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      Society falls. Anarchy rises. Courage endures…

      Laurel survived the collapse of civilization. In the aftermath of a devastating EMP disaster, she fought to turn Minneha Hospital into a place of refuge. Now, the hospital has become a beacon of hope—but a beacon can attract predators, too.

      Predators like Arlo, the brutal leader of a ruthless gang. Desperate to save his dying son, Arlo takes over the hospital and gives Laurel an impossible ultimatum: save his terminally ill boy… Or watch everyone she cares for die.

      Meanwhile, Laurel’s husband Bear continues his trek across Minnesota, alone save for his loyal dog, Jessamine. The last time he teamed up with a fellow survivor, he was betrayed and almost killed. Now he keeps to himself, as the remnants of society turn to violence and bloodshed in a savage fight for survival.

      Bear can take care of himself—but it’s cold, and it’s getting colder. And if he wants to reach Laurel before winter hits, he’ll have to do the unthinkable.

      He’ll have to trust someone…
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            LAUREL

          

        

      

    

    
      The pain on Arlo Staaf’s face was visible. His features had crumpled into a contorted grimace. His knuckles whitened as he gripped his gun. It was clear to Laurel that he meant what he’d said: he would kill every man, woman and child in the room if it resulted in him getting treatment for his son.

      Laurel had seen this kind of emotional pain in parents before. It was why, after a rotation in pediatrics during her residency, she’d opted to specialize in trauma medicine. Trauma was quicker. There was less time to become invested in the patients and their lives. Yes, there were hard moments, but it wasn’t the same. For a while, at the beginning of her career, she’d felt bad about her decision. As if she was, somehow, opting out of something.

      Before she became an Army medic, the ERs she’d worked in had felt like assembly lines. Patch ’em up, ship ’em out. When she became a parent herself, however, when Mae was born and her heart swelled with so much love she thought she might burst, she knew she’d made the right decision. There was no way she could watch other parents, day after day, fearing for their children’s lives. Be by their sides. Comfort them. Tell them everything was going to be okay when it clearly wasn’t going to be okay ever again.

      Working in ERs, that part of the job was someone else’s responsibility. She’d met nurses, and doctors, who found it difficult; the fact that once their patient was sent up to surgery or admitted to a ward, they often didn’t know the outcome of the case. For Laurel, however, that was exactly the way she wanted it.

      Now, the exact look she hated, the look that struck fear in her belly and made her think of her now grown-up daughter, was etched all over Arlo’s face.

      He was terrified for his son’s life. While everyone else was fighting to survive in a world with no power, he was fighting for his son. And that made him far more dangerous than Robert Sullivan or men like him; Arlo wasn’t fighting for power, he was fighting for love.

      Unfortunately, he was also clearly a man who was used to getting his own way and he was holding a gun. He was armed, surrounded by people who were willing to shoot the second he told them to, and he was prepared to do anything to save his son’s life. Except, perhaps, listen to reason.

      “I mean it!” Arlo flipped the safety on the gun. His hand was shaking. “I will shoot everyone in here. You think I won’t? Don’t test me, doctor.”

      All around her, people began to scream. The ER hadn’t been full when Arlo had barged his way into the hospital, but it was full enough for the noise to make Laurel suck in her breath and wish—just briefly—that she could turn her ears off like Bear could. That was the kind of thing she’d never have dared to say out loud to him. If she had, he’d have told her she had no idea how hard it was to lose one of your senses, to suddenly be less of a person. He’d have told her his injury wasn’t a gift. It was a curse. Nevertheless, how was she supposed to think straight when people were allowing themselves to panic?

      Holding out her hands, palms-forward, as if she was approaching a caged animal, Laurel spoke softly. “Arlo. I want to help Liam. Of course I do.” From the corner of her eye, she looked at Mark, praying he could use his own military experience to calm everyone down enough for her to have a sensible conversation with Arlo. Nodding at her, he began to quietly and firmly ask the other nurses and the patients to remain still and quiet.

      The gun dipped slightly in Arlo’s hand before he raised it back up. “Then do it. Help him. Help my kid.”

      “I will.” Laurel fixed her eyes on Arlo’s and, barely blinking, said sincerely, “I swear I will do everything I can to help Liam, but that’s not because you’re holding a gun. It’s despite the fact you’re holding a gun.”

      Arlo blinked at her. His lips tightened into a grimace.

      “You’re obviously used to being able to get people to do things your way. You’re a businessman. A good one, from what I’ve gathered.”

      At that, Arlo cleared his throat and Laurel noticed his shoulders straighten a little before he said, “Yeah. I am.” So, he responded to flattery, even if he didn’t want to show it. Good to know.

      “The thing is, Arlo — Mr. Staaf — in medicine, things don’t happen the way you want them to simply because you shout louder than everyone else.” Laurel glanced at Janet, who looked as if she was about to pass out with fear. Robert Sullivan and his cronies had been a danger to the hospital — a grave danger — but at least Robert had pretended to be a good guy. A gun-wielding maniac who wanted treatment they were ill-equipped to provide was an entirely different scenario.

      Laurel lowered her hands. She was standing only a few feet in front of Arlo now. “I detected leukemia cells in Liam’s sample.”

      Arlo’s jaw twitched.

      “Under normal circumstances….” She paused and gestured to the defunct lights above their heads and the blank trauma board hanging over the reception desk. “Under normal circumstances, Liam would be transferred into the care of the oncology department and they would do lots more tests to figure out what type of leukemia he has and whether it’s spread. They’d come up with a treatment plan, which they’d discuss with you and Liam—”

      “What do you mean? ‘Figure out what type of leukemia’?” Arlo narrowed his eyes as if he suspected Laurel might be lying to him.

      Keeping her voice steady, maintaining eye contact, Laurel said gently, “Leukemia simply means cancer of the blood. There are different kinds.”

      Cutting in, Fi strode forward and growled, “So, just give him chemo. That’s what you do for cancer, right?”

      From what Laurel could work out, Fi was Arlo’s right-hand woman, but Laurel had met people like her before; people who weren’t fighting for a cause but simply for the opportunity to fight.

      “Again, it’s not that simple.” Laurel ignored Fi, noticing her voice tighten, and turned back to Arlo. The glimmer of patience he’d shown a moment ago had vanished.

      “I don’t want excuses!” he yelled. Then BANG — he fired at the ceiling. BANG. BANG.

      Maggie screamed. So did the patients. Mark put his arms around a young couple he’d only just calmed down and pulled them with him behind the seats in the triage area.

      Across the room, Bulldog looked like he was ready to charge. He’d stepped forward and was quivering from head to toe. Laurel waved her arms to stop everyone from moving. Arlo had fired, but he hadn’t aimed at anyone. He’d just blown three bullet-sized holes in the ceiling.

      “That’s enough!” Laurel shouted before she could stop herself. “I will not have my staff treated this way. Intimidated. Threatened.” She put her hands on her hips. “If you want me to help your son, you’re going to have to prove to me that you can play nicely or it’s no deal.”

      Beside Arlo, Fi opened her mouth as if she was about to tell Laurel to shut up — or worse — but Arlo shh’d her with his hand.

      “You’d let these people die? I don’t think so,” he growled.

      “You’re probably right,” Laurel said tightly, moving closer, so close she could see the beads of sweat in Arlo’s hairline. Her entire body was quivering with nerves but she couldn’t let him see that. She needed him to believe she was just as ballsy as he was. “But I promise you this… if you harm a hair on one person’s head — if anyone in this hospital is harmed by you or your men — I will not help your son. I will hate myself for it—” Laurel drew up her chin and raised her voice. “But I will let Liam die.”

      Laurel could almost hear Janet sucking in her breath from across the room, but she held firm. It was a battle of wills.

      Arlo looked toward Liam’s cubicle. His shoulders dropped a little. Slowly, he lowered the gun. When he looked back at her, his eyes were moist, but he quickly blinked it away.

      “I’ll do what I can to help Liam, but you have to allow my staff to continue their work. There are other patients here who need help just as badly as he does.” Laurel looked purposefully around the room at where her nurses and patients were caught in a freeze frame, trembling, barely daring to move.

      Arlo nodded. As he replaced the safety on his gun, he said, “Fine, but my men stay and you work on Liam. Right?”

      Checkmate.

      “Right.” Laurel pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. Moving toward Liam’s bed, she raised her voice and called to the rest of the room, “Okay, everyone. Mr. Staaf and his friends are staying while we treat his son, but you’re to carry on as normal while that happens. See to your patients. Come find me if you need me.”

      For a moment, no one moved. Everyone simply stared at her. Janet was the first to speak up. “Come on,” she said, clapping her hands and purposefully not looking at the armed guards that still surrounded them. “You heard Doctor Rivera. Back to work.”
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        * * *

      

      “Liam?” Laurel sat down next to the small boy in the bed and put her hand lightly on his arm. His eyes fluttered open. “How are you feeling?”

      Liam licked his lips. They were dry. Laurel passed him a bottle of water with a straw sticking out of it and helped him sit up. “Thanks,” he croaked.

      “I’m going to get you started on something to bring your fever down and hopefully make you feel a little better.” Laurel nodded at Janet, who hadn’t left Liam’s side since the bone marrow biopsy. “Let’s start him on a course of Ofirmev for the fever and dexamethasone for the pain and inflammation.”

      As Janet began to prepare Liam’s IV, Laurel turned to Arlo and placed her palms firmly on her thighs. She’d changed into jeans a few days ago. It felt odd to be wearing something so casual, but they were warmer than the smart black pants she usually wore for work, and the weather was starting to turn. Soon, winter would be upon them and they’d need more than just jeans to keep them warm. But that was another problem.

      “Arlo, I’m going to be straight with you. Without access to all of our equipment, it’s almost impossible for me to investigate Liam’s condition further. I can’t even accurately say what stage his cancer is at. Although I think we’ve caught it relatively early, I can’t be certain.” Laurel was watching Arlo closely and saw his fingers twitch on the gun that was, for now, resting in his lap. “Both our oncology and our pediatrics doctors left the hospital a while ago. We have a general surgeon on staff, plus myself and a handful of nurses. That’s it.”

      Arlo sucked in his cheeks.

      “So, what I’m going to suggest is that I consult with Dr. Andrews — the general surgeon — and we get Liam started on a course of chemo.”

      “I thought you said he might need a different treatment?”

      “Yes,” Laurel nodded, “he might, but chemo is what’s used in the majority of cases and, frankly, we don’t have much choice. Like I said, without proper testing equipment I’m not willing to take a risk on anything else.”

      “You think that’ll fix him?”

      “I think it’s our only option.” Laurel looked at Janet, who was helping Liam take another drink. She closed her eyes and shook her head.

      “All right.” Arlo stood up. “Where’s this other doctor?”

      Laurel stood up too. “My condition, Mr. Staaf, for getting Dr. Andrews involved in this is that you do something for me in return.”

      “My men stay,” Arlo growled. “They’re not going anywhere.”

      “My condition,” Laurel’s jaw twitched with annoyance at the interruption, “is that you allow us to merge the wards before starting Liam’s treatment.”

      Arlo frowned intensely. “Merge the wards? Why?”

      “Because our resources are growing thinner by the day. Both staff and medicines are running out. Plus, it’s getting colder. We need to consolidate the wards so we can best treat everyone.” Laurel forced her eyebrows upwards. “Including your son.”

      Beginning to pace, Arlo reached up and tugged at his hair. Laurel’s gut lurched as she waited for him to speak. He was a whisker away from not being able to control himself; if his emotions got to be too much or he simply didn’t believe that Laurel was doing enough, there was no telling what he’d do.

      She swallowed hard as Arlo looked from her to his son. He tightened his grip on his gun. Was he contemplating waving it around some more? Demanding that she do more, more quickly, to help his son? She’d told him that if he hurt anyone in the hospital, she’d refuse to treat Liam, but did he really believe her? Would she be able to stand her ground if he put his gun to Janet’s head? Or Mark’s? Or anyone’s? There was a delicate game of give and take happening here. For Arlo, his son’s life depended on how well he played it. For Laurel, the safety of the entire hospital depended on her.

      “Fine. Do it.” Marching back out into the main body of the ER, Arlo addressed his guards.

      Laurel exhaled a breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding.

      “Dr. Rivera needs to move some patients.” He turned to Fi. “Take Johnny and Ray. Seal off all the exits.”

      “All of them?” Fi frowned, as if this was an impossible task.

      Arlo looked around the room. Laurel shuddered as his eyes landed on Henry. “You. You’re a janitor?”

      Henry, who had been cleaning blood from the floor near the entrance—presumably Robert’s, which someone had stepped in on their way into the building—looked up. “I am,” he said calmly.

      “Show them the exits. If you skip one, and we find out, I’ll shoot you before you have a chance to whimper how sorry you are.”

      Glancing at Laurel, Henry rested his hands on top of his mop. Laurel gave him a small nod. “As you like,” Henry said to Arlo.

      “When that’s done,” Arlo turned back to Laurel, “you can move your wards. Then you treat my boy.”

      Laurel walked slowly over to him and stuck out her hand. “Agreed,” she said, waiting for him to shake it.

      After looking down at Laurel’s fingers, as if by accepting the gesture he might somehow allow her the chance to disarm him, Arlo eventually nodded. “Agreed.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “How did this happen? Why did you let them inside?” Dr. Sarah Andrews hissed as they pushed a patient each from Laurel’s mother’s oncology ward down the corridor toward the atrium.

      “I didn’t have much of a choice.” Laurel looked at her colleague sideways. “They shot Robert Sullivan. Plus, the boy is sick.”

      Behind them, Arlo was keeping a personal eye on Laurel. He’d left three men in the ER. Fi, Lucky and Ray had secured the exits and were now patrolling the corridors, occasionally shouting at people to move faster and waving their guns because—quite clearly—they were enjoying themselves rather than because it served any real purpose. The remaining two of the ten who’d stormed the hospital, both large stocky men with tattoos on their wrists, had been sent to the canteen to inform the volunteers that anyone associated with Arlo Staaf would now take priority in terms of supplies.

      “So, he’s going to point that gun at us until we’ve cured the boy?” Dr. Andrews was whispering, but not quietly enough.

      Laurel shook her head, glancing over her shoulder at Arlo. “Let’s just take this one step at a time, shall we?” she replied quietly.

      In the atrium, Laurel wheeled her mother over to a new bed. Underneath the big glass dome that had seemed so impressive when they’d first arrived, they had set up beds for those requiring ongoing treatment. Twenty patients. Seven pre-EMP cases. Thirteen post-EMP.

      “Laurel….” Her mom reached up and patted her hand.

      Laurel moved around to the front of her mom’s chair and bobbed down. “Is everything all right, Deb?” She gave her mother a fixed stare. Don’t let him know you’re my mother. Don’t let him know I love you.

      “Oh, yes, Doctor. I just wondered if it will still be Hannah looking after me now we’ve moved?” Her mom got it. Of course she did.

      “Yes, Hannah’s familiar with your care so she’ll still be looking after you.” Laurel looked over to where Hannah was speaking in hushed tones with Bulldog. As soon as they’d been allowed out of the ER, he’d gone to find her and was now following her as if he was her own personal bodyguard. “She’ll make sure you’re all right.” Laurel gave her mother’s hand a brief, hidden squeeze, then helped her out of her chair.

      With her mom in bed, Laurel turned to Dr. Anderson. “So, we’ve got patients who need ongoing care in here. The ER will be triage and emergencies.”

      Dr. Andrews folded her arms in front of her chest. “Anyone else. Those who came with minor injuries and decided to stay. Relatives. Volunteers. They can set up in the Rheumatology Department. It hasn’t been kitted out yet, so it’s just a series of empty rooms.”

      Laurel nodded in agreement. “I’ve asked Mark to make sure each area has fire-lighting equipment. It should be much easier to keep everyone warm now that—” Arlo stepped forward and put his hand on her shoulder.

      “You done here? ’Cos last time I checked, my boy was still sick and you made me a promise.”

      “You made me a promise too, Mr. Staaf,” Laurel said tightly, unable to squash the twist in her stomach at being interrupted.

      “And I kept it,” he replied. “I let you play shuffle the patients. Now it’s time to save my son.”

      Laurel looked at Dr. Anderson. Sarah bit her lower lip as if to say, Told you so. “All right,” she said. “Let’s go.”

      Toward the back of the large atrium, curtained off from the rest of the patients, they came to the section that had been designated for pediatrics. There were just two patients; Liam Staaf and Peter Jenkins.

      As they stepped behind the curtain, Chris Jenkins, who was thankfully hiding his own firearm, stood up. His son Peter was asleep. “Dr. Rivera. Everything okay?” he asked, looking from Laurel to Arlo.

      “Fine, thank you, Mr. Jenkins.” Laurel gestured to Arlo. “This is Mr. Staaf. We believe his son Liam has leukemia like Peter.”

      Chris pressed his lips together. The dislike he felt for the man who’d spent the last few hours brandishing a gun and threatening people wavered; Laurel could see it in the way his features softened. “I’m sorry,” he said, looking at Arlo.

      Arlo ignored him.

      “Liam is the same age as Peter, a similar size and weight.” Laurel had turned to Dr. Anderson and was speaking quietly so the boys didn’t hear her.

      “So, you think we should start Liam on the same protocol?” Sarah picked up Peter’s chart and examined it.

      “I think it’s the safest option, and the one with the most chance of success.” Laurel met Sarah’s eyes. In truth, neither of them knew if giving Liam the same drugs as Peter would work. Without the right equipment, and with neither of them being experts in the field of pediatric oncology, it was impossible to know what Liam needed. Silently, Laurel asked herself whether she’d be making this call if Liam’s dad wasn’t threatening to kill people. She believed she would. The boy needed help. This was the best they could offer. She just hoped, prayed, it would be enough.

      “Okay,” she said. “Let’s get him started.”
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            BEAR

          

        

      

    

    
      When Bear woke, it took him more than a few moments to prise his eyes open. He blinked slowly. It was dark. Almost pitch dark. The smallest sliver of light came from somewhere near his feet.

      Tucked under his arm, Trent was curled tightly into a ball. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Bear could just about make out the shape of his dog Jessamine, curled in Trent’s lap.

      Reaching up with his good arm, Bear pushed upward against the inside of the canoe. The boat didn’t budge. He pushed harder, flattening his palm and grunting with the effort. When it still didn’t move, he gritted his teeth and pushed with his bad arm too. Still, nothing.

      He felt a tap on his leg.

      “You awake, kid?” Bear asked as a throb of panic lodged in his chest; he couldn’t hear. It was too dark to see and he couldn’t hear. How could he communicate with the boy when he couldn’t see him or hear him? Clearing his throat, Bear said, “Tap once for yes twice for no.”

      Tap.

      “Good. Okay. Well, I think we’re snowed in,” he said, moving his hands down the sides of the canoe, searching for a spot that might shift even a small amount when he pushed it.

      Sensing movement beside him, he gathered that Trent was doing the same.

      “At least we didn’t freeze to death,” Bear muttered. Then added, “You okay?”

      Tap.

      “You cold?”

      Tap Tap.

      That was a lie. Bear was freezing so Trent must be too, but at least his plan to trap some warmth beneath the canoe seemed to have been enough to stop them from actually freezing to death.

      Leaning forward, Bear snaked his hands along the ground. It was cold, but just earth. No snow. Eventually, he found the lip of the boat, but he couldn’t shift it even an inch above the ground.

      “We’re going to have to dig….”

      Tap tap tap tap tap.

      “I don’t know what five taps means, kid, but we don’t have another option. We dig under, then try to clear enough snow so that we can move the canoe. Otherwise we’ll be trapped in here until it melts.”

      Ignoring more taps and the muffled sound that he was pretty certain was Trent trying to talk to him, Bear bent over and began to scrape earth away from the rim of the canoe.

      Pain shot down his arm into his fingers as he dug, but he ignored it. As another set of fingers touched his, he assumed Trent had given up objecting and decided to help. Then he felt something else. Earth moving more quickly than he was able to move it. Frantic scratching. Bear reached out his right hand and instantly found an explanation; Jessamine.

      Allowing his lips to curl into a smile, Bear nodded. They could do this. The three of them; they’d gotten this far.
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        * * *

      

      Bear’s fingers were numb and his entire body tense with pain when the first crack of light told him that Jess had done it; she’d tunneled her way out from under the canoe and was now scraping snow free from the outside. Crouching down to help her, Bear snaked his freezing fingers beneath the rim and began scooping the snow to one side.

      Finally, “Let’s try again,” he said, sitting up straight and noticing his entire back tense. “On the count of three, we both push. Forward then up. Right?”

      Tap

      “One. Two. Three!” Bear growled as he heaved upward. “And again!” He pushed again. “One more time!”

      This time, it worked. The snow, loosened by their digging and Jessamine’s tunneling, allowed the canoe to free itself. Bear stood as he lifted it, blinking into the daylight and pushing the boat backward.

      Still blinking, he realized the forest floor was now covered in snow. He looked down and saw Jess, covered in white flakes, mouth open as if she was grinning at him.

      “Clever girl,” he said, scooping her into his arms despite how much it hurt to move.

      At his side, Trent was leaning forward on his thighs, panting. Bear ruffled his hair and dipped to meet his eyes. “You all right, kid?” He was ridiculously pleased to see the boy’s face.

      Trent nodded. “Okay,” he mouthed, giving Bear a thumbs-up. Then, as if only just noticing it was cold outside, Trent shivered. Along with all their other possessions, when Jim stole their truck he also stole their winter clothes. They were wearing fleeces, but without the right footwear and thick jackets, the coming weeks and months would be almost impossible to survive.

      “I thought we had more time,” he muttered. When Trent frowned at him, he added, “Before the weather turned. I thought we had time to get our supplies restocked.”

      Trent grimaced, then laughed and began doing jumping jacks.

      “I’m cold, but I’m not that cold.” Bear chuckled. Compared to their cocoon beneath the canoe, out here in the open air, it was freezing. Probably, it was literally freezing. “Let’s light a fire,” he said. “We’ll get warm, then figure out our next move.”

      As Bear searched for dry material he could use to make a tinder ball, Trent opened Jim’s backpack and retrieved the lighter they’d been using to start their fires. Bear was watching him from the corner of his eye when he realized Trent was frowning. He stood up and watched as the boy shook the lighter, flicked it, then held it up to the light and swallowed hard.

      Handing it to Bear, he shook his head. It was empty. Out of fuel. “Shoot.”

      As Trent tapped, Bear’s arm and said something he couldn’t hear, Bear bent down and took the notebook from Jim’s backpack. As he handed it to Trent, the boy started to scribble.

      What now?

      Bear looked up at the sky. The clouds were beginning to part and the sun was creeping through. He bit the corner of his lip then tipped the remaining contents from Jim’s bag.

      “I suppose it’s too much to ask that he was carrying matches or a magnifying glass,” Bear muttered. Then his fingers landed on something cold and smooth. A can of Forest Dew soda. While he wasn’t a fan of soda himself, when Bear had found the unopened can, he’d tossed it in the backpack thinking the kid might like it. He turned it over in his hands. That could work. “We need to finish setting up the fire first.”

      Together, as they had done many times before, they headed out into the open and created a small platform of twigs on an exposed rock, then set up their kindling and some larger pieces of wood next to it.

      Now what? Trent wrote.

      “Now, we hope for a miracle.” Bear glanced again at the sky.

      As Trent watched him, transfixed by what Bear was doing, Bear started to polish the bottom of the can with the sleeve of his fleece. After a minute or so, it began to glint in the sunlight.

      “Kid, the tinder ball….” Bear gestured for Trent to bring over the small ball he’d made. Under the cover of the trees, he’d found some dried moss that would burn hot but not for long. Which meant if he did manage to make a spark, they needed to be ready to light the rest of the fire quickly.

      “Hold it in your palms.” Bear began to angle the can this way and that, moving it a fraction of an inch at a time until finally it caught the sun. He held it steady. Held it some more. Held it until he could tell Trent was about to sigh and give up and then — just as Bear was about to give up too — the hot spot caught fire.

      Gently, his heart thudding in his chest, Bear blew on the ball in Trent’s hands. It was alight. “Crouch down, put it on the platform, then we’ll add the kindling.”

      Trent nodded and, as if he was on a rocking boat carrying a tray of drinks he was trying not to spill, he lowered himself to the little platform they’d made.

      Remarkably, the tinder stayed alight. Quickly, Bear added some kindling to make a teepee above the flame. As it caught fire, he positioned some larger pieces, then some more.

      Eventually, he sat back and smiled. “Okay,” he said, “come over here and get warm.”

      As if she’d heard him — as Bear cleared some snow from the rocks beside the fire so they could sit down — Jessamine ran over. Trent crouched and held out his palms, then wrote something down.

      Food?

      Bear swiped his hand through his hair. “’Fraid not, but it might be time to break open the soda.” Bear handed it over and imagined the snap and the fizz as Trent pulled the ring on top.

      Trent offered him some. Bear took a sip and wrinkled his nose. Had it always been so sickly sweet? He passed it back. “Fill your boots, kid. But don’t throw it away when you’re done. Until we find matches or a lighter, this shiny can is our new best friend.”
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        * * *

      

      A short while later, as the sun began to set, Bear angled himself so that, for a moment, the fire warmed his shoulders. They had dragged the canoe out of the trees and turned it back into its original position, forming a windbreak to protect their heat source from the wind that was whipping across the lake behind them. Jess was sitting in Trent’s lap. Trent was blinking slowly into the flames. For once, not attempting to communicate.

      “What’s going on in there, kid?” Bear tapped Trent’s forehead with his index finger and smiled. So far, no matter what they’d been through, Trent had rallied with a smile and a joke. This time, he was subdued. Pensive. Somewhere else.

      Trent shrugged and picked up a stick, using it to prod the fire so that embers floated up into the air.

      “Still hungry?” Bear asked. “Soda didn’t fill you up?”

      After a pause, Trent picked up his notepad. Writing smaller than ever to save space, he scribbled:

      I think we should have taken the road. Even if it is the long way. It’s dangerous out here.

      Bear read the boy’s message and breathed in slowly. He’d been thinking the same thing himself; that his desperation to get to Laurel had caused him to make a foolish decision. That his choice to go through the Boundary Waters had resulted in them being alone in the middle of the wilderness with no food, no water, no warm clothes and no weapons.

      If the weather had held, they might have been okay. As it was, they were close to freezing, and if they didn’t freeze, they might starve. On top of that, his injured arm and leg were beginning to itch with pain. Which was not a good sign. The pine sap might have healed Trent’s bullet wound, but it didn’t seem to be doing much for Bear’s wolf bites.

      “I know.” He placed his fingertips on the notebook and closed his eyes. “I’m sorry. I made a bad choice.”

      He was allowing himself to wallow in self-pity when Trent gripped his wrist. Bear opened his eyes. Trent had leaned over and written something next to his last message.

      Need a plan.

      “Yeah,” Bear said solemnly, “we do.”

      In answer, Trent pointed to their backpack.

      Bear nodded and reached for the map, which was tucked inside the front pocket. Spreading it out in front of them, he prodded it with his index finger. “I think we’re about here.”

      Trent nodded.

      “So, if we can just get through this next lake, we should reach a road that will take us back toward the highway. It’ll be a bit of a detour but…” he looked sideways at Trent, “I think we’ll have to sacrifice some time for some safety.”

      At that, Trent’s shoulders visibly lost some of the tension they’d been holding. When he looked at Bear, he was almost smiling again.

      “I know we normally rest at night but….” Bear stood up and examined the sky. “It doesn’t look like it’ll snow again any time soon. I say, we travel through the night. Make the most of the good weather while we have it. We can use the stars to navigate and we should reach the southern end of the lake by sunrise.”

      Trent stood up too and shoved his hands into his pockets, jigging from one foot to the other.

      “We’ve got nothing to eat and not much chance of catching anything. So if we stay here overnight, all that will happen is we’ll get hungrier and weaker. If we keep going….” Bear shivered even though he was relatively warm by the fire.

      Already, Trent was nodding. Gesturing to the fire, he made a sign with his hands that Bear couldn’t quite interpret. He frowned at the boy. Trent rolled his eyes then looked around, grabbed a branch and held it like a torch in front of him.

      “Right. Good thinking. We’ll light a couple of torches for warmth.” Bear patted Trent firmly on the shoulder. “Just make sure we don’t set the boat on fire, huh? I’ve always liked the idea of a Viking burial at sea, but perhaps not a live one.”

      Trent frowned.

      Bear let out a low chuckle. “Remind me to give you a history lesson when all this is over.”
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        * * *

      

      Viking burial? Trent had passed Bear a note, despite the fact he was supposed to be using his energy for paddling the canoe, not making conversation. He seemed almost embarrassed that he didn’t know what Bear had been talking about.

      “It’s when you’re cremated out at sea. Sent off on a raft with your shield and your sword. It looks good on TV anyway,” Bear said, trying to focus on using the stars to make sure they kept due south. The Big Dipper. Polaris. North. South. The Big Dipper. Polaris. North. South.

      When he looked over his shoulder, Trent was frowning at him.

      “I didn’t always live in the middle of the woods, you know. I did have a TV once.”

      Trent laughed, his eyes crinkling as he tipped his head back, which made Bear laugh too until it caused another stab of pain in his now pulsating shoulder.

      “Let’s focus on the boat, shall we?” Bear said, wincing as he forced himself to keep paddling. “I want to reach the shore by sunrise.”

      After that, for a while, they paddled in silence. Usually, on a night like this, Bear might have stopped to consider how beautiful their surroundings were. He might even have appreciated the fact that he couldn’t hear anything because it made his other senses that much more alert; alert to the way the breeze felt, alert to the motion of the water beneath the canoe, alert to the slight scent of evergreens in the air, and to the way the stars looked so bright it was as if they’d been painted there. Tonight, however, all he could think about was the heat that was starting to spread down his leg from the wound in his thigh, the wooziness in his head that told him all was not well, and what would happen to Trent if he died out here.
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      As the sun rose, Laurel studied Liam’s face. It was too early to see any signs of improvement in him, but still she found herself hoping. Hoping that if he at least seemed a little brighter, had a fraction more color in his cheeks or strength in his voice, Arlo might see sense and tell his guards to stand down.

      “How is he?” Janet handed her a cup of black coffee and glanced from Liam to Arlo. Both were asleep. Both had red hair and pale skin. Both had a strangely well-defined upper lip and a broad nose.

      “No change, but I wouldn’t have expected any so soon.” Laurel stood up and moved toward the curtain, gesturing for Janet to follow her.

      Moving through the atrium, looking at the sleeping patients on either side of her, Laurel nodded to herself; at least they’d convinced Arlo to allow them to move the patients. Having them here, together, was better for everyone. With fires lit down each side of the room, and more bodies in close proximity, it was going to be much easier to keep people warm.

      Before, with only a few patients on each ward, spread out across the hospital, everywhere had felt eerie and solemn. Now—despite the armed guards at the exits—there was a sense of togetherness that had not existed a few days ago.

      Out of earshot of Arlo, but under the watchful gaze of Fi who seemed not to require sleep, Laurel smoothed her hand over her hair and sipped her coffee. “The problem is, the chemo drugs could make him feel worse. The only way we can confirm if it’s working is another look at his blood, but it’s far too soon for that.”

      Janet breathed out slowly, pressing her lips together so they made a pffft sound. “That’s going to be rough on the boy.” She looked in Liam’s direction. “This whole thing is going to be rough on him. He needs a father, not a gun-wielding maniac.”

      “I know.” Laurel closed her eyes and took another drink. “Maybe we can help Arlo to see that and defuse the situation.”

      “You think?” Janet’s eyebrows quirked upward, causing her forehead to crinkle.

      “I’m an eternal optimist,” Laurel replied, putting her arm around her friend’s shoulders.

      “Are you optimistic about how many drugs we have left?” Dr. Andrews’ voice made Laurel jump.

      When she turned, Sarah was holding out Robert’s old ledger. She looked exhausted, her face gray around the edges with dark circles under her eyes.

      “I spent the night updating this,” she said, fighting a yawn. “We’re low on chemo drugs. With both boys taking them….” She paused and handed Laurel the ledger. “We likely won’t be able to finish Peter’s full course of treatment. We’ll run out before—”

      “Run out?” Laurel swallowed hard. Her eyes blurred as she tried to read too quickly. When she looked up, she noticed Fi beginning to move toward them. “Thank you, Dr. Andrews, I’ll send a nurse up to the pharmacy for Liam’s medication in a little while.” She widened her eyes at Sarah, hoping she understood what was happening.

      “What’s going on here? Breakfast club?” Fi spoke loudly, not caring that all twenty patients on the new atrium ward were sleeping.

      “Nothing you need to worry about,” Laurel said confidently. Gesturing to her coffee, she said, “Coffee rations are handed out in the cafeteria every morning.”

      “We don’t do rations,” Fi snarled. “Arlo made that clear.”

      “You’ll do rations as long as you’re staying here,” Laurel replied, surprising herself with the strength of her tone.

      “I’m sorry. What did you say?” Fi’s fingers twitched on her gun.

      Not for the first time, Laurel wished she had a weapon. There was a clipboard on the reception desk behind her. She could reach for it and knock Fi out. In one swift movement, she could disarm her and have her on the floor. Knee in her back. Pinned so she couldn’t move. But if she did that, Lucky and Ray would come to Fi’s rescue. They’d start shooting. People would die.

      Laurel was outnumbered; she had no choice but to back down.

      “If we don’t ration, we’ll run out. That’s all I’m saying,” Laurel raised her non-coffee-holding hand in a ‘calm down’ gesture. “Okay?”

      Fi’s gaze scraped across Laurel’s skin. Hostility oozed from her pores, as if it was taking every ounce of willpower she possessed not to just shoot Laurel right there and then.

      “If you don’t like it…” Laurel was playing with fire, but Fi’s entire demeanor made her want to take the woman down a peg. “You could always share some of your own supplies. Clearly, you’ve had enough to keep you going all this time. Where did you leave it? You didn’t think it might be a good idea to bring it with you?”

      For a moment, the two of them simply stared at one another. Laurel barely blinked. Fi’s mouth twitched. Was that a smile? Finally, tipping her head in a spiteful nod, she turned and stalked back to her corner.

      Laurel shuddered. She wanted to talk to Janet. She wanted to tell her that she had no idea what they’d do if they ran out of chemo drugs. That there was no way to replenish their supply and that she couldn’t bear the thought of watching two young boys die. But she couldn’t. She was being watched. She needed to be careful.

      She was about to head back to Liam when she saw movement beside her. It was Chris. Peter’s dad. He had slept beside Peter all night but had risen before sunrise and disappeared. Like everyone else, he looked weary.

      “Chris? Where did you go this morning?” Laurel gestured to Janet that it was okay for her to head back to the ER, and began to walk back toward the boys with Chris beside her.

      Chris’s reply was barely audible. “A group of patients wanted to leave. I was going to help them, but every exit is either locked or guarded. I’m the only one with a gun. It’s too dangerous.”

      “They want to leave?”

      “They’re scared, Dr. Rivera. First the prisoners terrorizing them, the news about what Dr. Sullivan did, and now this? A lot of the ones who don’t need to be here for treatment anymore want to take their chances outside.”

      “But we need them. Without volunteers to help with food, water, heat….” Laurel trailed off, stopping before her voice got too loud.

      “Like I said, they’re stuck here for now.” Chris rubbed the back of his neck and grimaced. Pausing, near to where Laurel’s mother was sleeping peacefully, he put a hand on Laurel’s elbow. “I need to ask you, Dr. Rivera, is my son safe here?”

      Laurel was caught off guard. Had Chris heard what Dr. Andrews had told her about the chemo meds? He couldn’t have; he wasn’t even in the room. Yet something in his eyes told Laurel he knew there was something she wasn’t saying.

      “I don’t believe Arlo would hurt your son,” she said firmly, deliberately sticking to something she believed to be true. “He’s a good father, if a misguided one. Perhaps….” She paused. She was about to ask Chris to do something for her—for the hospital—something that could put him in danger. And all the while, she was hiding from him the fact that she’d made a decision that might well affect his son’s treatment. If they ran out because they were treating Liam too, then Peter wouldn’t finish his course of chemo, which meant… she couldn’t bring herself to think about what it meant.

      “Perhaps?” Chris ducked to meet her eyes.

      “Perhaps you could try to bond with him?” The words were sticky in her mouth. Thick with guilt. “Father to father? Get him on our side?”

      “Keep your friends close…” Chris said darkly.

      Laurel nodded and began walking again. “Yes,” she said. “And our enemies closer.”
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      They should have reached the highway by now, but Bear was getting slower by the hour. His leg was infected. He knew it. He’d had a fever since yesterday and now his entire body was beginning to tremble.

      Stopping in front of him, adjusting the backpack he was carrying, Trent stared with worried eyes. Rubbing guiltily at his own leg, he then pointed at Bear’s.

      Bear nodded, wiping his brow with the sleeve of his fleece. “It’s not good, buddy. I think I need to stop.”

      Trent looked up and down the road. While it wasn’t as deserted as the Boundary Waters, it wasn’t exactly populated either. They’d come across two cabins since they left the canoe; both abandoned, both containing nothing more useful than a bed to sleep in.

      At his feet, Jess rubbed his shin with her wet, shiny nose. She’d slowed her pace to match his and had been looking increasingly worried. He wanted to scoop her up and tell her he was okay, but honestly wasn’t sure he had the strength.

      As Bear blinked fuzzy-eyed at Trent, the boy pointed to the side of the road then made a fire signal with his fingers followed by eating and water.

      Bear nodded, already stumbling toward the trees that lined the road, desperate to sit down and lean against one. Inside the trees, a little way back from the road, he lowered himself to the ground, groaning and gripping his thigh. It burned. Literally. It was flaming hot and throbbed beneath his touch. Laurel’s face danced in front of his eyes. He pictured her putting her beautiful soft hands on him. “Let me take a look, you big baby,” she’d have said, smiling at him, her cheek dimpling as she pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Stop fussing.”

      Tap tap tap.

      Bear opened his eyes. Trent was tapping his forearm, frowning at him so deeply he looked like a ninety-year-old with a dozen wrinkles in his forehead.

      “I’m okay,” he said, shuffling so he was leaning against a thick tree trunk. “Sorry to say your grandpa’s magic pine sap doesn’t work on wolf bites.”

      Trent’s jaw twitched. He already felt guilty, and Bear had just made it worse by trying to be funny. Probably, he was scared too; if Bear had thought about what might happen if he died, then Trent had thought of it too. And what fourteen-year-old kid wants to be stranded alone in the wilderness with a dead body and a dog?

      “We’ll reach a town soon, I’m sure.” Bear couldn’t remember what the map said. Couldn’t remember where they were supposed to be or how far they had traveled. “I’ll raid a pharmacy and be right as rain in a few days.”

      Turning away from him, Trent started to make a tinder ball for the fire. His shoulders were trembling.

      Bear screwed his eyes shut; he couldn’t stand seeing the boy cry, but he didn’t have the strength to comfort him. He rested his head on the trunk. He felt like he was still in the canoe, swaying from side to side on the surface of the lake. Jess was next to him, tucked beneath his arm. Don’t go to sleep, Bear. Don’t go to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      He woke with a start. Jess was scratching at his arm and, even though his arm didn’t hurt as much as his leg, it made him cry out. Instantly, a hand was over his mouth. He blinked frantically, trying to adjust his blurry eyes to being awake. He shivered. The fire was out. Why was the fire out?

      The hand moved away. It was Trent’s hand. He was pressing a finger to his lips in a shhh motion.

      “What is it?” Bear whispered. At least, he thought he whispered.

      Slapping his hand back over Bear’s mouth Trent shook his head frantically, then pointed at something up ahead, only just visible through the trees.

      Bear sat up a little straighter, pushing Trent’s hand away and nodding to tell him he got the message: be quiet. In the distance, he could see movement. His eyes were still having trouble focusing. He was groggy and feverish. What was that? A truck?

      Trent had pressed the notebook into his hands. Bear squinted at it.

      Three people and a truck. Luckily hadn’t got fire started before I heard them. They stopped and look like they’re setting up camp for the night. I’ve been watching for a while. They seem okay. Think we should approach.

      Bear moved to try and stand up but Trent pressed two light hands onto his chest and it was enough to stop him. He stood up, wrote something down and passed the notebook back to Bear.

      I’ll go.

      “No,” Bear muttered gruffly. “No one goes. We’re okay on our own.”

      At that, Trent put his hands on his hips and gestured wildly to Bear’s leg.

      “Jim.” That one word said everything Bear wanted to say. He could see from Trent’s face that he got it; they’d trusted Jim and look how that had turned out.

      Trent opened his mouth to speak then closed it again, looked over his shoulder, back at Bear, then turned and jogged out of the trees.

      “Kid! Come back!” Bear reached for the tree to steady himself and stumbled to his feet. Jess dashed ahead, then stopped and looked back, unsure who to follow. “Trent!”

      He’d lost sight of him. Dang it. Bear pulled himself forward, using thick lower branches for leverage. He was moving too slowly. If something happened, if they thought the kid was a threat and shot at him, he wouldn’t reach him in time.

      Out of the trees, Bear wavered on the spot. Trent was by the truck. A guy and two women were standing together, facing him. They didn’t seem to be armed. Trent pointed in Bear’s direction.

      Straightening himself up, Bear sucked in his breath and strode forward. One step. Two. Three. And then he hit the ground.
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        * * *

      

      When Bear finally peeled his eyes open, the first face he saw was Laurel’s. He squinted and the face began to blur. Her long dark hair became shorter, and her olive skin became darker.

      “Laurel?” His voice was croaky, his throat dry.

      The woman—who he now realized was not Laurel—smiled at him. She was pretty. Big brown eyes, high cheekbones, and tightly curled black hair. She said something but he couldn’t decipher what it was.

      As Bear began to sit up, the woman put her hand under his elbow and helped him. The arm with the wolf bite was still throbbing, but not like before. He tried to move it but couldn’t; looking down, he saw it had been bandaged tightly and that his forearm was now resting in a makeshift sling which had been fastened around his neck.

      Tucked beneath his arm, Jessamine looked up at him with wide worried eyes. When he whispered, “Hey girl,” she licked the hand protruding from the sling and wriggled into his lap.

      Above them, the sky had darkened. It was now peppered with stars. He was in the back of a truck, a candle next to him and the flicker of a campfire in the distance. Something was cooking. His stomach growled hungrily.

      As he stroked Jessamine’s ears, the woman tapped his elbow and handed him a bottle of water, nodding for him to take it.

      “The boy….” Bear’s gut lurched as he thought of Trent.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay,” the woman mouthed with her palms outstretched, motioning for him to keep still. Then she pointed toward the back of the truck and called something that might have sounded like ‘Trent’.

      Leaning back, Bear took a swig of water and rubbed his neck. Before he could ask the woman’s name or what had happened, Trent appeared, clambering up into the truck with a relieved grin on his face.

      Bear studied Trent’s hands, looking for his notebook and a clue as to who these strangers were. For the first time in days, he wasn’t carrying it. Instead, Trent crouched opposite Bear and took something from his pocket. Bear squinted at it in the dark.

      “Is that…?” He leaned forward, surprised that his arm didn’t hurt as much as he’d expected it to, and reached for the object in Trent’s palm. “A hearing aid?” He held it toward the candlelight and stared at it as if he was holding a gold ingot.

      Trent nodded and tapped his earlobe, indicating that Bear should try it.

      Slowly, Bear raised it to his ear. It was a poor fit. Too snug. He fiddled with it. He’d never quite gotten the hang of his own contraption, let alone someone else’s. When he turned it on, a horrendous whooshing sound flooded his ears. Trent was speaking but it was loud, too loud.

      Frantically, Bear grappled to turn down the volume. As he did, the noise subsided.

      “Does it work?” Trent asked, causing a high-pitched whistle to rattle Bear’s ear canal.

      “Are you shouting?” Bear winced as his own voice reverberated in his head.

      “No. Is it super loud?” Trent must have lowered his voice a little because Bear’s shoulders relaxed and he exhaled slowly.

      “That’s better.” He looked from Trent to the woman, who was watching him curiously. “Where did you get this? I can’t thank you enough.”

      “We found it a while back.” The woman shuffled uncomfortably as if she didn’t want to tell him exactly where she’d found it. “It was still working, so we took it in case the battery was useful.”

      Forcing himself not to think about who used to wear the hearing aid, Bear took another drink of water.

      “Good thing we ran into you when we did.” The woman came closer and held out a small bottle of pills. “Your wounds are infected. We cleaned them and got you started on antibiotics.” She shook the bottle. “Time for another dose.”

      Glancing at Trent, Bear took the bottle of pills, examined the label on the side, then tipped a pill into his hand and swallowed it down with some water.

      “Take two,” the woman said. “We’ll reduce it to one when your fever’s down, and you can have more painkillers after you’ve eaten.”

      “Are you a nurse?”

      “Vet,” she replied. “My folks owned a farm, so I’ve treated a few animal-related injuries in the past. Never a wolf bite, though.”

      Shuffling forward, Trent settled on Bear’s good side and patted his chest. “Glad you’re okay.” He smiled sincerely, which caused Bear to nod and clear his throat before his eyes teared up—since when did he get so emotional? Must be the exhaustion and the hunger playing with his head.

      As if she’d read his mind, the woman gestured toward the back of the truck. “If you think you’re strong enough, we’re about to eat. Or I can bring some food up here.”

      “No,” Bear said, already starting to get up. “I’d like to meet your companions.”

      As Trent helped Bear to his feet, the woman nodded. “Sure thing. I’m Sharon, by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you, Sharon.”

      Climbing down from the truck, Bear’s eyes adjusted to the brightness of the campfire, which had been lit in the space between the truck and the trees. A heavy black frying pan was balanced in the middle of the fire. cooking what looked like beans and sausages. Next to it, some water was on the boil.

      A man with dark brown hair was sitting beside the fire, prodding it with a stick. He looked up as Bear and the others approached.

      “Look who’s awake,” he said, smiling and getting to his feet. “I’m Josh. Glad you’re feeling a little better, buddy.”

      Bear smiled back, shaking Josh’s hand and trying not to listen to the scratchy voice inside him that was whispering, Be careful. Remember what happened the last time you trusted a stranger.

      Feeling a little weak at the knees, Bear headed for an empty camping chair and asked if he could sit down.

      “Oh, sure. Take a seat.” Josh nodded, returning to his spot by the fire. When he looked up at Sharon, he said, “Lisa’s gone to pee. She’ll be back. Don’t worry.”

      “She shouldn’t be in the woods alone,” Sharon muttered. Looking at Bear, she added, “My wife’s stubborn. Thinks she can outrun bears and wolves despite seeing first-hand evidence that it’s not an easy task.”

      Instinctively, Bear put his good hand on his bad arm and grimaced. “Definitely not,” he replied.

      While Sharon and Josh set about dividing the food into five metal camping bowls, Trent took the chair next to Bear’s and folded his legs beneath him as he sat down. “They’re nice, aren’t they?” he whispered.

      Turning his ear, so he could catch all of what Trent was saying, Bear nodded. “Sure seems like it.”

      “They’re not like Jim.” As if he’d read Bear’s mind, Trent nodded at Sharon. “They saved you, and they’ve got heaps of stuff. Medicine. Water. Food. Basically everything.”

      Bear didn’t reply. He was watching the tree line. A shadowy figure had appeared but wasn’t moving. Finally, it stepped into the light.

      Realizing the figure was holding a gun, Bear moved to stand up but stopped himself when Sharon said, “Lisa, thank goodness. Next time, take one of us with you when you need to go to the bathroom!”

      “I’m a big girl, Sharon,” the woman called Lisa replied, still holding her weapon.

      “You can put that down.” Sharon looked from Lisa to Bear, then rested her palm on top of her wife’s gun, forcing her to lower it. “He’s friendly.”

      Pressing her lips together as if she was still trying to decide whether that was true, Lisa sat down on an upturned bucket and leaned forward onto her knees. “So,” she said, taking a bowl of food from Sharon, “what’s your story, Bear?”

      “Jeez, Lisa, let the guy eat first,” Josh laughed — a little nervously. Lisa was clearly the boss around here, but somehow, the fact she was suspicious of Bear made him feel better. Like they were on the same wavelength.

      “It’s okay,” Bear said, setting his own bowl down in his lap. Normally, he wouldn’t open up to strangers, but something told him that if he was honest with these people, it would be better for all of them. “I’m from Thunder Bay.” Tapping his ear, he continued, “Lost my hearing in the Middle East. Life was tough when I came home so I left my wife and moved into a cabin in the middle of nowhere to—”

      “Be at one with nature?” Lisa interrupted, arching her eyebrow at him.

      “Something like that.” Bear almost chuckled. He liked this woman. “I had no idea the EMP had even happened until I went into town for supplies and ran into Trent. We decided to travel together. Took pretty much everything from the cabin and headed south.”

      “You left your cabin? Why?” Josh asked innocently.

      “Precisely what I said,” Trent replied, rolling his eyes.

      “To find my wife. Laurel. She’s in South Minneha. A doctor at a big hospital.”

      “I see.” Lisa nodded slowly.

      “When I’ve found Laurel, we’ll go look for our daughter. Mae. She enlisted a while back but I have no idea where she was stationed when the EMP hit.”

      “That’s tough,” Sharon said sympathetically.

      But Bear was watching Lisa. As he’d spoken, she’d sucked in her breath and held it in her chest as if she knew exactly what he was talking about. “I was in the National Guard,” she said curtly, shoveling a forkful of beans into her mouth. “Injured my knee during service.”

      Bear picked up his own fork and began to eat; being honest had paid off, although he hadn’t mentioned Trent’s parents — that wasn’t his story to tell. “What about you?” he asked Josh.

      “Me?” Josh shrugged. “Oh, I’m just a schoolteacher. Science. My family’s down south in Georgia.” He tipped his head at the truck. “This old thing belonged to the caretaker at my school. Guess it never occurred to him it would work after everything else went dead. He skipped town looking for his girlfriend, so I…” Josh trailed off and looked down at his food.

      “Stop feeling guilty,” Lisa said sharply. “It’s a new world. Survival is the name of the game, and if you hadn’t taken it, someone else would have.”

      Watching her wife speak, Sharon sucked in her cheeks. Clearly, she wasn’t such a fan of this cutthroat mentality; if Bear had to guess, he’d imagine that there were some pretty heated discussions between the two women about whether to share their medical supplies with an injured stranger or leave him to his fate. Perhaps the kid had sealed the deal.

      “Well,” he said loudly. Too loudly. Darn hearing aid. “I can’t thank you enough. We had a truck full of supplies like you, but we—” he paused and cleared his throat, “helped a stranger. Came across a guy who needed a ride. Took him with us to the US border—”

      Sharon nodded. “Trent told us. I’m sorry that happened to you.”

      “Trusting strangers is a tricky business out here,” said Lisa, standing up to help herself to another portion of food. “Which is why, tomorrow, we’ll be going our own way.”

      As Sharon opened her mouth to speak, and Josh frowned at this new information, Lisa shot them each a fiery stare.

      “We’ll give you enough antibiotics to make sure the infection clears, but we can’t share any more than that. I’m sure you understand.”

