dead men were sprawled in the middle of the parking lot facedown, large pools of blood already drying around the bodies. The blood looked thick as tar, and the acrid smell of tear gas mingled with the blood smell to make the air truly rancid.

      Still, Melanie powered through her disgust. With Josh and Mr. Turner helping, they rolled the bodies over. The men were wearing orange earplugs, heavy-duty things like one might wear on a construction site. A defense against the LRAD, no doubt.

      “So, have we decided if Rita was their person on the inside or not?” Josh asked. “It’s what we all assume, but you never said for sure. How did the interrogation go?”

      The gate held, Melanie thought. Still…

      “I don’t know,” she replied. “I still can’t tell for sure. Let’s not think about it right now. We need to drag these bodies through the gate and roll them out into the wasteland. Search their pockets for weapons and ammo first.”

      As Josh and Mr. Turner responded to her command, she rose, stepping back out of the puddle of blood. Her stomach was all in knots. Would the attacks ever end?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time she finally took a shower, brushed her teeth, and changed her clothes, it felt like she had reached the end of the longest day in her entire life. Walking through the factory felt weirder now, even though the attackers hadn’t made it inside. It felt less safe, less like home. Dressed in a t-shirt, sweatpants, and flip-flops, Melanie pushed through the double doors and headed toward the hallway.

      She encountered Lizzy and Josh, who were coming down the stairs. He had a toolbox, and she had a plastic bag.

      “Checking on the prisoner?” Melanie asked.

      “We fed her, let her go to the bathroom, and tried to make things more comfortable for her,” Josh said. “I even lengthened her leash a little bit. She’s got a chain connected to her handcuffs now, so she can lie down.” He’d gotten a good whiff of tear gas up on the roof, and his eyes were still red. His thin hair was dusty and all in disarray, and he was still wearing the same dirty clothes from earlier. The poor guy looked like he’d just crawled off a battlefield, and, indeed, he had.

      “Rita is so insistent that she’s innocent,” Lizzy said. “She’s got an explanation for everything. I’m almost tempted to believe her.”

      “Is she comfortable up there?” Melanie asked. “Will she be able to sleep tonight?”

      “She’s got a pillow, a bottle of a water, some food, and a bucket to pee in,” Josh replied. He’d reached the bottom of the stairs, and he headed toward the factory floor. “We’ll have to figure out what to do with her sooner or later.”

      “Tomorrow,” Melanie said. “I have to sleep on it. We all do.”

      “After the attack, I may never sleep again,” Lizzy said, scrubbing her free hand through her hair. “I could hear the bullets whizzing through the air. There are bullets embedded in the ceiling of the conference room. I probably came within inches of getting killed.”

      “Don’t think about it,” Melanie said. “The shattered windows are covered, the gate is locked shut again, and we’re fine for now.”

      To this, Lizzy nodded, but she looked somber, downcast.

      “The first time we fought over the factory, it didn’t bother me at all,” she said. “Killing people, seeing dead bodies, it all just made me sort of numb. I didn’t care. But the more battles we have, the worse it gets somehow. I can’t take this, Mel.”

      Melanie gave her friend a hug.

      “They never even set off our booby trap,” Lizzy added.

      “Hey, that’s a good thing,” Melanie replied. “Now, go get some sleep, okay? Make yourself sleep. You need rest. We all do.”

      Lizzy pulled out of her embrace and nodded. “I’ll try, but I’ve got to put away this crap first.” She held up the bag. Melanie could tell there were food packets inside. “Rita chose the tortellini MRE.”

      “Excellent choice,” Melanie replied. “Good night, Liz.”

      And with that, Melanie stepped past her friend and headed down the hall. The door to the library was open, and she saw Shona and Nathan sitting in there side by side. They were flipping through books, but it seemed they were chatting rather than reading. Dusty was curled up on the floor at their feet.

      “You two don’t stay up long,” Melanie said. “We all need sleep. Got it?”

      “Got it, Mom,” Shona replied. “Just give us a little bit longer.”

      Melanie decided not to press the point. She kept going to her bedroom, where she found Mark wide awake, propped up on a stack of pillows with a solar-powered lamp shining on a shelf nearby. He was still flushed, but his eyes were mostly clear, his hands folded on his belly. Melanie sat down on the stool beside his cot, amazed at how easily her legs just completely gave out beneath her.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help fight them,” Mark said.

      “You already took a bullet for our family,” Melanie reminded him, resting a hand on his bare arm. His skin still felt too warm. “Your job now is to take your medicine, listen to Dr. Josh, and heal.”

      “I’m working on it,” he replied. “I have a lot of my strength back already. I can feel it.”

      “Good.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek just above the line of his whiskers. “Have you taken your antibiotics this evening?”

      “Yeah, Josh was in here maybe an hour ago,” Mark replied. “He stays right on top of it, even after the big gunfight. He’s a good man. I’m glad Derrick didn’t get him killed, you know?”

      “Yeah, he’s a good man,” Melanie agreed. “We’re fortunate to have him on our side.”

      She adjusted the blankets and pillow on the cot beside Mark’s, then turned out the lantern, and lay down. She still wasn’t used to how quiet the night was in the absence of fans, air conditioners, or even wind. An enclosed room with no windows was as still and silent as a tomb, and she always found it hard to fall asleep. Shutting her eyes, she pulled the blanket up to her stomach, adjusting her pillow again, and shut her eyes. The darkness was so absolute in the room that closing her eyes made no difference.

      “You got a few of them,” Mark said. “Maybe Cooper will realize how dangerous we are and move on to some other target.”

      “We can only hope,” Melanie replied. “I wish I knew how many men he’s got left.”

      “Twice now they’ve attacked, and both times it has been a decisive victory for us,” Mark said. “If he had an ounce of intelligence, he would realize his strategic disadvantage.”

      “According to Josh, he’s a maniac, so we’ll have to wait and see.”

      Despite the silence, despite her aches and pains, she realized sleep was coming on fast. She reached over in the darkness and gave Mark another loving pat on the arm, and then she was out. The sleep she fell into was troubled but deep, very deep, somewhere beneath the level of dreams.

      It didn’t last long.

      When sleep broke, it happened suddenly. Melanie lurched into wakefulness, like a drowning woman flung suddenly out of the water. She opened her eyes in the utter dark, staring into the void, and she felt the echo of some loud sound still thrumming in the air. At first, she couldn’t tell if it was the residue of a dream or if she’d been awakened by it.

      Groaning, Melanie flung her blanket back and sat up on the bed. Mark continued to snore softly, and she tried not to rouse him as she climbed off the cot. Now that she was up and alert, she was sure she’d heard something. It still lingered in the air. She eased toward the door, fumbling along nearby shelves until she felt the cold, hard shape of the Beretta.

      And then Shona began to shout. She was close, so her shrill cry was especially loud. Melanie almost jumped out of her skin.

      “The booby trap! Someone set off the booby trap!” she cried.

      Melanie stepped out into the hall and saw her daughter in the doorway of the library, facing the direction of the far corner. Nathan was beside her, gripping the doorframe.

      “Shona, what happened?” Melanie said. She’d already heard her daughter’s shouting, but she needed to confirm. “Did you hear something?”

      “That shotgun Lizzy set up at the back door,” Shona replied, her terrified face turning to look at her mom. “It went off. I heard someone cry out. I don’t think it was one of us.”

      Melanie was wide awake now, and though she moved on aching, weak legs, she felt a surge of adrenaline that drove her down the hall. As she approached the far corner, she waved at her daughter to stay back. Other doors in the hallway swung open then, and she heard people approach. First Lizzy, rubbing her eyes with one hand and clutching the Mossberg shotgun with the other. Then Josh, a flashlight tucked in the pocket of his shirt, the lever-action rifle in his hands.

      The factory was quiet again. Melanie didn’t hear any attackers.

      “Is it possible the booby trap went off by itself?” she asked, slowly peering around the corner.

      “Very unlikely,” Josh replied, coming up beside her. “Someone hit the trip wire. It’s the only way I can think of to pull the trigger.”

      Melanie saw the stairs, the deep well of shadow above, and the back hallway. In her haste, she’d forgotten a flashlight, so she grabbed the one from Josh’s shirt pocket and aimed it into the far corner. Then she swept the light from right to left, from the hallway to the alcove and the supply closet doors. She saw no one. She heard nothing other than the ragged breathing and fidgety movements of the people behind her.

      “Come on,” she whispered. Thrusting the handgun out in front of her, she crept around the corner and headed past the stairs.

      “Maybe the trap worked,” Lizzy said. “Maybe one person tried to get inside and set it off.”

      “Maybe,” Melanie replied. “Hopefully.”

      Josh moved up on her left side, the butt of the rifle seated against his shoulder. Lizzy then moved to his left, so that they walked in a line from wall to wall. Rita wasn’t making any noise at the moment. Surely she’d heard the noise.

      “Could’ve been an animal, I suppose,” Josh said quietly, as if thinking out loud. “Some wild animal nibbling on the trip wire.”

      Melanie shushed him as she approached the corner beyond the stairs, aiming the light as she turned toward the back door. The contraption for the booby trap had been installed on the inside of the wall, the gun mounted to a crude framework and hinge just above the sabotaged section. A bit of gun smoke still lingered in the air, a single shell on the hard floor, a large ragged hole blasted through the thinnest part of the compromised panel. Indeed, someone had set off the trap.

      She scarcely had time to react. Suddenly, a great force slammed into the back door, knocking the bolt out of the wall, breaking part of the doorframe, and sending the door flying inward until it banged off the wall. Melanie turned the flashlight toward the open door and caught sight of the men standing there. Dead center, his enormous blood-red beard hanging down, was Cooper, dressed in a heavy camouflage coat and aiming what appeared to be an AK-47 in her direction.

      Another man stood on his right, tall and thin, someone Melanie did not know. He wore a black tactical vest, a camouflage hat with a long brim, and black pants. Steely eyes gazed up from under the brim of the hat. He, too, had a rifle of some kind pointed in her direction.

      The man on Cooper’s left was familiar to her. He wore a striped shirt that was straight out of the ’50s, and in his right hand, he bore a large Magnum handgun.

      “Brian.”

      She scarcely had time to say his name before strong hands grabbed her and pulled her to one side. Stumbling, she fell against someone, even as she was guided back around the corner out of the firing line. It was Josh. He had moved her just in time.

      The men at the back door opened fire. Melanie was trying to keep her balance as she was pulled around the corner, but she had a disoriented sense of bullets sizzling past her, punching holes in the wall. Brian was with Cooper, after all. Rita hadn’t killed him. Indeed, it seemed she’d told the truth about him leaving the compound while no one was looking.

      “Move, move,” Josh said, propelling her past him toward the stairs and the alcove. “Find cover.”

      Melanie rushed toward the alcove, pushing Lizzy ahead of her. She heard heavy boots from behind. Cooper and his men had ceased firing and were rushing down the hall. Within seconds, they would reach the corner. As she ran, Melanie thrust the Beretta over her shoulder, like some kind of trick shot expert, and fired back behind her. The gun was so close that her right ear went deaf. Still, she fired three shots, hoping to keep the attackers from charging around the corner.

      Lizzy sprinting past the stairs. As she passed the alcove and the double doors that led into the food factory, she veered off to her right, as if she were considering going in that direction. Then she seemed to reconsider and headed for the hallway. Josh was right at Melanie’s shoulder, and he kept her moving forward. Otherwise, she might have turned to confront the intruders head-on.

      We can’t let them get any farther inside the building, she thought. Shona is in here. Mark is in here. We have to drive them back.

      She fired a couple more shots over her shoulder before reaching the far corner. Josh gave her a final push, as if to ensure she took cover, and she stumbled, catching herself against the wall.

      “We can’t go this way,” she said. Lizzy was beside her, her back against the wall. “We’ll lead them right to the others. We have to drive them away!”

      But she sensed movement down the hall. Shona and Nathan had come out of the library, both clutching the collar of a desperate and whimpering Dusty. Mr. Turner came out of his room next, rubbing his eyes and stifling a yawn. And then, to her horror, she saw Mark lurching out of his bedroom as well, taking big stumbling steps like Frankenstein’s monster. He hit the doorframe with his shoulder and almost went down, but managed to thrust an arm out and catch himself.

      “Go, go, go” Melanie said, waving the flashlight frantically in their direction. “Down the hall. Into the break room. Go!”

      Shona responded first, releasing her hold on Dusty’s collar as she ran down the hall. In passing, she hooked her father around the arm and pulled him along, though this slowed her down considerably. Nathan went after them, and they soon disappeared into the dark break room. Mr. Turner brought up the rear.

      That left Melanie, Lizzy, and Josh standing near the corner. A light was moving down past the stairs now as Cooper and his men approached. Melanie couldn’t see what they were doing, and she wasn’t foolish enough to stick her head around the corner. Glancing at Josh and Lizzy, she pointed at each of their guns in turn, then pointed toward the corner. Josh nodded. Lizzy just stared with wide, anxious eyes.

      “Now is your chance to run.” Cooper’s voice, deep and slightly hoarse. “Get out of the building while you still can.”

      Melanie was sorely tempted to respond, but what would she say? There was no negotiating now. At the very least, she might plead with Brian. He’d seemed reasonable, he’d felt friendly enough.

      He just tried to kill you, Melanie reminded herself. You read him all wrong before. Your radar is off. The enemy was standing right in front of you, and you didn’t even know it.

      Josh raised his rifle and nodded at her. Then he lunged around the corner and took a shot. Melanie intended to follow him, ducking around behind him to take a few shots with the handgun. However, Cooper and his men had been ready. Before she could take a single step, they opened fire.

      She heard the bullets hitting Josh. As they penetrated his torso, they made a kind of dull thud, like an echo of the shots themselves. He got off a second shot, stumbling backward, face twisting in agony. Then a bullet hit him in the face. It pierced his cheek just to the right of his nose, splitting the skin before erupting out the back of his head in a bloody spray.

      Numb, Melanie watched him fall backward, his legs crumpling beneath him. He hit the floor on his back, his head bouncing as his arms spread wide. The rifle clattered toward Melanie’s feet. She froze, waves of horror washing over her. He was gone. Just like that, Josh was gone. By sheer instinct, she almost went to him, intending to grab him and drag him out of the line of fire. However, Lizzy rushed toward her and thrust an arm out in front of her.

      “No, don’t step out there,” she said in a harsh whisper. “Run! Follow the others. They have the strategic advantage right now.”

      In the end, it was the sheer, skin-crawling horror that caused her to flee. Blood was already pouring from Josh’s head, his eyes half-closed and lifeless. She heard Cooper and his men moving in the hallway. Finally, with a whimper, she took off running down the hall toward the break room, Lizzy at her side. As she went, Melanie aimed behind her shoulder again and took a couple of shots just to keep the attackers at bay.

      And then she rushed into the break room and kept going, past the table toward the reception area. She didn’t see the others. Had they kept running? Were they outside? She could scarcely think straight as she aimed for the front door and the parking lot beyond.
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      Driven by the horror of Josh’s death, Melanie rushed out into the night, shoving her way through the factory’s front door. She was moving so fast that she slid on some gravel and lost her balance, dropping onto her knees. In the process, she dropped both the flashlight and the Beretta. She was fumbling around on the pavement when Lizzy came up beside her.

      “They killed him,” Lizzy said. As she picked up the flashlight, Melanie saw that she was weeping. “They killed Josh. Just like that, he’s gone.”

      She placed the flashlight in Melanie’s left hand, then grabbed the Beretta and placed it in her right hand.

      “Where are the others?” Melanie asked.

      She looked around and spotted Shona ahead of her. She was guiding Mark across the parking lot toward the gate. Nathan, Mr. Turner, and Dusty were rushing to catch up to them. The gate was open, the latch somehow disassembled to create a gap just wide enough for people to pass through. As Melanie picked herself up, Shona and Mark fled through the gap and into the night.

      “Wait,” Melanie said. “Where are we going?”

      “Well, they got the drop on us,” Lizzy replied. “What else can we do? They just tried to kill us all, and they’re right behind us!”

