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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’s a good kid, but he’s 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 his 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 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.”

      “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 it 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’s felt like; not the memories. That’s assuming I survived the effects of it at all. Why would you risk being a guinea pig?”

      She shook her head. “Why not?”

      “I can think of a hundred reasons.” No one wanted to feel people die, like I could, but manipulating electrical energy—the ability to bend it to her will if she ever cared enough to use it—didn’t seem that bad; not enough to be so reckless. Especially not when she had people who cared about her, who she might risk leaving behind if her decision to experiment with something so unknown went horribly wrong.

      “Well, it’s not your call,” she said flatly.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at her. Her Ability was a topic she often avoided, and I never pressed her because I didn’t think it was my business, even if I was curious as hell, but how nonchalant she seemed about it felt too hasty, even for her. “Why won’t you tell me why you hate your Ability so much?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter, Ross. Drop it, okay?”

      I hated that I didn’t have a card to play that would force her to tell me. She would laugh in my face if I pulled rank as her boss and demanded an answer. She would make some snide remark if I told her I wanted to know why it affected her so much because I cared. So, biting my tongue, I turned back for the Tahoe. Kat didn’t open up about much, so I wasn’t surprised she was shutting me down, but I didn’t like it.

      When we were finished unloading, Kat grabbed her pack from the back, her slender, muscle-hewn arms straining, then she dropped it to the side with a thud.

      “What do you have in there, bricks?” I joked, trying to lighten the mood a little. The last thing I wanted was us ignoring one another so soon after she got home.

      “Weapons. My radio—” She shrugged. “Stuff.” Kat wasn’t a delicate flower, I’d give her that. “Also, I need a ride to the farm before you go on patrol this afternoon, so I can check on Puck and help Elle with dinner.”

      “I’m not going to dinner tonight,” I told her, handing her the last of the bags before closing the back. “Just take the Tahoe. I have my truck.”

      “I’m riding Puck home. The Tahoe will be a wasted vehicle.” She dropped her hands from her hips. “Besides, why aren’t you coming to family dinner?”

      “Phil and Jackson are gone, and you’re going to the farm—there’s no one to make the rounds.”

      “Um—you’re the boss, Ross. You can do whatever the hell you want. Change the damn schedule, no one will care—hell, no one will even notice.”

      “Wow,” I said, shaking my head. “I feel so validated right now.”

      “Sometimes the truth hurts.” She hit my shoulder. “But seriously, no one will care.”

      With a sigh, I nodded to my truck, under the carport at the end of the loading dock. “Fine. Grab your shit.”

      “Perfect. I knew you were sensible.”

      I glared at her. “Were you this wonderful in your past life? Or am I just lucky to have you as my only deputy for the next few weeks?”

      Hauling her large pack over her shoulder, Kat looked back at me with a sassy smile and winked. “You’re just that lucky.”
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      “Here we are,” Elle said as she stepped outside with two glasses of red wine. She handed me a glass, half full, and then clinked hers against it. “To an impromptu happy hour.”

      With a dip of my chin, I smiled. “Why, thank you.”

      Elle grinned, slid the screen shut, and took a sip from her glass before she sat on the lounge chair beside mine. I wasn’t much of a wine drinker; at least, I didn’t use to be. I’d always liked to hang out with the guys from my squad, drink beer, spit sunflower seeds at baseball games—and don’t get me started about my competitive streak. I assumed those were real memories, but I sometimes still questioned which parts of my mind were original and which had been tampered with. My time with JJ was all I knew for certain had been me, and I figured that’s why I’d clung to her so much. It was why I loved her, even when she hadn’t loved me back.

      Slowly, wine was becoming more enjoyable, though. Very slowly. Elle liked it, and I enjoyed Elle’s company, so I tried to find things I liked about it—it was alcoholic and gave me a good buzz when I needed one; drinking it made me feel different from who I was before, like I was truly starting over and becoming a person I was choosing, not who I was told or programmed to be. I took a sip.

      Finding what I liked about wine wasn’t always easy. It made my lips pucker, my tongue twitch, and felt dry going down the back of my throat.

      “You don’t like it,” Elle observed with far too much amusement.

      I swished it around in my mouth, trying to get a real taste of it, the way we’d read a person is supposed to do in a book she’d found. Then, I shook my head. “It tastes like sour jam, same as the one last time.”

      Elle reached for my glass, still held between my fingers, like she was going to take it away. “Excuse you,” I quipped.

      “I don’t want you to be miserable,” she said with a laugh. “I’ll get some of Alex’s brew from the fridge. He won’t mind, and I know that’s your preference anyway.”

