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      Nathan and his family are on the run from a catastrophic polar shift—but the bitter cold is the least of their worries.

      Nathan was led to believe that Detroit would be the proverbial promised land, but when his family arrives they find a city struggling just to survive in the frigid conditions. Nathan’s old friend Stryker has made a safe haven in the ancient Masonic Temple, but it soon becomes clear that the comfortable life within its walls is unsustainable. Resources are running out fast, and with a new baby to feed and another son in need of medicine, Nathan and Cyndi face a difficult choice: dig in with the dangerously naïve Stryker, or head west to Wyoming.

      As Nathan debates this fateful decision, he learns the horrifying secret behind Stryker’s success. In his heart, he knows he’s unwilling to pay such a price for his family’s safety, but leaving the city is no easy matter when even the walls have eyes. Now, his family, Syd, and their friends will have to use all of their skills to help each other escape and survive whatever comes next, or die trying.
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      The plaster covering the wall six inches from Nathan’s ear exploded before he ever heard the shot. Stryker was dragging him down to the floor of the abandoned store when his legs hadn’t even gotten half a chance to throw him down. Everything happened in slow motion, and Nathan’s tired body slowed down the very reactions he needed to save himself.

      Stryker looked around the counter where they were hunkered down, his tortured breath making fast-formed clouds in the freezing air. “Did you see where it came from?”

      “No,” Nathan said, shaking his head and feeling inside his North Face jacket for the SIG-Sauer he wore in a shoulder holster. Never one to want to be armed arbitrarily, Nathan had nevertheless reluctantly agreed with his wife, Cyndi, that he would carry a pistol when he was out on bartering trips with Stryker.

      Two more shots rang out in the cold air. Footsteps ran by the store front and voices Nathan couldn’t make out shouted things that might have been warnings, or orders. It was difficult to tell. Then came silence.

      The trips out from Detroit’s grand Masonic Temple, where Nathan lived with Cyndi, Tony, his ten-year-old asthmatic son, and his now sickly baby, Brandon, had become ever more dangerous over the past few months—loosely, since Cyndi had given birth to Brandon. This time, it was clear enough that the shots fired hadn’t been meant for Nathan or Stryker, but they did indicate that the men could easily get caught up in the fights of rival gangs or those of the city’s so-called security force. “So-called,” Nathan thought bitterly, because the only security they seemed to be interested in was their own.

      Nathan hadn’t yet forgiven Stryker Wilson for selling him the con that Detroit, in reality, was. As the Big Winter had bitten hard, and Nathan had been persuaded against his better judgement to travel the icy landscape between his home in New York State and Michigan, the relief he’d felt at finally reaching his destination had been short-lived. Stryker, the blond-haired Walter Mitty of the Post-Apocalypse, had told Nathan and his family Detroit had been ahead of the curve in every respect when it came to holding out against the horror of the Earth tipping over on its axis (or at least the crust shifting – no one was really sure exactly what had happened) and the Mid-Atlantic effectively becoming the new North Pole. The whole of the eastern seaboard of North America had frozen in a sequence of rapidly worsening winters. Many people had lit off southwest to an uncertain future, while some people had gone to Detroit.

      But nothing had been what it had seemed.

      Stryker hadn’t told them the whole story. Sure, there were some glassed-in areas where the streets were warm and the living a little easier, but nowhere near enough to accommodate the ten thousand or so people who now called the mostly derelict city their home. In the Greenhouse Zone, as Stryker called it, a new elite class of haves was growing, but out on the streets, lawlessness was fomenting among the have-nots.

      In fact, the city, although frozen in physical reality, had the hot, sick feeling of a painful boil that was about to burst.

      The other thing that had made Nathan remain was Cyndi’s pregnancy and her needing to be near even the rudimentary medical facilities Detroit could offer. Brandon was a month old now—a sickly little wretch with whooping cough, who had refused the breast almost from the word go. Cyndi’s pregnancy being affected by the stress of the journey—the lack of adequate food and warmth—had taken its toll. Tony, the ramrod straight eldest, had struggled with his asthma, but they at least had access to some medication. But when Brandon was able to travel, Nathan was determined to travel south, however much Stryker and the City Government wanted him to stay.

      Nathan risked his head to move above the countertop. The street outside lay choked with snow and dead cars. The building opposite, with all its broken windows, showed the apartments inside were uninhabited. This was a dark and eerily silent quarter of the city usually, but it was one he and Stryker had to travel through to get to the market in Trash Town.

      “I think they’ve gone,” Nathan said, risking standing up. Stryker nodded and followed Nathan to where they’d dropped the small crate containing one of the spare Chinese power inverters that the two men were taking to Trash Town to barter with for what goods they could find.

      They’d busted their way into this long-looted store when they’d heard shooting a block or so away, but hadn’t managed to find cover before a ricochet or just a wild shot had tried to add some new ventilation to Nathan’s head.