      “We can’t leave.” But Lizzy grabbed her by the arm and got her moving toward the gate.

      “Get on the other side of the wall where they can’t shoot at us,” Lizzy said. “Then we can figure out what to do. Come on! They were right behind us.”

      Lizzy had a point, but still, Melanie hated it. She hated leaving the factory compound. It felt like she was conceding defeat. Still, she kept going, moving fast, her skin crawling at the thought of being shot from behind.

      “We’re just giving them the factory,” she said, her voice cracking.

      “No, we’re getting out of the line of fire,” Lizzy replied. “That’s all.”

      On the other side of the gate, Melanie saw Derrick’s old pickup truck parked maybe twenty yards away on the access road. The flat tires had been replaced. Shona guided Mark to the right, off the road and down into a ditch not far from the wall. Melanie clicked off the flashlight, pocketed it, and followed them. Poor Dusty was straining at her collar, as if the dog wanted to take off running into the night. Melanie didn’t blame her, but Nathan had a firm hold, and he guided her down into the ditch with Shona and Mark.

      Melanie finally sank down into the shadows, feeling thick weeds beneath her. A few seconds passed, as she struggled to gather her thoughts. Lizzy was sobbing now, but it sounded like she was covering her mouth, trying to dampen the sound.

      “Is it possible he lived?” she said. “Can a person survive being shot that many times?”

      “He didn’t make it,” Melanie replied, still shaking with the horror of it. I watched him die right in front of me. I saw the light go out of his eyes. She couldn’t bring herself to say it. “It was Brian. He was the saboteur. He was working for Cooper this whole time. I read him all wrong.”

      She felt her way through the dark until she found Mark. He was lying on the ground, curled up on his side with his hands tucked under his cheek. He laid her hand on his shoulder, needing the reassurance of physical contact.

      “How did they get through the gate?” Shona asked. She sounded like she was crying as well. “We fixed the latch, and Rita’s reinforcements were still in place.”

      “I don’t know,” Melanie replied. She dared to lift her head, peering over the top of the ditch toward the factory wall. “Brian was helping Rita finish work on the gate when I left for the drugstore. Maybe he did something, made a way to disconnect it or something. I can’t tell in the dark, but it doesn’t matter now. Somehow, they opened the gate and got inside.”

      They were low enough at least that they were below the line of sight of the factory’s second story. That meant the men inside wouldn’t be able to spot them and shoot at them. For the moment, they were out of the line of fire. Still, Melanie was shocked to see the outside of the wall.

      “He did it,” she muttered. “Cooper got us out of the factory. Just like that. I can’t believe it. All of that fighting, all of those preparations, and it’s over.”

      “It’s not over,” Mr. Turner said. “Don’t say that. They got the drop on us, but we’re still armed, aren’t we?”

      “I’ve got the Mossberg,” Lizzy said. “Melanie’s got a pistol.”

      “We should have expected an attack in the middle of the night,” Melanie said. “We should have planned for it. What was I thinking?”

      Mark cleared his throat then and spoke, though he sounded weak. “They came in shooting. I heard it. We had seconds to react. If we’d stayed in there, more people would have died. We had no choice, Mel.”

      “Okay, okay,” Melanie replied. He was trying to comfort her, but it didn’t quite work. “I just need to think. Give me a minute, so I can figure out what to do next.”

      All of those weapons, all of those supplies, the food and medicine, the clean water—all of it just abandoned. It made her sick to think of it. She couldn’t let Cooper take it from her, but as she stared back at the gate and wall, she realized she didn’t have any easy ideas for getting back inside and taking out the attackers.

      “I hope our booby trap killed at least one of them,” Lizzy said. “That’s some consolation. I just wish it had been Cooper. Or Brian.”

      “Let me think,” Melanie muttered. “We have to get back in there and drive them out. Let me think.”

      As she was staring at the wall, she heard a kind of low thud, and suddenly the whole factory compound awoke with light. The artificial lights created a kind of luminous haze that rose above the wall. It was a ghostly sight.

      “They cranked on all the generators,” she said, “and turned on all of the lights.”

      “A waste of fuel,” Mark noted.

      “We have to get back in there.” Melanie rose to her hands and knees and crawled up the side of the ditch. Lizzy grabbed her sleeve, but she pulled free.

      “No, don’t go out there,” Lizzy said. “It’s not safe.”

      “I have to take a look,” Melanie replied. “We’re not just going to lie here in a ditch while they burn through our fuel and go through our supplies.”

      “This is how Josh got shot!”

      “No, it’s not. Stay there.”

      Melanie waved for the others to stay down as she left the ditch and crept toward the gate. Holding the pistol out in front of her, she picked her way through the deepest shadows as she approached the narrow gate. She could see harsh light shining on the parking lot, revealing the residue of large blood puddles from the day’s earlier battle.

      Three men, she thought. I saw three men. Maybe that’s all they have left. We can take on three men, if we can just figure out how to get the drop on them.

      She glanced back to make sure none of the others had followed her, then crept up to the wall, pressing her back against it. Slowly, trying to make as little noise as possible, she slid toward the open gate then leaned into the gap, peering through. There was some kind of noise coming from inside the building. Someone running, perhaps? Melanie wasn’t sure.

      From her spot beside the gate, she could see the entire front of the building. The door was shut, and the upstairs window was covered with plywood. Still, she could see interior lights shining through the gaps. Cooper and his men had turned on all of the lights. What was the purpose? It was so wasteful. Melanie aimed the Beretta through the gap, pointing it at the front door.

      I’ve got at least a few shots left, she thought. I just need one of those men to poke his head outside. Come on, Brian. Give me one clean shot.

      Indeed, almost as if it were an answer to prayer, she saw someone moving in the distance. A person running along the side of the building, coming from the direction of the back door. Melanie swung the pistol toward them, her finger brushing the trigger. She almost fired. Indeed, she’d just begun to pull the trigger when she realized who it was. A woman sprinting along the wall, a woman in a beige one-piece factory uniform, the sleeves rolled past her elbows.

      Melanie lowered the gun so she wouldn’t accidentally shoot. Rita was running like an escapee from a prison camp. She no longer had the handcuffs on her wrists, and Melanie wondered if the men had set her free. But why? Why would they have released her and let her run away?

      So, she can find us and infiltrate our family again, she thought.

      And that made her raise the gun again. Rita was headed for the gate. But Melanie saw someone behind Rita. Someone had come through the back door, and just as Rita reached the front parking lot, that person opened fire. Bullets pinged off the pavement. Rita wrapped her arms over her head and lunged around the front of the building. In the process, she stumbled, tripped over her own feet, and fell hard. She landed on her side and rolled.

      Now, Melanie saw two things. First, a man standing beside the back door. Though there was quite a bit of distance between them, she could tell it was the man she didn’t know. Second, she saw another crumpled corpse on the ground near the booby-trapped section of wall. Indeed, the booby trap had taken out another of Cooper’s men.

      Melanie hated to give her position away, but she couldn’t resist taking a shot at the man by the back door. She aimed carefully, bracing her gun arm against the gate. She fired, and the man immediately ducked back inside the building. The door swung shut behind him.

      Maybe I clipped him, Melanie thought. Maybe I hit an artery and he’ll bleed out.

      It seemed unlikely. Indeed, she was pretty sure she’d missed. However, Rita was able to pick herself up and head for the gate. She was limping now, and Melanie spotted what appeared to be a ragged tear in her pants just above the ankle. As soon as she was within reach, Melanie grabbed her arm and helped her through the open gate.

      “They got me,” Rita said. “I think it’s just a flesh wound, but I can’t tell. Stings like crazy!”

      “How did you get out of there? Did they unlock the handcuffs?”

      “It’s not that hard to get out of handcuffs,” Rita replied, stepping behind the wall. She bent down and pulled up her pant leg, feeling around for the wound. “All you have to do is dislocate your thumbs and pull. And you put them on pretty loosely to begin with. I could have gotten out of them at any time, but I didn’t want you to think I was working for the bad guys.”

      “You stayed in those handcuffs just to prove your innocence?” Melanie said.

      “That’s right. Did it work?”

      “I…I think so,” Melanie said with a sigh.

      Rita lifted her head and gave her a withering gaze. “You think so? Well, gee, that’s nice. I almost made it out the building safely, but the stupid stairs creaked, and they came running. I’ve got a nasty slash across the side of my leg here, but I guess I’ll live.”

      “You didn’t happen to grab a gun on your way out, did you?” Melanie asked.

      Rita patted her pockets and shrugged. “I’m afraid my priority was running the hell away.”

      “It’s fine. Come on.” Melanie beckoned her and headed toward the ditch, which looked like a great well of shadow in the night.

      Rita followed, but she was limping even worse now. The adrenaline that had sent her running out of the building was clearly wearing off, and maybe the wound was deeper than it seemed. As Melanie dropped down beside Mark, Rita collapsed into the dark with a moan.

      “These guys are ruthless,” she said. “They had no qualms about shooting an unarmed person in the back.”

      That’s it, then, Melanie thought. We lost the factory. We lost Josh, and that’s it.
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      There wasn’t much to say, and even less to do, so they sat in that damned dark ditch for long minutes. Melanie stewed in her thoughts, trying to think of some way to take the place back. The impact of losing Josh kept her in a hopeless state of mind, and for a while, she just lay there in the weeds and held Mark’s hand, listening to a gentle breeze sighing through the ditch.

      At some point, the lights in the factory switched off again, plunging them into even deeper darkness. Melanie heard the breathing of her loved ones, the occasional whispered word from Shona and Nathan as they comforted each other. Dusty had settled down, but she still heard the poor dog whimper from time to time.

      “We could steal the pickup truck, at least,” Mr. Turner said suddenly, after much time had passed. “That would serve them right. What do you say?”

      “Could we drive it through the gate and maybe take them by surprise?” Mark said. She was surprised to hear this suggestion from her husband considering how sick he still was.

      “No, we’re not taking any big risks,” Melanie said. “A single wrong step got Josh killed, and I won’t risk losing anyone else.”

      “So, we’re just giving up on the factory?” Mr. Turner said.

      “Absolutely not.” She said this a little too loudly, and she clamped her mouth shut until she could get ahold of herself. “Absolutely not,” she said again quietly. “They’ll be on high alert, ready to respond if we try to get back inside, so we’ll wait until they don’t expect us, but I swear to God, we’re getting the factory back.”

      She let go of Mark’s hand and rose, brushing herself off.

      “Are we going somewhere?” Mark asked.

      “With the lights off, it’ll be easier to slip away,” Melanie said. “We can’t just lie here in this ditch out in the open.”

      Now that she was moving, she found it easier to take the next step. She was furious that Cooper had outsmarted her so easily. She was sick at the thought of leaving the factory. Still, they had to take the next step. Melanie dared to turn on the flashlight and shine it down the ditch for a second. She saw her loved ones sprawled in the weeds like refugees, dirty and weary and scared. Dusty looked up at her and rose, ready to go.

      “Okay, come on,” Melanie said. “Get up. We’re going.”

      “Going where?” Lizzy asked. “Not back into the factory, surely. They’ll gun us down the second we try to step inside.”

      “No, the factory will wait,” Melanie said. “We’re getting it back, believe me, but for now, for tonight, we’re going somewhere else. We need a roof over our heads, at least. Mark, can you walk?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” he replied.

      “But where are we going?” Lizzy asked. “It’s not like we have some second home to run to.”

      “There’s that shopping center not far from here,” Melanie said. “Most of it burned, I know, but there was an auto body shop that was still intact. Do you remember?”

      “I remember,” Lizzy said, picking herself up. “Will we be safe there?”

      “Safer than lying here in this ditch,” Melanie said. “We can regroup, recover, and figure out our next move. Come on. No sense lingering here and feeling sorry for ourselves. We lost. We let our guard down for a little bit, and we lost the factory. But there’s no sense whining about it. Let’s go.”

      She reached for Mark, took his hand, and helped him up. Then she got him moving again, heading down the ditch parallel to the factory wall. The auto body shop was on a small hill across a field south of Beaton’s. She couldn’t see it in the night, but she thought she could find her way there.

      “Rita, can you walk?” she asked.

      “I’ll make it,” Rita replied. “So, you’re letting me come with you?”

      “I am,” Melanie said. “I directed my suspicions at the wrong person, and I’m sorry about that. Brian had me fooled.”

      “He had us all fooled,” Rita said. “I thought he was a nice guy, but he’s just another weasel. They’re a dime a dozen these days.”

      Melanie led the way, keeping Mark at her side. Lizzy and Mr. Turner came next, and Shona and Nathan behind them, occasionally having to encourage Dusty to follow. Rita brought up the rear.

      Once they were beyond the corner of the factory wall, Melanie dared to leave the ditch and cut southwest across the overgrown field beyond. The wild grass grew almost to her knees, so it dragged at her as she walked. It made more noise than she wanted, but it couldn’t be helped. When she glanced in the direction of the factory, she saw only the dim rooftop rising above the outer wall. All was still and quiet there now. No doubt Cooper and Brian were reveling in all of the treasure they’d claimed. They were like conqueror kings now.

      It was slow going, and after a while the distant shopping center seemed to rise out of the shadows. Melanie spotted the auto body shop, a small building with big windows along the front. It sat beside a fence on top of a low rise, a driveway circle in front. This was the place where they’d gathered before breaking into the factory weeks earlier.

      By the time they reached the hill, the first hint of morning light burned along the eastern horizon. In that faint light, Melanie saw broken and cracked windows along the front of the shop. She trudged up the hill, following the gravel driveway, but she looked over her shoulder to the others. No one had spoken during the long slog across the field. Indeed, a morose silence had fallen over the group. She could feel it, like a thickening of the air around them.

      Shona was quietly crying, brushing the tears away with her sleeve. For some reason, that finally broke through Melanie’s cold determination, and she felt tears burning in her own eyes. She tried to wipe them away discreetly. At least Mark was doing better. He was able to walk mostly on his own. Indeed, the person having the most trouble was Rita, who was still limping pretty badly, a pained grimace on her face.

      They were approaching the front door of the auto body shop when Mark finally broke the silence.

      “I have to ask,” he said. “About Josh. Did he…did he suffer?”

      “No,” Melanie replied. “That’s the only mercy in this whole miserable situation. I think he was gone by the time he hit the floor.”

      As she said it, however, she felt a crushing grief, like a weight filling her chest, and she realized that it was the loss of Josh that had hit her hardest. Not Brian’s betrayal, not even the loss of the factory.

      “I can’t believe he’s gone,” Mark said. “I wish I’d been there to help him.”

      “There’s nothing you could have done,” Melanie replied.

      She tested the door of the shop and found that it had been kicked in at some point. Opening it, she stepped into a lobby that had been looted and picked over. Still, there were some chairs here, and she guided Mark toward one of them, easing him down. As the others entered the shop, they all collapsed. Rita took one of the other chairs. Shona and Nathan preferred to sit on the floor in a corner. Lizzy sat on the edge of a small table near the cash register.

      “Just a few weeks ago, Josh was a complete outsider,” Melanie said, sitting down beside Mark. “Even when he joined us, I didn’t fully trust him, but somehow, gradually, he became like family. We never would have survived as long as we did without his help. Mark, you owe him your life. He looked after you better than I did.” She felt fresh tears, but this time, she let them fall. What was the use of wiping away tears when more were sure to follow?

      “He was a good man,” Lizzy said. “Always had great ideas. Always trying to help. Never complained.”

      “And he’s gone because I trusted Brian too easily,” Melanie replied. “I questioned him, and he gave decent answers, but the real reason I decided to trust him was because I thought he gave off good vibes. Can you believe it? Reading vibes like I’m some kind of new age guru.” She found that she was too restless to sit, so she stood and began to wander the room. “Because of my upbringing, because of what I went through, I always thought I was a good judge of character, but I got this one wrong. Boy, did I ever. He had me fooled.”

      Needing something to do, she began rooting through cabinets and drawers inside the shop. Unfortunately, most of them seemed to have been picked clean, but she found a few remaining tools and some junk. As she found them, she set them on the counter beside the cash register.