      Bear glanced at Trent. The boy’s entire face had fallen. Looking back at Lisa, Bear dipped his chin at her. “Yes,” he said. “I understand. Tomorrow, we’ll go our own way.”
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      The canteen was quiet. Dimly lit with a smattering of candles, the way Laurel liked it. The last few days, coming here late at night—when most staff and patients were sleeping—was the only chance she had to be alone with her own thoughts. During the day, she was under the ever-watchful gaze of Arlo and his men. Although they weren’t terrorizing the patients the way Robert’s prisoners had, they were still quietly watching. Controlling. Making sure her focus was on Liam and that everyone else’s needs came second.

      The doors were still locked too, and guarded at all times. Thankfully, no patients had arrived on foot in need of medical help over the past few days, so Laurel hadn’t been forced to turn anyone away. She had wondered more than once what Arlo would do if that happened; although she hoped he’d let them in—because not long ago he’d been the one on the other side of the doors—he had an uncanny ability to distance his own situation from that of other people.

      She was also starting to wonder whether he would soon relent and let them go out to hunt for supplies. They were running low, so someone would have to leave soon, or they’d run out of things to eat and drink.

      “Care for some company?”

      Laurel looked up at the familiar voice. “Hey, Mom,” she smiled, pulling back a chair so her mother could sit down. “You should be in bed.”

      “I couldn’t sleep,” she said. “Bulldog was snoring.”

      Laurel chuckled a little; as Hannah was her mother’s nurse, Bulldog was usually found in close proximity to Laurel’s mom. Which was definitely a good thing. She felt better about not being able to watch her mom, knowing the big guy was nearby.

      “Any chance we could get a midnight snack?” her mom asked, looking toward the empty serving hatch. “Cookies or…” she licked her lips, “hot buttered toast.”

      “’Fraid not,” Laurel smiled thinly. “We’re on strict rations for the time being.”

      “No matter.” Her mom paused, then gave an exaggerated wink. “Look what I got my hands on….”

      As her mother reached into her dressing gown, Laurel tipped her head, half expecting her to bring out a stash of marijuana from the way she was whispering. Instead, she produced a thermos.

      “Tea?” Laurel asked, unscrewing the lid.

      Her mom simply grinned.

      Leaning over the flask, Laurel took a deep sniff. As the smell filled her nostrils, her eyes widened. “Hot chocolate?! How did you…?”

      “I have contacts around here too, you know.” Her mother tapped the side of her nose with her index finger. “Go on, have some.” She gestured for Laurel to drink from the flask.

      Thinking of the boys, Liam and Peter, and how much their faces would light up if they were offered hot chocolate to drink instead of water, Laurel hesitated. “Maybe we should—”

      Before she could say, share it, her mom tsked loudly and forced the flask into Laurel’s hands. “No such thing as should. You’ve been through so much these past few weeks. Drink.”

      As Laurel did as she was instructed, swallowing down an almost-hot mouthful of sweet hot chocolate, she sighed. It had been made with water, not milk, so it wasn’t quite the same as drinking it fresh from the pan in Mom’s kitchen, but it was a very close second.

      “Oh, man, that’s good.” Laurel laughed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then passed the flask to her mother, noticing her Texan accent return as she thought of home and the times they’d done this when she was younger.

      For a moment, the two of them drank quietly, passing the hot chocolate back and forth. Eventually, Laurel said, “How are you, Mom? How are you feeling?”

      “Let’s not talk about that.” Her mother shook her head. “Let’s talk about you. I’ve had enough of me.”

      Laurel laughed and took another drink. It had been a long time since she’d unburdened her stresses and worries at her mother’s door, and she was hesitant to do it now when her mom was still sick and when they were both keenly aware that her supply of trial meds wouldn’t last much longer.

      Sighing, she wrapped her hands around the flask and pretended it was the big white mug with Mae’s handprint on it that—she hoped—was still sitting in storage waiting to be reclaimed.

      “Arlo thinks Liam’s getting better,” she said quietly.

      Her mom blinked slowly at her. “He thinks? Does that mean the boy’s not getting better?”

      “It means it’s too early to tell. He’s feeling better because he’s on painkillers and anti-inflammatories, but three days is far too soon for the chemo pills to have made any difference to his condition.”

      “How long will it take?”

      Laurel breathed in deeply and held the air in her lungs. “That’s the thing,” she said, exhaling loudly and scraping her fingers through her loose black hair. “With both boys taking the chemo, we only have two weeks of treatment left. Which is not long enough to fix Liam.”

      “What if you gave it all to Liam?” The surprisingly matter-of-fact question caught Laurel by surprise.

      “Then Peter would be finishing his course ahead of time. He’d likely relapse. Get sicker.”

      “You know that’s what Mr. Staaf will want you to do,” her mom said, reaching for the flask so she could take a drink.

      Laurel nodded. “Yes, but even if Liam had four weeks of chemo, it still wouldn’t be enough.”

      “So, what’s the plan?”

      “The plan?” Laurel laughed. “Mom, I don’t have a plan. That’s the problem.”

      “You always have a plan, dear.” Her mom reached out and tapped Laurel’s forehead with her index finger. “It’s up there somewhere. So, come on, think. What are the options?”

      “Mom, there are no options!” Laurel gritted her teeth, frustration bubbling in her stomach. “I’m telling you. I’ve been through all the options and there aren’t any—”

      “Laurel…” Her mother squeezed her hand. “When I was diagnosed, you moved heaven and earth to find a treatment plan for me. You simply refused to accept that there was no other option. That’s how we ended up here, how I ended up in the trial. If you hadn’t been calling every hospital in the country, Robert wouldn’t have learned I was sick and wouldn’t have gotten me into the trial. He was not a good man, but he did do that one good thing. You are the reason I’m still here. The reason I’m sitting here, talking to you and drinking hot chocolate, instead of six feet under.”

      Laurel tried to laugh, but it didn’t feel funny. “I know, Mom.” She sniffed and adjusted her glasses. “But this is a little different. I can’t just hop online and order more chemo drugs or call around the local hospitals to find some spares…” She trailed off. Something was niggling at the back of her mind.

      Her mother raised a still-perfectly-manicured eyebrow.

      “Other hospitals,” she muttered.

      “Laurel?”

      “There might be something,” Laurel said, her eyes widening. When her mother still didn’t speak, she leaned forward onto her elbows and said, “There’s a hospital in Lone Oak. About forty miles from here. I contacted them when we were looking for places running your trial, but they said they were focusing on pediatric cancers and recommended South Minneha. When I called, they said they were full—”

      “But then Robert heard about it and reached out. I know, dear.” Laurel’s mother nodded gently and slid the flask back to her daughter.

      Still thinking aloud, Laurel continued, “Lone Oak has a big oncology department. One of the best. They’re bound to have more drugs than us, and they might even have doctors who could better diagnose and treat Liam. They’re good but they’re not as high-tech as we are, so there’s a chance they have some equipment that’s working. Maybe even a generator.”

      Sitting back, with a slightly smug smile on her pale face, Laurel’s mom folded her arms in front of her chest and nodded. “There,” she said. “I told you it was in there somewhere. You always think of something, Laurel.”

      Her mom was right; she’d thought of something. It was a long shot, but it was better than no shot at all. And it was possible that Lone Oak might even be able to help her mom or know of a solution for when they ran out of the trial meds.

      The only problem was, she needed to persuade Arlo to leave South Minneha. And she had no idea how he was going to react.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun rose the next morning, Laurel paced up and down in front of the coffee station. Thankfully, they still had enough to allow everyone one cup a day. If they ran out, she had no idea how she’d function. Apart from providing a much-needed hit of caffeine, that one coffee per day was a tiny slice of normality. A slice she didn’t want to let go of.

      After their late-night conversation in the canteen, Laurel had helped her mother back to bed and spent the rest of the night tossing and turning in her own — a cot set up near Liam’s. When the hospital had finally started to shuffle to life, nurses checking their patients, volunteers getting ready to dish out breakfast, Laurel had finally given in. With a weariness in her limbs that she hadn’t experienced before all this started, she’d pulled her hair back into a loose ponytail, put on her glasses, and gone to the restroom to splash water on her face.

      Now, she was waiting for coffee and the caffeine boost she hoped would give her the courage to approach Arlo about Liam’s treatment.

      “Morning, Doctor Rivera, you’re up and about early.”

      Laurel was surprised to see that it was Henry who had opened the hatch to the coffee station. “Henry?”

      “We’re short on volunteers,” the janitor replied, tilting his head toward one of Arlo’s guards, who was roaming around the perimeter of the canteen like a lion fencing in its prey. “Folks want to stay under the radar and out of the way until all this is sorted out.”

      “I see.” Laurel pinched the bridge of her nose and tried to remain focused on the problem at hand rather than the mountain of other issues that were building up around her.

      As Henry handed her a mug, he looked her up and down and said, “Everything okay, Doc?”

      “Not really, Henry.” Laurel lowered her voice. “Listen, I might need to take a trip away from South Minneha.” She paused because Henry’s expression had darkened.

      “Away?” He folded his arms in front of his chest. “Don’t like the sound of that, Doc.”

      “If I do,” Laurel continued, “will you watch over my mom for me? I know you two have gotten closer lately. She thinks of you as a friend and—”

      Henry raised his palm at her. He was nodding firmly. “Say no more. Of course I will look after Deb, but can I ask, why you might—”

      Taking a sip of coffee, Laurel sighed. Of all the people here, after what they’d been through, she trusted Henry the most. Explaining about Liam and Peter’s medication, and about Lone Oak, she watched him nod in understanding.

      “You think he will want you to go with him?”

      Laurel tilted her head from side to side. “I can’t see him agreeing to go simply on my say-so that the doctors at Lone Oak might help. Plus…” she trailed off, unsure whether to say out loud what she’d been hoping.

      Henry waited for her to finish.

      “Plus my mom’s trial meds will soon run out. If Lone Oak can help Liam, maybe they can help her too. Figure out if her cancer’s in remission. The plan was always for her to move to a course of chemo after the trial. Perhaps we can still do that.”

      As Henry squeezed Laurel’s arm and gave her a soft, sympathetic glance, Laurel relaxed a little; since the wards were merged and Henry’s duties had expanded from just the ER to include the rest of the patient areas, he and her mother had taken up playing cards together in the evening. She’d noticed the way her mom lit up when Henry was around, and it had surprised her when Henry—who was a good ten years younger than Laurel’s mom—had begun to smile too. Since he was not the kind of guy who smiled very often, that meant something, and Laurel believed him wholeheartedly when he said he’d look after her.

      “Thank you.” She squeezed Henry’s hand. Then, while she was feeling buoyed by both the coffee and their conversation, Laurel took her coffee and marched back toward the atrium where the majority of non-critical patients were now being cared for.

      She was almost at the doors when she spotted Peter’s dad, Chris Jenkins, walking toward her. For a split second, she wondered whether she could avoid him. Turn around and pretend she hadn’t spotted him. It was cowardly, but how was she supposed to look him in the eye and tell him that because she was sharing his son’s medication with the son of a gun-wielding maniac, Peter didn’t have enough meds to finish his course of chemo?

      “Dr. Rivera. Morning.” Chris approached her before she could think of an excuse to hurry away. Thankfully, Arlo had yet to spot that Chris had a gun. She hoped that remained the case.

      “Morning, Chris.” She stopped in front of him, clutching her coffee. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to say, “Actually, I’m glad I bumped into you. Do you have a moment?”

      Chris nodded slowly, a flicker of fear crossing his face.

      “It’s all right,” she said quickly. “Peter’s okay. I just need to talk with you about his treatment.” Gesturing to a nearby bench, Laurel added, “Should we sit down?”

      Chris followed her, but remained stiff and on edge when he sat beside her.

      “Okay, Chris, I’m going to level with you.” Laurel twisted so she met his eyes. Holding the coffee felt inappropriate but so did bending down to put it on the floor. “Now that we’re sharing chemo meds between the two boys—Peter and Liam—we are going to run out sooner than expected. It was always going to be an issue we had to address. I just thought we’d have a little more time to figure out a solution.”

      Pressing his lips together, Chris sucked in his cheeks. “How long? Before you run out?”

      “Two weeks.” She wasn’t going to try and soften the blow. Better to be honest.

      “If you stopped giving the drugs to Liam? How long then?” Chris’ fingers twitched at his side. He was thinking about his gun; Laurel could see it all over his face.

      “About five. Liam’s currently on a higher dose than Peter.”

      Breathing out sharply, Chris leaned forward onto his knees and pushed his fingers through his light brown hair. When he looked up, he smiled sorrowfully at her. “What kind of father am I?” he asked, holding Laurel’s gaze.

      “What do you mean?” She moved closer.

      “What kind of father am I?” He sat up and waved his hand at nothing. “Arlo Staaf is willing to kill to get his kid the treatment he needs. I have a gun. I could pull it out right now and demand the same. Heck, I could march into that atrium and shoot Arlo dead. Liam too. Before his guards had a chance to do anything about it, I could eliminate the problem so that Peter got all the drugs he needed to finish his treatment.”

      Laurel’s shoulders drooped. Her heart hurt as she studied Chris’ face. “But you won’t,” she whispered, putting her hand on his knee. “Because you’re a good man.”

      “A good man but a terrible father.” Chris’s jaw twitched. His eyes were becoming watery.

      “No.” Laurel reached up and put both hands on his shoulders. The contact sent a jolt of warmth into her palms that she hadn’t expected. She leaned back and tucked her hair behind her ear. “No. You are a fantastic father, because the way Arlo behaves? That’s not the kind of lesson you want to give Peter. You don’t want him to grow up in a world where killing people is okay if it gets you what you want, where one life is worth more than another.”

      “Isn’t that exactly the kind of world we’re already living in?” Chris asked.

      As the question hung between them, Laurel closed her eyes. When she opened them, she shook her head firmly. “No. I put no more value on Liam’s life than I do on Peter’s. I have a solution that will help both boys. I just need to persuade Arlo that it’s a good idea.”

      “What kind of solution?”

      “Another hospital.”

      As Laurel explained her plan, she studied Chris Jenkins carefully. She knew he wouldn’t pull his gun on her or anyone else in this hospital. She knew he’d go along with what she suggested because he was a good man. An honorable man.

      The fact that Arlo Staaf was not, and that he was getting his way by threatening people, did not sit well with Laurel. But Liam didn’t deserve to suffer for his father’s mistakes. Plus, Laurel also had a duty to the rest of her patients; she had to keep everyone safe and find treatment for both boys. As much as she wished there was another solution, right now, leaving South Minneha was the best way to do that. If Arlo agreed….
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      When Laurel returned to the atrium, bright autumnal light was flooding through the large glass ceiling. Seeing the hospital on mornings like this almost made her smile. Patients were helping one another out of bed. Some were heading for the canteen—to stretch their legs and fetch their own breakfast—while others remained seated and waited for volunteers to bring them food. There was a sense of camaraderie that hadn’t existed when the wards had been separate. A sense that the people here were looking after one another. Only the specter of Arlo’s armed guards ruined it.

      Every now and then, she’d see people whispering between themselves, glancing at her and then at Fi or one of the others as if she—Laurel—had allowed this to happen. She’d overheard several, over the last day or two, wondering how long this would go on for and whether they might be better off trying to make a run for it now that food and supplies were running so low.

      I can’t let this happen. Laurel’s stomach twisted as she thought of what she’d already been through to rid the hospital of Robert Sullivan, only to end up with Arlo in his place. Perhaps taking Liam to the hospital in Lone Oak was the fix she was looking for; the way to get Arlo and his men out of the hospital so they could focus on looking after their patients.

      Toward the front of the room, Arlo had pulled back the curtain that surrounded Liam’s bed and was patting his son’s shoulder as he drank from a cup of hot water. Despite the fires they’d lit all around the room, now that winter was coming there was a chill in the air, and while the large windows let in the warmth of the sun during the day, at night they allowed darkness to wrap the building in a fierce chill. With the sun not long risen, the atrium was still cold and plumes of steam spiraled up in front of Liam’s face as he drank.

      Laurel made a mental note to add blankets, more winter clothing, and fuel for the fires to the list of items they needed to procure when they were allowed out of the hospital.

      “Arlo, Liam, good morning.” As she approached them, she deposited her coffee cup in a nearby trash can and straightened her shoulders. Flexing her fingers at her sides, she smiled at Arlo. Without his gun in his hand, sitting next to Liam like this, he looked like he might be a reasonable person to deal with. But Laurel had known men like Arlo before. She could feel the anger and fear that simmered beneath the surface, waiting to be unleashed if something tipped him over the edge.

      Arlo Staaf was like a ticking bomb, and she needed to tread very carefully when trying to defuse him.

      “How are you this morning, Liam? Has Janet brought you your meds?”

      Liam smiled and pushed his floppy hair from his eyes. Casting a quick glance at his father, he said, “Good. I feel good.” As he spoke, he kept smiling, but something flickered across his face that made Laurel wonder whether he was telling the whole truth. It seemed to her that Liam was just as keen as everyone else for his father to put down his gun and stop threatening people.

      “The nurse brought his pills a while ago,” Arlo said, his features hardening as he looked at Laurel. “How long till we can do the test again? See what his bloodwork is like now?”

      Laurel breathed in slowly. Did Arlo really think they’d see a difference in Liam’s bloodwork in just three days? Trying to softly plant the idea that things were not this easy or straightforward, Laurel said, “I’m afraid we’re a little way off that stage right now.”

      “But he looks good. He feels good. Don’t you, kid? Whatever you’re giving him is working a treat. Can we up the dose? Will that make it quicker?”

      Tensing her jaw, Laurel put her hands into the pockets of her white coat. “Arlo, it doesn’t work that way, I’m afraid. A higher dose would likely make Liam feel quite poorly and—”

      “Okay, okay, I’m just being impatient.” To Laurel’s surprise, Arlo almost smiled as he waved his hand at her. “You’re doing a great job, Doc. Keep doing what you’re doing. He’ll be right as rain in no time.” Turning to Liam, he ruffled his son’s hair. “Won’t you, kid?”

      Laurel was about to interrupt and ask Arlo if he would mind having a word with her in private when Arlo—completely without warning—turned around and jumped up onto the chair next to Liam’s bed. Nearby, Peter Jenkins looked at Liam as if to say, what’s up with your dad? Liam shrugged conspiratorially at him.

      Great. The boys liked each other. That wasn’t going to make this any easier.

      “Everyone, can I have your attention please?” Arlo raised his voice. The second it began to echo around the room, everyone else stopped talking and looked at him.

      Looking toward her mother, Laurel saw that Henry was beside her and that he’d stood up, positioning himself in front of her a little. At the exits, Arlo’s men had taken a firmer hold of their weapons. Fi was glaring at Laurel.

      “Dr. Rivera and her team have done such a good job looking after my boy that I think it’s time we all relaxed a little.”

      As Arlo smiled, everyone else exchanged confused glances. Fi was frowning.

      “I’d like to suggest a community breakfast in the cafeteria. All of us. Together.” Arlo opened his arms and started wiggling his fingers as if he expected everyone to start moving the instant he suggested it.

      “Arlo?” Laurel tugged at his shirt and raised her eyebrows.

      “Come on, everyone.” Arlo hopped down from his chair and motioned for Fi and the others to help him herd people from the room.

      “Arlo? What are you doing?” Laurel’s heart was hammering in her chest. Was this some kind of game?

      “Stop being so cynical, Dr. Rivera. This is me saying thank you for all you’ve done to help fix my boy.” Arlo took Liam’s arm and helped him down from the bed. He didn’t seem to notice when Liam’s knees wobbled.

      Looking at Peter, Laurel offered him her hand. “Your dad was heading to the canteen when I saw him. Shall we go find him?”

      Peter nodded but, like everyone else, didn’t seem enthusiastic about the idea of breakfast with the guy who’d been pointing his gun at them for the past three days.

      As they followed Arlo, Laurel said loudly to the rest of the room, “Anyone who’s too sick to move, please feel free to stay in bed.”

      To her surprise, Arlo added, “Yes, yes, those who can’t join us stay where you are, and my people will bring your breakfast to you.”

      Laurel was walking through the doors toward the canteen, just a few paces behind Arlo, when Bulldog appeared at her side. “What’s all this about, Doc?” he asked gruffly.

      “I’m not sure, Bulldog.” Laurel looked over her shoulder to where Hannah was helping her mother down the corridor. “Stay with Hannah and my mom, would you?”

      With a quick nod, Bulldog did as she’d requested and positioned himself next to Hannah, in front of Laurel’s mom. Laurel exhaled a little. It would be okay. Arlo was bringing his own son along on whatever strange outing this was, so he couldn’t be planning to hurt anyone. Maybe he really did want them to eat breakfast together? Maybe this was what he did in the business world? Bullied people, scared people, then offered them a treat for being well behaved.

      “Here we are, folks,” Arlo announced as they reached the canteen.

      Having been here just half an hour ago, Laurel almost audibly gasped when they entered the room to find two big tables set out in the middle of it, each absolutely packed with food.

      “Arlo? What is this? Where did it all come from?” Laurel spotted Chris Jenkins and handed Peter over to him, then turned to Arlo and put her hands on her hips. “If this is from the hospital’s food stores, we’re running perilously low as it is and until you’re willing to let people go out scavenging for supplies—”

      She stopped mid-sentence when Arlo began to chuckle. “I do like you, Dr. Rivera. You’re feisty. I’d definitely have employed a woman like you.”

      At that, the hairs on Laurel’s arms bristled. She had never allowed herself to be talked down to that way. Not as a doctor or as a soldier. “Arlo? The food? Where is it from?”

      “Stop worrying. I sent some men out last night. They fetched the stash I’d been keeping back at the office. Tomorrow, we’ll send a party out scavenging. We’ll put together a team later today.”

      Uncomfortable with the way Arlo was suddenly using the term ‘we’ as if he was in charge of the hospital, Laurel made an effort to bite her tongue.

      In front of them, the patients who’d followed them from the foyer ward were tentatively approaching the tables.

      “Sit, everyone, please sit!” Arlo gestured for them all to sit down, then waved at one of the guards toward the back of the room.

      Suddenly, just like that, the entire canteen filled with music. Laurel spun around, trying to spot where it was coming from. When she looked back, Arlo was pointing at a table near the serving hatch.

      “Gramophone,” he said. “Had them bring it over from the office. I have a rather impressive record collection if you have any special requests.”

      For a long moment, no one moved. Apart from singing a little to themselves, this was the first proper music anyone had heard in weeks. Truthfully, Laurel had wondered whether she’d ever hear real music ever again. And now Arlo Staaf, of all people, had given them this gift.

      “Eat! Eat!” Arlo waved at the tables. “And after we’ve eaten, maybe one or two of you will feel up to a dance. Hey Doc?”

      Forcing a laugh, Laurel looked around at her mother. Shrugging, as if to say, Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, her mom began to head for the table. Bulldog and Hannah did the same. Soon, almost every patient who’d been able to walk was seated and tucking into the food Arlo had provided. Canned fruit. Cans of beans. Beef jerky. Coffee. Tea. Even some cereal and some big jugs of powdered milk that had been mixed up with water.

      “Thank you,” Laurel said sincerely, looking at Arlo as he watched everyone eat.

      “You’re welcome, Doc.”

      “Does this mean…” Laurel looked at his belt, where his gun was sitting snug in its holster. “…that we can dispense with the guns and the threats?”

      Without looking at her, Arlo tilted his head to one side. “Not quite yet, Doc. Not until my boy’s better. But if he keeps improving at this rate, I’ll be out of your hair by the end of the week.”

      Before Laurel could speak, Arlo marched over to the table where Liam and Peter were sitting and took a chair next to Chris Jenkins.

      Oh, please Chris don’t mention the chemo meds. Don’t mention them.

      Laurel was muttering to herself when Chris caught her eyes. He understood, and she could see in his face that he was just as worried as she was. Arlo was convinced Liam was getting better. Right now, he was on a high of positive emotions. What would happen when she burst his bubble and told him the truth?
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      An hour later, to get things moving, Laurel suggested that some volunteers take food and coffee to the members of staff who were looking after patients on the critical ward: Maggie, Dr. Andrews and Mark.

      As everyone started to file out, and the kitchen volunteers set about clearing up the plates, Peter and Liam walked over to the gramophone and started looking at Arlo’s records.

      Watching them, Laurel allowed herself to smile.

      “They’ve become good friends.” Chris had stepped up beside her and was watching too.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s going to be tough for Liam when he learns his treatment has harmed Peter’s recovery.”

      “Yes.”

      “When are you going to tell them?”

      “Soon.” Laurel folded her arms in front of her chest and sighed. “As soon as this is all cleared up.”

      Slowly, Chris nodded. Then a smile curled his lip. The boys had put on an old sixties number and had started to jive in the middle of the floor. Seeing them dancing, Arlo rushed over but, instead of telling Liam to stop, he joined in.

      “Like this,” he said, sticking out his elbows and demonstrating how to do a real, old-school jive.

      As Liam began to laugh and copy his dad, Peter joined in and, for a few minutes, it was as if they were just kids having fun on the dance floor and Arlo was just Liam’s dad, goofing around.

      Then Liam’s face paled. Laurel saw it happen. Arlo was still dancing but Liam grew slower and slower until he stopped. He was standing stock-still, then touched his face. When he brought his hand away, there was blood on it. His nose was bleeding again.

      Dashing forward, Laurel began to reach for him but before she could get there, Liam was on the floor.

      “Liam!” Arlo pushed Peter away as he bent over his son, shaking his shoulders.

      Liam’s eyes fluttered but he seemed unable to wake up properly. He wasn’t speaking.

      “Let me look at him.” Laurel knelt and put her hands on Liam’s chest, leaning in to listen to his breathing. “He’s breathing. He’s not unconscious, he’s just—”

      “What! What’s wrong with him?” Arlo stood up. One hand was rubbing the back of his neck. The other was reaching for his gun. “What did you do? He was getting better. What. Did you do?”
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      “How’s your arm?” Trent nudged Bear as he spoke, forgetting that—if anything—the new hearing aid was too loud.

      “Okay.” Bear made a ‘quiet’ gesture with his hands. “Not so loud. This thing is temperamental.”

      “You sure you’re okay to walk now?” Trent was deliberately slowing himself down to match Bear’s pace.

      “I’m good, kid. Don’t worry.” Bear straightened his shoulders. He was leaning on a makeshift cane Sharon had given him. She’d seemed genuinely unhappy about letting him and Trent head off alone. He’d heard her, in the early hours of the morning when the light was just creeping over the horizon, trying to persuade Lisa to let them stay. Lisa, of course, hadn’t given in. He couldn’t blame her for it, though; she was looking after her people. They had, at least, let him take enough antibiotics to clear the infection, and a handful of painkillers too.

      “How far to the nearest town?”

      “Shouldn’t be too far now,” Bear said. “If we keep heading this way, we’ll join up with the highway and then it won’t be far.”

      Looking as if he wanted to ask how far ‘not far’ really was, Trent pressed his lips together and shoved his hands into his pockets. “They could have at least given us some warmer clothes,” Trent mumbled. “They’ve got heaps. I saw whole bags of clothes in their truck.”

      “They’re looking out for their family, Trent.” Bear put his arm around Trent’s shoulders. “They helped us all they could.”

      Making a pfft sound, as if he didn’t believe they did, Trent gritted his teeth. Bear opened his mouth to speak but then stopped himself. Trent was still a kid. He had big emotions but they subsided quickly enough. Best to let him feel them and move on.

      Trotting along beside them, Jessamine looked like she was the only one still enjoying herself. She was scruffier than when this had all started, her fur more gray than white, the dark patches darker than they had been, but she was still smiling.

      “Dogs don’t smile,” Trent had said when Bear told him that.

      “Course they do.” Bear had nodded at Jess, who was panting, mouth open, quite clearly grinning.

      Now, Bear wished they could all be a little more like Jessamine—confident, happy, not worrying about what lay in store for them next. Enjoying the fact that they were outdoors experiencing new things and new places.

      “Where were the others going?” Bear asked. Trent had spent more time with them, and he thought perhaps they’d shared that information with him.

      “They just said ‘South’. I didn’t like to pry.”

      Bear chuckled. “Didn’t like to pry? Kid, you live to pry.”

      After that, Trent rolled his eyes and the two of them stopped talking. Bear appreciated that they’d reached a point in their friendship where Trent didn’t feel the need to nervously chatter all the time. Where he could just be in his own head and let Bear be in his.

      They’d been walking for about an hour, Bear reckoned, when the rumble of a truck’s engine reverberated through Bear’s hearing aid. Pulling Trent to the side of the road, he was about to dip behind the trees when Jess started to bark.

      When Bear looked at her, though, about to tell her to be quiet, her tail was wagging. This was her ‘pleased to see you’ bark.

      “It’s them!” Trent had started to wave. “It’s Sharon and Josh and Lisa!”

      Bear leaned onto his cane with his good hand, watching as the truck slowed down. Trent was right; it was them. Josh was driving. Sharon was in the front and Lisa was in the back with their stuff. Poised with her gun as if she’d guard it if she had to.

      Trent waved again. Sharon put her hand up at the window. Josh waved too. Lisa, however, didn’t. She simply shouted, “Keep moving.”

      And with that, the truck rolled past. It was speeding up, about to disappear from sight around the bend ahead when suddenly the brake lights came on and it stopped. Bear and Trent exchanged a glance. The engine roared and the truck began to reverse, quickly, back toward them.

      “They’re coming back,” Trent said, tugging Bear’s sleeve.

      Bear narrowed his eyes. Were they really coming back?

      When the truck stopped, for a moment, Lisa didn’t look at them. Then she turned her steely blue eyes toward them and said, as if it was obvious what they’d come back for, “Come on then, don’t just stand there.”

      As Trent grinned and leaped into the back of the truck, Bear awkwardly clambered up. He was almost in when Lisa offered him her hand.

      “You sure about this?” he asked. “We were doing okay on foot.”

      “Safety in numbers,” Lisa said. “Our numbers, not yours.” Shrugging like it was no big deal, she added, “We’re heading toward civilization. If we have a bigger group, we’re less likely to be messed with. Plus, Sharon will never forgive me if I make you guys walk when we’re going in the same direction. She says it’s ‘not in the spirit of things’.”

      “Sounds like someone I know.” Bear tilted his head toward Trent, who’d already made himself comfortable leaning against one of Lisa’s backpacks and was ruffling Jess’s fur.

      “This isn’t a permanent arrangement,” Lisa said, banging the side of the truck to indicate Josh should start moving again.

      “No,” Bear agreed. “When you say the word, we’re out. I promise you that.”

      For the first time since they’d met, Lisa extended her hand to shake Bear’s. “Then welcome aboard,” she said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As they curled around the bend and onto another long stretch of road, Lisa spread out a map and pointed to where they were. “We’re approaching the highway. There’s a small town here….” She pressed her index finger to a settlement just off the highway. “We’re going to have to stop there and see if we can get some gas. We’re pretty low. Won’t get much farther without a top-up.”

      “Guess you didn’t come across many abandoned cars back that way?” Bear nodded in the direction they’d come from.

      “Just woods and animals. Not a car in sight for miles. As soon as we see one, we’ll stop and siphon off some fuel, but I’m hoping there might be a gas station in—” she paused to check the name of the town she’d picked as their next stop.

      “Maple Ridge,” Bear said, raising an eyebrow. “Sounds idyllic.”

      “Sure does.” Lisa folded the map back up and put it into her pocket, then returned to her position on lookout duty. As she sat down, she looked from Bear to the knife that was tucked into her boot. Her expression made him think she was contemplating giving it to him. That maybe she’d come to the conclusion he was trustworthy enough to be armed. Clearly, though, she decided against it. “Get your head down. I’ll let you know when we’re stopping.”

      Bear had hardly had the chance to get comfortable and set his head down on Jim’s backpack when Lisa yelled, “Here! Stop here!”

      Sitting upright, Bear peered over the side of the truck. Ahead were a couple of wrecked cars that seemed like they’d careened into one another when the EMP hit. Right in the center of the road, they were facing each other, hoods crumpled.

      “How’d that happen?” Bear asked under his breath.

      “Stay here,” Lisa directed him as the truck stopped.

      “Nice to see you again.” Bear nodded at Sharon and Josh as they appeared from the front of the truck and reached up to take the empty jerry cans Lisa was offering them.

      “You too.” Sharon smiled a genuine smile at him.

      “Yeah, good to see ya, buddy.” Josh smiled too.

      “I can help.” Bear was on his feet, reaching for a can to pass to Sharon, when Lisa shook her head at him and told him to sit down.

      “We’ll be quicker on our own. You’re injured. Stay here with the kid.”

      But Bear did not sit down. Instead, he watched them approach the cars.

      “You okay?” Trent was at his elbow, following Bear’s gaze. “I know you want to help, PB, but you can’t always be in on the action.”

      “PB?” Bear frowned.

      “PB. Papa Bear.” Trent grinned impishly. Bear wanted to chuckle but suppressed the instinct and rolled his eyes, pretending to be annoyed.

      He was still fighting a laugh when he heard Sharon scream. The unmistakable ping of a bullet hitting the side of the truck made him push Trent to the floor. Jess was barking.

      As Trent instinctively grabbed the dog, Bear hurled a bunch of boxes in front of the kid and yelled, “Stay down!”

      Ignoring the pain in his shoulder, he ripped the sling from his arm and—as shots rained down on the truck—jumped out and ran toward the others.

      Ducked down behind the abandoned cars, Lisa was shooting at nothing, Sharon was covering her head with her hands and Josh was grappling for his gun. Without even asking, Bear snatched it from Josh’s hands and yelled, “Back to the truck! I’ll cover you!”

      Before anyone could move, three men in masks jumped out from behind the car in front of them. They were armed, their faces covered.

      “We’re taking your truck!” the one in the middle yelled.

      “Oh no, you’re not.” The growl escaped Bear’s throat before he had a chance to think about it. Without hesitating, he marched forward, raised his gun, and fired six shots. One, two, three, four, five, six into the ground at their attackers’ feet. “That was a warning!” he yelled. “Next time, I’m aiming straight for the center of your filthy foreheads!”

      While the middle gunman kept his weapon raised, the other two took a step back.

      Bear tilted his head, remained stock-still, gun poised. “Last warning!” he yelled.

      “Come on, Jack, it ain’t worth it!” The guy on the left tugged at the middle one’s arm. For a moment, no one moved. Then ‘Jack’ caved, turned around, and ran.

      Bear was still watching them run in the direction of the trees at the side of the road, his heart racing, adrenaline coursing through his veins and throbbing in his ears, when Josh ran up to him. “Dude, that was amazing. I’d never have had the guts. I can’t believe you—”

      “Yes. Well done.” Lisa was nodding, folding her arms in front of her chest.

      “It was nothing.”

      “Don’t be silly, it was awesome. It was—” Josh stopped mid-sentence. A truck had roared out of the trees. How had they missed that?

      It stopped. Jack was in the driver’s seat. Taller than the other two and thicker. Built like a wrestler. Slowly, he pulled his mask from his face and fixed his eyes on Bear’s.

      Bear raised his gun but before he realized what was happening, Jack hurled something at them. It was a poor shot and bounced beneath one of the parked cars, but in that moment, Bear saw what it was and his blood ran cold.

      “What was that?” As the truck sped off, Josh bent to look but Bear grabbed him and pulled him back. “Run!” he yelled. “It’s a grenade!”

      “A grenade? But we need the fuel.” Josh lurched toward the jerry can they’d started filling. Lisa and Sharon were already running.

      “You idiot, get back!” Bear grabbed Josh by the shoulders and threw him backward. At the same moment, the car exploded. Debris flew through the air. Bear raised his arms over his head. Then it went dark.
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      “Why is this happening?” Arlo hadn’t stopped yelling since Liam had collapsed.

      Even as Laurel had instructed him to carry the boy back to his bed, and everyone looked on, Arlo had continued to shout and demand an explanation.

      Finally, with Liam back in the atrium, lying down, Laurel gestured for Janet to check him over and tugged Arlo to one side. “Arlo, you need to calm down and give me a chance to look at your son. I can’t do that when you’re yelling and I especially can’t do that when you’re pointing a gun at me. We’ve already had this conversation.” Holding her nerve, fixing her gaze on Arlo’s, Laurel put her hands on her hips and waited for him to concede.

      “Fine. Fine. But I want to know why this happened.”

      “So do I.” Laurel turned away and tried to block out Arlo’s pacing and grumbling while she examined Liam.

      “I think he just overdid it,” whispered Janet.

      Unfortunately, Arlo overheard. “Overdid it? Is that a medical term?” He spat out an angry laugh and looked up at the ceiling.

      Gesturing for Janet to get Liam comfortable, Laurel stood in front of Arlo and forced him to look at her. “Arlo. We need to talk, but it should be in private.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. I’m not leaving my son.”

      Laurel breathed in deeply. With everyone back in their beds after breakfast, there were too many people who could be hurt if Arlo lost his temper. She’d hoped to do this somewhere else. Somewhere less public.

      “I’m not leaving him,” Arlo repeated.

      “All right.” Laurel moistened her lips and swallowed hard. “In that case, I need you to promise that you’ll remain calm and listen to what I’m telling you.” She glanced at the gun, then pulled the curtain around Liam’s bed to shield them from the view of the other patients in the room.

      Arlo didn’t reply, just sucked in his cheeks.

      “I know you thought Liam was getting better. but it’s too early for that. He probably felt a bit brighter because of the pain medication he’s been taking. I think maybe he was also exaggerating a little about how he felt because he wanted you to think he was on the mend.” Laurel let that idea hang in the air for a moment.

      Arlo frowned, opened his mouth as if he was about to tell her that what she was suggesting was preposterous, then closed it.

      Gently, Laurel continued, “The chemo needs more time to work and, like I said before, we don’t even really know if Liam’s on the right dose.”

      “What are you saying, Dr. Rivera?” Arlo’s jaw twitched. “You’re telling me you lied to me? That you can’t help him?”

      “No. I’m saying that we need more time. More time for the drugs to work.” Before Arlo could interrupt, she added, “But there’s a problem. With both boys taking the chemo pills, we only have two weeks of medication left before we run out.”

      Arlo blinked at her for a moment, then looked through the gap in the curtain at Peter, whose bed was close by. Chris was sitting next to him but didn’t look up, even though they could almost definitely hear what was being said.

      “So just give it all to Liam.” Arlo didn’t even hesitate and his expression didn’t waver as he spoke. If he had even a flicker of doubt about withholding treatment from Peter, he didn’t show it.

      At that, Chris Jenkins did look up. Laurel saw his hand go to the back of his jeans, where he was hiding his gun, and stepped in front of Arlo to block him from Chris’ view.

      She was about to explain why simply taking Peter’s drugs and giving them to Liam was not a solution, why it wouldn’t work, when Liam’s small voice floated over to them.

      “No.” Quiet at first, then louder. “No.”

      As Arlo and Laurel both turned to look at him, Liam pushed himself up on his pillow and said again, “No. I won’t do it. I won’t take Peter’s pills.”

      “You’ll take what the doctor tells you to take,” Arlo snapped. Then, trying again, he softened. “Liam, your friend’s been taking the pills longer than you have. He’s got more in his system. You need them more.”

      “Arlo—” Laurel stepped forward and sat down in the chair next to Liam’s bed, trying to make herself as unthreatening as possible. Trying to dampen the surge of adrenaline in Arlo’s veins. “Even if we ignored Liam’s wishes and made him take Peter’s medication, it still wouldn’t be enough.”

      “You’re lying. I’ve seen you talking to the kid’s dad. I’ve seen the way you look at each other. You’re in this together.” Arlo sounded crazy and Laurel could tell from the look in his eyes that he knew it. Desperation was seeping out of him in waves.

      “I’m not lying, Arlo. Liam is in the very early stages of his treatment. He needs more than just another few weeks on the drugs. Peter has been here for several months. He was already taking his medication before the EMP and his course still isn’t finished. Taking from him will not heal Liam. All it will do is put both boys in danger, and I don’t believe you want to do that.”

      Almost growling, Arlo tugged at his hair. For a moment, his entire body quivered, and then it was as if someone had deflated him. The air drained from his chest in a deep sigh and he sank onto the end of Liam’s bed. “Then tell me what you’re planning to do about it,” he said. Except, this time, he was not demanding—he was begging. “Tell me, Doctor Rivera, what you can do to save my boy.”

      Meeting his eyes, Laurel took hold of Liam’s hand as she spoke. “There’s a hospital nearby. In the next town over. They have a very good oncology department and they’re older than us, which means there’s a chance they have a working generator and ways of testing that we don’t. I think I should go there and ask for their help. Maybe I could even persuade one of their doctors to come back with me and look at Liam.”

      Arlo turned away from her and began pacing. With a dramatic swing, he pushed back the curtain then released a frustrated yell. The rest of the atrium ward had become silent. Everyone was watching their exchange. In the distance, Fi looked like she was dying for it all to erupt into a shootout.

      “No.” Finally, Arlo spoke.

      “Dad, please—”

      Before Liam could say any more, Arlo shook his head. “No. I’m not risking it. Why would one of their doctors want to come back here? No. We take Liam to them.”

      “Arlo. Liam is sick. A long journey—”

      “We take him to them,” Arlo repeated, spitting out the words.

      “All right. Then perhaps—”

      “You’ll come with us. We’ll take two men. Leave the rest here.”

      “That’s ridiculous—” As a voice Laurel recognized cut through the room, she winced. Mom, don’t get involved. But her mother was already marching over to them. Surprisingly steady on her feet, as if she was anything but sick, Laurel’s mom wagged her index finger at Arlo and said, “You expect my daughter to go with you when you’re not even going to guarantee her protection? Just two men? No. Absolutely not.”

      “Mom….” Laurel was searching for Henry, hoping he’d take her mom to one side and persuade her to be quiet, but he wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      When Laurel looked at Arlo, however, he was grinning. “Well, well, well. I like a bit of chutzpah in a woman.”

      “There’s plenty more where that came from,” her mother said with narrowed eyes.

      “But I’m afraid the answer’s still no. I can’t risk your daughter trying something. Leading us into danger. Escaping and running back here as soon as we’re on the road.” Arlo turned to look at Laurel. “No. You’ll come with us. Fi and Ray too. And Liam. We’ll carry him if we have to. Everyone else stays here and—” Arlo raised his voice to address the room. “If your Dr. Rivera returns to this hospital without me and my boy, my men will kill every last person here. Starting with the Doc’s feisty mother.”

      Laurel closed her eyes. Her mom had no idea what she’d done; Arlo now knew that Laurel had at least one very big weakness, and he knew she’d do exactly as he asked.

      “All right,” she whispered. “All right, I’ll come, but you have to promise me something—and you say you’re a man of your word, so I trust that you’ll keep your promise….”

      “Go on…”

      “When we’ve got Liam’s treatment, we come back here with pills for Peter too, and then you and your men leave this hospital and don’t return. Ever.”

      Arlo looked her up and down for a moment, then extended his hand. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Dr. Rivera.”

      She took it and clenched tightly as they shook on their new arrangement. “Good. Then let’s get going. We have a good few hours of daylight left. We should move now before it gets dark.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Laurel was packing a small backpack with water and protein bars when Chris knocked on the door. She was in what used to be her office, attached to the ER, and had just finished giving Dr. Andrews the run-down on the patients in the atrium. Sarah had not been pleased that she was being left in charge, but at the same time, looked relieved that she wasn’t the one being asked to trek to another town. Offering Laurel an awkward hug, she’d promised to keep an eye on everyone, then left to return to the critical ward they’d set up in the outpatient clinic behind the atrium.

      Laurel looked up as Chris entered.

      “You’ll be needing a winter coat.” He held out his arms. In them was a thick green parka with a fluffy hood. She didn’t ask where he got it.

      “Thank you.”

      “Weather will turn soon. Make sure you’re back before the snow sets in.” He folded his arms and met her eyes for a moment, then looked away. As he looked down, he said, “You might need some different shoes too.”

      Laurel brushed her hair from her face. It had snaked loose from her ponytail, so she unfastened it and redid it. He was right about that. Her sneakers weren’t particularly robust, but they were all she had. “Chris,” she said, lowering her arms, “I’m sorry. If there was another way….”

      “You will come back, won’t you?”

      “Of course I will. It should only take a few days to reach Lone Oak. After a few days there to get Liam started on new meds, we’ll be on our way back.”

      Chris nodded. “Good. Because you’re taking half the chemo drugs for the journey. That means Peter has two weeks. Two weeks and then….” He frowned and rubbed the back of his neck. “What? What would happen?”

      Sighing and sitting down, Laurel gestured for Chris to sit too. Now, in this moment, he was simply a scared parent and she owed it to him to give him an honest answer. “It wouldn’t be immediate. Nothing would happen right away. Truthfully, without working equipment to examine Peter properly, we have no idea. The chemo could have already done its job. He could be in remission.”

      “They said when he started it that there was a possibility he’d need a course of radiation.” Chris had knotted his fingers together in his lap.

      “That’s right.” Laurel breathed in through her nose, flaring her nostrils. “But, listen, I promise you that if I find an oncologist in Lone Oak who’s willing, I’ll bring them back and ask them to look at Peter. Okay? If I can’t do that, then at the very least I’ll bring more drugs.”

      Chris nodded at her, slowly rising to his feet. Patting the back of his pants, where his gun sat hidden beneath his sweater, he said, “I’d offer this to you, but if they found it—”

      “Keep it. Look out for everyone.” Laurel stood too and allowed her hand to touch Chris’s elbow. Under other circumstances, if she wasn’t still painfully in love with her ex-husband, if Chris’s kid wasn’t sick, and if they weren’t in the middle of a frigging apocalypse, she might have flirted with him. He was an attractive guy. Slim but sturdy, with the kind of eyes that made you instantly trust him.

      “I will.”

      “Chris?” Laurel turned to her locker. “Would you keep this too?”

      Chris tilted his head to look at what she was holding. “A necklace?”

      A smile fluttered across Laurel’s lips. “My daughter made it for me. She was seven years old and at one of those holiday camps. She made shell necklaces for her father and me.”

      “You should keep it with you.” Chris shook his head.

      “Keep it for me.” Laurel pressed the necklace into his hand. “So you know I’m definitely coming back.”

      For a moment, neither of them spoke. Finally, Chris slipped the necklace into his pocket and nodded. Before Laurel could say anything else, he was gone.

      Alone, Laurel shrugged out of her doctor’s coat and hung it on the back of the door. Then she stuffed her arms into the padded jacket Chris had given her, grabbed her backpack, and went to say goodbye to her mother.

      She found her mom sitting up in bed looking at an old copy of Catcher in the Rye.

      “Henry’s favorite book,” she said as Laurel approached. “Have you read it?”

      “It’s a classic.” Laurel put her hands into her coat pockets. She glanced at the chair beside the bed but didn’t sit down; if she did, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to convince herself to leave it. “I’m glad you and Henry have become such good friends,” Laurel said, arching her eyebrow a little.

      “Oh, hush.” Her mom batted a hand at her. She was blushing. “He’s just a kind man looking after a sick old lady.”

      “Oh, you hush!” Laurel laughed. “Sick old lady? I’ve never seen you that way, and Henry sure as heck doesn’t.”

      For a moment, they looked at one another, and Laurel could almost imagine they were back home in Texas, laughing over coffee about a good-looking guy her mom had been flirting with in some café or restaurant.

      As the moment faded, however, their smiles did too.

      Grabbing hold of Laurel’s hand, her mother squeezed it tightly and pulled her in close so that she was bending awkwardly over the bed, her backpack pressing down on her shoulders. “Don’t come back, Laurel.”

      “What?” Laurel tried to tug herself free and stand up, but her mom wasn’t letting go. “Mom, you heard what Arlo said,” she whispered urgently. “I have to return with him and Liam or—”

      “My darling girl, sometimes you need to look out for number one. You’ve spent your life taking care of other people, but now it’s time you put yourself first.”

      Laurel pressed her lips together.

      “Wait until they’re sleeping, then just slip away. Go find that friend of yours… Dr. Vong. He has a farm, you said? Nearby? Go there. Be safe. Forget about this place.”

      Finally, Laurel managed to pull back and meet her mother’s eyes. “Mom,” she said softly. “I will not abandon you, or Peter, or this hospital. I will see you soon.”

      As she stood up, untangling her fingers from her mother’s, Laurel bit the inside of her cheek. Tears were biting at her throat but she wouldn’t let her mom see she was afraid.

      “Hannah and Henry will look after you. I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too, Laurel.”
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      Bear was awake but his eyes remained closed. He wanted to prise them open, but the effort felt like it would be too much. There was grass beneath him and the crackle of a fire, yet it didn’t seem cold enough to be nightfall.

      A hand on his shoulder made him finally begin to sit up. When he opened his eyes, Trent grinned at him. “You’re okay,” he said, giving Bear a thumbs-up. “Just a bump on the head.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Bear rubbed the back of his head with his palm. It was throbbing, but he’d suffered worse.

      As he looked at Sharon and Lisa, who were sitting by the fire, Jess and Trent, his chest lurched.

      “Josh. Where’s Josh?”

      “He’s okay,” Sharon said quickly. “You saved his life.”

      “He spotted some turkeys.” Trent passed Bear a bottle of water and wiggled his eyebrows excitedly.

      “Turkeys?”

      “A whole bunch in the woods. He went to catch one for dinner.”

      “He any good at hunting?” Bear looked from Sharon to Lisa.

      The two women exchanged a skeptical glance, which caused Bear to chuckle. As if he’d heard them, at the same moment Lisa’s eyes began to water with laughter, a rustling sound made them all look up.

      “Got one!” Josh came bounding out of the undergrowth, beaming like a Cheshire cat. He held up his arm, presenting them with a huge black turkey. “I got one!”

      Lisa raised her eyebrows.

      Staggering to his feet, Bear clapped Josh on the shoulder. “Well done,” he said. “Good work.”

      With a humble nod, Josh dropped the turkey on the ground beside the fire. Instantly, Jess ran over to sniff it and Bear warned her to, “Leave it, Jess.”

      After a moment, in which they all stared at the dead bird, Josh looked around the group. “Anyone know how to pluck it? Sharon? Your folks had a farm, right?”

      “I’m a vegetarian,” Sharon said tightly.

      “You ate frankfurters a few days ago.” Josh laughed at her.

      “Well, okay, so I’m a retired vegetarian, but I draw the line at actually preparing the meat.”

      “It’s okay. I know what to do.” Bear knelt down and held out his hand, gesturing for Lisa to pass him her knife.

      “Of course you do,” she said, taking it from her boot and turning the knife blade facing her so Bear could take it.

      “Kid,” Bear motioned to Trent. “Come here and pay attention.”

      At that, Trent wrinkled his nose. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.” Bear patted the ground next to him. “No use knowing how to light a fire if you don’t know how to cook something on it.” His head was still throbbing, but the thought of a good hot meal — some real protein — in his stomach spurred him on. “Before plucking it, you need to bleed it. Josh — you wrung its neck?”

      Josh nodded.

      Bear glanced at Trent. His skin had paled and he was looking a little gray around the edges. “I’ll do this bit.” Bear pointed at the fire. “You find some newspaper or something we can use to rest it on while we pluck it.” Bear met Trent’s eyes, making sure he was paying attention. “Normally, I’d put a pot of water on to boil. A bird’s easier to pluck if it’s been poached for a few minutes first. But we can’t waste water like that out here, so we’ll have to make do.”

