
  
    [image: Final Days]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTER THE END

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Trapped Days

      

        

      
        Fractured Days

      

        

      
        Final Days

      

      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales, is entirely coincidental.

      
        
        RELAY PUBLISHING EDITION, OCTOBER 2024

        Copyright © 2024 Relay Publishing Ltd.

      

      

      All rights reserved. Published in the United Kingdom by Relay Publishing. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Grace Hamilton is a pen name created by Relay Publishing for co-authored Post-Apocalyptic projects. Relay Publishing works with incredible teams of writers and editors to collaboratively create the very best stories for our readers.

      Cover Design by Deranged Doctor.

      
        
        www.relaypub.com

      

      

      
        
          [image: Relay Pub logo]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Final Days]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLURB

          

        

      

    

    
      In the shadow of a fallen world, law and order are just memories. Only survival remains…

      Shannon Grayson had made it through the brutal early days of the EMP apocalypse. Despite suffering a bullet wound in her shoulder, she’s managed to reunite with her daughter, Kim. And she’s found a safe haven at the Wander Motel.

      But tensions are rising in her group of survivors. Kim struggles with the aftermath of Dennis’s death and the brutal trials she’s been forced to endure. She needs to be at her best to survive and lead in this harsh world, but her past haunts her every step.

      Shannon, Kim, and their newfound community aren’t the only people fighting to survive in the post-EMP world. Andre, Shannon’s ruthless ex-husband, is out of prison. He’s rebuilding his motorcycle gang. And he’s coming for Shannon and Kim.

      Both mother and daughter have paid a heavy price for survival. They need time to heal, physically and mentally. But with Andre closing in, the Wander Motel is no longer a refuge—it’s a trap.
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      “I swear, Mutt, it’s like my mom thinks I’m still a child—like the kid she used to try and protect from my dad, or the teenager she left behind.” With a grunt, Kim Nakamura straightened up from where she’d been digging through a pile of debris.

      Beside her, Mutt woofed encouragement. The large mixed-breed dog butted her head under Kim’s hand in silent demand for a scratch behind the ears. Kim grinned ruefully and obliged, ruffling the dog’s short fur. Then Mutt licked her hand and went off to nose about another tangle of cars and trash, looking for food or something that smelled interesting to her, though Kim couldn’t imagine what that might be.

      It had been a week since she’d faced down her psychotic father and been reunited with her mother outside the remains of her aunt and uncle’s bombed-out scrapyard. That week had only served to make her life more confusing than before the disaster had wiped out the United States power grid and driven her to seek out her family in Memphis.

      She’d thought being reunited with her mother, Sarah, would make the world seem…better, she supposed. But it hadn’t been that simple. Nothing was.

      To start with, her mother now went by Shannon, the new name she’d been given in WitSec.

      To make it worse, thinking of WitSec only reminded Kim of the man who’d given his life to try and reunite her with her mother. Like the gun she carried on one hip, the knives she had stashed in her boots and the small of her back, and the worn, military-grade backpack on her shoulders, the name Shannon evoked memories of Dennis Sullivan.

      She still saw his face in her nightmares most nights. Sometimes it was scrunched with pain, the way it had been when he’d been trying to detox. But most often, she remembered the way she’d seen him last: sprawled lifelessly on the grass with a neat red circle in his forehead and a puddle of red around his head and shoulders like a macabre halo.

      Her feelings about Dennis had been complicated, but she mourned him and missed him with an intensity she never would have imagined a month ago.

      Unlike her mother, Dennis would have trusted her instead of feeling the need to watch over her and coddle her. There were so many times in the past week she’d wanted to scream something like that at her mother and her aunt, but every time, she found herself unable to speak, because then she’d have to tell Shannon what had happened to Dennis.

      She shook herself out of those thoughts before she could drown in them.

      Kim watched Mutt go and sighed. “At least someone in my life is easy to please.” She hefted her pack higher onto her shoulder and jogged after the dog.

      After a week of wariness, arguments, and far too much tension on both sides, she’d finally managed to convince Shannon and Carol she would be safe searching for supplies on her own. Her mother had driven with her to the area around Horn Lake but finally relented enough to let her slip away to search another section of the highway by herself.

      It’s not like I don’t know my father’s still out there and still dangerous. I do. I’d never have made it this long or this far if I was as naive as she thinks I am.

      Kim paused to take a deep breath and loosen some of the tension coiling within her. It wasn’t entirely Shannon’s fault she was so stressed these days. The events of the past few weeks aside, she just wasn’t used to being around so many people all the time, and she needed space to breathe.

      Like now. She knew Shannon and Bill were only a shout away, but it was still a relief to have some time alone, without other people hovering around her. She’d grown used to being mostly solitary over the years, and the constant presence of others at the motel the Black Rats were using as a temporary base had started to grate on her nerves. The walls were thinner than even the walls in her college dorm room had been. The privacy of her motel room didn’t keep her from hearing far more than she wanted regarding the lives of her great-aunt’s crew of bikers—men and women alike.