      “It wasn’t a mistake to trust Brian,” Lizzy said, getting up to help her. “You did the same thing with Josh. Heck, Josh started off as our enemy, but you decided to trust him, and it was a good thing. Was it a risk? Of course. He was Derrick’s friend. He could have betrayed us, stabbed us in the back, but he didn’t. He turned out to be a good friend. You see, Mel, it’s not wrong to give people a chance, and Brian seemed like he was helping us.” She found a small box of nails and set them on the counter.

      “Then what did I do wrong?” Melanie replied.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Lizzy said. “Trusting people is always a risk, and you can’t avoid taking risks. That’s just the way it goes. Sometimes, you have to give people a chance to prove themselves, but when you do, they might fail you. That’s life.”

      “That’s life,” Melanie muttered. She found a set of Allen wrenches on a key ring and set them beside the other items. Lizzy was right though. Risks were unavoidable. They’d needed Brian’s help, so she’d hoped for the best.

      Rita had her right leg crossed over her left, and she was examining her wound. Melanie saw it clearly now in the morning light, a large slash that cut from back to front on the side of her leg a few inches above her ankle. It was ugly, but it had stopped bleeding, at least.

      “So, what are we going to do now?” Rita asked. “You’re not planning to put down roots here in this little shop, are you?”

      Melanie shut the drawer and examined the stash of supplies they’d cobbled together. None of it was particularly useful. She crossed her arms, feeling cold and tired and angry. She gave Rita a long, hard look. Another stranger who had started out as an enemy.

      Am I really going to trust her now? Talk about taking risks.

      “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do,” Melanie said. “We’re going to take the factory back.” And as she said it, she felt herself smiling. It was a cold smile, determined, maybe even a little crazed. “It’s our home, and we’re going to take it back by any means possible.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Eventually, having nothing else to do and being unable to rest, everyone got involved in searching the shop. Melanie had to bring some order to the process, so she assigned people to specific areas. Shona, Nathan, and Dusty went to the shop floor. Lizzy, Rita, and Mr. Turner were assigned to the back offices. And Melanie and Mark continued to pick through the store, opening every drawer, cabinet, and box they could find.

      Melanie found a couple of large empty cardboard boxes that had formerly contained oil cans. She set them near the front door of the shop as containers for whatever they scrounged up. The shop had clearly been abandoned since the EMP. Despite looting, the back-office area was quite cluttered, not unlike Derrick’s old office, and she heard Lizzy and her father digging through the stacks.

      “Are we looking for anything in particular?” Mark asked. He had taken the stool from behind the cash register and set it in front of a cupboard so he could sit while he slowly worked his way through them.

      “We have to formulate some kind of plan for getting back inside the factory,” Melanie said. “I don’t yet know what that’s going to be, but I’m working on it. So, anything that looks even marginally useful will help us come up with ideas.”

      From the shop floor, Shona unleashed a deep yawn. Yes, they were all exhausted, having been deprived of a full night’s sleep. Melanie was tempted to give them the day to catch up on sleep, but she hated the thought of wasting so much time. The longer they waited, the more Cooper and Brian could dig themselves in at the factory.

      Mark wasn’t doing great, even though he was up and moving. He was sluggish, and he seemed out of breath.

      “Don’t push yourself too hard,” Melanie said, as he pulled a big box of assorted nails out of a cupboard. “It’s going to be a long day, and we need you to be okay. If you have to lie down for a little while, go ahead and do it. We can make a pallet on the floor or something.”

      “I’ve been lying in bed for days,” Mark replied, tossed the nails into one of the big cardboard boxes beside the front door. “I’m a bit shaky, but I’d rather be moving around.”

      Under the counter beneath the cash register, Melanie found a case of Pabst Blue Ribbon Beer, the blue labels shining in the early morning sunlight. She pulled the case out and set it on the counter. They were twelve-ounce bottles, but it looked like the case had been dropped at some point. Many of the bottles were broken, and the packaging was warped, as if it had been soaked with beer then dried at some point. Melanie began unloading the intact bottles and setting them on the counter.

      “Breaking out the PBR?” Mark said, with a wry smile. “I guess we could all use some liquid courage.”

      “Mostly, I just need the empty bottles,” Melanie replied. She used the edge of the counter, and a well-placed smack with the palm of her hand, to knock the cap off one of the bottles. Then she took a long swig of warm beer. “Want some?” She thrust the bottle at Mark.

      “I’m not much of Pabst fan, but I suppose we can’t be choosy about our booze these days.” He shuffled over to the counter and took the bottle from her. “What’s the plan? Why do you need empty bottles?”

      “Well, it kind of depends on what Shona and Nathan have found,” she replied. “Empty that bottle for me, would you? I’ll be right back.”

      As Mark took a seat on the stool and polished off the beer, Melanie headed into the shop floor. Shona, Nathan, and Dusty were working their way along the tool racks and tables at the back of the room. They’d built up a small stack of scavenged supplies on one of the tables, and among the stuff they’d looted, Melanie saw a number of greasy old rags.

      “Mom, what are we going to do with all of this stuff?” Shona asked. “How is it going to get us back inside the factory?”

      “I’m working on a plan,” Melanie replied, gathering up the rags. “Just keep gathering supplies while I work out the particulars in my head.” And then, because of the awful grimace on Shona’s face, she added, “How are you two doing?”

      Shona and Nathan traded a glance. Melanie saw a whole lot of grief and fear in that brief look. Nathan touched Shona’s shoulder, as if to comfort her. No, they weren’t doing well. That was obvious.

      “It kind of feels like maybe I’m still asleep and having a bad dream,” Shona said. “I can’t believe Josh is gone. Cooper killed his own friend.”

      “Josh and Cooper never got along,” Nathan replied, picking screwdrivers of various sizes off a pegboard. “Anyway, if there was ever a friendship, it ended the second Josh decided to help us. That made him a marked man.”

      “It’s a shame,” Shona said with a sigh. “I feel like we’re partially responsible for his death.”

      Melanie had a wad of oil-soaked rags in her hands. She started to head back into the front office, but she paused. This was something she had to address before it took root in her daughter’s mind.

      “No, that’s now how it works,” Melanie said. “You’re never responsible for someone else choosing evil. We could have worked things out with Cooper, just like we worked things out with Josh. He’s the one who decided to attack.”

      “Okay, Mom,” Shona muttered. “If you say so.”

      “I say so. Now, do me a favor. See if there’s any gasoline stored in here. Make that a priority.”

      Melanie had to leave it there for now. She headed back into the front office just as Mark finished off the last swig of beer. He set the empty bottle on the counter and belched loud and long.

      “Okay, I feel better now,” he said. “Warm PBR tastes better than I remember.”

      Melanie grabbed the empty bottle and took it back behind the counter. She shoved one of the oily rags into the neck of the bottle to see how easily it would fit.

      “What are we making?” Mark asked. “Molotov cocktails?”

      “Exactly,” Melanie replied. “I’m sure there’s gasoline around here somewhere. We’re going to fill these bottles and soak the rags.” She held up the bottle and mimed throwing it hard over her shoulder. “I don’t know how good my throwing arm is. What do you think?”

      “Better than mine at the moment,” Mark replied.

      Lizzy and Mr. Turner came back into the room just then, each bearing armfuls of looted supplies. They were just in time to see Melanie practicing her throw.

      “Something tells me you’ve come up with a crazy idea for taking back the factory, Mel,” Lizzy said, dumping her supplies into one of the cardboard boxes.

      “Yes, and it involves polishing off some beer,” Melanie replied. She grabbed a couple of intact bottles out of the case and set them on the counter. “Each of you take a beer and drain it. We could just pour them out, but that seems like a waste.”

      Lizzy didn’t have to be told twice. She rushed over to the counter and picked up one of the bottles. Mr. Turner produced a key chain with a bottle opener and snapped the cap off for her. Then he grabbed the other bottle.

      “I haven’t had a beer since this whole thing started,” Lizzy said, taking a long swig. “Ooh, not bad. Not bad at all.” She took a second long swig. “Oh my goodness. It’s warm and it’s cheap, but it hits the spot.”

      “I’d prefer a bourbon old-fashioned, to be honest,” Mr. Turner said, before removing the cap on his bottle, “but this’ll do. Thanks, Mel.”

      “Thank the shop owner who left it here,” Melanie said. “Just hurry and empty those bottles.”

      Dusty came trotting into the room then, panting as she led the way for Shona and Nathan. Melanie heard sloshing liquid and realized Nathan was carrying a large plastic jerry can. He set it on the floor near the cash register.

      “This smells like gasoline,” he said, gesturing at the can. “There’s gotta be at least a couple of gallons in there. Is it enough?”

      “It’ll do,” Melanie replied. She picked up the jerry can and set it beside the crate of beer. “Good job, guys.”

      Melanie realized everyone was staring at her then. They’d seen the bottles, the oily rags, and now the gasoline. It didn’t take much thought to put the pieces of this plan together, and she nodded at them to confirm what they were all clearly thinking.

      “Yes,” she said. She dug into the counter beneath the cash register and produced a plastic lighter she’d found there earlier. She set it beside the case of beer. “We’re going to take the factory back with fire, guns, and heavy tools.”
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      As her words sank in, she saw their expressions change. Shona and Nathan grabbed hands and held on tightly, and Mr. Turner finally polished off the rest of his beer in one long pull, as if he needed it more than ever. Rita managed to drink a bottle of beer the fastest, choking it down in three furious gulps, as if she were getting revenge on Mr. Pabst himself.

      “With fire, guns, and heavy tools,” Lizzy echoed, breathlessly. “Doesn’t it kind of defeat the purpose if we burn the whole building down?”

      “We’re not burning the whole building down,” Melanie replied, and then, because she couldn’t bring herself to lie, she added, “if we can help it.” And that was the truth. She’d formulated a plan based on what they’d scrounged up in the mechanic’s shop, but there was no guarantee that they wouldn’t do more harm than good in the process. Still, when Melanie looked at the people gathered before her, none of them seemed resistant to her idea. Josh’s death had certainly made an impact.

      “A few makeshift bombs won’t get us inside the factory though,” Mr. Turner said. “There’s still the matter of being outgunned.”

      “They’ll be keeping an eye on that front gate,” Mark noted. He was seated on the stool again, but leaning against the counter. “By now, they’ve probably closed and latched it again, but even so, at least one of them will be guarding it. Are we going to lob these bombs over the wall and try to lure them out, sort of like they did with the grenades?”

      “A frontal assault is unlikely to work,” Melanie said. She met Lizzy’s gaze and nodded in her direction. As she spoke, she carefully poured gasoline into the empty beer bottles using a plastic funnel, then stuffed rags into the neck of each bottle. “That’s why we won’t be attacking from the front.”

      “So, over the wall, then?” Mr. Turner asked. He was standing near the boxes of supplies, his arms crossed. He was still dressed in the t-shirt and sweatpants he’d gone to bed with, and he had a pair of woolen slippers on his feet. “It didn’t work so well when one of their men tried to scale the wall near the back door.”

      “Yeah, I shot that guy. Look, Cooper and his men may have taken the factory, but they don’t know it the way Lizzy and I do,” Melanie said, lining up three Molotov cocktails on the counter. “They don’t know the best places to hide, the places some of us long-time workers went when we needed peace and quiet during a break.” Lizzy gave her a knowing nod and smile. “Even if Derrick gave Cooper a tour of the facility when they were stockpiling supplies, I doubt he showed him all the little nooks and crannies, the isolated rooms and the weird little closets tucked in out-of-the-way places.”

      “Yeah, I doubt it, too,” Nathan said. He was sitting on the floor, his arms wrapped around Dusty. “I had hiding places in that building that Dad didn’t even know about.”

      “Furthermore,” Melanie added, “Cooper doesn’t know about the little problem Lizzy has been working so hard to fix. Actually, none of you do. I’ve had her on a secret project for the past week or so, and it’s going to give us a distinct advantage.”

      This caused everyone to turn and look at Lizzy, who gave them a mischievous smile and raise of the eyebrows. “That’s right, friends,” she said. “I didn’t really have a bad case of diarrhea that lasted for days. I was hard at work the whole time.”

      Melanie filled the fourth and final bottle, then set the jerry can on the ground at her feet. “Cooper may have an advantage being inside the factory, but it’s only an advantage until we get inside there too.” She stuffed the final rag into the neck of the bottle. “Once we’re all on even footing, then the game changes. Cooper has no idea what’s coming. He surprised us last night, but we’re going to surprise him now.”

      She grabbed a small cardboard box from among their scavenged supplies and lined the bottles up inside, then she set it beside the rest of their stuff.

      “Well, honey, it sounds to me like you’ve got it all figured out,” Mark said.

      Melanie went to him and put an arm across his shoulder. As he leaned against her, she patted him and said, “Not all of it, and there’s still a lot of risk involved. Lizzy, did you ever manage to fix the problem I had you working on?”

      Lizzy gave her a big grin and shook her head. “Nope. The problem is still there.”

      “Good.”

      Mr. Turner had apparently had enough of the vagueness, and he uttered a loud harrumph and turned to his daughter. “Okay, come on, now. Why are we treating this like a government secret? What is the problem you were supposed to be working on, Lizzy?”

      “Well, Dad, if you must know,” Lizzy replied, still grinning, “before everything changed, the factory had been in the process of getting a new storm drain installed. The parking lot used to flood in heavy rain, and sometimes water seeped into the factory, so I guess they had a solution in the works. I found contractor plans in Derrick’s office recently when I was checking the inventory list for medical supplies. When I checked on the drainpipe’s progress, I found that it had never been completed.”

      “When Lizzy told me about it, I was worried that someone on the outside might find the drain entrance,” Melanie said, “and use it to get inside the building, even though it was partially hidden out in the field.”

      “That’s funny,” Mark said. “I remember you complaining about drain work maybe a month or two ago. You came home after your shift frustrated about it. I’d forgotten about that until just now. So, you had Lizzy working on sealing the drainpipe, and you didn’t mention it?”

      “Almost,” Melanie replied. “Technically, I was having her clear it of debris, so we could then fill it in properly. We had planned to seal and booby trap it, but Lizzy never made it that far. Clearing it proved more challenging that we expected. I didn’t say anything about the drain because of…well, our newcomers.”

      She glanced in Rita’s direction. Rita was standing in the corner, idly massaging her wrists. Melanie wondered if they still hurt from the handcuffs. She felt bad about that, but then again, what choice had she had?

      “It’s a good thing you didn’t say anything about it,” Rita said. “Especially with what we know about Brian now.”

      “Right. Exactly.” Melanie felt a twinge of guilt once again for misjudging both of the newcomers, but she pushed it down. It was made all the worse by the blood-soaked bandage visible just beneath the hem of Rita’s pants. “So, Lizzy, how far along did you get with the drainpipe?”

      “Oh, it’s mostly clear on the factory side,” Lizzy said. “I still had a bit of work to do on the other end, so we’ll have to pull some weeds to find the entrance, but fortunately, I never got far enough in the project to seal it.”

      As this realization set in, Melanie saw the looks on the faces of the people before her transform. They had a way in! A way that Cooper didn’t know about! Nathan and Shona traded a wide-eyed look of alarm. Clearly, Shona wasn’t too excited about this. Mr. Turner, on the other hand, seemed somber, grim, ready to avenge his new friend Josh.

      “I wanted to seal that drainpipe because I was afraid of outsiders using it,” Melanie said, “but we’re the outsiders now, and that’s how we’re getting back into the factory. We only have a handgun and a shotgun, we don’t have any grenades, and we don’t have a truck to ram the gate, but it won’t matter. We’ll creep through the pipe, come out inside the factory floor, and get into the gun case in the supply room.”

      “So, there’s still going to be a gun fight then,” Lizzy said.

      Melanie bowed her head, trying to drive the image of dying Josh out of her mind. It was too clear, the blood pooling around his head as the light left his eyes.