      “Elle,” I said, sheltering my wine glass against my chest. “In the three years you’ve known me, have I ever turned an alcoholic beverage away?”

      Her green eyes brightened again, and she shook her head. Her dark hair brushed against her shoulders. “No, actually.” She leaned back in her lounge chair.

      “Well, other than my partiality to moose jerky, and my increasing fondness of children, nothing’s changed. I’ll drink it.”

      With a contented grin, Elle closed her eyes and lifted her face to the afternoon sun as it peeked through the clouds. “Suit yourself.”

      I settled back into the cushion and took another sip. “There are subtle hints of cherry, which I like.”

      “There you go, getting my hopes up again,” she murmured. “I commend you for trying, though. I don’t drink when Jackson is around. He says he doesn’t mind my drinking, but I don’t like to.”

      I knew Jackson wasn’t much of a drinker, at least not these days. Although I never heard the story, I got the feeling it was his vice, just like working was mine. I had no life, outside of working with Ross, to prove it.

      “Is that why we’re drinking at three in the afternoon, because you have the house to yourself?” I set my glass on the side table between us. “I never pegged you as much of a day drinker.”

      Elle’s lips parted into a small, knowing smile. “Only on special occasions. And an impromptu happy hour with my best friend, after her being away, is definitely one of them.” Her eyes flitted open, and she peered out at the property that stretched around us. It was much the same as it had been when they’d built it, maybe with a few more animals and an additional pasture. The greenhouse was brimming with greenery, and I wasn’t sure how Elle and Jackson kept up with all of it.

      “Let me guess, it’s rough business without Jackson being home, huh?” Elle didn’t have to answer, I knew her well enough now to know she was never whole without him. Not that she wasn’t capable of being alone, because she definitely was—she could protect the homestead, run it, and mediate Beau and Thea without him just fine—but she was anxious when he was away, especially knowing how increasingly dangerous it had become during the past couple of outings. We all tended to be anxious for everyone’s sake when they left: for Ross, Woody, Phil, and even old man Bert. Things in our lives felt a bit more settled, but they would never be predictable. Everything always carried a certain amount of risk.

      Briefly, I wondered how much Ross still thought about his fiancé. Obviously he’d loved her, since he was going to marry her, but did he still think about her every day? Did seeing Elle and Jackson together remind him of his old life and what he’d lost?

      I loved JJ with every ounce of who I was, but I felt my memory of her fading. I felt the anguish subsiding with it, and though I wanted her to be alive, I’d come to terms with her wanting to die a long time ago. But for Ross, the woman he loved was taken from him; she hadn’t chosen to leave. My situation was very, very different.

      That I was pondering Ross’s love life at all was bizarre, but I chalked it up to the fact that, while I was gone, I’d kinda missed him glaring at me every chance he got. And his laugh too, when he forgot he was supposed to be a serious hard-ass all the time.

      I cleared my throat. “Where are the kids, anyway?” If I had a watch, I would’ve checked it, but out here we gauged time on the ascent and descent of the sun. Batteries—save for what we needed to run machines or heavy equipment that Bert and one other citizen, Kev, could manhandle with their Abilities—were officially out-of-date.

      “Sophie is bringing them home with her, but she had a couple things to do.”

      It was a vague answer, but I didn’t pry. “Stanley took Aria out of school today, to welcome Woody home,” I told her. “He was surprised, it was sort of sweet.”

      “Aw, that’s so thoughtful of Stanley.”

      I leaned my head back and tried to remember my own family. I couldn’t, not even in the slightest. College in Anchorage was as far back as my memories went, then I’d enlisted in the Army. I knew Herodson’s programs focused on homeless and sick populations of people to use or experiment on, people who had little to lose or were already weak and pliable. I assumed I had been one of the two, and I tried to decide whether knowing that made me sad, or if I should be grateful that I didn’t remember.

      Whatever Aria’s life with Nora was before the guys had taken her in, she had people who loved her and cared about her now. “They’re a funny family, aren’t they? Cute, but funny.”

      Elle chuckled softly. “For the first few months Aria lived with them, I waited for Woody or Stanley to tell me they couldn’t handle a little girl, but they never did.”

      “I saw Woody mending her scraped knee the other day,” I told her. “It was pretty damn cute.”

      With an amused sigh, Elle took another sip from her glass, then licked her lips. “That’s one thing Stanley still struggles with, and I can’t help but laugh.”

      “Blood?”