      Her mother’s constant hovering didn’t help either. Especially now, when she didn’t want the older woman to know what she was really looking for—besides cars with partially filled fuel tanks and basic supplies.

      She was looking for cake ingredients. Anything that could serve to help produce an appropriately sized sweet pastry. Shannon’s birthday was less than a day away, and Kim wanted to celebrate it. After all, it had been five years since her mother had gotten to enjoy any birthdays or holidays with her family, and Kim wanted to change that. They might all be struggling to cope with the disaster that had struck almost a month before, but to Kim, that made the celebration more important, not less.

      She’d started her search four days ago, going out on scavenging missions with whoever was on the prowl at any given time. So far, she’d found more frustration than she had anything else. There was no milk because anything that might have remained in a store or someone’s home had spoiled ages ago. Eggs were less perishable, according to Bill Wheeler, but also in short supply. If you weren’t a farmer and didn’t have access to livestock, you were pretty much out of luck on either front. Things like flour and sugar were rare. Most of it had been looted, and some of what she’d found had been infested with mold or bugs.

      When all was said and done, she’d managed to locate enough flour for a moderately sized cake—of sorts: water, some sort of fake egg mix someone had missed or left behind, and maybe a cup or two of sugar. She’d also scrounged some frosting, mostly because it was less practical than many other food items, along with ginger snaps and ginger flavoring.

      Her mother loved ginger. Kim figured she could slather vanilla frosting and powdered ginger over the ginger snaps, if all else failed. It wouldn’t be great, but it would be better than nothing, as far as she was concerned.

      “—elp!” The faint sound jolted her from her thoughts and made her straighten. She stopped searching and listened carefully.

      “Help!” This time she heard the word clearly, spoken in a voice that was definitely not her mother’s or Bill’s, or anyone else’s she could recognize.

      That didn’t mean it wasn’t someone from the Black Rats. Even if it wasn’t, Kim couldn’t bring herself to ignore a cry for help. She slapped her thigh twice to get the dog’s attention, using one of the signals she’d been training Mutt to respond to. The dog looked up at once, then loped toward her. Kim grinned fondly at her. “Come on, Mutt. Sounds like someone’s in trouble.”

      She jogged toward the source of the noise and found a man leaning against a burned-out shell of a car. He was doubled over with his arms wrapped around his gut like he had a stomachache. The man looked up at her approach. “Help me, please! I’ve been…been…” He coughed sharply and hunched further in on himself.

      Kim hurried forward, ignoring the way Mutt stopped and made a low growl in the back of her throat. Mutt didn’t like strangers.

      She was just out of arm’s reach when a sense of unease caused her to falter. A voice oddly like Dennis’s whispered in her thoughts.

      Something’s not right. Look at him.

      She wanted to dismiss the thought, but years of having to watch out for her father’s uncertain temper, along with the lessons she’d recently learned on the road, made her hesitate.

      The way he’s standing says it’s a gut wound. But there’s no blood. Can’t be a shooting or a stabbing. And a blunt-force wound bad enough to need help would make it near impossible to talk, let alone shout for help loudly enough to get your attention. He doesn’t look sick enough for that to be the problem, and there’s no sign of him throwing up. He’s not acting like he’s got cramps either. It doesn’t add up.

      Kim stopped and watched the man carefully as she addressed him. “Sir, where are you hurt? What happened?”

      “I…I’ve been…” The words sounded forced, but now that she was paying attention and close enough to hear him more clearly, Kim noticed the lack of wheezing that would indicate difficulty breathing. “…attacked…”

      “By who, sir? And how are you hurt? What are your injuries?” Kim stayed where she was, her muscles tensing and her hand dropping to the weapon at her belt as the man’s behavior raised more red flags.

      The man looked up at her. “I was…” He trailed off, and his expression changed, from one of pain to one of annoyance and mild disgust. “I knew I should have gone with a broken arm or a head injury.” He scowled. “Whatever, just don’t give me too much trouble and neither of us has to leave here injured.”

      Then he lunged at her.
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      “Shannon, did you find something promising?” Shannon—known to her family as Sarah Nakamura before a stint in WitSec had gotten her in the habit of answering to another name—glanced up from her inspection of yet another car wreck. Her close friend, Bill Wheeler, was watching her with poorly hidden concern.

      “Might have. Looks like this driver had some tools and an emergency med kit.” Shannon worked her way through the gap in the battered door frame, dropped to her side on the seat, and wriggled her way closer to the small white metal box near the floor of the battered SUV they were investigating. “You check the tools, and I’ll just grab this.”

      “I can grab that. I’ve got a longer reach.” Bill moved forward hopefully, and Shannon glared at him.

      “I’m not an invalid, Bill. And you wouldn’t fit, not unless you forced the door open wider.” Shannon pressed forward another inch and managed to catch hold of the handle of the box. She scrabbled her way back out of the SUV’s interior and straightened with a look of triumph, which became a grin when she opened it to find several pads of gauze, small scissors, and a partially full tube of antibiotic ointment. It might not be a fully stocked ambulance, but it was better than nothing.