      “Yes, we’ll arm ourselves once we’re inside,” she said, “and then we’re going to have one more gunfight with these people, and if we want to keep any more of our people from being killed, we’ll have to be brutally efficient.” She still had her arm around Mark, and he reached up now and grabbed her hand. “There’s no other way.”

      “Then let’s do it,” Mark replied. “Swift, brutal, and efficient, without any more losses on our side.”
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      No one voiced a complaint about the plan, though Melanie could see that everyone was not fully on board. Shona seemed particularly distressed, endlessly wringing her hands. Rita stood back in her corner, arms crossed, and just stared blankly at the floor.

      Can I trust her now? Melanie wondered. Is there a chance she’ll turn on us during the fight, maybe out of sheer resentment for her unjust imprisonment?

      She wanted to discuss this with Rita, but she feared that bringing up the topic might make things even more tense. The last thing they needed before planning an assault was to dredge up bad feelings. Still, things had to be smoothed over somehow.

      “Well, if that’s the plan,” Mr. Turner said, “when is zero hour?” He gestured toward the broken front windows. Bright late morning sunlight was streaming in now. “It’s a cloudless day, by the look of it. Probably not an ideal time to make our assault.”

      Melanie walked to the nearest window and gazed outside. Indeed, the sun shining down over the storefront made the field beside the factory wall especially bright. She scanned the tall grass, looking for the spot where the drainpipe came out, but it was too overgrown to see from this distance. Still, anyone walking across that field would be highly visible. If Cooper had someone posted on the rooftop of the factory, they would have a clear line of sight.

      “Oh, damn it,” she muttered. “Are we really going to have to wait until nightfall?”

      “Sure looks like it,” Mr. Turner said, coming up beside her. “Unless you think we can Army crawl beneath the weeds without being spotted.”

      A ludicrous suggestion, clearly a joke, but Melanie was tempted to consider it. “No, we’ll wait until the sun goes down.” She turned to face the others. “I guess this is our chance to get some rest before the assault. Find a place to rest, if you can. I’ll go through the supplies we gathered and see what else we need.”

      “You need to rest, as well,” Mark said. “Mel, we’re going to need you fully awake and alert. This whole thing doesn’t work without you.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” she replied. “Okay, I’ll try to rest, too.”

      Why pretend? You’re going to be wide awake, and every minute today is going to be torture.

      No reason to share this. She took another long look out of the window, across the bright field, where the high grass was moving in waves as a wind blew through. On the far side, the imposing gray wall of Beaton’s rose up to defy them.

      “After tonight, it’ll all be over,” she whispered.
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      Melanie stacked some flat packs of cardboard boxes in the space behind the counter and created a crude pallet that was just big enough for her and Mark to lie down. It wasn’t comfortable by any means, but it was bearable. Mark curled up on his side and soon went to sleep, snoring softly in the way he always did. Melanie lay on her back, her hands folded on her stomach, and stared at the dingy ceiling overhead.

      As for the others, she heard them scattering in various directions around the building. Melanie knew she wouldn’t sleep, and indeed, she didn’t. A few times, she drifted into a vague semiconscious state, but she never managed to drop completely out of the world. The impending assault was looming in her mind too brightly, and she couldn’t shut off the light.

      The Beretta sat on the edge of the counter, always within reach. However, the outside world was strangely quiet this day. Every time she dared to open her eyes, the quality of the light had changed in the room, and eventually, after hours of non-sleep, it began to deepen toward purple. Finally, with Mark still snoring away beside her, she sat up and tried to rub the residue of weariness out of her eyes.

      She heard Shona and Nathan chatting quietly somewhere, so she rose and looked around. The cardboard boxes full of supplies were set against the wall near the front door. She’d removed a few tools that she thought might be helpful and put them in the small box with the beer bottles. As she stepped out from behind the counter, she spotted Shona and Nathan through the open shop door. They were sitting together with Dusty in the shadow of a worktable.

      Night was falling fast. The time had come. Melanie cleared her throat and began to call the others.

      “It’s time! Everyone get up! Night is here!”

      Lizzy came shuffling out of the back office, rubbing her eyes, followed by Mr. Turner and Rita. Rita’s sleeves were rolled back, and Melanie noted distinct bruising around her wrists.

      “It’s time to get going,” Melanie said. “Bring the guns. Bring the tools and bottles. It’s time.”

      As Lizzy and Mr. Turner went to the boxes, Melanie approached Rita. The newcomer gave her a questioning look, one eyebrow going up, as if she expected to be verbally attacked.

      “After all you’ve been through, are you sure you want to help us with this assault?” Melanie asked. “You’re putting your life on the line for some people who haven’t always treated you well.”

      “Oh, you mean chaining me to a pipe for an entire day?” Rita said with a bitter laugh. “Believe it or not, I don’t blame you for doing that. Look, I don’t feel all that friendly toward you people, if I’m being perfectly honest, but I’ll get over it. Give me some time. More importantly, I really want to get a shot at Brian. That dude tricked me with his big sob story so I’d get him inside the factory. He used me, and I’m ready to even the score.”

      “Okay, well, I’m glad to have you on the team,” Melanie said. “Let’s load up our gear and get going.”

      She grabbed the Beretta and put it in the pocket of her sweatpants. Then she grabbed the box of Molotov cocktails and hoisted it under her left arm. As she opened the front door, she heard the others rooting through the tools. A strong wind was blowing in from the northwest. That seemed like a stroke of luck as it might carry any sound they made away from the factory.

      “Lizzy, get up here with me,” Melanie said, beckoning her friend. “You and I will lead the way to the drainpipe exit.”

      As Lizzy stepped up beside her, the others fell in line behind. Mark and Mr. Turner formed the second row, then Rita by herself, and finally Shona and Nathan with the dog. Melanie wasn’t entirely comfortable bringing Dusty with them. She could panic, bark, and give away their location. Still, it didn’t seem right to abandon the loyal dog, not even now.

      “Shona and Nathan, keep a tight rein on Dusty,” she said over her shoulder. “We can’t have her running off or making a bunch of noise.”

      “Dusty listens to us,” Nathan said. “We’ll make sure she doesn’t do anything crazy.”

      “Good.” Melanie looked at each person in turn and felt the full weight of what they were about to attempt. She was putting every life on the line. “Let’s be as quiet as possible. Use cover. Don’t become an easy target. Shoot first, no hesitation. We can’t afford to lose anyone else. Okay? Let’s go.”

      And with that, feeling a moment of deep grief over the loss of Josh, she stepped outside and headed across the gravel driveway. When she entered the field, it was like wading into water that rose to her knees. In the distance, the factory was dark, a dim edifice glowering in the gloom. Since Lizzy knew the way to the drainpipe best, she motioned for her friend to lead. Lizzy cut across the field to the southwest, heading down a slope into even deeper weeds. They moved lightly, making little sound other than the slight whisper of parting weeds.

      As they drew closer to the factory, Melanie strained to hear anything coming from beyond the wall, but it was silent in there. The invaders had had a full day inside Beaton’s. And what had they done in that time? Picked through all of the supplies? Gorged on food? Picked through the personal possessions of those who had fled? All of these possibilities made her furious.

      A little over two-thirds of the way across the field, Lizzy came to a sudden stop and thrust her arms out to either side. The ground before her looked like more of the same weed-choked field, but Lizzy crouched down and began swiping her arms at the weeds around her feet. After a moment, she rose, gave the others a thumbs-up, then dropped into a crouch. Duck-walking, she seemed to sink into the weeds, and then she was gone.

      “Follow her lead,” Melanie whispered over her shoulder. “That’s the way. It’s dark in there, and the ceiling is very low, so be careful.”

      Strengthening her grip on the small box, she squatted and followed Lizzy, duck-walking awkwardly in the same direction. She felt the ground angle down sharply, and suddenly, she passed through a screen of wild grass and weeds, finding herself in some kind of utterly dark tunnel. It was perhaps four feet high, maybe a bit less, and she could tell by the slight hum of air in front of her that it stretched off for some distance.

      Of course, she’d been down here before. This was the unfinished storm drain that ran to a small closet beneath the walkway. As she moved forward, following the sound of Lizzy’s footsteps, she heard water splashing beneath her shoes. Runoff from the shower, perhaps? Soon, she became aware of the others moving behind her. She heard muttered curses, grunting, sliding against concrete. Dusty gave a little whimper, and Nathan comforted her with soft words.

      “You’re okay, girl. Just stay close to us.”

      And what if they’ve found the storm drain? Melanie wondered, as she kept moving forward. If they’ve thoroughly searched the area around the factory floor looking for supplies, they may have come across the interior entrance to the drainpipe. One of them might be standing guard there, ready to shoot us the moment we pop out.

      But there was no sense turning back now. Melanie estimated that they were now passing beneath the exterior wall of the factory compound, and the quality of the air changed. The slight hum grew deeper, the air cooler. Still, she pressed on. No one spoke. Even their breathing seemed dampened.

      And then she heard a soft metallic clang in front of her, and Lizzy grunted.

      “Found the other end,” she said in a whisper. “I covered it with a panel from the old icing machine. If we push through here, we’ll be inside a closet in the factory floor.”

      “Listen carefully before pushing through,” Melanie replied, reaching out past Lizzy to touch the cold, flimsy metal of the panel. “Do you hear anyone or anything on the other side?”

      Her friend was quiet for a moment, then she said, “Put my ear to the panel. I didn’t hear anything. It’s awfully quiet in there.”

      “Okay, go ahead and push the panel out of our way,” Melanie said, drawing the Beretta out of her pocket. “If you see one of the bad guys on the other side, duck fast and let me take a shot at him.”

      The panel gave a soft hiss as Lizzy pushed it over. Faint light from somewhere else illuminated the room before them. Melanie could see how the unfinished drain opened up suddenly at the back of the small closet, revealing a small set of shelves, assorted cardboard boxes, and a couple of old employee aprons from days when the factory was operational.

      There were no guards inside the closet. Melanie eased past her friend and stepped into the small closet, the Beretta pointed in front of her. Other than a few empty shelves and a pile of debris from Lizzy clearing out the drainpipe, there wasn’t much in the room. Melanie approached the closet door and slowly eased it open. The closet opened into an area beneath the elevated walkway around the edge of the factory floor. Though she moved as slowly as possible, the hinges gave a groan of tired metal.

      As she poked her head through the opening, the Beretta aimed into the vastness beyond the door, she saw the factory floor. It was very dark, but the backwash of some light outlined the edges of the shower curtain. Behind her, the others slowly stepped out of the drainpipe into the closet. Melanie looked back and gave them a thumbs-up—all clear! Then she stepped through the door into the factory floor. She stepped as lightly as she could, trying not to make any sound, but the wetness of her shoes produced a slight squishing sound anyway.

      As she approached the end of the overhead walkway, she noticed that the light on the shower curtain seemed to shift and change. Suddenly, a bright beam, as from a flashlight, moved out from behind one of the production lines and swept along the room to her left, coming within inches of revealing her location. Melanie ducked behind a support post for the walkway and made a frantic signal over her shoulder, hoping that the others would understand it.

      A man appeared then, stocky and broad-shouldered, with a black cap pulled low over his head and a matching tactical vest. It was the other man who had accompanied Cooper and Brian. Melanie didn’t know his name. In one hand he held a large metal flashlight, in the other he had what appeared to be an AR-15. The strap was slung over his shoulder, the grip in his hand, so he could fire it one-armed.

      He appeared to be circling the perimeter of the factory floor, which would bring him right next to Melanie and the others. Had he heard the creaking of the closet door? He must have. His own footsteps weren’t very loud. Indeed, he was sweeping the flashlight from side to side, as if looking for the source of the sound. Melanie started to raise the Beretta but caught herself. If she fired in here now, she would give away their position, and they would never make it to the supply closet!

      She glanced back over her shoulder and saw Lizzy and Rita in the open doorway. They had both frozen in place, Lizzy with a hand pressed to her mouth. Behind them, others shifted in the dark closet. Melanie would have pressed a finger to her lips, but the motion of her free hand was limited by the small box tucked in the crook of her elbow, so she made another vague signal at Lizzy and Rita.

      Not a peep!

      When she turned back around, she saw the guard turn the corner at the end of the nearest production line, heading toward them. Currently, the flashlight was exploring the nooks and crannies around the shower contraption. Melanie held her breath.

      I’m going to have to shoot him, she thought. Even if it draws the others, even if it prevents us from getting into the supply closet, I have to do it. If he spots us first, we’re dead.

      Slowly, achingly, she raised the Beretta, as the guard strode toward the support post where she was hidden. The flashlight beam descended from the shower and cut back to the right, sweeping toward her, toward the closet and the others. And then, suddenly, the beam jerked around and aimed directly at her, shining in her eyes.

      In that moment, Melanie heard noise coming from in front and behind her. The guard gasped, fumbling with the rifle as he pointed it at her. But she also heard footsteps behind her, the whick-whick of clothing.

      The guard had just taken a deep breath, as if to shout an alarm, when Rita rushed in from his left, bringing her right arm down in an acrobatic swoop. She drove the heavy end of a wrench against the top of the guard’s head, and his cry turned into an agonized moan instead. His whole body shuddered, and the strength went out of his limbs. As he dropped, Rita put her free arm around him and eased his fall. Even so, the flashlight and rifle clattered onto the hard floor.

      Melanie rushed out from behind the support post, stooping to retrieve both the rifle and flashlight. As she did, she nodded at Rita, but the other woman had no expression—utterly blank—as she dragged the limp guard under the walkway, leaving a trail of blood behind him.

      She didn’t hesitate for a second, Melanie thought. Rita rushed to our aid, and probably just saved our lives.

      She would have hugged the woman, if she could have. The rush of relief gave her a renewed burst of energy, but she had to juggle all of her gear now. The flashlight was tucked into her pants pocket, the Beretta went back into her pocket, and the rifle was slung over her shoulder. She tried to emulate the guard so she could hold both the box of explosives and the rifle at the same time, but it was awkward.

      Rita came up beside her then and whispered, “Well, I think I killed him. He’s not breathing.” She tapped the wrench against the palm of her hand a few times. “I don’t know my own strength, I suppose.”

      “Good job,” Melanie whispered back.

      The others were clustered around the closet door. The attack had happened so fast, no one but Rita had responded. Melanie beckoned them with a nod and headed out from under the walkway toward the ramp. At the top of the ramp, she dashed toward the double doors and paused to listen for a moment. The hallway beyond the doors was quiet. Still, she pushed one of the doors open as slowly as she could, making almost no noise. Slowly, the supply closet door was revealed to her. It was cracked open, as if someone had been in there recently. Beyond, she saw the dark stairs leading up to Derrick’s office. Light seemed to be coming from somewhere around the corner and down the hall. The break room, perhaps?

      Melanie held her breath, counted to three, then pushed through the door, covering the gap to the supply closet in two long strides. She used her shoulder to nudge the supply closet door open, then she moved into the darkness beyond. Fortunately, she knew the place well enough that she could navigate without sight, and she made her way to the back of the closet. As she did, she heard the gentle, desperate noises of the others moving into the closet behind her. Then the door slipped shut with a click.

      “That’s everyone,” Mr. Turner said from behind her. “We all made it.”

      “Good,” Melanie replied. “Keep it to a whisper as long as we’re in the closet.”

      She set the box of Molotov cocktails down and pulled the flashlight out. She clicked it on and aimed it into the corner, where the massive bulk of the gun cabinet sat. She double-checked to make sure everyone was present. Shona and Nathan were at the door, both squatting down to comfort a panting Dusty. Melanie was extra thankful that Dusty wasn’t a dog prone to barking. Mr. Turner had a supporting arm around Mark, who was grimacing. Rita and Lizzy stood together, the newcomer wiping blood off her hand with a handkerchief.

      “Okay,” Melanie said. “It’s time to load up on guns. We’re going to avenge Josh and get our factory back.”
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      They crowded around the gun cabinet like starving children at a bakery window. It was hard to know what they would need in the coming assault, so Melanie told them to grab anything that seemed good, as long as they could carry it. She already had an AR-15, Beretta, and Molotov cocktails, so she backed away, fixed the flashlight on the gun cabinet, and let the others pick through the vast collection of weapons.

