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  Chapter One

  
  










The sign was the only thing alive.

Tom heard it from the mechanic’s pit, a high-pitched screech on frozen metal, then a thunk, then silence. The wind would die, gather itself, and try again. Screech. Thunk.

He lay in the dark, wrapped in the dead woman’s afghan. The wool was stiff, smelled like mold, and was full of holes. Useless. He pulled it tighter.

He’d been in the pit for two days, hiding from the snow. Now the snow had stopped. The silence that came after was louder than the storm.

Tom rolled onto his side. The cold from the concrete floor of the pit went right through the torn sleeping bag, right into his hip. He’d stolen the sleeping bag from a corpse on the Mass Pike. It still smelled like the corpse.

Get up.

He slid out of the bag, his boots hitting the floor. He didn’t make a sound. He hadn’t made a sound in weeks.

He moved from the pit to the main room of the gas station. A tomb of old-world junk. Empty shelves, faded bags of chips. He ran a hand over the plywood he’d wedged against the front door. Still solid.

He checked the back. The stack of bald tires he’d rolled against the storeroom window was plastered in snow that had blasted through the cracks.

His prison was secure.

Time to check the traps.

He didn’t use the doors. He climbed the metal shelving, his boots finding holds on the wire racks. A display of sunglasses, still in their plastic wrappers, cascaded to the floor.

He froze.

Stupid.

He waited. Listened. Nothing. Just the screech and thunk of the sign.

He climbed the last five feet, his fingers, numb in their torn gloves, grabbing the steel girder. He pushed the ventilation hatch on the roof. It was heavy with snow. He put his shoulder into it, a slow, steady pressure. The snow cracked and fell. The hatch opened with a metallic groan.

He pulled himself onto the roof.

The world was gone.

It was just white. A bright, blinding white that hurt his eyes. The road was a rumor. The pumps were two soft, rounded lumps. The trees in the distance were sticks of charcoal. He pulled down the cardboard snow-goggles he’d made, the ones with tiny slits cut by his knife. The world turned dark and flat.

He dropped off the back of the roof into a drift, sinking to his waist. The snow was a cold, dry powder. He waded through it to the tree line, back where the woods pressed in on the gas station’s property.

He had three snares. Guitar string he’d found in a ruined house, looped and tied to a bent sapling.

The first snare was empty. The snow around it was a perfect, unbroken sheet.

The second snare, same.

He waded to the third. The loop was gone. The sapling was bent low, the string pulled tight.

Something.

He got closer. It wasn’t a rabbit. It was a gray squirrel, frozen solid, its neck snapped, its body a hard, fur-covered rock.

Meat.

He worked the string loose with his thumb, the wire biting into his skin. He tucked the frozen squirrel into his coat. It felt like a small, lumpy stone.

Not enough. Never enough.

He went back. Climbed the roof. Dropped back into the tomb.

He sat on the floor, in his nest of the afghan and the sleeping bag. He took out the squirrel. He didn’t have the fuel for a fire to thaw it. He took out the dead man’s knife and started shaving the frozen fur from the frozen skin. It was like whittling wood.

He cut a sliver of the dark, icy meat and put it in his mouth. He let it sit on his tongue, the cold burning, until it thawed enough to chew. It was tough. It tasted like iron and trees.

He looked at his supplies, lined up against the wall. One can of the farmer’s tomatoes. A plastic bag with maybe a cup of rice. The dented pot.

He’d have the rest of the squirrel for dinner. The tomatoes… that was for a bad day.

Today’s a good day, he thought. You found meat.

He put the knife down. He reached into the bag of rice. He poured a small amount into his palm. He counted the grains. Twenty. Thirty. Thirty-five.

He put thirty-five grains of rice, one by one, into his mouth. He chewed them raw. The crunch was loud in the silence. They turned to a chalky paste. He swallowed.

His stomach gurgled. It was a hollow, empty thing, and it was angry.

Shut up.

He sat in the dark. The ghosts came. The ones from the university. The ones he’d locked in the gym. Sarah Chen. The farmer, Henderson. They stood in the shadows, by the empty ice-cream freezer, their faces pale, their eyes judging.

You left us, they whispered.

You killed us.

I’m alive, Tom thought back, his jaw tight. He chewed his rice. You’re not. That’s the difference.