      Bill made a noise of appreciation from where he’d started going through the small bag of tools he’d hoisted carefully through the broken back window. “There’s some handy things in here, especially for fixing bikes. Nothing big enough for the larger truck parts, but that’s all right.”

      Shannon went to load the kit into her pack. Bill followed behind. “How’s your shoulder?”

      “No worse than it was when you asked me an hour ago. I’m not picking anything heavy up.” She gave him a sideways look. “It’s been weeks since I was shot, and you took good care of the wound. You know that, so why are you acting like you think I’m going to fall over?”

      Bill hesitated a moment, then sighed. “I’m just worried about you. You’ve been jumpy and restless ever since we left the scrapyard. You’re even worse than you were when we were dealing with Barney Langmaid’s murder rampage back in the supercenter. And I know you haven’t been sleeping well, either.”

      Shannon rolled her good shoulder uncomfortably. “The scrapyard got bombed, and a lot of good people got killed. It’s not unreasonable to be a little nervous after something like that.” She bent to eye the next car, then straightened. “But we’ve got more important things to think about, like whether this car has any fuel worth salvaging, since there isn’t anything inside worth taking.”

      “I’ll take a look at it, if you tell me what’s really got you spooked.” Bill’s voice was annoyingly reasonable.

      Shannon directed a halfhearted glare in his direction. Then she sighed and waved for him to take a look at the tank while she slouched against the side door. “It’s Andre. My ex-husband. I know I saw him at that attack, and then that boy you rescued confirmed he was the one behind it.”

      “Lee.” Bill nodded to show he was listening as he dropped down to shimmy around so he could shine a light in the body of the vehicle. “I recall he said something of the sort. But why’s that got you as flustered as a cat in a room full of rockers?”

      “Because Andre’s a vindictive, temperamental, violent monster who’d sooner lose his left hand than let go of a grudge. From what he did to the scrapyard, it’s obvious prison has made all those traits worse. I’m terrified of what he’ll do next.”

      Shannon grimaced, eyes roaming over the landscape of broken cars and trash-strewn concrete. “That’s not the only thing that has me worried. Kim said she had an altercation with him on the road. They ran into each other when he fled, and words were exchanged. Along with bullets. Before that encounter, he might have thought she was someone he could turn into an ally. But now that she’s shot him and driven him away, he’ll try to punish her too.”

      Bill pushed himself free of the car. “Good couple gallons or more in here. I reckon we could find a use for it.”

      Shannon fished a broken screwdriver from her pocket and used it to scrape a sign on the door. To anyone else, it would look like damage from the crash, but anyone from the Black Rats crew run by her Aunt Carol would know it was a marker for viable fuel salvage. She’d tell Carol to send out a siphon team in this direction when they got back to the motel they were currently crashing in.

      Bill’s hand came to rest on her shoulder. “You know Kim’s a tough young lady, just like her mother. And she’s already handled him once—I bet she can do it again, easy as eating pie.”

      “I wish I could believe you. But she took him by surprise that time. He won’t be caught off guard a second time. Now that he’s lost the element of surprise, he’ll come back with reinforcements and a mountain of viciousness on his side.” She shook her head. “It scares me.”

      A rattle of shifting metal made her jump and reach for her blade, only to relax when she realized the wind had blown a bit of debris across the road. She scanned the area again and shook her head. “Speaking of Kim, she’s been off on her own for a while. We should go find her, make sure she’s okay.”

      “I’m sure she is. Like I said, she’s a tough girl.”

      Shannon gave Bill a sour look as the mechanic swung both their scavenging duffels up onto his broad shoulders. “Tough isn’t always the best thing to be, though.” She fell into step beside him as they picked their way down the road to the old pickup Bill had managed to wrangle from the wreckage of the scrapyard and get working. “My being tough, as you put it, is what got Andre all riled up in the first place. He never could stand it when someone pushed back against him and his temper.”

      I thought that was charming back when we first hooked up. Why didn’t I realize his protectiveness was really possessiveness? Or that his defensiveness was the sign of a bad attitude with a hair-trigger temper?

      Shannon shook the thoughts away as Bill spoke again. “Maybe, but those are the same traits that kept you alive. And helped keep me and a whole bunch of other folks alive too, back in the supercenter.”

      “Sure. They’re also the reason I got a lunatic’s bullet in my shoulder and nearly died in a filthy, dark storage aisle in the back of that same supercenter.” She shook her head. “Besides, Kim’s young. She’s never seen the worst the world has to offer, even if she’s learned some hard lessons here and there. I worry about her being unprepared for what’s out there—but I don’t want her to learn the hard way.”

      They reached the truck, and Bill tossed the bags into the back. Shannon was just about to suggest they split up to look for Kim when familiar barking caught both their attention—followed by a shriek of pain and fear.
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      Kim dodged the man’s first lunge with a gasp and just barely avoided his grabbing hands. Her eyes darted around, assessing the landscape. The ground was uneven, and there wasn’t much room to move without bumping into broken vehicles. The man had chosen his ambush spot well.