      Relaxing a little, while Bear took the bird to the cover of the trees to do the messy part, Trent set about searching the truck for some old newspapers, then laid them out next to the fire.

      A short while later, the turkey was plucked, jointed, and cooking on the fire. As the smell of the cooked flesh began to waft into the air, Bear’s mouth started to water. Jess licked her lips. She was practically quivering with the desire to get near the meat.

      “Can she have a bone?” Trent asked.

      Bear was about to say yes when Sharon cut in, “Turkey bones aren’t ideal.”

      Bear tilted his head at her. He’d given Jess all kinds of bones in the past.

      “They splinter pretty easily. Can get wedged in their throats.”

      Bear gave Jess a sympathetic look. “Sorry, girl, Doc says no.”

      Interrupting, Josh handed Bear a mug of coffee and gestured to the pan. “Any of it ready? I’m starving and Lisa’s keen to get moving so we can cover more ground before nightfall.”

      “Nearly.” Bear sipped his coffee, then looked at the others. After a pause, he brushed his fingers through his hair and said, “You know, I have to say I’m a little surprised you all waited for me to wake up.” Glancing at Lisa, he asked, “How come you didn’t leave?”

      “We thought about it.” Lisa’s reply was instant and caused Sharon to jab her in the ribs with her elbow. “But,” Lisa added, “I guess you’re part of the team now.”

      “Course you are. You protected us from those guys and literally saved us from a grenade.” Josh blushed a little. “Me in particular.”

      Bear nodded, his fingers clasped around his mug. “Well, I appreciate it.” Now he too was blushing. When had he become so scathing of other people? So distrustful? Jim’s betrayal must have affected him worse than he realized.

      “Okay,” he said. “I think this first pan full is ready.”
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      “Here, I’ll do it.” Trent held out his hand, offering to take the pan from Bear.

      Bear nodded. “Make sure you give it a good scrub, but don’t use too much water.”

      “Man,” Trent grumbled light-heartedly as he set about scouring the turkey pan, “never thought I’d miss having to load a dishwasher.”

      “Just—” Before Bear could finish speaking, from the corner of his eye he noticed Jess darting past him. He chuckled. She was heading for the pile of turkey bones Josh was supposed to be disposing of.

      Glancing at Sharon, seeing she wasn’t watching, Bear shrugged a little to himself and decided not to intervene; Jess had eaten far worse before and had never been blighted by sharp splinters in her throat. Besides, she probably just wanted to chew the meat off it. She wouldn’t actually try to eat the bone itself; she wasn’t dumb.

      As she snuck away, to chew behind the back wheel of the truck where she knew she wouldn’t be disturbed, Bear set about helping Josh clear away the rest of the bones.

      “We’ll just throw them in the woods,” he said to Josh as he picked up a handful. “Some lucky animal will have a feast later.”

      As he passed Trent, still scrubbing the pan, Bear said loudly, “Kid, you know we wouldn’t dispose of these like this if we were staying the night, right?”

      Trent raised a withering eyebrow at him. “You think I want to attract wolves?” he asked sarcastically.

      “Just checking you knew,” Bear said. He didn’t add that, for whatever reason, perhaps since he came so close to not making it after the Boundary Waters, that he now felt it was his job to make sure Trent could cope on his own. If he had to.

      They were almost finished packing when Jess trotted over, dropped the turkey bone she’d stolen at Bear’s feet and tilted her head at him.

      “No,” he said, glancing nervously in Sharon’s direction, “you’re not having another one. Now, give it here.” He stooped to take hold of the bone but Jess grabbed it and jumped back, bum in the air, tail wagging. “Oh, so now it’s a game.” Bear laughed, jerking forward as if he was going to snatch it.

      Tail still frantically moving from side to side, Jess gave a throaty but playful growl and shook the bone between her teeth,

      “Bear? You let her have one?!” Sharon walked over and put her hands on her hips.

      Seeing her, Jess hurried off, standing a few feet away from them, bone in her mouth, looking very pleased with herself.

      “Well, actually, I was just trying to retrieve it.” Bear couldn’t help laughing. Jess had done this for as long as he could remember; stealing things was the best game ever, because it made him chase her. And she loved nothing more than Bear giving her his undivided attention.

      He was about to fake giving up, then turn around and snatch it, when a huge brown blur swept past his face.

      “What the—”

      It was a bird. A hawk? Jess yelped. The dang thing was going for her. Talons out, wings flapping. She yelped again.

      “It wants the bone, Jess.” Bear ran over, waving his arms but afraid that the bird might do even more damage if he got involved. “Give it the bone!” He reached for his gun, even though he was keenly aware he wouldn’t be able to hit it. The others were behind him, all yelling and waving too but unsure what to do.

      For a few horrifying moments, there was a skirmish of yelps and feathers. Then Jess ran. The hawk grabbed the bone. And it was gone.

      Bear dropped to his knees, opening his arms wide for Jess to run into them. “Come here, come here.” He pulled her close. She was shaking and whimpering. There were two large scratches on her back, and one on her head. “Sharon!” Bear yelled but when he turned around, Sharon was already there.

      “Let me see.” She let Bear continue holding Jess while she gently looked at her injuries, moving her hands softly over Jess’s fur to check for ones they couldn’t see. When she looked up, she met Bear’s eyes. “She’s okay.” She touched his arm. “She’s okay.”

      Bear realized his eyes had filled with tears. He cleared his throat and wiped them with the back of his hand. He glanced up and saw that Trent was crying too. “It’s okay, buddy. She’s fine.” He gestured for Trent to come see.

      “Trent, can you and Bear keep her calm while I disinfect these scratches?” Sharon asked softly then repeated, “She’s okay, guys, she’s just shook up.”

      As Lisa brought over Sharon’s medical kit, and Sharon tended to Jess’s minor wounds, Bear waited for his heart to stop racing. Was it normal to feel that level of fear at the thought of losing a dog? As if he’d read Bear’s mind, Trent said, “She’s part of the family, right?”

      “Yeah.” Bear nodded firmly. “She is.” He looked down at her small white body, the splashes of brown on her head and tail. In that moment, for the first time in years, she looked just as she had done when he’d collected her from the pound. Scared. Vulnerable. Like she needed him.

      “She was supposed to be a family dog,” he said quietly to Sharon. “But the second we got her home, it was like—”

      “Like she knew you needed her the most?” Sharon smiled, looking up and patting Jess’s head.

      Bear nodded. He didn’t need to say yes. It was obvious.

      “Well.” Sharon sat back on her heels and tilted her head at them. “I guess we can add this to our list of reasons not to give Jess a turkey bone to chew on?”

      A little sheepishly, Bear rubbed the back of his neck. “I should have listened to you.”

      Sharon smiled a knowing smile. “Dog owners rarely do. They always think they know best.” She stood up and wiped her hands on her jeans.

      Trent stood up too. Then Bear, still holding Jess in his arms.

      “Perhaps we should make her one of those cool bulldog collars? Like a black one with spikes?” Trent asked, back to his normal self.

      Bear frowned. He couldn’t imagine Jess in black leather dog collar. “Umm,” he said, fighting a laugh. “Okay, maybe you can be in charge of that one?”

      “On it.” Trent gave Bear a salute and hurried over to the truck.

      Interrupting them, Lisa called, “You’ll have to do it while we’re on the move, kid. Time we got going.” Before climbing into the truck, however, she turned to Bear and met his eyes. “I’m glad she’s okay.”

      “Thanks.” He held Jess a little closer. “Me too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            LAUREL

          

        

      

    

    
      The men Arlo had instructed to stay behind gathered around the exit as Laurel and the others prepared to leave. While she and Arlo were dressed in thick coats, and they’d managed to find one for Liam, Fi was wearing nothing more than a plaid shirt and the torn denim jacket she’d had with her when she first arrived at South Minneha. Ray and two other men, whose names Laurel didn’t know, weren’t much better prepared either.

      “I thought you said you were only bringing two men?” Laurel asked, folding her arms in front of her chest.

      “Changed my mind,” Arlo snapped in return.

      “Well, you’ll need to find them warmer clothes,” Laurel told Arlo, nodding at Fi’s jacket. “It’s not a short journey and the weather’s turning.”

      “They’ll be fine.”

      “It’s barely forty degrees out there at night.”

      “We’ll light a fire. They’re tough.” Arlo adjusted his own coat, then smiled at Liam. “Ready, son?”

      Liam blinked at his father and nodded slowly. His skin was pale and his eyes were wide; he looked anything but ready.

      “Then take a seat.” Arlo patted the back of the wheelchair he’d procured for the journey, then stood back and waited for Ray to begin pushing it.

      Biting her lower lip, Laurel chewed down the urge to tell Arlo that a hospital wheelchair was not going to make good, comfortable, or fast transport. Right now, she just wanted to get on the road.

      “You’ve got his meds?” Arlo asked.

      Laurel pointed to the bag she’d hung on the back of Liam’s chair. “All in there. If we’re going, we should go now.”

      “Okay then. Fi, ladies first….” Arlo gestured for Fi to unlock the doors.

      Behind them, Laurel could feel the eyes of her friends, colleagues, and patients watching. She didn’t dare turn to look at them; she didn’t think she could take it. Adjusting her glasses on the bridge of her nose, she stepped past the armed guards who were positioned on either side of the door—ensuring no one else tried to escape—and into the fresh autumnal air outside the hospital.

      As it hit her, she realized that she hadn’t actually felt fresh air on her face since Arlo had arrived and sealed them all in. The sun was bright in the sky. It was cold, but crisp. The kind of day she’d looked forward to the most all those years ago—when she’d finally left the Army and the stifling heat of the Middle East behind.

      Inhaling deeply, she adjusted her bag on her shoulders, then—as the doors closed behind them—refocused her attention. “Okay, first things first. We need a map.”

      “You don’t know where this place is?” Arlo’s jaw twitched as if he was ready to call a halt to the proceedings already.

      “I know it’s in Lone Oak. I know Lone Oak is west of here but I don’t know exactly where. I’m new to South Minneha.” Laurel looked around their small group with raised eyebrows. “Without GPS or a map, do any of you know exactly how to get there?”

      As Fi rolled her eyes, and Ray said he’d never even heard of Lone Oak before, Arlo tsked. “Okay,” he said. “So, we head west and find a gas station. They still have maps, right?”

      “Right.” Laurel had started walking. “Last I checked.”

      Free from the hospital walls, it felt strangely good to be walking. She’d exchanged her sneakers for a slightly more robust pair, the ones Janet used to wear when she went running on her lunch breaks. Luckily, they were a good fit. Blisters would not make this journey any easier.

      “There’s a gas station about a mile from here, right?” Arlo was speaking to one of the men Laurel hadn’t been introduced to.

      “Right,” he replied gruffly.

      Looking at Laurel, Arlo smiled a slightly smug smile as he said, “Johnny’s my driver.”

      “Was your driver,” Laurel replied, gesturing to the abandoned cars in the parking lot. “Think it’ll be a while before you’re being chauffeured anywhere again.”

      Arlo was about to reply when Liam yelped. Instantly, Arlo spun around to check on him. Laurel stopped and put her hand on his shoulder.

      “Liam? Are you all right?”

      “Sorry,” he said, clutching his stomach. “I feel a little sick. We went over a bump. But I’m okay, Dad, really.”

      Stepping up to Ray as if he was ready to shoot him, Arlo grabbed him by the collar and yelled, right in his face, “Drive more carefully, you flaming imbecile!”

      “Dad, it wasn’t his fault, I’m okay.” Liam reached up and tugged at his dad’s arm. “Honestly. Let’s keep going.”

      As Laurel started walking again, she glanced back at Liam. He still looked as if he felt nauseated. It was a less common side effect when patients took chemo by pill instead of IV, but it still happened. Or the nausea could be a sign of something else. Even if they’d still been in the hospital, it would have been impossible to tell what.

      “Liam,” Laurel said quietly, putting her hand on his shoulder as Arlo stormed ahead with Johnny. “Let me know if the sickness gets worse. I brought some anti-nausea meds, but we don’t have many. Best to keep them for when it’s really bad.”

      “Okay.” Liam nodded.

      Laurel gestured to the bottle of water that was tucked in the chair next to him. “Keep sipping your water. Hopefully it’ll ease off soon.”

      “Thanks.” Liam picked up the water but didn’t drink it.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, moving almost painfully slowly with the hospital wheelchair, they arrived at the gas station Johnny had told them about.

      In the forecourt, two cars sat abandoned at the pump. Another, more expensive-looking one had had its windows smashed—presumably by looters looking for something valuable to steal.

      The gas station itself hadn’t fared much better. Looking at the shattered glass and the doors that had been pulled off their hinges, Laurel shuddered; thankfully, the hospital was still standing. They might have had Robert Sullivan and Arlo Staaf to deal with but at least they hadn’t been attacked by looters… yet.

      “Go check it out.” Arlo pointed to Fi and Ray. The fourth member of his entourage, a huge stocky guy who looked like he’d never so much as cracked a hint of a smile, moved up to take Ray’s place pushing Liam.

      “Thanks, Mack.” Arlo nodded at him. Wow. A thank you. So, either Mack had done something to earn a little more respect from Arlo, or Arlo was more scared of him than he was of the others.

      “Well?” Arlo called, taking a step toward the ransacked gas station. As he moved, his foot crunched on broken glass.

      “Nothing.” Fi came out, rubbing her arms against the cold. “Not even a can of soda, and no maps.”

      “But there’s a restroom if anyone needs it.” Ray sauntered out zipping up his fly.

      “Jesus, Ray, how old are you? We’ve been on the road five minutes.” Fi scowled at him and stalked off to light a cigarette.

      “Now what?” Johnny said, shoving his hands into his pockets.

      “How about the interstate?” Laurel looked up at the sky for the position of the sun. “Rest stops on the interstate always have those silly tourist maps, don’t they?”

      “You wanna visit the zoo?” Ray snarked, grinning at her with his yellow teeth.

      “Well, the company sure would be better,” Laurel returned, causing Fi to chuckle, “but no, I just want a map. Any map that will show us how to get to the hospital.”

      “She’s right.” Fi came back, taking a long drag from her cigarette. “Those maps always list the most important things in town. Police station. Hospital. Pharmacy.”

      “Okay, then. Johnny?” Arlo turned to his driver. Did he really not even know the way to the interstate without being taken there by someone else?

      “This way.” Johnny jerked his thumb left, the opposite direction from which they’d come. “Not too far.”
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        * * *

      

      Johnny was right; the interstate wasn’t far, but by the time they reached a rest stop, the sun was almost setting.

      “There was a sign back there for Lone Oak,” Laurel said as they approached the stop. “If we can’t find a map, I say we just keep going on this road, and when we get there we’ll ask for directions.”

      “From the friendly locals?” Arlo asked sarcastically.

      “Not everyone is out to loot and shoot.” Laurel glanced at Arlo’s gun as she spoke.

      “We should camp out here tonight.” Fi had stopped and was looking at the log cabin building in front of them. Next to it was a more modern block with washroom facilities. Both seemed in much better condition than the gas station in town.

      Noticing that Arlo looked as if he was about to protest, Laurel put aside her dislike for the woman and positioned herself next to Fi. “She’s right. Liam’s tired and it’s almost nightfall. It’s isolated out here. We should be safe.”

      Looking from Laurel to Liam, Arlo narrowed his eyes. Clearly, he was torn between wanting to remain in charge and wanting to do what was best for his son.

      “All right. We’ll stay here.” He pointed to the log cabin as if it had been his idea from the beginning. “It’ll give us time to see if there’s anything worth taking with us.”

      Inside, Laurel looked up at the ceiling. There was a hole in it. Storm damage, perhaps. There had been a bad one a few weeks back. Right now, all it was letting in was the dull early evening light from outside, but everything positioned below it was damp and had clearly been rained on in the last few days.

      Having been trapped in the hospital, Laurel couldn’t even remember when it last rained. Soon, however, she knew the rain would turn to snow and that would be a much bigger problem.

      “There’s some candy bars over here.” Fi was rummaging through shelves near the counter.

      “And soda,” Ray added.

      “Fine. Take it.” Arlo seemed impatient. He was scanning the room. When he stopped, he looked at Laurel. “Over there. Leaflets.”

      Laurel shrugged her backpack off her shoulders and set it down on the floor, then walked over to a rack that was practically overflowing with tourist leaflets. She picked one up. “Museum,” she said, flipping it over to look for a map. “This is no good. It just shows the street the museum’s on.”

      “Same here.” Arlo was holding a flyer for a nearby water park. “And here.” The next was for a big cat sanctuary. “Think my wife took Liam here once,” he muttered, tightening his grip on a leaflet for ‘Earl’s Pumpkin Patch’.

      “You didn’t go?” Laurel asked, taking the leaflet and looking at the photographs of smiling kids holding huge pumpkins.

      “I would have been working,” Arlo replied, reaching for another leaflet. “I worked hard to provide for my family, Doctor Rivera.”

      “I’m sure you did.” Laurel watched as Arlo continued to sift through the leaflets. She’d never heard of, or seen, any of the places in front of her. She and her mom had planned to start taking in the sights once her first round of trial treatment was finished. Except they’d never gotten that far, had they?

      She was looking at a picture of a garden full of sculptures when she noticed a large leaflet sticking out toward the back of all the others. Pulling it out, she smiled. ‘Visit Lone Oak, Make Yourself at Home’. It was the exact kind of map they’d been looking for, showing the entirety of Lone Oak and the surrounding area.

      On a street in the middle of town, the hospital was clearly marked.

      Laurel showed it to Arlo. “Here,” she said, pressing the symbol with her index finger. “Lone Oak Hospital. That’s where we need to be.”

      Arlo took the leaflet from her and examined it. Looking over his shoulder, Laurel allowed her eyes to travel the map. A small box in the corner showed South Minneha in less detail.

      “Okay. Good. We know where we’re going.” Arlo gestured to the rack. “Take spares in case we lose this one.”

      Before Laurel could suggest they work out the best route or calculate the distance they needed to travel, Arlo had stomped off back to Liam. The boy was slumped in his chair. Possibly asleep, possibly just exhausted and resting his eyes.

      Fi and Ray were clearing the shelves of food while Johnny lit a fire using a stack of firelighters and some matches, while Mack paced up and down in front of the doors as if he expected them to be ambushed at any moment.

      “Fi?” Laurel stooped down to take a bottle of water from her backpack, then walked over to Fi. “There are some winter coats over there.” She nodded her head toward a sale rack that contained coats, hats, scarves and shirts.

      For a moment, Fi’s eyes brightened and she looked up. Then she shrugged and tried to look as if she didn’t care, not bothering to reply.

      A few hours later, however, as they sat in silence around the fire, eating pots of instant noodles, Laurel looked up to see Fi joining the circle. She was wrapped in a new padded coat and wearing a thick scarf around her neck, but she still didn’t look at Laurel as she sat down.

      This is going to be a long journey, Laurel thought to herself. A really long journey.
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TWO DAYS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “We should have been there by now.” Arlo was pacing back and forth. They’d spent an entire day traveling along the interstate and had broken off onto the road to Lone Oak yesterday afternoon. Since then, it had been hard going. While the interstate was relatively easy to navigate with Liam’s wheelchair, the cross-country route they’d decided on—because it looked quicker—had proved more difficult.

      Every few paces, whoever was pushing the chair would find themselves stuck in a dip in the road or bumping over a stone that caused Liam to gasp, then stifle the sound before his dad could hear it.

      Watching him carefully, Laurel was becoming more and more worried about the boy’s health. He was still on pain meds, and still taking the chemo pills, but Laurel had no idea whether it was the chemo or something else making him so nauseated all the time.

      She’d held off giving him the anti-nausea pills she’d brought with her, but this morning she’d woken up with a feeling in the pit of her stomach that today would be the day she broke into her supply.

      “Liam?” she asked, crouching down in front of him. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine.” Liam was wrapped up in his coat, Fi’s scarf, and a blanket, but looked frozen to the bone.

      Laurel touched the back of her hand to his forehead. “You’re burning up,” she muttered, standing back up and walking over to Arlo.

      They were at the side of the road, surrounded by grass and trees. They’d only stopped because Ray had needed to pee—again—but it had clearly come as a relief to Liam, who looked like he might vomit at any moment.

      “Arlo? I think maybe we should stop for the day. Liam’s—”

      Before Laurel could finish, Arlo spun around looking as if he wanted to grab her by the throat. “Liam’s sick? Yeah. I know. He’s getting worse? I know! That’s why we’re doing this. That’s why we can’t keep stopping!”

      As Ray emerged from the bushes, he realized Arlo was yelling and positioned himself strategically behind Mack.

      “We continue.” Arlo turned to Liam. “Okay, son? I know it’s rough for you right now but it’ll be worth it. You’ll be okay. Right? If we keep going for a while?”

      Laurel turned away, unable to watch Liam placating his father and hiding the extent of his pain.

      “He says he’s okay.” Arlo flexed his fingers on his belt, near his gun. “We keep going.”

      They’d been traveling for no more than half an hour when Liam finally vomited. Leaning over the side of his chair, he retched and retched until there was nothing left to come up.

      While Arlo patted his son’s shoulder, Laurel grabbed some water. The others had averted their eyes, as if watching Liam throw up was making them feel nauseated too.

      When he stopped, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, Laurel crouched down and handed him the water. “Just a small sip,” she said, examining the cold sweat that had broken out on his forehead. Looking up at Arlo, she added, “We really should rest for a while.”

      “It’s the bumps. In the chair.” Liam offered a thin smile. He was clutching his stomach. “It’s like how I felt on the yacht that time. Remember?”

      Arlo pushed Liam’s hair gently from his damp face and nodded. “Yeah, son. I remember.” Looking around, he added loudly, “Okay, everyone. Liam needs to rest. Mack, Ray, Fi, go on ahead and see if there’s any empty properties nearby. We’ll stop early for the night.”

      “You’re not coming, boss?” Ray asked, shoving his hands into his pockets.

      “Didn’t you hear me? My son needs to rest!” Arlo’s temper exploded, his face turning beet red in an instant. “I’m not making him go any farther until we know if there’s somewhere nearby we can stop. If there isn’t, we’ll camp here for the night. Got it?!”

      Ray nodded, his cheeks flushing. “Sure, boss. I got it.”

      As Arlo spat at the ground, Ray turned and hurried off toward Fi and Mack.

      As the others left, curving out of sight around a bend in the road, Laurel walked toward the trees and peered through them. “We’re pretty high up,” she said. “There’s a river down there. Maybe we should collect some more water.”

      “We have enough.” Arlo shook his head at her, then looked at Liam. When he looked back at Laurel, his eyes were dark and wide. “Can’t you do something for him?”

      “I’ve given him some medication. Now, all we can do is try to get him some rest.” Laurel put her hand lightly on Arlo’s forearm and nodded at him. For a moment, one small moment, a flash of understanding passed between them.

      “I actually feel a bit better now,” Liam said, still sipping his water.

      Laurel looked away from Arlo and smiled at him. “Good. We’ll get you some rest and then you’ll feel better still.”

      With the other three gone, Johnny adjusted his gun on his shoulder and looked up and down the road. “Shall I see what’s in these vehicles, boss?”

      An abandoned Honda and a large truck were nearby. “Can’t everyone just stay still?” Arlo pushed his fingers through his hair. He looked tired all of a sudden. Very tired.

      “There might be something useful, boss. Weapons. Food.”

      “Fine.” This time, Arlo didn’t shout. That seemed to be something he reserved for Ray, who was clearly the weakest member of the group. “Fine. Go.”

      Not needing to be told twice, Johnny headed straight for the Honda. While he opened the door and began to rifle around inside, Laurel pressed her hand to Liam’s forehead, then took the medicine bag from the back of the chair, set it on the ground, and began to rifle through it. When she found her thermometer, she asked him to hold it in his mouth for a few seconds, then jotted down Liam’s nausea and the fact he’d vomited in the logbook she’d started when they left—notes in case the doctors at Lone Oak needed them.

      “He has a fever?” Arlo asked, his jaw twitching.

      “Maybe a slight one.” Laurel put the thermometer back in the bag and noticed Liam shiver. She bent down to tuck the blanket more firmly around his legs.

      “Can you—” Arlo was mid-sentence when, from over by the truck, Johnny began to yell.

      Laurel stood up, bracing herself to run.

      Arlo had raised his gun. “What the…?”

      They were both staring at the truck when Johnny came hurtling toward them. Laurel narrowed her eyes, then her breath caught in her chest. In the back of the truck, heads poking up, were two small black bear cubs. And where there were baby bears, there was usually—

      “It’s a bear! Run!” Johnny skidded as he reached them and ended up on the ground. When he turned, he raised his gun just as a huge black female began to amble across the road.

      “Stop!” Laurel put her arms out. “Keep still. She won’t hurt us if she thinks we’re no threat. She’s protecting her babies, that’s all. Just keep still.”

      “Still? Are you kidding? We should be running!” Johnny was trembling from head to foot.

      Looking from Laurel to the bear, Arlo stepped in front of Liam and prepared to fire.

      “Don’t,” she hissed. “Keep still, make yourself tall, and talk to her.”

      As Arlo looked at Laurel as if she was crazy, BANG! “Get lost!” Johnny was yelling and waving his arms. He’d fired his gun in the bear’s direction but hadn’t hit it. “Get out of here!” He held out his rifle, hands shaking. Bang! Bang! He fired two more shots. Neither hit the bear, but one hit the truck. The bear cubs cried out.

      Instantly, the mother bear began to run. Straight toward them. Opening her mouth wide, she let out a bone-rattling growl.

      Johnny was fumbling to reload his weapon. “Shoot it, boss, for Pete’s sake, shoot it!” He pleaded with Arlo.

      Striding forward, Arlo aimed his weapon. He fired but hit the bear’s foot. She cried out and didn’t stop running. Arlo took aim again but he was too late. She was on them. Swiping a huge paw at Arlo, she knocked him to the ground as if he were a skittle at a bowling alley.

      Arlo cried out, grabbing his arm as his gun slid across the ground. A gash had appeared in his coat. Johnny was still struggling with his weapon and the bear was growling at them, mouth open. Spinning around, she locked her eyes on Liam.

      For a moment, just one flash of a moment, it was as if she knew this boy was Arlo’s cub. She looked from Arlo to Liam and charged.

      Before she could reach him, Laurel charged too. Lurching sideways, she pulled Liam from the chair. The bear roared and swept the chair out of the way. It tumbled over and over, reached the side of the road, and then down it went. Bouncing down through the undergrowth toward the river below.

      “My chair!” Liam cried but Laurel was dragging him backward.

      The bear was approaching them. Slowly this time. Her foot was bleeding. Laurel looked past her at the babies in the truck. Her heart was hammering, her skin hot and flickering with fear. She could feel Liam’s heartbeat against her. Then the bear stopped, let out a huge growl—and fell.

      Laurel’s heartbeat had been so loud she hadn’t even heard the gunshots, but as the bear dropped to the ground, she saw Arlo and Johnny, both lowering their weapons.

      Johnny’s face had drained of color. Arlo was nursing a bloodied arm. Next to her, Liam looked like he might pass out.

      Slowly, Laurel scrambled to her feet. She touched her fingers to her nose. “My glasses,” she muttered.

      “Here.” Arlo stooped and handed them to her. Twisted, almost useless, she managed to somehow slot them back onto her face.

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “Thank you,” Arlo replied. “You saved my boy.”

      “Not the chair, though.” Laurel walked to the edge of the road with shaking knees. “There’s no way we can get to it down there.”

      “No matter.” Arlo scooped Liam up into his arms. Over in the truck, the baby bears had disappeared.

      Ignoring the tightness in her chest as she looked at the beautiful creature on the ground, Laurel grabbed Liam’s medical bag and heaved it onto her shoulder, along with the backpack she’d already been wearing.

      “Should we take it? For meat?” Johnny asked.

      “You think you could carry her?” Laurel swallowed hard, anger creasing her forehead; if it hadn’t been for Johnny the bear would still be alive and with her cubs, and Liam would still have his chair.

      “Let’s go.” Arlo gestured for Johnny to move. “Now.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d only just rounded the corner when they noticed Ray jogging toward them. “We heard gunshots,” he panted, stepping in line with them as they kept walking. “Everyone okay?”

      Arlo grimaced and adjusted Liam’s weight in his arms.

      “We disturbed a mother bear and her cubs,” Laurel offered.

      Ray’s eyes widened, as if he was almost sorry he’d missed out. “You bring it? For like, meat and stuff?” He looked between them like he was genuinely expecting one of them to be carrying a giant bear carcass.

      “I already suggested that,” Johnny grumbled.

      “No, we didn’t.” Laurel gritted her teeth.

      “Did you find anything?” Arlo interrupted.

      “Up ahead. Fi spotted a house. Looks empty.” Ray gestured into the distance.

      “Good. Let’s go.” Arlo gestured for the others to follow. Carrying Liam in his arms, his pace was slowing. Despite his son’s diminutive frame, there was no way he could carry him far. When they reached Fi and Mack, while Ray regaled Fi with the story of the bear attack, Mack reached out his arms to Arlo. “Boss, I’ll take him.” Arlo looked at him, then at Liam, as if by handing him over he was failing him utterly. “Boss. I’ll take him,” Mack repeated slowly.

      Reluctantly, Arlo handed his son over, then leaned onto his knees to catch his breath. When he looked up, his cheeks were flushed and his eyes were watery.

      Despite everything she felt about Arlo Staaf, in that moment, Laurel’s stomach tugged with sympathy. She’d carry Mae across an entire desert if she had to, but being willing wasn’t the same as being able.
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        * * *

      

      Approaching the house, Laurel examined the windows. The sky was darkening but there was no light coming from inside the property. In fact, it looked like it had been abandoned for far longer than the two months since the EMP hit.

      Still carrying Liam, whose eyes were closed, Mack stopped at the end of the long winding driveway that led up to the house.

      “Farmhouse,” he said.

      For a moment, Laurel’s heart skittered in her ribcage. She was thinking of Cai’s farm, the one he’d asked her to escape to. But this couldn’t be it. Cai’s farm was the other side of South Minneha.

      “Looks empty,” she said, adjusting her glasses on the bridge of her nose.

      “Johnny, Ray, Fi, get up there. Suss it out. We’ll stay back.” Arlo gestured for Mack to take Liam and hide behind the row of trees at the bottom of the drive, then ducked down behind the fence. As the only one of the group, apart from Liam, who was unarmed, Laurel did the same.

      With the sky behind the farmhouse growing ever more gray as the sun set, it began to take on a sinister appearance. While it was bright white with a porch that looked like something from a movie set, its windows were dark. Laurel shuddered and pulled her coat closer around her middle.

      Perhaps there was a fireplace inside. A real brick fireplace. And a couch. How long had it been since she sat on a soft homely couch?

      Watching carefully, they saw Fi and Ray approach the front door. Johnny was out of sight. Then Fi and Ray disappeared too.

      “Did they go inside?” Laurel asked, peering through her skewed glasses to see.

      “Looks like it.” Arlo glanced at Liam, then back at the farmhouse, and muttered, “Hurry up, you good for nothing—”

      “You know,” Laurel said sharply, unable to stop herself. “These men of yours have really gone the extra mile for you and Liam. Maybe you should cut them some slack.”

      Narrowing his eyes at her, Arlo looked as if he was about to reply when Fi’s voice drifted through the air.

      “All clear, boss!”

      Laurel tilted her head, waiting for Arlo’s response.

      “Good!” he shouted. “Start a fire!” Then, turning to Mack, without saying a word, he scooped up his son and marched off toward the house.
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            BEAR

          

        

      

    

    
      “You know, we’d have been at your wife’s hospital two days ago if it wasn’t for all the abandoned cars we’ve had to navigate around.” Lisa was driving. Bear was sitting up front with her and Jess while the others huddled together in the back. The last two days, the temperature seemed to be dropping more fiercely as sunset approached.

      “We should probably stop soon,” Bear ventured, fiddling with the hearing aid that was becoming increasingly more irritating as the days went by.

      “We could just keep going.” Lisa raised an eyebrow at him.

      “And let the others freeze to death back there?” Bear smiled a sideways smile at her. “I know you’re tough, but you’re not so tough you’ll let your wife turn into an icicle for the sake of saving a few hours.”

      “Hey, it’s you who’s in a hurry. You’ve been squirming around like you’ve got ants in your pants ever since we reached the Twin Cities.”

      Chuckling, as Lisa spotted a gas station ahead and pulled in, Bear turned to her and said, “You know, I never did thank you properly for picking me up off the ground and bringing me with you. You’ve gone out of your way to get me here. I appreciate it.” He met her eyes and nodded sincerely.

      Blushing a little, Lisa cleared her throat. “You saved us from an ambush. It’s the least we could do.”

      “Well, then after you drop me at the hospital, I guess we’ll be even.”

      “I guess we will.”

      Winding down the window, Lisa called to the others, “PB says we’re stopping for the night, so let’s go in and warm up, yeah?”

      “About time!” shouted Trent. “We’re freezing our butts off back here!”

      As they all climbed out, Bear shrugged Josh’s gun onto his shoulder and scouted the surrounding area—they’d all long since agreed that Bear was more proficient with a gun than Josh. “Seems clear,” he muttered to Lisa. “But keep your eyes peeled. The closer we get to people, the more chance we’ll run into trouble.”

      “Which is why,” Lisa said as she followed him through the broken glass in front of the building, “we need to decide whether we go straight through the cities to get to South Minneha or around the outskirts. Time versus risk.”

      “I’ll think about it.” Bear knocked some glass free from the doorframe as he stepped through it.

      Sharon and Josh were already scouring the shelves for anything looters might have left behind. “Nothing much here,” Josh called.

      “Except this!” Trent was lying flat on his belly reaching underneath a low shelf. “Candy!” He pulled out a candy bar the size of his head and grinned.

      “Finders keepers, kid,” Bear said. “Just don’t eat it all at once.”

      As Trent sat down, cross-legged, and ripped his candy bar open, Jess ran over and positioned herself in front of him, tongue out, ears pricked.

      “None for the dog,” Bear called as he followed Lisa back toward the truck. “Chocolate’s bad for dogs.”

      “You know,” Lisa said, nudging him as they unloaded fire-lighting equipment from the truck, “I can’t figure out who you like more—the dog or the kid.”

      Bear shook his head, rubbing his arm. It was better, but not pain free.

      “You gonna keep him?”

      Bear frowned. “Jess is a girl.”

      “I meant the kid.”

      For a moment, he leaned back against the truck and looked at where Trent was sitting, ruffling Jess’s ears and stuffing his face with chocolate. He’d gotten so caught up in the journey to find Laurel, he had stopped thinking about what he’d do with Trent when he finally reached her. His instinct was that Laurel would welcome the kid with open arms, but it had been a long time since he’d been able to trust his instincts as far as Laurel was concerned.

      “He’s family,” Bear said as he began to heave their packs from the truck, the words coming out before he realized what he was saying. When Lisa shrugged at him, he met her eyes. “You don’t abandon family. Good or bad, he’s with me as long as he wants to be.”

      At that, Lisa nodded approvingly. Then, looking at Bear’s arm, she took the heaviest pack from him and headed back inside.
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        * * *

      

      “What are we eating?” Trent was rifling through a box of cans. “Not beans again?”

      “You like Mac N’ Cheese?” Sharon asked, smiling at him.

      Bear chuckled as the boy’s eyes widened. “You have cheese?”

      “I have a packet mix.” Sharon lifted a brightly colored box and shook it. Trent whooped like he’d just won the lottery.

      “Hear that, PB? No beans!”

      “And the good news doesn’t end there.” Josh approached from the back of the store. “Look what I found.”

      Bear had been sitting on the counter, watching through the window because Lisa had taken first watch on the truck. When he spotted what was in Josh’s hands, he breathed out a large rush of air.

      “Whiskey,” Josh grinned, waving a large unopened bottle in Bear’s direction.

      “Oh, now you’re talking.” Sharon took the bottle and studied it.

      “I’m not sure.” Bear jumped down from the counter and put his hands into his pockets. “We should stay alert.”

      “Party pooper,” Sharon laughed. She was setting up a small camping stove, clearly one they reserved for only very special meals like Mac N’ Cheese.

      “What would Lisa say?”

      “Lisa would say no. She’s never been a drinker.” Josh shrugged. “But that’s why she’s out there on watch and we’re in here. Come on, at least have one. We’ve earned it.” As he opened the bottle, the sound of the seal snapping and the scent of the whiskey made Bear’s mouth water.

      He’d never been a huge drinker, either, hadn’t even thought about it since leaving Thunder Bay. But perhaps, right now, after everything they’d been through, a drink was exactly what he needed.

      As Josh sniffed the whiskey and made a ‘swoon’ face, Bear chuckled. “After dinner,” he said, taking the bottle and replacing the cap. “We’ll indulge after our culinary treat.”

      A while later, the culinary treat finally ready to consume, Sharon spooned a pale yellow goop into five camping bowls, sprinkled some chopped-up frankfurters on top, and asked Bear to take a portion out to Lisa.

      He nodded, his nose wrinkling at the smell of the hot dogs.

      “I found ketchup!” Trent was holding up a big bottle of red sauce. Gleefully, he squeezed it onto his food. Bear swallowed hard. He felt a little nauseated already.

      Outside, Lisa wound down the truck window and accepted her bowl, barely looking at it before eating.

      “It’s Mac N’ Cheese,” Bear said, amazed at the speed with which she was eating.

      “It’s gross.” She’d already demolished half the bowl. Within seconds, it was gone. She passed it back to him. “Thanks. I’ll stay on watch till midnight. Then we’ll switch?”

      Bear nodded. “Sure. Yell if you need anything. And keep your eyes peeled. We’re—”

      “I know. I know. A hot target.” Lisa shuffled back in her seat. “But I have a good vantage point here. I’ll see anyone approaching.” She looked toward the gas station. “Go enjoy your meal. See you later.”

      Giving the side of the truck a little pat, Bear turned and headed back inside. He got the feeling Lisa wanted a little alone time. He understood that. He’d had months of alone time before all this, but since the lights went out he’d barely had a moment with his own thoughts.

      He paused at the door. Their campfire would draw attention if it was spotted, but it was too cold to spend the night without one. He could board up the door, but then they wouldn’t be able to see or hear Lisa if she needed them. So, it was a risk they’d have to take.

      By the fire, Trent was scraping his finger around his bowl as if he’d just finished the most delicious meal of his life. Next to him, Jess was licking her lips. Bear stooped down and offered her Lisa’s bowl. “Here, try this.” Instantly, Jess’ nose was in the bowl.

      “Here you go.” Sharon handed Bear his portion. He sniffed it, then decided to take a lesson from Lisa and quickly shoveled it into his mouth one spoonful after another until it was gone.

      Next to him, Trent burped loudly and laughed. “Is there any left?” he asked optimistically.

      Sharon shook her head but lifted the pan from the fire and handed it to him. “No, but feel free to do a clean-up job on this.”

      “Awesome.” Trent took his spoon and began scraping the dregs from the inside.

      Bear shook his head. He remembered being that ravenous when he was Trent’s age.

      Catching Bear watching him, Trent looked up and tilted his head to one side. “My mom used to make it,” he said. “When she was real busy with work. Which was like, all the time.”

      Bear put his hand firmly on Trent’s shoulder and nodded at him. He was about to ask whether Trent was okay — because he hadn’t asked in too long how the boy was coping without his parents—when Josh interrupted.

      “Did your mom ever let you drink whiskey?” he asked, setting up a row of plastic cups in front of him.

      In reply, Trent laughed. “I’m fourteen,” he said. “No way.”

      “Like some?” Josh looked at Bear and added, “Is he allowed, PB?”

      “Sure, he’s allowed. If he wants to.” Bear folded his arms and sat back in his camp chair. Intrigued.

      As if he was being asked to do something highly illegal, Trent held out his hand to take a cup. Josh splashed the smallest amount of whiskey into it and Trent raised it to his lips.

      “Wait. Not yet.” Josh poured three more cups, much more generous portions, then handed Sharon and Bear one each. “I propose a toast.” He raised his own cup. “To surviving.”

      “And to new friends.” Sharon raised her glass too.

      “And to almost reaching the end of a long journey,” Bear said, lifting his to his lips.

      “And to Mac N’ Cheese!” Trent laughed.

      “Down the hatch.” Josh tipped his head back, smacking his lips as the whiskey hit his throat.

      Next to him, Trent spluttered. “Oh yuck!” He wrinkled his forehead as if he’d just drunk poison. “How can you drink this?” He’d barely even tasted it. “It’s awful!”

      Slapping his thigh, Josh laughed. “Never mind, kid, maybe in a few years, hey?” He took Trent’s cup from him and, chivalrously, downed the last few drops.

      They were three cups in when Bear reminded himself that he’d promised to take a shift guarding the truck at midnight.

      “Oh, come on, don’t stop now.” Josh waved the half-empty bottle at him.

      “Sorry, man.” Bear thumped his shoulder. “You carry on.” Turning to Trent, he added, “Wake me at midnight, kid? If you don’t, I’ll sleep in.” He glanced toward the truck. “And then I’ll be in big trouble.”

      “No problem.” Trent yawned but picked up a puzzle book Sharon had found. “I’ll wake you. Promise.”
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            LAUREL

          

        

      

    

    
      “What a dump.” Fi was standing in the hallway looking around at the outdated farmhouse décor. Trailing her hand along the dull green wallpaper, patterned with flowers and birds, she wrinkled her nose as if looking at it was giving her a headache. “Must have been old folks who lived here,” she added.

      Next to the sideboard in the hall, Laurel was looking at the photographs on the walls. “Looks like their grandkids,” she said, tracing a finger around the edge of a frame.

      She was staring at a picture of a gap-toothed kid about Liam’s age when Arlo barged past her. “Where’s the living room?” he asked.

      “There.” Fi pointed to their right.

      Immediately, Arlo carried Liam through and set him down on a dusty couch.

      “This place was definitely abandoned long before the EMP,” Laurel said, knocking the arm of the couch with her knuckles and watching dust puff up into the air.

      “Who cares?” Fi asked, flopping down into an armchair and crossing one leg over the other.

      As Arlo stroked Liam’s hair, Laurel frowned at his arm. The bear had ripped a hole in his coat, which was exposing the thick inner padding. With the hand that wasn’t stroking Liam’s forehead, Arlo rubbed his arm. “Did it break the skin?” Laurel asked, moving to take a look.

      “I’m fine. See to Liam.”

      “I will, but if it’s bleeding, Arlo, we should—”

      Roughly, Arlo pulled his coat off his shoulders and rolled up the sleeve of his sweater. “There. Happy?”

      No blood, but a nice bruise was already blooming on his skin.

      “Let me know if it gets too sore. I have painkillers.” Laurel turned away, kneeling down beside Liam, and opened up her medical bag. Thankfully it hadn’t been attached to the wheelchair when the bear attacked; if they’d lost it, they’d be in a very different situation right now.

      “Is he all right?” Arlo asked, tossing his coat onto a nearby chair despite the chill in the room.

      “Liam? Do you still feel nauseated?” Laurel pressed her hand to his forehead, then took the thermometer from her bag.

      As Liam nodded, she asked him to hold the thermometer in his mouth for a minute.

      “I’m going to give him some anti-nausea drugs,” she said, searching for the bottle. “I don’t have many, but I think it’s time.”

      “Is it the chemo drugs making him sick? I thought you only got that with the IV kind?” Arlo tapped his arm to indicate an intravenous drip.

      “I’m afraid not. It’s not as common, but the pills can have similar side effects.”

      “But it’s just the pills? He’s not getting sicker?” Arlo’s eyes flashed with worry. In the corner of the room, Mack and Johnny were trying to light the fire. Ray had disappeared. Probably to pee again; that man had a bladder the size of a walnut.

      “It’s more likely to be the pills,” Laurel said cautiously. “If we get to Lone Oak, they may have a different brand we can try.” She patted Arlo’s arm. When they spoke like this, about Liam, she always tried to speak to him the way she would speak to any parent—as if he wasn’t holding a gun and threatening to kill her or her mother if she disobeyed him. “Can you get him some water?”

      “Sure. Yeah. Sure.” Arlo’s face paled as he took another look at Liam. The poor kid had broken out in a pale sweat and looked almost green around the edges.

      “He’ll start to feel better once these are in his system.” Laurel tapped her index finger on the top of the anti-nausea meds.

      “Right.” Arlo was rifling in his backpack. When he produced a bottle of water, Laurel sat back, handed him the pills and let him be the one to nurse Liam; right now, the boy needed his dad more than he needed a doctor.

      As the fire sputtered to life, the room began to warm. At the same time, the light outside was fading.

      “Where’s Ray?” Laurel asked, looking around the room.

      “I’ll go find him.” As Fi stood up, Laurel thought she saw a look of impishness cross the woman’s face. Surely, she and Ray weren’t…? Laurel shuddered at the thought of it.

      “Arlo? I think we should camp out here for at least two nights.” As Arlo opened his mouth to protest, Laurel held up her index finger. With the room warming, she shrugged out of her large, padded coat and gestured to Liam. “He needs some rest. If we can get the nausea under control and bring his fever down, we’ll move quicker when we leave.”

      Looking down at his fingers, Arlo’s jaw twitched. To Laurel’s surprise, he looked up at her and said, “All right. We’ll need to fix him a stretcher or something too, won’t we? He won’t be able to walk the whole way.”

      Laurel nodded. She’d taken a protein bar from her bag and was biting into it. “Yes. Good idea. I’m sure there will be materials around the farm we can use.”

      From over by the fire, Mack said, “We’ll scout the place out tomorrow, boss. As soon as it’s light.”

      Arlo nodded. Looking at Liam, who seemed to be sleeping, he said, “Shall we move him upstairs? Find a bed for him?”

      “Might be warmer here, boss,” Mack answered before Laurel could.

      “I agree,” she said. “It’s a small room. Big fire. You can check out the bedrooms but—”

      “No. Fine. Keep him here.”

      “We’ll take first watch. We’ll switch with Fi and Ray later.” Johnny stood up, warming his hands by the fire one last time, as if he might be able to take the warmth with him. Mack did the same.

      “I’ll bring you some food.” Laurel was surprised to feel a little sorry for the two of them, even though she knew that—as much as they were keeping intruders out—they were on guard to keep her in.

      “Thanks, Doc.” Mack tipped his head at her and the two of them slunk out of the room.

      Alone with Arlo, Laurel located the backpack with the food supplies and waved a can of hot dogs at him. “Hot dogs and rice or hot dogs and beans?”

      “Beans. Quicker.” Arlo had perched at the end of the couch by Liam’s feet and was leaning forward onto his thighs.

      “Sure. I’ll go see if there are pans in the kitchen. Be nice to eat something hot.”

      For a moment, Laurel thought Arlo was going to follow her. His fingers twitched but didn’t move to his gun. Without looking at her, he nodded. “Fine.”

      The route from the lounge to the kitchen was dark and cold. Away from the fire, she wished she’d kept her coat on, so hurried as she walked. Despite not making any effort to be quiet, the sneakers Janet had loaned her made little noise on the wooden floorboards.

      In the kitchen, Laurel caught herself reaching for a light switch and shook her head at herself; when would that impulse fade? Instead, she took a lighter from her pocket—one she’d brought with her from the hospital—and located a glass cabinet that looked like the kind her mother kept candles in.

      “Gotcha,” she said as she opened it to find a collection of tea light candles and some larger ones that looked like they were made for candlesticks.

      After lighting one, she began searching for a pan. The entire time, no one disturbed her. A door at the back of the room looked out onto what she assumed was the back porch. Next to it were two big windows, covered with the kind of white netting her elderly neighbors back in Texas used to have.

      Bear hated that netting. He’d told her more than once that if she ever suggested they get white netting for the windows, that would be it; he’d leave her for a younger model. Now, replaying the joke in her head, it sounded a little callous. But he hadn’t meant it that way. She’d known, deep inside, that he would never leave her. No matter what.

      For a moment, Laurel closed her eyes and allowed thoughts of her husband to wash over her. She still knew every inch of his face, his hands, his body. She could picture him as if it were only yesterday that they were last together.

      It wasn’t yesterday, though, was it? It was two years ago. And he had left her. Despite everything she’d believed to be true, Bear had left her. Not for another woman but for her. He’d left because he thought it would be better for her if he was far, far away.

      For a while, she’d wondered if he was right. Now, she’d do anything to have him here with her. By her side.

      “What are you doing?” Fi’s voice jolted Laurel out of her daydream. She was holding her gun. “Arlo tell you it was okay to wander around alone?”

      “I was looking for a pan,” Laurel replied tightly. “For supper.”

      “Oh, supper. How lovely.” Fi was making fun of Laurel’s accent. Even in the candlelight, Laurel could see that her cheeks were flushed. Clearly, Ray had done something to buoy her mood. “What are we having? Caviar? Steak?”

      Ignoring her, Laurel continued looking through the cupboards. Finally, she found what she was looking for and handed it to Fi. “I need to look for one more thing.”

      Fi folded her arms and rolled her eyes as Laurel walked over to the spice rack and started moving the jars back and forth. Examining the labels, she continued to push them aside until… “Ha!” She took a jar from the rack and waved it triumphantly at Fi.

      “Never seen anyone so excited about seasoning.” Fi scoffed but walked over and pointed at a second jar. “While you’re at it, bring the chili powder. Jesus, it’s been weeks since I had chili powder.”

      Passing it to her, Laurel widened her eyes. “Here, but it’s for your portion only. Don’t want to blow everyone’s heads off.”

      At that, Fi tipped her head back and laughed. Gripping her gun and raising it a little, she replied, “Speak for yourself.”

      “Was that a joke?” Laurel raised an eyebrow. “About killing people? A joke about killing people?”

      “Whatever floats your boat.” Fi cackled, winked at her, then stalked off back toward the living room.

      Following behind, Laurel shook her head. Fi really was the most obnoxious woman she’d ever met but—she must have been spending far too much time with her—she was actually starting to find her a little funny too.
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        * * *

      

      After serving up a supper of beans and hot dogs, warmed over the fire and served in real bowls from the farmhouse kitchen, Laurel proceeded to boil some water.

      Liam hadn’t wanted any food and had simply gone straight back to sleep, but Laurel now tiptoed over and tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Don’t wake him.” Arlo frowned at her.

      “I found some ginger in the kitchen.” Laurel handed Arlo the spice jar. “It’s dried. Not as good as fresh, but it’s great for nausea. There were also some dried noodles in the cupboard. If we can get him to drink the tea, we could try the noodles later. Tomorrow, I’ll have a look outside and see if there’s any fresh mint or fennel in the farmhouse garden.”

      “You never struck me as a witch doctor,” Arlo said dryly.

      “When my mom got sick, I found I was willing to try anything to help her.” Laurel smiled a little. “Nature is a powerful healer sometimes.”

      For a moment, Arlo looked at her with an expression she couldn’t quite interpret. “I never asked what’s wrong with your mom.” He cleared his throat as if he was embarrassed to be asking.

      “Pancreatic cancer. Late stage. She was taking part in a trial at South Minneha when the EMP hit. That’s why I was working there.”

      “Was it working?”

      “The results were promising,” Laurel said. “But it was too early to tell.”

      Arlo nodded. He understood that feeling. “Well. Thanks for the tea.” He took the mug from her and put his hand on Liam’s shoulder. “Hey, buddy? Doctor Rivera made you some tea. It’ll help you feel better.”

