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      To my dino-loving, taco grubbing,

      made-up wordsmithing bookworms.

      

      You embrace my quirks, inspire me to keep on writing, and make me laugh every single day. I wouldn’t be doing this without you.

      

      You are my tribe, and this one is for you.
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      “Once we get this loaded, I’ll be good to go,” Jackson said as he and I each slid a ten-gallon jug of biodiesel into the back of the Tacoma. His dark hair was pulled back behind his head, and his beard was trimmed, like he’d taken a few more moments to groom than usual this morning.

      “You’re stopping by the hydro plant to grab Bert and Phil on your way to the helipad, then? Or are they meeting you here?”

      “Nah.” Jackson distractedly combed his mustache with his bottom teeth and walked over to a stack of duffel bags. He tossed me one. “They’re meeting me there. Bert wants to make sure Cory has everything he needs to run things before he leaves. And Phil went with him to make sure Bert is supervised and doesn’t scare the kid away from his first lead assignment.”

      I grinned. “Shit, that’s right. It’s Cory’s first time running the plant while you’re all gone.”

      Jackson grunted as he loaded in another two diesel jugs. “Let’s just say Bert’s a bit unsettled about it.”

      “I bet he is,” I muttered. Cory was a good kid, but he was clumsy.” Not to mention, Bert worried something would go wrong with the hydro plant while he was away, no matter what crew we had on deck, or how powerful their Abilities were. It was admirable that he took his work seriously, but he’d been known to scare the piss out of a few recruits with the embellished horror stories that accompanied each one of his rules. It wasn’t as if we would all die if the plant stopped working, but you wouldn’t know that with Bert in charge.

      “Then, I’m glad Phil is going to mediate. Maybe Cory will last longer than Hector did.”

      Jackson laughed. “Poor Hector.”

      “It’s good for the young ones to know the responsibility of this place,” I mused. It was a team effort to keep it going, now that Whitehorse housed over two hundred people. Bert was an old man who’d made it his life to keep the town running, but he wouldn’t be around forever. “At any rate, the water is rushing with all the spring ice melt, so he won’t have to do much. I’ll be sure to check in on him from time to time though.”

      The clouds moved in front of the sun, which was expected on a brisk April afternoon, and a chill swept over my skin. I heaved in an ammo bin from the loading dock, curious if I shouldn’t fill a smaller duffel with extra magazines and bullets, just in case. Jackson’s last scavenging trip with his team, to the East, hadn’t gone as smoothly as it usually did, so we’d packed weapons and provisions more generously this time.

      “After hearing about that other gang altercation outside Edmonton, I’m going to get you another pack of ammo to take. Maybe some extra pistols⁠—”

      “Already thought of it,” he said, nodding to the cab of the truck. “Elle wouldn’t let me leave the house without extra reinforcements.” The corner of Jackson’s mouth lifted with amusement. It was the same contentment I saw on his face after he’d married my sister, Hannah. I’d been seeing that smirk of his more and more over the past couple of years; it looked good on him. After Hannah and Molly died, I wasn’t sure he would ever be happy again. But he was, and I was glad for it.

      I thought about Kelsey’s plummet into insanity and her dying in my arms, then I pushed the memory away and forced myself to think about the living instead of the dead. Death was a cesspool that tended to suck me in every now and again, and it was all I could do every damn day to keep thinking about life instead.

      “Beau’s angry with me,” Jackson said.

      “Uh-oh.” I chuckled and scratched the side of my face. It was always something with Beau. “What’d you do now?”

      Jackson shook his head with a sigh and took a swig from his water jug. “I won’t take him with me.” He wiped his mustache with the back of his hand. “He hates me because of it, of course.”

      “Well, I don’t blame you for leaving him behind.” I leaned against the wheel well, feeling the cool metal through my shirt. “Whatever those gangs of kids are up to, it’s nothing good. I mean, I get it—the world ends, you’re ten years old, and you can move a tree with your mind, or lure a meal right toward you. But at some point, you need direction. You and I saw that all the time with the street gangs back in Anchorage, and they had parents and normal problems. You’ve got people like Nora out there, leading some of these kids around. It’s crazy, scary shit. And now they’re getting bored—they want more.” I shook my head and thought about the fire outbreaks in the cities, caused by some of them. It was only a matter of time before the renegade youth became a bigger issue, even way out here. “I know some of them just want to be part of a pack to call family, but they’re getting ballsy. They just came up on you last time, like they were fearless.”