He pulled the locket from his pocket. He didn’t open it. He just held the cold silver in his palm. James and Eleanor. A promise made in another world. A stupid promise.

He thought of Emma. He thought of Jake.

Don’t.

He pushed the thought away. Thinking of them was a hole. A hole in the ice. He’d fall through, and the cold would stop his heart. He couldn’t afford it.

He sat for an hour. Or three. The light through the cracks in the boarded windows turned from gray to a deep, bruised purple.

Then he heard it.

It wasn’t the wind. It wasn’t the sign.

It was a sound. A new one. A low, wet thrum-thrum-thrum.

A machine.

Tom didn’t breathe. He listened. It was distant. Getting closer. An engine. But not a car. It was high-pitched, angry. Two of them.

ATVs.

He moved.

He didn’t run. He slid. He grabbed the pistol from the sleeping bag. He grabbed the half-eaten squirrel. He kicked the empty rice bag into the corner. He didn’t have a fire, but he checked the non-existent embers out of habit.

The pit.

He crossed the room and slid, feet-first, into the mechanic’s pit. The concrete was a shock of cold. He grabbed the piece of oil-stained plywood he’d cut for a lid.

The thrum-thrum was loud now. Right outside.

He pulled the plywood over the top.

Darkness. The smell of old oil and rust. He lay on his back, the pistol on his chest, pointing at the wood above him.

The ATVs stopped. He heard the crunch of boots in the snow, right above his head.

Stupid, he thought, the word a cold, hard stone in his gut. Stupid to be out here.

He heard voices. Men. They were on the other side of the plywood.
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The voices were muffled by a foot of snow and the plywood lid.

“Sector’s clean. Same as last week.” The voice was deep, bored.

“Hold up.” The second voice was younger, higher. “You smell that?”

Tom held his breath. The air in the pit was thick with the smell of old oil, rust, and his own unwashed body.

Smell what?

“Smell what, Bixby?” the first voice said. The boot-crunching stopped.

“Smoke. Like… a campfire.”

Liar, Tom thought. No fire. Not in three days. His heart was a cold, heavy lump.

“You smell your own breath, kid. It’s ten degrees.”

“No, man, for real. Like… old smoke. Stale.”

The hole, Tom thought. The fire pit. The roof vent.

Stupid. Stupid.

A heavy thump on the plywood, right over his face. Tom flinched, his finger tightening on the trigger. The pistol was pointed right at the sound. One shot, two. He’d punch two holes through the wood and two holes through the man. And the other one would kill him.

“Just plywood,” Bixby said.

“You gonna check under every piece of trash in the county?”

“Just lookin’. This place… it’s boarded up from the inside. See?” A crunch-crunch as the kid walked away from the pit, toward the front of the store. “Front door’s chained. Back window’s got tires in it. Someone made a nest.”

“A ‘nest.’ You been reading those old books again?”

“It’s a tactical term, Hollis.”

“It’s a word from a bird, kid. Look, it’s empty. Snow’s clean. No tracks in or out.”

“Except ours.”

“Yeah, except ours. You done?”

A thwack of a heavy, gloved hand against the boarded-up window. “Maybe they’re in the back. In the garage.”

“Maybe they’re on the moon,” Hollis said. “We sweep the sector, we report. That’s the job. The job ain’t ‘poke around every shithole’ you find.”

Tom heard the clack of a rifle being set down. The heavy scrape of a metal box. “C’mon. I’m cold. Let’s have some coffee.”

Tom didn’t move. Coffee?

He heard a hiss. A small-jet sound. A portable stove.

They have a stove. They have coffee.

He lay in the dark, his stomach a hollow, aching void. He hadn’t had coffee in… a year? Two? The smell started to drift into the pit, a faint, rich, impossible aroma. It was torture.

“How do you take it?” Hollis asked.

“What?”

“The coffee, asshole. We got milk.”

“Milk?”

“The powdered kind. From the stores. Tastes like chalk, but it’s white.”

“Just black.”

“Tough guy. Here.”

Silence, but for the sound of sipping. The crunch of boots in snow. Hollis was a pacer.

“You know,” Bixby said, his voice a little clearer, “I heard they caught one. Over in Sector Four.”

“A ghost?”

