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Synopsis
 
Was anyone else alive? With each kilometre travelled, Maggs Espoir is increasingly certain the answer is no. In the aftermath of the outbreak, most people barricaded their homes or fled to somewhere remote. Maggs and her husband, Etienne, went to work, ensuring the electricity supply for Quebec and beyond. When the mushroom clouds rose above Montreal, the lights finally went out, and Maggs and Etienne were separated. In the year since, Maggs hasn’t stopped searching for her husband or given up hope that he’s still alive.
Between bandits, plagues, and the ever-present undead, Maggs and her small community are forced to flee one refuge after another. As civilisation fades into memory, the roads become increasingly treacherous. Strangers are more likely to offer a gunshot than a welcome. Medicines run out. Food runs scarce. Only the undead endure.
As the long winter finally comes to an end, her community is forced to accept that they might be among the very last survivors in North America, if not the world. For some, this realisation brings despair. Others see the increasing division as an opportunity for power. With factionalism rising, Maggs is tempted to strike out on her own, until the chance sighting of a plane suggests they aren’t alone after all. A plane means more than just survivors. It means a runway, a fuel supply, and enough food security that some people can be spared from farming. It means civilisation. And if those people survived the evacuation, then perhaps her husband survived, too.
 
A story of love, loss, and determination, set in the Pacific Northwest, three months before the events of Book 22.
 

Authors Note
 
This book is set in the Pacific Northwest, around the time the first Canadian exiles returned to the north, while the European refugees are still camped in Nova Scotia.
This story began as a prologue to a novel that continued directly from Book 22, with Sholto setting out to explore the Pacific Northwest. Maggs’s journey was supposed to be a brief introduction to a few important locations and critical characters. When the prologue hit ten thousand words, I decided to make it the first part of the book. When it hit sixty thousand, I realised it had to be a novel in its own right.
Though Maggs did appear in the prologue of Book 22, and through the letters she left for her husband, Etienne, we glimpsed her life, everyone that she’s travelling with are new characters. As such, there’s no story so far in this book. In the prologue, we finally meet Grandpa Jack, the patriarch of the family Kim lodged with during her semester abroad in Oregon. From the moment Kim told Bill about this part of her life, I’d wanted to include Jack and his family in the series. It just took a few more books than expected for them to appear.
At its heart, this story is still a prologue to Sholto’s upcoming journey, featuring the places he’ll visit, the people he’ll meet, and those he must overcome. But it is also a story of friendship, a tale of boundless love and petty tyranny, the importance of hope, and the danger of despair.
 
Happy reading, Frank.
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Prologue - Grandpa Jack
March 12th - Year Zero
 