      Dusty seemed to be getting tense, working herself up to bark, so Shona and Nathan took turns holding her while the other made their selection.

      “Mom, what’s our plan of attack,” Shona asked quietly, as she held the anxious dog.

      “I’m still thinking about it,” Melanie said. “Give me a minute to work out the details in my mind.”

      Lizzy grabbed the riot gun and loaded it with tear gas rounds, then put a pistol in either pocket. As she did that, Mr. Turner selected one of the sniper rifles with a long scope and stuck some extra bullets in his shirt pocket.

      “I think we might split up into two- and three-person teams,” Melanie said. “We’ll have to work our way through the factory to figure out where Cooper and Brian are located. There might be more than just the two of them, so we can’t be sure how many men we’re dealing with.”

      “Splitting up seems dangerous, Mom. Don’t you think?” Shona asked.

      “Less dangerous than moving in one big group,” Melanie said. “Plus, we can duck into some of the back rooms and closets, the out of the way places that Cooper might not know about.”

      Rita seemed to be having trouble narrowing down her selection of guns. She kept picking them up, getting a feel for them, then setting them down again. Finally, she selected a shotgun, which went over her shoulder, and a .357 Magnum, which she tucked under her belt beside the enormous monkey wrench.

      “So, you basically want us to comb through all of the rooms until we find the bad guys?” Shona asked. Dusty was making a weird groaning sound, as if desperately trying not to growl or bark. Shona petted her, but it didn’t seem to do much good. “And then we’re just supposed to hope that we kill them before they kill us?”

      “I mean…that’s basically the plan, yes,” Melanie said. “And if they hide or barricade themselves in a room, we’ll use the Molotov cocktails to flush them out. It’s a big risk, but we can use the fire extinguishers to keep the flames from spreading to the supplies.”

      Nathan rummaged through shelves, as if looking for something in particular. Finally, he selected a bolt-action rifle, grabbed a box of bullets, and returned to Shona’s side.

      When she glanced at him, he said, “Tikka T3x. This gun was supposed to belong to me. My dad said every boy needed to learn how to shoot. Well, I guess maybe he was right about that, after all.”

      Shona scarcely seemed to hear him, as she rounded on her mother again. Melanie could see that her daughter was trying to contain her emotions.

      “Mom, I’m just going to say what I think, so don’t get mad. I think your plan stinks. Splitting everyone up and having them run from room to room trying to shoot bad guys is like putting us all into a real-life video game. It’s too dangerous.”

      Melanie sighed. “Do you have a better plan? Because we’re inside the factory now, and we have to see this done.”

      “Actually, yes,” Shona replied. “I think I do have a better plan.”

      “Let’s hear it.”

      Still furiously petting Dusty, she went on. “Well, there’s a tear gas gun in the cabinet, isn’t there? If we can find face masks—you know, the surgical kind—and plastic sheeting and duct tape, then we can protect ourselves from the tear gas while we blast the bad guys with it.”

      “They could be upstairs or downstairs,” Melanie replied.

      “So…” Shona tapped a finger against her forehead. “We break into two groups. One goes upstairs, the other downstairs. That’s still safer than going from room to room in pairs, right?”

      Nathan rose and began rooting around on a shelf at the edge of the flashlight beam.

      “We’ll gas them, but we’ll be protected by our masks, and that’s how we gain the upper hand,” Shona continued. “Then they’ll be forced out into the open, and we can…you know.”

      “Sounds like it might work,” Melanie replied. Indeed, it was a more well-formulated plan than she had come up with herself. She was proud of Shona for thinking of it, and she gave her daughter a big smile.

      “Here.” Nathan said, turning to them. He had a small cardboard box in his hand. “These are N95 masks. I knew we had some around here. These should help protect us from the gas. And there are piles of plastic sheeting and tons of duct tape in here. Shona’s plan will work.”

      Everyone was armed and ready now. They stood in the aisles facing Melanie: Mr. Turner and Lizzy together, Rita and Mark behind them, Shona and Dusty to one side, and Nathan beside the shelves. They looked like a ragtag army with their rifles, pistols, and Lizzy’s bulky riot gun. The picture was made all the more complete by the grass, dust, and dirt stains on their clothes, their unkempt hair, sweatpants and slippers.

      “Good find, Nathan,” Melanie said. “Let’s put the masks together as fast as we can. We’re splitting into two groups. I’ll lead one. Lizzy, I want you to lead the other. Are you comfortable with that?”

      Lizzy gave Melanie an open-mouthed look of surprise, then glanced at Mark and Mr. Turner, as if expecting either of them to volunteer in her place.

      “Are you sure about that?” Lizzy said, after a moment. “Don’t make any rash decisions on my account.”

      “Absolutely, I’m sure,” Melanie replied. “Will you do it?”

      Lizzy bit her lower lip, then shrugged and said, “Okay, sure, if you think it’s a good idea. I’m in too deep now to refuse anyway, so I’ll do it.”

      “Good.” Melanie rose and reached for the small box with the Molotov cocktails. She grabbed two and thrust them at Mr. Turner, who received them. “You’re with your daughter, okay? Shona and Nathan, you’re with Lizzy as well. Keep a close eye on Dusty. She may panic when the fighting starts. Mark, Rita, you two are with me.”

      Mark nodded and stepped forward. Rita followed.

      “Now, let’s work out the specifics of our attack plan,” Melanie said. “It’s all going to happen really fast, so pay attention.”
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      Melanie turned the flashlight off and gave both teams a few minutes to readjust to the darkness, then she crept back through the closet toward the door. She had the AR-15 strap over her shoulder, the gun nestled in her right arm. With her free hand, she reached out and brushed the cold metal of the heavy doorknob, and in that moment, she had a strange flashback to the first time she’d been in this closet. She remembered the sense of panic, the sudden surge of old bad feelings, when she’d accidentally locked herself in with Lizzy.

      She felt similar old bad feelings now, but this was something else. Not a desperate yearning to escape, but the terrible certainty of blood and death in her immediate future. Slowly, she turned the knob, easing the door open so that it made as little noise as possible. Once it was cracked open, she glanced outside and saw light in the hallway shining on the edges of the stairs. That light seemed to be coming from around the corner and down the hall, which is why she’d appointed her team to the downstairs rooms. She wanted to be the first to confront danger, if at all possible, and she certainly didn’t want her daughter in the middle of the worst fighting, if possible.

      “Lizzy, take your team upstairs,” she whispered over her shoulder. “As soon as you’re headed up, my team will rush down the hall toward the break room.” With her free hand, she reached down and brushed the bulge of the tear gas canister in her pants pocket. It barely fit. “I’ll set off the tear gas canister at the end of the hall and rush back this way. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Lizzy replied.

      “Good. Now, everyone make sure your face masks are securely in place.” Melanie reached up and touched her own mask. She heard the soft crinkle of plastic sheeting as others did the same.

      Nathan and Shona had come up with the design: clear plastic sheeting cut to the fit the face, with a hole around the mouth and an N95 mask duct-taped in front of the hole. It would keep out most of the tear gas, though Melanie expected a little seepage.

      Her mask was firmly in place, so she pulled the door open the rest of the way and made a spinning gesture over her head. Lizzy whispered some quiet order to her team, and they filed past: first Lizzy, then Mr. Turner, then Shona and Nathan with Dusty. Lizzy had the riot gun over her shoulder, a pistol in her hand, as she ran toward the stairs. Though she was moving lightly, the first stair creaked as soon as she put her weight on it. To her credit, she didn’t let this slow her down as she ran upstairs, her team members right on her heels.

      Once they were about halfway up, Melanie signaled to Rita and Mark and passed through the closet door, headed toward the hallway. Mark’s breathing was somewhat ragged. Clearly, he still wasn’t in perfect health, so she checked her speed just a little as she reached the corner. She heard the creaking of the stairs as Lizzy’s team approached the top, but she didn’t look back.

      As she rounded the corner, she put both hands on the rifle and brought it up, but the hallway before her was empty. She saw familiar office doors lining the hall, all shut, the open break room door at the far end. A single battery-powered lamp shone brightly from a shelf in a corner of that far room, but she heard no sound coming from that direction.

      Turning, she gestured at Rita, pointing two fingers at her own eyes and then at the nearest office door: Keep an eye on the doors in case they come out. Rita seemed to get the message and nodded. It was all so quiet. Too quiet. Melanie rushed past the office door, her whole body tingling with terrible possibility. What if Brian and Cooper were hiding in one of these rooms, waiting for them to pass by so they could jump out from behind? What if they were crouching in the break room, waiting to open fire the second Melanie stepped into the light?

      Her trembling hand made her finger continually brush the edge of the trigger.

      So, this is what an itchy trigger finger feels like, she thought.

      She moved past the library door, past Stanley Lipton’s old office, and then the break room was right in front of her. She came to a stop just before entering, and Mark bumped against her shoulder. As he did, he uttered a little groan that was just a bit too loud, and Melanie froze, holding her breath. A few seconds passed, but nothing seemed to stir in the break room.

      Finally, she whipped to one side and leaned into the break room, aiming the AR-15 in the direction of the tables. Shadows were dancing up the far wall, and she almost fired. Her finger laid against the trigger, but she caught herself at the last fraction of the second. The shadows were being caused by the lamplight hitting the legs of the table. Indeed, the room looked empty. Still, she stepped inside and moved away from the open door. Mark and Rita followed right on her heels.

      She could see through the door into the reception area, and that room appeared empty, as well. The patchwork repairs to the shrapnel holes were still obvious. Brian and Cooper hadn’t barred the front door with anything. Melanie glanced at Mark and Rita and shrugged.

      Where are they? she wondered. They must be in this building somewhere.

      She grabbed a Molotov cocktail out of Mark’s hand and held it up. The lighter was in her pants pocket. She was sorely tempted to light it and flush them out with fire, but that, of course, was foolishness. She’d only intended to do so if she couldn’t uproot the bad guys by some other means. No, it put all of their supplies at risk, and Brian and Cooper were nowhere to be seen.

      Finally, she traded the bottle to her right hand, letting the rifle hang from its strap, and pulled the tear gas canister out instead. Shona’s idea was much more reasonable. Flush them out with gas, not flames. She held up the canister, eyeing the pull tab that would activate it.

      And then, before she could do it, she heard a sudden burst of gunfire from the other end of the building. This was followed by shouting, many voices all at once, and the distinct sound of footsteps on the stairs. More gunshots, a single shrill cry. Melanie traded a horrified look with Mark and, in her haste, shoved the Molotov cocktail into her pants pocket and rushed back to the open door. She grabbed the rifle with her right hand and raised it, still clutching the tear gas canister in her left.

      As she stepped back into the hall, she heard the double doors into the factory floor bang against the walls. Had Lizzy fled from the bad guys, or had the bad guys fled before Lizzy and her team? As if to answer this question, she heard the sudden frantic barking of Dusty. The dog had finally reached the end of her rope, and she began to bark like she’d never barked before. The sound echoed, giving away her location. She was in the factory floor.

      “Lizzy and her team fled back downstairs,” Melanie said over her shoulder. “They must be under attack!”

      Mark still had the other Molotov cocktail in one hand, a pistol in the other. He raised both as he followed Melanie through the door. Rita moved past him, coming up on Melanie’s left side and raising her own rifle.

      “Catch them quick,” she whispered. “We can flank the bad guys from behind and catch them off guard while they pursue your friends.”

      Melanie nodded and ran down the hallway. When the factory doors closed again, the sounds of shouting and barking become more muffled. Melanie heard more gunshots, and they seemed to come from somewhere among the old partially dismantled production lines. Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell how many people had followed Lizzy. Was it just Cooper and Brian? Were there others? She had no idea.

      When she reached the far corner of the hallway, she barely slowed at all. Leading with the AR-15, she ran around the corner, aiming the rifle toward the stairs. She saw what appeared to be big drops of blood on some of the steps, creating a connect-the-dots trail that led down to the hall floor and then past the supply closets.

      Someone’s been shot, she realized, her wildly thrashing heart skipping a beat.

      Now, she could scarcely think straight, so she headed past the supply closet door and rushed toward the factory floor. The double doors were still swinging slightly, having not yet fully settled. Melanie slammed into one of them with her shoulder, and shoved it out of her way. Then she stepped through the opening, aiming her rifle down the long ramp toward the production lines.

      Lights were moving back and forth throughout the room, creating a strange dizzying display, but she saw people moving this way and that down among the production lines. At first, she couldn’t make sense of it. Then one of the men stopped, dropped onto his right knee, and fired a shot toward the back of the room. It was neither Brian nor Cooper, but he wore a camouflage tactical vest and had a black ballcap turned backward on his head.

      They have other men in the factory, she realized.

      She dropped to her knee at the top of the ramp, using the handrail for cover, and aimed at the man. There were at least four enemies down there, all dressed similarly. Some were shouting, but she heard other voices coming from the far side of the factory floor. And she was pretty sure one of them was Lizzy.

      It took a few seconds to steady her rifle and aim. She pulled the trigger, and the bullet hit the man in the back of the head. He dropped like a rock, falling flat against the concrete floor without uttering another sound. Blood splattered on the floor around his head, and his gun and a flashlight tumbled in front of him.

      Someone grabbed her shoulder then, and she looked up into the face of Rita.

      “Take cover,” Rita said sharply. “What are you doing?”

      “I did!”

      “A handrail is not cover.” Rita gestured toward a large electrical box on the walkway a few feet to the right. “Behind there. Go.”

      Down on the factory floor, the lights were moving again. Melanie realized that two of the men had turned and were repositioning themselves. She had a second to lock eyes with one of the men as he raised his rifle. Then she lunged toward the electrical box, flinging herself behind it. As she did, she sensed Mark following her. Rita lingered a moment, taking a few shots down at the men below. But they returned fire. A bullet hit a corner of the handrail and sent up sparks as Rita dropped onto her hands and knees.

      All of them wound up behind the electrical box. Mark was on his stomach, panting hard, the Molotov cocktail still held in his hand. Melanie was on her knees, out of breath, heart pounding so hard she felt dizzy. Rita came last, crawling behind them.

      “Did you hit him?” Melanie asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Rita replied. “We’ve got at least three down there, but, hey, no masks. Perfect time for a bit of tear gas, don’t you think?”

      No masks. Melanie set her rifle down and held up the tear gas canister. She hooked her finger around the tab and pulled. It took some strength to work it loose, but it finally popped out with hiss and a gush of white smoke. Melanie turned and threw it over the electrical box. It sailed beyond the walkway, out of sight, and fell down toward the factory floor. A couple of seconds later, she heard it hit the concrete floor, bounce once, then tumble.

      “Gas,” one of the men below shouted.

      “Throw it back,” another replied. “Hurry.”

      And, indeed, a moment later, Melanie heard something sailing through the air. It flew over their heads, hit the wall, and bounced down. Only then did she realize it wasn’t the tear gas canister. No, it was some small, dark object, roughly oval-shaped.

      “Grenade,” she cried.

      It had landed within inches of her right leg, and she thrashed, kicking it with her heel. It rolled toward the handrail, but didn’t have the momentum to reach the edge. She kicked it again, and this time it dropped over the end of the walkway. It was still in midair, heading down to the factory floor, when it exploded. The sound was loud, painful, and Melanie cried out. She heard shrapnel hitting the underside of the walkway, the back of the electrical box. She saw it impact the wall above her. All she could do was throw her body down and try to shield Mark with her arm.

      If I’d been a fraction of a second slower, we’d all be dead, she realized.

      That filled her mind with a red, hateful fury. She looked at Mark and Rita quickly to make sure neither of them was hurt. They appeared uninjured, except perhaps for some temporary hearing loss. The edges of the walkway had been warped by the explosion. Clenching her jaw in anger, Melanie grabbed the Molotov cocktail out of her pocket and dug the lighter out.

      “I’ll kill every single last one of them,” she said in a furious hiss. “I don’t care what it takes.”