      As Liam groaned and sat up, Laurel set about clearing the bowls. Ray, slouched in an armchair with Fi balanced on the arm, was about to light a cigarette when Arlo growled at him to do it outside.

      “I’ll come with you.” Fi stalked off behind Ray, already taking a cigarette from her own pocket.

      “Didn’t anyone tell those guys smoking kills?” Arlo muttered.

      Laurel was in the doorway, holding the bowls. “I’ll wash these up. Can you check Liam’s temp again when he’s finished his drink?”

      “Sure.” Arlo reached for the thermometer.

      “Let his mouth cool down a little first.” Laurel gestured to the hot mug of tea Liam was sipping. “We don’t want a false panic.”

      Arlo’s lip twitched and he almost smiled. “Okay, Doc.”

      Back in the kitchen, Laurel set the bowls down in the sink. She tried the tap but all it spluttered out was freezing cold brown water. She could leave the bowls. No one would care or know. It wasn’t like the owners would be coming home any time soon. Yet, somehow, it just felt so disrespectful.

      She was still staring at the dishes when it occurred to her that she was alone. Totally alone. Ray and Fi were out front with Mack and Johnny. Arlo was with Liam.

      She looked down at her sneakers. They were quiet. So quiet she could probably open the back door, sneak along the porch and be halfway across the field before they even realized she was gone. In the dark, they’d never find her. She could do what her mother had told her to do; go find Cai’s farm. Live. Forget South Minneha and the patients and how hard it was to just stay alive and do the right thing.

      Without really meaning to, Laurel had drifted toward the back door. Her hand was on the doorknob. She turned it. It wasn’t locked. As she pushed it open, a blast of cold air whipped into the room and blew out the candle. It was now utterly pitch black.

      She put her hand into her jeans pocket and took out the lighter she’d brought with her from the hospital, turning it between her fingers. Her breath was caught in her chest, moving neither in nor out. Just suspended, waiting for her to make a decision. Her heart thudded against her rib cage. Louder. Louder. She could hear Fi laughing and could smell the faintest whiff of cigarette smoke.

      Go, Laurel. Just go.

      Her mother’s voice was so loud in her ears that she almost jumped, but as she heard it she began to shake her head. “I told you, Mom. I’m not abandoning my hospital or my patients.”

      Slowly, she stepped back into the room. She was closing the door when she felt movement behind her.

      “Thinking of going somewhere, Doc?” It was Mack. Standing with his arms folded, holding a candle, watching her.

      “Just getting some fresh air.” Laurel met his eyes. She couldn’t figure him out. There was a mutual respect between him and Arlo that surprised her and intrigued her, yet he still called Arlo ‘Boss’.

      “Need a hand with the dishes?” Mack gestured to the sink.

      “No. They’re not worth wasting water on.” Laurel walked past him and back into the hall. At the door to the living room, she stopped and said, “I’m going to get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Mack nodded slowly. “Yeah. In the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      While Arlo sat next to his son, Laurel curled up in the armchair and pulled her coat over her. “Wake me if he needs me,” she said as she rested her head. “And wake me when you want to switch. You can’t stay up all night.”

      Arlo nodded. He was stoking the fire. His gun was on the coffee table. “Will do.”

      Closing her eyes, Laurel did what she’d done every night since the world turned upside down; she thought of their backyard at home in Texas. The one she’d shared with Bear and Mae. She pictured their white porch swing. The flower beds she’d planted. The pond Bear had reluctantly agreed to and the fish he’d ended up doting on. She thought of the way Jessamine had run around it in silly circles when Bear brought her home from the pound—a dog who was supposed to be theirs but was never anything but his.

      She was picturing Bear playing catch with Jess when the sky in her dream began to darken. Rain clouds were moving in.

      “We better go in,” Bear said to her. Pulling her close, he shepherded her inside. Then he lit the fire.

      “But it’s summer,” she said.

      “Not anymore.” Bear gestured to the window and he was right; it was snowing outside.

      With the fire lit, they cuddled up on the couch. Bear pulled a blanket over them and turned on the TV. Flicking on the captions, he took his hearing aid out and set it down on the coffee table. Laurel reached up to stroke his ear. The touch made him jump, but then he took hold of her hand and knitted his fingers with hers.

      “Shall we go upstairs?” he asked, smiling at her. Her heart skittered. It had been so long since they’d been close. She stood up and smiled back.

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      As if she knew she wasn’t invited to join them, Jess gave a huff and stretched out in front of the fire.

      Upstairs, Bear wrapped her in his big strong arms and began to kiss her neck. Then they were in bed. After making love, they fell asleep. Laurel could see herself wrapped in the sheets, her leg hooked over Bear’s. She could see Bear next to her, sleeping with his arm up over his head the way he always did when he was truly exhausted. She knew what would happen next.

      “Move,” she muttered. “Get up. Move.”

      But the Laurel in the bed didn’t move. She was fast asleep. Even when Bear started to thrash around and talk in his sleep, sleeping Laurel didn’t stir.

      Bear no longer looked peaceful. His face had contorted into a pained grimace. He was shaking his head from side to side. He thumped the mattress. Laurel moved to turn away from him. He thumped it again. This time, she noticed. Her eyes fluttered open and she reached for him.

      Don’t do that. It’ll ruin everything.

      As Laurel’s hand touched her husband’s shoulder, his eyes flew open. His hands went to her neck and began to squeeze. She was scratching at him, trying to prise his fingers free. Choking. She was choking.

      “Laurel… Dr. Rivera… Laurel.”

      She sprang out of her chair, waving her arms, clutching at her throat. Her hair was loose and wild, she was sweating and her heart was beating so fast she thought she might pass out.

      “You were dreaming.” Arlo was standing in front of her, arms outstretched like she was a panicked wild animal. “Just a dream.” He tilted his head. She was still holding her hands to her neck.

      “I….” She tried to slow her breathing. She was leaning forward, counting to ten, noticing the sunlight that was starting to creep through the shutters, when Arlo put a hand on her shoulder. “You let me sleep all night?” she asked, narrowing her eyes at the light.

      “You were sleeping soundly until a few moments ago.” Arlo passed her a bottle of water and watched as she took a long sip.

      “I’m sorry.” She turned to Liam, who was sitting up and looking at her with a confused expression on his face. “It was a bad dream. I’m sorry if I worried you.” Taking another deep swig, she looked at Arlo. “How is he?”

      “The nausea’s better. Not sure if it was the tea or the pills but—” Arlo stopped mid-sentence.

      “Was that…?” Laurel spun toward the window as the sound of bullets hitting the porch peppered the air. For a moment, she thought she was still dreaming, but when Liam screamed and she turned to the door, she knew it was real.

      “Mack?” Arlo leaped forward.

      Mack staggered in, clutching his side. “We’re under fire,” he spluttered, blood seeping through his sweater onto his fingers. “They got me, boss.”

      “He’s been shot!” Arlo yelled, reaching for Mack as he fell to the floor. “Do something!”

      Laurel dropped to the ground and crawled toward him. She was almost there when a bullet shattered the window.

      “Who is shooting at us?!” she cried.

      “I have no idea.” Arlo dragged Liam to the ground and threw himself over his son’s body. “But it sounds like we’re outnumbered.”
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      “You didn’t wake me.” Bear nudged Trent’s side with his elbow. They were sitting around their small indoor campfire eating a quiet, frosty breakfast. Josh was at the door, bleary-eyed and nursing a hangover. He was keeping an eye on the truck while he ate his breakfast. Lisa, on the other hand, was glowering at him. From the camp chair opposite, she watched as he slowly ate his breakfast, her jaw twitching occasionally as she sipped her coffee. Bear was officially on Lisa’s hit list.

      “Sorry, I fell asleep.” Trent shrugged sheepishly and stuck his hands into his pockets.

      Bear had woken at five a.m., well past his turn on lookout, which meant that – all night long – Lisa had been stuck in the truck, unable to leave it and fetch someone to replace her because then it would be unguarded. Listening to the muted chuckles of Josh and Sharon as they got slowly but surely drunk couldn’t have helped; no doubt she thought Bear had joined in and neglected his post because he was having a good time.

      When he’d finally gone outside to relieve her, she’d looked both exhausted and furious, slamming the truck door shut and striding past him without letting him explain. Bear wasn’t generally someone who could be made to feel intimidated, but Lisa was on another level. When Laurel was outraged at him, she’d shout. Get fiery. Then he’d calm her down. He could do that. But Lisa? She was simmering silently and Bear had no idea how to get back on her good side.

      “Lisa, it was my fault PB didn’t come relieve you. I was supposed to wake him but I drifted off.” Trent grimaced as Lisa frowned at him, sensing that he needed to do something to lighten the atmosphere.

      “You know, I’m not just pissed because I didn’t get any sleep.” Lisa tapped her nails on her cup. “I’m pissed because it’s just plain irresponsible. Drinking when we’re supposed to be on guard.” She shook her head and looked at each of them in turn before settling on Bear. “I’ve had barely an hour’s sleep. I’m going to spend the day exhausted. Not at the top of my game. And that’s dangerous.”

      “Come on, Lis. Don’t be mad.” Josh folded his arms, saving Bear from having to formulate another apology, and looked at her with big eyes, as if she was his older sister and he was the kid brother trying to get himself out of trouble.

      Without replying, Lisa snorted loudly and looked away. So, it wasn’t just Bear on her list; they all were.

      Changing the subject, Sharon looked up from her breakfast of oats cooked in hot water, “So, are we going through or around?” She waited for Bear and Lisa to answer.

      “I say we can handle it. We go through.” Lisa stirred a morsel of sugar into her black coffee and winced as she drank from it. Clearly, the sugar rations didn’t agree with her.

      Bear was concentrating on his own coffee. Yes, they’d brought him into their group, but he still felt he needed to be careful not to be too heavy-handed with his opinion.

      “PB? What do you think?” Josh rubbed his palm over his floppy dark hair, studying Bear’s face.

      “Well,” Bear glanced at Lisa, bristling because he was still unsure how he felt about his new ‘Papa Bear’ nickname. He could tell from the look in her eyes that she expected him to agree with her.

      “Bear wants to take the fastest route to his wife. Right, Bear?” She tilted her head.

      “Actually….” Bear shuffled in his seat. While the others were in camping chairs, he was sitting on a stool they’d found behind the checkout counter. “I think we should play it safe. We came across people willing to throw a grenade at us, and that was out in the middle of nowhere. Who knows what the city will be like?”

      While Lisa raised her eyebrows at him, a mannerism that reminded him of Laurel even though they looked nothing alike, Josh nodded emphatically.

      “We have guns.” Lisa patted her weapon.

      “I know, but I’d rather avoid a fight if at all possible.” Bear looked at Sharon. “What about you, Sharon?”

      As if she was being asked to choose between her wife and Bear, Sharon quickly said, “If Lisa thinks we can make it through okay, I trust her.”

      Bear nodded slowly. Next to him, Trent had been watching them with quiet curiosity. “Well, kid. Looks like you’ve got the deciding vote.”

      Trent almost spat out his breakfast. “Me? I get a vote?”

      “Well, you’re part of the group, kid. So, yeah, you get a vote.” Bear sat back and folded his arms.

      Lisa was rolling her eyes as if this was completely unfair because Trent was bound to side with Bear. To their surprise, however, Trent stood up and began to pace slowly up and down.

      Waving his hand like a professor in a lecture hall, he mused, “So, the arguments in favor of going through the city is… it’s faster.”

      Lisa and Sharon nodded.

      “We’ll save fuel and time,” Trent continued.

      A smile flickered on Bear’s lips and a feeling of pride swelled in his belly. The boy was getting smart.

      “And the arguments in favor of going around the city are….”

      “We won’t die,” Josh answered.

      “Not won’t,” Lisa corrected. “Just less likely to.”

      “Okay, okay.” Trent held up his hand to silence them. “I have made my decision.” Folding his arms, he turned to the group and looked at each of them in turn. Kid sure was milking the power. “We will go around the cities.” As Lisa tsked loudly, Trent shrugged. “I’d rather be late than dead.”

      “Good call.” Bear thumped Trent lightly on the shoulder, then gave Lisa and Sharon a conciliatory smile. “Sorry, ladies. Better luck next time.”

      “Fine.” Lisa stood up and gestured to the trashcan fire they’d been huddled around all night. “Pack up and move out.”

      They’d been traveling for a little over an hour, according to the clock on the dash, and Bear had spotted a sign for the road that would take them to South Minneha, when he glanced in the rearview mirror.

      In the back of the truck, Lisa, Sharon and Josh were sitting close to one another. Trent was up front next to Bear and Jess.

      “What’s up?” Trent cocked his head at Bear as he adjusted the mirror.

      “Thought I saw something….” Bear squinted into the mirror then shook his head. “Must be imagining things.”

      “Like what? A deer?” Trent looked over his shoulder, trying to spot what Bear had spotted.

      “Something moving. I don’t know.” Bear slowed as he turned a corner, then slowed some more.

      “What’s going on up there?” Lisa shouted from the back.

      Bear was still concentrating on the rearview mirror when he spotted it. “Dang it!” He pressed his foot on the accelerator and the truck groaned at the sudden increase in speed. “We’ve got company,” Bear yelled.

      Spinning around to look, Trent’s eyes widened. “Another truck? Cool.”

      “Not cool.” Bear lowered the window behind him so he could talk to the others. “Lisa, they’re following us.”

      Instantly, Lisa’s hands went to her weapon.

      “Wait. They’re too far back. Don’t waste ammo.” Bear switched up a gear and took another right.

      “Then what do we do? Try to outrun them?” Sharon called.

      Bear’s mind was moving quickly. They had two choices: stay in the city and try to lose their pursuers by taking side streets and back alleys, or head for the highway and hope to move quickly enough to outrun them.

      “Anyone know this city well enough to navigate these streets?” he yelled over his shoulder.

      “Never been here before,” Josh replied.

      Lisa and Sharon were shaking their heads.

      “Me either, and we can’t guarantee we won’t run into a dead end somewhere.” He looked again at the truck that was following them. It wasn’t moving particularly quickly but neither was it letting them out of its sight. He couldn’t make out who was driving.

      Ahead, a sign indicated a left turn to take them toward the highway. Increasing his speed, Bear took the turn.

      “On the highway, we’ll be fair game!” Lisa yelled.

      “Better than being a rat in a trap,” Bear yelled back.

      For a moment, as they pulled onto the highway, he thought whoever was chasing them had changed their mind and turned around. Then he saw them. The dark green truck. Except now, someone was leaning out of the window.

      “They’ve got a gun!” Josh shouted. Quickly, Bear passed his weapon back to them.

      “I’m firing a warning shot,” Lisa snapped.

      Before Bear could tell her to hold fire, she’d let off two short sharp bursts. Bang, bang. Into the air.

      Bear gritted his teeth. Bad move, Lisa. Bad move.

      He was right. Instantly, the truck tried to increase its speed. Luckily, it was old as crap and struggling, but when it turned to navigate an abandoned car, he saw at least six men in the back. All holding guns.

      “What do we do?” Trent was jigging up and down in his seat. “What do we do, Bear?”

      “Keep going and hope they run out of fuel before we do.” Bear was half joking, even though it wasn’t the time for joking, but Trent’s eyes widened with alarm.

      Scanning the road ahead, Bear pressed down on the accelerator. The truck was moving as fast as it could go. Fifty miles an hour was its limit.

      “What’s that?” As they took a gentle curve in the road he spotted an abandoned vehicle at the side of the road. A construction vehicle, lying on its side. The supplies it had been carrying were strewn on the road around it. Without consulting the others, Bear roared to a stop in front of it. “Get out! Get behind the truck!”

      Looking at him as if he’d lost his mind, Lisa and the others followed suit.

      “What the heck, Bear?” Lisa jumped behind the abandoned truck and lay flat on her stomach. “We were ahead of them. We should have—”

      “Here….” Bear tugged Josh’s arm. “See that? It’s a toolbox.”

      Josh nodded, already trying to help Bear tug the door open. “It’s not moving.”

      “We need that toolbox.” Bear’s arm began to throb, pain pulsing down to his elbow. “Pull!”

      As Sharon, Lisa and Trent joined in, the door finally opened. Bear grabbed the toolbox and opened it. Grinning, he looked up. “Scatter these across the road.” He pulled out a box of nails and handed it to Josh. He gave a second to Trent and took the third for himself. “Go. Throw them into the dip in the road. Lisa, Sharon, go to the bend and shout as soon as the truck reaches it.” He waved at them to move quickly, then added, “Don’t get shot.”

      It took seconds for them to scatter the nails across the road. Just as they’d finished, Sharon called, “They’re coming.”

      “Into the ditch!” Bear pointed to the ditch behind the overturned truck and raced toward it. Sharon and Lisa did the same. As they all converged, throwing themselves onto their stomachs and dipping down, the green truck appeared.

      Spotting their truck at the side of the road, the men in the back of the green truck began to whoop loudly. One of them let off a gunshot.

      “We should have kept going. This isn’t going to work.” Lisa raised her gun, ready to shoot.

      “Wait. Just wait.” Bear put his hand on hers and met her eyes. “Wait.”

      Turning to watch the truck, he held his breath. It was moving fast. If it hit the nails at this speed, it’d be game over. They could jump back in their truck and get away and these guys would never be able to catch them.

      Just as he thought it was a done deal, as the green truck drew level enough for him to see the driver’s face, it turned.

      “They’ve seen the nails,” Bear muttered. A little louder, to the others, he said, “Get ready.”

      “Damn it, Bear,” Lisa growled.

      “Ready for what?” Josh looked at him and Bear nodded at the weapon he was holding. Gingerly, Josh handed it over just as the green truck spun sideways and screeched to a halt. Right in front of the nails. It hadn’t hit them. Not one single nail.

      “Ready to fight.” Bear stood up, clambered out of the ditch, and positioned himself behind the abandoned construction truck. Lisa was right; they should have kept going.
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      “Do something!” Arlo had crawled along the floor and was pressing his hands to Mack’s stomach.

      “Liam, give me your scarf.” Laurel reached out her hand and Liam, trembling, pressed his scarf into it. “Arlo, keep this pressed on the wound.”

      As Arlo did as she’d asked, the gunfire outside stopped. The front door clattered on its hinges and Fi raced inside, her face pale, panting. “Ray’s—” She pointed to the door. “I think he’s—”

      “Get in and close it!” Arlo shouted, still pressing the scarf onto Mack’s wound to try and stop the bleeding.

      Fi slammed the door shut and drew the bolt across, then staggered into the living room, stepping over Mack and staring at him with wide, almost black, eyes.

      “Fi, you’re injured?” Laurel looked up from her medical bag and pointed to Fi’s forehead. She raised her fingers to it and looked at them, dazed, as if she had no idea how she’d been wounded. “Sit down. I’ll see to you in a minute.” She’d found her suture kit and was preparing to rip Mack’s shirt open so she could examine the wound. Before she could turn him over to see whether the bullet had gone straight through, Arlo stumbled back onto his heels.

      “Don’t stop—” Laurel grabbed the scarf but then saw what Arlo had seen; Mack wasn’t breathing.

      From behind them, Liam wailed, “Is he dead? Dad? Is he–” Instantly, Arlo was on his feet, grabbing Liam and pulling him into a tight embrace, turning him around so he couldn’t see the man lying on the floor.

      “Shoot. Is he—?” Fi stuttered.

      Gently, Laurel pressed her fingers to Mack’s neck. He had no pulse. He’d lost too much blood. “I’m sorry,” she said, looking at Arlo. “He’s gone.”

      Arlo screwed his eyes shut and clung onto Liam. In her chair, Fi cursed and held her palm to the wound on her head.

      “Who did this?” Laurel stood up and walked over to Fi, her white sneakers slipping on the bloodied floorboards. “What do they want?”

      Fi was about to answer her when a bang, bang, bang on the door stopped her. “Ray…” she whispered, stumbling to her feet.

      “Do not answer it,” Arlo warned.

      “It could be Ray.” For the first time since Laurel had known her, Fi looked Arlo straight in the eyes then disobeyed him. Hurrying to the door, she pressed her ear against it and said, “Who is it?”

      “It’s me, you fool. Let me in.”

      “How do we know you’re alone?” Fi’s hands were shaking.

      “Look through the blasted curtain.” Ray sounded as if he was in pain.

      Fi pulled the curtain back. As soon as she caught a glimpse of him, she began to fumble with the lock. Pulling the door open, she heaved Ray inside, closely followed by Johnny, locked the door again, then ran her hands over his face and arms.

      “You hurt?” she asked, studying Ray’s thin, sallow face.

      “My hand.” Ray held it up. It was bleeding. “They shot my hand!”

      “I’m fine, thanks for asking,” Johnny panted. Then his eyes landed on Mack and he swallowed hard, wiping his hand over his face. “Oh.”

      “Everyone, upstairs. Now.” Laurel was picking up her medical kit, gesturing for Arlo to help Liam. Shoving the medical bag at Fi, she turned and raced toward the kitchen. “I’m going to barricade the kitchen door. Johnny, you’re with me. Ray, Fi, Arlo, get upstairs and stay away from the windows.”

      As Johnny followed Laurel, she instructed him to help her drag the table up in front of the back door. “Who’s out there?” she asked as she turned around, looking for something they could use to block the windows too. “How many of them?”

      “Counted at least four.” Johnny pointed to a door. “Basement? Might be some wood we can use?”

      Laurel nodded. “Do that. I’ll go fasten the shutters in the rest of the house.”

      “Be careful. Stay away from—”

      “The windows. I know.” Laurel tiptoed back to the living room. Outside, everything was eerily quiet. Just as it had been in the moments before the shooting started.

      Mack was still lying on the floor. Laurel was about to step over him when she spotted his gun. For a second, she hesitated, then she stooped down, tugged it free, and kept it raised as she inched over to the windows.

      Before pulling the shutters closed, she peered through the netting. Everything looked normal. No people. No guns. Swiftly, she fastened the shutters, then moved to the hall and checked the bolts on the door. Next, she took the dining room, then called up the stairs, “Ray, Fi, if there are shutters up there, close them.”

      When she returned to the kitchen, Johnny had heaved two big pieces of plywood up from the basement and was hammering one onto the window frame. Laurel hurried over to help him. Spotting the gun tucked into her waistband, he raised an eyebrow.

      “I was in the Middle East for three years. Trust me, you want me armed in this situation.”

      Without speaking, he nodded.

      When they’d finished, they returned to the living room, grabbed their fire-lighting equipment and headed upstairs. They found the others in the master bedroom. Liam was on the bed. Fi and Ray were slumped on the couch at the foot of it. Arlo was pacing up and down, clutching his head as if he was fighting the urge to scream.

      Approaching him, Laurel put her hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry about Mack.” She tried to meet his eyes but Arlo tugged away from her.

      “Who are these people?” He looked around the room, focusing on Fi and Ray. “Who are they? What do they want?”

      “I don’t know, boss.” Fi winced as she spoke, and Laurel reached for her medical kit.

      “I counted four of them. A woman seemed to be leading them. Short red hair. Tall. Like Lara Croft but not as pretty. She was wearing some kind of bandana round her neck.” Johnny rolled his tongue around his mouth and spat on the floor.

      Laurel sucked in the urge to tell him he was revolting. She was examining Fi’s head when Arlo suddenly let out a guttural roar. She looked up in time to see him punching the wall.

      Staggering back, he held his fist, cursing, his shoulders trembling.

      On the bed, tucked under the blanket, Liam was watching his father. “Dad?”

      “What is it, boss?” Ray stood up, still nursing his hand, holding a piece of cloth around it that had already become soaked with his blood.

      For a moment, Arlo said nothing, simply braced his hand on the wall, breathing slowly and heavily. As Laurel cleaned the bullet graze on Fi’s forehead, she flicked her eyes toward him.

      Finally, he turned back to them and let his hands hang by his sides. “I know who they are.”

      Pausing, cotton wool in her hand, Laurel spun slowly on her heels to look up at him. “Who?”

      “The redhead is Britt Wray. She’s the girlfriend of Murph Larson.”

      Laurel looked at the others as if that should mean something to them. Only Johnny showed a flicker of recognition.

      “Murph? Surely not?”

      “Britt is a redhead.”

      “There are plenty of redheads, boss.”

      “She wears a bandana to hide a scar on her throat. An operation she had as a kid.” Arlo met Johnny’s eyes and sucked in his cheeks. “Trust me. It’s her. It’s exactly what he’d do. He’s probably been following us from the start.”

      “But I’d know Murph if I saw him. He wasn’t out there, boss. And we’d have known if someone was following us.” Johnny had walked over and was standing just a foot in front of Arlo.

      Standing up, Laurel put her hands on her hips. “Who is Murph Larson and why would his girlfriend be trying to kill us?”

      Before Arlo could answer, a small voice behind her said, “I know who he is.”

      She turned to see Liam swinging his legs out of bed and getting gingerly to his feet. “He’s the guy who used to date my mom.”

      When Laurel looked at Arlo, his face had drained of all color. He looked like he might vomit. “Liam? How’d you…?”

      “You think I never heard you guys talking?” Looking at Laurel, Liam added, “My mom was dating Murph when she met my dad. Dad was his business rival. They hated each other. Mom always joked that Dad only pursued her to make Murph crazy.”

      Arlo released a low sigh and shook his head. “That’s not true.” Turning to Laurel, he grimaced. “You think I’m a bad guy? Murph is evil. Pure evil. The way he treated Allison....” As he said his wife’s name, Arlo’s voice cracked.

      “So he’s out for revenge?” Laurel almost laughed. “That’s what this is? You took my girl, so I’m coming after you with a gun?”

      As she looked from Arlo to Johnny, her skin began to prickle. They looked scared.

      “That’s exactly what this is.” Arlo moved over to Liam and herded him back into the bed.

      “But you just said Murph’s not here, so—”

      “So then he has another plan. A backup plan.”

      “Like what?” Laurel was struggling to see what Murph’s end game was here. If he wanted Arlo dead so badly, why not come after him himself? Why send his girlfriend to do it?

      “I have no idea.” Arlo was shaking his head solemnly. “But I know Murph, and I know whatever it is — it’s gonna be bad news.”
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      “Where are we heading, Britt?” Marianne’s whiny voice sent a shudder through Britt’s bones. Of all the people she could have gotten stuck with, Marianne was one of the most annoying.

      Since she’d first joined Murph’s group, Marianne had attached herself to Britt. Looked at her like a big sister or like she was the cool girl in school who Marianne was just dying to be friends with. She’d even gone through a brief phase of wearing a bandana around her neck, the way Britt did, until Murph had pointed out she was making a fool of herself.

      “I don’t know, Marianne.” Britt spoke through gritted teeth, adjusting the scarf at her throat. Ever since she was a little girl, her scar had itched when it got cold, and the weather was turning.

      “Doesn’t this head toward Lone Oak?” Rachel asked, adjusting the baseball cap she was wearing and tucking a strand of greasy brown hair behind her ear.

      “Yeah, Lone Oak.” Bert nodded, agreeing with his girlfriend.

      “What’s in Lone Oak?” Marianne looked from Rachel to Britt. The doe-eyed look on her face made Britt want to scream.

      “Who cares? We’re getting away from South Minneha. Right? That’s what we’re doing. We’ll figure everything else out later.”

      She was about to carry on, giving them an earful because it felt good to release some anger, when the unmistakable sound of a gunshot cracked through the air. A pause. Then two more.

      Britt held up her hand, gesturing for the others to stop. In the distance, voices were shouting.

      “What was that?” Rachel hissed.

      Britt pointed upwards. For a few hours now, they’d been following the river. Next to them, a bank of trees sloped sharply up toward a road. Ducking into the cover of the trees, she motioned for the others to do the same and began to climb upwards. Moments later, something came hurtling toward them. Britt squinted at it. “Is that a wheelchair?” she whispered as an empty chair with large wheels bounced down the slope, hit the rocks, then careened into the water. Quickly, she continued to scale the slope. Bang! Bang! Another two shots, fired almost in unison. Then silence.

      Britt stopped just inside the tree line at the edge of the road. The others were behind her. On the road, only a few feet away, a woman was scrambling to her feet. A boy was next to her. In front of them, two men were staring at a large black bear.

      “Shoot.” Britt’s eyes widened. But she wasn’t looking at the bear. She was looking at the red-haired man who was handing the woman a pair of glasses and scooping a red-haired kid up off the ground.

      “What is it?” Marianne pulled at Britt’s arm, struggling to see past her through the undergrowth.

      “That, Marianne, is Arlo Staaf.” Britt’s mouth opened into a grin. “And it looks like he almost got eaten by a bear.”

      “Arlo Staaf?” The rest of Murph’s crew had heard the legend of Arlo Staaf, but hadn’t ever seen him in the flesh.

      “And his kid,” Britt mused. Already her mind was ticking over. This had to have happened for a reason. Her grandmother used to say that there was no such thing as coincidence; everything happened for a reason. “So what are we supposed to do now?” Britt muttered to herself.

      “Do?” Rachel asked, nudging up beside Marianne. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, this is too good of an opportunity to ignore.” Ahead, Arlo Staaf, the boy, the woman and the other gun-holding man were walking away. When they reached the corner up ahead, Britt stepped out of the shadows. “Come on.” She waved for the others to join her. “We’re following them.”
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      From a distance, they tracked Arlo and his small group to a farmhouse. It was big and looked empty. He’d met up with another woman and two more men. One looked slightly menacing, broad, thick-necked, dark eyebrows. The other was skinny and probably the most unintimidating man she’d ever seen. The woman, however, gave Britt a twisted feeling in the pit of her stomach. She looked like the kind of woman who enjoyed firing her gun. She was one to watch.

      As the group filed inside, from the tall grass at the end of the lane, Britt watched.

      She kept watching as the sun set and firelight flickered from one of the downstairs windows. She kept watching as the three men and the woman who liked guns took it in turns to patrol up and down on the porch.

      Arlo did not appear.

      All night long, he stayed inside.

      By morning, Britt had made up her mind. Spotting Arlo Staaf on the road, being attacked by a great big mamma bear that almost ripped his arm off, had—at first—confused her. But as she’d watched the farmhouse that night, it had all become clear.

      She would be the one to take down Arlo. She would be the one to end the fight between him and Murph. Then, with his vendetta finally settled, Murph would take her back. They’d have the future they’d always dreamed of. They’d set loose the hangers-on they’d accumulated since the EMP and they’d find a nice quiet cabin to settle down in.

      As visions of her and Murph’s future danced before Britt’s eyes, she turned and woke the others. “Hey, wake up,” she hissed. “It’s dawn. Time to make our move.”

      “Move?” Rachel yawned and rubbed her eyes.

      “We’re attacking the farmhouse.”

      Rachel and Marianne exchanged a confused glance. “Attacking it? Britt, are you sure?”

      “Damn right, I’m sure.” Britt tightened her grip on her gun. “They have no idea we’re here. They’re sitting ducks. We move. Now.”

      Keeping low and in the shadows, Britt began to inch toward the house. Behind her, Rachel, Marianne, and Bert were following her. She had little to no faith in them, but it didn’t matter. With the element of surprise on her side, she could take out Arlo’s pathetic watchmen, no problem.

      Finally in position, she stopped and motioned for the others to do the same. The skinny guy was outside, the broad one too, and another she couldn’t quite make out because he was shielded by the others. She raised her gun but then something made her stop; the door had opened. The woman, the one who reminded Britt of herself, strode out onto the porch and tugged the skinny guy to one side. Slipping her arm around his waist, she leaned in and just as she was about to kiss him….

      Britt fired. The woman yelled and clutched her head but didn’t fall.

      Behind her, Marianne and Bert started shooting too. They were terrible shots, but somehow, Marianne got the big guy. He let out a growl, grabbed his stomach, and lurched for the door.

      The woman did the same. Only two remained now. The skinny one was firing his gun blindly because he couldn’t see who was shooting at him. The other was more accurate but not accurate enough to do any damage.

      Brazenly, Britt stepped out of the shadows and strode toward the house, firing warning shots as she went. The skinny guy fired at her but missed, and then, as his eyes widened, he gave up and began to pound on the door, begging to be let in. The other one followed.

      Watching them flee, Britt almost punched the air.

      The blood was pumping fast in her veins, so fast it was making her head spin. In a good way. As she watched the farmhouse and imagined the fear vibrating within its walls, she shook her arms and bounced up and down on the balls of her feet.

      She hadn’t felt a thrill like this since before she’d walked out on Murph. He was the kind of guy who could get a girl in all kinds of a spin without even trying, and he knew it.

      At first, when she left him, for about twenty-four hours, she’d felt proud of herself. For years, he’d been hung up on his ex — despite the fact she’d cheated on him and was now six feet under. Britt had put up with it for longer than she should have because, well, he had money. Connections. The kind of lifestyle she’d always wanted to live. He’d treated her well. Most of the time. He’d bought her nice things and taken her to nice places. Made her feel like she’d moved up in the world.

      But in the background, she had always been there. Allison. The one who got away.

      Inevitably, whenever he drank more than two glasses of whiskey, that’s what he’d talk about. How his beloved Allison had been taken from him by some jumped-up businessman called Arlo Staaf and how, one day, he’d get revenge.

      When the world ended, Britt had almost whooped with joy. Surely, now, Murph would have bigger things to worry about.

      But no.

      After the initial few days had passed, he’d started all over again. Except this time, he’d said, he could act on it.

      “There are no cops now, Britt.”

      “What do you mean?” She’d been smoking a cigarette and had twirled it between her fingers, watching his face become more animated as he spoke.

      “I mean,” he’d whispered, gripping her hand, “if there was ever a time for me to give Arlo Staaf what’s coming to him — it’s now.”

      Britt had swallowed hard, dread settling in the pit of her stomach.

      “No cops. No cameras. We can take him down—finally make him pay—and no one will be able to do anything about it.”

      “Murph, baby, isn’t it time to let this whole thing drop? I mean, haven’t we got enough on our plates just trying to stay alive, let alone—” She’d stopped speaking when Murph’s face had darkened.

      “If you’re not up for this, you know what you can do.” He had stood up and pointed to the door of his penthouse apartment.

      Britt had looked at it too, contemplating leaving right then and there. To show him. But she hadn’t. In the end, she’d stayed. For weeks, they’d dragged the guys from Murph’s timber yard all over town, searching South Minneha high and low for Arlo Staaf with no luck.

      The day she had enough was the day the temperature dropped. They’d been in an abandoned gas station in the middle of town, searching for food and water, and Murph had been joking with one of his guys—Tony—about all the things they’d do to Staaf when they found him. Tony had said something about Britt. About Murph watching his back in case Staaf made a move on her too. Murph had laughed. Put his head back and laughed. Then he’d lowered his voice and said, “You know what, that’s not a bad idea, Tony.” Turning to Britt, he’d called loudly, “How about it, Britt? Fancy playing the bait and reeling Staaf in so I can….” He’d made a ‘slitting the throat’ motion and laughed again.

      And that was it. In that moment, she’d suddenly realized that Murph was more worried about getting revenge for his dead Allison than he was about protecting her. Winter was coming. They hadn’t done anything to prepare. Weren’t even thinking about it. And on top of that, he was willing to send her out as ‘bait’ to lure in his enemy.

      After that, she hadn’t even said goodbye. She’d simply walked out, taking only her backpack and her gun. Without even thinking about it, she’d headed out of town. At the first place she came across—a run-down old house that looked like it had been shuttered up long before the EMP—she’d camped out for a few days, half expecting Murph to catch up with her.

      Except it wasn’t Murph who caught up with her. It was Marianne, Rachel and Bert, who had apparently been told to leave when they suggested that Murph might want to go find his girlfriend and apologize.

      Since then, it had been the four of them. Complaining and moaning about Murph. Stealing supplies from whatever abandoned trucks they could find. Heading out of South Minneha toward the next town over—Lone Oak—because it was close but far enough away that she felt Murph could become a distant memory.

      “Britt?” Marianne’s voice shook her out of her daze. “What now?”

      She ducked back down into the long grass and adjusted the bandana around her throat. “Now?” Britt’s lips curled into a smile. “Now, we finally get our hands on Arlo Staaf.”

      Marianne exchanged a look with the guy next to her—Bert. “Capture them?”

      “Don’t you see?” Britt could feel her eyes brightening. “If we catch Arlo and take him back to Murph, it’ll all be over.”

      “Over?” Marianne frowned.

      “I thought you left because you were done with Murph’s vendetta?” Bert asked, adjusting his gun on his shoulder. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m a sucker for a shootout, but—”

      “I left because Murph was obsessed, yeah, but—” Britt inhaled sharply. She was struggling to put it into words. “What can I say? He’s the love of my life.” She looked down at her fingernails. “If I can end this, then we can move on. Don’t you see?” When she raised her eyes, Marianne and Bert were nodding slowly.

      In the distance, Rachel—who’d been scouting out the perimeter of the house—called to them. “They’ve barricaded themselves in. Now what?”

      Slowly, Britt stood up. “Now?” she said, her lips spreading into a grin. “Now, we get them to give up Arlo or we kill them. I’d prefer him alive but….” She shrugged. “Either way, he’ll get what’s coming to him.”
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      “Open fire!” Bear was positioned behind the overturned truck. Darting his head out from the side, he fired on the truck. His hearing aid let out a high-pitched squeal as gunshots started to ring out. He wanted to tug it free, but without it, he was one sense down and he couldn’t risk that right now.

      Praying that Trent kept Jessamine back in the ditch, because the last thing he needed was his Jack Russell trying to chase off a bunch of guys with rifles, Bear shot again. He was aiming for the green truck, hoping enough firepower would scare them off. Convince them to run instead of continuing the fight.

      When Sharon yelped and fell backward, however, it seemed they weren’t playing it the same way. “I’m hit,” she moaned.

      As Josh examined her, he looked up at Lisa and said, “It’s okay, just a graze.” Then he took the gun from Sharon and, in an unexpected display of authority, told her to go join Trent. “I’ll take it from here,” he said, gritting his teeth.

      “Don’t shoot the tires,” Bear told him, ducking back to catch his breath while their attackers continued to shoot.

      “I thought we wanted the tires out?” Josh looked confused.

      “We did when we thought it’d give us a chance to get away. Right now, we want them to get away. We want them to flee.”

      Nodding, Josh shakily raised his head and fired. When he ducked back down, his face was deathly pale.

      “What is it? Are you injured?” Bear put his hands on Josh’s shoulders. Lisa was holding the fort by herself now; they didn’t have time for this.

      “I think I got one.” Josh met Bear’s eyes.

      “You mean you….” Bear pressed his lips together. “You shot someone?”

      Nodding, Josh leaned back against the truck. He was no good to anyone now. Waving to catch Lisa’s attention, Bear growled, “I’ve had enough of this.” He was about to return fire when he heard Trent shout, “Jess, no!”

      Bear turned as a flash of white passed him. No. Stupid dog. No. He stood up in time to see Jessamine charge forward. She was heading straight for the driver. He hadn’t seen her. Baring her teeth, she grabbed his ankle. At first, she got his pants, but then she got flesh. He yelped and tried to kick her off, but she wasn’t going to let go. Then he raised his gun.

      In one swift movement, Bear had jumped up and was striding forward as if he was made of bulletproof metal. “Touch my dog and you’re dead,” he barked, gun raised.

      The driver cocked his head. A glint in his eyes made Bear’s stomach turn to lead. His finger twitched on the trigger. And Bear shot him.

      As the guy slumped to the ground, Jess let go and Bear yelled at her to go back to the kid. Then Lisa was behind him, firing at a woman crouched behind the green truck’s hood. He was about to take on the ones in the back of the truck when one of them raised their hands. Piling out of the back, they began to run. Returning to town, in the direction they’d come, they abandoned their truck and their two injured comrades.

      Bear watched them for a moment, then turned and pulled the driver out of the way. He was dead. A bullet between the eyes. Quick and painless, which was more than he deserved if he was willing to kill a defenseless animal just for kicks.

      The woman, however, was still alive.

      Hauling her to her feet, Lisa took her weapon and gave it to Bear, then snarled, “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll run away with your friends.” She let go, giving the woman a shove. “Go on. Go.”

      As the woman stumbled away, Lisa turned to Bear. She glanced at the guy on the ground. “Nice shot,” she said. “What kind of jerk tries to shoot a dog?”

      “My thoughts exactly.” Turning to the ditch, rubbing at his ear because the gunfire had sent his crappy hearing aid crazy, Bear told the others it was safe to come out.

      As Trent threw himself at Bear’s waist, squeezing him tightly around the middle, Bear scooped up Jessamine and pressed his forehead to hers. “Next time, I won’t come to your rescue,” he muttered. “So, for the love of your favorite treat start using some sense.”

      “I’m sorry I let her go,” Trent mumbled.

      “Not your fault, kid.” Bear ruffled Trent’s hair. As Sharon emerged, he asked her if she was okay.

      “Fine,” she said, smiling thinly. “Just can’t believe people would do that.”

      “It’s not the first time,” Josh said darkly.

      “And it won’t be the last.” Bear swept his hair from his eyes and breathed out heavily. “A truck is a hot commodity on its own, let alone all the gear you’ve got stored inside. It’s a different world now.”

      “One where people just take what they want?” Sharon asked quietly.

      “Seems that way. With no cops to do much about it,” Bear grimaced. “Old grievances, new grievances… people think they can do whatever the heck they want.” For a moment, they all looked at one another, absorbing what had just happened. Then Bear gestured to the green truck. “Still, looks like Lady Fortune has done us a favor.”

      “What do you mean?” Lisa tilted her head at him.

      “Well, I’ve got my own transport now. You three can carry on and me and the boy will take this.”

      Sharon and Josh exchanged a look that made Bear’s stomach tug guiltily.

      “We promised we’d take you to your wife,” Sharon said.

      “I know you did, but there’s no need now.” Bear glanced at Lisa for backup, but she too was frowning at him.

      “Have to admit,” she said. “It feels odd to part ways like this. So suddenly.”

      “I know, but look, it’s best you guys get out of the city before sunset. You’re a hot target. Too much good stuff people want to get their hands on. Unless Sharon needs treatment?” Bear looked at Sharon’s arm.

      “No,” she said quietly. “I’m good. I can patch myself up.” When she looked up, she walked over and wrapped her arms loosely around Bear’s neck. “We’ll miss you, though.”

      “I’ll miss you guys too.”

      “When you find your wife, if you decide to head south rather than back up to Thunder Bay….” Lisa had slotted her hands together behind her back and was scraping her foot against the road.

      “If I come south, I’ll look you up.” Bear chuckled. He knew he wouldn’t, they knew it too. But it felt nice to think they might.

      At his side, Trent wiped away a tear and sniffed loudly.

      “Kid? If you’d rather….” Bear looked to Sharon and Lisa. Perhaps the boy would be better off with them. He should at least get a choice.

      “Rather what?” Trent looked at him blankly; then, as understanding dawned on his face, he said quietly, “Do you want me to go?”

      “No.” Bear answered quickly. “I don’t, but if you want to.”

      “Oh, shut up.” Trent started to laugh, and play-punched his upper arm. “You’re stuck with me, PB.”

      Bear smiled at Lisa, who was watching them with affection in her eyes, then nodded. “Fair enough.” He extended his hand to shake Josh’s, then pulled Lisa in for a short, tight embrace.

      She patted his back, clearing her throat. “You, ah, need anything? Supplies?”

      “Looks like I’m all set. Our friends seem to have a good lot of stuff back there.” He jerked his thumb toward the green truck.

      Lisa nodded and swiped quickly at her eyes with the back of her hand.

      “You’re not getting emotional are you, Lis?” Sharon nudged her wife.

      In response, Lisa rolled her eyes and stalked off toward the truck. Bear waited for the three of them to climb in and start their engine before wrapping his arm around Trent’s shoulders and steering him toward their new mode of transport.

      Trying to shield the boy from seeing the dead driver on the ground, he opened the door and helped him in, then lifted Jess up beside him. “Ready?”

      “Ready.” Trent smiled and settled back into the seat.

      As Bear climbed into the driver’s side and turned the keys in the ignition, he released a breath he’d been holding for far too long. “Mind if I take this infernal thing out for a while?” he asked, pointing to his hearing aid.

      Trent nodded. “Go for it. I’ll keep my ears peeled.”

      “Thanks, kid.” As Bear tugged the hearing aid free, and everything became muted, he tightened his grip on the steering wheel and allowed himself to smile. Just a few miles and they’d be with Laurel. Just a few more miles….
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      “You gonna do something for his hand, or what?” Fi interrupted them to point at Ray’s bloodied bandage.

      Gesturing for Ray to sit down, Laurel began to unwind it. He winced as she peeled it away from his skin. In front of them, Arlo was pacing up and down.

      “What’s the plan, boss?” Fi asked, taking a cigarette from her pocket.

      “Do you mind not doing that?” Laurel asked, adjusting her glasses as she turned Ray’s hand over to examine the bullet wound.

      “Murph must be out there,” Arlo growled. “If he is, he’s going to pay for this.”

      “Dad?” Liam was standing on shaky feet, tugging his dad’s sleeve. “Please, Dad, just leave it.”

      “Even if I wanted to leave it, Liam, I can’t. They’re out there with guns. They killed Mack.”

      As Liam’s eyes widened, Laurel met Arlo’s gaze and tried to give him a look that said, He’s just a kid, Arlo, go easy on him.

      Reluctantly getting the message, Arlo turned back to Liam and ushered him toward the bed. “Look, son, don’t worry about it. Just rest. Okay? I’ll figure something out.”

      “I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.” Liam was pale, weak, and had dark circles beneath his eyes that made him look utterly exhausted.

      “Your dad will work out a way out of this,” Laurel spoke up. “Without anyone getting hurt. Right, Dad?”

      As Fi rolled her eyes and Johnny stared out of the window, Arlo nodded at his son. “Right.”

      Turning back to Ray, Laurel told him the bullet had passed straight through his hand and that she needed to stitch it up. “You might lose some sensation,” she said. “Depending on whether it hit any nerves.”

      “That’s my shooting hand,” Ray grumbled.

      “At least you’re alive.” Fi put a surprisingly gentle hand on his shoulder and offered him what was almost a smile.

      “Keep still.” Laurel had grabbed her medical bag. “This is going to hurt.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time she’d finished stitching up Ray, it was growing dark outside. While Arlo had tucked Liam in and sat with him until he was asleep, Johnny had been peering through the shutters. “Should we light a fire?” he asked, wrapping his arms around himself as a chill began to settle on them.

      “Don’t want them to know which room we’re in,” Arlo said robotically. He was staring glassy-eyed at his hands, as if he was deep in thought—lost somewhere between the past and the present with no idea how to get back.

      “I get that,” Laurel said, wiping her hands and putting her supplies back into her medical bag. “But even if they do know, they’d have difficulty reaching us up here and we can’t let Liam get too cold.”

      Arlo’s lips tightened as he pressed them together. “Fine.”

      Interrupting them, Fi stood up. “I’m going downstairs for a smoke. I’ll bring the firewood back up.” She gestured for Ray to join her.

      “Stay away from the windows.” Laurel said, moving over to Johnny to look over his shoulder at the darkening trees around the farmhouse.

      Johnny was watching Fi leave when Laurel’s eyes caught on something. “What’s that?” she looked closer.

      “Where?” Johnny narrowed his eyes.

      “Is that a flashlight?”

      An orange glow was moving through the tall grass.

      “No. It’s fire. A torch.” Johnny looked over to Arlo and grimly added, “Looks like we’re about to have company again, boss.”

      For a moment, Arlo didn’t move. Laurel wondered if he was going to tell them he’d simply lost the will to fight, but then he got up and strode over to the window, already pulling his gun from his waist.

      As they watched, the torch was joined by another and another. Hidden by the glow of the fire they were holding above their heads, four silhouettes moved closer. When they reached the small picket fence about twenty feet from the porch, they stopped.

      Laurel was holding her breath. They didn’t look like they were raising their weapons. “I think they want to talk,” she whispered.

      Then the muffled sound of a female voice drifted toward them, buffered by the thin glass of the farmhouse windows and the wooden shutters.

      “Open the window but not the shutters,” Arlo demanded, pointing to Johnny.

      Johnny did as he was told, then positioned himself behind the wall next to the window, peering out, gun raised.

      “I know you’re in there, Arlo Staaf!” A loud, gruff, female voice. Was that a Texan accent?

      Arlo screwed his eyes shut for a second, then nudged Johnny out of the way and took his position. “What do you want, Britt?” Arlo shouted at the top of his voice.

      As a pause settled over them, Fi and Ray rushed back into the room. “We heard voices,” Fi started but Laurel put a finger to her lips, indicating she should be quiet.

      “They’re close, boss, what are we waiting for? We should be shooting not chatting.” Ray stormed toward the window but Johnny pulled him out of the way.

      “I want you, Arlo.” Britt had lowered her torch and passed it to the woman next to her. Now, she was standing with her hands on her hips, square-jawed, muscular, fiery red hair, staring up at the window as if she could see through the walls and into the house itself. “I know you’ve got your kid in there. Allison’s kid. And I know you’d hate for anything to happen to him, so I’ll make this real simple. Give yourself up. Surrender. Come with me, and I’ll let your kid live.” She began to laugh, then stopped and waved her hand. “Seems like a fair deal from where I’m standing.”

      Pressing his back against the wall, Arlo was taking a series of deep breaths. He looked like he might pass out.

      “You’ve got until first light to think about it,” Britt yelled. “I’ll be back at sunrise. Either you’re standing on the porch waiting for me, or me and my men storm this house and kill every soul inside it.”

      “There’s only four of them, boss.” Ray was almost bouncing up and down on the soles of his feet, seemingly desperate for someone to listen to him.

      “There could be more, you idiot.” Johnny shoved Ray hard in the chest so that he flopped down onto the couch at the base of the bed. “They overpowered us once, you think we should risk that a second time?”

      Stepping back into the room, Arlo pushed the window closed, then sank down to the floor. “Get out,” he whispered. “All of you. Get out.”

      “Boss—” Fi took half a pace forward. A lit cigarette was in her hand.

      “Get OUT!” Arlo yelled so hard his face turned beet red.

      As Laurel widened her arms and ushered the others from the room, she noticed Liam had sat up in bed and was staring at his father.

      Arlo would do anything for Liam, but would he sacrifice himself?
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      By the time Laurel had plucked up the courage to return to the bedroom, it was pitch dark outside. With some firewood in her arms, she knocked lightly on the door.

      “Arlo, it’s Laurel. I brought firewood. Liam needs to keep warm.”

      When he didn’t reply, she pushed the door open with her elbow and side-stepped inside. She could just about make out Arlo’s stooped figure next to the bed. Liam seemed to be sleeping.

      Gently setting the firewood into the metal trash can near the window, Laurel quietly set about lighting it. As it blossomed into a bucket full of orange flames, she nudged it with her foot until it was closer to the bed.

      The glow illuminated Arlo’s tormented expression. Staring at his hands, he was muttering to himself.

      “Arlo?” Laurel sat down on the end of the bed. Liam didn’t stir. Tucked under the quilt, he was sleeping soundly. “Arlo? You’re not contemplating doing what she said, are you?”