Jack Harper briefly raised his eyes from the telescopic sight to take in the floral calendar that was still stuck on February. He hated the mud months. Gone was the stark beauty of winter, replaced with an untidy mess of budding trees and rampant lawn. During his long years of farming, he’d been too busy to notice the quagmire beneath his feet. Now that he was retired, he had nothing to do but look out on the swamp and dream of a harvest that, this year, wouldn’t come.
He leaned forward, training his rifle on Harvey Johnson, president of the homeowners’ association. The mouth-breathing carbuncle stood in the open doorway of his two-bedroom cottage on the far side of the floral clock. And there was his mosquito of a wife, Dr Jane Pleasance-Johnson. Woe betide anyone who didn’t use her title and hyphen. The couple had been the bane of his existence ever since his unwanted retirement began. There she was, by her prized trellis, staring vacantly at the empty greenhouse. At least that was an improvement on her weekly séances.
Séances! It was enough to make him spit. The concept was nothing but quackery inflicted by con artists on the hard of thinking. What soul, on being released from their earthly bonds, would want to hang around this planet? None, he was certain of that. Not his wife, his daughter, or his precious granddaughter. He released the safety. Adjusted for wind. Waited until she turned to face him. Fire? No. He took his finger off the trigger. Not today.
He got up from his chair, wincing at the drumroll crack from his joints, and walked into the small kitchen where his wedding-gift coffee pot perched atop an equally ancient camping stove. Two cups a week, the doctor had said, and never at home. It was just one of the many diktats that would drag out his increasingly miserable life. He’d compromised with himself and stuck to one cup a day, first thing in the morning, but today he’d accidentally-on-purpose made too much. Since it’d be a shame to waste it, he poured himself another cup. After all, what was the worst that could happen? He added a spoonful of sugar and wished he had cream. He certainly wasn’t going to spoil his morning prescription with that blasted oat milk his other granddaughter, Dessie, had sent him.
For fifty years, he’d greeted each new day with one cup of coffee and one pipe of tobacco while fact-checking the previous day’s newspaper. Cup in hand, he stretched out in his chair, staring into the swirling vortex at the top of his coffee, looking deep into the past at the world he’d known and seen disappear. Who would have thought it would be newspapers that would vanish first? And then the farm, when he’d become too darn old to be of any use there. He should have stayed. He could have stayed. Conrad had asked him to stay, and he’d kept on asking even after Jack had moved. But the boy didn’t need his father around telling him the whys and wherefores of all his mistakes. Besides, he’d built that retirement cottage by the stream for his wife. With Leanna gone, he couldn’t sleep there. He’d not even been able to set foot in it after she’d died in that crash, or in the orchard, or by the lake, or in the barn they’d built together on their honeymoon. No, it was right that he’d left and let his son stamp his vision, however misguided, onto the land bought with the blood of his friends. But moving into this wretched hovel had been a mistake.
He wasn’t sure which was worse, that his retirement home was in Washington State, or that it was all so damned new and yet already filled with so many ghosts. He should have spent more time looking. He should have stayed in Oregon, or maybe he should have travelled. Maybe visited England, except that had been Leanna’s dream.
He picked up his pipe, hand-carved by an old man who’d seemed ancient at the time, but must have been younger than he was now. He’d bought the pipe fifty years ago, give or take a month or three, and he’d stopped counting those when he’d turned seventy. They’d each got a pipe, everyone in the unit, all because of a stupid joke he’d not understood then and couldn’t properly remember now. He was the only one who’d come home. Julio had made it back to America with a medical discharge, but he’d shot himself six months later. No, Jack was the only one who’d truly come home. The good died young, while the old clung on.
He’d run out of tobacco last week, but he still had coffee, so he sipped his cup, sucked on the stem, and looked out the window, across the street, and towards his neighbours. The first time he’d met them, while he was still unpacking, they’d handed him a list of infractions committed by the previous owner and which needed rectifying. That said it all really, all that was wrong with this place, and wrong with the country.
Back on the farm, every time he’d got a new neighbour, he’d taken them a basket of produce or eggs, and some freshly made bread. He’d make sure they knew they were welcome, and that they could rely on him, because in this crazy world, you had to rely on your neighbours. Now, most of his neighbours had left.
Domingo, the on-site caretaker, had escaped at five in the morning, three days after the crazies completed their takeover of Manhattan. Jack couldn’t blame him. He might have had free rent, but no wage could ever be sufficient compensation for the round-the-clock headache the elderly residents caused. The Sorensons had gone by noon on the same day. The others had left soon after.
The government had told them to stay put. Not that he put much faith in the current bunch of delinquents squatting in the state house, not since they’d taken his licence. If Conrad hadn’t taken his car, maybe he’d have left, too. Maybe not. Out on the road, away from safety, away from food and the familiar, that’s where you got in trouble. It was how the Meisners had been infected when they’d gone out to look for food. They’d come back, of course. Rushed home. Shut the doors. Pulled the curtains. Hoped. Prayed. He’d had to shoot them both after they’d turned. They hadn’t been the first, though. No, the first was poor old Clint Hoffenbaker.
As far as he was concerned, Clint was one of the few normal people in the retirement commune. The palaeontologist was a little slow in his speech. As a consequence, some of the residents here, mostly those who thought palaeontology was a new-fangled diet, thought that made him slow in the head. He wasn’t. Clint had learned to be cautious in what he’d said, and to whom, conscious of what ingrained bigotry might lay beneath a stranger’s smile.
Jack finished his coffee; it was time to begin his patrol. He went from room to room, peering through the single narrow slit he’d left in each of the wooden boards otherwise covering the windows. Outside, he’d strung wires high and low around the house. The living might be able to duck under or step over, but the undead would drift right into them. None of the wires had been disturbed. It wasn’t much of a precaution, but what else could he do? Attach bells? Sound brought zombies. Bells would bring more. Install motion-sensitive cameras like he had on the farm? He had none here. To find some would require a trip to a store. That would mean leaving. Clint’s car was still under its tarp in the lot. The 1965 Ford Mustang was fun to drive. He’d had a go, twice, before they’d taken his licence. But it would be like blaring a come-hither siren all the way there and back, defeating the purpose and probably hastening his end. Nope. If you left, you couldn’t come back, so he’d stay put, shepherding his supplies, hoping everyone else was doing the same, and that, somewhere, someone was pulling order out of this chaos.
After his visual patrol came the radio check. Conrad had given him the ham radio as a post-moving gift after one of their regular stilted phone calls. He’d not used it before the outbreak. He had owned a set before, buying it when Conrad had been just a boy. To the best of his recollection, and his was better than most, they’d powered up the set on nine occasions over three years. For Jack, it had been one of his many failed attempts to spend time with the boy, while coping with what, these days, would be called PTS. They’d tried astronomy, bat-tracking, bee-counting, and a host of other semi-scientific activities, but it was the handful of times spent trying to speak to strangers that had stuck in his boy’s mind. Over the years, the memory had grown into some elaborate father-son tradition, at least to Conrad. Jack’s only memory was of clutching his hands together so his son didn’t see them shake.
“This is Jack Harper, broadcasting in the clear. Anyone talk back?”
He waited, thinking about that half cup of coffee he had left. Conrad would always have cocoa with extra marshmallows when they’d sat at the set. When was the last time he’d had a marshmallow? Or any candy? Years.
“This is Jack Harper, Washington State. Still alive, still reaching out. Is anyone out there?”