      Nathan inched towards the doorway that led out to the sidewalk. A slicing wind had begun whipping up ice and flurry, plowing a line along the becalmed vehicles. There was no shouting, though, and he could no longer hear any gunfire. If the gangs were still in the vicinity, then either one had triumphed or the other had managed to get away. Ammunition was so scarce in the city that gangs really had to have a beef with each other to waste it.

      Nathan stopped to pick up one of the rope handles on the end of the crate they’d been carrying and Stryker took the other. They’d made it ten steps along the icy sidewalk before Nathan realized he still had the pistol in his hand. He put it back in his holster and zipped up the jacket.

      “You’re too trusting, dude,” Stryker said, indicating that Nathan shouldn’t have put his weapon away.

      Nathan looked back at Stryker with eyes as cold as the street. “Ain’t that the truth?”

      Stryker looked down, but answered, “I guess I asked for that.”

      “I guess you did.”

      What Stryker hadn’t told Nathan or Cyndi before they’d begun their journey to Detroit was that the Greenhousers—the ones who lived in relative comfort in the city—offered bonuses and bounties to any of their outer city dwellers who could bring skilled and useful people to the city. Stryker’s messages and promises hadn’t been designed to get Nathan to the city per se, although good practical men were always needed, but to get Cyndi there. Her deep knowledge of prepper culture, tricks, tips, and survival processes made her someone who was invaluable to the Greenhousers and their Mayor Brant.

      That Cyndi had refused to cooperate with the City Government in any way while she was pregnant, and also now that she was dealing with a sickly child, had been only half the reason she was so resistant to Brant’s overtures. She had nearly lost her husband, her son, and her unborn son on the journey there—a journey that had turned out to be a sham—and she had made it very clear to the Greenhousers that she would not be fitting right into their little system like a cog. Not while she couldn’t trust them as far as she could throw them.

      Nathan smiled as he remembered the incandescent rage Cyndi had shown to Brant when the fat, officious little man, all political puff and false bonhomie, had visited them in Stryker’s apartment. Brant had been sent away with a mess of fleas in his ears, and hadn’t looked at all like a man who was used to being talked to like that.

      They had been told by Brant that they would have to reside with Stryker in the Masonic building, however unhappy that made them, or else they would be thrown out of the city—baby or no baby. Nathan’s smile disappeared smartly as he reviewed that particular aspect of the situation, and so he put his head down and marched.

      The walk to Trash Town took another half an hour, but they didn’t get caught up in any more gang fights along the way. The tension between Stryker and Nathan was still pervasive, and on occasion, corrosive. Although Nathan had known Stryker for over half of his life, and had cemented their friendship in school and college, Nathan had taken the traditional route in life by working with his daddy in the family-owned auto shop in Glens Falls, NY., while after college, Stryker had sent himself on an odyssey that had taken him into Hollywood, trucking, and many failed relationships, until he’d finally fetched up in Detroit, trying desperately to make himself more useful than he actually was. He’d shown this side of his character on the very first day Nathan, his family, and their friends had turned up—by blowing up his apartment before they’d even had a chance to get through the doors. Stryker hadn’t placed adequate safety systems around the lashed-up methane still he’d been prototyping, and the place had gone up in a gust of flame and flying soil.

      It had soon become clear to Nathan that Stryker was more mouth than he was trousers; he should have realized it from the start, and was kicking himself for not doing so. Stryker, although fun, had been a waster in youth, a maker of big plans that were never followed through. His life in Detroit was proving to be working out along similar lines. And even though, in normal circumstances, Nathan would have held a soft spot for his friend and might even have felt sorry for the desperation of his situation, he couldn’t now get the bitter taste of deception out of his mouth.

      They reached the corner of the city block and Trash Town was suddenly laid out before them. Groups of people huddled around burning braziers, gouts of black smoke billowing up around them. The streets here were narrow, and the canvas of an old circus tent had been cannibalized to provide a sheltered area that was roped across the street some fifteen feet and held in place by poles. The whole area could be taken down in minutes when a storm blew through the city, and the poles could be shaken to dislodge any buildup of ice or snow that accrued.

      Trash Town was so named because it was where anything looted, made, or grown in the non-Greenhoused areas of the city could be traded for other similar items. The bustle of commerce and community was balanced by a basic paranoia and fear of strangers, and it had taken Nathan some time to get his face well-known around the place and become accepted.

      Armed guards stood by the nearest brazier, warming their hands and their butts. Their shotguns were leveled down as Stryker and Nathan approached with their crate swinging between them. As soon as the head guard saw they were friendlies, though, Nathan and Stryker were waved through into the open maw of Trash Town.