      As she flicked the lighter and touched the flame to the rag, Rita reached out and briefly laid a hand on her forearm.

      “Are you sure you want to throw that thing?” Rita asked. “Flames are unpredictable. You never know how fast they’ll spread.”

      “I’m sure,” Melanie replied.

      The rag was burning brightly now, and she heaved it over the edge of the walkway. She dared to peek around the side of the electrical box to watch its trajectory. Already, the area around the production lines was disappearing in a low, heavy fog of tear gas. She thought she saw two men moving in the gas, grimacing but trying to make their way to the ramp.

      However, the Molotov cocktail hit the floor a few feet away from the nearest man, shattering on impact. The gasoline fumes instantly combusted, sending a vast sheet of dark red flames gushing into the cloud of tear gas. The fire engulfed the man, even as he tried to sidestep away from it. The flames seemed to wrap around him, rising up like a red-hot cloak, as he began to shriek and flail his arms. He dropped his rifle and flashlight in the process, and the flashlight went out. It didn’t matter. There was a new light now, an angry light, and it was quickly consuming him as he rushed toward the ramp, howling.

      The other man, seeing the fire that was quickly spreading into the production lines, turned to one side and raced in the direction of the shower. He went about ten feet before coming to a sudden stop and throwing his rifle onto the ground. He covered his eyes with his hands and dropped to his knees.

      “I surrender! I surrender,” he cried. “Don’t kill me! Oh, God, don’t kill me! I give up!”

      The burning man was on the ramp now, rolling back and forth to put out the flames. He slowly succeeded, though much of his clothing had already burned.

      “Help me,” he cried. “I surrender too!”

      And then the third man appeared, stepping around the flames to approach the walkway, both of his hands raised high over his head. He seemed to be bleeding in multiple places.

      “I give up too,” he said. “Please! I won’t fight for Cooper no more. Just don’t kill us. I’m already wounded bad anyway. I’m all full of shrapnel. Please, it’s not worth it! We give up!”

      Indeed, she saw a large amount of blood soaking into the right leg of his pants above his knee.

      “Are there any others down there with you?” Melanie called.

      “No, it’s just us,” the bleeding man cried. “I swear to God. It’s just the three of us left. We surrender!”

      The man on the ramp had finally put out the flames, and he was lying curled up on his side. The other two men moved up on either side, probably trying to get out of the tear gas. They dropped to their knees, hands still raised.

      “We give up,” one of them said again.

      Melanie traded a look with Rita.

      “By God, I think we just took the factory back,” Rita said.
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      The captives were in awful shape. That became clear as soon as Melanie shone a light on them. One had been burned badly. His pants were half gone, charred along the edges, and his shirt was mostly gone. The exposed skin was red, peeling away in places. The other two captives had apparently tried to take cover when the grenade went off, but both had shrapnel wounds. One was bleeding from his right thigh, feet, and hip. The other had a big gash on his right forearm, where shrapnel had torn through his long sleeve and apparently sunk deep into the flesh beneath.

      Even though the men had thrown down their weapons, Melanie was initially hesitant to approach them. Two of the men were wearing tactical vests and gloves. It seemed likely that they were hiding additional weapons. However, as she approached from the front, Rita rushed forward, breathing heavily, and circled around behind them.

      Two of the men knelt on the ramp, the burned man lay on his stomach. Melanie recognized the one with the bleeding arm as the stranger who had been with Cooper and Brian, but the others were unknown to her—bearded, rough-looking men with wild eyes.

      Melanie raised her rifle and pointed it at the nearest man, as Rita came up behind him and rooted through his pockets.

      “We surrendered,” the man said. “Can’t you see we’re hurt? There’s no need for this.”

      Rita pulled a small folding knife out of the man’s pocket and tossed it aside. “No need, huh? Were you waiting to get close, so you could plunge this into my neck? Is that it?”

      “It’s just a pocketknife,” the man replied. Because of his injured leg, he was leaning against the handrail and trying to hold his leg to one side. “Look at us. We’re bleeding out, and our eyes are melting from the tear gas. The fight is over, okay?”

      Rita pushed him down until he was lying on his belly beside the burned man. Then she went to the third captive and proceeded to search him as well.

      “We should treat their wounds,” Mark said, coming up beside Melanie. “They surrendered. It’s the decent thing to do.”

      Melanie was tempted to deny him, but she knew he was right. However, before she could answer, she heard people approaching from far down the production lines. She raised the flashlight just as another flashlight rose toward her, and the lights met in the middle. It was Lizzy and her team. Mr. Turner walked beside her, and he seemed to be pushing a captive before him. Though this new captive seemed to come willingly, Mr. Turner had pulled his arms behind his back and appeared to be muttering angrily in his ear. Shona, Nathan, and a reluctant Dusty brought up the rear, though the poor, spooked dog made sure to stay behind them, gazing through the gaps between their legs.

      The captive had lost his black hat, but Melanie knew his face. Tears were streaming down his cheeks from the tear gas. He’d lost his tactical vest and his weapons, and the hardness had left his face.

      “Brian.” She spoke his name as he approached the ramp. “There you are.”

      He bowed his head and averted his gaze, even as Mr. Turner drove him inexorably toward her. Rita had finished searching the other man, and she pushed him down onto his belly as well. Then she rose, hands on her hips, and beamed at Melanie, as if to say, “Look at what I’ve done!”

      Down below, the fire from the Molotov cocktail had mostly burned itself out. A few flames still flickered on the concrete between production lines, but it seemed the enemy had taken the brunt of the combustion.

      “Lady, this tear gas is melting my eyes,” one of the men on the ramp said. “I told you that already! Please, can we get out of this room?”

      The burning man was just moaning softly, half-conscious. With every passing minute, the burns looked worse. Melanie wondered if he would even survive. However, she couldn’t think about that now. She couldn’t think about anything but the traitor. She strode down the ramp, stepping between the captives, to approach Brian. She was tempted to rip the plastic mask off her face, if only to yell at him more effectively, but she could see the translucent wisps of gas in the air.

      Mr. Turner pulled Brian to a stop and held him in place, but the captive wouldn’t look at Melanie. Finally, she grabbed his chin and forced him to raise his head. Even then, he wouldn’t look her in the eyes. Lizzy, Rita, and Mark circled around behind her.

      “I have to hand it to you,” Brian said finally. His throat was rough and raw, probably a result of the tear gas. “Somehow, you got inside the factory without anyone seeing you. I don’t know how you did it. We kept an eye on the gate and the walls, and you just materialized inside the building like ghosts.”

      “That’s right,” Melanie said. “That’s what we did. Now, give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you in revenge for murdering poor Josh. All he ever did was try to help, and you people killed him.”

      “I think you avenged Josh just fine tonight,” Brian replied, then coughed furiously. “But if you want to kill me, I can’t stop you. Just remember, I could have kept fighting. Maybe I would have killed another one of your people before you took me out, but I didn’t. I gave up to stop the bloodshed.”

      “Very noble of you, Brian,” Melanie responded bitterly.” She flicked a hand at Mr. Turner. “Take him up the ramp, out of the worst of the gas. I need him to talk.” Then she gestured at Rita and Lizzy. “Let’s get all the captives up on the walkway near the doors. Was there anyone else in here?”

      “Nope, all of the enemies in the factory floor are accounted for,” Lizzy said. “If there are any others, they’re hiding somewhere or else they’re outside. That includes Cooper.”

      The others began dragging the captives up the ramp, moving them as far from the tear gas cloud as possible, though it was really inescapable in the stagnant room. Once they were all gathered together, the injured men lying on the floor, Brian kneeling before them, Melanie ascended the ramp. Finally, as she stepped in front of Brian, she reached up and ripped the plastic mask off her face. It was driving her crazy, and it muffled her voice. She tasted the acidic tang of the tear gas, felt it tingling in her eyes, but it was bearable for now.

      “So, were you always working for Cooper?” she asked Brian. “Were you working for him before you came here?”

      “Were you working for him before you weaseled your way into my group of survivors?” Rita added, sharply. She was standing to his left, her hand clamped onto his shoulder.

      Brian’s eyes were a furious red, and he was sweating, his damp hair plastered to his skull. He coughed again, deep hacking coughs, then looked up at Melanie. “To be completely honest with you, I’m Cooper’s partner. He was the brawn of the group, and I was the brains. It’s the reason why I was the only one they could trust to infiltrate the factory.” He glanced at Rita. “Stumbling across your little group out on the highway was just dumb luck.”

      “And you were the one stealing stuff, trying to turn me against Rita?” Melanie asked. “The gloves, the keys, the multi-tool—that was you.”

      “You’re a perceptive woman. I could tell that from the moment we met,” Brian said. “I just had to turn your eyes to someone else. Sorry, Rita, you were the only real option.”

      Rita gave him a grunt of disgust. “After all I did for you, you got me handcuffed to a pipe, and you almost got me killed. Nice work, you scumbag. I’d like to stomp your throat for that.”

      “Well, Brian, I’ll give you credit for finally being completely honest,” Melanie said. “Now, I’ll be honest with you and admit you did a good job of fooling me. You had me convinced you were a decent guy. Somehow, you got me to doubt Rita instead of you. I no longer trust my own judgment, so good job.”

      Brian sighed, but that led to more coughing, sharp and unhealthy. “If it’s any consolation, you made it a hell of a lot harder to betray you than I expected. You might not believe me when I say this, but I kind of liked you guys. Especially you, Melanie. You’re a good leader, a smart and determined leader. I didn’t fake how I felt about you—I admired you—but I still had a job to do.”

      Melanie sighed. Oh, how she hated this part. “Yeah, well, I admit, I kind of liked you too, Brian. You would have made a good member of our little team. Instead, you killed someone we cared about.”

      Brian grimaced at this. “Sorry about Josh, but what could I do? He pointed a gun at us, we pointed guns at him, and that’s just how it went down. When the bullets are flying, no one is safe. It wasn’t personal.”

      “I understand. I really do.”

      And with that, Melanie raised the Beretta, pressed it to the center of his forehead, and pulled the trigger. She did it swiftly. Even so, he saw it coming. Realization entered his gaze, his eyes widening just a tiny bit, but he didn’t resist, he didn’t fight back. He made no sound at all, except for a long, coarse expulsion of breath after the bullet passed through his skull and exited out the back. Rita released her hold then, and he fell to one side, hitting the metal walkway with a dull thud. Already, the light was going out of his eyes.

      The other captives lay on their bellies, but they wriggled and readjusted to look up at Melanie, as if expecting the next bullet.

      “A man who can deceive people that easily can’t be kept alive,” Melanie said. “Even now, as a captive, he was trying to weasel his way back into my good graces. I kind of liked you guys. Yeah, whatever. He wanted us dead, all of us.” She glanced at Mark, at Mr. Turner, and at a grimacing Shona, but she was really talking to herself. “It had to be done. I wish it were otherwise.”

      “He deserved that bullet,” Rita replied. “That dude was way too good of a liar. He had me fooled from the moment I met him, and then he made me take the fall for his theft. Absolute garbage human. Don’t spend one second feeling bad about pulling that trigger, boss.”

      Somehow, Rita’s words didn’t comfort Melanie, even though she knew she’d made the right decision. She looked down at the nearest captive. He was bleeding badly from his injured arm, blood running through gaps in the walkway.

      “Where’s Cooper?” she asked.

      “He left the factory early this morning,” the man replied. “I promise. He’s not here. He went to rendezvous with the rest of our people.”

      Melanie met the man’s gaze hard for a few seconds. “Okay, I believe you.” Then to Lizzy, she said, “Strip the men. Rita and your father will help. Take everything they’ve got except shirt, pants, and shoes. Treat their wounds well enough that they won’t die, then send them outside of the gate.” She squatted down beside the captives. “It’s more than you men deserve. If I ever see you again within the vicinity of this place, you die. Got it?”

      Two of them nodded. The burned man was no longer conscious. Melanie rose, her eyes now stinging badly, and beckoned Mark, Shona, and Nathan to follow her. “We’ll check the rest of the building to be sure it’s empty. Come on.”

      And with that, she stepped over the captives and headed for the double doors, feeling only a cold certainty that she’d done what was necessary for her family.
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      The nighttime attack had made her skittish about sleeping in an interior room, so she had relocated herself and Mark to the reception area. Still, when she woke up and saw sunlight shining through the cracks around the front door, she had a moment of disorientation. Melanie rolled onto her side and heard the cot creak beneath her. Mark’s own bed was beside hers, set against the wall, and he was still snoring softly, almost entirely hidden under a sheet.

      She pushed herself upright, her mind swimming from sleep. Even now, weeks later, she felt the residue of the big battle. It lingered not only in her mind but also in the little aches and pains throughout her body. In quiet moments, she thought she could still smell the tear gas. Maybe it hadn’t been fully cleared out of the factory, or maybe the memory of it was just too strong. That wasn’t the worst of it, of course. The worst was the memory of Josh, of his life being snuffed out in a mere second.

      Melanie tapped her forehead with her palm, as if she might drive these memories from her mind. Then she rose from the cot and walked to the reception desk where she’d stored some of their belongings. She was wearing a t-shirt and sweatpants, but she added her jacket and pulled on a pair of slippers. She could tell her hair was a big mess, and she spent a fruitless moment trying to comb it into some semblance of order with her fingers.

      She left Mark sleeping and headed through the break room. Lizzy and her father had been sleeping in here. Their cots were placed against the wall, but they were already gone. Melanie continued down the hall, and she began to hear voices. When she turned the corner at the end of the hall, she saw that the double doors into the factory floor were wide open. Lizzy, Mr. Turner, and Rita were standing on the walkway, looking down toward the production lines.

      As soon as she stepped through the doors, they heard her approach and turned to her. In the process, they parted, and she saw the damaged handrail and walkway. Grenade shrapnel had done quite a bit of damage to a section of the walkway, one of the production lines, and the walls and floor.

      “It’s a little early for our morning meeting,” Melanie said, “but since you’re all up, why don’t we go ahead and convene? I’m not exactly hungry, but a little breakfast wouldn’t hurt.”

      She heard Dusty’s nails clacking on the concrete floor, and soon the dog appeared, racing between the production lines with Shona and Nathan on her heels. They kept coming, heading up the ramp, as Melanie beckoned them.

      “We were just saying it’s about time to deal with these ugly grenade scars,” Lizzy said. “It’s depressing walking down here to take a shower, because you’re always reminded about that night.”

      “I know. I feel the same way,” Melanie said, holding up her hands. “But let’s do this right. We’ll prepare some breakfast and sit down together. I need to take a quick shower. Give it about ten minutes, and I’ll meet you in the break room.”

      And with that, she pushed past them and headed down the ramp. The scars and stains on the factory floor were disconcerting. This place had definitely seen better days, but she tried to ignore the damage as she headed for the shower. Thankfully, the makeshift shower hadn’t been damaged, and the tank even had some fresh water in it. Though it wasn’t heated, she didn’t mind. Melanie took a quick shower that morning, and by the end, she was shivering and as awake as humanly possible.

      By the time she’d dried off and made her way back to the break room, everyone was gathered around the table. Mr. Turner had made a pot of coffee on the portable stove, and they’d broken out a few packets of crackers and cheese. It was as good a breakfast as any.

      Melanie took her usual seat at the head of the table, with Mark on her right and Lizzy on her left. Rita sat at the far end of the table, slurping hot coffee loudly, with Shona and Nathan in the middle. Josh’s usual seat was empty, of course, still angled away from the table as if he’d just gotten up recently and walked away.

      “I don’t have to tell you guys that we’ve got a lot of work to do,” Melanie said, as she stirred a bit of sugar into her steaming cup of coffee. “As you pointed out, Lizzy, it’s about time we did the hard work of repairing the walkway. Rita, I’d like to put you in charge of that task. Be careful working under there. I’m worried about structural compromise.”

      “You got it, boss,” Rita replied, wiping her mouth on her sleeve. “I could use some help. It’s more than a one-woman job.”