What was the name of that fancy candy the English girl brought over? Marks and someone. No, he forgot. Nice taste to it. Really clear flavours. That was five years ago now, wasn’t it? Or was it longer? Six years? She’d come over on a university exchange programme. Dessie had volunteered to be her local guide. Kim had come to live on the farm because her campus accommodation was a scandal. Or was it seven years? It didn’t matter. One of the lessons of getting old was that time was a lot more elastic than it had seemed when young.
“Hello? Is anyone there?”
He sat bolt upright. The voice was unfamiliar but came through clearly.
“This is Jack Harper. Who’s this?”
“Micky Stanislov. You’re not the firefighter I was talking to last night?”
“No, son, I’m Sergeant Jack Harper, retired. What’s your situation?”
“Bad,” Micky said. “Real bad. There are seventy-five of us, and we’re nearly out of water. Seattle was hit by a nuke. Did you know that?”
“No. No, I didn’t.”
“We’re surrounded. There are thousands outside. Zombies.”
“Are you armed?”
“The soldiers left us a few guns, but there aren’t many bullets left.”
“Are the zombies likely to get in?” Jack asked.
“No. The walls are sound. For now. But some people are talking about leaving. Some of us might survive, and that’s better than everyone dying.”
“You’ve got to stay put,” Jack said. “Stay put for as long as you can, and that’s a lot longer than you think. People can go weeks without food.”
“We’re almost out of water.”
“Knock holes in the roof and gather rainwater. We’re due a deluge.”
“And then what? How long do we have to wait? When’s help going to come?”
Jack could hear the desperation in his young voice. Twenty winters old, if that. Just a kid terrified out of his wits. Jack’s gaze fell on his rifle.
“Micky. Tell me where you are. Give me your position, over.”
He waited.
“Micky?”
He leaned back, listening, waiting, wondering what he would do if Micky replied. What could he do? Get in that old Ford Mustang, drive like hell, and hope he made it in time for… for what? What could one person do against thousands? Nothing, if he didn’t have the address.
In frustration, he stood. Of their own accord, his feet returned him to the coffee pot. No, he was already feeling a little jittery. He’d reheat it later. Or maybe tomorrow. He needed to preserve water, too. His supply came from the rain barrels behind his property and the communal greenhouses. It had rained last night, heavily enough that he’d spared some for a wash, and it was certain to rain again within the week, if not within the hour. He went through to the pantry, giving it a once-over check for mice. It was fine. He had enough food for another ten weeks, but he didn’t have much of an appetite anyway. What would he do after ten weeks? His gaze fell on the radio set, sitting on the small kitchen table. He didn’t think Micky would reply. One person going to help seventy? It should have been the other way around.
It was nearing ten, and he’d been up since five, but he still called it breakfast, and today he was finishing the last packet of cereal. He almost cheered. No more cereal meant that tomorrow he could start on the pancakes. There was enough mix for two weeks. After that, he might as well push breakfast to eleven and start calling it lunch, because no one ate rice for breakfast. The milk was the long-life oat-based swill Dessie had bought for him. Milk by mail? Surely that was a sign that the world was due to collapse. Three cartons a week for six months. It was a good thing it had a long shelf life; he’d kept it in the pantry, only bringing it out when she visited. It wasn’t so bad, not with cereal, but he did so miss adding a splash of cream. One for the cup, one for the bowl; it was another of his morning rituals, now but a dream. He took the bowl back to the kitchen table and slowly ate, trying to lose himself in his book, but unable to take one eye from the radio.
By noon, his book had been abandoned. He’d tried to reach Micky, but to no avail. It was just like the handful of other people he’d managed to connect with. One minute they were there, but the next, there was only silence. He stood, half-heartedly stretched, and headed over to the part of the open-plan space mockingly called a living room. He opened the flap in his blinds and looked across to the Johnson-hyphens. Their front curtains were open. That was unusual, and anything unusual was dangerous.
After ten minutes, they came outside. Technically, both were armed. In trained hands, a hammer or a lawn-edging tool could wreak havoc. In hands driven by fear and rage, they could still cause a lot of damage. Those two would be lucky if they didn’t drop them on their own feet. They had some bags, too, but those looked empty. Where were they going? Here? No. Ah, number nine. Of course. Ruben’s house.
Ruben wasn’t a solid citizen like Clint, but he had some interesting travel stories. He’d lost all of his money and most of his family in one of the dot-com booms. But he’d stayed in touch with one grandson and had made enough in the years since to send him to film school. Ruben was gone now. Not dead. Well, maybe not dead. He’d left three days after Manhattan, driving to Northern California and his grandson. He’d left nearly everything he owned behind, and now the Johnsons were going to steal it.
Jack sat behind his rifle, and lowered his eye to the scope, tracking the husband, and then the wife, as they walked, jogged, and then walked up to the front door. The keys were in the lock. Jack had put them there himself. Each time someone had left, Jack had taken the emergency key from the live-in caretaker's house and gone to clean up. Any open food went into the trash, but there was never much. And then he’d left the key in the door, in case someone needed to reach safety quickly.
Stay inside, that’s all they had to do. Just stay put, stay inside, and you’d be safe. If everyone had done that, the world would be putting itself to rights about now. Go outside, and you became a target. Zombies followed sound. The houses were well insulated. As long as you were sensible, you wouldn’t be caught. But no. The hyphen worshipers had to go out. Again. Because they thought they were special. Only children had the luxury of thinking they’re special, and only because grown-ups who knew better kept an eye out for them. Adults who thought they were special, who thought rules were only for others, tended to have reality smack them square between the eyes. He’d learned that in the jungle.
And here was reality, right on cue. The creature was young, with that shaved-sides, long-on-top haircut that made every kid look like a pineapple. The clothing was barely more than pyjamas. Then again, maybe he’d been asleep when he’d been infected. Blood covered his long-sleeved top and most of his face. Jack was glad of that. He hated when he recognised the people he was about to kill. The zombie was on the drive, approaching the floral calendar. It had heard something, but it hadn’t identified where. Not yet. Maybe it’d turn around and go back the way it had come.
The zombie spun towards Ruben’s house. It had definitely heard something. Be quiet, Jack thought. Why couldn’t they just be quiet? It wasn’t so hard, was it? He picked up his rifle, carried it to the front door, and checked that the homemade suppressor was firmly attached. He opened the door and stepped forward, checking his nine and his three, but there was no danger nearer than that young zombie. In one fluid movement, he raised the rifle and fired. Even with the suppressor, the shot sounded louder than a slamming car door, and far louder than the sound of the corpse collapsing onto the sidewalk.
Harvey Johnson opened the door of Ruben’s house and actually stepped outside as he inspected the dead zombie lying on the sidewalk. Jack lowered the rifle, saying nothing. Telling the man what a fool he was would just be more sound to lure the undead.
“Jack? Are you there? Can you hear me?” The voice came from the radio.
He closed the door and hurried as fast as he could to the kitchen table. “Micky, I’m here. Where are you? Give me your location.”
The reply was slow in coming. “There’s no point,” Micky said. “They opened the gate. They didn’t wait.”
“Who opened the gate, Micky? Slow down and tell me what happened.”
“While I was talking to you, some of the others opened the gate and tried to drive out. There were too many zombies. They got in. They got inside. I’m trapped in here.”
“In the radio room?”
“Yeah. It’s just me. I don’t know if anyone else survived. The screaming’s stopped.”
“Are there any windows?”
“Yes. I mean, no. It’s a computer lab. The wall by the door is just one big window looking out into the hall. They’re outside. I can see them. The window won’t hold. Or the door won’t. They’re going to get in.”
“Don’t panic,” Jack said. “Worst thing you can do is panic. Are you armed?”
“Yes. Yes, I’ve got a gun. One of the soldiers gave it to me before he went to help with the evacuation.”
“And there’s one door?” Jack asked. “Let them in through the door, then smash the glass and make your exit through the window. Do you know where there’s some rope?”
“What, to hang myself?”
“Get to the roof, secure the roof access, and wait on the rooftop. Tell me where you are and I’ll be on the road in five minutes. The rope's so you can climb down when I get there.”
There was a long pause on the line. “I’m in a wheelchair, Jack. The door’s breaking. Good luck.”
 