      Inside the tented off area of the street, the air was warmer, and it smelled of cooking and damp bodies. Stalls were set up along one wall where pies and breads were up for barter, another selling water purification filters – the plumbing system in the city having long since broken down – but the snow that blew down from the fierce sky was contaminated with volcanic ash from the super volcano that had erupted on the subarctic coast of Alaska, making flight impossible and sending temperatures even lower. Beyond the filters were dried meats from unidentifiable sources—Nathan still hadn’t built up enough courage to try them. They were managing to grow enough vegetables in Stryker’s rebuilt hydroponic farm, and barter for other food, so it hadn’t been necessary. Those dried meats, after all, could have come from anywhere or anything. Meanwhile, other sellers were openly pushing hydroponically-grown marijuana and other mind-altering substances. Life in the city for the non-Greenhousers was tough and depressing, so a lot of people were self-medicating when they could. Nathan hadn’t partaken himself, but there was a distinct aroma of the drug around the Masonic Temple on occasion. Donie, Dave, and Stryker were all smoking the odd joint when they could get one, and didn’t seem to mind Nathan’s disapproval. He was satisfied that, out of some level of respect for his views, they never did it around the children.

      Once again, Nathan thought that Trash Town’s tent had the feeling of a Wild West outpost from some long-forgotten America. The flickering light from the braziers, the hubbub of conversation, and the rich aroma of food with an underlying atmosphere of mistrust all made Nathan feel like he and Stryker had walked into an old-style saloon. A piano hadn’t exactly stopped playing, and neither had all the eyes turned on them, but some faces were shifting in their direction, and greedy expressions showed in the firelight as their crate swung between them.

      A thin-faced woman with ratty dreads, a torn Barbour jacket, and white tribe markings across the brown cheeks of her face stepped from the crowd. “You bring it, Stryker?”

      Stryker pulled up on his rope handle, causing the Chinese inverter to clunk inside the crate. “Have I ever let you down, Rose?”

      “Let me count de ways,” Rose countered sarcastically as she pointed to a nearby stall. “You stay out de way of Brant’s men?”

      “Of course,” Stryker answered. Rose fixed him with an x-ray stare that even made Nathan shiver. When it appeared that she’d sucked everything out of Stryker’s soul with her eyes, she pointed at the crate next. “Bring it.”

      Stryker had told Nathan that Rose, one of the canniest traders in Trash Town, and its de facto leader, had made it known that she had a stock of seeds recovered from a market garden scavenging mission. She was willing to trade, and between the scarcity of good inverters and Stryker having a couple of spares, it was a good deal to make.

      The crate was hefted into the stall and Nathan released the clasps on the lid. The inverter, red and old, looked like it had seen better days.

      “This the best you have?” Rose asked with maximum suspicion in her voice.

      “I checked it over myself; it’s old but it does the job. You won’t find a better one today, or tomorrow.”

      “Who’s your friend?” Rose asked Stryker, ignoring Nathan completely. “I seen ‘im around, but I haven’t yet…had the pleasure.”

      “This is Nathan, Rose. He’s solid. And he knows his stuff. Trust me…”

      Rose almost choked laughing, and in that moment, Nathan decided that he liked her.

      Rose scrambled around on the floor and brought up a wire. “This from the windmill up on roof. Let’s see what your contraption do.”

      Nathan took the wire from her hand and plugged it into the inverter. The power light came on and the dial jumped. “DC your end; AC this end. It’ll work like a dream for you, and if it doesn’t, I’ll come over and fix it for free.”

      Rose gave a salacious smile and squeezed Nathan’s bicep. “That’s not all you can come over and fix if you want, honey.”

      Nathan felt his face reddening. And even in a broken world, with his family’s life in the balance against the hell of the Big Winter and being forced to live in Detroit, a city full of danger and threat around every corner, Nathan was glad he could still feel normal, human emotions—even if it was through a little bit of uncomfortable embarrassment. He’d been tempered and toughened in so many different ways over the last few months that just this simple thing made his heart leap with joy. He smiled at Rose. “If I wasn’t married, with a boy and a baby just born, I would take that as the highest compliment, ma’am. But right now, the only extra seeding I want to do is with your beetroot and bell peppers. If you get my drift?”

      Rosa threw back her head and gave a hearty laugh, one that seemed to dissipate the tension in Trash Town and make the whole situation a whole lot more reasonable.

      They stayed for drinks with Rose once the deal was done. The hard liquor the Trash Towners were distilling in basements in the buildings around the settlement was raw and scratchy on the throat, but Nathan enjoyed the warmth. Their talk was of the bad feelings between the Trash Towners, and the security of Brant’s faction living in the comfort and warmth of their greenhouses. There was much resentment from those outside in the cold, forced to trade at vastly unfair rates for foodstuffs and meats grown under the glass.

      “It is ever so with the rich,” Rose said bitterly, necking a slug of cloudy liquor from an old bottle. “Dey need us poor, bringing them stuff. Bad days in Detroit, pretty boys. Bad days, indeed.”