      Jackson lifted his chin, eyeing me like he knew exactly what I was thinking. “So, what’s your plan?”

      He knew me well, and I leveled my gaze on him. Of course I had a plan. “Wall off the bridge, to start with.”

      “A wall?” He tilted his head back and forth as he considered it.

      “We’d have to man it in order to allow those of us going between Riverdale and the prison, your place, and anywhere else outside the border, through,” I admitted. “But it would give us even more control, and make us less alluring to troublemakers looking to sneak in for winter supplies, or anything else they might think we have worth stealing.”

      “It could work,” Jackson mused, and he crossed his hands over his chest.

      I shoved off the truck to head toward the few bags left to load. “It has to.”

      Jackson sighed. “Well, count me in. I promised to help Alex and Sophie finish their place when I get back, but it won’t take long.”

      A month was a long time to wait to build the wall, and I wasn’t sure we had that kind of time. Plus, Jackson had enough on his plate—patrolling Whitehorse with me, working on his farm, raising Beau and Thea, going on bimonthly scavenging trips—I couldn’t rely on him to be a part of every project that needed doing, but I nodded all the same. “We’ll talk about it when you get back.”

      We were far beyond the days when we could all hole up in the prison for safety, and with half of my team gone most of the time, our security measures were laughable. “As for Beau, don’t worry about him,” I told Jackson. “He’ll get over it. I’ll take him on rounds with me a few times while you’re gone.” I handed him one of the duffels, and we made our way back to the truck. “How long do you think you’ll be gone this time, anyway? A couple weeks?” The biodiesel-powered helicopter would shave off a week’s worth of driving, if not more.

      “Yeah. We haven’t hit up the Yellowknife area yet, and I expect we’ll find plenty of supplies there.”

      “Yellowknife, huh?” The further out Jackson and the team went each trip, the more I wondered how long it would be before we created an installation somewhere out there.

      “I left our route in Woody’s office.” Jackson looked at me as we nestled in the last of the bags. “Make sure he sees it when he gets back from Prince Rupert.”

      “Will do. They should be back soon.” Kat and Woody had been gone almost a week for their quarterly check-in with Huck and his team, and it had been strangely silent without them. Despite Kat and I not getting along when she’d first arrived with JJ a few years back, we’d fallen into a groove of working together and putting up with one another.

      “Aren’t you glad Kat’s coming home today?” Jackson slammed the tailgate shut.

      My eyes narrowed on him. He and Elle had a way of asking Beau and Thea loaded questions—a parental move I usually found entertaining—and I got the feeling Jackson was using his parental voice with me now, so I hesitated to answer. “Why would I be glad?”

      “Because,” he drawled, “Phil and I are taking off, and she’ll be coming back. You won’t be alone on the safety crew.” With a raised eyebrow, Jackson tried not to smile. “It wasn’t supposed to be a difficult question.”

      “Hmm.” I wasn’t sure I bought that, but I let it go. “I don’t know if glad is the word I’d use. She’ll start an argument with me the moment she gets back, and then⁠—”

      “If I could get you as riled up as she does, I’d push your buttons too.” He chuckled and walked over to me, shaking his head. “Just don’t kill each other before I get back. We need her to help with the wall.” He clamped his hand on my shoulder. “And check in on Elle for me while I’m gone, would you?”

      “Of course, I will. Just get back in one piece.”

      “Ha, same goes for you. I noticed Meghann’s had a few more concerned citizen inquiries and neighborly drop-ins than usual over the past few months. Don’t let her run you ragged.” Jackson winked.

      I blew out an exasperated breath. “Yeah, she’s uh⁠—”

      “Interested, Ross. It’s called dating, you should try it sometime.”

      I frowned. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      He laughed and climbed into the truck. “Just returning the favor, brother. Don’t forget how gung ho you were about me and Elle three years ago.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s different.”