Jack gripped the arms of his chair. He wanted to go into his bedroom and close the door, sit in the dark, and never emerge. He wanted to go outside, start walking, and never stop. He wanted to rip and tear, to shout and scream. He knew better than to do any of those, so he just sat in his chair, waiting for the rage to pass. Slowly, he became aware of movement in the corner of his eye. He returned to the window. Harvey was rolling the zombie’s corpse down to the gate. Jack leaned back. Ten weeks of food. Based on how frequently the Johnsons raided a house, his neighbours wouldn’t last much longer. Water depended on rain, and there wouldn’t be as much of that in ten weeks. How long could he sit around, waiting for help to come?
It was easy to say leave, but to go where? The farm? He’d have to get across the Columbia River, but after that rumour about an evacuation, the roads had become a nightmare. Travel always spread viruses, and zombies were no exception. The evacuation must be long over by now. No, he’d go to the farm, but not yet. He had food here, and water, and a roof. He wasn’t a drain on Conrad’s limited resources. No, it was better that he stay put, at least for now.
Outside, he saw Harvey sprint for his house and slam the door closed. There was only one thing that could mean. Neither rushing, nor dawdling, Jack walked around the interior of his house. He picked up the shotgun by the front door, put up the ladder that led up to the crawl space, and pulled down the bars on the bedroom door behind which was his pantry and armoury. As he went through the kitchen, he downed the last of the coffee. No point saving it now. Finally, he returned to the table where he put his rifle back into place.
Ever since the first news from Manhattan, he’d wondered what he’d do if a horde stormed up the driveway. He was too old to run. The commune had a wall around it, but no gate across the entrance. He’d considered finding something to block the driveway, but a gate wasn’t much of a deterrent without armed people standing behind it. He’d tried to recruit a few, but instead they’d left. All except the Johnsons. Since he was on his own, and since one wall was as good as another, he’d decided to make his stand in his home, though mostly on top of it. He’d have the high ground. When the bullets ran out, he’d just lie down and wait for the cold to take him.
He leaned forward, lining his rifle up on the drive, and saw he’d been wrong. Harvey hadn’t been running from a horde. It was a car. A ridiculously impractical lime-green Kia that had no place on a farm, but which was perfect for a young lawyer trying to save the world. As fast as he could, he dashed outside, though he’d only reached the kerb by the time the car’s passenger and driver had both got out. The driver, he didn’t know. The passenger didn’t look anything like a big-city champion of justice. Dressed in patched denim, with a baseball cap over her eyes, she looked just like she was a student again.
“You’re alive!” his granddaughter, Dessie, said, almost skipping up the path towards him.
“Of course I am,” he said, allowing her a brief hug. “What took you so long getting here? Did you forget someone’s father took away my car?”
“He’s dead, Gramps. Dad’s dead,” she said.
“Conrad? Oh.” His shoulders slumped. “How?” he managed, his voice coming out in a hoarse whisper.
“The Brubeckers had been infected,” Dessie said. “He was trying to save their boy.”
“Of course he was,” Jack said, forcing the emotions down. “I raised him right. He’s a good man. And the boy?”
“Alive.”
“Good. Good.” He breathed out slowly. “We’ll talk about it later. Are you staying, or are we leaving?”
“Leaving, I think,” Dessie said. “There’s supposed to be an evacuation to Vancouver Island. We thought we could all go.”
“No,” he said. “The coast is overrun. I heard it over the radio. Everyone was trying to get in on this evacuation. What’s wrong with the farm?”
“There are zombies everywhere. Is it safe here? There are forty-one of us.”
“Here? No. There’s no water source. Not enough room, either. We’ll head back across the border. I know the terrain in our state. I know where we can hide.”
“You’re taking charge, Gramps?”
He considered the question, but only for a moment. “Yes.”
“Good. How long do you need to pack?”
“Twenty minutes,” he said. “Who’s this?”
He gestured to the woman standing by the car, a .357 Magnum in hand, and her eyes on the twitching curtains of number three.
“Grandpa, this is Henley,” Dessie said, walking over to take the other woman’s hand.
“It’s nice to meet you, sir,” Henley said.
“Sir? Hmph,” he said, taking in the beanpole waif who’d be knocked over by a strong breeze. She wouldn’t know what to do with a good meal. Maybe that was a good thing now that regular meals would be in short supply. “You’re dating, are you?”
“Yes. Yes we are,” Dessie said firmly.
“Family calls me Grandpa Jack, or Grandpa, not sir. Do you know what to do with that hand-cannon?”
“You betcha,” Henley said.
“Then you’ll know what to do with a rifle. Here.” He handed her his. “Watch the road. Zombies are about today. Dessie, the pantry is already packed. You just need to bring it out. I’ll be there in a moment, but there’s something I need to handle first.”
“What?” she asked, but he didn’t reply. Instead, he headed down towards the Johnson house.
He stopped on the path leading up the drive. The door remained closed.
“I know you’re in there,” Jack said. "I can see your curtains twitching. Come on out. I’m done shouting.” To emphasise his point, he said no more. He counted to five and decided that his civic duty had been met. As he turned around, the door opened. 
“Hello, Jack,” Harvey said, only his face and fingers of one hand visible.
“You can put the gun down, Harvey. If I wanted to shoot you, I’d have done it already.” He paused, thinking through what he’d said. “No, I mean if I was going to shoot you, I’d have done it. We’re leaving. You two as well. Pack your things. Food, clothing, and drinking water, if you’ve any left.”
“We’re fine here, thanks, Jack.”
“You’re not. You’re already scavenging from our neighbours. I know how much was in Ruben’s house, and you’ve already emptied numbers seven and four. The food here will be all gone in a couple of months. Less, the way you two eat.”
“Help will come,” Jane said, from behind her husband.
“And it’s just arrived. You’re coming with us. Don’t make me drag you out of there. You’ve got twenty minutes.”
Shaking his head at the impossible stubbornness of the old, he walked back up to his house.
“Eyes on the road, Henley,” he said as he passed the car. She snapped to attention. 
Inside his cottage, Dessie was loading a bag.
“You’re doing that wrong,” he said.
“Of course I am. There won’t be enough room for everything.”
“We’ll have two cars, and the Johnsons don’t have much to bring.”
“Your friends are coming too?”
“They’re not friends, and they’re only neighbours in the geographic sense, but they’re people, so we’ll help. Why’s she called Henley?”
“What do you mean? That’s her name. She chose it.”
“I guessed that,” he said, and opened the gun locker. “And why do her pants have so many zips?”
“What? Oh. It’s goth-skater chic. Very retro. All the old stuff is in again.”
“She’s a skater? That’s no job for someone your age. It’s no job for anyone.”
“No, she’s a coder. Or she was.”
“Hmph.” He knew what a coder was. Vaguely. They were supposed to earn good money. “And she’s obsessed with fashion, is she?”
“It’s important to some people. Even now. Especially now, when we’ve lost so much. Sometimes our identity is all we have left.”
“When your neighbours start eating each other’s faces, I’d say—” But whatever it was would remain unspoken as he was interrupted by a gunshot. He hurried to the door, reaching it three steps behind Dessie.
“Zombie,” Henley said. “Only one.”
“Good shot,” Jack said approvingly, and went back inside to finish packing. It didn’t take long. In preparation for a siege, he’d already packed everything useful and had it ready to be hauled up to the roof. Everything else, the nicknacks, the mementos, the books, the ornaments, those could be left behind. Most of them.
He picked up a misshapen ashtray with chipped yellow paint. “Your dad made this for me. He was nine. It was supposed to have been a mug, but it went wrong, so he turned it into an ashtray. Learn and adapt, he said. I was very proud of him.”
“I know. He knew,” Dessie said. “He knew why you didn’t want to stay on the farm. He didn’t know why you wanted to live all the way out here, but he understood.”
“I loved him, dearly. I… I’m not good at expressing it.”
Dessie nodded but said nothing.
“We should hurry,” he said.
“Is there anything else you want to take?” she asked, looking at the photos on the table next to the easy chair. “Oh. You kept this one.”
“Which? Oh, yes. You, your sister, and that English girl, Kim.”
“With Mom and Aunt Sue in the background.”
“My girls,” he said.
“You’ve got your radio set up. Did you hear anything about England?”
“Not really. They were moving people to the coast and seemed to have a handle on things. Of course, it’s a smaller place. Easier to manage.”
“Maybe they’re doing okay.”
“Maybe. We’ll take that photo. Okay, anything else. No, we’re set. How far away are the rest of you?”
“About twenty miles.”
“Then we’d better hurry. I want to be across the river before nightfall.”
 