      “Blood, tears, snot—he’s too OCD for it. But Woody doesn’t mind taking the lead on things like that, he’s got the protective thing down. And Stanley . . . he’s the nurturer. Aria is very lucky to have them.”

      We sat in easy silence for only a second before hammering echoed through the cool afternoon. I peered into the trees. “Is that Alex?”

      Elle nodded. “He’s been working on that cabin for weeks. Jackson and some of the guys from town have been helping. He’s trying to get it finished before summer since he hates working in the heat.” Her demeanor changed slightly as she stared into the woods, and her openness faded. “It will be a good place for them, I think.”

      “I see, and how do you feel about them moving out?” Alex and Sophie had been a constant part of her life for the past five years. Their household of six would soon only be four.

      With a small shrug, Elle shook her head. “I want them to be happy and have a life away from us. It’s the whole point of being here—to start over. I’m happy for them. I hope they get everything they want.”

      There was a strange longing in Elle’s voice that was a bit more saddened than I’d expected. “But?”

      “Oh, nothing.” She forced a smile. “I’ll miss them, that’s all. And”—she held up her hand—“before you say it, yes, I know they will be just across the river. . . but still.”

      “I wasn’t going to say anything,” I promised affably, and I took another sip of my wine. The taste of it grew on me with each swallow.

      Elle sat up and turned to face me. “Okay, so I have a question, which you’re not going to like, but I’m going to ask it anyway.”

      I groaned and set my wine glass down. “Great. So, that’s why you’re getting me drunk.”

      “No—well, sort of,” she admitted.

      “Are you saying I’m not approachable, Elle?”

      She stared silently at me in answer. At first, it was difficult to look at Elle after JJ died, but I’d since realized that they were different in so many ways, despite being twins, and being around Elle wasn’t as difficult as I thought it would’ve been. Or maybe enough time had gone by, so that everything was just . . . easier. “Well, spit it out,” I said, heaving out a breath in preparation. “Lay it on me.” I took another hearty sip from my glass.

      “Ross told me about the serum . . .”

      Rolling my eyes, I threw one of my hands up. “Wow. When the hell did he have time to tell you that?”

      “You were in the bathroom.”

      I growled and looked at her. “First Woody, now you and Ross. Why is everyone always conspiring against me when I’m in the bathroom?”

      “First of all,” Elle said, holding up her hand. “We weren’t conspiring. Secondly, he’s worried about you.”

      “Right, well,” I said, turning to face her fully. “Did Ross tell you he was considering taking it too?”

      “Yeah, but Kat, a lot of things sound better in theory. Do you really want to be experimented on again?”

      I let my head fall back, and stared up at the cloudy sky as she continued.

      “I mean, what’s so bad about what you can do? Controlling electricity could be so helpful—it could even protect you one day. Why do you hate it so much?”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried not to imagine my handprints charred into JJ’s chest.

      “I know we don’t talk about Jenny all that much, but had her choice been different—if she’d wanted to live—you could’ve saved her. That’s a good thing. Think about what else you might be able to—”

      “That’s the point, Elle, isn’t it? She didn’t want to live anymore—from the moment I saved her life. I brought her back, and she didn’t even want me to.” It wasn’t that I was completely decided on taking the serum, but the idea of not feeling the electrical charge in the air when the weather was turning—knowing I’d never have to smell burnt flesh again at my own hands—would be a reprieve. Even if it was JJ’s face that flashed in my mind when I thought about it, despising my Ability wasn’t about her and what I’d inadvertently done to her anymore, but more the desperation and fear I never wanted to feel again. I hated being reminded of it, and I hated feeling weak; and, if I was honest, I hated feeling the lingering sting of JJ’s rejection that always accompanied it, like somehow, I would never be enough—for anyone.

      I forced myself to look at Elle. Her green eyes glittered with sympathy, and I hated that too.

      “I don’t want to talk about this,” I told her. “And I can’t believe Ross told you.”

      “Why not? He’s clearly worried about you.”

      “I’m not sure why,” I grumbled.

      Elle barked a laugh—a full, hearty sound I hadn’t expected—and my wine nearly sloshed over the rim as I jumped. “What the hell is so funny?”

      “You. And Ross,” she said, more under her breath than to me.

      “What—why?”

      Elle took another drink from her wine glass, peering at me over the rim.

      “Stop looking at me like that. It’s creeping me out.”

      Licking her lips with a familiar, knowing glint in her eye, Elle lay back against the cushion. “The two of you are just so funny.”

      I glanced at her nearly empty wine glass, rolled my eyes, and settled back into my chair. I’m not sure where Elle’s mind was wandering off to, but it made me uncomfortable. “God, you’re such a lightweight.”