      When the drinking and philosophizing was done, the crate had been stocked with packets of seeds and some sad-looking seed potatoes. With another playful squeeze of Nathan’s bicep, Rose sent the two of them on their way.

      “I guess I better bring you every time I go trading with Rose,” Stryker said, with not a little bit of edge in his voice, as they walked away. Stryker had been working hard to build a level of status since he’d arrived in Detroit, but Nathan was already better at being popular and in demand—it came to him naturally. He’d been proving himself around the other apartments in the Masonic building, fixing up electrics and generators, working on the building’s heating systems. He’d stabilized the building’s ancient boiler by jury-rigging neat new heat-exchangers, and also fixed a problem with the emergency lighting in the internal fire escape stairwell. Nathan just saw it as being neighborly, but he could tell, in some respects, that Stryker thought he was trying to usurp him in some way. It couldn’t be further from the truth. As soon as they could, they were getting out of Detroit, and that was that.

      “She was a character, yeah. I liked her.”

      “Not as much as she liked you.”

      They walked on in silence for a while. The afternoon twilight was thickening towards the first edge of night, and the deserted streets on the journey from Trash Town were deadened by the last deep fall of snow—the quietness pressing hard and uncomfortably against Nathan’s ears. Thoughts of how the city of Detroit must have been so different before the Big Winter punched him in the gut.

      These streets would have been thronged with cars and people, and the yelling, music, and conversation—everyone trying to be heard, everyone trying to live their lives and do their do. Now it was like walking through the world’s largest cemetery, with gravestones as big as buildings.

      Stryker’s feet crunched to a halt, snapping Nathan out of his thoughts. “Did you hear that?”

      Nathan listened. Nothing but the snow-dead silence of the street greeted him. “No. What did you hear?”

      “A click.”

      Nathan listened again, but there was nothing. “What sort of click?”

      “I’ve had to be around guns more than enough these last few years, Nathan; you get so know the sounds. We’re being watched, and I just heard someone take the safety off.”

      Nathan looked up at the looming, snow-smeared buildings around them, their windows broken and the rooms beyond them dark. The sky was glutted with gray clouds. If they didn’t make it back to the Masonic Temple anytime soon, they were going to be out in the snowy wastes of Detroit in full dark. And that didn’t bear thinking about.

      “You know, I thought my ears were good, but you, sir, have taken it to the next level.”

      Nathan and Stryker spun around. In the windows of the building they’d passed only moments before, three faces were hovering in the gray gloom, their clothes dark and their faces covered in ski masks. They were all holding weapons. A shotgun, a pistol, and a semi-automatic rifle.

      “I guess it’s the snow that does it, makes the silence more intense, and me just clicking off the safety on my pistol here was too loud under the circumstances.”

      The voice was harsh and female. It came from the middle figure. “I mean, I was going to shout to you anyways… I was just, as you might say, making preparations in case you two decided to be heroes. So, gentlemen. What’s in the crate?” The woman moved her hand with the gun up in a harsh flick. “And would you please, for safety’s sake, and my sensibilities, please raise your hands. I wouldn’t want to shoot you in the face for nothing.”

      The woman, after telling one of the figures in the widow, the one with the semi-automatic, to “Cover them,” ducked inside, and moments later emerged from a door at the top of some snow-covered steps. Behind her, another ski-masked, dark-suited man—by the way he walked—followed her gingerly down the steps.

      “Is this a robbery?” Nathan asked as the woman reached the bottom of the steps and planted her feet firmly in the snow, raising her pistol as she did so.

      “Well, that depends if you got anything worth stealing. But in reality, I hope not. Instead of stealing from you, I think I’d rather make a deal—how does that sound?”

      Nathan couldn’t have gotten at his gun even if he’d wanted to since it was zipped inside his jacket. And the man in the ski mask was leveling his shotgun at Stryker’s waist.

      “Your weapons, please,” the woman said, “and slowly please; my fingers are cold and they tend to shiver. We don’t want that shivering turning into a shooting, do we?”

      Stryker and Nathan carefully handed their guns over. The woman relaxed a little. The ski-masked man didn’t.

      “We know you,” the woman said to Stryker. “You’re one of those who live in the Masonic Temple.”

      “Yeah? What of it?” Stryker replied, his voice holding remarkably strong under the circumstances.

      “I just want you to know that we know where you live.”

      “So?”

      “So that we can find you and kill you, if you don’t do exactly what we say.”
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      The words hung frozen in the air like icicles. “What deal do you want to make?” Nathan asked.

      The woman lowered her pistol, but her friend with the shotgun leveled his up. “A sensible man. I like sensible men. What’s in the crate?”

      “None of your business,” Stryker spat.

      Nathan turned to Stryker and made a face. “Let’s at least hear them out.”

      The ski-masked woman nodded. “What he said, Stry.”