Chapter 1 - Dead Letter Office
Gifford, Washington State, March 4th, Year One
 
A shattered skull, the otherwise intact skeleton, the handgun that had fallen into the pickup’s footwell, it was obviously another suicide. Maggs Espoir picked up the note left on the passenger seat of the blue Ford. A year entombed with a decaying corpse had caused the ink to fade, the paper to yellow, and a pale green mould to claim the bottom third of the page. The few words still legible — sorry, nineteen, carousel, love — gave only a tantalising glimpse into the victim’s final regrets. Carefully, she placed the note back on the seat, picked up the semiautomatic Smith and Wesson, and ejected the magazine. Five bullets remained. Five chances to say no to death, but maybe this victim knew their luck was played out. She slipped the rounds into her pocket; they were too precious to leave behind. The back seat held three thirty-gallon water barrels, all empty. The trunk held nothing but empty tote bags and a pair of children’s ice skates.
“D’you find anything good?” Marshall Henderson called out. The eighteen-year-old was strolling across the highway with a shotgun slung over his shoulder as casually as if it were a hockey stick.
“Just a suicide from the early outbreak,” Maggs said. “I think he came for water, but got bitten and decided that this was a good place to check out.”
“Better than some, I guess,” Marshall said, giving the car the briefest glance before turning to look west, taking in the rushing tumult of the Columbia River. He shrugged. “Kayleigh’s drained the deer. We’re ready to go unless you want to eat some here?”
Maggs had never had children of her own, but she had spent enough time around them to recognise the tone of a hungry teenager. In Marshall’s defence, hunger had become a regular visitor long before they’d been forced across the border into the United States.
She checked her watch. “It’s not even ten-thirty. You know the rules. No lunch before half eleven, and no dinner before five. Tell everyone to pack up, and we’ll get moving.”
She closed the trunk and spared a moment to look at the empty water containers in the back seat. Had someone been expecting him home? Had they sat up long enough for dusk to become dawn, hoping for his return? She knew well that nerve-fraying vigil, and from long before the outbreak. Whenever the storms raged, when all sensible souls were tucked up with a good book, it was her husband who’d ventured out into the frigid dark to keep the lights of civilisation burning bright. On those nights, at home, alone, her mind would play unwilling host to a gathering of her darkest fears. Though he’d returned, time and again, she’d known each parting could be the last. It had taken the end of civilisation for fear to become reality. Even now, after a year’s separation, she refused to think he might be dead. No, not her Etienne.
She closed the driver’s door and returned to her young team. Roy and Ricardo, the two former miners, were finishing securing the three dead deer to the roof of the fun-bus. They’d spotted the animals from the crest of a rise half a kilometre farther south. The five herbivores had been obliviously munching on the first shoots of spring until the engine noise had disturbed them. The animals had looked toward the now unfamiliar sight of an SUV and a camper van, but then resumed grazing, dismissing the vehicles’ growl as unthreatening. That had been their first mistake. The second was assuming that the two-legs who emerged from their mobile steel cages could only move at a zombie’s lumbering stagger. Ginger and Georgie had fired their crossbows in near unison. Only after two of the deer had fallen did the pack begin to bolt, but not before Roy had bagged a third.
“I bet we get bear for dinner,” Kayleigh said, pointing at the blood dripping down the ancient van’s windows.
“If we do, we’ll find space for it,” Georgie said, lovingly patting her old camper van, whose sunflower-patterned paintwork was now streaked red. The VW camper had originally come from France, and during the lifetime of De Gaulle. How it had ended up in Quebec was explained in the logbook’s epic tale of love and inheritance, and more repairs than Theseus’s ship. Georgette Barbazan had inherited the van after the outbreak from an aunt who, like Etienne and the dead driver of the abandoned car, had gone out one night for supplies and never returned.
“We’ll stop for lunch at Kettle Falls,” Maggs said. “If we can cross the Columbia River there, we could cross the border today. Imagine sleeping in Canada again.”
Her young companions grinned at the idea, laughing and joking as they finished packing up. It did sound so simple. Cross the river, the border, the mountains, and then the industrial sprawl of the western hinterland before reaching the Fraser River. Even then, they would still need to find a boat to take them to Vancouver Island. They’d never been closer, or seemed so far away.
 
