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As it turned out, there was a road directly north at where Highway 28 bent east—a dirt road. It even had a couple crude signs, one of which read REDNECK HIGHWAY and the other BARLEY HOT SPRINGS: 22 MILES. Williams couldn’t figure it, even after consulting his maps; for one, there was the Santiago River, which stood between them and Barley and would need a bridge in order for the road to make any sense. But a bridge for a dirt road? It seemed unlikely.

“It does say Redneck Highway,” said Sheila. “Redneck Bridge is probably a plywood ramp propped up with cinderblocks.”

“Someone’s idea of a joke, maybe,” said Sammy, and stood up from where they’d all knelt around the map.

Williams remained crouched, squinting down the lane. “But look at it ... it runs just as straight as an arrow, and for a good distance, too. It’s not even wash-boarded.” He stood and peered down the state highway. “One thing’s for sure ... if we follow 28, it’s going to take us 2 to 3 times longer to get there.”

Peter stepped forward with a quizzical look on his face. “With all due respect, I’m not seeing what the hurry is, frankly. Last we heard the—the enemy, was in Billings. Isn’t that a good distance from here?”

“Yes and no,” said Williams. “But remember, they’re motorized.” He glanced at Sammy. “And something tells me they’re not stuck in first gear. But it’s not just that. We’re running low on supplies, the stuff we picked up in Lonepine notwithstanding. Besides, we’ll need to get to Barley well ahead of the enemy if we’re going to arrive at any sort of battleplan. No,” He stared down the dirt road again. “We’ve come this far on blind faith; we’ll make it the rest the distance the same way.”

“Faith isn’t going to build a bridge if none is there,” said Peter.

“And yet it might, Mr. Romero. It just might,” said Williams.

And then he was again taking point as Peter and Sheila and Sammy and Luna exchanged nervous glances ... before following him at last onto the dusty byway.

––––––––
[image: ]


ANK RAN—HIS WOUNDS from the terror birds throbbing and protesting, his tourniquet of blankets having long since fallen off. He wanted to get there before nightfall—before the light receded from the sky and his eyes began to fail, before he possibly even changed his mind. He ran as he had never run previously, testing his new body and its limits under duress, pushing it in ways he had never pushed before, tasking it with what seemed an impossible end: crossing a 30-mile stretch of badlands to reach the town of Paradise by the close of a day almost three-quarters over.

And as he ran, he remembered (or thought he did) the details of a life prior—a life which had been full and interesting and robust, in which he had found his work and his love ... but which he had outlived long before he had ever died and awakened in the beast; which he had outlived long before the Flashback.

Nor did he run the entire distance alone, for as he re-crossed the Camas Prairie he came upon a most unusual sight: a Union Pacific train, dieseling across the wastelands as though there’d never been an apocalypse or a collapse of civilization as they’d known it. And, as it was moving relatively slow, he veered alongside it and kept pace—but he did more than keep pace, really; rather, he made something of a sport of racing the thing, pouring on the speed so that he drew even with the engine’s cab, where he saw a bearded man in coveralls extend an arm out the window in what seemed a gesture of goodwill.

And then Ank was falling back, back, his armored body growing weary, the calloused pads of his feet aching, so that he was even with the caboose—until it, too, moved on down the tracks without him ... leaving him to pant and thirst in the desert sun.

Exhausted. Dispirited. Alone.
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BY THE TIME THEY ENTERED what his map called Shadow Canyon, Williams estimated they had about two hours of light left. As for the Santiago River, they heard it before they saw it (for the world had grown eerily silent since the Flashback), rushing and bubbling, swirling and sluicing, until they rounded a craggy bend and saw it laid out before them—beautiful in its untamed wildness, bursting as though in flood, and, having no bridge, utterly impassable.

“I don’t get it,” said Sheila, exhausted. “Who builds a road and then runs it straight into a raging river?”

Williams peered at the opposite bank, where the dirt road resumed. “If I had to guess I’d say there’s a dam upriver, which would have allowed passage—in, say, a 4x4—whenever it was closed.” He sneered and spat. “It’s a ‘Redneck Highway,’ indeed.”

“Any chance we could ford it using the bus?” asked Samantha. The look on her face as she studied the boulders on both sides of the river suggested she already knew the answer.

“No way,” said Sammy, looking at the same. “We’d be lucky to get a quarter of the way across before a wheel got stuck in the rocks. Then there we’d be ... high and dry and with a boatload of kids.”

“There has to be a way,” said Sheila.

Peter stepped forward, hands on his hips, and examined the river. “Let’s see,” He wetted a finger and pretended to draw an equation in the air. “Nope. There doesn’t appear to be a way.” At last he turned to face Williams. “Any more bright ideas, cowboy?”

All eyes turned toward Williams as the river raged and the sun continued to sink. At length he set down his rifle and eased the backpack from his shoulders. “Just one,” he said, retaking up his weapon. “Something I was planning on doing when we reached Barley, anyway.” He looked at Sheila, knowing that if anyone tried to stop him it would be her. “See, a mistake was made when we left Ank behind—a mistake I’ve been trying to reconcile ever since Lonepine. I don’t know, but it’s like—it’s like I had a lapse in faith ... a lapse in brotherly love, something; one we’re paying for even now.” He paced back and forth with his rifle, trying to figure it out, trying to find the right words. “I read the tea leaves wrong—misinterpreted the entrails—whatever. But the fact is,” He looked at them one by one. “Ank was meant to be with us now. He was meant to ford us across that river. And the only reason he isn’t ... is because I failed our friendship.” He paused as drop of rain flecked his nose and the clouds rumbled gently overhead. “Surely you can feel it, just as I do. The feeling that ... we’re being tested. That the Flashback was not just an apocalypse in the physical sense. It was an apocalypse in the spiritual sense. That there’s more at play here than dinosaurs and strange lights in the sky—aliens, whatever—that the battle has now been joined by something else entirely. Something, I don’t know–”

“Dear God, he’s going to
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