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The first bullet took a man named Hicks in the thigh. He went down hard on the asphalt, shouting more in surprise than pain. The second shot was a clean miss that starred the windshield of the burned-out school bus Maya was using for cover. The report was flat, echoes eaten by the pine hills.




“That’s a bolt-action,” Maya said, not shouting. “Probably a deer rifle. Old school.”




Rafe, crouched beside her with a shotgun that was more duct tape than steel, spat. “Who cares? They got the high ground, we got nothing.”




The raiders were up on the overpass of the old mountain highway. There were maybe eight of them. They weren’t disciplined, but they had the angle, and they had a man who could shoot. Maya had Rafe, Hicks bleeding out in the ditch, and two other kids who looked like they’d never held the rusted pistols they were clutching. She’d fallen in with them three days ago for safety in numbers. Bad math.




“They’ll flank us in ten minutes,” she said. “Left side, through that dry creek bed.”




“So what’s the play?” Rafe’s eyes were wide, the whites showing all around.




“The play is you keep their heads down for sixty seconds.” She slung her pack, a faded green canvas thing that had seen two continents before the world ended. She checked the .38 in her belt. Two rounds left. “I’m going up the slope behind this bus, into those rocks. I get a angle on the overpass, maybe I can make that shooter think twice.”




“And then what?”




“Then we run like hell north, before their flankers cut us off.”




“Sixty seconds,” Rafe repeated, nodding to himself like he was memorizing a prayer. He popped up over the bus hood and let off a blast from the shotgun. The sound was enormous. Return fire came immediately, pocking the metal around him.




Maya was already moving. She went low and fast around the back of the bus, hit the tree line, and started climbing. The slope was steep, shale and loose dirt that slid under her boots. She used pine saplings as handholds, pulling herself up. Her lungs burned. The gunfire below was sporadic, ineffective.




She made the rock outcropping in less than a minute. It gave her a view. The overpass was two hundred yards away. She could see them clearly now. Six men, one woman, all in mismatched scavenged gear. The shooter was a skinny guy with a long rifle, resting on the concrete guardrail. He was methodical, not panicked. He was waiting for a clean shot.




Maya laid the .38 on a flat rock. It wasn’t made for this. She was. She took a breath, let half of it out, and squeezed the trigger.




The shot was high and wide, but it did what she needed. It skipped off the concrete six feet from the shooter’s head. He ducked, jerking back from his perch. The others up there scattered, looking for the new threat.




“Time’s up!” she yelled, though no one below could hear her. She fired her last round in the general direction to keep them honest, then slid back down the slope, half-falling, skidding on her heels.




She hit the road behind the bus. The scene had changed. Rafe was gone. The two kids were gone. Hicks was still in the ditch, but he wasn’t shouting anymore. His eyes were open to the gray sky.




They’d left her. Fair enough. She’d have left them, too, if the roles were reversed.




A new burst of gunfire came from the dry creek bed to the left. The flankers. They’d be on the road in seconds.




Maya ran north. Not with panic, but with a grim, ground-eating stride. The road curved into the mouth of a higher valley. The raiders owned the road behind her. The woods on either side were thick, dark, and she didn’t know them. The map in her head was blank here.




The first snowflake landed on her cheek, cold and wet. She glanced up. The sky, which had been a flat iron gray, was now the color of a fresh bruise. More flakes followed, swirling on a sudden, bitter wind that snaked down the valley.




“Perfect,” she muttered.




Within ten minutes, it wasn’t flurries. It was a curtain of white. The world shrank to a radius of twenty feet. The road vanished under a shifting, blowing sheet. The wind stole sound and direction. The tracks of her flight were erased behind her.




She kept moving because stopping meant freezing. The cold bit through her jacket, a worn-out soft-shell that had lost its waterproofing a year ago. Her gloves were thin leather. The wind found every gap.




An hour in, she was shivering uncontrollably. The road had become a suggestion. She stumbled off it into a drift that came up to her knees. She fought her way back, hands numb, face numb.




She saw the shape through the white haze because it didn’t move. A squareness against the chaotic swirl of trees. A roof line.




She pushed towards it, legs heavy as timber. It was a cabin. Not a ruin. Not a burned-out shell. A real log cabin, chinking visible between the pine logs. It sat on a bald knob of granite, commanding a view that was currently zero. A covered porch ran along the front. Stacked under that porch was a cord of split firewood, neat and dry. From the peak of the roof, a small solar panel was caked with snow, but it was there, intact.




This wasn’t possible. Not out here. Not untouched.