It was just over a year since the impossible news from New York had upended their lives. She and her husband, Etienne, had kept working as the world collapsed, ensuring a steady supply of electricity to Quebec and beyond. He kept venturing out into the increasingly dark and dangerous wilderness to repair the lines while she’d done what she could in the control room in Alma. Their once-quiet town had become as dangerous as any war zone, except there wasn’t a soldier to be seen. Neighbours killed neighbours, whether they were infected or not, just to steal enough for a meal. When her husband hadn’t returned, when the lights went out and there was nothing she could do to turn them back on, she’d fled, leaving him a note as to where to find her. Picking a destination had taken her all night. She’d needed somewhere remote, but close enough that she could reach it within a few hours. Somewhere with food and fences, and without people, and somewhere he would know.
The zoo at Saint-David-de-Falardeau had seemed to match her criteria. It certainly had fences, and it had food, if you didn’t mind meat of a more exotic variety. How many people would have thought of going there for sanctuary? As it turned out, lots. Among them were the miners, Roy and Ricardo, and the mine’s administrative assistant, Ginger Krasiński. They had been welcomed, and so had she. Fern, the zoo’s chief zoologist and veterinarian, had already released the herbivores and put down the tigers and other carnivores, so meat was off the menu. To the zookeepers, the animals were co-workers, patients, and in some cases, friends. Nevertheless, that didn’t stop Maggs thinking about giraffe steaks every time she had to eat a bowl of food-pellet slop. To some, living beyond their fences, even that seemed like paradise. As the risk of violent raids from their neighbours rose, the group decided to flee instead of fight.
Again, selecting a destination had been a challenge. They’d needed somewhere they could farm, somewhere remote, somewhere they could survive a long winter. For Maggs, that meant electricity. She’d drawn up a list of the hydroelectric dams she thought she could manage with help from the more engineering-minded of their group. Ear Falls on Lac Seul had been selected. Fern knew of the area as a refuge for caribou, while Gordon Thouvenot, the mine’s union rep and foreman, had spent a few summers catching walleye in the vast lake’s murky waters. Electricity, meat, fish; it had seemed a lot when they’d sat down for another gritty meal of pellet stew. The downside was that it was situated halfway between Lake Superior and Lake Winnipeg, so it could easily be reached by refugees heading north from Minnesota or from farther south. On balance, they’d decided the risk was worth it.
Along the way, they picked up Kayleigh Brauer, an agricultural student from Wichita who, along with three friends, had skipped classes and the country to get over a bad breakup. Kayleigh had picked Quebec City as a destination because it was the first flight available when they reached the airport. Whether it had been the right choice for her, it hadn’t been for her friends who’d died during their escape from the dying city.
While Ear Falls was deserted, the nearby town of Red Lake was packed with survivors from across Canada, the border, and even from Mexico. The total number fluctuated, and there was never a truly accurate census, but by summer, seventeen thousand lived near or around Red Lake. Five hundred found a home at Ear Falls, including Maggs and her team.
Early one morning in July, Marshall had walked into the hydroelectric plant and started sweeping. She’d not noticed him for two days, but since he seemed happy to work and reluctant to complain, she’d said nothing until four roughs had arrived from Red Lake, looking for him. That was when his story came out, and it was a common enough one, even before the outbreak: a boy who thought he was a man, a bad crowd, an invented debt, a future of servitude. They’d sent the wannabe enforcers packing, put together a posse, gone north, and visited the rest of the gang to teach them what it meant to be human. The mayor of Red Lake hadn’t liked that, nor had the deputy mayor, ostensibly running Ear Falls. But what else could they have done? If you didn’t stand up for the weak, you had to bow down to the strong.
Despite that, and a hundred other minor incidents, life hadn’t been too bad, largely because they all assumed there would be other groups scattered across the world. As soon as the zombies died, they would reconnect and rebuild. Another week, another month, another year, and it would all be over. But as the first hint of fall brought a crisp chill to a lazy dawn, plague had arrived in Red Lake. They didn’t know where it came from, but it had spread fast. Within days, it seemed everyone there was infected. They’d closed the road linking the dam to the town. When they finally went north to see why no more than a handful of dying refugees had come their way, it was to find everyone dead or gone. Only those around Ear Falls had remained, though some didn’t stay long. By harvest, only four hundred and ninety were left. A sudden storm ruined most of their crop, and more people vanished while the rest tried to salvage what little they could.
Winter came early and ferociously. The snow grew deeper. Tempers shortened. The mayor disappeared. Since he couldn’t have fled, Maggs suspected a darker end for him, but had no proof. A ballot had been held to select a new leader. Fern was elected and she immediately created a council. That had been a mistake. Democracy truly had been their first step towards despotism. The first thaw had arrived as early as the winter, bringing the realisation that the zombies were dying. Again, they’d decided to leave, seeking better farmland a good distance from the plague city. Once again, people looked to Maggs for a destination. With plenty of gasoline and with the undead seeming to have died during the cold months, she’d suggested Vancouver Island. Within hours, everyone was speaking of it as their promised land, and so they’d departed, but not before she’d left a note for Etienne saying where they’d gone.
They’d barely travelled five hundred kilometres before the snows returned, trapping them for five days. After another two hundred grinding, sliding, freezing kilometres, they’d lost five of their coaches and had to stop to look for more. Despite the note she’d left for Etienne, she thought they should hunker down until the weather eased, and then find the nearest dam. Fern agreed. Unfortunately, she was no longer in power. Martin Genk, a pump-and-dump millionaire, had engineered a quiet coup, using the votes of Gilbert Brass, their militia captain, and Ezra Schmidt, their chief caterer and one-time mega-pastor, to deselect her as leader. As they controlled the militia, Ezra’s semi-militant acolytes, the food and fuel stores, and had the democratic fiction of a legitimate vote, she and Fern were powerless to stop them. Instead, they had done their best to prevent the clowns from turning their convoy into a circus, but with mixed results.
Initially, aside from some obviously larger portions and less work for their new overlords, nothing had changed, including their destination. Now, eight weeks since they’d left Lac Seul behind, the tension was growing. Maggs was glad that she, Georgie, Marshall, Ginger, Ricardo, Roy, and Kayleigh were on scouting duty and didn’t have to spend their days trapped in the camp.
Hats, their ghost-grey cat, and the eighth member of the scouting team, let out an irritated hiss.
“No! It’s my blanket!” Marshall said as he tried to dislodge the cat. “Ow! He just slapped me!”
“Because it’s his blanket, and always has been,” Ricardo said. “You were just keeping it warm for him.”
Maggs smiled. Perhaps things weren’t as bad as they seemed. They had fresh meat. They were close to Canada and close to the Pacific. Spring had truly arrived, and though a day didn’t go by without her seeing a zombie, the hours often did.
She kept the speed low. They’d gone through three tyres already this week and were down to their last two spares. The next time one blew, she’d look for a new car. There was no way that Georgie would ever relinquish her camper van, but this SUV was a relatively new addition to their fleet. Marshall had spotted it just after they’d crossed the border. It came with five thousand miles on the clock, and every Bluetooth accessory known to twenty-first-century gimmickry. Not that any of those worked. When they’d first turned on the car’s digital control console, a petulant message appeared, demanding that the car be taken to the nearest dealer for a firmware update.
“The sign,” Ricardo said, gesturing ahead.
The word Survivors had been painted over a road sign, with an arrow pointing east towards the forest, where another sign was attached to a tree.
“There’s another sign on the ground,” Marshall said as Maggs slowed.
“Look for a turning,” Maggs said as they passed an upturned picnic table daubed with the same one word surrounded by painted hearts. It might have looked more welcoming if gravity hadn’t dribbled the red paint downwards in an effect far too similar to blood. A hundred metres beyond that was a USPS office, bearing the same sign in faded paint, but on a building daubed with dozens of names.
Maggs stopped and threw open the door even as she scanned the names for her own.
“Wait,” Ricardo said, jumping out even as he grabbed his masonry-pick from the footwell. With a sawed-off shotgun in one hand and the pick in the other, he marched over to the small postal outpost like an avalanche ready to fill a canyon.
“It’s abandoned,” Maggs said, though it was no use. Ricardo raised his foot and kicked the door open.
“I guess it’s lunchtime,” Roy said as he jumped out of the bus.
“Fine, yes,” Maggs said. “Ginger and Georgie, see if you can get a bit closer to the river. See how swollen it is. Keep an eye out for signs of fishing or water collection.”
It was an odd place to have a post office. There didn’t seem to be a town nearby, or even a village. The only house in sight was an equally small cottage almost hidden behind rampant pines. But if it was a strange place to find a post office, it was a stranger one to find survivors, though there didn’t seem to be anyone around.
“It’s clear,” Ricardo said, coming out of the door with a thoughtful look on his face. “Odd place. I’m going to check out the surroundings.”
“Marshall, go with him. And don’t go beyond shouting distance,” she said before turning her attention to the names.
Rachel Wood, Marty Gower, Flip; there were more than she’d first realised, with some names partially hidden by later and larger additions. Inside was a very different story. Hundreds of stories, really. The wall was covered in scraps of paper, with names and short messages.
 