      After a long pause, he looked up. A doleful laugh shook his chest. “Doctor Rivera, I’m not a good man. I’ve spent my life threatening people and intimidating people… all because I wanted to make money. But I’m a good father and I was a good husband. Murph… he is bad through and through. He wants me dead and I believe he’d kill Liam if he had to in order to make that happen.”

      “But Murph isn’t out there, it’s Britt—”

      “She’s just as messed up as he is. She’d do anything to get on his good side, and she hates Allison. Hates her memory. She’d probably take pleasure in hurting Liam.”

      Laurel swallowed hard. A while ago, she’d felt safer with a gun at her side, but now she felt like a sitting duck with only one way out. “You can’t just hand yourself over, Arlo. Liam’s already lost his mother. He can’t lose his father too.”

      “What choice do I have?” The anger Laurel had expected had vanished from Arlo’s voice. Meeting her eyes, he shook his head. “Seriously, Doc, I’m asking you, what choice do I have here?”

      “There’s always a choice. We can choose not to give up.”

      “Just promise me you’ll take Liam to Lone Oak. Fi and the others will vouch for you when you return to your hospital. They’ll explain what happened so that my men don’t…” He trailed off as if he was only just realizing what he’d told his men to do if Laurel returned alone.

      Before Laurel could answer, the door creaked and Johnny entered, followed by Fi and Ray. “Listen, boss, we’ve been talking and we’re not going to let this redhead beat us. No way are you giving yourself up to her. We want to fight.”

      “It’s risky.” Arlo was shaking his head.

      “So’s giving yourself up. Who’s to say Britt won’t storm the house anyway? Does she seem like the kind of woman who keeps her word?” Ray looked around the room, for once talking sense. “Who’s to say that’s not exactly what she wants? You go out there and surrender. We relax ’cos we think they’re leaving, then BOOM.”

      “We don’t have to roll over and take this,” Fi added.

      “We can fight, boss.” Johnny folded his arms in front of his large chest, his jaw twitching.

      Laurel watched the three of them closely.

      For a long moment, Arlo said nothing, just stared at his sleeping son. Then he stood up slowly and slotted his hands behind his back. Like a general addressing his troops, he said, “Okay. So, what do you suggest we do instead?”

      Ray looked at Fi, who looked at Johnny. They knew they didn’t want to take defeat sitting down, but clearly, they had no idea how to win the fight.

      “We take them by surprise.” Laurel hadn’t expected to speak but found that she, too, was standing up to address the room.

      Moving them away from Liam’s bed, beyond the fire, she adjusted her glasses on her nose. She was trying not to let through any hint of her Texan accent, since it reminded her of Britt.

      “Surprise?” Fi asked, eyebrow tweaked.

      “Right now, they’re camped out nearby, snoozing, waiting for sunrise. If we act fast, we might just be able to use that to our advantage.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Arlo still didn’t look convinced.

      “First, we create a distraction. Gunfire. Maybe even some dirty cocktails if we can find the right supplies in the basement.”

      “I saw some home brew down there.” Johnny’s eyes had widened. “And some tractor fuel.”

      “There we go. Perfect.” Laurel’s skin was flickering, the way it always did when she was watching a plan form in her mind’s eye. “So, we make a whole lot of a noise out front. Draw them to the porch so that all their focus is on where the cocktails are coming from. While we’re doing that, Arlo and Liam escape out back.” Laurel whirled around and looked at Fi. “Go see if there’s a map somewhere in the house so we can plot a meetup point.”

      “I’m not letting my men stay and fight while I run away like a coward,” Arlo growled, folding his arms and jutting out his chin.

      “I’m not asking you to run away, Arlo. I’m asking you to keep your son safe. And the fact is, with you gone, what reason has Britt got to attack us? She knows you wouldn’t sacrifice Liam’s safety for any of us, so hurting us or taking us hostage would be pointless. She’d be more likely to run after you.”

      “In which case, she’ll catch me. I’ll be carrying Liam. I won’t be fast enough.”

      “If we can misdirect her, you can.” Laurel’s mind was moving quicker than her mouth could.

      “Misdirection?”

      “Make it look like you’ve gone one way, then circle back and go the opposite way.”

      “You think she’ll fall for that?”

      “If she’s panicked, yes.” Laurel gestured for Arlo to sit back down. “Stay here with Liam. We’ll get started on the bombs. Make sure your stuff is packed and ready to go.”

      Before Arlo could reply, she was gone.
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      Murph’s fingers tightened around the crumpled photograph in his pocket. As the sky darkened outside, he took it out and looked at it.

      They were in an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of South Minneha. Some kind of sorting office for a giant delivery firm. He’d hoped they would find food, water, weapons. Instead, they’d found aisles and aisles of canned dog food and sacks of kibble. Still, they had enough supplies to last them for a while. Since the lights went out, they’d been raiding every store they could find. The last one had been a gold mine. One of those prepper stores that was sealed up tight — as you’d expect — with gray metal shutters.

      No one else had had the gumption or drive to try and break in, but Murph knew a treasure trove when he spotted one. He’d left two men guarding the store while he’d taken the rest to find tools they could use to break in. They’d searched for days, rotating guard shifts with scavenging shifts, and adding to their food supplies as they went. Then they’d found it. A cordless angle grinder in the basement of some old run-down house. The house was abandoned, and the basement was creepy, deep underground.

      “Surely that won’t work,” Ryan had moaned at him in his irritatingly nasal voice.

      “It’s worth a try. If it was shielded, this far down, it might.” Murph hadn’t actually expected it to. When it did, he let out a cry of triumph.

      A few hours later, the angle grinder went bust. But they’d made a big enough opening to reach the glass windows and smash them.

      They’d crawled in. Fifteen of them. Two on guard out front. The rest back at the warehouse. It had taken days, but boy was it worth it. The store had everything. Everything they could possibly need. Tents. Sleeping bags. Water filters. Lamp oil. Camping stoves. Fuel. Fire starters. Matches. Knives. Slingshots. And guns. Lots of guns.

      Remembering the thrill of dragging their haul back to the warehouse, bit by bit, over the course of an entire day, Murph smiled to himself. But then he remembered Britt. She’d picked up a red bandana and tied it tight around her neck; a replacement for one that had gotten torn off her in a skirmish a few weeks prior. Red hair. Red bandana.

      Murph pushed her image from his mind and looked around the room.

      At an overturned box nearby, his men were playing cards and swigging whiskey. Passing the bottle between them, they were getting louder and laughing more with every round.

      “Murph!” Aaron shouted. “Come join us, man. Ryan’s getting his butt whooped.”

      Murph ignored him. He was still looking at the photograph. It showed a woman. A beautiful woman. Smiling at the camera. In her mid-twenties, with long shining chestnut hair and red lips. But it wasn’t Britt. It was Allison. He swallowed hard and rubbed his thumb over the image of her face. Allison. He’d been in his late thirties when they met—one night at an upscale bar in the middle of town. He’d fallen for her instantly, but he’d known right from the very start that she was too good for him.

      He’d tried, though. God knew he’d tried. For a few brief but beautiful weeks, he’d thought he might be winning. Until Arlo Staaf had strutted onto the scene. A scumbag. A down and out who’d somehow climbed up the ladder and become his own boss. The kind of smarmy car-salesman type guy who’d ended up a millionaire without having a clue how it had happened. Arlo Staaf was everything Murph hated. Yet Allison was drawn to him. Straight away, she had smiled at him and laughed at his jokes and, almost instantly, Murph had known he was going to lose her.

      A few weeks later, Allison and Arlo were joined at the hip and Murph was nothing but a distant memory. A blip on her timeline. An insignificance.

      Unfortunately for Murph, Allison had been anything but a blip. She’d been the sun and the moon. She’d been everything. And when he lost her, the sadness and grief he felt had morphed into something hard and ugly. Something that took hold of his guts and wouldn’t let go. For months, he’d followed her, watching her from a distance. He’d waited outside her office. He’d watched her have dinner with friends. He’d lingered in the shadows while she and Arlo walked hand-in-hand through the park, practically skipping with their happiness.

      And while he watched, the ugliness had darkened.

      By the time Allison and Arlo got married, Murph had stopped physically following her —he’d met Britt at that point and, well, he had to at least try to move on. But he still checked her Facebook profile every day. Just in case she’d posted something publicly that he could see. He Googled her. He scoured every other social media platform there was. He set up fake profiles and tried to befriend her or her friends. Sometimes, he’d even done it while he was sitting next to Britt. At dinner. Watching a movie.

      When he found out she was married, he was at work. The image of her in a crisp white wedding dress, smiling at Arlo like he was a god, had caused Murph to pick up his computer and throw it through the window.

      At that moment, he vowed that one day he would get his revenge.

      Years later, he’d almost—almost—been at the point of getting over it. Letting it lie. Perhaps because Britt had softened him. Perhaps because he’d had a few therapy sessions. But when he’d read her obituary in the local newspaper, it had all come back. That jerk Staaf hadn’t even told him Allison was sick. Hadn’t given him a chance to say goodbye.

      He’d even missed the funeral.

      Standing at her grave, a week after she was buried, Murph’s desire to see Staaf suffer had multiplied tenfold. His focus had switched from Allison to Arlo. He’d obsessed over the man. Totally. Utterly. He’d spent his nights and days dreaming of what he’d do if there were no cops to arrest him or CCTV to catch him out. He’d lie awake at night plotting the perfect murder. He’d even, once or twice, thought about hurting the boy. Allison’s boy. Because he knew that would ruin Staaf once and for all.

      After he’d thought that, he’d waited for the thud of guilt to settle in his chest. It hadn’t.

      He’d even talked to Britt about it. Made her see that he was right to feel outraged. That if she loved him, she’d want justice for him and the way he was treated by the pair of them.

      Then… a miracle. The world had lost its power. Overnight, there really were no cops. None that were doing anything useful. No security cameras. No fancy forensics labs. More importantly, no government!

      Overnight, Murph had been granted his wish—carte blanche to put an end to Arlo Staaf.

      All he needed to do was find him.

      “Boss, I heard something.” Aaron swayed a little as he stood up. He passed the whiskey bottle he’d been holding to the guy next to him.

      Murph blinked and shoved Allison’s photograph back in his pocket. His head was fuzzy, as it always was when he allowed himself to wallow in the past.

      He put his hand on his gun and stood up. Someone was at the door. For a second, perhaps half a second, his mind flashed to Britt. He hadn’t been sad when she left, but he had been disappointed. It would be nice to see her again. Particularly as she was so good with a gun.

      But Britt wouldn’t have been careless enough to make that much noise.

      Putting his finger to his lips, Murph walked slowly toward the door and gestured for Aaron to do the same. As each of them took up position on either side of it, the door rattled and slowly began to open. They waited until whoever it was had their head in the room before grabbing them.

      It was a man, tall, skinny. Murph put his arm around the guy’s neck and pulled him inside. Half a second later, another head appeared. Aaron took this one. Female, terrified.

      “Who are you?” Aaron growled, his thick Brooklyn accent echoing through the warehouse.

      “We’re just looking for food. I’m sorry.” The woman was trembling. She wasn’t armed. Was that a nurse’s uniform underneath her coat?

      But the guy was. “Take his weapon.” Murph called for someone to come and snatch the gun that had been carelessly left in its holster rather than raised and ready for a fight. “Who are you?” he spat as he spun the guy around to face him.

      “Chris. Chris Jenkins.” The guy was spluttering. Murph looked from him to the female. “I swear, we’re not here to hurt anyone. We just need food and warm clothes for the patients at the hospital. That’s all. We’re running low and—”

      “Strange time of night to be out looking for food.” Aaron ran a finger down the nurse’s cheek, then pulled back her hood. She had long blonde hair, poker straight but clearly not washed in a while. “What’s your name, beautiful?”

      “H… Hannah.” The woman looked as if she might pass out.

      “Let her go, Aaron.” Murph stood back and folded his arms. “She’s a nurse for Christ’s sake.”

      Rolling his eyes, Aaron did as he was told.

      “New fancy hospital’s run out of food, huh?” Murph picked a popcorn kernel from his teeth—if there was one thing he’d done right since this whole crapshoot show started, it was securing enough food to last them the winter. It might be a mixture of stale movie popcorn, bottom-shelf booze and a bunch of freeze-dried and canned meals that made dog food look downright appetizing, but it was food. And they had plenty of it.

      “We, ah. It’s hard to explain.” Chris Jenkins, who seemed like the kind of guy who’d always wanted to fire a gun but had never actually had the guts to do it, staggered to his feet.

      Murph thought about pushing him down again but didn’t. “Why don’t you try?”

      “We were… taken over. By a guy who wanted cancer treatment for his son. He brought armed men.”

      Okay, now his interest was piqued. “Is that so?”

      Clearing her throat, nurse Hannah said, “We were treating his son but ran out of meds. One of our doctors is accompanying them to Lone Oak. There’s a hospital there with more expertise…” She trailed off as she realized that Murph’s interest was drifting.

      “The armed guards won’t let us out. Even to look for food. They were told to keep us there and, well, they’re taking that message very literally. This was the only way we could think of.” Chris Jenkins swallowed hard and scraped his fingers through his hair. “Please, sir. My son’s sick too. I need to get back. We won’t bother you again.”

      “What’s this guy’s name?” Murph hadn’t really listened to what either of them had said after ‘guy with armed men’. Already, his mind was ticking as he wondered whether there was a way to persuade this guy to join his crew. The more eyes—and weapons—he had in his search, the better. “The one with the armed guards?”

      Chris glanced at Hannah then back at Murph. “Arlo. His name’s Arlo Staaf.”
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      By the time Bear arrived at South Minneha hospital, it was pitch dark. Stopping his truck in the parking lot, he looked at the building in the distance. So many times, he’d pictured Laurel here. Imagined her drinking coffee on that fancy lawn—the one he’d seen in the brochure his mother-in-law had mailed to him when she and Laurel moved there—or performing procedures in the ER. Saving lives.

      Looking at it now, in the dark, just a few dim lights coming from what looked like the big glass dome of the foyer, he found he couldn’t picture her at all. What would she be doing right now? Sleeping? Sitting beside a sick patient’s bed? Walking through the dark hall and thinking of him?

      “This is it?” Trent leaned forward, resting his elbows on the dash, and surveyed the scene in front of them. “Why don’t we just drive right up to the front?”

      “Better to leave the truck out of sight.” Bear adjusted the hearing aid he’d only recently switched back on, then climbed out and set about pulling a tarp over the supplies in the back. “We don’t know yet what kind of situation we’re walking into.”

      “Your wife’s in there, though, right?” Trent pulled the other side of the tarp and fastened it without needing to be told.

      “Right.” Bear nodded. “She is, but even so.” He looked around the deserted parking lot. All around them, cars that had been ransacked weeks ago sat empty. “Best make a discreet entrance, I think.”

      Trent tilted his head from side to side as if to say ‘if you say so’ then stood back and folded his arms in front of his chest. “Okay then. Are we ready?”

      “Ready.” Bear put his hand on Trent’s shoulder and began to guide him toward the hospital lawn.

      As they passed a big fancy fountain that no longer spurted water, Jess put her paws up on the rim and sniffed at it.

      “Water’s dirty, Jess, leave it.” Bear chided, patting his leg so she’d follow him. “And stay close. I don’t want anyone seeing a flash of white and thinking you’re a rabbit good for hunting.”

      At that, Trent laughed. “Hear that, Jess? He just accused you of looking like a rabbit.”

      As they neared the hospital doors, Trent’s smile drooped a little.

      “You okay, kid?” Bear asked, moving to adjust his pack before he realized he didn’t have one with him.

      “Sure.” Trent bit his lower lip. “It’s just… are you sure Laurel will like me? Will she mind? A kid hanging around after your big reunion?”

      Stopping abruptly, Bear put both hands on Trent’s shoulders. “Listen, Trent. First of all, Laurel might not be all that pleased to see me. So, let’s not assume it’ll be a big happy-ever-after reunion, yeah?” He tried to smile but it didn’t quite reach his mouth. “Second of all, no matter what, I’m not going to abandon you. We’re family now. Got it?”

      Trent sniffed loudly and wiped his nose with his sleeve. As he exhaled, his breath puffed out in a big white cloud. “Got it,” he smiled.

      “Okay, then. Let’s see how we get into this place.”

      Quickening his pace, Bear headed for the only light he could see, the light in the foyer. When they reached it, however, the door itself was blocked at ground level by some portable hospital curtains.

      Bear breathed in through his nose and held his breath in his chest for a few extra beats. Then he knocked. “Hello? Is anyone in there?”

      A long pause. No signs of movement.

      “Hello?” He knocked again, banging his fist on the glass. Then suddenly, the curtains were pulled aside and two armed men appeared. One was huge and had a scar on his right cheek. The other looked like he was ready to shoot anything he clapped eyes on.

      Raising his hands, gesturing for Trent to do the same, Bear said loudly, “I mean you no harm. I’ve come to find my wife. She’s a doctor here.”

      Waving a hand at him, the one with the scar said something Bear couldn’t hear. He turned to Trent for a translation.

      “Can’t make it out through the glass.” Trent shook his head then pointed to Bear’s hearing aid. “Speak up, Mister!”

      The guard with the scar narrowed his eyes. Then, slowly, the door began to open. At just a foot wide, it stopped.

      “I said, no visitors,” the guy said gruffly, positioning his face in the gap.

      Behind him, Bear could make out the movement of people. Lots of people.

      “Everyone stay still!” the second guy yelled.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t think you understand. My wife, Dr. Laurel Rivera, she’s a doctor here. We’ve come a long way to find her. Is she…” Bear trailed off. He couldn’t bring himself to say the word ‘alive’.

      “I’m only going to say this one more time, buddy. No. Visitors.” The guard moved back from the door. It began to close.

      “Hey! No!” Trent shouted and moved forward, but Bear grabbed his arm.

      “Leave it, kid, we’ll try again tomorrow.”

      But before he could pull Trent back any farther, he felt movement at his ankles.

      “What the…?” A yell came from inside the foyer.

      “What is that?”

      “Is that a dog?!”

      Bear glanced at Trent, then back at the door. At the same time, they charged forward calling for Jessamine.

      They were almost there when the doors closed.

      “No!” Bear thumped the glass. Then kicked it. “Jess!”

      “Hey, let her out!” Trent was kicking too. Then they were yelling at the tops of their voices.

      For what felt like entire minutes they continued to shout and kick. Then, finally, the guard was back. Once again, the doors slid open. This time, they kept going until they were wide enough to admit a person.

      The guard stood back.

      Bear braced his hands on the doors as if they might start closing the second he attempted to step through them. He was almost inside when he spotted Jess. She was sitting on a bed. Someone was stroking her head.

      As Bear realized who that someone was, a sob stuttered up into his throat. “Deb?” He lurched forward, reaching out his hands. “Deb, is that you?”

      “Wait a minute.” The guard with the scar took hold of him and began patting him down. Reaching Bear’s weapon, he seized it, passed it to his friend, then continued until he was satisfied that neither Bear nor Trent remained armed. “Fine,” he said. “In you go.”

      “Bjorn….” As Bear approached, trying not to think about the fact he’d just lost his only form of defense, his mother-in-law beamed at him. She was thinner than when he’d last seen her. Paler. Older. But she was still unmistakably Deb. When he reached her, she pulled him into her embrace. “Bjorn Peterson, I knew you’d come,” she whispered.

      Bear had perched on the edge of the bed. The rest of the room had faded to nothing. He couldn’t hear it or see it. All he could see was Deb’s beautiful familiar face. He cupped it with his hands. “You look good, Deb.”

      “Oh, nonsense, I look like I’ve been through the wringer.” Deb laughed and touched his hand. “But I’m pleased to see you. So pleased.” She looked down at Jess. “And your dog! I’d recognize her anywhere from the pictures Laurel showed me.”

      “She showed you pictures?” Bear shook his head. He needed to focus. Spinning around, he gestured for Trent to come closer. Until now, the poor boy had been lingering behind him like a spare part. “Deb, I want you to meet someone. This is Trent. He’s saved me from quite a few sticky spots on our journey.”

      “I’m very pleased to meet you, Trent.” Deb clasped Trent’s hands and gave him the kind of grandmotherly smile that all young boys dream of. Trent almost visibly relaxed.

      Behind them, the doors had closed and the curtains were back in place.

      “Bit heavy on the security, aren’t you?” Bear asked, noticing that almost everyone around the room was watching him and that, by each door, stood another guard with a weapon.

      At that, Deb’s smile wavered a little. “Things haven’t been plain sailing here, I’m afraid, Bjorn. But it looks like you’ve been in a bit of bother too.” She pointed to his arm, but she was avoiding his gaze.

      A sinking feeling settled in Bear’s stomach. “Deb?” He dipped his head to catch her attention. “Where’s Laurel?” He fixed his eyes on hers as he waited for an answer.

      “Oh dear.” Deb bit her lower lip. Was she crying? Before she could say anything else, a guy who looked about Laurel’s age but with hair graying at the temples stepped up and put his hands on Deb’s shoulders.

      “I’m Henry,” he said stoically. “Laurel asked me to watch over her mother while she was gone.”

      “Gone?” Bear fought the urge to stand up and start yelling. “Gone where?”

      “Here.” Another voice was at his elbow. He turned to find a petite Korean woman offering him a cup of coffee. “Drink this and we’ll explain.”
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      While the guards around the room continued to scrutinize him, and the rest of the patients in nearby beds settled back to sleep, Bear sat down in a visitor’s chair and sipped his coffee. Next to him, Trent was in a similar low-backed chair, eating a protein bar.

      “I’m Janet.” The Korean nurse spoke quietly, as if she was afraid someone would tell her to stop fraternizing at any moment. “I’m friends with Laurel.”

      “She’s okay?” Bear asked, his heart thundering in his chest. “You said she’s gone, but… she’s okay, right?”

      “Last we saw her, yes.” Janet folded her arms and leaned back against Deb’s bed.

      “So, where is she?” Bear was becoming impatient.

      “She left to take a sick boy to the hospital in the next town over. Lone Oak.” Janet glanced at Deb, who nodded for her to continue. “About a week ago, we came under siege. A guy called Arlo Staaf barged in here with a bunch of men and a bunch of guns and demanded we heal his son.”

      Bear almost laughed but Trent beat him to it. “Demanded? But it’s a hospital. Surely you’d have helped him anyway?” The boy rolled his eyes as if this Arlo Staaf guy was utterly stupid.

      “Well, exactly. But Mr. Staaf is the kind of man who wants things done his way.” Again, Janet lowered her voice. “Laurel started treating his son, Liam, for leukemia, but we just don’t have the facilities here to treat it properly or the chemo drugs to deliver a full course.”

      “And there’s another sick boy,” Deb added.

      Janet nodded. “Yes.” She looked in the direction of a bed surrounded by curtains. “Peter. He needed the same meds as Liam. There weren’t enough for both boys.”

      “So, Laurel left to get this kid—Liam—some help?”

      “Arlo forced her to go with him. He left some of his men here and said if she returned without him and Liam they should….” Janet trailed off, swallowing hard.

      “I get it.” Bear gritted his teeth. Once again, he’d been in too much of a hurry. If he’d waited, assessed the place before banging on the door, he’d have realized something was off. He could have found a way in. Kept hold of his weapon.

      “Which way is Lone Oak?” He stood up, too fast, and Henry reached out to steady him.

      “Buddy, you look like you need to rest.”

      “Bjorn, please.” Deb had turned in her bed so she was facing him. “You can’t just go running after her. For all we know, she’s there already and will be on her way back soon. Besides,” she glanced up at the guards near the door, “these guys aren’t so keen on letting people out once they’re in.”

      “We haven’t been allowed to go foraging for food since Laurel and Arlo left.” Janet shook her head, rubbing the back of her neck. “We have coffee and protein bars left, but that’s pretty much it.” Lowering her voice even further, she moved closer to Bear’s hearing aid and whispered, “Two of us snuck out tonight to see if they can find supplies.”

      “So there is a way out?” As Bear met Janet’s eyes, she winced as if realizing she’d just said something she shouldn’t have.

      “Yes, but….”

      Before she could finish, one of the guards near the door yelled, “Hey, you, new guy, who are your friends?”

      Bear looked at Trent. Lisa? Sharon? Josh? It couldn’t be them. Why would they follow him here? He stood up and walked slowly to the door.

      “Friends?”

      The guard was taking a step back. His face had paled. “Must be at least twenty of ’em,” he muttered. Then he looked at Bear, raising his gun as if this whole thing had been a trick. “They’re armed.”

      “What?” Bear pushed past him and looked out of the big glass doors. “I have no idea who those people are,” he said quietly. “But….”

      He was about to tell everyone to get away from the doors when the shooting started.
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      “Okay. We need to fill these jars with the home brew.” Laurel gestured to the jam jars she’d pulled down from a shelf in the kitchen, at least twenty of them in a small brown crate.

      They were in the basement, working quickly by candlelight while Arlo moved around upstairs. Hopefully, packing their things.

      “When your jar’s full, you soak one of these rags in tractor fuel, add some cooking oil, then put it in this empty crate here.” She patted another crate, set up to house the cocktails once they were ready.

      “Does this actually work?” Ray asked, taking a deep sniff of the potent alcohol. “Why the cooking oil? You gonna fry some steak on the flames when we’re done?”

      “The oil’s to create the smoke,” Laurel replied, already getting started. Under her breath, she muttered, “In theory.” She’d never actually done this before, and was praying it would work the way she hoped.

      “When they’re full, then what?” Fi was stuffing the first rag into a full jam jar.

      “We’ll position ourselves in the bedroom upstairs. Open the shutters just enough to—”

      “Wouldn’t it be safer downstairs?” Fi asked bluntly. “What if we get trapped up there?”

      “Probably, but we have a better vantage point from upstairs and we’re only throwing enough to buy us cover to get out. By the time they’re close to the house, we should be long gone.”

      “Of course,” Fi snapped. “The Doc always has an answer.”

      Ignoring her, Laurel continued, “We throw one or two. Enough to make a loud noise, a bunch of smoke, and cause a distraction. Arlo sneaks Liam out the back. He won’t be able to manage throwing these and carrying Liam, so he’ll have to make do with his gun.” They now had four jars lined up, but they weren’t working quickly enough. Laurel began to work faster. “We keep Britt and her guys at bay for as long as possible, alternating between guns and cocktails, but only using half of them. Then when we’re at the point where we need to get out of here, we throw all ten of the remaining ones at once and hope they create enough smoke to shield us too.”

      Laurel sat back on her heels and pointed to the map Fi had found, which was spread out on the floor nearby. “If we need to split up, that’s what we’ll do, but we rendezvous at the bridge at sunrise. Anyone who’s not there then is left behind. Right?”

      “How do we know you won’t just go running back to your hospital?” Fi asked, head tilted as she waited for a reply.

      “You don’t.” Laurel glanced at Johnny.

      “We can trust her,” he said gruffly. “She’s proved that.”

      “How?” Fi was spoiling for an argument, but there wasn’t time.

      “Finish up here. I’m going to check on Arlo. Bring these up when they’re done.” Laurel scooped up the map as she stood up and headed for the stairs.

      When she reached the top, she paused for a second and allowed the fear that was drumming in her chest to wash through her. She counted to ten. Slowly. By the time she’d reached nine, she was ready.

      “Okay.” She strode into the bedroom and found that Arlo had lined their backpacks up on the couch. Good. He was ready.

      Spreading out the map on the nearby dressing table, Laurel pointed to the bridge. “This is where we’re going to rendezvous.” As she had with the others, she went through the plan and repeated, “Anyone who’s not there at sunrise gets left behind.”

      As Arlo studied the map, Laurel stood up, slotting her hands together behind her back. “Arlo, I hope you trust that I would have taken Liam to the hospital if you’d decided to do what Britt asked.”

      He looked up and met her eyes. “I do, Doc. Thank you.”

      “I’m not asking for thanks.” She turned and leaned on the desk. “I’m asking that you extend me the same courtesy—if I don’t make it out, promise me you’ll go back to South Minneha with the drugs Peter needs and take your men away from the hospital.”

      Arlo’s jaw twitched. Was that guilt that flickered across his face? Running his tongue over his front teeth, he extended his hand. When Laurel shook it, he said, “I promise. I’ll take drugs back for the Jenkins boy and I’ll leave your hospital alone.”

      Closing her eyes, Laurel inhaled sharply and sighed. “Thank you. That means a lot. Thank you, Arlo.”

      She was about to go check on Liam when the door opened and Fi walked in, holding a crate of prepared, ready to be lit jars. She grinned as she set them down on the dressing table. “I think we’re ready,” she said as Ray and Johnny walked in behind her.

      “Ready as we’ll ever be,” Johnny agreed.

      “Ready to set something on fire.” Ray grinned.
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      “Liam, wake up.” Arlo shook his son’s shoulders to rouse him from his sleep. “I’m sorry, son. We have to go now.”

      Liam looked barely conscious. “Dad?”

      “Stay there until we give the word.” Laurel gestured for Arlo to wait. “You’ll have to carry him pretty far. Save your strength until you’re ready to go.”

      Grimly, Arlo nodded. Backpack already on his back, he squeezed Liam’s hand.

      Laurel stooped and put her own pack on her shoulders, then looked at her medical bag. Instead of looping it around her own neck, she walked to Arlo and slotted it around his. “His chemo meds are in there. His notes, and his anti-nausea meds. If they run out, find ginger, fennel, mint….”

      “Doc. I’ll be seeing you soon.” Arlo met her eyes.

      “Yes. But just in case.”

      “Are we ready?” Fi was moving from foot to foot, making the floorboards creak.

      “Ready.” Laurel took the lighter from her pocket and flicked it open. As Johnny quietly opened the shutters, she lit the first jar and handed it to him. He took a deep breath, and threw it. The second it hit the ground, it exploded into flames and Ray let out a loud whoop. Rushing forward, he threw one too. Then Fi. Then Johnny again, until a small wall of flame and smoke was bursting to life in front of the porch.

      Laurel lit another. “Go! Now!” she yelled to Arlo. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him scoop Liam into his arms and head for the door.

      She passed the jar to Johnny. He lifted it and then, through the darkness… a gunshot. Just one. Johnny wavered, hand in the air.

      “Throw it!” Fi yelled.

      But Johnny stumbled backward. Laurel reached for him. As he turned, he reached for his throat. Blood flooded through his fingertips, down his arm, dripping onto the floor.

      “He’s been shot!” Laurel lurched for the jar but Johnny was already falling. He loosened his grip. The jar fell. In an instant, the battered old rug on the bedroom floor was alight and the fire was snaking toward the drapes. Johnny wasn’t moving. The drapes caught fire. In seconds, the entire room would be ablaze.

      “Run!” Laurel spun on her heel and headed after Arlo.

      Fi grabbed the jars.

      Gunfire was raining down on the house. Glass was breaking. Bullets were hitting the walls, the windows, the porch, the house.

      “Head for the kitchen!” Laurel yelled. Skidding in the hall, she steadied herself. Fi and Ray were behind her. She expected to find the door wide open, Arlo halfway across the field, but she stopped in the doorway.

      Arlo was at the back door. When he heard them, he raised his arms and waved for help. “The door is blocked.”

      Laurel’s stomach turned over. She and Johnny had blockaded the door. How could they have forgotten?

      As Ray helped Arlo heave the table away from the door, footsteps in the hall told them the front door had been breached. Lighting a jar, Laurel turned and hurled it toward the hall. It hit the floor and exploded, flames creeping across the old carpeting.

      “Go!” she cried.

      “Us first, boss.” Two lit jars in hand, Fi ducked out of the back door, looked both ways, then threw the cocktail to her right. Ray followed, doing the same. Then both lifted their guns and began to shoot into the smoky darkness.

      “Arlo, hurry!” Laurel was helping Arlo pick Liam up from the floor when they heard Fi cry out. Then Ray. Then silence.

      “Go.” Laurel raised her own gun as Arlo hurried outside. She could still hear footsteps behind her. Was she imagining them? No one had come.

      She turned and flattened herself against the wall. Then, through the smoke, she saw a man. Entering the room slowly, silhouetted by the flames that were licking the floor and the table. He turned to look behind him. He was walking backward, obviously convinced someone was going to come from upstairs. Laurel waited, then she moved. Sliding sideways, she was almost free when he spun around.

      She screamed and tried to run but he grabbed her. Getting hold of her backpack, he hurled her to the ground and pinned her down, kneeling on her arms. Towering above her. Skinny but far too strong. Jerking her leg upwards, she tried to knee him but couldn’t reach. Was he smiling at her? He reached for her waistband and grabbed her gun. Waving it, he smiled again and pointed it at her temple.

      She screamed again, but at the same moment, the pressure on her arms loosened and he slid sideways, holding his head like he’d just been hit.

      Laurel was panting. When she looked up, a hand was reaching for her. “Hurry. Come on.” It was Arlo.

      She took his hand. He pulled her to her feet. Liam was by the door. They’d just reached him when Arlo fell to the ground. Liam yelled too. “Dad! Dad!”

      Laurel turned to find Arlo and the man who’d attacked her, tussling on the floor. Arlo’s gun went flying. Striding forward, she kicked the attacker in the ribs. Arlo managed to break free, scrambling away. He was stumbling to his feet when he grabbed at his throat. The guy had hold of Laurel’s medical bag and was pulling it, almost choking Arlo in the process.

      “Do something! My dad!” Liam had begun to sob.

      But before Laurel could do anything, Arlo had heaved the strap over his head. The sudden loss of tension sent their attacker flying backward and Arlo didn’t waste a beat. Grabbing Liam and throwing the kid over his shoulder, he hurtled toward the door.

      “My bag!” Laurel lingered in the doorway.

      “Leave it! Just run!” Arlo grabbed her arm and dragged her out of the house.

      At a shed on the outskirts of the property, they stopped. The house was on fire. The whole thing, up in flames. They could hear yelling. Britt and some others. Not Fi, or Ray, or Johnny. They were gone.

      Laurel scraped her fingers through her hair. She was struggling to catch her breath. Liam was on his feet and shivering. She took off her coat and wrapped it around him.

      “Come on.” She tugged Arlo’s sleeve. “They haven’t seen us. We should go now.”

      Arlo met her eyes. Flames were dancing in them. He wiped the back of his hand over his forehead. “Yes,” he said, “we should.”
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      As bullets bounced off the glass doors, people began to scream, making Bear’s hearing aid go haywire. “Stop!” he yelled. “Stop! It’s okay. The bullets aren’t breaking the glass.”

      Near the doors, the guards who’d let him in had raised their guns. Bear strode over to them.

      “Looks like bulletproof glass,” he said. The screams were dying down but the device in his ear was still humming. He fiddled with it but it was no use. “Are these doors secure?”

      The guards blinked at him as if he was speaking a different language.

      “Are they locked?” he repeated.

      “Yes, yes. They’re locked.”

      Outside, whoever was attacking them had stopped, but the group was beginning to dissipate. At the center of them someone was waving their arms.

      “What about the other exits?” Bear asked quickly. Turning to scan the foyer, he noticed more guards entering the room and raised his voice. “Get back to your posts!” No one seemed to be paying any attention.

      “We don’t take orders from you.” Finally, one of the guards who’d let him in—the one with the scar—spoke up. Folding his arms in front of his chest, he said. “Arlo left Bella in charge. She tells us what to do. Not some—”

      “Listen, this isn’t a game.” Bear could feel his face reddening. “Don’t you see what they’re doing? They’re splitting up. Heading for the other exits. They’re trying to get in, and it looks to me like most of your guards have abandoned their posts and are standing around waiting for it to happen.” He was shouting now but he couldn’t help it. These people were doing a great job at keeping Laurel’s hospital under lockdown, but it didn’t look like they were capable of protecting it when they needed to.

      The guard blinked at him for a moment, and then Bear saw a wave of realization wash over him. “Back to your posts!” he yelled. “Man the exits. They’re trying to get in!”

      For a few seconds, no one moved. Then, finally, the guards who’d rushed into the atrium rushed back out again.

      All around the room, the patients were now silent. Bear scanned the crowd and found Deb and Trent watching him. He gave them a nod, hoping it gave the impression that everything was going to be okay — that he had it under control.

      “Who are those people? Do you know them? Have you had trouble with them before?” Bear asked, but as one guard opened his mouth to speak the other jabbed him with his elbow.

      “Shut up, Craig. We don’t know this guy. Go get Bella.”

      Craig looked from his colleague to Bear, clearly torn.

      “Go. Get. Her,” the other guy repeated, scowling.

      As Craig ran off, gun bouncing on his back, Bear turned to the doors. “Listen, whoever they are, they’re armed and it’s obvious they’re not here for medical help.”

      “We’ll deal with it. Get back now.” The guard turned and walked toward Bear, forcing him back farther into the room.

      “Deal with it? How?”

      His foot bumped up against a chair. The patient in the bed beside it looked terrified. It was a boy, not much younger than Trent.

      “Dad!” The boy was trying to get out of bed, but seemed weak.

      “You know those men?” Bear turned and crouched down in front of the boy, trying to catch his eyes.

      “They’ve got my dad,” the boy repeated, pointing a trembling finger toward the doors.

      Slowly, Bear stood up. His skin had gone cold. When he looked toward the doors, his breath caught in his chest. A man and a woman were being held at gunpoint.

      “And Hannah.” Deb’s voice made Bear look to his right. She was standing on shaky feet, Henry at her side. “That’s Chris, Peter’s dad, and Hannah. My nurse.”

      From somewhere toward the back of the room, a sound that was almost a growl broke out and Bear caught movement flashing past him.

      “Bulldog, don’t.” Henry rushed toward the man, who was — quite frankly — huge, and grabbed hold of his arm. “Stop.”

      “They have Hannah!” he yelled. “Hannah!”

      Near the doors, the remaining guard looked terrified. Clearly, he had absolutely no clue how to handle the situation and Bear could see exactly what was about to happen.

      “Stop!” The guard turned his gun on the man who’d rushed forward — Bulldog. “Stop right there. No one move. That’s an order!”

      Bear’s jaw was twitching. Couldn’t this guy see that, no matter what was happening a few minutes ago, or hours ago, now — right now — in this moment, everyone inside the hospital was on the same side?

      “That’s enough.” Bear spread out his arms. Turning to the guard, he tried to keep his voice calm as he said, “I don’t know who you are or what is going on here. I just arrived. But I know that you should be pointing your gun at the people out there instead of starting fights in here.”

      The guard blinked at him.

      “Looks like they want to say something.” Bear pointed to the doors.

      A man had stepped forward. He was wearing a scruffy navy-blue trench coat that didn’t look like it contained an ounce of warmth, but was very clearly the one in charge.

      “I’m here to settle a disagreement,” he yelled. His voice was only just audible through the thick bulletproof glass. “I have no wish to hurt civilians but I do need to come inside and wait for Mr. Staaf to return.”

      “Staaf? The guy Laurel’s gone off with?” Bear whispered to Deb, who nodded. Henry now had his arm around her waist, practically holding her upright.

      “You might have noticed, I have your friends.” The man gestured to Peter’s dad and the nurse called Hannah. Next to Henry, Bulldog was quivering as if every fiber in his body was telling him to charge forward and break down the doors. Hannah meant something to him, that much was obvious. “I won’t harm them—yet—but I do very much hope you’ll consider letting us in.”

      “Do what you want to them, they mean nothing to us!” the guard shouted, causing Bulldog to growl deep in his chest and bunch his fists at his sides.

      A smile twitched on the man’s lips. “Really? See, I consider myself a betting man and I’d be willing to wager that not everyone inside agrees with you about that.” The man shrugged, still yelling to be heard. “Which is why I’m quite willing to wait. According to your little scouting party here, you’re almost out of food. And I guarantee you, you’ll get hungry before I get bored. Worst case scenario, I’m out here waiting when my good friend Arlo returns here. So….” He turned to his men. “Set up camp, everyone! Looks like we’ll be staying a while.”
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      While whoever was outside the hospital began to make camp, Bear turned to the others. Henry was guiding Deb back into bed and Trent was helping the boy, Peter, into a chair nearby.

      “It’s okay,” Trent said softly. “They won’t hurt your dad, and Bear will have a plan.”

      “Bear?” the boy frowned.

      Trent nodded in Bear’s direction. “We’ve been in a few scrapes the past couple of weeks. Bear always gets us out of them.”

      Trying not to feel the lump in his throat, Bear scooped up Jess from by his feet and handed her to the boy. “Could you keep an eye on my dog for me, Peter? While I figure out what we’re going to do?”

      Already nestling his fingers into Jess’s fur, Peter wiped a tear from his eye and nodded. “Yes, sir. I’ll look after her.”

      “So, then, PB, what’s the plan?” Trent had put his hands on his hips and was looking expectantly at Bear.

      “Maybe now’s the time to ditch that nickname, huh?” Bear asked.

      At that, Trent simply scoffed.

      “I’m Bulldog. We haven’t met.” Bulldog, the big guy, thrust out a hand to shake Bear’s.

      “My name’s Bjorn, but most people call me Bear. Hannah is your girlfriend?” Bear gestured to the doors, where Hannah and Peter’s dad had been forced to sit down, hands tied together, while the others lit a fire and erected their tents on the lawn.

      Bulldog’s cheeks flushed. “Not yet,” he said quietly.

      Bear nodded and looked around the group. “Does anyone know who those people are?”

      He was waiting for a reply when a voice said, “Their leader is called Murph.”

      Bear looked up to see a tall woman with long curly black hair striding toward him. She was holding a rifle.

      “My boss — Arlo — he and Murph have a history.”

      “What kind of history?” Bear squared up to the woman, who he presumed was Bella, and folded his arms in front of his chest.

      “Not my place to say, but it goes back. They’ve been hating on each other since before the EMP. When the lights went out, it got worse. Murph decided since the normal rules don’t apply anymore, he was free to finally get revenge.”

      “Revenge?” Bear sucked in a deep breath. “With everything else that’s happening, they’re focused on a petty grudge?”

      Bella tilted her head. “Who said it was petty?” she asked tightly.

      Bear tilted his head too, examining Bella’s face. “How do you know all this? How do you know what Murph is up to?”

      “I knew a guy who ran with him for a while. Word was he was searching for Arlo but couldn’t find him.” Her jaw twitched. “Which is why Arlo was careful about who he let into his circle. We would have been fine if it wasn’t for those two little do-gooders getting themselves caught.”

      “Maybe if you hadn’t been in denial about the hospital running out of food….” Bear heard his voice becoming strained and agitated. Before Bella could reply, and the conversation could turn into a full-blown argument, he gritted his teeth and said, “Okay. Look. What’s done is done. So, what’s the plan?”

      “The plan is to wait for Arlo. He’ll be back soon. Unlike Murph, he’s smart. He’ll see the smoke from their fire a mile off. He’ll sneak up on them. Take them out. All we have to do is sit tight.”

      “Do we have enough food for that?” Bear asked.

      Across the room, he noticed Janet helping a patient take a sip of water.

      “And water?”

      “Don’t worry yourself about that. I’ve got it under control, Mr…” Bella waved her hand at him.

      “Bear,” he said tightly.

      “Mr. Bear.” Bella raised her eyebrows as she spoke. “As far as you’re concerned, nothing has changed. We are in control of this hospital. Murph can’t get in. Anything else is for me to worry about.”

      “At least tell me you’ve got all the exits covered?” Bear asked, his voice rising in pitch and volume.

      “Like I said. That’s for me to worry about.” Bella turned away from him and climbed up onto a chair to address the room. “Sit tight, everyone. The men outside can’t get in. They’ll soon get bored and go away.”

      As she climbed down, a small voice said, “What about my dad?” Peter was still holding Jess on his lap, but was looking up at Bella.

      Crouching down in front of him, she met his eyes. For a moment, Bear thought she might say something kind or sympathetic, but then she said, “Kid, I don’t know who your dad is and I don’t care.” Then she stood up and stalked back out of the foyer.
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      “Well, she’s full of charm,” Bear muttered.

      Peter was fighting back tears. Trent had a hand on the boy’s shoulder. Bulldog, meanwhile, looked like he was about to explode with rage.

      Trying to suppress his own tidal wave of emotion, Bear turned to Henry. “Henry, you said you’re a janitor, right?”

      “Right.” Henry glanced at Deb and nodded.

      Lowering his voice, Bear said, “Then I have three very important questions for you. First, do you have any cans? Any pressurized sprays?”

      “I do,” Henry said tentatively.

      “Second, do you know any exits that Bella doesn’t?”

      Again, Henry nodded. “I do.”

      “Lastly, does anyone around here — any nurses or doctors — have military experience?”

      “Mark does,” Deb cut in. “He was one of Laurel’s nurses in the ER. We had a nice chat the other day when he was handing out pain meds.” Stopping herself from recounting the whole conversation, Deb bit her lower lip then repeated, “Mark does. Janet will know where to find him.”

      “What are you thinking?” Henry lowered his voice, angling himself so the guard near the door couldn’t see them.

      “I’m thinking we wait until nightfall, then sneak out and sabotage our friend Murph.”

      “Sabotage? How?” Bulldog asked darkly.

      “We throw Henry’s cans on their bonfires. Create an explosion. If we’re lucky, the fire will spread. While they’re focusing on putting it out, we take down Murph.” His jaw twitched. “For that, we’ll need Bella’s cooperation. But hopefully, if we give her a head start she’ll take the bait.”

      “What about Hannah?” Bulldog asked tightly.

      “And my dad?” Peter whispered.

      Bear had been thinking about them, but he hadn’t yet found a solution.

      “I have an idea.” Trent tugged on Bear’s sleeve. Everyone looked at him.

      “Go on…” Bear said.

      “Someone causes a distraction. While that’s happening, we send Jess out there with a message.”

      “Jess?” Bear looked at his dog; she was smart, but she wasn’t a military dog.

      “She can do it, I know she can.” Trent’s eyes widened as he spoke.

      “I don’t know, Trent, I think she’ll just go out there and run around or try to get straight back in. She doesn’t know Peter’s dad or Hannah. How do we tell her that’s who needs to receive the message?”

      As Trent’s face fell, Peter said, “Dad’s been watching me. The whole time, he’s barely taken his eyes off me. I keep looking out there and he can’t wave or anything ’cos he’s tied up, but he’s watching.”

      “Okay….” Bear narrowed his eyes, waiting for the boy to continue.

      “If you could put me in a wheelchair and walk me past the doors, with Jess in my lap and the message in her collar, he’ll see it.”

      “If he sees it, someone else might too.”

      “Hence the distraction,” Trent added, excitement in his eyes. “We keep them distracted long enough, Peter can show his dad that Jess has a message, and show Jess who she needs to find when she’s out there, then you and Henry take her to the nearest exit — one Bella doesn’t know about — let her out and tell her to go to… what’s your dad’s name?” Trent turned to Peter.

      “Chris.”

      “Right. You tell her to find Chris. She’ll do it, Bear. I know she will.”

      Bear looked from Trent to Peter. Both boys were desperate, which meant it was worth a try. “Okay,” he said. “Who has a pen?”
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      Laurel had no idea how long they had been running when they finally reached the meeting point they’d agreed on. Clutching the tourist map of Lone Oak in her hand, Laurel double-checked it. The side showing Lone Oak and its surrounding area had been marked with a cross next to a symbol denoting a church.

      She looked up. There it was. A small wooden structure. White against the night sky with a steeple that pointed up toward the stars. A candle was flickering in the window.

      They were at the end of the lane, almost at the church doors, when Arlo gestured for them to stop.

      “We could go inside,” Laurel panted.

      “No, we wait here. Better vantage point.” Arlo lowered Liam to the ground and tucked a blanket around him.

      “We can’t wait long,” Laurel said, leaning forward to catch her breath. Right now, the heat her body had generated from running was keeping her from feeling the cold, but it would soon wear off. Liam, who hadn’t been running at all, would already be feeling it beneath his coats and blanket.

      They had been standing in the grass just a few minutes when, behind them, the church door opened. A stream of light painted a bright strip that stretched from the porch to where they were standing.

      “Is everything okay out there?” a slightly shaky, elderly voice called.

      “Wait here. I’ll tell him to go back inside.” Laurel hurried to the door.

      She was greeted by a slim man, possibly in his eighties. A preacher. “Child. Are you and your friends in need of help? My door is open.” He stepped back and gestured to the inside of the church. Warmth floated out. Laurel looked at Arlo. She was tempted. Very tempted.

      “Thank you, but you should get back inside. We’re being chased by some rather nasty people and I don’t want you to become involved. Please.” She put her hand on the preacher’s elbow. “Go back inside and, whatever you hear, don’t come out.”

      For a moment, the preacher looked like he was going to object, but then he nodded slowly at her and ducked back inside.

      Laurel was trotting back down the steps when she saw movement in the distance. Reaching Arlo, she tugged his sleeve and made him crouch down. “Someone’s coming,” she whispered.

      Waiting in the tall grass, they held their breath. A footstep crunched on the gravel path that led up to the church.

      “Boss? You out here?”

      “It’s Ray.” Laurel almost smiled—not something she’d have ever expected to do in reaction to hearing Ray’s voice. “Are you alone?” She stood up and looked behind Ray as if he might somehow be hiding Fi.

      With a pained expression on his face, Ray nodded. “Just me. I’m the only one who made it.”

      “Is anyone following you?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe.” Ray shook his head. “I looped back like you said. Created a diversion, but—”

      “There’s no time for this.” Scooping up Liam, barely allowing a moment to pass, Arlo began walking, then broke into a jog. “We have to keep going. Move. Now.”

      Her calves already aching, Laurel began to run. Ray did too, but both of them were struggling to keep pace with Arlo.

      “Arlo, slow down. You’ll never make it carrying Liam if you—”

      “I was a champion runner in high school,” he panted back at her. “I’ll be fine.”

      All of a sudden, Ray stumbled. With a groan, he was on the ground.

      Above them, the sky was brightening on the horizon. It was almost dawn.

      “Get up,” Arlo snapped, almost jogging on the spot with his desire to keep moving.

      In response, Ray simply groaned. Laurel knelt beside him and began to check him over. “Arlo—”

      “We don’t have time,” Arlo pleaded.

      But when Laurel raised her hands, the expression on his face changed. “Ray’s been shot,” she said, looking down at her palms. They were slick with blood. “He’s been bleeding this whole time.”

      “Sorry, boss,” Ray groaned, his eyes fluttering. “Thought I could make it.”

      Gingerly, Arlo put Liam down and crouched next to Ray. “You’ll be okay. Come on.” He put his arm under Ray’s shoulders and tried to help him sit up, but Ray cried out in pain. With wide eyes, Arlo nudged Ray’s jacket aside and touched his fingers to the blood-soaked shirt beneath.

      “He’s lost a lot of blood,” Laurel muttered.

      “So, do something.” Arlo waved at Ray’s stomach. “Do something, Doc. Come on.”

      As tears sprang to her eyes, Laurel wiped them with the back of her hand. “I can’t,” she whispered. “I have nothing. No medical supplies.” She waved her empty hands. “Nothing.”

      Shaking his head, Arlo pressed his hands to Ray’s side. “We can stop the bleeding. If we stop it, we could—”

      “Boss… stop.” Ray put his hand on top of Arlo’s and shook his head. “You can’t carry me and the boy. Besides,” his lips twitched into a smile, “I think I’m done now. Never much liked the idea of living in a world with no TV.”

      “No! Damn it!” Arlo looked pleadingly at Laurel. “Not another one!” he yelled.