She climbed the three stone steps to the porch, out of the direct blast of the wind. The door was solid oak, reinforced with bands of hammered iron. There was a modern lock, a heavy-duty deadbolt. The lock was dusted with snow, but undamaged.




She tried the handle. Locked.




She stood there for a full minute, just breathing, the shivers wracking her frame. This was it. This was the decision point. Break in, or freeze on the porch.




From her pack, she took the small crowbar, the one she called her “key.” She wedged it between the door and the jamb, right by the lock. She threw her weight into it. Wood groaned, then splintered with a crack that seemed louder than the gunfire. The lock held, but the wood around it gave. One more heave and the mechanism tore free. The door swung inward.




The air that washed over her was still, and smelled of pine sap and old paper. Not decay. Not mildew.




She stepped inside, quickly pulling the door shut behind her. The silence was immediate, profound after the screaming wind. The light was gray and filtered through two big windows flanking a stone fireplace.




The place was… clean. A braided rug on the plank floor. A single, heavy armchair pulled up to the hearth. A wood stove, its black pipe rising to the ceiling. A kitchen area with a counter, a hand-pump sink. Shelves. On the shelves were books, their spines straight. Jars of food—beans, corn, peaches—lined up like soldiers.




It was a diorama. A museum exhibit titled *Life Before*.




She walked in slowly, her wet boots leaving dark prints on the floor. She went to the shelves. The books weren’t moldy. They were dry. *U.S. Army Survival Manual. Peterson’s Field Guide to Edible Plants. The Collected Stories of Hemingway.*




She pumped the sink handle. A gurgle, a suck, then a rush of clear, cold water. She drank from her cupped hands. It tasted of iron and stone. Good.




At the fireplace, she found a box of wooden matches on the mantel. Dry. She crumpled a page from an old almanac she found next to the chair, stacked a few pieces of kindling from a basket, and lit the fire. The flame caught, curled around the wood, began to crackle. Orange light danced on the walls.




She stripped off her soaked jacket, her gloves, hung them near the heat. She took off her boots and socks, lined them up on the hearthstone. Her feet were pale and wrinkled. She rubbed feeling back into them.




From a cupboard, she took a can of peaches. She used the multi-tool on her belt to punch it open. She ate the slices with her fingers, the syrup sweet and shocking on her tongue. She drank the juice.




The fire grew, pushing the cold back into the corners of the room. The warmth was a physical pleasure, almost painful. She dragged the armchair closer, sat, and stared into the flames.




Her .38 was empty. Her crowbar was on the floor by the broken door. She was alone, in a silent, perfect house on a mountain, while a blizzard buried the world outside.




For the first time in months, no one was chasing her. Nothing was biting her. The wind was just a sound.




She let her head fall back against the chair. Her eyes closed. The fire popped. Her breathing slowed.




Outside, fifty yards into the tree line where the granite shelf fell away, a man stood as still as the trunks around him. He wore a suit of shredded burlap and evergreen boughs, the snow gathering on his shoulders and the brim of his woven hat. He watched the orange flicker appear in the cabin’s window. He watched the shadow move inside. He saw it settle.




A slow breath clouded in front of his face. He didn’t smile. His eyes, pale and unblinking, reflected the distant, promising fire. He’d been waiting a long time for someone to finally come up the mountain. Someone competent enough to get this far. Someone tired enough to walk right in.




He settled against a tree, making no sound. The show was just beginning. He was in no hurry at all.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  







Maya woke with a jolt, hand already on the empty .38 at her belt. Gray morning light filled the cabin. The fire had burned down to embers. The wind had stopped.


Silence.


Not just quiet. A thick, listening silence. The kind that comes after a great noise.


She stood, her muscles stiff. She went to the window. The world outside was buried under two feet of fresh snow, pristine and blinding under a flat white sky. The trees were heavy with it. The road was gone, just a smooth white trench between the pines. There were no tracks. The storm had erased everything.


Her stomach growled. She turned from the window and took inventory in the cold light of day.


The cabin was laid out like a diagram. Main room with fireplace, kitchenette, one door leading to a small bedroom with a single cot. Another door led to a root cellar. She checked the bedroom first. The cot had a wool blanket, folded square. No pillow. A single shelf held a pair of socks, darned at the heel, and a paperback book on bird identification. No personal items. No photographs.


The root cellar was a cold hole under the cabin, reached by a pull-up trap door and a wooden ladder. She descended with a match lit. The space was small, earth-walled, lined with more shelves. More jars. Pickled vegetables, tomatoes, venison in brine. Neat, handwritten labels in black ink: *BEANS 9/12, CARROTS 8/12*. The dates were from three years after the collapse. The

























































