      “Yes, of course,” Melanie said. “Lizzy and Mr. Turner were already discussing the repairs with you, so it seems like your team is formed. Use whatever tools and supplies you need. I trust your judgment.”

      This was their daily routine: a group meeting during breakfast to plan the day’s work. It was a time for Melanie to identify the most important tasks and make assignments, but it was also an opportunity for the others to air concerns and provide feedback. She still wasn’t sure how she’d wound up in charge, but she’d become mostly comfortable with it. She didn’t revel in having control, but somehow it felt right to provide guidance to the others. At the very least, it ensured that they all stayed connected, even if everyone was off doing their own thing for the rest of the day.

      “Shona and Nathan, I’d like you two on lookout today,” Melanie said. “Move from the conference room to the office to the back doors at regular intervals, okay?”

      Shona and Nathan glanced at each other.

      “Okay, but do we have to be armed?” Shona asked.

      “Best to have a gun on hand at all times,” Melanie said. “Just be ready to raise the alarm if you see anyone approaching the gate or coming over the wall.”

      “The alarm was broken by Brian,” Nathan noted, “but I can use the sports whistle. I’ll hang it around my neck.”

      “Good idea,” Melanie said. “Just don’t get distracted. Keep your gaze beyond the walls.”

      As she took a bite of a cracker, Melanie looked at each member of the group in turn. Her husband was mostly recovered from the infected wound, thanks to Josh’s care. He’d lost a bit of weight from the sickness, which had given his face a sunken look, but there was life and energy in his eyes again. Melanie reached over and patted his hand, and he smiled at her over the rim of his coffee cup.

      Thank you, Josh, she thought. I just wish I could have saved your life too.

      Lizzy and Mr. Turner, Shona and Nathan, Mark, Rita, even Dusty—this was her family now. They were tired and sore, bore the scabs and scars of brutal fighting, had the weariness of the last few weeks in their eyes, but they were together. Still, as Melanie considered all the work that remained to be done, she felt a moment of trembling doubt. The factory had been burned, grenaded, tear gassed, and shot up. The walls, floors, and ceilings were pockmarked, cracked, and blackened. How much more could the building taken before it all came crashing down?

      As she took another sip of coffee, Melanie dared to entertain the thought of finding some other place, some new place that wasn’t on the target list of a maniac like Cooper, that wasn’t bent and cracked and broken. Even if the building was destined to come crashing down, at least her family was doing well, all things considered. Not just surviving, but thriving.

      We might just make it, she thought, and she met Lizzy’s gaze—her best friend—and traded a hopeful smile with her as she took another sip of coffee.
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      Melanie was sitting on the end of the production line, at the place where the boxes used to be stacked for packing the wrapped snack cakes. She still remembered what the place had looked like then, so it was becoming increasingly harder to connect this dim, damaged place with the bright, sugar-scented factory of the olden days. At the moment, she was sitting in this particular location because it gave her the best big-picture view of the underside of the walkway.

      Rita had set up a bunch of flashlights, positioning them to give maximum light to the area under the walkway. She clearly wanted to show off all the hard work they’d done.

      “A couple of the support posts here were shredded,” she said, gesturing with her hands like she was a host on a game show presenting a prize to the contestants. “We’re lucky the walkway didn’t collapse.”

      Rita, Lizzy, and Mr. Turner had tried to fix the damage by welding scrap metal to the support posts. It didn’t look all that sturdy to Melanie, but it was better than nothing. Unfortunately, the damage was far more widespread than that. The handrail, walkway, and walls were also in poor shape.

      After Rita spent a few minutes showing off all of the work they’d done, Melanie cleared her throat and said, as politely as possible, “So, what are the odds that the walkway is still going to come crashing down someday?”

      Rita gave her a sour look. “Why would you ask that? You’re not impressed with all of our expert repairs?”

      “You did a great job,” Melanie replied. “I’m still concerned about the structural integrity of the building. Don’t take it the wrong way. I just need to know. Even with the repairs, how likely is it that all of this is going to collapse from sheer exhaustion?”

      Rita glanced over her shoulder at the nearest support post, then turned back to Melanie and gave her a dramatic shrug. “More than zero percent. What can I say, boss? We’re doing all we can to keep the thing standing, but we had crazy people shooting and blowing things up in here, throwing Molotov cocktails and tear gas and grenades.”

      “Yeah, I got it,” Melanie said with a sigh. “Thanks for all of your hard work, Rita. I appreciate it. We’d be in big trouble without you.”

      At this, the sour expression disappeared, and Rita grinned proudly, hands planted on her hips. “Well, we’ve still got bullet holes in the hallway and some other stuff, but…we’re getting there.”

      “Well, keep it…”

      Melanie’s words trailed off as she heard the sharp trill of a whistle coming from elsewhere in the building. It went through her like ice, making her whole body go instantly tense. She hopped off the production line and headed for the ramp. Nothing needed to be said. They all knew what that whistle meant, and Rita fell in behind her as she ran back up to the double doors.

      The sound was coming from upstairs. Either Shona or Nathan was blowing that whistle relentlessly. What could it mean? Melanie almost didn’t want to know. By the time she reached the bottom step, Lizzy, Mark, and Mr. Turner had already come running from around the corner. They all practically collided as they tried to ascend the stairs at the same time.

      “Get the guns,” Melanie said, gesturing at Mr. Turner, then at Lizzy. “Prepare our defenses.”

      “Is Cooper back?” Lizzy asked.

      But Melanie had no answer to this, so she headed upstairs as Lizzy turned and raced toward the supply closet. The closer Melanie got to the top of the stairs, the more ear-piercing the shrill whistle became, and finally she could take it no more.

      “I hear you, Nathan,” she cried. “I hear you! Cut it out! We’re coming!”

      She threw open the door to the conference room. Nathan and Shona were standing in front of the window. The glass had been shattered, of course, during one of the battles, but they’d covered over the hole with plastic sheeting, pulling it taut so they could see through. Nathan had the whistle, and he was giving it the full-lung treatment right up until Melanie started across the room.

      “Nathan, you’re killing me,” she said, grabbing her forehead. “I hear you!”

      “Sorry, I just wanted everyone to hurry,” he replied, dropping the whistle.

      Poor Dusty was cowered under the table, but she dared to poke her head out from under. Shona was facing the window, staring at something in the direction of the gate.

      “Tell me Cooper wasn’t stupid enough to come back,” Melanie said. “How many times is it going to take until he figures out we’re tougher than him?”

      Shona slowly turned to her, eyes wide and filled with fear. “Mom, it’s not Cooper. You’d better look at this.”

      Melanie traded an anxious look with Mark and rushed toward her daughter.

      “Oh, God, what is it now?” Rita muttered from behind her.

      Melanie put an arm around her daughter’s shoulders and gazed through the plastic sheeting. Even though the clear plastic had been pulled taut and glued in place, it still created just a little bit of distortion. Still, as Melanie gazed beyond the gate, she saw the long line of large, dark shapes moving down the highway.

      A shiver ran up her spine. Turning back, she reached toward the nearby conference table, where they kept some of their lookout gear. She grabbed a pair of binoculars and raised them to her eyes. Now, she saw clearly. Vehicles, large vehicles, all in three-color camouflage green. They moved with purpose, cutting right down the middle of the highway.

      In the lead, a massive M1 Abrams tank blazed the trail, rolling over stalled cars as if they were little more than debris in the road. Behind the tank, she saw a range of US Army vehicles: Stryker infantry carriers, Humvees, Growler light vehicles, and more. The line of them trailed northwest down the highway and disappeared into the distance.

      “My God, how many of them are there?” she said in a breath, her body filled with an electric mix of awe and terror.

      “What is it?” Mark asked. She felt his hand touching lightly between her shoulder blades. “Who is it?”

      “The US military is here,” Melanie replied. She followed the tank as it flattened an old Chevy Caprice. “They’re headed in this direction.”

      “Toward Knoxville or toward us?” Mark asked.

      “I don’t know,” Melanie replied.

      “Is this a good thing or a bad thing?” Shona asked, her voice quavering badly.

      Melanie lowered the binoculars and hugged her daughter a little tighter. “I don’t know, Shona. I just don’t know.”
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      Abandon all hope…

      The factory was supposed to be the last safe haven left on Earth after an EMP catastrophe shut down power worldwide. But Melanie’s group isn’t the only one who wants it. A militia who are determined to capture Nate take over her base of operations, forcing Melanie, her family, and her friends to flee into the unforgiving wasteland.

      Beyond the walls, the outside world continues to spiral into darkness. With enemies on their trail, Melanie’s only hope for survival is to keep moving… or sacrifice Nate for the good of the group. After all, they can’t run forever, and she can’t deny that caring for  Nate is slowing them down…

      Hunted and on the run,  the threat of sickness and injury hangs over their heads. Their journey will take them through savage territory, populated by desperate people who will do anything to survive. If her ragtag group can’t find a new shelter, tragedy will claim them all.

      But when a team member goes missing, Melanie is forced to make a choice: keep moving forward, or risk it all to make a stand…
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      Chapter One

      Melanie marveled at the long line of vehicles, all in three-color camouflage green. They cut their way down the middle of the interstate, led by a massive M1 Abrams tank that rolled right over stalled vehicles in its way. She used the scope of her rifle to watch them as they drew nearer. Mark watched from beside her. Her husband was still recovering from the infected gunshot wound in his shoulder. He needed rest, but she couldn’t begrudge him a good long look at the caravan.

      “I wonder if Knoxville is in worse shape than we realize.” That was Rita Mires, the metalworker who was also the newest resident of the factory. She was standing behind Melanie’s left shoulder. “Maybe it’s been completely overrun by criminals, and the U.S. military has finally arrived to liberate the city.”

      “It was already practically overrun the last time we tried to drive through town,” Mark said, his eye to the scope of the rifle. “Let’s not forget the hospital.”

      “No one who was there will ever forget the creepy bloodsucking hospital,” Lizzy said.

      “Well, my point is, maybe the military is finally on their way to deal with people like that,” Mark said. “Maybe this is the moment when things start to return to normal. Maybe we’re seeing order get restored.”

      “Your capacity for optimism never ceases to amaze me,” Mr. Turner said. Melanie’s adoptive father was standing close to the clear plastic sheet that served as window glass for the factory’s upstairs conference room.

      “Well, can you think of any reason to be afraid of these people?” Mark asked.

      “I’ll give you one good reason,” Mr. Turner said. “I know those are Army vehicles, but it doesn’t look like a real U.S. Army convoy. Some of the vehicles are driving way too close to each other. As I recall, close column formations require twenty-five to fifty meters between vehicles and a speed under twenty-five miles per hour. These guys are a lot closer and moving a lot faster. Above twenty-five, they should be about a hundred meters apart from each other.”

      “That’s some esoteric knowledge,” Rita Mires said. “You’ve done your research.”

      “Well, I was a tank engineer many years ago,” Mr. Turner said. “I know what a convoy is supposed to look like, and this isn’t right. No commanding officer would put up with this.”

      “Dad, what are you suggesting?” Melanie’s best friend Lizzy was sitting on the edge of the conference table behind her father. “So there’s something irregular about the convoy. What does that mean?”

      “I don’t know what it means,” he replied. “We’ve got a convoy of U.S. Army vehicles headed down the interstate toward Knoxville, and for some reason, they’re not in proper formation. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “Rogue military personnel?” Rita said. “Stolen military vehicles? Or just lax on-the-job performance due to a stressful workplace culture? What are the options here?”

      “Let’s not jump to any conclusions just yet,” Melanie said. “We’re just keeping an eye on them for the time being.”

      “I wasn’t jumping to conclusions, boss,” Rita replied. “I was presenting the options.”

      Melanie felt a little jolt when she realized the lead tank was slowing down. It was close now, maybe a hundred yards from the nearest exit. Surely, they didn’t mean to leave the highway this far from the actual city. Knoxville was still a good thirty-five miles down the road. Nevertheless, it became clear now that they were slowing, and then the tank veered to the right, aiming for the exit.

      “They’re exiting,” she said. “Why would they take the access road?”

      “It’ll bring them right past the factory,” Rita noted. “Heck, we could wave to the tank driver from the window here.”

      “They can’t be coming to the factory, can they?” Mark said. “Surely the U.S. military didn’t send a convoy to take a snack cake factory.”

      “Surely not,” Lizzy echoed. “There have to be much bigger targets in Knoxville. Beaton’s isn’t all that big, not really, and it looks like a mess from the outside these days.”

      “Even if they know we’re here, why would we be a target for the military?” Mark said.

      “We don’t know that they’re coming to the factory,” Melanie said. “Everyone remain calm.”

      An M1 Abrams tank, two Humvees, and three Jeeps ultimately left the highway, heading toward the access road that passed right in front of the factory. They were close enough now that Melanie could see some kind of insignia or logo on the armored skirt of the tank beneath the turret. She couldn’t tell what it was—just a blob of red and black.

      “Shona, you have better eyesight than me,” she said, gesturing at her daughter. “Take a look through the rifle scope at the tank. Tell me what that insignia on the side is. I can’t make out the details.”

      “Could be a division unit insignia,” Mr. Turner said. “If we can see it clearly, we might be able to figure out where these people are from and what they’re doing.”

      Shona took the rifle from her hands and put the scope to her eye, peering at the approaching vehicles. She gazed into the distance for a few seconds.

      “If I had to guess, I’d say they’re coming here to provide support for the area,” Lizzy said. Melanie could tell she was nervously swinging her feet, occasionally banging the heel of her sneakers into the leg of the conference table. “They can see that the factory is still intact. It’s not a burned-out husk like that shopping center next door, so they’re going to stop and say hello, see what we need.”

      “Lovely thought, Liz, but something’s not right, I’m telling you,” Mr. Turner replied. “This isn’t an Army convoy. I don’t know who it is.”

      “Dad, stop trying to scare everyone,” Lizzy said. “You heard Melanie. She said let’s not jump to any conclusions.”

      “I didn’t jump to anything,” Mr. Turner said. “I merely stated the obvious.”

      Melanie shushed them both. “Shona, what do you see? Describe it to me.”

      “It’s like a painted logo or something,” Shona replied, lowering the rifle. “A mascot maybe. It looks like an animal. Maybe a weasel, I’m not sure. Red and black.”

      At this, Shona’s friend Nathan suddenly lurched backward and pressed a hand to his chest, as if he’d been stricken. “Red and black insignia of an animal? You said a weasel. Could it be a wolverine?”

      “I don’t really know for sure what a wolverine looks like.” Shona said, handing him the rifle. “Look for yourself. Some kind of animal with big, pointy teeth. It’s not really well-done. Whoever painted it probably wasn’t a professional artist.”

      Nathan raised the rifle, looked for maybe two seconds, then almost dropped it from hands that suddenly began to shake. “It is a wolverine.”

      Melanie swooped down and grabbed the rifle before he could drop it. She looked at the tank again. The vehicles were moving down the access road now, passing a warehouse a short distance away. The tank was close enough that she could make out the stylized animal design, but she could not have identified it as a wolverine.

      “Nathan, what is the significance of the insignia?” she asked. “Does a wolverine symbol on the side of a tank mean something to you?”

      He didn’t answer right away, but he had a horrified look on his face. His tongue was flicking his lower lip back and forth. The kid was rather gawky and awkward anyway, with a big mop of messy hair and a thin face. He looked about a hundred times more awkward at the moment.

      “Nathan?” she asked, a bit more sharply. “Does that insignia mean something to you?”

      Shona nudged him with her elbow, and he blinked rapidly a few times. Then he seemed to swallow a big knot in his throat and slowly turned to face the others. “It’s a militia. The Wolverines. They’re armed to the teeth, and I’m telling you guys right now, they are definitely headed to this factory. Definitely. They’re not here to provide support for the area. They’re not here to help survivors or fight bandits or anything else.” And then Nathan locked eyes with Melanie and added, in a breathless voice, “The Wolverine Militia is coming for us.”

      A few horrible seconds passed. The certainty in Nathan’s eyes hit her hard, and she felt a quaking terror slowly fill her belly.