      She needed to get to her gun or draw one of her knives, but her weapons were secured to prevent loss, and she didn’t have a lot of space to move away. In such close quarters, she couldn’t risk not having both hands free to fend off his next attack—at least, not long enough to undo the strap. Kim grimaced at her own foolishness. Such a simple mistake, not freeing a weapon the second she’d realized something was off.

      “Quit struggling!” The man grabbed at her again. Kim found herself backed too close to a car to move freely or completely avoid him. Still, she was able to block his arm in a rudimentary move she’d learned as a teenager, then she clawed at the man’s face.

      He lurched back with a yelp of pain as her fingernails scored across his cheek. But even angered and in pain, he managed to grab hold of her sleeve.

      Mutt growled and darted forward to sink her teeth into the man’s leg. His grip loosened as he let out a yowl of pain, and Kim wrenched herself free. She tried to back up but stumbled over a section of the pavement. She twisted awkwardly, trying to avoid an injury. A shout told her that either Mutt had gotten in another good bite, or her attacker had succeeded in preventing further attacks for the time being.

      The backpack was throwing off her balance, and she couldn’t get the gun free of the safety strap she wore. She grabbed for a knife instead and drew it as she turned to face the man.

      He was holding a metal chunk, and his expression was grim and determined. Not her knife, the rake marks across his face, or the bloody gouges from Mutt’s teeth were enough to deter him.

      Mutt, on the other hand, was curled up on the ground and whining softly. Kim thought she might have been kicked in the ribs, from the way she was lying. Then the man charged her again, and Kim had no more time to check on the dog.

      Kim swiped at the man with the knife, but he dodged her attack with a snarl. Kim stumbled a bit on the uneven ground—helped in her fall by his foot in her path. Before she could regain her bearings, something hard slammed into the back of her head. Stars exploded behind her eyes as she toppled forward onto the pavement, where they were joined by the sting of scrapes on her hands as she landed. The knife skittered away from her grip.

      Kim blinked away the blurring of her vision and rolled over. The man was coming closer, and she acted instinctively, the way her mother had taught her to respond to assaults as a child. She lifted her foot and rammed it upward and forward with all the strength she could muster.

      Her aim was good, and the blow landed square in the man’s groin. Unfortunately, she didn’t have as much leverage as she would have liked, and he hadn’t been close enough for maximum effectiveness. The kick made him stagger and grab at his crotch with a string of curse words that would impress the Black Rats, but it didn’t drop him in his tracks the way she’d hoped.

      The pain in her head and the weight of her backpack hampered her as she tried to scramble away, but she didn’t dare roll over so she could get to her feet properly. She knew he’d be on top of her in a second if she did that.

      The man stalked toward her, manic rage in his eyes. He was still walking oddly, but she knew he was seconds away from another attack. She wasn’t sure if she would be able to hit him again. He was guarding himself now, wariness mixed with his determination to complete whatever his goal was. Robbing her, at the very least.

      Kim felt along the ground for the knife, or a large rock, or anything she could pull free and easily use as a weapon. Her head still ached, and her vision was slightly blurry. At the very least, she’d taken a bad blow, and she knew the chances were good that she might have a mild concussion.

      The man’s legs tensed, stance coiling in preparation to spring forward and either kick her or pin her down. Then there was a dull thunk from behind him. The man collapsed like a puppet with cut strings.

      Shannon stood behind him, makeshift club in hand and a grim expression on her face. A few yards away, Bill was picking his way through the wrecked cars. His larger frame and age slowed him down, but not by much.

      Shannon nudged the man with her foot. The result was a groan, and she kicked him in the head for good measure. Then she looked up. “Kim, you all right?”

      Her head hurt, and she felt like an idiot for having lost her grip on her knife. But she was still alive, and that was what mattered. “I’m okay.”

      From the look on her mother’s face, Shannon didn’t believe her. Kim retrieved her knife and sheathed it, then hauled herself to her feet and began the process of dusting herself off.

      “That looks like a heck of a goose egg on the back of your skull,” Bill said as he caught up.

      Kim scowled. She liked Bill, but sometimes he saw—and said—things she’d rather he didn’t.

      Shannon marched forward, determined to take a look. Kim stayed where she was and let her. She knew resisting would only cause her mother to treat her even more like a child.

      Shannon’s fingers prodded carefully over the back of her head. Kim winced when she found the place where the man had hit her. “That’s a good-sized lump, all right. But you’re not bleeding a lot, so it probably only rattled your brain a little bit. It’ll ache for a while, but I think we can scrounge up some pain meds when we get back to the motel.”

      “As long as it’s something like Tylenol.” Kim wasn’t about to risk taking anything stronger. She still remembered the consequences of Dennis’s addiction all too clearly.

      “Probably will be, if we’ve got anything at all.” Shannon said. She looked between Kim, the downed man, and Mutt, who was getting to her feet with gentle assistance from Bill. “But before we get on the road, perhaps you’d better tell me what happened here and how likely it is that we’re going to run into a few of this fellow’s friends on our way.”

      Her mother’s expression was tight, and Kim winced at the raised eyebrow and the stern way her lips pressed together.