      Jackson stared at me, an annoyingly perceptive gleam in his eyes. “No, it’s not.”

      “Yes, it is. You liked Elle. Meghann’s nice, but . . .” I wasn’t sure what she was, other than not my type. “Just get out of here, would you?” I tapped the top of the truck.

      “I can see why Kat likes screwing with you so much.” Jackson pulled the door shut. “It’s fun.”

      “That’s all I need—two of you on my case.”

      “That’s what friends are for.” He nodded a farewell. “I’ll radio in when we get to Yellowknife.”

      “Sounds good. Be careful out there, brother.”

      Jackson waved through the open window, and with a rumble, the Tacoma started up. “See you in a few weeks!” he called, and pulled away from the loading dock, past the prison, and out the gate.

      Jackson wasn’t a soldier, and he couldn’t burn people alive if he needed to protect himself, like Elle could, but he was a survivor and a trained trooper; he was strong and capable—you had to be, living out here. But none of that made it easier to watch him drive away. Not when so much about our lives could go wrong each day.

      Even with nightly patrols around the five square miles we were using in Riverdale, the only Whitehorse neighborhood protectively nestled between the Yukon River and Gray Mountain, we were still more accessible than I was comfortable with. There were two bridges in and out that needed some sort of monitoring and defense, and the places people could hide in Whitehorse made me anxious when I allowed myself to think about it too much. No matter how much time passed, there was still so much to do.

      When I realized I was still standing in the gravel drive like a sulking child, I turned for the prison—a big hulking three-story building covered in metal sheeting. I was itching to get some safety planning underway.

      Bunching my long sleeves up to my elbows, I pulled the side entrance door open and heard another rumble and crunching gravel. I glanced at the open gate. Either Jackson had forgotten something, or Woody, Kat, and the others were back from Prince Rupert.

      Our constant communication and trade with them were essential for keeping our growing town stocked with what few creature comforts we had, and the food and weapons we needed to sustain fifty-two adults and over 120 youth under the age of eighteen.

      I recognized the sound of the Tahoe’s exhaust before Woody drove through the gate. He waved and pulled up to the loading dock, bringing the Tahoe to a jolting halt. I was surprised to see that only Kat was with him.

      “You just missed Jackson,” I said, walking back over to greet them.

      Woody pushed the driver side door open, and his rumpled, blonde-gray hair caught in the breeze. His eyes were glassy with exhaustion from nearly twenty hours on the road.

      “We saw him headed into town,” Woody said through a stretch.

      I glanced at Kat as she flung her seatbelt off in the passenger seat. “She let you drive this time, huh? How did you manage that?” Woody wasn’t the best driver in the world. He tended to steer wherever he looked, and Kat generally refused to be in the car with him at the wheel.

      “She can’t drive if she can’t find the keys,” he said with a big smile.

      “True.” I reached out to give Woody’s hand a quick shake. “I’m actually surprised you made it back so early.”

      “We barely made it back at all,” Kat muttered, and climbed out of the car.

      I tried not to smile at her displeasure, and opened the back hatch to help unload. “It’s a relief to see you’re in a good mood today, Kat.”

      She lifted a delicate eyebrow as she pulled her hair from her bun, something she rarely did. It fell in blonde waves over her shoulders, and she massaged her head with a groan. “Either my hair tie was too tight, or I have a headache from too much whiplash.” She sighed and glared at Woody.

      He threw his hands up. “You shouldn’t have left the keys unattended.”

      “They were in my bag, my bag, and I had to piss,” she told him.

      “Well, I don’t know what to tell you⁠—”

      “Where are Sam and Christine?” I interjected before Kat could get too riled up. I pulled a box from the back of the Tahoe, marked Honey, and carried it to the storage container on the loading dock, empty after having loaded Jackson’s truck.

      “I dropped them off at their house on the way in,” Woody said as he started stacking crates on the dock.

      “Don’t tell me all of this honey is for Thea,” I joked. “Elle will kill you both.”

      Kat grinned as she twisted her hair back up on top of her head. “No,” she said, “It’s for the store. We also got some beef, some grain, and oranges shipped up from California.”