      Finally, Mr. Turner cleared his throat and said, “They’ve brought an M1 Abrams tank, for God’s sake.”
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      A brutal new Ice Age covers the Earth…

      When an experiment to reverse climate change goes disastrously wrong, Jarred and his daughter Hope are forced to head south in search of warmth. This man-made eternal winter shows no signs of stopping, and with temperatures continuing to plummet, fears of a new ice age drive survivors into a panic.

      Jarred and Hope don’t have the wilderness skills needed to survive this disaster. But when their car spins out of control, they’re forced to fend for themselves in the ruthless and unforgiving forest surrounding them. And as they journey through the snow-swept wilderness, they slowly discover they are not alone…

      Survivalist Fiona knows how to deal with a harsh winter on her own, but this new world is deadly. She’s got a cabin stockpiled, and is all alone until she runs across Benjy, a forest ranger who’s ready to help, but has his own reasons for staying with her.

      Civilization is crumbling. There’s no electricity. The cold is getting worse, and resources are scarce. To survive, Jarred and Hope will have to find allies they can trust, and push themselves harder than they ever imagined. Because even a moment’s weakness in this harsh icy wasteland can mean only one thing.

      Freezing to death in the merciless cold…
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      They must adapt in order to survive when the lights go out.

      After leaving college, Elna Pasqualee is determined to bring her family’s California vineyard into the twenty-first century. She hopes her diligent efforts will finally earn her father’s respect and keep visitors safe and comfortable.

      But all her hopes for the future are dashed with the EMP attack.

      Broadcasts offer only a brief warning before missile strikes wipe out all power and communications across North America. The idyllic setting on the private island quickly sours as food and water to sustain the Pasqualees and their guests grow scarce and life becomes a fight for survival. A fight further complicated when they are cut off from the mainland – and an unexpected assailant threatens their lives.

      Someone is stalking one of the guests, hiding out on the island and sabotaging Elna’s desperate efforts to sustain their source of fresh water. When her father goes missing and another guest is gravely injured, remaining on the island isn’t an option.

      But even if they reach the mainland, there are no longer guarantees of safety in a world where science and reason have descended into post-apocalyptic anarchy.

      And survival of the fittest reigns supreme.
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      Chapter One

      Elna loved walking the orderly rows of their vineyard, where the trellis posts and tops of the wires seemed to stand at attention as she passed, like soldiers at inspection. There was a beautiful simplicity in it, though she knew there was a complex and exacting science behind the design—which made her love it all the more.

      It was, in her opinion, the perfect time of day, with the sun burnishing the distant waves and casting long shadows over the island. It made the tasting room—a faux-rustic building, all aged oak and sturdy beams—seem almost to glow. The vineyard was on a slight slope, and as she worked the rows with her pruning shears, constantly kneeling, squatting, and standing, she felt the growing stiffness in her shoulders and legs.

      As she often did when she worked alone, she had her earbuds in and was currently listening—well, half-listening—to a rather dull NPR interview on her phone. She preferred talk to music. It gave the restless part of her mind—the part that needed to think, consider, solve—something to focus on when she was doing repetitive tasks.

      She had just rounded a bend and turned into the last row of vines when the interview abruptly cut off. After a moment of silence, there was a harsh squawk, and then a different voice cut in. Elna reached up to remove the earbuds, but just as her finger touched the wire, the new speaker’s words caught her attention.

      “Breaking news. NORAD has issued a high priority warning confirming that missiles have been launched from multiple locations in the Korean peninsula, some of which are thought to be EMP missiles. According to the warning, EMP missiles work by detonating in the atmosphere. The intent is to disable electronics. The missiles were launched five minutes ago. Interceptor missiles have been launched in an attempt to minimize the attack, but this is”—the speaker’s voice cracked—”this is a massive attack involving dozens of missiles that could…potentially impact the whole of North America.”

      Elna rose, the pruning shears slipping from her grasp. Was this some sort of War of the Worlds hoax? It had to be. How was such a strike even possible? Wouldn’t they have known about the threat long before the missiles were launched?

      “It can’t be,” she muttered. But some deeper, more analytical part of her mind responded: Of course, it can.

      “Anyone listening to this broadcast is advised to seek shelter immediately,” the voice continued. “We will provide more information as it becomes available. Again, we have confirmed an EMP missile strike targeting the U.S. from multiple positions in the Korean peninsula. If you are hearing this broadcast, take shelter immediately.”

      Elna looked to the west. She had a clear view down a gradual slope toward the water’s edge. If the U.S. military was launching a counter-strike, would she see something? It was unlikely, but she scanned the cloudless sky for a few seconds anyway until the bright sun forced her to turn away. The voice in her ears was repeating the same message, so she pulled the earbuds out and tucked them into her shirt pocket.

      What’s the speed of an intercontinental EMP missile anyway? she wondered, heart racing. How much time do we have?

      Questions she intended to address, but first her father needed to know what was happening. Faintly, she heard voices coming from inside the building—a burst of laughter followed by the deep voice of her father. Elna hurried up the slope toward the back door. As she did, she put one of the earbuds back in. A different voice was sharing the same information, as if the first speaker had been overcome with emotion and had to step away.

      As she passed beneath the awning at the back of the building and reached for the polished brass door handle, the endless voice in her ear offered a new vital bit of information.

      “Estimated flight time for the first missiles is just over thirty minutes,” the speaker said. “Homeland Security is telling people to prepare for prolonged power outages and interruption of services.”

      Elna repeated the information as she stepped inside the tasting room. “Estimated flight time,” she said, thinking out loud, “just over thirty minutes. But the news is probably a few minutes behind, and five minutes had already passed. How much time does that leave us?”

      Her self-talk drew the attention of everyone in the room. The tasting room was a large open space dominated by an L-shaped bar of polished oak. A few decorative barrels were scattered about, but otherwise, the room was largely unadorned. At the moment, her father was behind the bar, frozen in mid-pour, with three guests sitting on stools before their wine glasses. George Pasqualee was wiry like his daughter, but he had a protruding gut—the consequence of a fondness for enjoying the family product. His face was craggy, had a perpetual reddish tinge, and he maintained a generous, well-groomed mustache. If not for the rather harsh glint in his eye, he would have seemed like a folksy fellow. At the moment, however, he was clearly annoyed at being interrupted by his daughter.

      “Pardon us,” he said.

      “Pop, turn on the news right now,” Elna said, trying to ignore Selene Bondere’s gaze. Elna had met each of the current guests already, and if there was one she’d taken a disliking to, it was Selene. “This is bad. Really bad.” She pointed at a small TV hanging in the corner behind the bar. “You have to hear it for yourselves.”

      Selene glared at her like Elna’s inadvertent intrusion on her father’s wine tasting ritual was an attack. In her loose floral-print dress, her brand-new Birkenstocks, Selene was the quintessential New Age faux-hippie, a wannabe flower child who worked as a fortune teller. At least, that was Elna’s read of her. Her age was impossible to gauge. The combination of big cheeks with a lined forehead made her seem both childlike and weathered with age. She had big brown eyes, but crow’s feet sprang from the outer corners.

      As always, the woman had her tiny white Bichon Frise dog tucked in the crook of her right arm. Selene’s profession alone went against everything Elna believed in, but under the “peace and love” vibe, there was a deep anxiety or unhappiness that showed in the tightness of her facial features.

      “Right now?” her father said. “Can’t you see I’m in the middle—?”

      “Yes, right now,” Elna said. “It doesn’t matter what you’re in the middle of doing. Everyone needs to hear this.”

      Something in her voice must have gotten to him, because his annoyance melted into a gape-mouthed look of alarm. As he turned toward the television, Malin, another one of the guests, pulled his phone out of the inner pocket of his suit jacket and held it up.

      “My God,” he said. “Look at this! We’re dead meat.”

      Malin Weber was the kind of guy who wore colorful t-shirts and cargo shorts with a suit jacket—a gold-ring-with-white-sneakers type. He turned in his seat and showed his phone to the man sitting next to him, his best man. Both of them were stuck on the island after oversleeping and missing their flight home, refugees from Malin’s bachelor party the day before.

      “Garret, are you reading this?” he said.

      Garret was a stockier fellow in a lime-green polo shirt. “Missiles from Korea?” Garret said, as if he’d never heard the words before. “Impacting all of North America? No way. Dude, it can’t be real.”

      By then, her father had found a national news network, which was in the middle of broadcasting a CGI depiction of the missiles being launched from North Korea and crossing the Pacific. Dozens of missiles.

      This is really happening, Elna told herself, waiting for the reality of it to sink in. This is happening right now!

      “Pop, we have to round up the other guests,” she said.

      As always, her first instinct was deal with the problem. Even if it hadn’t sunk in yet, her analytical mind was already looking for solutions. Her father read the captions on the muted television a moment longer before turning to his daughter and nodding.

      “The other three are outside,” she told him. “They were strolling around the vineyard while I was pruning.”

      “I’ll go and get them,” he said, stepping out from behind the bar. His voice was shaking. George Pasqualee’s voice never shook. “Everyone, please stay here.”

      He rushed out of the room, smoothing his thinning hair back as he went. Immediately, all three guests turned and looked at Elna.

      Waiting for someone to tell them what to do, she realized. It was a bit more responsibility than she was comfortable with.

      “Okay, uh…let’s wait until the others get back,” she said, moving across the room to stand at the end of the bar. “It won’t take more than a few minutes. Then we can decide what to do.”

      Selene shook her head, loosening the sisal flower scrunchie holding her long brown hair. She held her dog a little tighter. The Bichon Frise gave a bark of disapproval. “Are we not going to consider the possibility that this is some kind of prank? When someone gets on TV and says that all of North America is about to be nuked, are we just supposed to accept it? Isn’t that a bit extreme?”

      “It’s not one person,” Malin said, flipping through screens on his phone. “It’s every single news source on the web, plus a message from the Emergency Alert System.” He turned the phone to show her the screen, but she didn’t look at it. “It’s real.”

      “But we’re on an island,” Selene said. “Surely it won’t reach us.”

      “We’re ten miles off the California coast,” Malin said. “They’re saying the EMP blast could reach all the way up to Northern Canada and as far south as Mexico City. I don’t think ten miles of water is going to protect us.”

      “EMPs are bad news,” Garret said. He picked up a half-filled glass of red wine and downed it in a single gulp. “I’ve read a thing or two about them. How did this happen without us knowing in advance? What has the CIA been doing? Twiddling their greasy thumbs?”

      “I don’t know,” Malin replied, “but I’ve gotta get back to the mainland. I need to be with Claire.”

      He stood up, as if he intended to leave right then and there.

      “Just wait,” Elna said. “Don’t go anywhere. Let’s get everyone together first, okay?”

      He glanced at her, frowned, then sat down again, defeated. “Thirty minutes would get me across the causeway to the mainland, but then what? I’ll never get on a plane in time. Oh, man, this is bad.” Following his best man’s example, he downed his glass of wine.

      A few quiet minutes passed before she heard the door in the lobby open and close, voices moving down the hall toward the tasting room. Soon, her father came into the room, leading three chattering guests.

      They had just turned toward the bar when the lights flickered rapidly—as if someone were turning them on and off repeatedly. After a couple seconds, they went out completely. Then the refrigerator behind the bar gave a soft sigh and went silent, and a flash of yellow shone through the east-facing windows. Outside the windows, Elna saw a shower of sparks raining down from the power lines that fed into the guesthouse.

      In the silence that followed, the late afternoon sun seemed to burn with a peculiar strength, casting the room in a fiery orange light. The silence was broken when Selene suddenly screamed and pushed away from the bar, stumbling backward with her dog wrapped in both arms.

      “No, it hasn’t been thirty minutes,” she said. “They said thirty minutes. It can’t happen yet! It can’t be real!”

      This set her dog off, who began to bark like he was being killed. The frantic barking was ear-piercing in the small room, and Elna had to fight an urge to cover her ears.

      “Please, someone shut that dog up,” Garret snarled. “It’s hard to think with all that yapping.”

      “He can’t help it,” Selene said. “He’s afraid!”

      “We’re all afraid,” Garret snapped, “but we’re not screaming at the top of our lungs for no reason.”

      As Selene petted the dog in an attempt to get him to calm down, Elna reached under the bar and picked up the landline phone that was stored on a shelf there. She lifted the receiver to her ear but got no dial tone. She turned on the nearby FM radio, but it didn’t work either. No static, no response, the little red light didn’t even come on.

      “I’m telling you, that dog is driving me nuts,” Garret said.

      Malin placed a hand on his best man’s arm, but Garret shook it off. Elna’s father pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and stared at the blank screen, as if he were unaware of the tension. Clearly, he still intended Elna to take charge of the room. With a sigh, she stepped up on a small footstool behind the bar so all of the guests could see her. She wasn’t sure what to say, and her heart was pounding so fiercely that she’d become light-headed.

      Pop, say something. Do something. Put away the stupid phone and get a handle on this situation.

      “Um…okay, everyone,” she said, but her voice cracked. “Let’s not panic.”

      The barking of the Bichon Frise had finally stopped, but only because Selene had covered her dog’s mouth with her hand. Elna heard muttering, whimpering, and cursing all over the room. Only Malin was dead silent now, clenching and unclenching his fists on the bar top.

      “We need to come up with a plan,” Elna said. A task which would have been a lot easier if there hadn’t been so many chattering people in the room. She could scarcely think.

      Her father tossed his cell phone onto the bar. “It’s dead,” he said. “Can’t call out. Can’t even get the screen to light up.”

      She was about to ask him what they should do when he signaled for her to continue.

      “We need a plan,” she said again, all too aware that every eye was on her.

      “Can we get off the island?” Malin asked.

      “I’m afraid not,” Elna said. “The drawbridges are designed so that if the power goes out, counterweights cause them to automatically rise. It’s so boats can pass.”

      Malin clapped a hand to his own forehead. “So we’re stuck here for how long?”

      “Until power is restored,” Elna said.

      At this, the room went dead silent. Even the dog had finally stopped making noise, as Selene paced back and forth in front of the west-facing windows, drawing her long shadow across the room. Afternoon was giving way to evening all too quickly, the orange light taking on a slight purplish hue.

      “We need a—” Elna almost said it a third time but caught herself.

      “It’s no use,” Garret said, interrupting her. “It’ll be night soon. We can’t do anything but light candles. If the power’s not restored by tomorrow morning—and it won’t be—then we can take inventory of what you’ve got on the island.”

      “We have a powered water pump system,” Elna said, “with a backup generator. We’ve got canned food.”

      “How much?” Garret asked.

      Elna pictured the food pantry in her mind. How much would it last the handful of people on the island? “Maybe a week’s worth,” she said. “Plus, we have a stocked freezer and a small garden. We’re not a big operation here, as you all know, but we’re not without means.”

      “And we have plenty of wine,” her father added.

      Selene groaned loudly. “So we just have to stay put for the night with no idea what’s happened in the rest of the country? With no electricity? No phones?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Elna replied, trying to keep the fear out of her voice. She almost succeeded. All of this would have been so much easier without the guests. She dreaded having to deal with them if the problem persisted. She wasn’t good around people. “I’m afraid so. I think Garret’s right. In the morning, we can figure out what to do.”

      “We get off this island is what we do,” Malin said. “We swim, we float on a log, we do whatever we have to do, but we get off this island. That’s it. I have a fiancée to return to. She’s all the way in Las Vegas, and she’s waiting for me.” To punctuate his point, he smacked the bar with his hand loudly enough to make Elna flinch.

      Dabbing a sheen of sweat off her upper lip, she gazed through the west windows. The sun was dropping too fast. Night was in a hurry to arrive, ready to cast them into its hopeless dark. She shuddered at the thought.

      Reassure the guests, dummy, she scolded herself. That’s your job.

      “It’s okay, folks,” she said. “We have comfortable accommodations for you tonight. We’ll figure this all out in the morning.”

      Her father had an uneasy smile plastered on his face, but he nodded at her and gave her a thumbs-up. Clearly, he wanted to reassure her that she’d handled it well, but she didn’t feel reassured. Not at all.
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