      Here we go again.
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      Austin glared at his bike despondently, still clutching a dirty rag to his bleeding face as he tried to ignore the clawing in his gut, along with the throbbing pain of various bruises. After a moment, he bent to heave the bike upright, swearing under his breath as the movement made his nose hurt worse.

      The bike might take him back home, but it wouldn’t be an easy ride, and getting repairs would be even harder. Austin cursed again as he levered himself gingerly over the seat and pinched the bridge of his nose hard to stop the blood flow enough that he could start the bike and get back to the Rat Trap—the miserable little hole in the wall he’d called home for the past week.

      He hadn’t planned to hurt Keith. But he was broke, in need of a fix, and hoping to score a little something to entice some female company to his place. He’d asked nicely, but Keith had turned him down. He’d refused to help out unless Austin could pay him—as if he had jack to use for payment or trade.

      That was why he’d pulled a knife and tried to make Keith give it up. Well, that and the fact that he’d been mad as a wet cat. Brothers of the road were supposed to help each other out, and Keith had been treating him like a nobody.

      He’d forgotten Keith had been taught street fighting by some of the old guard, Black Rats who had run the show back before Austin himself had joined. Back when the Black Rats had really been all they were reputed to be instead of the pansies they’d become under the Gardenas.

      Keith’s first blow, a sucker-punch to the gut that took his breath away, had reminded him how Keith had earned the nickname Bulldozer. The beating that followed had been a stark warning of how stupid he’d been in trying to fight someone with Keith’s reputation.

      The broken nose and the trashed bike though—that was adding insult to injury. He might’ve earned the thrashing—though he’d deny it—but destroying a man’s bike was taking a lesson too far.

      Austin took a cautious breath, stuffed the cloth up his nose as an added deterrent to any more bleeding, and started the engine. He winced at the scratched and dented handlebars in front of him.

      At least the bike still ran. It would have been the ultimate humiliation to be a biker without a ride. With a grunt, he got the bike going and began to guide it toward the Rat Trap. There was a wobble that suggested either the frame or a wheel had been bent out of alignment, and he grimaced. That would be harder to get fixed than the dings in the paint.

      Ten minutes of uncomfortable riding later, he’d made it back to the Rat Trap. It wasn’t much—the place was so worn down and badly maintained that calling it a dive bar was generous—but it was the closest thing he’d had to home since the scrapyard exploded in flames. The bed he’d scrounged was lumpy with busted springs, and the rest of his setup wasn’t much better. However, he had access to cheap booze and crappy little snack items the former owner had stocked. Plus, no one cared if he did his business outside in the alley instead of trying to use the indoor crapper, which had probably been busted even before the world went crazy.

      Austin shut the bike off, set it carefully upright—the stand was a little bent too, but it held—and staggered off the bike. His nose throbbed, along with his ribs, the wrist Bulldozer Keith had stomped, his knee, and a couple other places. He felt worse than he had after his first crash, and that was saying something.

      Austin staggered toward the door, then froze. He knew he hadn’t left it open. He wasn’t that much of a fool, and he sure wasn’t going to invite people to just waltz in and take over his squatting place or rob him blind. But there it was, gaping open like the new gap in his teeth.

      After a second, he realized the door was freshly splintered, and the frame was cracked and broken. Someone had kicked the door in rather than picking the lock or something a little less conspicuous.

      He’d just gotten a solid beating, and he wasn’t sure he could handle another one. Common sense suggested he grab his bike and find another place to settle in. But his pride, and a gritty, scrambling, tight-fisted determination to keep what was his, stopped him from running. The Rat Trap was a dump, but it was his dump. If someone thought they could just take it from him, then he’d show them otherwise.

      He pulled out his knife, mustered the toughest expression he could with a purple, swollen nose and bruised jaw, and stalked inside. “Don’t know who you are, but you’ve made your last mistake, breaking into my place like this!”

      “Have I now?” A figure at the bar unfolded from his seat with leisurely grace and stepped smoothly into the light.

      Austin’s mind went blank in a wash of adrenaline and fight-or-flight reflexes. The guy was big, well over six feet tall, and muscled like a football player. There was something in his eyes that told Austin this guy was way more dangerous than Bulldozer Keith. Keith was sullen, but okay till you pressed him.

      Austin didn’t think this guy was “okay” in any sense of the word. Even the smile on his face looked predatory, kind of like he thought a shark would look right before it bit someone in half.

      The man stepped forward, and Austin jerked the knife in his hand up so it was pointing at the stranger. His fear intensified as he recognized the man from the scrapyard explosion a week before. The one who’d nearly shot him.

      “Don’t you come near me! I ain’t gonna let you kill me! I’ll gut you first!” His voice was high-pitched with terror and muffled by the stuffed-up condition of his nose, but he didn’t care much about that. He was too terrified to worry about how pathetic he sounded. “I’m warning you!”

      The man stopped, then laughed. The sound rolled through the room, deep and dark and not at all comforting. “Do not be foolish. Why on earth would I want to kill you? For this?” He waved a massive arm. “I can find better, if I so choose.”

      “What you want then?” Austin didn’t dare drop the knife. It could be a trick. “Why’d you kick my door in?”