      “Don’t make the situation worse. While we’re talking, we’re breathing,” Nathan added.

      Stryker’s skin was reddening and the fingers of his gloved hands spasmed. He seemed far from convinced that this was an acceptable trade-off. “I know exactly what you people are. I’ve been in this city long enough to recognize vermin when I see them!”

      “Rude,” the woman commented, her voice dripping with sarcasm, but Nathan thought he could detect a smile in the stretched fabric of the ski mask.

      Stryker’s eyes burned into Nathan. “They’re parasites, Nate, pure and simple. If we give in to them now, then they’ll keep coming back for more.”

      “Give in? What are you talking about?”

      The woman raised her hand. “If I might contribute?”

      Stryker near boiled over, but Nathan nodded even as he realized how stupid he looked, giving her permission to speak while his hands were raised and there was a shotgun pointing at his chest.

      “You can put your hands down.”

      Nathan and Stryker complied.

      “That’s better,” the woman said. “Now, shall we all go inside? There’s no fire, but it is out of the wind.”

      The man covered them and the woman led the way towards the tenement, up the steps, through warped green wooden doors, and into a grimly damp entrance hall. The building had been built in the early 20th century, and in that time, it might have looked opulent and stately, with checkerboard tiled floor, well-carved moldings, and an intricate plaster rose surrounding the central, dead light in the ceiling.

      The place now stank of damp, though, and the tiles were cracked, the paint peeling, with indecipherable graffiti covering the walls. If the tenement hadn’t been abandoned, Nathan was sure the residents it would have held now wouldn’t have been from the same social group as those it had been built for. It had the feel now of a sunken luxury liner that lay broken at the bottom of the Atlantic.

      It was good, however, to be out of the wind. The woman continued down the hall and on through to an apartment door. Nathan, Stryker, and Shotgun followed. Although the rooms therein, like the hall, had seen better days, there was a coziness about the design that made Nathan think of old-time movies on black-and-white TV.

      The furniture was old and rotting, the fireplace dark and cold. The windows had long ago been smashed, and ragged curtains wafted in them, but the worst of the wind was outside the building and kept at bay.

      The woman took off her mask. She was perhaps in her mid-thirties, blonde, with a strikingly angular face and green eyes. She looked fit and able, and unlike most people Nathan knew in the city, she also appeared to be well-fed.

      “I’m Natasha Roker. My friends call me Tasha.”

      “We’re not your friends,” Stryker said.

      Nathan flashed another look at Stryker. This was not the time to play the hero. If they got out of this mess alive, then they could work out a way to deal with it, but right now it was best to play along until an opportunity arose for them to get away.

      “No, but you could be our friends. In fact, we’d prefer you to be our friends,” Tasha said, perching on the side of an ancient couch from which upholstery springs emerged like snakes.

      Nathan could see Stryker was about to smart-mouth again, and so he placed a hand on his shoulder. “Let me deal with this, yeah?”

      Stryker opened his mouth, but Nathan squeezed the shoulder hard. “I’m not making Cyndi a widow today, and neither are you. Is that understood?”

      Stryker’s lips pursed, but he nodded his acquiescence. Nathan turned back to Tasha. Behind her, her two friends had kept their ski masks on and stood poised for any eventuality. The three of them together, standing almost to attention with ski masks and weapons on show, looked like a tableaux formed to shoot a terrorist martyrdom video rather than a grubby bit of gangstering in a derelict Detroit street.

      “So, you, Mr. Other Stry. Who are you?”

      “Nathan Tolley. Been here coming on for three months. Came here from Glens Falls, New York with my wife, kids, and some friends.”

      “Friends, eh?” Tasha signaled to the guy with the semi-automatic. “Go outside, Frank, and make sure their friends haven’t started looking for them. They may have agreed to a route they might take from Trash Town. We don’t want any unexpected visitors.”

      Frank nodded and stalked from the room, his dark eyes looking on suspiciously in a just you try it, pal fashion as he brushed past Nathan.

      “What do you do?” Tasha asked Nathan.

      “Survive, mostly.”

      “Don’t we all, Nathan, don’t we all? I mean, of course, by what means do you survive? What are your skills?”

      Nathan saw no need to not cooperate yet, so told her. “Mechanical. I can fix just about anything if I turn my mind to it.”

      “Well, that is useful to know.”

      “If you have something for me to fix, and then that gets us out of here, then lead me to it.”

      “Your willingness, Mr. Tolley, to oblige does you credit, and I’m sure at some point in our respective futures we’ll have reason to call on your services, but let us not forget the matter in hand.”

      Her eyes became steely. “Open the crate.”

      Tasha’s voice was calm and well-modulated, assertive, and definitely educated. She wasn’t some street kid who’d grown up with the gangs of Detroit. Her voice was accentless, too, as if she was from nowhere and everywhere at the same time. Exhibiting eyes that were quick and intelligent, she was a force to be reckoned with, for sure.