      But Laurel shook her head. If they were at a hospital, she could operate, give Ray a blood transfusion, fix him. Out here, there was nothing she could do. Absolutely nothing.

      “You should go.” Ray sucked in a deep shuddering breath. “Keep moving.”

      Laurel stood up. Behind his father, Liam was quietly crying. “We can’t leave him alone,” he whispered.

      “We won’t.” Laurel looked at Arlo. “Help me take him to the church.”

      For a moment, Arlo didn’t move.

      “Come on. Help me.” Laurel was slotting Ray’s arm around her neck and attempting to heave him to his feet.

      Finally, Arlo took action. Grabbing Ray’s other arm, he took most of his weight and together they dragged him to the church’s veranda. Leaning Ray against the door, Arlo bent down, nodded at him, then—while Laurel waited with Liam in the shadows—knocked on the door and ran. They were at the end of the lane when the preacher opened the door. Laurel saw him press his hands together in prayer, but didn’t stay to watch what happened next.
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      “Here. Take this.” As they reached the outskirts of Lone Oak, Arlo put his hand in his pocket and took out a knife. “You shouldn’t be unarmed.”

      Laurel nodded at him. “Thank you.”

      “If I had a gun—”

      “It’s all right, Arlo.” Laurel turned the knife over in her hands. “I’ll manage with this just fine.”

      Unfolding the map in front of her, Laurel pointed to the hospital. “We’re not far,” she said, “but I think we could use a rest before the last leg.” As Arlo’s forehead twitched, she added, “I’m not sure Britt would have followed us all the way here.”

      “Really?” Arlo glanced at Liam, who was asleep in his arms, then back at Laurel. “You think she’s the kind of person to give up without a fight?”

      “We had a fight,” Laurel replied tightly, shivering as a cold wind blew across the road. “Neither side won.”

      Grimacing, Arlo tilted his head from side to side.

      “There are some abandoned cars up ahead.” Laurel pointed toward the crossroads in front of them. “Let’s see if there’s anything useful inside.” She looked down at herself and shrugged. “We’re a little short on supplies.”

      “They’ll have been turned over already.” Arlo adjusted Liam in his arms; they must be killing him. Burning with the effort of carrying his son for so many miles.

      “If they have, we’ll take the opportunity to sit down for a while.” Laurel met Arlo’s gaze. “We’ll be no good to Liam if we collapse from exhaustion before we reach the hospital.”

      Nodding curtly, Arlo followed Laurel to the cars. The first—Laurel swallowed hard and looked away—had a dead body in the front passenger seat. There was blood on the steering wheel but no sign of a driver. It smelled dreadful.

      Almost gagging, despite having encountered plenty of dead bodies and awful smells in her career, Laurel pulled the door closed. “Next one,” she said, pointing to the large black Jeep up ahead.

      Thankfully, this one was empty. As Arlo laid Liam on the back seat and made sure the blanket was tucked around him, Laurel climbed into the driver’s seat and opened up the glove box. Nothing but a strip of condoms and a pack of cigarettes.

      Sitting back in her chair, she waited for Arlo to join her in the passenger seat before pulling her door gently closed.

      “At least it’s a little warmer in here,” she said.

      Arlo looked at her. She was wearing a pale blue roll-neck sweater, but had given her coat to Liam. He offered an almost-smile, which she interpreted as a thank-you.

      Swinging his backpack from his shoulder, Arlo opened it up. “I have water and potato chips,” he said. “Fi was in charge of supplies.”

      Trying not to picture Fi’s face, Laurel extended her hand. “Water will be fine,” she said. “Save the chips for Liam.”

      “At least he’s not nauseated anymore.” Arlo glanced back at his son.

      “We’ll soon be at the hospital.” Laurel nodded firmly, thinking of her bag of medical supplies. The bag that had, in all likelihood, burned with the farmhouse. “They’ll have more supplies.”

      Arlo shuffled in his seat and took a swig of his water.

      For a moment, they remained in silence. Then Laurel cleared her throat and said, “Were you friends?”

      Arlo frowned at her.

      “Fi, Ray, Johnny and Mack. Were they your friends?”

      “Ah….” Arlo rubbed the wiry hairs on his chin. “Of sorts.” Picking at a hole in his pants, he chewed his lower lip. “Johnny was my driver. He was in prison a while back. Got caught up with the wrong people when he was a kid. When he got out, he had no place to go. He was living under the bridge near the interstate, washing cars at the stop lights. I offered him a job.”

      Laurel took her glasses off her nose and started to fiddle with them, listening intently. “And the others?”

      “Fi and Ray stumbled on my offices not long after the EMP. They were practically starving. Next to useless in terms of fending for themselves.”

      “So, you took them in too?” She almost smiled at him.

      Arlo shrugged. “I needed them. They needed me. The agreement was mutually beneficial.”

      “And Mack?”

      “Mack?” Arlo’s face had paled. He breathed out hard and braced his hands on the dash. “He started working for me right at the beginning. When I was no one. He—” Arlo’s voice faltered. “He stepped up and helped with Liam when Allison got sick. When she got sicker, he handled the business. When she died…” Arlo looked back at Liam, still sleeping. “I couldn’t have survived without him.”

      “I’m sorry you lost him.” Laurel put her hand on Arlo’s shoulder and squeezed gently. “And the others.”

      “Have you lost anyone?” Arlo’s question surprised her. As a chill rattled through her, she wrapped her arms around her torso.

      “Since the EMP?”

      Arlo tilted his head as if to say, ‘and before’.

      “No,” she said. “My mother is sick, but as you know she’s hanging in there. Apart from patients, I’ve been lucky.”

      “What about Bear?” Arlo looked up and met her eyes.

      Laurel blinked at him and replaced her glasses on the bridge of her nose. “Bear? How do you…?”

      “You said his name when you were dreaming. At least, I assume it’s a ‘he’ and not some kind of strange pet.”

      “Was that a joke?” Laurel almost laughed.

      “I have been known to make them occasionally.” Arlo angled himself so he was facing her.

      Looking down at her hands, Laurel touched the spot where her wedding ring used to sit. “He’s alive,” she said. “But, yes, I suppose I did lose him. When he returned from the Middle East, he was a different man.” She touched her index finger to her ear. “He lost his hearing in an accident and it changed him. Not just physically. He stopped trusting himself.”

      “PTSD?”

      Laurel nodded. Her fingers went to her throat. “The dream I had. It’s always the same one. He tried to strangle me. He didn’t mean to. He didn’t know it was me. He was sleeping. But he never forgave himself.”

      Arlo sighed through his nostrils. “I understand that.”

      “He left.” Laurel sat up straighter in her seat. “Went to live in a cabin in the woods. Away from everyone. Away from me.” She sniffed and shook her head. She had no idea why she was talking to Arlo about this. Arlo, of all people.

      “You have kids?”

      “A daughter. Mae. She’s in the Army. I don’t know where she’s stationed now.”

      Arlo tsked. “Sorry, Doc,” he said. “That’s tough.”

      “Yeah,” she smiled sadly. “It is.”

      “You mad at him? For quitting?”

      “Quitting?”

      “Don’t you wish he’d stayed? Battled his demons?”

      Laurel frowned. No. She’d never wished that. All she’d ever wished was for Bear to be happy again. Before she could answer, the sound of Liam moving in the back seat made them both turn.

      “Dad?” He sat up groggily and narrowed his eyes at the light from the windows. “Where are we?”

      “Just resting,” Arlo replied, passing Liam his bottle of water. “Here. Have some. We’ll get moving as soon as you’re ready.”

      Liam took a long drink, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I’m ready,” he said, already moving for the door.

      “Hold up.” Laurel reached over the seat and patted Liam’s leg. “Eat some of these. The salt will do you good.” She gestured for Arlo to hand over the bag of potato chips.

      Looking at them, Liam wrinkled his nose.

      “Still no appetite?” Laurel asked.

      In reply, Liam glanced at his father, then at the chips. “No, I’m okay,” he said, swallowing hard.

      As he forced down a handful of chips, Laurel looked away. The sooner they reached Lone Oak Hospital, the better; the poor boy had been through enough. It was time he stopped trying to hide his feelings from his father and was allowed to just be a kid. A sick kid who needed hugs and jokes, not guns and treks across the state.

      “All right,” Liam said, handing back the bag of chips. “I’m ready now, Dad.”

      “Good.” Arlo opened his door and jumped out. “You coming, Doc?”

      “Right behind you.” Laurel breathed in deeply, counted to ten, then forced herself out of the car. With just a few miles to go until they reached the hospital, she was tempted to feel optimistic. But if the last few weeks had taught her anything, it was that optimism was very dangerous indeed.
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      “Ready, Bulldog?” Bear asked as the huge ex-prisoner — a fact shared with him by Henry when he asked why Bulldog was called Bulldog — began to shuffle on his feet as if he was about to enter a boxing ring.

      “Ready,” he said.

      “Peter?” Bear turned to the boy, who was in a wheelchair, Jess on his lap.

      Peter patted Jess’s head, then looked at the note that was curled in his fist. He needed his dad to see him put the note in Jess’s collar. It was a long shot, but the only one they’d thought of. So Bear was praying it worked.

      “All right,” he said to Trent. “Off you go, you two.”

      Slowly, Trent began to wheel Peter away from the beds as if they were going to do a few laps of the foyer. The guard near the doors instantly spotted them and opened his mouth to tell them to stay put. Before he could, however, Bulldog lurched forward and began hammering on the glass with his fists. Yelling, shouting, bashing the doors so hard Bear was genuinely worried they might buckle.

      As the guard inside the hospital tried to pull him back, everyone outside turned to watch. At the front of the group, Murph was grinning. Hannah had begun to cry, but when Bear looked at Chris Jenkins, he still hadn’t taken his eyes off his son.

      Were the boys right? Could this actually work?

      Slowly, Trent wheeled Peter past the floor-length windows at the front of the foyer. Bulldog was still yelling, but the guard was now threatening to get his gun out if he didn’t stop. They needed to hurry up.

      As Chris watched, the boys slowed to a stop and Bear watched Peter purposefully lift the note and tuck it into Jess’s collar.

      As he did so, Trent was whispering to Jess, “Chris, that’s Chris. Got it, Jess? Chris.”

      Jess’s tail was wagging, but that didn’t mean anything other than that she was pleased to be on the receiving end of Trent’s attention.

      “Okay, boys.” Bear walked swiftly past them, speaking from the corner of his mouth. “Good job. Back to your beds.”

      As they turned around, Bulldog noticed. At the exact moment the guard raised his gun and said, “That’s it! Stop or I’ll shoot!” he went limp. Let the tension go from his shoulders, spat on the ground at the guard’s feet, then stalked back to the opposite side of the room, because they’d decided it was best if they weren’t all seen talking with one another afterwards.

      “Henry, you and me next.” Bear nodded at Henry. The guard near the doors was rubbing his face, out of breath from trying to physically pull Bulldog away from the doors, but there were two others.

      Taking Jess from Peter, Bear tucked her into his bulky coat and zipped it up so she was hidden from view. “Keep still,” he whispered as she squirmed against his stomach.

      “Here.” Henry stooped down as they passed one of the beds. “Take this.” It was a bucket containing what was unmistakably vomit. Henry himself was holding a used catheter bag. “This should buy us a way out of the room.”

      At the back of the foyer, they stopped. The guard on the door folded her arms. She was short, blonde, and looked exhausted. “It’s not meal time,” she snapped.

      Henry didn’t even speak, just held up the bag. Bear did the same, holding the bucket in front of the Jess-shaped bulge in his stomach and offering her a peek inside.

      The woman instantly wrinkled her nose, covering her mouth. “Oh, good grief. Go. Go.” She stood back and ushered them through.

      In the hallway, quickly, Henry grabbed Bear’s bucket and ditched it along with the bag into a trash can. Then he pulled him into a stairwell. At the back, beneath the stairs, was a door. It had a sign displaying a symbol of a man being electrocuted on the front of it and a big notice that read ‘KEEP OUT’.

      Henry took a selection of keys from his pocket and swiftly opened the door. Walking past a huge defunct array of security cameras, he ushered Bear toward another door.

      “This will get us outside. It’s closest to the front.”

      Stooping down, Bear unzipped his coat and let Jess jump to the floor. She shook herself from head to foot and looked at him as if he was crazy.

      “Sorry, girl. I have a job for you.” Bear crouched down and ruffled her ears. “I need you to find Chris.” He emphasized the man’s name, feeling slightly stupid as he did it. “Chris.” Bear touched Jess’s collar and repeated, “Give this message to Chris. Got it, girl? Chris.”

      When he stood up, Henry was watching him. “Does she understand?”

      “Who the heck knows?” Bear muttered. “Let’s find out.” He gestured to the door.

      Taking out another key, Henry unlocked it. A rush of cold air blew in and Jess stood firm between Bear’s feet.

      “Go on, girl. We’ll wait here.” He nudged her. “Chris. Find Chris.” And then she was gone.

      A few minutes later, Jess returned. Grabbing her, Bear scooped her into his arms as Henry locked the door. He reached for her collar. The note was missing.
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        * * *

      

      “I still can’t believe she did it.” It was pitch dark outside, the atrium lit only by the glows coming from Murph’s bonfires, and Trent was whispering excitedly. “You should have seen her, Bear, she ran straight to him. She’s so smart.”

      “I think you’re the smart one,” Bear said, ruffling the kid’s hair.

      As he did so, Trent’s stomach growled loudly.

      “Hungry?” he asked.

      Trent nodded. “Deb said they usually get supper, but no one brought any tonight.”

      “They’re preserving supplies,” Bear replied.

      After a pause, Trent leaned a little closer. “So, when’s it happening?”

      “As soon as their camp is quiet. And you remember what to do?” Bear asked, meeting Trent’s eyes.

      “When you, Mark, and Henry leave, wait three minutes, then go tell the guard to fetch Bella. Tell them what you’re doing, and tell her to use the exit under the stairs so she can take Murph out.”

      “You got it.” Bear nodded. Smiling, he added, “I’m proud of you.”

      For a moment, Trent’s expression didn’t change. Then a grin spread across his face. Reaching out, he squeezed Bear’s arm. “Thanks, PB.”

      A while later, finally, the camp outside became still. People stopped milling around and retreated to their tents. Both Hannah and Chris had been taken inside, and Bear was praying they wouldn’t be so trussed up that they couldn’t make a run for it when the time came.

      Next to Trent, Peter was wide awake. The boy didn’t look well. He was pale, thin in the face, and clearly needed to be sleeping. But Bear knew he wouldn’t rest until he’d seen his dad safely inside.

      From the chair next to Deb’s bed, Henry looked up and caught Bear’s eye. Bear nodded at him.

      Slowly, he slid out of his own chair and began moving toward the door, ducking between beds through the shadows. Across the room, Mark was doing the same thing.

      “They always fall asleep,” Henry had said of Bella’s guards when Bear had asked how they would get past them a second time. “Always.”

      And he was right. Next to the door to exit the foyer, the woman who’d let them past with their sick bucket was asleep with her hands on her gun. As Mark reached them, Henry tentatively put his hand out and pushed the door. It swung quietly open. One by one, they filtered through.

      In his head, Bear began to count. In three minutes, Trent would wake the guards and tell them to fetch Bella.

      By the time they reached the room beneath the stairs, there was just one minute to go. At the back, behind the defunct servers, Henry had left his cart of cleaning products.

      “Citrus,” Mark said, lifting a pressurized can of disinfectant spray. “Nice.”

      Henry chuckled a little. “This enough?” he asked Bear.

      Bear nodded. “Plenty.”

      “What now?” Mark looked from the cans to the exit.

      “Now, we wait for Bella and hope she plays along.”

      Another three minutes passed, and then they heard footsteps in the hallway. The door clattered open. A flashlight hit Bear’s eyes. “Thought you’d go rogue, did you?” Bella’s voice was sharp and nasal.

      “Did Trent tell you the plan?” Bear scanned the area behind Bella. Trent wasn’t with her. Good. She hadn’t been mad enough to drag him along, that was a good sign. Instead, five armed guards stood like soldiers with their weapons raised.

      “He did.”

      “Are you on board?” Bear was ready to run for the door himself if he had to, but as he met Bella’s eyes, he knew the answer.

      “Yeah. I’m on board.” She nodded at the cans. “This will work?”

      “Sure hope so.” Bear picked one up and weighed it up and down in his hand. “Don’t suppose I could have my gun back?”

      “’Fraid not.” Bella laughed.

      “Okay, then we’ll create the fire, you take out Murph.”

      Bella nodded.

      “Only Murph.” Bear examined her face. Her eyes twitched.

      “Of course,” she said. “I understood the message.”

      “Right then.” Bear gestured for Henry to open the door. “Let’s go.”
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      Outside, the glow of Murph’s fires were visible from around the corner where they exited the building. The guy was incredibly well set up; he wasn’t exaggerating when he said he could outlast them. Their tents were decent. They clearly had plenty of fire-lighting equipment and food to go around. Bear swallowed hard. For a moment, the thought crossed his mind that they were potentially about to destroy a huge amount of useful stuff. But then he shook his head and reminded himself that they had no choice.

      With Bella and her guards behind them, Bear, Mark and Henry crept forward.

      Peering out from their hiding spot, Bear examined the scene a little closer. Five large tents. Four smaller fires and one large one. Just two guards, both positioned outside one tent; the one he assumed contained Hannah and Chris. There was no one else around.

      “Okay,” he whispered to Mark and Henry, “On three, we split up. Take a fire each. I’m at the back. Then Henry. Then Mark. I’ll throw a second can onto the main fire.” He looked from one to the other of them, lowering his voice. “Don’t hit the fire next to the guards’ tent. We don’t want to endanger Chris and Hannah if we don’t have to. Just throw one can into the flames, then back up and wait in the shadow of the tree there. It shouldn’t take more than a minute for them to explode.” He pointed at the one with the guards. “As soon as the cans go up, the guards will move. That’s when we go in and get Chris and Hannah.” Bear looked over his shoulder at Bella. “That’s when you guys take out Murph.”

      She nodded at him.

      Bear breathed in sharply, praying his plan would work. He raised his hand and counted: one, two, three. Then he ran through the shadows and threw two cans as hard as he could into the fire.

      Mark and Henry followed. Quietly, from the shadows, they dropped their cans into the fires and retreated. A flash of movement must have caught the guards’ eyes, because they whispered something to each other and stepped forward slightly, guns raised. Bear and the others ducked behind the tree. Bella was still waiting out of sight.

      Bear began to count. He’d almost reached sixty when… BOOM. It began. Instantly, noise and smoke filled the air. Then a second BOOM, then a third. More smoke, along with the strange scent of lemons.

      As the guards began to yell and rush forward, Bear hurtled toward the tent. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Bella come out of hiding. She fired a warning shot, then two more.

      With Henry and Mark behind him, Bear pulled back the opening of the now unguarded tent and ducked inside. Outside was chaos. People were shouting. Guns were being fired. Too many guns; Bella was supposed to be going for Murph. Only Murph.

      Pushing her from his mind, Bear peered into the darkness. At the back, with just a small candle between them, Chris and Hannah were struggling to stand up. Cuffed together by the hands and feet, they looked up with wide eyes at Bear and the others.

      “We’re here to get you out.” Bear rushed forward and looked at the handcuffs. To Mark, he said, “We don’t have a key. I’ll carry Chris, you take Hannah.”

      Mark nodded. Awkwardly, not stopping to introduce himself, Bear heaved Chris onto his back while Mark did the same with Hannah.

      The two of them being joined meant that Bear and Mark were now joined too. Crossing the short distance back to the door would not be easy.

      Going in front, Henry nudged back the opening. Bear screwed his eyes shut. Bella had gone off plan. He’d known it. Seen it in her eyes. She wouldn’t just take out Murph. Instead, she was attempting to massacre the entire camp, but she wasn’t winning. Murph’s men were armed and, despite the fire and the smoke, they were fighting back.

      As they exited, hurrying as fast as they could toward the door, it was clear Bella had screwed up. She’d started shooting too soon. Murph was yelling at his men to take them out. He was better prepared, better armed, and better organized.

      When they reached the door, Bear heaved Chris from his back, forcing Mark to do the same with Hannah. “Get them inside. I’m going back!” he yelled.

      But as he turned, he saw Bella running toward him. Behind her were just two of her guards. One was holding their shoulder. The other had blood running down their face. Bella herself looked terrified.

      “In! Get in!” Bear grabbed them and pulled them toward him, jerking them inside.

      Swiftly, Henry locked the door and, for a moment, there was silence. Then, in the darkness, Bear yelled, “What was that? Our one chance and you blew it! I told you to take out Murph. Murph. Not try to slaughter the entire camp.”

      “I—” Bella was mid-reply when Mark grabbed Bear’s arm.

      “Bear? I think Hannah’s been shot.”
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      “Janet, it’s Hannah.” They were in the ER and Mark was speaking quickly to Janet as they hauled Hannah into a bed. Since she was still attached to Chris by her right hand and foot, it was tricky. They were forced to push up a second bed and put him in it.

      They were tugging off Hannah’s bloodied coat when Bulldog careened into the room. Having been left behind because they needed someone with muscle guarding the patients, he was seething.

      “How did this happen?” he snarled. “I thought it was supposed to be a straight hit. Take out Murph. The camp collapses.”

      “Someone went rogue.” Bear looked over at Bella. Another nurse Bear didn’t recognize was tending to Bella’s head. As if she sensed him staring at her, she looked up, glanced at Hannah, then looked away again.

      Bulldog looked like he wanted to throttle her and was about to lurch forward when Bear took his elbow. “Your girl’s in trouble. Look after her. I’ll see to Bella.”

      There was a pause, during which Bear could practically hear Bulldog’s heart racing. Then his shoulders dropped and he turned around. Taking Hannah’s hand, he slid into a seat next to her.

      “It went straight through her shoulder,” Mark was saying. “She’ll be okay, but we need to disinfect the wound and stitch it.”

      Coming round, Hannah’s eyes flickered open.

      “Hannah,” Bulldog breathed. “Are you okay? What do you need? What can I do?”

      She looked at him and her mouth twitched into a smile. “Are you any good at picking locks?”

      Bulldog frowned. Hannah raised her hand and glanced down at the handcuffs. Next to her Chris chuckled a little. “Actually,” Bulldog smiled, “I am. Be right back.”

      As he went to find something small and sharp to use to pick the handcuffs, Chris Jenkins began to ask about his son. While Mark and Janet saw to Hannah, telling Chris that Peter was fine and that they’d take him to his son as soon as he and Hannah were separated, Bear stalked over to Bella.

      “Well?” He folded his arms and waited for her response.

      Bella tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and winced. Her head was clearly sore. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I thought I could handle it.”

      “Do you have military experience? Because I do. There’s a reason I told you to take out Murph and only Murph.”

      “And pointing that out now is helpful how?” Bella tilted her head. Her features were softer now, more vulnerable, but rage was still bubbling in Bear’s stomach.

      “Don’t you get it?” He was almost yelling. “Because of what you did out there, we’ve lost our only shot to get out of this. We’re stuck now. Murph knows to be on guard and he knows we’re disorganized. He’s got the upper hand. There is quite literally no way out.”

      He was mid-rant when someone tugged his sleeve. Bear turned to find Trent staring at him. Peter was beside him.

      “Didn’t go well, then?” Trent asked, trying to sound cocky but showing his fear in his eyes.

      “No.” Bear turned his back to Bella, practically quivering with distaste for the woman. “It did not.”

      “But you got Peter’s dad back?” Trent asked.

      Turning, unsure why the boys hadn’t spotted Chris and Hannah when they came in, Bear realized that Janet and Mark had pulled a curtain around their beds. “Yes,” he said, trying to smile softly at Peter. “We did. Your dad’s behind the curtain over there. He’s fine, but Hannah was shot and needs medical care.” As the boys’ eyes widened, Bear added quickly, “She’s fine. She’ll be okay. Don’t worry.”

      “Can I…?” Peter asked tentatively.

      “Of course.” Bear put a hand on his shoulder and guided him over. Pulling back the curtain just a little, he looked at Chris and said, “Someone’s here to see you.”

      As Peter hurled himself at his dad, causing Hannah to wince as the cuffs between them strained, Chris Jenkins began to cry. “I’m sorry,” he muttered into his son’s hair. “I’m sorry I left you, Peter. I won’t ever leave you again.”

      Bear swallowed hard, a lump forming in his throat as he watched the father and son embrace one another. He was about to duck back out when Bulldog appeared.

      “Okay if I tackle the handcuffs?” he asked Janet.

      “Go ahead, it’ll make my job easier,” she replied, smiling as she dabbed Hannah’s bullet wound with disinfectant.

      Bear tilted his head and watched with curiosity as Bulldog swiftly picked the cuffs that bound Hannah and Chris’s hands and feet. Finally free, Chris rubbed his wrist and quickly shrugged out of his coat. As he handed it to Peter, who put it on the chair next to the bed, Bear frowned.

      Chris was wearing something around his neck. Something that looked very, very familiar. He stepped closer. Sensing Bear was staring at him, Chris looked up.

      “The necklace….” Bear’s voice came out a little hoarse. He tapped his chest. “The necklace. Where did you…?”

      Looking down at his own chest, Chris wrapped his fingers around the beaded string. Dangling from the end of it was a shell. “This? Dr. Rivera gave it to me before she left. Asked me to take care of it for her.” Chris frowned, then looked from Bear to Peter. “I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve met?”

      Picturing his own necklace, almost identical, sitting in a small box on the mantle back in his cabin, Bear sighed and tried to shake himself out of the haze of uneasiness that had settled over him. Offering his hand, he said firmly, “Bear. Everyone calls me Bear. I’m Dr. Rivera’s husband.” He purposefully met Chris Jenkins’s eyes as he said husband. “I came here to find her.”

      Not missing a beat, Chris reached to undo the necklace. “Then you should—”

      But Bear stuck out his palm. “No, no. She gave it to you for safekeeping.”

      Chris lowered his hands. There was a pause in which Bear was almost certain he felt Janet looking away awkwardly. Then Chris said, “I’m very grateful to you for getting me out of Murph’s camp.”

      “It was Bear’s dog who gave you the message,” Peter said, nudging closer to his dad’s side. “Jess. She’s cool, huh?”

      “Very cool,” Chris said.

      “That was my idea.” Trent had walked over and was standing with his hands in his pockets.

      “A very good idea.” Chris smiled.

      “I hate to interrupt.” Janet looked up from Hannah’s shoulder. “But as Mr. Jenkins is now free, and isn’t injured, perhaps you could all head back to the foyer and let me work on Hannah?”

      “Sorry, of course.” Chris swung his legs off the bed and nodded at Hannah. “See you soon,” he said, in a voice that implied a shared experience that neither of them would forget in a hurry.

      “Soon.” Hannah nodded back, but was already turning to look at Bulldog, who had no intention of leaving her side.

      “Come on. We’ll fill you in.” Bear gestured for Chris to follow him and the others back to the foyer. They were at the door when Bella’s voice piped up.

      “I’m still in charge here,” she said.

      When Bear turned, she had stood up. Her fingers were twitching beside her gun.

      “You can’t just go waltzing around the place like you own it. Arlo left me in charge and nothing has changed.”

      “Except things have changed,” Bear said, squaring up to her. “We’re under siege. We’re stuck here because of you, and we need a plan.” He met her eyes and drew himself up to his full height. “A plan I don’t believe you’re capable of making.”

      As Bella’s mouth dropped open, Bear turned and walked quickly back to the doors. Before she had a chance to stop him, he pushed them open and ushered the others through.
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      In the atrium, no one was sleeping. Lamps had been lit all around the room. The fires that kept the patients warm were being stoked higher. At the front, near the doors, Bella’s guards were arguing. The carnage outside was clearly visible through the large windows and they were fighting about whether they should block the view with more portable screens.

      Ignoring the urge to get involved, Bear found Henry next to Deb’s bed, filling her in on what had happened. “And what’s going on out there?” he asked her.

      “We saw the ambush. Bella and her men just started shooting.” Deb shook her head. “It was like she didn’t care who she hit. Like she wanted to exterminate all of them in one go.”

      Bear’s jaw twitched.

      Her voice shaking, Deb pointed toward the doors. “There are bodies out there. When the smoke cleared, I could see them.”

      “Some are Bella’s men,” Bear said gruffly. “Some are Murph’s.”

      “But Murph himself?”

      “Fine as far as I know.” Bear shook his head. This whole thing was a disaster. An unmitigated disaster.

      “At least you got Chris and Hannah back.” As if she sensed he was on the edge of falling into melancholy, Deb reached out and squeezed Bear’s hand. “You got them back. That’s good.”

      “But at what cost?” Bear didn’t expect an answer. Around him, Trent, Chris and Peter were quiet and solemn.

      “Hannah and I should never have allowed ourselves to get captured.” Chris finally spoke. “We were searching for food and supplies. Bella refused to allow anyone to go, so we snuck out.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.” Bear put his hand briefly on Chris’s shoulder, his eyes once again catching the necklace around his throat. Laurel gave him that necklace? For safekeeping? That’s the kind of thing you did when you… he couldn’t bring himself to think it.

      “So, what now?” Henry looked over to where Bella’s guards were standing, useless except for their guns.

      “Now,” Bear sighed, “we need a Plan B.”

      “Any ideas?” Trent looked hopefully at Bear.

      “Sleep first,” he said, patting Trent’s shoulder. “Then ideas.”

      A bed had been set up for Bear in the space between Deb’s and Peter’s. But as Trent settled onto a cot next to Peter’s bed and Chris folded, exhausted, into the nearby armchair, the door toward the back of the foyer swung open and Bella stalked through it.

      Her arrival caused a hush to fall over the room. Most people looked away, pretending not to have noticed her. The guards who’d been arguing stopped and nudged one another like naughty schoolboys who’d been caught talking at the back of the class.

      Slowly, purposefully, Bella crossed the room toward them. Ignoring Bear, even though he could sense that she’d noticed him, she headed straight for the doors. For a moment, Bear thought she might be about to pull them open but, instead, she stopped dead in front of them.

      Outside, it was still dark. The smoke was clearing but the fires were still alight. Most of Murph’s men were tending to injured friends. For a moment, Bear caught himself hoping that someone was seriously injured because it might give them a bargaining chip — leave us alone and we’ll help you. But the second he thought it, he dug his fingernails into his palms and sighed; that kind of thinking was not the way forward.

      As Bella surveyed the scene she’d created, she put her hands on her hips. One of Murph’s men noticed her and yelled something. He started shaking his fist at her. A woman joined in, raising her gun and firing a shot at the bulletproof glass as if to make a point.

      A moment later, Murph appeared, totally unscathed, but far angrier than he had been a few hours ago.

      He approached the glass slowly and stood just inches away from it. Bella’s breathing quickened. Clearly, she was not used to dealing with situations like this. She might be in charge, but she was not a leader. Certainly not a leader capable of coordinating their defense against these people.

      Staring at her, Murph began to smile. Then, grinning, with his index finger he drew a slow slash across his throat.

      Bella swallowed hard. Then, suddenly turning away, she yelled, “Get these doors covered. Screens, newspaper, cardboard, I don’t care! Just do it!”

      One of the guards who’d been arguing raised a shaky hand. “Bella, if we cover the doors, we can’t keep an eye on them.”

      “Yeah, but if we cover them, they can’t keep an eye on us either,” the other guard countered.

      Looking from one to the other as if she wanted to throttle the pair of them, Bella sucked in her cheeks then said — very slowly — “Cover. Them. Up. Now.”

      She was halfway back across the room when Bear caught up with her. “Listen,” he said, taking hold of her elbow and forcing her to stop. “For now, you and me? We’re on the same side. So, let me help you with this.”

      “I don’t need or want your help.” The shakiness in Bella’s voice belied the steeliness in her eyes.

      “Well, I need yours.” Bear softened his tone a little, changing tack.

      At that, surprised, Bella tilted her head.

      “This is my wife’s hospital. She’s the doctor who went with your boss — Arlo? Is that his name?”

      “You’re Dr. Rivera’s husband?” Bella folded her arms in front of her chest.

      “Yes, and I know she’d want me to keep the people of this hospital safe.”

      “Maybe, but my orders weren’t to keep them safe. It was to keep them here.”

      “I get it.” Bear raised his palms. “I get it, but your boss hates that guy out there, right?”

      Bella’s eyes narrowed. “Murph? Yeah. Hate’s the word.”

      “So, whether he cares about the people here or not, he wouldn’t want Murph to win this fight, would he?”

      He could almost see Bella trying to compute what he was saying; weigh up the thoughts he’d just put in her head. “No,” she said slowly. “He wouldn’t.”

      “So, then, we are on the same side.” Bear widened his eyes, waiting for her response.

      A few seconds ticked by. Then, finally, Bella said, “Say I agree with you. For now, until Arlo gets back, you and I are both on Team Hospital. What are you suggesting? You have a plan to fight these guys?”

      “Not yet.” The knot in Bear’s chest loosened a little; she was beginning to come around. “But if you let me help, I’ll come up with one. I was a soldier for a long time.” He tapped his ear, turning it so she could see the hearing aid. “I’ve been in worse situations. Give me a shot.”

      Surprisingly quickly, Bella nodded at him. “Fine.” She began walking, gesturing for him to keep up. “What do you need?”

      “My gun.”

      She slowed, met his eyes, raised her eyebrows, then started walking again.

      “And a look at your supply closet.”

      “Closet first.” Bella pushed open the doors to the corridor. “Then we’ll talk about the gun.”
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      “There. That’s it.” Arlo staggered a little as he stopped. It was clear to Laurel that his body was struggling with the effort of carrying Liam, but he was insistent that they couldn’t stop to make a stretcher or to let Laurel take a turn.

      Although he was close to collapse, his pig-headedness had paid off. They were standing in the shadow of an empty coffee shop opposite the large, white building that was Lone Oak Hospital.

      Clearly older than South Minneha, it was a combination of concrete and big white windows. An ambulance bay out front sat empty except for two vehicles. The ER doors were boarded shut.

      “Doesn’t look like there’s anyone in there.” Arlo wavered again and Liam wriggled free from his dad’s arms, leaning against his side instead.

      Looking up and down the street, Laurel shuddered. The entire town looked deserted. “If they’ve got valuable supplies inside, they’re probably protecting themselves. Look at the problems we’ve had at South Minneha.” She raised her eyebrows and Arlo’s cheeks flushed a little.

      “Okay, so let’s go knock.” Arlo took a step forward but Laurel grabbed his elbow.

      “Wait. If we stand out here shouting and banging, we’ll draw attention to ourselves.”

      “Isn’t that what we want?” Liam asked quietly.

      “Yes, but no.” Laurel smiled at him. “I’m sure Britt’s long gone, but on the off chance she’s following us, we don’t want any witnesses who can tell her they saw a couple and a child arriving at the hospital.”

      Liam’s eyes widened. “Oh. Right. I didn’t think of that.”

      “I’m super old and paranoid,” Laurel put her arm around Liam’s shoulders. “So thinking stuff like that is my job.”

      “What do you suggest if you don’t want to go in the front?” Arlo leaned back against the wall behind him and wiped a hand across his forehead. He was exhausted. Laurel could almost see his muscles aching.

      “Look, I haven’t been in Minnesota long, but I’ve been here long enough to know about the tunnels and skyways. Most places have them, right? Especially hospitals.”

      Arlo nodded. “Most. Yeah.”

      “Right, so let’s find an entrance to one of the tunnels that would lead to the hospital. Even if it takes us a little longer to find it, it’ll be worth it for the extra safety.” As Arlo hesitated, Laurel added, “We’ve come this far. Let’s not fall down at the final hurdle.”

      To her surprise, instead of arguing, he nodded. “All right, Doc. You’ve got us this far.” He gestured for her to lead the way. “So, how do we track down one of these tunnels?”

      Laurel was about to reply when a deep rumble filled the sky above them and made them look up. In almost an instant, storm clouds had rolled across the town. Thick, dark clouds that looked ready to burst.

      “We need to take shelter.” Laurel looked up and down the street.

      “There.” Arlo pointed to a store with boarded-up windows and an arched doorway. Stooping down, he picked up Liam once again, barely hiding the grimace on his face as he lifted him, then hurried toward it.

      Just seconds after they stepped into the cover of the doorway, the heavens opened. Sheets of rain pelted down into the street like a monsoon. Within minutes, a river of water was running down the road in front of them. Looking at the hospital, Laurel saw water overflowing from some clogged guttering.

      Then the wind started.

      Howling across the street, it blew the rain straight at them. Liam had started to shiver. They were all getting soaked to the bone.

      Arlo turned his back to the rain and arched over Liam to shelter him while Laurel tried to open the door. It was locked, with wooden boards fixed across what used to be a pane of glass but was now a hole. She looked up. Pennyman’s General Store. The kind of store that had probably been on this street for generations.

      As her clothes began to stick to her skin, she too started to shiver. Her jeans were sodden. Her white sneakers, too.

      “He’s getting cold. Way too cold,” Arlo yelled above the rain. “Here.” He bundled Liam into Laurel’s arms and started to elbow the wooden board as if he might be able to make it move. He was on his third try when he stumbled. As he righted himself, frowning, the door opened. Just a fraction.

      “Who are you?” a voice asked. They couldn’t see who it belonged to, could barely hear it above the rain.

      “I’m Dr. Rivera. This is my friend, Arlo, and his son Liam. We’re trying to get into the hospital. We got caught in the rain.” Laurel stepped sideways so that whoever was hiding behind the door could see her a little better, nudging Arlo out of the way because he was undoubtedly more intimidating than she was.

      The door opened a little wider. A woman with bright white hair and large glasses was staring at them. She narrowed her eyes at the rain, then took in their wet clothing. Finally, she looked at Liam. His eyes were closed and he was trembling. “Oh, the poor dear boy.” She immediately pulled the door back, looking behind her as she said, “Frank? I’m letting them in.”

      “Leonora. Don’t be a fool!” a dark grumble of a voice came from the room behind, but the woman ignored it.

      “Come. Come.” She gestured for Laurel to enter. When all three of them were in, she closed the door again and locked it. Three locks. Big ones. Followed by a large piece of wood that slotted across it sideways.

      “Good security around here,” Arlo said, trying to be funny.

      Laurel shot him a ‘take it easy’ look as she gently dropped Liam back into his arms.

      “Bring the boy through here.” Leonora was gesturing to the other side of the room, but Laurel’s eyes were having trouble adjusting to the dim light; with the windows boarded up and the storm clouds outside it was almost pitch black.

      After a moment, however, she began to pick out shapes.

      They were standing in the front room of what looked like an old-fashioned general store. Shelves lined the walls and a wooden counter ran around three sides of the room. Most of the shelves were empty. In the back wall, an archway led through—presumably—to more rooms.

      “This way, this way.” Leonora was standing in front of the arch. “This way.”

      Following Arlo and Liam, Laurel felt her shoes squelch as she walked. She could still hear the rain pelting the roof.

      “Frank. The boy’s not well. I won’t hear any of your grumbling.” As Leonora stepped into a room that perhaps used to be an office of sorts but was now—like the shelves—empty, she waved her hands at a similarly white-haired man who was leaning on a cane.

      The man shuffled, winced, but didn’t attempt to move. Studying Laurel, Liam, and Arlo, he narrowed his eyes, then tsked and turned around, heading for a staircase in the corner of the room.

      “We’ll get him upstairs and get him warm.” Leonora gestured for them to follow her. She was holding a candle that lit the way.

      At the top of the stairs, after Laurel, Arlo and Liam were through the door, Leonora bolted this one too and pulled another plank of wood in place.

      Then she clapped her hands together and told Frank to, “Sort out the lights.”

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then slowly candles began to spring up.

      “Come into the living room and put him on the couch.” Leonora took them down a short hallway and opened another door.

      “There.” She pointed to a dark green couch that looked like it had seen better days. In front of it was a fireplace, gently crackling. Around the room, more candles had been lit, illuminating boxes piled high along the back wall. Stores of food, water bottles, and—something that was bound to brighten Liam’s eyes when he woke up—huge glass jars full of candy.

      As Arlo settled Liam on the couch, he came around and asked where they were.

      “Somewhere safe and warm,” Leonora said kindly. Then, turning to Laurel, she said, “I’m Leonora and that oaf in the corner is my brother Frank.” Leonora extended a wrinkled hand, shook Laurel’s, then jerked her thumb in Frank’s direction. He was lowering himself stiffly into a high-backed armchair, scowling at her. “Don’t mind him. He’s always grumpy.”

      “We said no strays,” Frank muttered. “After the last ones—”

      “They were soaking wet and the boy’s not well.” Leonora waved her hands in Frank’s direction. “Besides, the lady’s a doctor. Don’t you think—”

      “Oh, hush.” Frank picked up what must have been a very old newspaper and opened it in front of his face, ending the conversation.

      Ignoring him, Leonora put her hand on Arlo’s arm. “I have some spare clothes. My grandson’s. Possibly too small, but they’ll do while your boy’s dry.”

      “Thank you,” Arlo said, nodding. “I appreciate that.”

      “I’ll fetch them. Then I’ll make tea.” Leonora nodded at the fire. “You two should warm up too.”

      As she disappeared, Laurel pulled her hair tie from her ponytail and walked over to the fire. Wringing out her hair over the flames, she noticed Frank frowning at her over the top of his newspaper.

      “Mr…?” she said, meeting his eyes.

      “Hackney. Frank Hackney.”

      “This was your store?” Laurel refastened her hair and removed her steamed-up glasses so she could clean them.

      “Aye.”

      “And this is your apartment?”

      “Aye.” Frank sighed and put down the newspaper. “When the power went out, we knew it wouldn’t be long before the looting started. So we boarded up the windows downstairs, moved everything up here, and made the apartment as secure as possible.” He drummed his fingers on top of the paper.

      “That was quick thinking,” Laurel replied, impressed at the old man’s foresight.

      “I know what folks are like. Place like ours? Two old fogies guarding it? They’d have seen us as easy pickings and no mistake.”

      “You’re probably right,” Laurel sighed. “I’m sorry if we frightened you banging on the door.”

      “You didn’t.” Frank moved his hand and the gesture made Laurel realize that he was sitting next to a rather large shotgun. “We can take care of ourselves.”

      “I’m very glad to hear that.” Laurel put her glasses back on and smiled at him. “I promise you we’ll be out of your hair as soon as the rain stops.”

      “You said you’re here for the hospital?” Leonora had entered, silently, and was handing a pile of fresh clothes to Arlo. “There’s a bathroom opposite. Warm water in a bucket—I was about to use it to do some washing before you arrived, but the boy can use it to get cleaned up. Go help him change and we’ll hang his clothes in front of the fire.” Leonora smiled at Liam. “And then maybe I can find a sweet treat that might put some color back in your cheeks.”

      At that, for the first time in days, Liam smiled.

      As Arlo helped Liam out of the room, Laurel sat down on the edge of the coffee table opposite the fire and took off her sneakers. Her socks were wringing wet, so she took them off too. Instantly, Leonora plucked them from Laurel’s hands and hung them up on a nearby drying rack.

      “Yes,” Laurel said. “Liam is sick. I was treating him at South Minneha but we ran out of chemo drugs. We were hoping Lone Oak might have some.”

      In the corner of the room, Frank cleared his throat. “The kid has cancer?”

      “Leukemia.” Laurel turned to meet his eyes. “He’s been very brave.”

      “Poor boy.” Leonora shook her head and gestured to the window. “We haven’t seen much movement from the hospital since the power went out. Mind you, we’re boarded up so I suppose we wouldn’t know.” She smiled a little. “Lucky for us, we haven’t had to leave for anything yet, but I’ve been saying to Frank—”

      “Le-on-or-a.” Frank pronounced his sister’s name the way an angry parent might. “I told you, hush.”

      Laurel was about to press Leonora not to hush when Arlo returned. Liam was wearing superhero pajamas and a fresh face. Still pale, but brighter now they were in comfortable—warm—surroundings.

      “Here you go, love.” Leonora took a jar of candy from the back of the room and handed it to Liam. His arms folded a little at the weight of it but Arlo quickly took it and held it for him.

      As Liam dipped his hand in, Leonora asked them if they wanted tea.

      “I’ll help.” Laurel stood up, barefoot, and followed the older woman to the kitchen. Here too, supplies were stacked high and low. “This should last you a while.” Laurel said, looking around at boxes of canned goods, dried pasta, pulses, grains, flour, matches, and eggs that had probably gone out of date by now.

      “Certainly will.” Leonora smiled, lighting a small gas camping stove and putting a kettle on top of it. “We have a supply of fresh water too. Frank set up some water butts on the roof a few years back when we had that awful hot summer. They’ll be getting a nice top-up today.” She chuckled to herself, although the sound of the rain outside was subsiding.

      “Leonora? Do you know how we can get into the hospital from here?” Laurel cleared her throat. She was hoping Leonora wouldn’t ask why they couldn’t just bang on the ER doors; how would she explain that they were being followed by a woman intent on kidnapping Arlo and totally unhesitant about killing anyone who got in her way?

      “Out-patients’ entrance is down the street. Around the corner. Not far.” The kettle began to boil and she removed it from the stove. “I’ll show you when you leave.”

      “Thank you.” Laurel smiled at the heavenly sound of water being poured into a china cup.

      “It’s nice to have the guest china out again,” Leonora said as she added some powdered milk and—praise the Lord—a spoonful of sugar. Seeing Laurel’s eyebrows rise, she added, “You look like you need something sweet.”

      “I do,” Laurel said. “I really do.”
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      An hour later, after eating crackers, cheese—which was miraculously still edible after being kept in Leonora’s dark cool pantry—and pickles, followed by more tea and some fruitcake that had an unnervingly long expiry date on it, Laurel sat back on the Hackneys’ couch and closed her eyes.

      Next to her, Liam was poring over a comic book that Leonora had found in a box of her grandson’s things. She’d also given him a teddy bear, which he was probably too old for, but had nevertheless kept in his lap the entire time they ate.

      “He seems to have gotten his appetite back. That’s good, right?” Arlo asked.

      “Yes. It is.” Laurel patted his leg. Not being on the move was probably helping. But it could also be because they’d lost her medical bag and he hadn’t had any medication for a good few hours.

      Glancing toward the shuttered-up windows, Arlo stood up and folded his arms in front of his stomach. “Sounds like the rain has stopped.”

      In the corner of the room, Frank was asleep and snoring. Leonora was knitting by the fire.

      “We should get going.”

      As Liam looked up, Arlo’s lips tightened into a thin line. “I know you like it here, Liam. But we’ve put these good people out long enough and it’s time we got you seen to.” Again, he looked at the windows. “We’re so close. We can’t stop now.”

      Sighing a little, Laurel stood up too. “Your dad’s right. It’ll be dark soon. We want to be inside the hospital before nightfall.”

      From her seat, Leonora had been watching them. Now she put down her knitting and let out a small sigh. “I must say, I’m sad to see you go.” Using the arm of the chair to help her, she got to her feet. “But I understand.” Then, she lowered her voice. “There’s just one thing, Doctor, before you go…”

      Laurel moved closer. “Yes?”

      “It’s Frank. He’d hate me for mentioning it, but he has terrible arthritis. His hands and his lower back. He’s run out of his medication and he’s barely been able to move these past few days. Is there anything you can do?”

      “He won’t go to the hospital?” Laurel asked, thinking that surely Lone Oak would have anti-inflammatories they could give Frank.

      “Won’t countenance leaving,” Leonora said. “And it’s not just because of our things. It’s our son, you see. He lives in Florida and Frank has this crazy notion that he might be trying to reach us. He thinks if we move, we might miss him.”

      A sad smile curved Laurel’s lips. “I understand.” She breathed in slowly. “Unfortunately, I lost my medical bag or I could have given you some pain meds.” She looked at Arlo. He was tapping his foot, impatient to get going. Meeting his eyes, she said, “Do you mind if I help Leonora make a poultice? It’ll only take a few minutes.”

      Watching Arlo’s face, for a moment, Laurel thought he was going to raise his voice and demand they leave right away. Instead, to her surprise, he nodded. “Sure. Don’t be long though, hey? Like you said, we need to be in that hospital before nightfall.”

      Laurel nodded at him, then turned to Leonora. “Come with me. Let’s see what we can find in your kitchen.”

      A few minutes later, as Leonora watched, Laurel showed her how to mash up raw ginger—which she’d found pickled in jars but which would still do the trick—and mix it with olive oil to make a poultice.

      “Apply this to the painful spots. You can use gauze or bandages to keep it in place if you need to. Try it for twenty minutes first of all, but you can leave it longer if you have to.”

      “Twenty minutes.” Leonora looked up from the bowl of ginger paste and smiled. “Thank you. I would never have thought—”

      “If you have any turmeric, that’s great too. It’s an anti-inflammatory, so you could use it to make a tea and have Frank drink a cup a day.” Laurel wrinkled her nose, remembering the tea she’d made her mother drink. “It’s not the best in terms of taste, but if you add cardamom and a bit of honey it helps get it down.”

      Leonora had started to look a little lost, as if she was struggling to retain what Laurel was saying.

      “Do you have a pen and a notepad?” Laurel asked.

      Leonora smiled, fumbled in a nearby drawer, then handed Laurel a pad that looked like it used to contain shopping lists.

      As Laurel began to scribble instructions for the poultice, she glanced up. “Do you carry Tiger Balm in the store?”

      “I believe so.” Leonora frowned as she tried to remember. “Frank will know.”

      “It’s menthol, so you can use that as a salve too.” Laurel paused, then smiled gently. “These aren’t miracle cures, but they should help, and when we get into the hospital I’ll ask for some medication.” Tearing off a sheet of paper and handing it over, she added, “Can you write down what Frank was taking and how much? If they have some, I’ll drop it by when we leave.”

      For a moment, Leonora didn’t move. She was looking at Laurel with a strange, far-off, expression on her face. Then she cupped Laurel’s face in her hands and smiled at her. “Thank you, my child. Thank you very, very much.”
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      Britt forced her eyes open and blinked hard. The small movement sent a lightning rod of pain through her skull. She winced and tried to sit up. It was dark, but not nighttime. Dark because she was under the cover of a copse of trees. Dark because the storm clouds hadn’t yet rolled away.

      Leaning against the tree trunk behind her, she tucked her knees up to her chest and rested her forehead on them. That hurt too. When she lifted her head again, blood stained the worn knees of her jeans. She touched it with her index finger and squinted at it.

      Everything felt like it was happening in slow motion. Like she was moving at half her normal speed, stuck in a vat of molasses. Her limbs were heavy. Her skin ached. She looked at her hands, turning them over to examine her palms. The left was okay, but the right held a large blistering burn. She winced as she remembered how she got it; reaching through the flames to haul Marianne up off the ground as flames licked at their feet.

      “We gotta run, Britt!” Marianne had yelled as the ground in front of them caught on fire.

      “She’s right. We’ve got to go!” Rachel had been holding her gun, pointing up at a window on the top floor of the house. “The whole place is going up!”

      “Not until I’ve found Arlo.” Britt had pulled her bandana up over her face. She’d hit someone, but it wasn’t him. It wasn’t Staaf.

      “Britt, he could have gone out back! Leave it.” Bert had pulled at her sleeve but Britt had tugged her arm loose.