      “Because I was looking for you, and not inclined to wait outside.” The man’s smile widened. “I have been watching you, Austin. You see, I am looking for comrades, and I rather think you and I could work quite well together.”

      Austin blinked. “What?”

      The man laughed again, and this time it didn’t sound quite so ominous. He held up a bottle of alcohol Austin knew hadn’t been behind the bar when he’d left this morning. “It’s really quite simple, Mr. Wallace. My name is Andre, and I’ve come to offer you a job, along with a better home, and the opportunity of a lifetime.”

      It wasn’t enough to make him put the knife away, but Austin found himself shuffling forward, drawn by the bottle in the man’s hand. “What sort of job?”

      Andre fished out two glasses and filled them, then passed one to Austin. “I’d be happy to tell you all about it. But first, perhaps a drink? You look as if you could use one.”

      Austin considered, then leaned forward warily and snatched the glass furthest from him, instead of closest, and swallowed a large gulp of the contents.

      The alcohol was pretty good, better than Austin was used to, and it helped with the pain of his busted nose. Austin finished it and held out his cup for another. By the time he finished that, he felt a lot less terrified and far more appreciative of Andre’s presence in his home.

      He looked up at the large man. “So, what’s this big opportunity you said you wanted to offer me?” Andre’s proposition hadn’t sounded bad before, but with two glasses of good liquor in his gut to numb his bruises and his sense of caution, it sounded a lot more intriguing.

      Andre waved his hand at the interior of the Rat Trap in a vague gesture. “It’s very simple. I have noticed a number of our brethren of the streets have been left without the support—and the accommodations—they are used to since the disaster a few weeks ago. I have been gathering them together to give them a place to live and enjoy the comforts they deserve. However, I have been away from Memphis for some time, and I find myself in need of someone who knows the streets as they are now. I thought you might be a worthwhile individual to assist me.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” The drink was making him warm and more comfortable, but he wasn’t about to offer up his help so easily. “What’s your plan for these bikers, huh?”

      “Again, it is quite simple. Those who are under my command will be expected to assist me in asserting my authority in the area, along with a few other tasks. In return,” Andre smirked, “well, that really depends on what they want. I feel men should be well rewarded for loyalty and service. And I am prepared to be very generous.”

      “You mean, more booze like this?” Austin waved his glass at the bottle.

      Andre chuckled again. “That’s the least of it. So long as you do what I ask when I ask, you may have as much liquor, drugs, and women as your heart desires. Or, if weapons and bikes are more to your interest, I have ways to acquire whatever you might wish. Drink from dusk to dawn, snort a mountain of cocaine, deliver mayhem to the area around our territory—truly, the possibilities are endless.”

      Austin found himself nodding. He’d always dreamed of living like a king, with top-notch drink, plenty of coke, and a hot and willing woman at his side. Serving under a guy like Andre could be his ticket to the top.

      He couldn’t imagine anyone would want to mess with a guy like Andre. Not if they had any sense. The man looked ten times tougher than Bulldozer, and he’d already managed to torch a major base and get away clean.

      He grinned and offered Andre a sloppy toast. “I like the sound of that. You got yourself a deal. I’ll follow you and do what you need.”

      “Excellent.” Andre smiled and refilled both their glasses. “So then, where do you suggest we begin with our efforts to clean up and unite the streets of Memphis?”

      Austin thought about it for a moment before an idea formed. If Andre had a beef with Bruno and Carol’s type, or their folk, that might represent an opportunity for him to get a little payback.

      He pointed his free hand at his swollen nose. “The guys that did this to me. They’re loyal to the former Black Rats prez and his old lady. And they’re mad as poked bears about the explosion of the old clubhouse. Me, I don’t care. Me and the old prez didn’t get along. But they’ll remember your face, and if you leave them alone, they’ll come for you, sooner or later. Might be best to clear them out now.” And I’d like to see Bulldozer Keith try to handle this guy the way he handled me!

      Andre nodded. “That does sound like the proper place to start.” He rose and stretched. “Shall we?”

      Austin blinked. “Now?”

      “Why not?” Andre bent to lift a bag behind the bar that Austin hadn’t noticed before. He opened it to reveal an assortment of knives and other weapons. “I have a method for dealing with small groups of malcontents, and as you can see, I have plenty of tools for the both of us.”

      He offered Austin the bag. Austin grabbed a makeshift club and a couple of the bigger knives. The gun looked interesting, but he wasn’t a great shot at the best of times. He wasn’t about to risk hitting his new boss with a stray bullet.

      Andre removed some knives of his own and a set of brass knuckles before he zipped the bag up again and slung it over his shoulder. “Come. I believe I know where the men you speak of make their home. And where better to confront them if we wish to show them their own powerlessness?”

      Austin followed the big man out. He started for his bike, but Andre shook his head.

      “We don’t want the noise to announce our arrival prematurely.” Andre raised an eyebrow as he explained further, “Besides, why take it with us when there will likely be much better machines available at our destination?”

      Bulldozer’s running mate, Sparky, had a rig Austin had been coveting since he’d first seen it. The thought of getting his hands on that sweet ride and making it his own was enough for Austin to fall in beside Andre without a word of protest.