To Felix Hawton from Sophia Hawton. We tried to join the evacuation, but we couldn’t get through the mountains. The people who haven’t left are doing absolutely everything to protect what they have. It’s chaos. We’re heading south. We’ll get work at a farm. Farmers will still need workers. When things get organised, we’ll see you again. We love you, Sophia, Carla, and Kit.
 
Linda Renford, from Johnny. Linda, if you’re reading this, then you had the same idea we had. Follow the river south, join the evacuation ferries at the mouth of the Columbia. There’s so many people on the roads, they’ll redirect the ships. I’m sure of it. Stay strong. I’ll wait for you.
 
Queenie. We went to the cabin. Come look for us. L. 
 
They bombed us. I knew they would. Whoever is reading this, it’s an invasion. The zombies, the collapse, now the bombs, it’s all been planned. Don’t trust anyone who says they’re from the government, they’re just enemy agents. Hide. Stay inside. Don’t trust anyone.
 
Joanne, your sister’s place isn’t safe. Zombies came. We survived, but they wrecked everything. We’re heading into the mountains. Octavia.
 
Nicky, I love you. I’m sorry.
 
Maggs took out a phone and began recording while silently skimming through the messages. The notes nearest the door seemed to have been written close to the outbreak. A little further on, she found missives from after the bombs had fallen. Towards the back, the notes grew more spaced apart. It was difficult to tell which was most recent, but the one attached to the counter had been left in November.
 
Harvey, winter’s coming. We’re heading back across the border. You know where to find us if you can, and we’re going to keep on assuming you will. To anyone else, it’s coming up to Thanksgiving. We were trying to get to the border, but the snow just started falling. If we don’t turn back now, we’ll be trapped for the winter. We’re heading back to Oregon. We’ll try again in the new year. Who you are, who you were, and who was behind all this doesn’t matter now. We’ve just got to survive, so I’ll wish good luck to you, because I know you’d wish the same to us. Jack.
 
Maggs lingered on the last note for a few moments, reading it again before heading back outside. Meat sizzled on the electric grill running from the small generator. Ginger and Georgie were cleaning the van while Kayleigh dressed their three deer.
“What’s the river like?” Maggs asked.
“Wet,” Ginger said.
“There’s a spot where you could collect water,” Georgie said, “and there are a few ropes and buckets, but they haven’t been moved in months. Maybe not since last year. What’s in the post office?”
“Notes left by people who travelled this way,” Maggs said. “The most recent I’ve found so far was in November by a group who picked this spot to turn around and head back to Oregon before winter truly set in. There’s a few hundred notes, though, so there might be a more recent one. I took a video, so we can go through it later.”
“Are you going to leave a note for Etienne?” Kayleigh asked.
“I… I suppose I should, yes,” Maggs said, glancing again at the names daubed across the post office.
“I’ll get the paint,” Georgie said. As she went to add Etienne’s name to the front of the post office, Maggs walked over to the SUV and retrieved her notebook. She’d been leaving notes for him ever since Lac Seul, though she was no longer sure he’d find them. In her dark moments, she dreaded that he was still in Alma, waiting for her to return. In her darkest moments, she tried not to think of him at all, out of fear of what nightmare scenarios her brain might conjure. But leaving the notes had become something their crew did, just like the letters she wrote to him most evenings.
 
My Dearest Etienne, since the Columbia River drains into the Pacific, we are finally close to the ocean. It’s been almost two months since we left Lac Seul. I don’t know if you found any of my other messages, or if you’ll find this one. Other people have left notes here, so I will as well. We’re still aiming for Vancouver Island, and I hope I’ll see you there. To everyone else, hello. It’s March, a year since the nuclear war. We’ve travelled from Ontario in the hope of reaching the better farming climate on the far side of the mountains. There are people still alive out there, in small groups and alone. Some are friendly. Some are not. We think the zombies are dying now, and that the cold weather kills them more quickly. Good luck, whoever you are, and keep heart. You’re not alone. The worst is over. You will survive. Maggs.
 