      Nathan bent down and took the lid off the crate.

      “Billy,” Tasha said, and without needing to be told twice, Shotgun bent and rifled through the packs of seeds and seed potatoes. He ripped open a packet of beetroot seeds and poured them into his palm.

      “Hey!” Stryker took a step forward and Tasha pointed her pistol at his head.

      “I’d simmer down if I were you, Mr. Wilson, before either one of us does something we regret.”

      “Those are just seeds, but they’re important. You know how scarce food is,” Nathan said, trying to placate the situation. It was not an easy job being the peacemaker around Stryker. “Please let us just leave with our seeds and we’ll leave you in peace. You know where we are, so you can contact us if you need any machinery worked on. I’ve said I’ll help.”

      Nathan reached out to Billy for the half-emptied packet and cupped his other hand for the ski-masked gangster to pour the seeds from his hand into his own.

      Billy looked up at Tasha and she nodded her assent. He passed the packet to Nathan and then dribbled the seeds he’d held into the mechanic’s upturned palm. Nathan poured the seeds back into the open packet, spilling only a couple. Stryker bent and picked them up, all the while glaring at Billy.

      “So, are you going to tell us what you want?” Nathan asked as he put the packet back into the crate and put the lid back in place.

      “Detroit is a dangerous place these days,” Tasha said. Stryker snorted, but said nothing. “There are gangs and there are individuals who pose a threat to the survival of the citizen who just wishes to go about his business.”

      Nathan could see now what Stryker had said about Tasha and her crew being parasites. “Go on.”

      “Well, I represent a group who don’t have what you might call practical skills. We’re not farmers, growers, menders, or mechanics. We have different skills. They’re more… defense oriented… if you get my drift?”

      “Defense from who? You?”

      “Let’s keep this civil, Mr. Tolley. You’ve been doing so well.”

      “You want a cut of our produce, our skills, our technology, and in return, we won’t meet with an unfortunate accident. Is that what you mean?”

      “I’m glad to see we’re on the same page.”

      “I don’t think we are.”

      “Perhaps not,” Tasha smiled, “but, Mr. Tolley, I’m sure you’ve already recognized the cover of the book.”

      “Yes.”

      “So, Billy, Frank and I will accompany you back to the Masonic Temple, and we’ll have a very good look at your setup, meet your… family… and perhaps break bread together. We’ll work out terms and draw up an agreement. How does that sound?”

      “Like you’re running a protection racket.”

      “I prefer to call it a symbiotic relationship. Shall we go?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They left the tenement in full darkness.

      The lid of cold night had been closed across the city with a finality that chilled Nathan more than the effects of the surrounding winter. He could smell smoke on the air, coming from the various burning areas of the city and its blackened twin, Windsor, set across the frozen river. As they moved from the derelict area of town, they began to pass open areas where huge plastic cloches had been set up, these being warmed by wind-powered generators and used to grow food. Other vacant city lots had been covered with plastic enclosures where pigs and chickens could be raised undercover, out of the worst of the winter. The smell of pig manure on the cold air told Nathan they were nearing the vast Masonic Temple, where Stryker’s apartment and hydroponic center rested. It was also where the assembly of what Stryker had laughably called the City Government met. What Stryker had neglected to tell them was that it was the City Government for those outside of the Greenhouse to the south of the city. It was a toothless government that had no real power, other than that of implementing the orders from the Greenhousers. That’s why gangs like Tasha’s were allowed to roam freely and terrorize and racketeer—there was no police force worthy of the name out here. They were too busy protecting the Greenhousers.

      Stryker and Nathan walked ahead, still carrying the crate between them with Tasha, Billy, and Frank following along behind, weapons drawn. Although Nathan had been willing to at least discuss what Tasha wanted while they’d been back in the tenement, he was getting severely antsy now about letting this trio up into Stryker’s apartment to see what stores and stocks they had, not to mention bringing them around his wife and children. It was a meeting he absolutely didn’t want to see happen, but right now he could see zero ways of getting out of it.

      The Masonic Temple was a huge sixteen-story art deco monster that punched up from the sidewalk like the fist of a giant. With turrets for fingers and hefty stonework for knuckles, it was both horrifically beautiful and impenetrably solid. It was a good place to live if you couldn’t get into the Greenhouse, and it had provided more than adequate shelter and warmth for Nathan and his family.

      The roof was a porcupine of wind turbines and the windows glowing with yellow light across the top floors were fed by cables lashed over the roof and down the stone fascia. Nathan didn’t like to think of it as home in a permanent sense, but it was certainly not somewhere he wanted invaded by these three slimeballs.

      “Well, look at that, pretty as a picture,” Tasha said, pointing up at the temple. “You know, boys, we might just go the whole hog and move in.”