      They walked down the streets together. Austin let a rare, cool early summer breeze soothe his bruises and clear his head. After they’d traveled a few blocks, he looked up at Andre. “Can I ask you a question, boss?”

      “You may, so long as you don’t question my plans.”

      “Nah. Ain’t that. I was just wondering why you got a grudge against the Black Rats—the rest of them, I mean. ’Cause you look like the guy Sprocket said trashed Black Roads, and I saw you back at the scrapyard shooting folks. That’s why I thought you was there to kill me, when I saw you at the Rat Trap.”

      Andre sighed. “I suppose that is a fair question. Tell me, did Bruno Gardena or his old lady ever mention Andre Atkinson?”

      “Sure, loads of times.” Austin’s mind connected the dots. “That’s you?”

      “Indeed. I’m sure you have heard many unsavory stories about me, but they are misleading.” Andre shook his head. “I joined the Black Rats in my youth, back when they were true one percenters. Our MC members were kings of the roads back then, doing what we pleased, and accepting no opposition. We were powerful, and we took what we wanted, when we wanted. Then Bruno Gardena and his old woman took over and brought in their niece from New Mexico. Everything went downhill from there.” Andre’s lip curled. “Why anyone called that man ‘Brute’ Bruno, or trusted him to be a proper president of the Black Rats, I will never know. It was all too clear, even in the beginning, that he was a weak-willed fool led around more by his wife’s nagging than any understanding of what the Black Rats ought to be.” He snorted. “If ever a man was gelded by his woman, Bruno Gardena was.”

      Austin snickered. “Yeah. I’ve thought the same, a bunch of times.”

      Andre smiled thinly. “I originally planned to take over and restore the Black Rats through peaceful means. I managed to claim Gardena’s niece as my woman. But then she turned on me and turned me into the police. Worse, Gardena and his supporters let her do so. Even when she collaborated with the feds and went into Witness Protection, the Gardenas never fully renounced her as they should have.”

      Austin grunted. “Heard about that. Should have thrown her out in the cold the second she spoke against you. A woman ain’t supposed to go against a brother who takes her in.”

      “Exactly. I knew then that the Black Rats had fallen far from what they were meant to be. Instead of kings of the road, they had become a bunch of weaklings and squares pretending to be men.”

      “I’ve been saying that!” Austin bobbed his head.

      Andre turned his head to look at him. “That is why I sought you out. The two of us may well be the last of the true Black Rats still roaming the streets. It is also, to answer your question, the reason I attacked the scrapyard. I knew that before I could restore the Black Rats to their former glory, I would need to eliminate the influence of the squares. The Gardenas, their niece, and those who are loyal to them. Only then can we return the Black Rats to true one percenters.”

      Austin had a vision of himself rolling down the road behind Andre on a bike like Sparky’s, dressed in expensive leather and chains, with a pretty girl perched on the bike behind him and watching him with an adoring expression. That sort of vision was the entire reason he’d come to Memphis and joined the Black Rats in the first place.

      “Sounds like a great plan, boss.”

      Andre tipped his head. “You do not feel remorse or regret for going against your brethren?”

      “Heck no! Like I said, me and Prez Bruno didn’t get along. I was always telling him we were getting too soft. If those fools can’t see you’re offering them something better, that’s their problem.” Austin shook his head decisively, then winced as it made his nose throb. “Nah. I’m with you all the way.”

      “Good.” Andre waved him to a stop. “There, I believe, is the place where your former compatriots have holed up.” He pointed to a bar across the way.

      “That’s them all right.” Austin eyed the front curb. There were over a dozen bikes parked in front, including Sparky’s rig and Bulldozer Keith’s. “We gonna go in now?”

      Andre shook his head and settled back against the wall. “No. Why risk such odds when we cannot be sure of turning any of them to our side? It is better to be patient and wait for some of them to leave.” Andre gestured to the wall across from him. “Take a seat and make yourself comfortable.” He smiled. “I have the rest of the bottle with me, and some food, so we can wait in relative comfort. I believe I even have some painkillers to help ease the ache of your injuries.”

      Austin accepted the bag eagerly and dug until he had the bottle of meds in one hand and the drink in the other. He slugged down one pill with a shot, then capped both. He wanted more, but he knew it was better to wait until after the raid. He didn’t want to miss the fun, after all.

      Anyway, what was the hurry? After this, he’d have all the drugs and drink he wanted to celebrate, and maybe something more fun than pain meds. Andre might even be able to help him score some good coke or LSD.

      He grinned at his new boss. Things were finally looking up for him.
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      The air inside the truck was thick with tension as Shannon guided the beat-up diesel down the road, back toward the motel where they were staying. She could feel the stress building in her shoulders, and she knew it was visible in her face. Bill looked wary, and Kim looked sullen and angry. It was a good thing Mutt was in the bed of the truck. The tension in the air would have had the big dog pacing and growling, ready to bite someone.

      Shannon could sympathize. Part of her wished she could bite someone.