      “Marianne, Rachel, go check. Around back. Now.” The two women had wavered on the spot for a moment but Britt repeated herself. “Go. Around back. Now.” When she turned to Bert, she said, “You’re with me. Hurry.” Then she ran for the front door.

      When she’d reached it, pushing it open, she’d headed for the stairs.

      “Britt, you’re going toward the fire,” Bert had coughed, smoke already squeezing his chest.

      “Just check down here. Find Staaf!” Britt had hurtled up the stairs, not waiting to see where Bert was going. Not questioning why she was heading for the flames instead of away from them.

      Now, her skin damp from the rain that had started while she dragged Marianne and Rachel away from the flaming porch, Britt wondered whether—for a moment in that house—she’d been trying to end it all. Trying to die in a blaze of glory that would finally make Murph proud of her.

      “Britt?” A voice snapped her out of her daydream. Bert was next to her. His face was ashen, his sleeves scorched and his hair sticking up in singed tufts. He pushed his skinny fingers through it and his face crumpled. “Rachel…” he muttered.

      “I’m sorry.” The words left her mouth before she could stop them. Not something she’d usually say. Glancing sideways at Bert, she added, “At least she got the one who shot her.”

      “Did she?” Bert wiped his watering eyes.

      Britt stumbled to her feet, bracing herself against the tree’s rough bark as she stood. “Yeah,” she said. “She got her.”

      For a moment, Bert didn’t move. Eventually, he copied Britt. Brushing down his jeans, he slotted his gun into the back of his pants and shook his arms as if it might rid him of the anger and sadness in his chest.

      “Let’s go.” Britt turned her back on the farmhouse and pushed a thin branch away from her face.

      “Go?” Bert was looking back through the trees. “We can’t leave them.”

      Britt’s jaw twitched. She reached for her throat. Her bandana was gone. How had she lost it? She swallowed hard and winced; her throat was scratchy and her lungs felt tight. “Fine.” She turned around but didn’t move until Bert started walking.

      In the open, the dull daylight hurt her eyes. Everything was wet. Damp. Cold. “We need to retrieve our packs,” she said, shivering. “Start a fire.” Realizing what she’d said, she looked at Bert expecting him to laugh. But he wasn’t laughing. He looked horrified.

      Ahead of them, the farmhouse was no longer on fire. The rain had seen to that. Out front, the grass that had taken the brunt of those filthy Molotovs was blackened and damp. The stench of the burned fuel caught in her throat and made her want to gag. Britt shoved her hands into her pockets and looked up. The top floor of the house, on the left, now had no roof. The timber walls had burned, blackened, caved inwards, and the roof with them.

      “Where did we leave them?” Bert rubbed his head. A dried trickle of blood was coming from what looked like a gash near his temple.

      “How’d you get that?” Britt asked.

      “Staaf hit me.” Bert looked away from her.

      “Staaf?” Her jaw twitched. “You let him go?!” She grabbed Bert’s arm. She was the same height as him, and more muscular.

      To her surprise, however, he didn’t flinch. “Yeah,” he said. “I let him go. When he knocked me out with his gun.”

      Britt sucked in her cheeks. Anger pulsed in her throat. She turned away and stalked toward the house. She’d only just reached the porch when she spotted Marianne’s feet. Her stupid pink sneakers. She nudged them with the toe of her foot. Marianne didn’t move.

      “They shot her in the back,” Bert said, crouching down. Marianne was facedown. He reached out but didn’t touch her. When he looked up, he swallowed hard. A few feet away, Rachel was slumped against the wall, clutching her stomach. Her eyes were open.

      Britt walked over, bent down, and closed them.

      Bert was taking Rachel’s hand, gripping it in his. A tear rolled down his cheek.

      “Come on.” Britt turned, bent down, and took hold of Marianne’s ankles. “You want to bury them? Let’s get on with it.”

      For a moment, Bert didn’t move. His back was quivering, but she couldn’t be sure whether it was with rage or sadness. When he stood up, his eyes were dark. They were over by the trees, panting from the effort of carrying Marianne’s body, lowering her to the ground, when he said, “They died because of you, you know.”

      Britt looked up, her fingers twitching next to her gun. Rage pulsed on her skin. But when she met Bert’s eyes, she faltered. “I know,” she said. Not apologetically, not contritely. Just, “I know.”

      “Find something to dig with. I’ll fetch Rachel.” Bert stalked away, limping a little.

      For a few seconds, Britt watched him, then headed back to the house. While Bert lifted Rachel into his arms and carried her, slowly, to join Marianne, Britt walked around the back of the house.

      The porch was still slick with water. It had been one heck of a storm.

      Near the back door, she found a burned pillar and a section of fence, destroyed by another of those dirty bombs. Then, a few feet away, a smear of something red.

      Britt crouched down and touched her finger to it. “Blood,” she whispered. It was watered down, almost washed away, and it was leading toward the house.

      Following it, Britt took her gun from her belt and lifted it. Her heart began to pound; if Staaf was inside, there was no way she was letting him escape this time.

      Stepping through the back door, peering into the gloomy kitchen, she scanned the room. It seemed empty, but the blood here was darker, untouched by the rain. She followed it, a big dark smear, around the table. Then….

      Britt almost smiled. A woman with short dark hair was slumped on the floor, clutching her side. A medical bag was in front of her, supplies spilling out of it. The woman rolled her eyes up, panic flashing across her face. Her fingers twitched but she didn’t have the strength to reach her gun.

      “Well, well, well.” Britt crouched down, casually knocking the gun out of the woman’s reach. She was breathing fast and shallow, her skin practically translucent.

      “Please,” the woman said. “Help. Me.”

      Britt nodded slowly. She picked up the bag and started to rifle through it. Gauze, bandages, painkillers. She pocketed those. Then something else. She narrowed her eyes. “What’s this?”

      The woman moved, just an inch, wincing as she shook her head. “Help me and I’ll tell you,” she said, her breath faltering in her chest.

      Tilting her head from side to side, Britt leaned closer. “How about you tell me what I want to know and then I’ll help you?”

      After a pause, the woman nodded.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Fi.”

      “You work for Arlo Staaf?”

      Fi nodded.

      “Whose are these pills and what are they? Is Staaf sick?”

      Fi sucked in a shaky gulp of air. “Not Staaf. His kid. Cancer.”

      Britt’s eyes brightened. “Where is he heading? Is he taking the kid somewhere?”

      “Lone Oak. Hospital.” Fi’s fingers twitched toward the gauze she’d been trying to apply to her wound. Her shirt was open, blood soaking through the vest she wore beneath it.

      “Lone Oak? Where were you before?”

      Fi screwed her eyes shut. “Please,” she whispered.

      “Where were you before?” Britt repeated, moving the gauze out of Fi’s reach.

      “South Minneha. Hospital. They ran out of meds. We….” Fi’s eyes widened as pain jolted through her. “We were supposed to go back when we got the kid fixed.” With that final effort, she slumped down farther.

      Britt pressed her lips together. “Thank you, Fi. One last question.”

      Fi shook her head.

      “Did you shoot Rachel? Or Marianne?” Britt stood up and raised her gun. “Or both?”

      Before Fi could answer, Britt fired.

      The sound of the gunshot vibrated on her skin. She looked at Fi’s face, expecting to feel something. Guilt. Shock. But nothing came.

      “You shot her?” Bert’s voice made her turn around. “She wasn’t armed.”

      “I put her out of her misery.” Britt stooped down and pushed the medical supplies back into the bag, then slung it onto her shoulder. At the door, she turned to Bert and said, “Let’s get this burial done. We have somewhere to be.”

      “Somewhere to be? Britt—”

      Whirling around, she took him by the elbows. “I know where Arlo Staaf is heading, and this time, I’m not letting him go.”
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      “Thank you.” Once again, Leonora gripped Laurel’s hands and kissed them.

      “You’re welcome but, really, it’s us who should be thanking you.” Laurel looked at Arlo. He was sitting with Liam, who was definitely brighter after a few hours’ rest.

      “Take a left at the end of the street,” Leonora said as they approached the front door of the store. “You’ll see the back entrance to the hospital. There’s a bunch of buildings back there. Find radiology and you’ll find your tunnel.”

      Laurel touched the bridge of her glasses, then hugged Leonora quickly and, before she could change her mind and decide to stay a little longer, hurried out of the door.

      Behind her, Arlo looped his arm through Liam’s and helped him slowly cross the street. He had offered to carry him, but Liam insisted he could make the short distance. Secretly, Arlo seemed relieved.

      “This way, I think.” Following Leonora’s instructions, Laurel pointed left toward the end of the street.

      As they walked, Laurel looked down at her white sneakers. Now dirty and gray, they were not in good shape; when they got back to South Minneha, she’d owe Janet a new pair of running shoes.

      Around the corner, the sidewalk still damp from the rain, large puddles littering the road, they stopped. There it was. The entrance, exactly where Leonora said it would be. A small booth that would normally contain a security guard sat empty. The barrier that prevented cars from entering or leaving was half-up, half-down, a car sitting just behind it as if it was still waiting to be let out.

      Laurel approached slowly and peered inside. A hospital ID sat on the dash. She picked it up and looked at it. Dr. Jack Reynard. Gently, she put it back where it had come from.

      “This way.” She gestured for the others to follow her.

      Out back, the hospital was arranged in a square. A large parking lot to the right. Staff parking in front of them. The front of the building, which they’d seen from the street and which contained the ER, to the left.

      “Look for a sign for radiology.” Laurel started walking, examining each door they passed and trying it just in case it was unlocked. Each time, she was unlucky.

      “There’s a map over here.” Liam’s small voice traveled to her from a few feet away.

      Jogging over, Laurel watched as Arlo traced his finger across the map. “We’re here.” He pointed to a red dot. “Which means radiology is….” He turned and pointed to a white door up ahead. “That way.”

      By now, Liam was starting to slow down. Stopping to catch his breath, he leaned onto his knees and, almost instantly, Arlo scooped him up.

      “Dad, I’m okay.” Liam attempted to get down but Arlo held firm.

      “Shh,” he said. “I’m not carrying you to help you. I’m carrying you because we need a lookout. Right, Doc?”

      Laurel smiled. “Right. Let me know if you see anything from up there, Liam.”

      As they approached the door with the radiology sign above it, Laurel looked up at the windows of the buildings around them. The entire hospital looked empty. Dark. No flicker of candlelight in the windows. No noise. No signs of life. Was this what South Minneha looked like from the outside? Laurel swallowed hard. A feeling of unease was starting to settle deep in her stomach. What if there was no one here? What if Lone Oak Hospital had been abandoned and their entire journey was for nothing? Fi, Ray, Johnny and Mack. Gone. For nothing. Her own hospital and her patients, abandoned, for nothing.

      “You okay, Doc?” Arlo asked, stepping up beside her.

      “Fine.” She smiled again. “Fine. Let’s look for the tunnel.”

      They didn’t have to look far; a few feet from the locked radiology door was another. It had no sign and no window.

      “Looks like a service entrance,” Arlo said.

      “This must be it.” Laurel tried the handle. It held firm. She tried it again, panic rising in her chest. The door still didn’t budge. Clenching her fist, she hit it as hard as she could. Before she could stop herself, she was hitting it again and again and again.

      “Doc. Hey, Doc.” Arlo grabbed her sleeve. “Dr. Rivera.” She kept hitting it. “Laurel!” He lowered his voice and looked behind him. “We’re trying to be discreet. Remember?”

      As Laurel met his eyes, her breathing fast and stilted, her arms dropped to her sides. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Arlo adjusted Liam in his arms, then set him down on the step of the radiology door. Returning to Laurel, he said quietly, “We’ve come a long way. This is just one last hurdle.”

      Laurel nodded. A few days ago, Arlo had been her captor. Now, what were they? Friends? Allies at the very least.

      “We need to find something to prise the door open.” Arlo turned and started to look around at the buildings and the vehicles. “There,” he took her elbow. “A maintenance van. Parked up over there.”

      “Stay with Liam. I’ll go look.” Laurel started off at a jog. Puddles splashed water up her already-cold jeans and she shuddered. The jacket Leonora had given her was helping, but it was not warm enough now the cold weather had crept into the days as well as the nights.

      When she reached the van, Laurel paused. Bracing herself for the doors not to open, she tugged, and her lips spread into a grin when they began to move.

      Waving to Arlo to indicate some success, she climbed inside and began to rifle through the contents of the van. Someone had already been in here; a toolbox had been emptied, tools that should have been hanging from hooks on the van walls were on the ground. But among them, her eyes caught on something—a crowbar.

      Finally, some luck. Laurel picked it up and hugged it to her chest. Never in her entire life had she been so happy to see a piece of metal.

      Quickly picking up a hammer too, in case they needed another weapon, Laurel jumped down from the van and jogged back to Arlo. He’d taken Liam’s comic book from his backpack and was trying to encourage the boy to read it while they worked on the door. Seeing Laurel, however, Liam rolled the comic up and tucked it into his coat. “No time for this,” he said to his father, “it’s time we got through this dang door.”

      Pausing for a moment, Arlo’s eyes widened. He stared at his son, then he began to belly laugh. “dang door?” He held his side. “Son, you’ve been spending too much time with your old man.”

      Finally, as his chuckle subsided, Arlo turned to Laurel and held out his hand. “Let me.”

      She put the crowbar into his palm and stood back as he began to lever the door open. As she watched him straining with the effort of it, Laurel wondered whether Arlo even had the strength after carrying Liam for so long. But then POP. He did it. The door opened.

      Liam let out a small cheer. Laurel clapped Arlo’s shoulder.

      “After you, Doc.” Arlo stood back, swinging his backpack around to his front and bending down so that Liam could try climbing on his back this time.

      As Liam wrapped his arms around his dad’s neck, Laurel stepped into the dark. The tunnel was pitch black. No emergency lighting, which meant in all likelihood no generator.

      Laurel glanced at Arlo. With Liam on his back, he was reaching for his gun. She stopped and he did too. “No guns.” She folded her arms in front of her chest. “Not this time. We are not going to threaten these people.”

      Arlo blinked at her for a moment, then flexed his fingers and took out his gun anyway. But his expression, this time, was different from usual. “I don’t intend to use it, Laurel.”

      That was the second time he’d used her first name that way. It felt strange, but a little more natural than the first time.

      “It’s for protection only. I swear, I’ll ask nicely this time.” Adjusting Liam on his back, Arlo paused. Then, to Laurel’s surprise, he turned the gun around and offered it to her. “Here. You take it.”

      Laurel’s fingers tightened around it. She nodded at him and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “All right then.” She gestured into the dark. “Let’s do this.”

      As they moved down the tunnel, away from the light coming in from the door, Laurel shuddered. It was freezing and they had no way of knowing how far they’d have to walk. Behind them, there was a creaking sound and the door swung closed. They were sealed in.

      “Dad? Do you have a match?” Liam’s voice was panicked.

      “Not many.” Arlo started to fiddle with his backpack. Laurel sensed he’d stopped walking. “Shoot,” he muttered as something dropped to the floor.

      “I’ll find it.” Laurel bent down and snaked her fingers over the smooth floor beneath them. Finally, they landed on something small and made of cardboard. A pack of matches. The kind you used to pick up in bars or hotels, before smoking in public became taboo. “Got them.” Laurel opened the packet and awkwardly managed to strike a match. The tiniest glow illuminated Arlo and Liam’s silhouettes.

      “Let’s keep going.” Handing the match to Arlo so she could keep hold of the gun, Laurel followed him. The match was next to useless, lighting only the tiniest fraction of the dark in front of them, and it was out within seconds. As Arlo fumbled to light another, Laurel held her breath. It would take them a lifetime if they had to stop every few moments to light another. In the end, she shook her head at him and told him not to bother; they’d just have to feel their way to the end.
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      It felt as if they’d been moving through the tunnel forever. In here, in the dark, she had no real sense of time. No sense of anything other than the sounds of their breathing and their footsteps.

      A loud sniff made her turn toward Arlo. “Liam? Are you all right?”

      “I don’t like the dark,” the boy whispered.

      “It’s okay. We’ll reach a door soon.” Laurel stopped and squinted. Was that light? Up ahead? Just a tiny sliver? She nudged Arlo and said, “Look. I think that’s a door.”

      Hurrying a little, they moved toward it. When they reached it, Arlo held up a lit match. A sign above the door read, Radiology and Oncology.

      Oncology. Laurel’s heart skipped in her chest. Had they really made it? She tried the door. Like the last one, it too was locked. Arlo was moving to try and get the crowbar from his backpack when Liam let out a small mewing sound.

      Arlo stumbled. “He’s falling.”

      Laurel ducked behind him and reached out her arms to grab Liam. His body was limp. If she hadn’t caught him, he’d have simply dropped to the ground.

      “What happened?” Arlo dropped to the floor.

      With just the tiny portion of light coming from beneath the door, Laurel could barely see him. “Light another match.” She handed the packet to Arlo. Quickly, he shrugged his backpack off and began fumbling with them.

      “Liam?” Laurel gave his shoulders a little shake, then lowered her cheek toward his nose and mouth. “He’s breathing. I think he just—”

      She was mid-sentence when a burst of light flooded into the tunnel. The door had opened. Laurel looked up, shielding her eyes.

      “Dad?” Liam had come round and was trying to sit up.

      Two people were silhouetted in the door frame. One of them spoke. “Who are you?”

      Laurel clambered to her feet, her gun in her hand but not raised. Looking at it, she lifted both hands, letting it dangle from her fingers so they could see she had no intention of using it. “I’m Dr. Laurel Rivera. I brought a patient from South Minneha who is in desperate need of help. Are there any doctors here?”

      She moved closer, tucking her gun into her waistband.

      As her eyes adjusted to the light, the silhouettes in front of her came into focus. They were wearing scrubs. They stepped back from the door and Laurel walked through it. Behind her, Arlo was carrying Liam.

      Moving into a brightly lit corridor, flooded with daylight from large windows, Laurel narrowed her eyes. When she turned, she realized the two people in scrubs weren’t alone. There were others. Lots of others. All holding what looked like hand-fashioned weapons—hammers, knives, scalpels.

      Instinctively, she put her gun on the floor and kicked it over to them. “We’re no threat,” she said. “We just need help for the boy.”

      As the people in scrubs remained silent, Laurel turned to look at Arlo. Holding Liam once more in his arms, he stepped forward. “Please,” he said, his voice strained. “Please. My son is sick. We’ve come a long way. Can you help him?”
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      It was nearing sunrise when Bear left the storage closet behind the cafeteria. He’d spent the early hours of the morning cataloging items in the pantry. Sometime soon after he’d started, he’d asked Bella for some help and she’d agreed that Henry could join him.

      Together, they had listed every item — perishable and non-perishable. The situation wasn’t as bleak as Bear had imagined, but it certainly wasn’t good enough for them to outlast Murph. Realistically, it would be at least a week before Laurel and Arlo returned, assuming all went well at her end. By that point, they’d be in trouble. Real trouble.

      “If we ration, and we’re strict, we’ll be okay for a while.” Bear met Henry’s eyes. They were as tired as his. Perhaps more. “But not long enough.”

      “So, we need a way out of this.” Henry shoved his hands into his pockets and sighed. “You know, your wife is an impressive woman. Smart. Brave. She got us out of a pretty bad situation a few weeks back.” Henry smiled.

      In the short time Bear had known him, he’d realized that Henry was not a man who smiled often, but Bear liked people like that; people who really meant it when they smiled.

      Putting a hand on Bear’s shoulder, Henry continued. “If you’re anything like Dr. Rivera, you’ll think of something. I know it.”

      As Bear nodded, Henry inhaled slowly and scraped his hands though his only-just graying hair. “I need to check on Deb. Is it okay if I go?”

      “Henry, you need sleep,” Bear said sternly. “When was the last time you slept properly?”

      “I could ask you the same question.” This time, Henry didn’t smile. “I’ll be with Deb if you need me.”

      He was at the door when Bear said, “Actually, Henry, after you’ve checked on Deb, there is something….”

      Henry raised his eyebrows.

      “Can you get me a list of your cleaning supplies?”

      “You worried we’ll run out of toilet cleaner?” Henry said dryly.

      Bear smiled a sideways smile. “Something like that.”

      Giving him a nod, Henry opened the door. “Will do, boss. As soon as I can.”

      With Henry gone, Bear lingered for a moment. Raising his fingers to his ear, for the first time in far too many hours, he pulled his hearing aid loose and sighed. His ear pulsed with the lack of contact. A glorious quiet — a quiet he never thought he’d miss — settled over him. He breathed deeply.

      Barely a minute had passed when the door Henry had exited through swung open. A middle-aged couple, flanked by two of Bella’s guards, entered wearing aprons.

      One of them spoke. Bear hurriedly put the hearing aid back in and switched it on, briefly wondering how long it would be before the batteries gave out entirely.

      “Who’s he?” the woman asked the female guard.

      “None of your business,” the guard replied.

      “I was just making a list of supplies.” Bear gestured to his sheets of paper.

      “Hope you didn’t make a mess,” the woman huffed.

      “Ignore her….” The male of the couple shook his head and chuckled. “She’s always hated other people messing with her kitchen.”

      “She’s a chef?” Bear asked.

      “Lunch lady at the local high school,” the man replied, shrugging. “But when they asked for volunteers to prepare the meals, handle the rations, she was only too happy to do it. Happy to have a purpose, I think.”

      “She’s your wife?” Bear asked as the woman rolled up the shutters behind the serving station and began clattering around in the kitchen.

      “Thirty years,” the man replied.

      Bear was about to say ‘congratulations’ — because thirty years of marriage, to him, seemed like something that should be celebrated — when the female guard made a loud throat-clearing sound and told him to move out.

      “This isn’t a social club,” she snarked. “You’re done here — you leave.”

      Bear clutched his pieces of paper in his fist. To the man, he said, “Could you tell your wife I need to talk to her about the rations later?” As a loud huffing sound came from the kitchen, he added, “Not now, but sometime today.”

      “Sure thing.” The man shook Bear’s hand, then hurried off to help in the kitchen. “I’ll pass her the message.”

      In the hall, Bear leaned his back against the wall and flexed his fingers. Something about that couple — about the way they knew one another — had made Bear’s chest hurt. Everything since he’d arrived at South Minneha had happened so quickly. He’d barely had the chance to think about Laurel. Yet, here he was. In her hospital. Walking the halls that she’d walked too, just a few days ago.

      Without realizing it, Bear had begun walking. He was halfway back down the corridor, facing a sign that pointed right to the foyer and left to the ER. Laurel’s ER.

      Glancing right, knowing he should return to the others, Bear headed left. When he reached the ER, he stopped and peered inside through the glass pane in the top of the door. It was empty. With Hannah patched up, there were no emergencies to deal with and everything had been left abandoned. Untidy.

      Bear walked slowly inside and stopped in the middle of the room. Despite the fact he was exhausted, his entire body aching with tiredness, his eyes stinging with the effort of staying open, he began to straighten things up. He lined up the chairs in the triage area. He pushed a couple of discarded wheelchairs to the side of the room. He ordered the clipboards and papers behind the desk.

      By the time he’d finished, he felt calmer. Sitting down behind the desk, he leaned forward onto his arms and closed his eyes. He was drifting to sleep when something stopped him. A scent. A familiar scent. He sat up and turned. On a hook nearby was a white doctor’s coat. Stained. Not as white as it should be. He reached for it and took it down. The scent filled his nostrils. So strong it almost made him flinch. He turned it over in his hands and looked at the name tag attached to the pocket: Dr. Laurel Rivera.

      He stumbled and leaned back against the desk, gripping it with one hand while his still aching injured arm pulled the coat to his face.

      The sound of the ER doors swinging forcefully open made him jump. He looked up to find Henry standing in front of the desk.

      Henry didn’t say anything. Just waited.

      “It smells of her perfume.” Bear folded the coat but didn’t put it down.

      “You’ll see her soon,” Henry said sincerely. Then he offered Bear a clipboard with several sheets of paper on it.

      Bear took it and leafed through them. “These are all the supplies you have left?”

      Henry nodded. “Not much, I know. With the UV sterilizers out of action, I’ve had to go heavy on the bleach.”

      Bear ran his finger down the list. He was on the second page when he stopped.

      “This….” He angled the clipboard so Henry could read it. “You keep this here?”

      Henry narrowed his eyes to read his own writing. “Sodium azide?”

      “Yes. What’s it used for?”

      “Preservative, I think.” Henry met Bear’s eyes. “Why? What are you thinking?”

      Bear breathed out through pursed lips. “I’m not sure you want to know.”
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      “You okay, PB?” Trent was slurping a gray-looking mixture of oats, powdered milk and warm water from a paper cup.

      In a chair beside Deb’s bed, Bear was drinking thick black coffee. The last of the coffee rations, Mary the lunch lady had told him. “Yeah, kid. I’m okay.”

      “So, what’s the plan? You have a plan, right? That’s why you’re all broody and quiet?” Trent wrinkled his nose as he reached the dregs in the bottom of his oat cup.

      “I’ll tell you later.” Bear patted Trent’s shoulder and stood up. Looking at Deb, who was sleeping, he gestured for Henry to follow him to the back of the room.

      When he reached the doors, he paused to check Henry had seen him. The younger man’s hand lingered on Deb’s. Henry leaned down and kissed her forehead lightly, stroking her hair and causing Bear to look away because it felt like too private a moment to be watching. Leaving Henry to finish his goodbye, he ducked through into the hall and waited for the janitor to catch up with him.

      Ahead, Mark’s tall broad figure appeared from the room beneath the stairs.

      “Everything’s almost ready,” he said as he approached.

      Bear glanced at the ceiling. A knot had formed in his stomach and he was struggling to ignore it. “Good,” he said, nodding. “Good.”

      “All set?” Henry appeared at Bear’s elbow and looked from him to Mark.

      “Just finishing up.” Mark folded his arms in front of his chest. “You sure this will work?”

      Bear inhaled slowly through his nose. He wasn’t sure, not even close, but he couldn’t let the others see that; for his plan to stand a chance of working, he needed them to be on board, which meant they needed to believe that Bear was confident.

      “It’ll work.” Bear nodded.

      “It better.” As he spoke, Bella marched out from the room beneath the stairs, two guards following behind her, and put her hands on her hips. “It’s risky.” She looked Bear up and down as if she was expecting him to either give her a pep-talk or admit he’d changed his mind.

      “We’re at the stage, I’m afraid, where risks are necessary.” Bear looked at the weapon on Bella’s belt. “Which means…” He held out his hand. “I’ll be needing my gun now.”

      Bella’s cheeks twitched as she sucked in her breath. The guards at her sides moved a little closer. Bear ignored them and kept looking at Bella.

      “I know Arlo didn’t leave you here expecting you to fight a battle on his behalf.” He tried softening his tone a little. “But that’s where we are. That’s what’s happening. If we don’t move first, they will.”

      “I already agreed, didn’t I?” Bella asked, her voice clipped but slightly shaky.

      Bear nodded and, again, reached out his hand.

      Finally, Bella relented. With a flick of the wrist, she gestured for the woman on her right to hand over her weapon. The woman, who had pale blonde hair and a rounded face, blinked back at Bella.

      “Carly, just do it,” Bella snapped.

      With wide eyes, Carly did as she was told and placed her weapon into Bear’s hand.

      “Thank you,” he said sincerely.

      Without replying, Bella turned and stalked back toward the foyer, taking her guards with her. When she reached the doors at the end of the hall, she paused and called back, “I hope you’re right about this. Or we’ll all live to regret it.”

      As the doors closed and Bella disappeared, Bear clenched his jaw. “Almost time,” he said, turning to Mark and Henry. “Which means you two need to get back in there too. Barricade the doors. Keep everyone inside. Don’t let Bella’s men break ranks. She knows the plan. Make sure she sticks to it.”

      “Will do,” Mark answered.

      “Of course.” Henry folded his arms in front of his chest.

      Both men looked deeply concerned about what was about to happen. Bear was about to tell them one more time that it would all be okay when a noise from the room beneath the stairs made him stop. “Was that…?” He looked at Henry.

      Instead of replying, Henry nodded, wide-eyed.

      “Then go. Now. Quickly.” While Henry and Mark headed for the doors, Bear raced to the stairs. He thought they’d have more time, but it seemed their time was up. It was now or never.

      Praying Henry and Mark had sealed off the foyer already, Bear pulled open the door beneath the stairs and stepped gingerly into the room, gun poised.

      Toward the back of the room, a sliver of moonlight told him he was right; someone was coming inside.
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      As Bear pressed himself against the wall, slowly, the door opened wider. And wider. A silhouette appeared. Then another and another, silently filing into the room.

      Bear stepped back toward the door, which led to the hallway. Opening it with one hand, the other still holding his gun — ready — he moved into the doorframe. As he moved, someone spotted him. “There!”

      A shot was fired, but he was already through the door. Leaning back around it, he fired a return shot. A warning. Into the ceiling.

      “Go! Go!” A voice he thought belonged to Murph began yelling as footsteps pounded after him.

      Tearing down the hall, away from the foyer, Bear darted around the obstacles they’d placed in the way. Knowing they were there, he made light work of skirting around them, then stopped and looked over his shoulder. Careening after him, as he’d hoped, Murph ran smack into a large laundry cart. He yelled and hurled it out of the way. To the left, another laundry cart, some beds, and some wheelchairs created a barrier between the hallway and the foyer.

      Bear’s breath caught in his chest. It was possible Murph would look at them, sense what he’d tried to do, and head straight for the others. But he didn’t. His eyes were locked on Bear and he was angry.

      “With me!” he yelled. About ten others were behind him, all holding weapons. But a couple broke off. Bear swallowed hard as the sound of a wheelchair being flung against the wall reverberated down the hall. If they made it to the foyer….

      “I’ll give you one chance to surrender.” Murph was grinning, stalking Bear down the hall. His eyes were almost completely black, sunken, wild. The eyes of someone who lost his humanity a long time ago. The eyes of someone who wouldn’t stop until he got what he wanted. “One chance and that’s it.”

      No way would that guy give him a chance; if he surrendered, he was dead, and so was everyone else in this hospital.

      Bear stopped and spun around, instinctively raising his arms to buy himself time. Dang it; they were all supposed to follow him. All of them. He looked toward the ER doors, then up at the ceiling. It had to be now. He couldn’t wait.

      “Okay, Murph, let’s talk about this.” Bear studied Murph’s face, watching him inch closer. “We don’t need any more bloodshed. I’m just trying to keep my people safe. Your beef is with Arlo Staaf and his men. Not me. Not the patients.”

      Murph tilted his head. “You’re not with Staaf?” he asked. “Interesting.”

      “No. I’m not. Staaf left here with my wife. He’s holding her hostage. I’m no friend of his.”

      That had caught his attention; Murph’s head ticked sideways. He was still inching closer. Behind him, like baying dogs, his men were practically salivating with the desire to start shooting.

      “Well, in that case, if you hand over your weapon, I promise I’ll give your friends the same chance to surrender.” Murph tipped his head back toward the foyer. “Unlike Bella, I won’t go in there and try to slaughter them while they sleep.”

      “That wasn’t my idea,” Bear said, his muscles twitching as he prepared himself to do what needed to be done.

      “Oh, don’t worry. I believe you.” Murph let his grin drop a little and added, “You strike me as a very valiant kinda guy. Like how you tried to lead us away from your friends. I appreciate that quality.” He shrugged and sighed. “But it’s over now, Rambo. Time’s up.”

      Slowly, Bear nodded, lowering his eyes.

      “Drop the weapon,” a man next to Murph growled.

      Again, Bear nodded. Crouching toward the ground, he reached out his hand as if he was intending to put his weapon down and surrender.

      Murph’s eyes were following him. As Bear stooped, Murph frowned.

      “What’s that on his head?” someone said.

      “Never mind his head, what’s that?” Murph murmured. He was looking at the sprinkling of white powder on the floor. “Stop.” He pointed at Bear. “What is that?” He lifted his shoe and looked at the bottom of it. Behind him, someone said, “It stinks. Like bleach or something.”

      Murph turned, just a fraction, to look at the woman who’d spoken. And, in that second, Bear made his move.

      Lurching backward, he pointed his gun at the ceiling and fired. One. Two. Three. Four.

      As his bullets pierced the plastic water bottles Mark and Henry had secured to the ceiling, Bear scooted backward, reaching to the back of his head and pulling round the plastic visor he’d secured there earlier. Almost instantly, a torrent of water hit the floor and met with the white powder — the sodium azide from Henry’s supply closet. A pungent odor thickened the air.

      Bear held his breath and grappled for the blue surgical mask in his pocket, shoving it on beneath the visor. As he fixed it in place, Murph began to cough. He pulled his sweater up over his nose and mouth. Behind him and around him, his men were doing the same.

      At the other end of the corridor, the guards who’d rushed to breach the foyer turned back from the locked doors and started to yell. “Boss? What is it? What’s that stench…?” Then they too started to cough.

      Murph raised his gun and fired, but with his eyes full of tears and his lungs full of gas, he missed Bear and hit the wall instead.

      Bear flipped onto his stomach and began to crawl, still trying to hold his breath beneath his mask. The ER doors were just a few feet ahead of him. He looked back over his shoulder to see the first man drop to the floor. Then another. For a moment, Murph remained standing. Then he dropped to his knees, coughing uncontrollably, dropping his gun and reaching for his throat.

      The section of floor directly in front of the doors had been kept clear of the sodium azide, which Bear was praying would buy him time to reach them. But as he inched closer, his nose started to run. His lungs itched with the need to cough, but he pinched his nose and kept his breath in his chest. He just needed a moment longer. A moment to reach the doors. That was all.

      As he stretched out his hand, his vision began to blur. He couldn’t hold in his cough any longer. Spluttering, he let a flurry of air into his lungs. The gas was working too well. He wasn’t going to make it.
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      Just before Bear passed out, he saw the ER doors open and felt hands on his shoulders. When his eyes fluttered open, he frowned. The ER was supposed to be empty. That was the plan. Draw Murph and his men away from the foyer. Trap them in the hall. Wait it out in the ER until the gas cleared.

      “Bulldog?” His voice was croaky. He swiped at the mask and the visor but couldn’t get them off.

      He was sitting with his back to the wall opposite. Bulldog was on the other side of the room, wearing surgical scrubs and a mask. “You passed out, but you’re okay.” He nodded toward the doors. “I sealed them off. Think you need hosing down, pronto.”

      Several blankets had been rolled up and used to pad the crack at the bottom of the door. A curtain was taped over the middle and the edges.

      Bear nodded. Even through his masks, he could smell his clothes. “What are you doing here?” He shuffled into an upright position. His head was pounding, and his lungs felt raw. Bulldog was putting himself at risk simply by being in the same room with him after being exposed to such a toxic substance. “You were supposed to be with the others. I was supposed to do this alone.” He coughed as he spoke.

      “You were supposed to wait until you were inside the ER before shooting the bottles so you didn’t gas yourself.” Bulldog raised an eyebrow. “So, I guess neither of us stuck to the plan.”

      Bear’s mouth twitched into a smile. “Well then, I guess it’s a good thing we both had a backup plan in place.”

      Bulldog nodded and folded his arms in front of his chest.

      “Have you looked?” Bear glanced toward the doors.

      “No.” Bulldog looked toward the windows. It was still light outside, which meant he couldn’t have been out for too long.

      Gingerly, Bear stood up and braced himself against the wall as he walked toward the doors. When he looked through the glass pane into the hall, he screwed his eyes shut and sighed.

      “Did it work?” Bulldog asked.

      “Yeah.” Bear turned away. He’d seen dead bodies before but, somehow, this was different. “Yeah. It worked.”

      He had walked over to one of the beds nearby and was resting his aching head in his hands when a noise made him look up.

      Bulldog had picked up Bear’s gun and was staring at the outer ER doors, the ones that led to the lawn. Slowly, they were opening.

      Bear got to his feet but didn’t get too close to Bulldog. He could smell the gas on his clothes. He needed to wash it off. Bulldog raised his weapon. “Could have been some left who didn’t follow Murph inside. Maybe they went around the other side,” he muttered.

      “Could have been,” Bear repeated.

      But when the doors opened, it wasn’t Murph’s men they saw, but their own.

      Janet and Mark rushed forward, followed by Bella, Henry and a handful of Bella’s guards. “You’re all right?” Janet asked, but Bear raised his hand at her. She stopped a few feet away and looking Bear up and down.

      “I’m okay, but don’t come any closer until I’m out of these clothes and scrubbed down.”

      “They’re gone.” Bella was standing in the doorway, speaking loudly so he could hear her. “All of Murph’s men. The ones who didn’t come inside, ran. So we opened the doors to the foyer and came around the front.”

      Bear raised an eyebrow at her. “You opened the doors? I thought you were supposed to keep everyone locked inside.”

      “The situation has changed.” Bella almost smiled, but then stopped herself and nodded toward the hallway. “I assume they’re all….”

      “Yes.” Bear cleared his throat. It was sore and his nose was still running. “We should probably leave it sealed off for a while. Let the air clear.”

      “All right.” Looking around, she frowned. “It stinks in here. Is it safe?”

      “We should leave the doors open. And I need to get out of this stuff.” Bear looked down at his clothes.

      Bella nodded and turned to Janet and Mark. “Can you check him over? Make sure he’s okay?”

      “What are you going to do?” Bear asked.

      As Janet and Mark ushered Bear outside, Bella walked ahead, breathed in deeply and said, “I’m going to tell my men to open up the doors, air this place out, then go see if anything useful is left in Murph’s camp.” She paused and pushed her fingers through her dark hair. “Then I’ll arrange a scouting party to go search for food. We need to celebrate, but even I won’t celebrate with a dead man’s stash.”

      “And when Arlo asks you what’s been going on?”

      Bella bit her lower lip, then finally allowed herself to smile. “He’ll be so pleased that we dispatched Murph, I don’t think he’ll ask. But if he does, I’ll tell him he left me in charge, so I did what needed to be done.”

      As Bella stalked off in the direction of the now-open foyer, Bear released a deep sigh. He did it. He made Laurel’s hospital safe. Now all he needed to do was—

      “Strip.”

      “What?” Bear fiddled with his hearing aid and stared at Janet.

      “We need to get these clothes off you and hose you down.” Janet folded her arms and stood back, waving for him to get on with it. It was freezing outside. Sunny, but freezing. “You can borrow some scrubs while we find you something else, but these things need to be burned.” She had pulled a surgical mask over her face so she could come a little closer. “Come on. You’re not shy, are you?”

      Next to her, Mark was holding out a medical waste bag. He too was wearing a mask and scrubs.

      “No,” Bear laughed, shaking his head. “I’m not shy. But to spare your blushes, I’ll step behind this tree over here, if that’s all right.”

      “Suit yourself.” Janet laughed. “Mark will bring a bucket of water and some disinfectant. You can wash yourself down.” She laughed again, harder this time. “I’m not sure Laurel would approve of us giving her husband a sponge bath.”

      As Bear stepped behind the cover of the tree, he laughed too. It turned into a cough, then a splutter, then another laugh. A laugh that made his sides hurt and quickly turned into something that might have been a sob if he’d allowed it to be.

      Leaning forward onto his knees, Bear breathed deeply. For the first time since he left his cabin in the woods all those weeks ago, he felt as if he could take a minute to simply breathe. Be still. Think.

      But as his thoughts turned to Laurel, his moment of calm vanished. There, like before, in the pit of his stomach was a thudding sensation that told him he would never be still. Not until he found her. Not until she was safe in his arms.
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      “Here. Take this.” An older doctor with a softly lined face handed Laurel a mug. It was steaming. She leaned over it and breathed in deeply.

      “Coffee.” She sighed and took a sip, pressing her cold fingertips into the warmth of the mug’s sides.

      Nearby, another doctor and a nurse were lifting Liam into a bed. Beside it, they had lit a small fire. The nurse tugged Laurel’s coat from him, then his own, and the doctor began to listen to his chest.

      “Should you be…?” Arlo was lingering between Laurel and Liam. Looking at her, he gestured to his son.

      As Laurel moved to stand up, the nurse who’d given her the coffee told her to remain seated. “You’re exhausted, Dr. Rivera. Sit down.”

      “Get him started on some fluids, he’s dehydrated.” The doctor who’d been looking at Liam left his side and walked over to Arlo and Laurel. “Mr. Staaf, your son fainted just before we opened the door? Is that right?”

      In the clamor to get the doctors to listen to them, both Laurel and Arlo had reeled off details of Liam’s illness. What had happened back at South Minneha. What had happened on the journey.

      Now, the doctor was holding a clipboard and a pen, ready for them to explain a little more clearly.

      “I had notes about his biopsy and the treatment we started him on.” Laurel shivered. The cold had worked its way into her bones. “But it was in my medical bag, which was lost.”

      “Lost?” The doctor tilted his head.

      “We ran into some trouble. A group of people who tried to shoot us.” Laurel felt Arlo looking at her and decided not to give further details. So far, she hadn’t mentioned that the primary reason she was here was because Arlo was holding her hospital hostage at gunpoint. “I think we outran them, but perhaps you should keep a close watch on your entrances and exits just in case.”

      The doctor nodded. “We’ll re-seal the one you broke in through.” A smile twitched his lips. “I’m Dr. Hopkins, by the way.” He tapped his pen on the clipboard. “If you’re up to it, Dr. Rivera, could you take me through everything you know about Liam’s condition?”

      “Of course.” Laurel sat up a little straighter. As she moved, the nurse with the coffee wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and put a protein bar into her lap. Laurel broke into it, her stomach lurching with hunger. After two bites, she started talking. While Arlo sat with Liam, stroking his hair and telling him everything would be all right now, she told Dr. Hopkins about the symptoms Liam had presented with when he and Arlo first arrived at South Minneha. About their rudimentary biopsy. About the medication she’d tried, and everything that Liam had presented with since.

      As she finished, Dr. Hopkins nodded slowly. “And you came to us for help because you ran out of chemo meds?”

      “Yes. We have another sick boy who needs to finish his course of treatment.” Laurel cleared her throat. “But also, we’re a new hospital. Too new. Everything we have relies on technology and our generators weren’t properly installed.”

      “So you were hoping an old, run-down place like ours might have working equipment?” A glint in Dr. Hopkins’ eyes told Laurel he was teasing her.

      “Yes,” she said, dipping her head. “But we also hoped that some of your oncology specialists might still be here. We lost a lot of our doctors, but I hoped—”

      “Well, lucky for you, our best oncologist is still on site.” Dr. Hopkins smiled.

      “Really?” Laurel looked at Arlo and grinned at him.

      “Yes.” Dr. Hopkins stood up, adjusting his collar. “You’re looking at him. And the next bit of good news?”

      Laurel tapped her fingernails on her mug as she waited for him to continue.

      “We do have a working generator.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, as Liam was moved to a different bed, Laurel was shown to an on-call room containing a bed, a pile of blankets, and a bucket of hot water. Next to the blankets was a bag of what looked like warm winter clothes.

      “Get washed up, take your pick of the clothes, and rest,” the nurse—Linda—said to her. “Dr. Hopkins is going to run some tests. He’ll be with Liam for a while. There’s nothing for you to do now.”

      Laurel nodded. A yawn stretched her lips and she tried to suppress it. Suddenly, she was exhausted. “How did you do this? Make the hospital safe? Encourage people to stay?”

      Linda frowned at her.

      “At South Minneha, we had one problem after another. Most of my staff left and we’re dangerously low on supplies.”

      “We had a rocky few weeks.” Linda sat down on the edge of the bed as Laurel started to sift through the bag of clothes. “We had to make the tough decision to seal ourselves off. We send teams of doctors out every few days looking for people who are sick and need help, but we don’t bring people here unless we really need to.”

      Laurel nodded. South Minneha had been an open house; perhaps that had been their problem. From the bag, she took a pair of thermal leggings, a fresh pair of jeans that looked a little too big, and a fleece.

      “I’ll find you a jacket too, when you leave.” Linda stood up and headed for the door. “But that won’t be for a while. It’ll take us at least a few days to get Liam stable and on a treatment plan.”

      Laurel nodded. Looking up at the ceiling, she frowned a little. “You have a generator, but the lights aren’t on in here?”

      “Lucky for us, we had an engineer on site who managed to divert the power to just two rooms. It wasn’t strong enough to power the whole hospital on its own. So, we have a working operating suite and a kitchen.” Seeing Laurel opened her mouth to ask another question, Linda added, “They’re moving the equipment the doctor needs into the operating room.” She met Laurel’s eyes and smiled at her. “Please, Dr. Rivera. Don’t worry. You got your patient here and now we’ll take care of him.”

      Laurel had sunk down onto the bed and could already feel her limbs relaxing. “Thank you, Linda.”

      “Rest.”

      “I will.”

      With the door closed, Laurel forced herself to get up, turned the lock, and pressed her back up against it. As she did, her shoulders began to shake. A silent sob burst from her chest and she sank down to the floor. Wrapping her hands around her knees, she stayed like that for a long time. Allowing herself to finally cry all the tears she’d kept inside for months. Maybe even years. Did she cry when Bear left? Did she cry when her mom was diagnosed? She couldn’t remember. She couldn’t remember letting herself really feel anything for such a long time, and now it was as if a dam had been opened and it was all flooding out. Flooding her body so strongly that she could hardly breathe.

      When the tears stopped, Laurel raised her head. The bucket of water was now lukewarm instead of hot, but as she peeled off her dirty clothes and began to scrub her skin, she closed her eyes. She hadn’t washed properly since they left South Minneha. It felt unbelievably good to be a little closer to her old self.

      Dumping her old clothes in the corner of the room, Laurel pulled on the new ones she’d chosen and rubbed her arms. Finally, she felt warmer. Pulling back the blankets, she tucked herself underneath them. She closed her eyes, her body vibrating with tiredness.

      And then she slept.
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        * * *

      

      When she woke, it was to the sound of knocking on the door. For a moment, she had no idea where she was. At first, she thought of the farmhouse. Then South Minneha. Then she remembered.

      “One moment.” She sat up, a little groggy from sleep. Her hair had come loose from its tie, so she scraped it back as she got up and headed for the door.

      When she opened it, Arlo was standing in front of her. Laurel smiled at him, but then stopped. His face was stained with tears. Her stomach lurched. Before she could ask what had happened, he stumbled forward and put his arms around her. His tears dampened her shoulder.

      Laurel stood, arms at her sides, her heart beating too fast in her chest. Then she patted Arlo’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.” She closed her eyes, screwed them up tight. “I’m so sorry.”

      For a fraction of a second, Arlo didn’t move. Then he stood back, hands on her upper arms, and shook his head. “Sorry?” He wiped his cheeks. “What on earth for? You saved my boy, Dr. Rivera. Saved him.”

      Arlo started to smile, then a laugh rippled his chest. He shook his head and scraped his fingers through his hair. In that moment, he looked completely different. So different it was hard to reconcile him with the man who’d stormed her ER all those weeks ago.

      “He’s going to be okay. The doc did a bunch of tests. He said it’s….” Arlo shook his head as he tried to find the words. “Acute myeloblastic leukemia with… with minimal something?” He laughed a little. “I don’t know what that means, but he says they can treat it. They can make him better.”

      “Arlo, I’m so pleased.”

      “I promise.” Arlo gripped her hands between his. “As soon as Liam’s stable, I’ll take you back to your hospital. We’ll take Peter the drugs he needs.”

      Laurel exhaled slowly. Then she laughed too. A laugh that blossomed into a cheer as she raised her fist in the air. She did it. She finally did it. Everyone was going to be okay.
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      “You did it, PB!” Trent hurled himself at Bear, wrapping his arms around Bear’s neck and squeezing tight. Still in scrubs, Bear squeezed back and ruffled Trent’s hair.

      “Team effort, kid.”

      “You’re okay?” Trent asked, wide-eyed. Next to him, Jess was looking at Bear strangely. He was willing to bet that, despite the hosing down, she could still smell gas on him. It made him hesitate before scooping her up. But when he did, and she nuzzled into him, relief outweighed his concern.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. Janet washed me down, butt naked, out on the lawn. So, my modesty’s a little bruised. But apart from that, fine.” Bear chuckled as Trent’s jaw dropped open a little.

      From nearby, Deb’s voice added, “Oh, my, Bjorn. Not something I’ll be telling Laurel when she returns.”

      Handing Jess to Trent, Bear went and sat beside Deb. She was in her chair, so he perched on the side of the bed next to it. “You think Laurel would care?” The question left his lips before he had the chance to stop it; it was as if now the most immediate threat was dealt with, all the thoughts he’d been pushing aside had come rushing back. All he could think of, the only name on his lips and in his head, was Laurel.

      After a pause, tilting her head, Deb reached for Bear’s hand. Placing hers on top of it, she met his eyes. “Yes, Bjorn. She would care very much. And I hope that when she returns, you’ll tell her how much you still care so that the pair of you can stop this silly nonsense.”

      As Deb waved a hand at him, Bear smiled wryly. His heart was thudding in his chest. She still cared? She still cared. Just thinking it made his skin flutter.

      “Deb, there’s so much water under the bridge, I don’t know if—” He hung his head. He had no idea if Laurel had told Deb what happened between the two of them before he left. He hoped she hadn’t.

      Tsking loudly, Deb shuffled in her chair. “Bjorn?” She dipped her head to catch his gaze. “Sometimes, we have to grow apart in order to come back together.”

      Bear nodded slowly. “You’re a very wise lady, Deb.” He stood up and kissed her forehead. “Can I get you anything?”

      “Henry’s fetching me some lunch.” Deb tried not to let her smile waver as she added, “Although I’m not sure what it’ll be. Pickings have been slim the past few days.”

      Looking around, Bear noticed Bella entering the back of the room and pointed at her. “I’ll go talk to Bella about it now. She promised me she’d send a team out looking for supplies.”

      At that, Deb’s expression lightened a little.

      “And it seems we’re now free to come and go as we please.” Bear nodded toward the open doors at the front of the atrium. “So maybe Henry can take you for a spin outside before it gets too late and the cold sets in.”

      “That sounds wonderful.” Deb pulled the blanket on her lap a little closer at the thought of it. “It’s been too long since I felt fresh air on my skin.”

      Leaving Deb to wait for Henry, Bear headed over to Bella. As he approached her, the slightly lighter than usual feeling in his limbs began to harden. Her expression was not a relieved one or a happy one. She was worried.

      “Bella?”

      “People are leaving.” She laced her fingers together in front of her stomach. “They’re packing up and leaving.”

      Bear nodded. “Do you blame them?” He gestured around the room. “You kept them locked up in here for weeks. Food’s running low. They were scared. Now the doors are open, I’m not surprised some of them are leaving.”

      “But we need them.” Bella moved a little closer and lowered her voice. “I only have four men left, Bear. That’s not enough. Not enough to guard us against other threats. Not enough to have people out looking for supplies.”

      “Hey.” Bear sensed the panic in her voice and put his hand on her arm. When she flinched, he took it away again. “It’s okay. We’ll just ask for volunteers. Not everyone is leaving.”

      Bella pressed her lips together. She looked toward the doors.

      “You can’t seal them in again, Bella. That’s not the answer. We just need to make them see that we’re going to work together now to keep this place safe.”

      Glancing down at her hands, Bella inhaled slowly. “Will you help me?”

      “Of course I will.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, everyone.” Bear stood up on the old reception desk and clapped his hands. He was exhausted, but the day wasn’t finished. They had a lot to do before sunset.