      Nathan’s spine stiffened at the words, and it made him tell his first lie. “Everyone’s welcome, but we have a no guns policy within the building; as long as you don’t mind that, you’re welcome to one of the unused apartments.”

      Tasha laughed. “Unused apartments? Mr. Tolley, why would we go through the rigmarole of setting up a new apartment, connecting it to a turbine, drying it out, and sourcing furniture and the like when we can just have your apartment, and you can put in the hard yards. I’m a fighter, not a lover, as I think they used to say.”

      Billy and Frank’s laughter rattled harshly on the air. Billy especially sounded like one of the pigs in one of the farm cloches. There was snot and phlegm in the sound of his laugh, and it disgusted Nathan, but still there was no way he could see out of this situation.

      Until Stryker fell over.

      At first, Nathan thought his friend had been pistol-whipped from behind, or worse still, been hit by some sniper’s bullet. Snipers were an occasional problem in the city. They usually shot, killed, and then came down to street-level to see what they could salvage from the body. Thankfully, last month Brant had ordered his police out of the Greenhouse to see if they could round a few of the miscreants up. It had been a rare positive step from the Greenhousers to help those on the outside, though Nathan felt sure that getting rid of the snipers would have had even more of a positive effect on the Greenhousers anyway. People could still be shot through glass.

      Whether Brant’s forces caught or eradicated any snipers had never been reported, but the incidents of sniper fire across this part of the city had at least seemed to stop until now.

      But, now, Stryker lay face down in the snow, groaning.

      “Get up!” Billy shouted at Stryker’s prostrate body. There was no reply, other than Stryker starting to shake. His boots kicked against the icy crust on the sidewalk, his knees jiggered, his hips shook, and his shoulders bunched. His forehead began pounding into the snow and his spine arched. A low keening wail escaped his lips and, as his face smooshed down into the snow, Stryker’s breathing became ragged and painful to listen to.

      “He’s having a seizure,” Nathan hissed, taking a step towards the stricken figure.

      “Don’t move!” barked Tasha. “Billy, take a look at him.”

      Billy knelt beside Stryker and put a hand on his shoulder, the savage shaking of his body immediately being transmitted along his arm.

      “Turn him over,” Tasha said, covering Nathan with her pistol.

      Billy pulled at Stryker, but such was the force of his shaking that it was difficult to get a purchase with one hand, so he put down his shotgun so that he could use both hands to turn his body.

      It was Billy’s biggest and last mistake.

      As he rolled Stryker’s body over, the hand beneath his body came up and fired one shot from a snub-nosed Smith & Wesson Model 36 revolver. The bullet punctured Billy’s forehead and blew the back of his head out like an egg in a microwave. Before anyone else could move, Stryker fired again, hitting Frank in the fleshy side of his thigh, sending him spinning into the snow.

      Unfortunately, Stryker wasn’t fast enough to stop Tasha. She fired two rounds directly at Nathan. Before he sailed through the air on the force of the double impact in his chest, and crashed to the snow in a haze of pain and horror, all he could hear were the frantic footsteps of Tasha as she ran back down the street, with the sound of Stryker’s bullets thudding off walls, metal, and snow.
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        * * *

      

      Nathan had two cracked ribs and a starkly red bruise the size of three fists on the right side of his chest, but the Kevlar vest had saved his life.

      Not content with making Nathan go out armed, Cyndi had insisted on the extra protection beneath his coat, and her survival instincts had now been proven correct. Although it made some movement difficult, for general use, the vest had been worth its weight in gold.

      Literally.

      Twenty-four hours after the run-in with Tasha and her boys, Cyndi was plumping the pillows behind Nathan’s head and offering him a cup of coffee. Nathan had been laying on his back, trying to get the ache out of his bones and not breathe so hard it caused a stabbing pain through his cracked ribcage. Cyndi had strapped him up and given him painkillers, but everything hurt like hell still and his mouth tasted like a sewer.

      After assuring him that Tony was concerned, but okay health-wise, and that Brandon was feeding a little better, Cyndi moved the conversation around to putting Nathan’s mind to rest about security at the Masonic. “I’ve spoken to some of the other residents about posting guards on the landings in case this woman comes back.”

      “It could have just been the three of them, or it could be a whole pack; I guess we’ll know when we know,” Nathan croaked. But no matter how lousy he felt, the bedroom was at least warm, and the food Cyndi had prepared last night had been welcome. “Where’s Stryker?”

      Cyndi gave an exasperated shake of her head. “He’s planting the seeds and telling everyone what a hero he is.”

      “I guess he was in way. He certainly convinced me he was having a seizure.”

      “Yes, but you realize we’re both going to be ninety before he stops talking about it?”

      Nathan grinned, not daring to laugh because he knew it would hurt too much. “And the others?”

      “Free was all for going out with Stryker to hunt them down. Dave and Donie took the body of the one Stryker killed to the mortuary building, and Lucy is… well, Lucy is Lucy, I guess. I think she’d be more perturbed if we ran out of liquor. That would be a dizz-arss-ter, dahling.”