      There was another part of her that knew she might be overreacting. That she was wound up over Andre’s escape and the danger he represented. But knowing that didn’t stop the churning in her gut.

      And then there was the little whisper in the back of her mind that wanted desperately to set the whole incident aside, to avoid jeopardizing the fragile relationship between her and Kim. But she was too wound up, too upset by the thoughts of what could have happened, and might still happen, and the devastation she’d feel if that relationship was permanently cut short by her daughter’s death. The mingled terror, distress, and anger that filled her made her almost sick. The words inside her mind escaped despite her desire to keep the peace.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “I was⁠—”

      “Don’t answer that. It’s clear you weren’t thinking at all. Just running up to a strange man without a care in the world. I didn’t raise my daughter to be so stupid about diving into danger headfirst. I would have thought you’d learned by now—you can’t just charge into things blindly! And you can’t trust strangers, especially not now that the world’s gone crazy. Half the people out there would knife you for the supplies in your pack, and the other half might do it for nothing at all. Don’t you have any sense in that head of yours, or did going off to college drain it out of you?”

      Bill spoke up hesitantly. “Now, Shannon, the girl is⁠—”

      “The ‘girl’ is not a child, and I can speak for myself, thanks,” Kim snapped. “As for what happened out there—yeah, I got a little banged up. But I thought he was injured, and I wanted to help. That’s the reason I was going into medical school before this happened. I could have handled him. I know how to hold my own in a scrape, and if you’d come a few seconds later, I’d have had one of my knives, or even the gun, in hand. I could have stopped him.”

      “Sure you could. Or maybe he’d have wrestled that weapon away from you and used it against you. I’ve seen it happen to plenty of people who were sure they could ‘handle’ someone.” Shannon’s hand tightened on the wheel. “This world isn’t a place for acting carelessly. It wasn’t even before the power went down and chaos erupted. If you don’t watch yourself, Kim, the next person who manages to get you on the ground like that will do a whole lot worse than leave you with a bump on your skull and some bruises.”

      Kim scowled but didn’t say anything else. Bill looked between them then sat back, clearly intent on staying out of the way. In fact, he looked like he wished he could be riding in the back with Mutt.

      They crept along for a few miles in silence, anger filling the air. They were about two miles out from the Wander Court Motel when they spotted a family staggering along the side of the road. There was a mother, a father, and two kids. One looked to be a teenager, or close to it. The other was young, not long past the toddler stage. All of them looked worn out, hungry, and two steps from collapsing. There was old blood on the father’s shirt.

      Kim frowned. “It looks like they’re hurt. Maybe we should stop for a second, make sure they’re all right.”

      “Why? So they can try to kill you too? You want to try four-on-one odds now? I don’t think so.” Shannon deliberately pressed the gas and sent the truck darting past the family.

      Kim twisted around in her seat. “Mom, they’re hurt⁠—”

      “That’s what you thought about the last guy. I don’t care, and we’re not stopping. If you try to do something stupid like jump out of the truck, I’ll have Bill stop you, and you can spend the rest of the trip tied to that seat.”

      Kim’s expression twisted into a glower she might have learned from Carol or Dennis—wherever he was. “They don’t look armed. Anyway, it wouldn’t be four-to-one odds if you, Bill, and Mutt came with me. I’m pretty sure we’d be fine. If you’d just stop for a few seconds.”

      “I said no. Besides, we’re past them now, and I’m not about to try and turn this truck around. Even if I were inclined to risk another ambush, you’ve still got that goose egg on your skull that needs to be looked at properly. If you’ve got a concussion, the best place for you is back at the motel, resting, while your head recovers from the thumping.” Shannon shook her head. “Put them out of your mind, Kim.”

      Kim collapsed into her seat, a scowl on her face. Bill gave Shannon a remonstrating look, which she pointedly ignored. Maybe she was being harsh, but between Kim’s injury, the healing scars on Bill’s side and arm from an encounter in Stuttgart, and her own shoulder, she had plenty of reminders why trying to be the good guy was just a bad idea, especially these days.

      After another moment of silence, she sighed and stopped the truck. “Toss them a bag of food,” she said. They were far enough away from the family that they were safe, and by the time the family got to the bag of food, they’d be well out of range from any planned attack.

      Kim grabbed a plastic bag and shoved some of their supplies inside before she rolled down the window and looked behind them. “For you!” she shouted at the family, then tossed the bag into the roadside ditch.

      Shannon started driving again before Kim was even fully back inside.

      Ten minutes later, they rolled into the parking lot of the Wander Court Motel. The area to one side was full of motorcycles in various states of repair. The back lot was mostly occupied by the eighteen-wheeler she and Bill had coaxed all the way from Oklahoma to Memphis. She parked the battered black pickup she was driving next to it, and the three of them tossed the tools and other scavenged non-food supplies into the back.

      Bill eyed Shannon and Kim as they finished loading stuff into the truck, then waved a hand at the motel. “How about you two go rest, and I’ll see about getting things organized out here?”

      Shannon nodded. “Thanks, Bill.” She and Kim exchanged a look, then headed toward the archway leading to the central court of the motel.

      Kim paused as they entered beneath the arch
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