      “Taylor will love that,” I told her. She always did nice things for Taylor, and I assumed it was because, like Kat, he’d lost his partner since surviving the Virus. Maybe they were kindred spirits or something. “He appreciates it when you get him new products for the shop.”

      Kat shrugged like she was indifferent to Taylor, but I wondered if that was true. She smiled a lot around him, which was unlike her. And I noticed the way he looked at her, even if I hadn’t realized it until now.

      As she walked over to help us unload, the side door of the prison opened with a hydraulic squeak. Stanley and Aria stepped outside.

      “Ah, good ears. He is back,” Stanley said with a smile. He looked as smart as always with his black-rimmed glasses, yellow-and-white striped bowtie, and his navy, argyle sweater.

      “I told ya,” Aria drawled. She sounded more like a teenager than ever. Her long brown hair hung loose around her face and bounced with each of her steps. Her freckles made her look a bit younger than she was, but her brown eyes held a lifetime of lessons and hurt already lived.

      Woody’s blue eyes widened with surprise and glittered with merriment when he saw them. “What the hell,” he said. He tsked at Aria. “You’re supposed to be in school, Smudge.” Aria was tall for thirteen and came up to Woody’s armpit as she gave him a side hug. Smudge was his nickname for her because Aria was such a tomboy and was always dirty. A lot had changed in a few years, though, and like Thea, she was getting older. Both of them would be causing boy trouble soon enough, and I didn’t envy any of the pseudo-dads in the slightest.

      “Aria went to school this morning,” Stanley explained, “but Sophie sent her home at lunch, since she knew there would be family matters to attend to.” He clasped Woody on the shoulder with a warm smile.

      “We’ve got the rest of this, Woody,” I told him, and waved him away. “Go on, I’ll finish up out here.”

      “I think I’ll take you up on that,” he said, and with his arm around Aria, the three of them walked back toward the prison. I watched with a strange mixture of relief, happiness, and sadness. They’d found their niche again. All of them had been lost at the beginning, but now they had their people, a family—two crazy uncles and their ward.

      “When are they going to get a place of their own?” Kat asked as she lifted the crate of oranges out of the back with a huff.

      “I don’t know. They’ve mentioned it a couple times, but I guess they like it here.”

      “When we actually start using the prison how it’s meant, they won’t be able to raise her here.”

      I reached further into the back of the Tahoe and pulled out two metal crates. “It’s not my business.” Glancing down at the bottled homebrew, I grinned. “Let me guess, these are for you.” I knew how much she liked Huck’s ale.

      “No, actually. I didn’t get any for myself this time. Huck didn’t have a lot, so I just brought some for Taylor’s store. I figured I can wait until we go back again to get more.”

      “Aw, how thoughtful.”

      “Shut up, Ross,” she grumbled.

      With a smirk, I stepped past her.

      “Oh, wait,” Kat said, turning for the back seat. “I almost forgot the meds.” She hauled out a decent-sized box and set it inside the storage container. “We’ll need to decide what goes to the store and what we should keep for the hospital,” she thought aloud.

      “That reminds me.” I leaned against the car. “What did Huck say about the serum?”

      Some of the Hope Valley folks had been working on a remedy that reverted the effects of the Virus in survivors’ genetic code, helping people whose Abilities were too much of a burden in their everyday lives feel a bit more normal and in control. It actually started out as a possible “repair” for the Crazies and their Ability-broken minds. Then, the focus shifted to older people who had a hard time controlling their Abilities, probably because of their age, and were an endangerment to themselves and others by no fault of their own. And it was an intriguing option to people like me, who didn’t want their Abilities at all.

      Kat’s steely blue eyes met mine. “They’re looking for volunteers to try it out,” she said, hesitating. “I’m thinking about doing it.”

      “What? Why?” My tone was harsher than I meant it to be, but I couldn’t help my shock. “Kat, you don’t even know if it will work—what if you die?”

      “Careful, Ross. You almost sound like you care.” She smiled, but I wasn’t amused.

      “I’m serious. It’s not like I want to be tethered to death, but even if my Ability was magically gone one day, I wouldn’t be able to forget the past—not every life that’s passed through me and what it
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