      This time Nathan did laugh, and it hurt like hell.

      Cyndi’s impression and satire of the mega-rich and awfully stuck-up Lucy was spot-on. Lucy had been found with her dead chauffer on the highway, and had formed an uneasy bond with Nathan and his family, but a stronger, physical one with Freeson, Nathan’s employee from back east.

      They hadn’t yet been able to work out whether Lucy’s attachment to Freeson Mack was one with truly emotional depth, rather than one of convenience, but the cynically mordant guy was happy with the situation as it was. A longtime widower with a quick temper, Freeson had definitely mellowed in attitude since Lucy Arneston had arrived on the scene. They were an unlikely couple but, so far, a strong one.

      Cyndi kissed Nathan on the forehead and ruffled his hair, “Get some rest.”

      Nathan knew better than to argue, however much he wanted to get up from the bed in the apartment and go help secure the doors. Or help Stryker with the hydroponics, or even spend time with Tony. He’d gotten into the habit of reading to Tony at night in the Masonic. They were halfway through Treasure Island, and the boy was loving the high adventure and ripe characters. It seemed to help Nathan settle as much as it excited the boy. There wasn’t a lot of time for recreation in this new situation, and spending quality downtime with his son had become a priority. But Nathan knew he had taken a hard knock, and he’d be no good to anyone if he didn’t at least rest up for another day, Treasure Island or no Treasure Island.

      The ache in his ribs offered a bitterly hot stab every time he moved, and he felt as if his insides had shifted around and possibly turned upside down. But he was alive, and he would live to see at least one more day. He turned gingerly onto his side and rested his arm over his head to stop his elbow from resting on his injured side.

      Through the floor to ceiling window, the day was just getting started, its light was gray and steely. Flurries of fat flakes fell onto the panorama of black buildings he could see through the glass. Detroit seemed to shiver and waver beneath the fresh blizzard. There was no one moving in the streets, and even though it was morning, lights burned in many of the windows nearby and smoke was shafting up against the snow like becalmed but still running steam trains.

      As sleep claimed him once more, the painkillers kicking in, the warmth of the bed seeped through his aching body and Nathan’s last thought was for the city spread out before him. The extent of his world had become the craggy buildings and the frozen wilds beyond.

      His island of troubles set in the sea of winter.
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      Nathan was woken by the sound of Brandon coughing. The baby was in the makeshift nursery Nathan had created under Cyndi’s instructions before the baby had even been born.

      The room wasn’t entirely ready yet, but Cyndi had taken Brandon there over the last two nights so that Nathan, still full of pain, could get some undisturbed sleep. The pain from his cracked ribs had begun lessening as the bones began knitting their cracks together, but it was going to be a good few weeks before Nathan would be entirely pain free.

      Nathan heard Cyndi shushing the boy gently and he imagined her soothing the sickly infant against her breast, willing him to suckle. The boy would only intermittently feed, and this had long been causing plenty of concern. They did have a small supply of newborn infant milk formula. They’d traded it from the Greenhousers’ hospital when the baby had been born there—before they’d been sent on their way from the relative safety of the Greenhouse Zone and back to the Masonic building.

      The birth, thankfully, had been a straightforward one—as straightforward as these things could be, anyway—and Cyndi, now that she wasn’t constantly on the road and was getting adequate food, had recovered quickly. Nathan hadn’t bothered telling her to take it easy in the weeks after the birth because he’d known the answer she would give him. “Pregnancy is not an illness, Nate; stop treating it as one.”

      Cyndi had suffered preeclampsia during her first pregnancy with Tony, but whatever bad luck they’d had with the journey to Detroit, that specter hadn’t raised its ugly head for her second birth.

      Cutting off his thoughts of luck, or a lack thereof, the door to the bedroom opened and Tony came in with a cup of ginger tea for Nathan.

      “I made it myself, like Mom showed me.” Tony conscientiously walked towards Nathan, his eyes on the surface of the tea so as not to spill a drop. The Markstein’s, two floors below, grew ginger as well as other healing and useful herbs and roots in their own hydroponics setup. Cyndi had become firm friends with them, sharing recipes for poultices, balms, and healing teas. Ginger, she’d told Nathan, was a great anti-inflammatory and would aid healing. Cyndi constantly made the point that access to FDA-approved medications was going to be more difficult than getting food in the Big Winter. People were going to loot hospitals and pharmacies first in order to stockpile medications against future ailments. So, a return to the old ways of preparing medicaments from natural sources was going to be the way forward. At least hydroponic set-ups like Stryker’s and the Markstein’s would provide fresh ingredients as they found their way. Cyndi was never far away from her Culpeper herbal handbook, and even if she didn’t have it at hand, Nathan was convinced she knew it by heart
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