Chapter 2 - The Difficulties of Making Friends
Kettle Falls
 
Maggs yawned as she put the SUV into drive. In the back, Marshall and Hats contentedly shared a charred strip of fat. Having a second portion of flash-fried venison had been a mistake. She certainly shouldn’t have had a third. Her stomach wasn’t used to being full, and was gurgling in protest at the unexpected labour while her brain was insisting it was nap time.
“We’ll have a rest when we get to the border,” she said.
“Want to bet you fall asleep first?” Ricardo asked.
“Is it that obvious? Then we’d better continue our education. Something lively, please.”
Ricardo grinned and turned on the CD player. Today’s accompaniment was Spanish guitar overlaid with an allegro drum beat and lyrics about day labour on a California farm. She wasn’t sure whether it should be classified as country, rap, or classical, but she was enjoying it. Nor did she know whether the artist had been an award-winning success, or if this was an album sold from a guitar case. From the printed-at-home liner notes, she suspected the latter.
A week ago, while searching a drive-thru for forgotten condiments, they’d found a bag containing a dog lead, some chew toys, a blanket, a coil of rope, and the CD. There was no sign of the dog or its human companion, but no sign of recent violence, either. The lyrics were too fast to follow, so she let the music wash over her, letting her brain conjure images of hot southern summers, cool drinks, and warm nights. Yes, life was hard, but it wasn’t over, so she listened to new songs, discovered new books, and tried her hand at new hobbies whenever she had the energy.
“Road sign,” Ricardo said.
“Kettle Falls,” Maggs said. “We’re getting close.”
The gas station immediately ahead was anything but inviting. The awning had collapsed onto the cab of a tyre-less van that had once been part of a barricade. A soot-stained husk of a school bus blocked the other lane, while razor wire had been dumped between the forest and the gas station.
“Danger!” Ricardo said, thumping the radio to kill the music. The driver-side wing mirror shattered.
“Ambush!” Marshall yelled. 
From behind the gas station, a red tractor lurched onto the road, carrying a two-metre-high, four-metre-wide sheet-metal shield bolted to its front. The mobile barricade jounced into the gap between the school bus and the van, blocking the way ahead.
“Steady. It might just be a warning,” Maggs said as she braked.
Behind her, Marshall gave an incoherent scream of fear and anger that was instantly lost beneath the roar of his revolver as he fired through the door.
Maggs spun her head left and right, trying to make sense of the chaos while clearing the ringing from her ears. People in muddy camouflage were moving towards them from both sides, three on the river’s side, four from inland, plus whoever was behind the barricade.
Ricardo threw open his door and fired his shotgun one-handed, ripping an approaching hunter in half. Marshall had opened his door and was busily emptying his revolver in the general direction of the inland team.
With all chance of negotiating gone, Maggs grabbed the Glock from the door-tray, threw open the door, and jumped down into a shin-high drift of mud. She heard bullets hit metal, and cries of pain and anger, and ignored it all as she levelled the semi-automatic and fired at the advancing attackers. Three shots, and one dropped. She didn’t know if that had been her bullet; it didn’t matter. She found her next target, a woman in a grubby green parka fumbling with the bolt on an AR-15. Before she pulled the trigger, a puff of feathers erupted from the woman’s coat as a crossbow bolt sprouted from her chest. Maggs glanced back at the fun-bus where Ginger and Georgie knelt on the roof. She couldn’t see Kayleigh or Roy, but knew they’d be close. She’d lost sight of Ricardo, but she heard his shotgun roar above the Valkyrie’s trumpet of handguns and screams. Damn kids! They thought they were invulnerable until it was irrevocably proven that they weren’t, but it was too late to retreat. That only left attack.
“Don’t. Stop. Don’t. Think,” she repeated between breaths as she ran forward. Her voice grew in volume, becoming a banshee’s wail as she slogged through the sticky mud caught between the vehicle and the verge. A figure bedecked in Arctic white swung around the side of the boarded-up gas station with a rifle held at his hip. She kept on running. He looked down, shaking his rifle. Was it jammed? She fired twice as she sprinted straight for him. The third time she pulled the trigger, it was her turn to be betrayed by her gun. She didn’t know if it was jammed or empty, or if any of her bullets had hit; she just kept running, kept screaming, kept pulling the trigger until she was close enough to leap.
She aimed for his shoulders, but he twisted, trying to stab at her with the rifle’s barrel. He missed. Her hands clawed at his coat as, unbalanced, they slipped down, tumbling together into the swampy muck. His greasy hair swept across her face as she jabbed at his kidneys, but his thick coat dulled her blows. He swung a fist into the side of her head. It felt like she’d been hit by a truck. Her vision swam, her ears rang, her back and legs grew cold as he pushed her down, deeper into the mud. His fingers curled around her throat. She clawed at his hands, trying to break his grip while staring into eyes filled with fear and rage, and then with an oddly blank look of surprise. Something warm and wet sprayed across her face. The hands around her neck slackened. The body slumped on top of her before being hauled off. She looked up into Ricardo’s worried eyes.
“Are you okay?” the young miner asked.
“I will be,” she said, taking his offered hand. “Where are the rest of them?”
“They ran,” he said as he pulled her up. He pointed his bloody masonry pick inland. A distant rifle shot sounded, but Roy and Kayleigh were making sure their assailants kept running.
Maggs rubbed her neck as she took in the carnage. After all that fire and fury, there were only four corpses left in the frosty mud, each surrounded by a steaming pool of blood. None were her people, though Georgie was wrapping a bandage around Ginger’s arm. Marshall moved quickly among the corpses, gathering loot.
“Just the guns and ammo, Marshall,” Maggs called. “Ricardo, grab whatever fuel is in the tractor.”
She leaned against the abandoned school bus and breathed deeply. Never once in her life had she wanted to be a soldier, and the wrong side of fifty was definitely too late to start learning that trade. Kayleigh and Roy walked slowly back from the edge of the road, their eyes on the distant treeline.
“We counted nine of them still running,” Kayleigh said. “At least two were injured. They went to ground in a cluster of houses over yonder.”
“Okay, go help Marshall and Ricardo. Let’s get out of here before they come back.”
She ejected her magazine, confirming the worst. Her gun hadn’t fired because she was out of bullets. She slid it back into her holster. Among the grey clouds, it was hard to discern, but there might have been a hint of smoke to the north.
“Do you want the knives as well?” Marshall asked, cutting through her contemplation. He carried a shotgun over one shoulder, a rifle over the other, and a pair of revolvers in his belt.
“No, we don’t need them. But take those revolvers out of your pants before you trip and sing soprano the rest of your life! Give them here.”
Sheepishly, he handed the revolvers to her. Both had wood-effect stocks, and one had an overlong barrel. Civilian guns, for sure. The long-barrelled weapon had a little crest on the grip’s base. She had no idea what it meant, if it meant anything at all.
“Tell everyone we’re moving out,” she said.
“Yes, Maggs.” He splashed his way through the mud, and she looked back up the road towards the town. Somewhere up there was a bridge that would have taken them to a road that, eventually, would have led them back to Canada. They’d have to find a different route.
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