“Yeah. Some old guy, living in a deer stand. Had, like, fifty traps.”

“So?”

“So, they brought him in. Interrogation.”

“That’s a nice word for it.”

“Heard he lasted two days.”

“Two days?” Hollis laughed, a short, barking sound. “Kid, you gotta be tougher than that. What’d he know?”

“Nothing. Same old story. Just… trying to live.”

“That’s the crime,” Hollis said. He sipped his coffee. “You ‘just try to live’ on our side of the river, you’re stealing. You’re stealing food, you’re stealing fuel, you’re stealing air.”

“So what’d they do?”

“What do you think they did? Put him in the ground. End of story. One less mouth.”

Tom’s hand was shaking. Not from fear. From rage. He was breathing through his mouth, hot, shallow breaths that fogged in the tiny, dark space.

One less mouth.

He heard Bixby get up. “I’m gonna check the garage.”

“Bixby, for chrissakes…”

“Two minutes. Just wanna see if they left any of the good tools. I need a ball-peen.”

Tom heard the boots move away, toward the garage bay. He heard the clang of the roll-up door being kicked.

“It’s locked down, Hollis!”

“No shit! They’re all locked down! Now get back here. We’re burning daylight.”

A clomp as Bixby jumped from the bay, back into the snow. “This place gives me the creeps, man. It’s too… quiet.”

“It’s a gas station, kid. It’s dead. Like everything else.”

Tom heard the snap of the stove being turned off. The clink of metal. Gear being packed.

“Alright, let’s mount up. We gotta check the rail line before dark.”

“Think we’ll see anything?”

“Hope not. I see something, I gotta shoot it. I shoot it, I gotta fill out a report.”

“You’re a real romantic, Hollis.”

“I’m a realist, kid. That’s why I’m warm, and that ghost in the deer stand is dirt. Saddle up.”

He heard them walk to their machines. The high-pitched whine of two electric starters. The engines caught, the thrum-thrum cutting the silence.

They didn’t leave. The engines idled.

What now?

“Hey, Bixby,” Hollis’s voice was different. Closer. Right by the pit.

“Yeah?”

“You were right.”

“About what?”

“Someone’s been here.”

Tom’s body went cold. He sees the hatch. He sees the snow on the roof.

“Look,” Hollis said. A crunch of his boot on the plywood. He was standing on the lid. Tom could feel the weight shift.

He pointed the pistol. His thumb on the safety. One. Two.

“The roof vent,” Hollis said, his voice right above Tom’s face. “Snow’s knocked off. And the sign’s busted. But the vent… someone’s been on the roof.”

Bixby’s ATV idled closer. “You think he’s in there?”

“He was,” Hollis said. “Tracks are three, four days old. Before the storm. Long gone now.”

He didn’t see the snares, Tom thought. He didn’t see my tracks from this morning.

Careless.

No, Hollis said, as if answering the thought. “He’s smart. Went out in the storm, came back in the storm. Or he’s in the woods. But he was here.”

The weight lifted. Hollis stepped off the plywood.

“So what do we do?” Bixby asked.

“Nothing. It’s not our job. We report it. Let the next sweep clear it. If they’re dumb enough to come back, they’re dumb enough to get shot.”

He heard Hollis mount his ATV.

“You’re not even gonna look?” Bixby said.

“I did look, kid. I saw a shithole gas station. I saw old tracks. And I see a long ride home. Now, let’s go.”

The engines revved, a high-pitched scream. The thrum-thrum moved, churning snow. It faded. Faded.

Gone.

Tom lay in the dark. His breath was a cloud. The smell of coffee was still in the air. He listened.

He heard the wind. He heard the sign.

Screech. Thunk.

He stayed in the pit for an hour. Then another. He counted to a thousand, three times.

He finally pushed the plywood up. It was heavy, covered in fresh snow from Hollis’s boots.

He slid out. His legs were stiff, his body aching.

He moved to the front, to a crack in the boards. He saw the tracks. Two perfect, deep-grooved trails from the ATVs, heading west. West, toward the wall. Toward home.

He looked at his hands. They were caked in dirt, the knuckles split and bleeding.

He saw their faces in his mind. Clean. Shaved. Well-fed. They had coffee.

They were an army. And he was just one less mouth.