      “In case no one has made it clear to you yet, Murph and his men are gone. This wouldn’t have happened if Bella and I hadn’t worked together, so from now on you should know that there are going to be changes. Bella is no longer keeping you here. She’s agreed that everyone who wants to leave can leave. The doors will not be sealed again.” Bear looked around the room. “But we do need to focus on making the hospital secure. And to do that, we need volunteers.” As mumbling spread through the room, he added, “I know it feels like we should celebrate. Take a few days to relax, but we don’t have time for that. Winter’s coming and we need to get ourselves organized, because everyone else out there will be. Supplies are scarce. We all know we’re running low, so we need to work together now—”

      “Why?” a voice piped up from somewhere at the back. “What’s the point? Why not just leave? This place has been in trouble ever since the lights went out.”

      “He’s right. We’re a sitting target here. We might as well have a big sign out front that says, ‘sick people inside, come take advantage of us’.”

      “That’s not true.” Bear’s voice deepened as he replied. “Granted, you’ve had some bad luck, but if we work together—”

      “Nah. I’m out.” The one who’d spoken first called out.

      “Me too.”

      “And me.”

      A clamor of voices joined him.

      Bear looked down at Bella, who was leaning back against the wall nearby as if all of this was completely out of her control. “Okay.” He raised his hands for hush. “Okay. Those who want to leave, that’s your prerogative. It’s your choice. But if that’s what you’ve chosen, then I’d ask you to be quiet so I can talk to those who are staying.” He focused on Chris Jenkins. Peter’s dad. One of the few people in the room he knew would definitely be staying. “Can I ask for you to raise your hand if you’re willing and able to help us, in any way, big or small.”

      A smattering of hands went up. A few more. Bear counted. Twenty. They had twenty volunteers plus Bella’s men and the Johnsons, who were still in the canteen clearing up after lunch rations.

      “Okay, I can work with that.” He nodded firmly. “I’m going to set up a station over here. Come see me, and we’ll work out what you can do. Like I said, there are lots of jobs. Big and small. Everyone can help.”

      As Bear jumped down, he looked for Janet and beckoned her over. “Could you find me some clipboards and pens?”

      She nodded and hurried off in the direction of the ER.

      “See?” Bear turned to Bella and smiled at her. “I told you we’d be okay.”

      “All right then, Papa Bear,” she said.

      Bear bristled; how had she cottoned on to the kid’s nickname for him?

      “But before you get carried away with sewing circles and bush craft lessons, we have a bigger problem.”

      “Oh yeah?” Bear’s jaw twitched.

      Bella jerked her thumb in the direction of the hall. The doors were still sealed off from their end, but the emergency exits had been opened to let the toxic air out.

      “We have a corridor full of bodies to dispose of. Or had you forgotten?”

      As Bella spoke, Chris Jenkins approached with Henry a few steps behind him. He stopped and his face paled. “I’ll help,” he said shakily, “if I can.”

      “Chris, you’ve been through enough.” Bear shook his head.

      “I owe you,” Chris said firmly. “I’ll help.”

      “Me too.” Henry folded his arms in front of his chest. Bear smiled as he looked at him; this guy seemed to have a compulsive need to help.

      “We can’t do anything today,” Bear said, moving away from the main body of the room and the people who’d started to line up to talk to him. Gesturing to them that he’d be back in a moment, he headed in the direction of the canteen. Behind the doors, he looked from Bella to Chris to Henry. “We can’t touch the bodies until we’re sure they’re not toxic anymore.”

      “And when we can touch them? Then what?” Bella asked.

      “Burn them?” Chris spoke slowly, as if the words tasted bitter in his mouth.

      “Not a good idea. The gas is still on their clothes, and with so many of them…” Bear trailed off. “Besides, it doesn’t feel right.”

      “The morgue?” Bella asked, looking at Henry.

      “The morgue filled up weeks ago.” Henry shook his head gravely. “In fact, I was going to mention that we have a few down there that need to be…” he trailed off then added quietly, “dealt with.”

      Bear started to pace back and forth. It was a grim subject, but he was used to compartmentalizing in situations like this. There was a problem. They needed a solution. He couldn’t allow himself to get sidetracked by feeling guilty about it.

      “Temperature’s already close to freezing during the day. At night, it’s well below. And it won’t be long until the snow starts.” Bear shoved his hands into his pockets, his skin shivering at the thought. “Henry, do we have spare body bags?”

      Henry nodded.

      “Enough?”

      He nodded again.

      “Then I say our best plan is to put them in the body bags and leave them outside, somewhere sheltered but cold, for the winter.”

      Chris Jenkins blinked at him. “That sounds… I mean, can’t we bury them?”

      Bear shook his head. “The ground’s too hard. We’d never get deep enough.”

      “But where…? I mean, we can’t just stack them up on the lawn, can we?”

      “How about the parking lot?” Bella spoke up, meeting Bear’s eyes. “Basement level? It’s sheltered. No sunlight. Big enough.”

      “Yeah.” Bear nodded. “That’ll work.”

      “Then we’ll be needing a few more volunteers,” Henry said. “To push gurneys.”

      Bear hesitated for a moment. He had a quicker way. Much quicker. But that would mean exposing the one asset he had left. Not something he was willing to do.

      “Tomorrow,” he said. “Anyone who touches the bodies will need to be suited up. Henry, can you find six gurneys and get the body bags ready?”

      Henry nodded.

      “First, though…” Bear tried to lighten his tone, even though the sudden change in subject felt a little jarring, “I think Deb wanted to get some fresh air? Maybe you could take Jess and Trent with you?”

      “Sure.” This time, as he nodded, Henry stifled a yawn.

      “And then,” Bear said, clapping him on the shoulder, “for Pete’s sake man, get some rest!”
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        * * *

      

      Later, after spending an hour assigning volunteers to various lists – cleaning, laundry, winter-proofing, fuel, food, nursing – Bear ran his thumb down his sheet of paper and sighed. There was a lot to do, and judging by the drop in temperature and the way the sky was looking, not much time to do it in. He had to admit, though, that regardless of the weather he would probably have been feeling the same; like he had to get everything shipshape for Laurel’s return.

      He had to put her hospital back to how it was. No, he had to make it better for her. He had to show her that he could step up. And making South Minneha a haven for the winter months was the best way he could think of to do that.

      “There was some good stuff in Murph’s camp.” Trent’s voice nudged him away from his thoughts.

      “Yeah?” he asked, sitting back and taking a long sip from his water bottle; his throat was still scratchy and dry.

      “Yeah. You gonna get the stuff out of the truck too?” As Trent said the word ‘truck’, Bear narrowed his eyes.

      Lowering his voice, he said, “Not now. I still don’t want anyone to know about that. We’ll suss out what’s in it at some point, but just in case we need a getaway, I’d prefer it stayed between us.”

      Trent nodded, pressing his lips together because he disapproved of keeping things from people. After a moment, however, he rallied and said, “They got loads of good camping stuff from Murph. And food. Peter even found some comic books.” Trent grinned. “And some cards. Do you know any card games?”

      “Sure, I know card games.”

      “Can you teach us some?”

      Bear sat back in his chair. How did the kid do it? How did he manage to make Bear feel at ease just by talking? Perhaps it was the fact that, despite everything, kids like Trent – and Peter – still wanted to have fun. They still wanted to play card games and throw a ball for the dog.

      “Sure. I can teach you.”

      “Now?”

      Bear was about to say no, but stopped himself. “Sure. Now.”

      “Grub’s up soon too,” Trent said as they headed for Peter’s bed at the back of the room. Outside, beyond the atrium doors, the sun was setting.

      “The search party found some?”

      “Leftovers at an abandoned prepper store in town.” Trent shrugged. “Not much, but Mrs. Johnson said she can make it work.”

      “Well, you just know everything, don’t you, Columbo.” Bear chuckled.

      Trent shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a nice guy. People tell me stuff. They like me.”

      “Yeah, kid. They do.” Bear put his arm around Trent’s shoulders and pulled him closer. “They like you a lot.”
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THREE DAYS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “There’s been no sign of your friend Britt,” Linda said as she sat down next to Laurel.

      Laurel was sitting on a couch in the staff room turned rec room. She’d been reading and now tucked her legs up underneath her. Several other recovered patients and nurses were scattered around the room. Two were playing table tennis. Another was reading an old copy of Vogue.

      “That’s good. Really good. We never wanted to put you in danger. Stay alert though, won’t you? She’s not the kind of woman who takes prisoners. She’s…” Laurel swallowed hard. “Brutal.”

      “Maybe so, but I can’t imagine her showing up now. She must have decided enough is enough.” Linda was eating from a bag of popcorn, scavenged recently from a nearby movie theater. She offered some to Laurel. “You know, for your last evening with us, there’s rumors we might have a movie night.”

      “In the operating suite?”

      “Dr. Hopkins nearly had a coronary at the idea, but I think we might have persuaded him.”

      “You found a working TV?”

      “An ancient projector. One of those ones you wind up by hand.” Linda laughed. “No idea what the movie will be.”

      Laurel breathed in deeply and sighed. She was desperate to get back to South Minneha, but at the same time, things felt different here. Safer. More comfortable. Arlo had told her yesterday it was because she wasn’t in charge here. “That’s why you’re more relaxed, Doc. Because it’s not your responsibility to keep these people safe.”

      Probably he was right. If she was Dr. Hopkins, or one of the other doctors trying to keep Lone Oak Hospital running, she probably wouldn’t be sitting down reading a book. She’d be gathering supplies, prepping for winter.

      Swallowing hard, she wondered whether the woman Arlo had left in charge—Bella—would have thought to do that. Whether she’d have started preparing or if she was simply sitting still waiting for Arlo to return.

      “You’re worried about your hospital?” Linda asked, crunching on some more popcorn.

      Laurel tilted her head to one side. She still hadn’t told the people at Lone Oak the circumstances under which she’d left South Minneha. She hadn’t told them that Arlo, who appeared to them now to be her friend, had threatened her and her staff at gunpoint.

      If she had, they’d probably have struggled to believe her. Now that Liam was in safe hands receiving the treatment he needed, Arlo was a different person. He’d told Laurel only that morning, over breakfast, that he was a changed man.

      “I promise you, Doc. I’ll do anything I can to make it up to you. To make up for the way I treated you and your people.”

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she’d said.

      Standing up, Linda tucked her popcorn back into her pocket. “Doc Hopkins wanted to talk to you when you have a minute, actually,” she said. “About Liam’s treatment moving forward.”

      Laurel nodded. Three days of not doctoring anyone had been nice, but she was ready to jump back into her role. Leaving the copy of Little Women that she’d been reading on the couch, she followed Linda out of the rec room and down the hall. As Linda peeled off to go check on Liam, Laurel headed for Dr. Hopkins’ office.

      She knocked twice and when he called, “Come in,” she pushed the door open.

      “Linda said you wanted to talk to me,” Laurel said, stepping inside.

      Dr. Hopkins was sitting behind his desk, a small fire warming the room. He looked up from a chart he’d been writing on. “Dr. Rivera,” he smiled. “Come in. I wanted to speak to you about your return to South Minneha.”

      “Doctor, I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done.” Laurel cleared her throat and sat down in a chair opposite the doctor’s desk. “Truly.”

      “I’m having a nurse pack up the rest of Liam’s treatment. It would be ideal if he could stay here to finish it, but I understand why you want to return to South Minneha.”

      “I promised I’d return with medication for Peter.”

      “And you’re certain Mr. Staaf needs to go with you?”

      Laurel cleared her throat. She couldn’t tell Dr. Hopkins that the reason Arlo had to go with her was so that Bella would agree to release her hold on the hospital. “Yes. He’s insistent,” she replied.

      “Very well.” Dr. Hopkins took off his glasses and folded his arms. “In that case, I’d like to suggest that you bring your patients and friends back here.”

      “Here?” Laurel frowned and adjusted her glasses. “You’d do that? You’d share your resources?”

      Dr. Hopkins smiled gently at her. His face swelled with a kindness Laurel had almost forgotten existed. “I think we could help each other,” he said. “You’re an excellent doctor. I’m sure you have some supplies that we need. We have supplies that you need. Together, we’d be stronger.”

      “But leaving South Minneha…” Laurel trailed off. Could she leave her town without a hospital?

      “Think about it,” he said gently. “You don’t need to answer me now.” Gesturing to the papers in front of him, he added, “Liam’s notes are ready. Let me know if you need anything else before you set off tomorrow.”

      Laurel nodded and was about to stand when she stopped. “Actually, there is one more thing. But you’ve already done so much—”

      Dr. Hopkins dipped his head to meet her eyes.

      Sucking in her breath, Laurel bit her lower lip. “My mother.” She drummed her fingers on the desk. “She’s sick. She’s a patient back at South Minneha. She has late-stage pancreatic cancer and she was enrolled in the Hauser trial.”

      “I see.” Dr. Hopkins pressed his fingertips together.

      “She’s almost out of her trial meds.”

      Shaking his head, the doctor said, “I’m sorry, Dr. Rivera. We weren’t involved in the Hauser trial. We have no supplies of your mother’s drugs.”

      Laurel nodded slowly. “Don’t apologize. I didn’t think you would. I just had to ask.”

      As Laurel stood up to leave, Dr. Hopkins stood too. “Dr. Rivera, if you can get your mother here, I can run some tests. But I’m reluctant to suggest chemo—or anything else—until I’ve looked at her in person.”

      Nodding, Laurel smiled. “Thank you. Very much.” She paused and pushed her glasses up her nose. “Actually, Doctor, there’s one more favor I need to ask you?”

      “Yes?”

      “There’s are two elderly siblings living across the street in an old general store. The brother has severe arthritis and has run out of his medication, but they’re too scared to leave and ask for help. I said I’d take them a refill if I was able to.”

      Dr. Hopkins raised his hand and smiled softly. “Not a problem. Let Linda know what you need. We’ll send someone to check on them, let them know that we’re here if they need help.”

      Laurel released the final breath of tension she’d been holding in her chest. Everything was in order; she’d done everything she could for everyone she’d promised to help.

      As Laurel reached the door, the doctor said, “Well done, Dr. Rivera. You had a hard job getting your friend here. I know it can’t have been easy.” Then he turned back to his desk and added, “I’ll see you later. For movie night.”

      When Laurel closed the door, she sighed. She was bringing back much more than meds to South Minneha; she was bringing hope.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, after a meal of roasted pigeon, packet mashed potato, and beans, Laurel, Liam, Arlo and the doctors and nurses of Lone Oak retreated to the operating room. The old projector was set up in the center of the room. Chairs were lined up on either side and a big white sheet hung opposite.

      Laurel sat down next to Liam. “I’m guessing this will be your first black and white movie?”

      He looked good. Color in his cheeks. A smile on his face. “Yep,” he said. “But this isn’t my first popcorn.” He waggled a paper bag at her.

      “Salted or sweet?” She dipped in her hand.

      “Both.” Liam grinned.

      Sitting on the other side of Liam, Arlo smiled over his son’s head at Laurel. “Ready, Doc?”

      She wasn’t sure whether he meant for the movie or for leaving. The answer to both was: yes.

      A few moments later, a grainy black and white picture stuttered and whirred into life in front of them. It almost took Laurel’s breath away; how long had it been since she’d seen moving pictures on a screen? Truth be told, she’d resigned herself to never seeing a movie or bingeing on a TV show ever again.

      She sighed a little and settled into her seat. It was an old spaghetti western; the kind her mother used to watch on Sunday afternoons. She glanced at Liam, expecting him to be a little disapproving of such an old movie. Instead, he was grinning from ear to ear.

      For almost an hour, they were glued to the screen. And then, just as the climax approached, and the hero was about to save the town and win the girl, the sound began to stutter.

      A collective grumble of, “Nooo,” spread through the room.

      At the back, someone thumped the projector. For a moment, the sound came back, but then it was gone.

      As the joy in the room began to dissipate, burst by the sudden loss of what had been a glorious escape from reality, Arlo began to speak. Loudly. In a strange accent.

      Laurel glanced at him.

      “Well, Ma’am, I do believe this is the part where I gallantly save you,” he said as the hero on screen reached out to take the hand of his blonde-haired love interest.

      As the blonde began to speak, Arlo looked at Laurel and nodded at her. She shook her head, but he waved his hands and mouthed, “Come on!”

      So, pushing aside the knot of utter panic in her chest, she joined in. In her best Texan accent, she played the heroine to Arlo’s hero. And the rest of the room burst into fits of giggles.

      Finally, when the movie ended, and Laurel’s blushes began to subside, everyone began to clap. “Here’s to Mr. Staaf and Dr. Rivera,” called Linda. “You two make a pretty good team!”

      At that, Laurel glanced at Arlo and met his eyes. Then she burst out laughing. She’d never have believed it, but they really had become something of a team. Her friends back at South Minneha would scarcely believe it.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Laurel woke with a knot of nerves in her stomach. Despite being packed up with supplies for the journey, a new wheelchair for Liam, weapons, and medication, she couldn’t help feeling worried. Their last journey had been anything but straightforward.

      “It’ll be okay.” Laurel climbed out of bed. The rest of the ward-turned-dormitory that she was sleeping in was already bustling to life. Pulling on her brand-new pair of boots, and putting Janet’s sneakers into her backpack, Laurel picked up her coat and headed for the breakfast room to find Liam and Arlo. They’d agreed to set off early, hopeful that now they knew where they were going—and with Liam in much better health—they’d be back in South Minneha in just a few short days.

      Before she reached the breakfast room, however, something caught her eye. A brighter-than-usual light coming from the windows farther down the hall. Walking toward it, Laurel shivered. It was colder than usual too. When she reached the window, she realized why.

      Snow. Falling fast and heavy, it had already coated the tops of the buildings opposite with a thick white frosting.

      She turned to see Arlo standing behind her. “Doesn’t look like we’ll be leaving today, Doc.”

      Laurel gripped the windowsill in front of her. “No. It doesn’t, Arlo. It really doesn’t.”
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            BEAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Bear was holding his hearing aid in his palm. He unfurled his fingers and looked at it. Around him, the quiet clung close and was strangely comforting. But, as relieved as he was not to have been wearing the infernal thing as much for the past few days, he was aware it was causing problems.

      When it had just been him and Trent, he’d managed okay. With Trent’s handwritten notes and only the two of them to worry about, he almost hadn’t noticed his lack of hearing. Now, though, surrounded by people and movement — and with Trent busy larking around with Peter most of the day — he was becoming increasingly frustrated. He’d been tempted to put it back in, but the beep beep beep that told him the batteries were running low would have driven him slowly mad.

      He’d been about to go out in search of working batteries when the snow started.

      That was yesterday. Ten hours later, it was still coming down in silent, swirling sheets. The kind of blizzard that kids squealed at because it meant snow days and snowball fights and tobogganing.

      For the hospital, however, a blizzard meant just two things: that winter was finally closing in and that their troubles were not over. Instead of fighting off guns and insurgents, they were now fighting the elements. And unfortunately for them, sheer brute force or clever tricks would not help them win.

      Bear had spent the last few hours traversing the hospital with Henry, Chris Jenkins, and a handful of Bella’s guards, gathering any and all supplies that could be useful.

      As far as he could work out, before Laurel was persuaded to leave with Arlo Staaf, she’d overseen merging the wards into one large one to conserve their resources. She’d have been thinking of winter, of course, and how much easier it would be to keep everyone warm if they were close together. Security too; safer to have all bodies in one place. And of the meager nursing staff. After Bella opened up the doors, a few more had left. Now, patients vastly outnumbered nurses and there were no doctors left. Janet, Mark, and Hannah were the last ones standing. A situation that made Bear increasingly uncomfortable, given that hard winter months would inevitably lead to more people in need of medical help.

      Unfortunately, merging the wards was as far as Laurel had got. Fuel and food supplies were pitiful, and little had been done to ensure that everyone had appropriate winter clothing.

      So, with Henry and Chris, Bear had stacked the hospital’s laundry carts high with whatever they could find: blankets; clothing that had been left behind in rooms, staff lockers, or in lost property; anything that could be used to light or contain fires; anything consumable that had been missed.

      At the same time, he’d looked for batteries for his hearing aid, but had found none that worked.

      Thankfully, Bella had sent a group out to town to look for supplies, and another to raid supplies from Murph’s camp, before the snow started. But having left Mrs. Johnson cataloging their food stash, and working out rations, he wasn’t hopeful about how long it would last. They had thirty mouths to feed and at least three months of bad weather to get through.

      He tucked his hearing aid into his pocket and looked down at his feet. “We’ll have to teach a few of them how to hunt,” he said to Jessamine.

      Looking up at him, Jess tilted her head as if she thought this was an ambitious idea. The vibration of her shoulder against his calf told him she was whining, the way she did when she was trying to tell him something.

      “The boy’s getting the hang of it,” Bear said, thinking of Trent. “I can’t be that bad a teacher.”

      They were standing in the ER, looking out through the large double doors at the snow that now covered the sidewalk, the lawn, and almost all of an overturned coffee cart. By the time it finished, there would be at least a couple of feet of it.

      Bear shuddered. Although they were all supposed to be staying in the foyer as much as possible, he’d found himself gravitating toward this place. It was like he could feel Laurel’s presence here. He could imagine her striding around the place, hair tied back, adjusting her glasses on the bridge of her nose as she called her next patient from the triage area.

      Movement behind him made him turn away from the doors.

      “Deb?” His mother-in-law approached slowly. She was wearing a padded coat that he’d found on one of the wards upstairs and a large pair of slippers.

      As she spoke, he tapped his ear to show her he couldn’t hear her. She nodded. She’d forgotten. Patting his arm, she stood beside him and followed his gaze toward the heavy white sky. Bear put his arm around her.

      Without speaking, he knew they were both thinking the same thing; Laurel was out there somewhere. Possibly on her way back to them. Possibly stranded. Possibly in trouble. And they had no way to reach her. All they could do was wait.
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BRITT

        

      

    

    
      “Britt, we have a problem.” Bert’s gravelly voice woke Britt from a deep sleep. It was bright outside; she’d slept past dawn.

      Shivering inside her sleeping bag, she sat up and stretched her arms above her head. As Bert entered the room, a flurry of cold air came with him. They were in the back room of an abandoned laundromat. Britt had slept in a sleeping bag in the corner while Bert had guarded the door, sitting with his back to it and dozing.

      “What is it?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Where have you been?”

      Frowning at Bert, she realized the bottom of his pant legs were wet. He shuddered and wrapped his arms around himself.

      “Did you go to find food?”

      “Britt….” Bert grimaced; he was scared of her. She knew that.

      “What? For Pete’s sake, Bert, what?”

      “It’s snowing.”

      Britt waited half a beat before jumping to her feet and hurrying to the door. Her feet skidded on a wet patch near the tumble dryers. When she reached it, she tugged and a rush of cold air blew in along with a swirl of snow. “Snowing?” she yelled over her shoulder. “This is a blizzard, you idiot! We’ll never get through it!”

      “I’m sorry.” Bert put his hands into his pockets and lowered his chin as if he’d personally done something to cause the weather.

      As Britt began to pace up and down, Bert swayed from one foot to the other. “What do we do?” he asked.

      “Do?” Britt tensed her jaw. “What do we do? We can’t do anything. We wait for it to stop and then we carry on.”

      “We could wait for it to thaw.” Bert was peering out through the glass pane in the door.

      “Thaw? That’ll take till spring, you moron.” Britt braced her hands on the wall and lowered her head between her shoulders, breathing deeply. “Once the weather turns, that’s it. All we can expect from now until March is snow. Snow. Snow. Snow.”

      Glancing at Bert, she noticed him look down at his feet. He was wearing a battered pair of old leather shoes. Not waterproof. Not even a little bit. “Oh,” he said. “Right.”

      Turning away, Britt stalked back to her sleeping bag. Crawling into it, she pulled it over her head. She heard the door open but didn’t look up. “Wake me when it stops,” she snapped. “Not before.”

      As the door opened and closed again, and Bert’s presence disappeared from the room, she released a long sigh. The timing of the snow couldn’t have been worse; she was so close to being back with Murph, but couldn’t reach him. The very thought of it made her shake with frustration.

      For days, she’d been picturing his face when she told him she knew where Arlo Staaf was. She’d already concocted a plan; they’d storm the hospital. Take it over. Get rid of Staaf’s men, then lie in wait. Set a trap. He’d walk right into it. He’d return from Lone Oak with his all-better kid and that G.I. Jane doctor he was with, and they’d destroy him.

      She’d rehearsed her speech a million times in her head. All the ways she could tell Murph what she’d done. The way he’d look at her when he realized she was the one to finally help him defeat his old enemy.

      Wriggling down farther into the sleeping bag, she laced her fingers together and slotted her hands behind her head, staring at the ceiling. Not long now. Not long at all.
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        * * *

      

      The snow kept falling for an entire day and night. By the time it stopped, six feet of it had piled up outside the laundromat. Britt stood back as Bert smashed the window with his elbow and climbed out. Then it was her turn.

      She landed with a soft thud in the fresh snow. Already, her feet were cold. Her boots were more robust than Bert’s shoes, but not made for winter.

      “This way.” She pointed toward the end of the street. “Murph and the others will be holed up at the warehouse.”

      Already shivering, Bert followed behind Britt as they made their way down the snow-covered street. “The warehouse is the other side of town,” Bert said after a while of wading in silence.

      “Yes.” Britt adjusted her bandana around her throat. It was blue. She hated blue, but it was all she could find. She pulled her coat closer. “Your point?”

      “It’ll take us forever to get there.”

      “Yes,” she said again. “So we better save our energy for walking, not talking.”

      Keeping her eyes fixed ahead, Britt continued striding forward. She could barely stand Bert before, but since the incident at the farmhouse, she’d liked him even less. Now, she didn’t even want to look at him. He was the weakest of the four of them. Marianne and Rachel were stronger, smarter, faster. They should have survived. Bert should have been the one to burn to death in there. Not them.

      Reminding herself that she hadn’t particularly liked Marianne or Rachel either, Britt forced her thoughts away from the farmhouse and back to Murph.

      She thought of the first time she met him. When she was working in a diner and he came in for breakfast. He’d been wearing a deep blue suit that brought out his bright blue eyes, and had left her an enormous tip after she gave him two free refills of coffee. He’d returned every morning for a week, then, finally, asked her out to dinner.

      On their first date, she’d felt like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman. She’d bought a dress, on sale, from the kind of store she never usually went to, and she’d kept the label attached—intending to return it the next day.

      Halfway through dinner, however, she’d been laughing at something Murph had said about horse racing when she’d knocked over an entire bottle of red wine. It had splashed all over the glitzy silver dress. She’d run to the bathroom, and when she returned crying, and Murph had asked her what was wrong, she’d given up pretending and told him.

      “It ain’t mine,” she’d said. “I work in Joe’s Diner. I can’t afford dresses like this.” She’d looked down at her fingernails. Short. Un-manicured. “I was going to return it.”

      “You should have just worn something of your own,” Murph had said, tilting his head at her.

      “Don’t own anything nice enough,” she’d replied.

      In the cab on the way home, Murph had kissed her cheek—like a proper gentleman—and told her not to fret about the dress. “We’ll sort something out,” he’d said.

      The next morning, a package had turned up on her doorstep. The exact same dress. Brand new. With a note that read, Return this one. Keep the other. I’ll send someone to collect it for dry cleaning tomorrow.

      And that had been it. She’d fallen, hook, line, and sinker.

      A smile was twitching her lips when Bert called out from behind, “Britt. I. Need. A. Break.”

      They’d been walking for hours. They were freezing, their feet and pant legs soaked, their fingertips white with cold.

      “Please. Let’s stop and light a fire.”

      At that, Britt let out a loud growl. It would take them days to reach the warehouse if they kept stopping!

      In fact, it took them just under two days.

      They arrived at Murph’s warehouse before sunset the following day. Bert was practically blue with cold. Britt too was trembling.

      Banging on the door with her frozen fists, she yelled, “Murph! Murph! It’s me! I have news. I’m back and I have news.”

      No one answered.

      “Murph?!” She gestured for Bert to join in, and he too started to knock.

      Eventually, after what felt like forever, the door opened inwards.

      Britt stumbled in, followed by Bert. “Murph?” She looked up. But it wasn’t Murph she was looking at. It was Ryan. The scrawny kid Murph had picked up a few weeks back and convinced to come aboard.

      “Britt?” He frowned at her. “You’re back?”

      “Yeah. I’m back.” She looked past Ryan into the belly of the warehouse. “Where are the others? Where’s Murph?”

      Ryan looked away from her, down at his feet.

      “Ryan?” Britt strode past and spun around. “Where is everyone? The place is empty.”

      Near the door, Bert had sunk to the floor and was sitting, exhausted, watching her.

      “I’m sorry, Britt.” Ryan stepped up to her and swallowed hard. “Murph is gone.”

      “Gone?” She laughed. “Gone where? Don’t tell me he’s left town? Please?” That was the last thing she needed, another long trek.

      “No, Britt. He hasn’t left town.” Ryan moved backward and slotted his hands together behind his back. “Murph is dead.”

      The room dipped in and out. Everything had slowed down and she felt like she was underwater.

      “Take me to him.” She was barely breathing. Her words were almost inaudible.

      “To him?” Ryan looked over at Bert, who’d stood up and was staring at her with wide eyes.

      “Murph. Take me to him.”

      “Britt, I can’t. I don’t know where the body is.”

      Britt shook her head. She was struggling to focus. “You don’t know?” The steel dropped from her voice and she felt her shoulders drop. In a whisper, she asked, “What happened to him?”

      “He staged an attack on the hospital. He found out that Arlo Staaf’s kid was being treated there. But they left. Arlo took the boy to Lone Oak for treatment. Murph was planning to wait for him at South Minneha.”

      Britt’s knees weakened. “He knew about….” She dropped to the floor. “I was coming to tell him,” she said quietly. Looking up, because she thought it was raining, she felt her cheeks. They were wet.

      “Britt, you’re crying.” Bert reached down to help her up. Ryan did too.

      For a moment, she allowed herself to sway on the spot. Then she wiped her cheeks, shook her head, and looked at Ryan. “What happened? Tell me.”

      “They—” Ryan looked like he might throw up. “We attacked the hospital but it was a trick. They gassed us. I got out. A couple of others too, but they ran. And Murph—” Ryan shook his head. “He didn’t make it.”

      Closing her eyes, Britt sucked in her cheeks. “Where is he?”

      Ryan looked away.

      “Where is he!” she yelled so loudly the walls shook. “Don’t tell me you don’t know where he is!”

      “At the hospital.” Ryan exhaled sharply.

      “Take me there.” Britt strode toward the door. “Now.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time they reached the hospital parking lot, it was snowing again. Flakes settled on Britt’s eyelashes as they lingered outside the door.

      “They’re in here?” she asked, fighting a shiver.

      Ryan nodded. “Lower level.”

      Britt sucked in a deep breath and pulled open the door. It butted up against the snow and she was barely able to pull it open enough to step inside. Ryan and Bert followed her.

      They were in a stairwell that had just one tiny window. Her legs were heavy as she walked down the steps. When she reached the lower level, she stopped. She couldn’t open the door.

      Bert stepped past her and did it for her.

      Inside, she gasped. The sound caught in her throat and turned into a choking sound.

      “They didn’t even bury them.” She braced herself against the wall and moved forward. Nausea jolted through her as she looked at what was in front of her; rows of black zipped-up body bags, set out neatly across the white lines of the parking spaces. “They didn’t even bury them!” she yelled.

      “I guess it was too cold to dig—” Ryan started.

      Instantly, Britt whirled around. “Are you defending them? You think this is okay?” she asked, waving at the scene behind her.

      “Of course not. I just….” Ryan rubbed his neck and looked away.

      “Where is he?” Britt asked, approaching the first bag, hands shaking as she fumbled with the zip. “Where is he?”

      “Britt. Don’t….” Bert spoke but she ignored him.

      Her fingers were already red with cold but she didn’t stop. She unzipped one bag. Not Murph. Then another. Not him. And another. And another.

      And then she saw it. As a cold hand flopped out of the body bag, she saw it. His ring. The one he’d gotten from his parents when he graduated high school. The one that never left his hand. She dropped to her knees. Cold seeped through to her skin. With shaking, numb fingers, she reached for him.

      “You shouldn’t touch him,” Ryan said quickly but timidly. “You don’t know if it’s safe. The gas—”

      Britt stopped, fingers poised above Murph’s hand. She wanted to touch him. She needed to squeeze his hand and say goodbye.

      Instead, she pulled the zip further. When it parted, showing his pale, unmoving face, she vomited. Then she stayed there, staring, until a hand on her shoulder made her stand up. Barely blinking, she allowed Bert and Ryan to heave her out of the parking lot and guide her back to the warehouse.

      And that night, as she sat staring at the fire, body bags dancing in front of her eyes, she began plotting her revenge.
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        Get your copy of Dangerous World

        Available September 14, 2022

        (Available for pre-order now)

        www.GraceHamiltonBooks.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        EXCERPT

      

      

      Chapter One

      Laurel

      As Laurel exhaled, her breath formed a cloud in the air. In the dim light of the tunnel, she could see it billowing up toward the ceiling. Walking quickly, she zipped her coat up all the way to her chin and shuddered. It was a big, padded, winter jacket with a furry hood and deep pockets, but it still wasn’t enough to keep the cold from seeping into her bones.

      It had been snowing, on and off, for three weeks. Thanksgiving had come and gone. It would soon be Christmas. She hadn’t seen her mom for… how many weeks was it? She tried to count backward, going through the days and nights in her head. After a while they blurred into one. With no watches, clocks, or phones to keep track of the time, it was easy to forget what month they were in, let alone what day.

      The freezing tunnel walls seemed to close in on her as she walked. At the other end — the end she was leaving behind — the door to the outside had been left open. As its muted light drew farther and farther away from her, she shuddered. She’d never been a fan of the dark.

      Glancing back at the door, she paused. A few weeks ago, she and an orderly named Marcell had come down here and pushed it open. Glued up with ice and blocked by a foot of snow, it had taken a considerable amount of effort. They’d forced it back an inch at a time, hooking their gloved fingers through the widening crack to scrape the snow free. Eventually, they’d pushed it open far enough to squeeze through. As they left, a flurry of snow had entered.

      After trying, and failing, to make it out of the hospital parking lot to look for supplies, Laurel had suggested they clear the rest of the snow from the door and leave it open. “At least this way, we’ll have one accessible exit.”

      When Marcell had frowned at her, she’d added, “There are solid steel doors at the hospital end. Locked steel doors. No one will get through.”

      Marcell had pressed his lips together, clearly not enthusiastic, despite Laurel’s assurances. Since the EMP, the staff at Lone Oak had kept the entrances to the hospital sealed off. Probably a smart move, Laurel had thought; if she’d been a little more discerning when it came to who she’d allowed into South Minneha, she’d be there now. With her mom. But if she wanted to see her mom again soon, she couldn’t afford to get totally snowed in.

      Reaching the hospital end of the tunnel, Laurel glanced back at the open door. Snow had piled up and tumbled in, making a sludge-slick entrance. In theory, it enabled them to leave if they wanted to, but every time Laurel had tried to brave the elements, she’d been driven back inside by a fresh blizzard or impassable snow. The first couple of times, Arlo had come with her and attempted to help her clear a path through the parking lot, but he soon decided it was better for them to stay put.

      Even though she and Arlo had reached something of an understanding over the past weeks, perhaps even a friendship, now that she was stuck in Lone Oak instead of making her way back to her hospital, she could feel resentment creeping in. Especially when he tried to convince her it would be better to wait for the weather to turn again.

      Now that winter had set in, it was unlikely to break before spring. The cold and the snow were here to stay, which meant Laurel, Arlo and Liam were too.

      It was okay for Arlo; Liam was doing well. He was getting the treatment he needed. So he really had no cause to want to leave. But Laurel was desperate to get back to her mother, her friends, and her patients. Especially Peter; he’d be off his chemo meds by now and – although Arlo was happy now that Liam was getting better—Peter’s father, Chris, would be climbing the walls waiting for Laurel’s return.

      Pulling the tunnel door shut behind her, Laurel stamped snow from her boots. This section of the hospital was warmer than the tunnel, but not by much. It was dimly lit — with just a few small windows letting in light — and rarely used.

      Laurel leaned back on the door, pulled off her gloves, and puffed a few hot breaths onto her bare hands. Lone Oak’s ‘Great Migration’ had begun a few days ago. Realizing it was impossible to keep everyone warm when they were spread out across different departments, Dr. Hopkins had asked the staff to consolidate their resources.

      Having managed a similar operation back at South Minneha, Laurel had helped them plan their maneuvers; the cafeteria had become an eating and living space for the staff and those who were able to get out of bed, while the neighboring ER had been turned into their one and only ward. Trash can fires had been lit around the edges of the rooms, and volunteers put in charge of making sure they didn’t go out.

      Laurel was heading for the cafeteria, and a mug of hot soup, when Marcell spun around the corner up ahead and almost bowled right into her.

      “Dr. Rivera?”

      “How many times have I told you to call me Laurel?” She put her hands on her hips and raised her eyebrows at him over the top of her glasses. They weren’t her usual prescription. Close, but not quite right. Her old ones had held it together for a good few weeks after the bear attack, but had finally been rendered useless when they fell off her face one day as she bent to lace up her snow boots. Her new ones had been fished out of Lone Oak’s collection of spares. They gave her headaches if she wore them too long, were too round for her face, and she didn’t like to think about who they’d belonged to before they became hers.

      Marcell shook his head but continued speaking. “I was on my way to find you.”

      “You were?” A familiar knot of worry lodged itself in Laurel’s stomach.

      “We got Liam’s latest tests back. Obviously, they’re rudimentary but—”

      “But…?” Laurel pushed, her heart pounding.

      “He’s doing really good.” Marcell’s lips parted into a broad smile that showed off his very white teeth.

      Laurel released the breath she’d been holding and put her hand on her chest. “Marcell, you scared me. I thought it was bad news.”

      “No, no, I just thought you’d want to know.” Marcell handed a hand-written chart to Laurel so she could look at it.

      “Of course I do, thanks. I guess I’m just used to getting bad news instead of good.”

      Her eyes scanned the chart. Liam’s stats were all up. The meds Dr. Hopkins had put him on were clearly working.

      “Any luck out there?” As they started walking, Marcell tipped his head back in the direction of the tunnel.

      “It’s still too bad to get through without properly clearing it. I’m going to try and put a team together.”

      Marcell’s nose twitched.

      “You don’t think that’s a good idea?”

      “It’s not that….” He paused, clearly trying to phrase his reservations diplomatically. “It’s just that I think most folks are happy to stay put. You know?”

      “Don’t you think they’ll feel differently when the food starts to run out?”

      Marcell’s brow creased. He tilted his head. “We have plenty of supplies, Laurel. We cataloged them weeks ago. Enough to last a few months at least. We’re well stocked.  Besides, what’s the plan when you’re through the snow in the parking lot? You gonna tunnel your way back to South Minneha?”

      Laurel sighed. She was glad Lone Oak Hospital had prepared for winter, but frustrated that no one seemed to understand her feelings of urgency. It probably didn’t help that she felt like a spare part here; they had few patients and plenty of staff. So, on a daily basis, there was little for Laurel to do except roam the corridors plotting her escape.

      She didn’t answer Marcell’s question. What she was planning to do was find her way to a store where she could scavenge a tent, some proper sleeping bags, shovels, maybe a sled to pull their things — and Liam — if he got too tired to walk.

      “It’s vegetable,” Marcell said as he pushed open the door to the cafeteria.

      “Hmm?” Laurel hadn’t been listening properly and hadn’t noticed that he’d changed the subject.

      “The soup. It’s vegetable. Sit down. I’ll get us some.”

      Shrugging out of her jacket and taking a seat near one of the fire pits, Laurel rested her elbows on the table in front of her and let her head flop into her hands. Rubbing her temples with her thumbs, she sighed.

      When Marcell returned with a mug of soup, she looked up. “And a bread roll!” He presented her with a small freshly-baked piece of bread. Laurel sniffed it. They certainly had been well prepared. Prepared enough to store bread-making supplies.

      “I need a tent.” Laurel put her mug down and folded her arms in front of her chest. Her wool sweater made the back of her neck itch. “If I’m going to make the journey back to South Minneha, I need a tent, food, equipment….”

      Marcell studied her face for a moment. “There are some tools down in the basement,” he said, taking a sip from his steaming mug. “I’m sure we could find something to shovel the snow with. I’ll help you when I’m not on shift. We’ll find the stuff you need.”

      Laurel closed her eyes and smiled with gratitude. “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” Marcell shrugged and took another large sip of his soup.

      But the offer of help hadn’t made Laurel feel any better; even if she could source the equipment she needed for the journey, she couldn’t leave without Arlo and Liam. Arlo had made it clear to his men that if Laurel returned without him, they were to assume she’d double-crossed him and shoot everyone. They’d never believe her if she told them she’d simply left Arlo behind, and it wasn’t like she could get him to record a video message in her defense.
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      A rising storm. A sudden catastrophe. No hope of rescue…

      A storm looms on the horizon as Ruth Garber and her granddaughter Stella travel by helicopter to an offshore drilling rig. Ruth, a world-class geologist, is there to consult on a software upgrade. Stella, a geology student, just wants to prove herself to her legendary grandmother. They don’t know their trip will become a grim struggle to survive…

      When the helicopter goes down after dropping them off, they realize they’re in trouble. The platform loses power. Cell phones don’t work. Everything electronic is dead. Stranded with a skeleton crew on a steel platform miles from shore, battered by massive waves, the deadly truth of their predicament slowly sinks in.

      Meanwhile, John and his son Curtis are in a fishing boat, suddenly adrift when the engine fails. The waves are getting higher, and the storm has them on a collision course with the rig.

      As the castaways on the rig struggle to survive, they discover the back-up generator has been deliberately damaged. When people begin to disappear, they come to a grim realization.

      Someone in their tiny group is a saboteur.
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      The power is out, and the world is in chaos…

      When a Coronal Mass Ejection causes an EMP catastrophe and shuts down the power worldwide, Melanie Pearson is determined to reunite with her husband and daughter. But to cross dangerous territory and earn a spot in a well-fortified safe haven, she’ll need to help her boss find his own son first. As tension between Melanie and her boss escalates and he shows his vicious side, it becomes clear she may have made a deal with the devil.

      When the lights go out, it’s Mark’s job to keep his daughter Shona by his side and find a way to reunite with his wife, Melanie, when the lights go out. There’s no way to turn the power back on, and Knoxville is quickly descending into chaos. His only goal is to find a way to get his family to safety.

      With a destination in mind, the fractured family will face off against a world that is quickly becoming unrecognizable. And when even greater tragedy strikes, they will need to find a new way to survive. But what is the cost of survival in a world on the brink of collapse?
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      Chapter One

      His voice always preceded him, like the storm surge of a hurricane, a deep rumbling sound that hit just the right resonance to carry all the way down the hall and into the break room. Melanie Pearson was grateful for this. It meant she had time to brace herself for his arrival. And when Hurricane Derrick entered a room, it always brought trouble. Fortunately, it was a long walk from his big upstairs office at the back of the building to the break room where they’d had the Christmas party, and she’d left the door open.

      “Sounds like a storm’s brewing,” Lizzy said. Currently, Melanie’s best friend was on her hands and knees, an open trash bag on the ground beside her. Melanie heard the soft clatter of plastic cups, as her friend dug party residue out from under the table.

      “What does he possibly have to complain about now?” Melanie grumbled. She had a plastic grocery store bag in her left hand, and as she worked her way down the long counter, she picked up debris and tossed it into the bag. “We volunteered to clean up after the party on our own time.”

      “Well, he didn’t have to have the party in the first place, let’s not forget,” Lizzy said, imitating Derrick’s voice as she strained to reach a corner where someone had dropped a paper plate with globs of red and green cake frosting still on it. “He’s just keeping the Platt family tradition alive.”

      “Not without making sure we all know he resents it,” Melanie added.

      The break room at Beaton’s Food Factory was a big, dingy space with ugly gray carpet that was frayed in spots, a big plastic table in the middle, a chipped counter, and a bulletin board covered in outdated information. Still, the employees had made a valiant effort to spruce up the place for the Christmas party. Red and green curled streamers hung down from the drop ceiling, a small Christmas tree stood at an angle in the corner, drooping with mismatched ornaments, and there’d been plenty to eat and drink, some of it halfway delicious.

      Derrick’s voice had stopped somewhere down the hall, diverting into one of the offices along the way, where the boss seemed to be chewing someone out about “deadlines.” Good. Maybe he would forget about them long enough that they could finish cleaning and get out of there. Indeed, Melanie heard said office door close, the boss’s voice becoming muffled. Poor soul. Someone was really getting it now.

      “Let’s pick up the pace,” Lizzy said. She was done under the table and folding up the stained paper tablecloths now. “There’s still time to get away without seeing his face again.”

      But Melanie was trying to scrub away the dried residue of a sloppy casserole. “These people are such pigs,” she said. “How do you get this much of a dish onto the counter? Was it intentional?”

      “Was it the ham and cheese casserole?” Lizzy asked. “The one Helen made. It was pretty good.”

      “I can’t tell,” Melanie replied. “It dried like concrete, though.” She had to set down the rag and use the side of a metal fork to get some of it up. Even then, it was like chipping away old paint, and in the process, she left a small but notable scratch on the plastic countertop. Not that anyone would notice. She swept the crumbs into the bag, then turned to head back the other way.

      When she did, she was startled by the person standing in the open doorway, totally silent and suddenly there. She hadn’t heard him approach. Nathan Platt, the boss’s son, was a gawky teen, awkward in his own body. He was wearing an oversized, faded t-shirt covered in comic book characters, and his pants were a bit too short, showing off his mismatched socks. His black hair mostly stuck straight up in a big, crooked poof, which accentuated a long, lean face, a somewhat prominent nose, and pointy chin.

      Still, despite his awkward appearance, Nathan couldn’t have been more different from his father. At first, he was staring up at the streamers, which were dancing in the current from the air conditioner. However, he seemed to realize Melanie was looking at him after a couple of seconds, and he turned and gave her a big, earnest smile.

      “I could…I could help clean, if you want,” he said.

      “Are you actually offering to clean?” Lizzy said. “Do teens do that?”

      “Yeah, it’s kind of boring out there,” he said. “I don’t have anything else to do.”

      Melanie beckoned him, and he came trotting toward her. She held out the damp rag. “If you wouldn’t mind, finish wiping down the counter for me. I’m going to work on removing the streamers.”

      He took the rag from her like she’d offered him a new toy for Christmas. “What do I do? Is there a trick to it?”

      “No, just wipe in big circles until the whole counter is clean,” she said. “Can you do that?”

      “Of course. Whatever you say.” He went to work, bent over the counter with a serious expression on his face. Again, Melanie marveled that this was Derrick’s kid.

      She went to retrieve a small stepladder from the corner and used it to begin pulling the colored streamers down from the ceiling.

      “So tell me, Nathan,” she said, as she reached up to grab the torn end of a loose green streamer. “Are you looking forward to Christmas?”

      He paused in his work for a second, staring at the wall, and his serious expression seemed to dissolve into something sad. “I don’t know. I guess I should be. It’s a break from school, so that’s something.” And then he went back to his work.

      “Does your family have plans?” Melanie asked. She wadded up the streamer and stuffed it into the bag. “A big dinner maybe?”

      “Probably,” he said. “Or maybe just takeout of some kind, if any restaurants are open.” He glanced at her and attempted a smile. She could tell he was really struggling to make it stick.

      For Melanie, it all hit a little close to home. Maybe home life wasn’t something he wanted to talk about. She tried to think of some other subject, anything to keep him engaged. Working in silence was uncomfortable. Lizzy was sweeping up crumbs from the table and filled in the conversation.

      “What about Christmas presents?” she asked. “Every kid looks forward to presents. What are you hoping for? I don’t even know what fifteen-year-olds are into these days. Some app I’ve never heard of, probably, but you can’t put an app under the tree. Or maybe you can. I don’t know.”

      “I don’t care about presents, really,” Nathan said, and Melanie noted he was slinging the rag just a little too hard onto the countertop. “I don’t want anything, to be honest. I mean, whatever…”

      He bent over the sink, frowning deeply. An innocent attempt to engage him in conversation had clearly gone awry.

      “Okay, I’ll be honest. I’m not looking forward to Christmas at all,” he said, as he resumed wiping a part of the counter that had already been thoroughly cleaned. “It’s going to be super uncomfortable. Mom and Dad got into a huge fight about some dumb thing Dad is doing, and everything is uncomfortable right now. I wish I had somewhere else to go over the break—school or camp or just about anywhere else.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Melanie said. “Do we need to…?” She was going to offer to change the subject, but she became aware then of the imposing form filling the doorway.

      Somehow, Derrick Platt had managed to approach the end of the hallway without being heard, which was a rarity. He stood there now in his short-sleeved shirt and red tie, his thumbs hooked under his black leather belt. He was tall like his son, but that was where the similarities ended. With his jowly face, thick neck, and watery eyes, he looked a bit like a human-bulldog hybrid. A beer gut strained at the buttons of his shirt and hung over the top of a shiny brass belt buckle. His hair was slicked back with too much product, shiny and greasy in equal measure, which made his big ears seem even more prominent.

      When he frowned, as he did now, creases ran from the corners of his mouth, framing his little bump of a chin. “Why don’t you ladies leave my boy alone and get back to work?” he said, in that rumbly voice of his.

      “We never stopped working,” Lizzy pointed out. Melanie’s best friend was dwarfed beside the boss. Small, thin, with blondish hair tied back in a loose ponytail, she had a round face, bright blue eyes, and was prone to easy smiles. “Look at this.” She held up the big bag of trash in her right hand.

      “I’m just helping out so the work will get done faster,” Nathan said. “Nobody forced me to do anything.”

      “Yeah, well, this is not your job,” Derrick replied. “Why don’t you go back upstairs to my office and play a video game or something?”

      “I played plenty of video games,” Nathan replied, bending over his work even more intensely. “I’ve got my phone with me, but it gets boring after a while just being up there by myself.”

      “He’s not hurting anything,” Lizzy said.

      “I didn’t say he was,” Derrick replied, “but I want him to stay out of the way. Nathan, get back upstairs. Now.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

      “Why does it matter?” Nathan replied. “I’m not bothering anybody.”

      “You’re bothering me. Get upstairs. Now!” Derrick barked the final word. It hit just the right note to make Melanie’s ears hurt.

      Nathan screwed up his face in a hateful scowl and flung the dirty rag into the sink. “Fine, Dad. Whatever! I’m actually doing something productive, but I’ll just go back up there and sit and do nothing.”

      The poor kid seemed on the verge of tears, but Derrick was unmoved. He stepped to one side and motioned his son through the door. Nathan, his lower lip jutting out so far he could have tripped on it, stormed across the room and passed through the door without looking at his father. When he was gone, Derrick stepped back into the doorway and shook his head, as if to say, Kids these days.

      “Do me a favor and don’t humor him,” Derrick said to Melanie and Lizzy, giving them a stern gaze. “He knows he’s not supposed to be wandering around the building.”

      “Whatever you say,” Melanie replied, then ripped down another streamer and jammed it into the bag. Just go away and let us finish up. Oh, how badly she wanted to say it, but she bit her tongue.
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