      She flashed me a sideways glance. “Whatever makes you feel better.”

      A low chuff met my ears, and Elle and I both glanced toward the edge of the woods, down by the river. Honey Bear, otherwise known as Bear, named by Thea, poked his head out from the trees in all of his grizzly bear glory. His black, wet nose shimmered in the sunlight, no doubt looking for Beau or food as he ventured closer. He sniffed the air, chuffing again, then took a step closer.

      “He’s not here, Bear,” Elle called without lifting her head from the lounge chair cushion. It was as if she was telling one of the neighbor kids that Beau couldn’t come out to play.

      Bear’s furry brown head turned in our direction, and slobber dripped from his mouth. He made what sounded like a whimper before he turned back into the woods.

      Elle took another sip of her wine and closed her eyes with a sigh. “It’s like I live with Dr. Dolittle,” she muttered, and as soon as the words rolled from her tongue, we both laughed.

      I held up my wine glass. “It could be worse. You could be living with the Pied Piper or something.”

      She grimaced and clicked her glass to mine. “I’ll drink to that.”
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      I broke off a piece of cornbread to mix into my chili. It was Kat’s recipe, one she’d picked up from her squad leader when she lived on Joint Base Elmendorf–Richardson in Anchorage. There was just enough chili powder to give it an unexpected kick, which I appreciated.

      “So,” I said, glancing up from my bowl. “Any word from Del and the gang since they went home to air out the old house?” I looked around the table; first at Woody and Stanley, who sat across from each other, down by the kids; then at Alex and Sophie as they eyed one another in a private moment; and finally, to Elle and Kat. With all of us running around in different directions, family dinners seemed to be the only time we really got a full update on everything.

      Elle’s gaze flicked to mine, and she set her spoon down. “They’re already taking full advantage of spring,” she said. “Jade mentioned getting a head start on her teas this year while Took and Del were caribou hunting.” Elle’s eyes crinkled in the corners, and she smiled. “I think she might finally listen to you and trade some of them at the summit this autumn.”

      I grinned and felt a slight satisfaction in that. It was one thing for us to strive to live a life similar to what we’d been used to before the outbreak, but for a family like the Ranskins, it was different. While Del had a ranch out west before moving to Alaska, Jade and Took had lived off the land their whole lives. Them embracing electricity was a milestone in itself; and now, Jade was carving out a niche for herself in the new world we’d all been working so tirelessly for, and it made me feel an unexpected sense of pride.

      “Maybe we’ll turn them into city folks yet,” Kat said with a smirk, and she scooped another spoonful of chili into her mouth.

      “Jade said coming here is like a vacation,” Elle said, and wiped the corner of her mouth with her napkin. She dropped it into her bowl. “I think the running water is what did it.” She winked at Thea, whose brown eyes darted between us as she licked her lips.

      “I’m just glad they are actually coming back in the winter,” Beau muttered, and he glared at Aria. “Bear scared the crap out of them last time.”

      Aria glowered back at him. “Don’t look at me. You’re the one who keeps pushing him away and won’t be his human.”

      “His name is Honey Bear,” Thea interjected. “Not Bear.”

      “That’s a stupid name,” Beau grumbled.

      “No, it’s not,” Thea said with more sass than I’d heard in a while. Her nose scrunched and she glowered at him. “You wouldn’t name him, so I did.”

      Elle sighed heavily, and she rubbed her forehead like she knew where their conversation was headed.

      “He’s not my bear to name,” Beau said, staring accusingly at Aria.

      “Well, he’s not mine!”

      “Yes, he is. I have the wolves—”

      “God, you’re so annoying,” Aria huffed.

      Beau rolled his eyes at her. “Whatever. He’s only around because of you.”

      “And he only gets into trouble because of you—”

      “Okay, you two,” Woody said, setting his spoon in his bowl with a clank. “That’s enough. We’re at the dinner table.”

      I looked from Woody and Stanley, to Elle, wondering if Beau and Aria would ever grow out of their blame game phase. None of us could send the bear away, and neither of them would. Bear wasn’t dangerous, so much as acting out, like a teenager seeking attention from his divorced parents. Aria might’ve been his mother’s human, but Coco was gone. She went away, to do whatever grizzly bears do, the moment Bear was old enough to fend for himself. Only he never really went on his own, and without a human, I had a feeling the three-hundred-pound bear cub was struggling, and as confused as Beau and Aria were.

      “You could at least act like you care about him,” Aria muttered under her breath, and I took a hearty gulp of iced tea. I wasn’t touching their ongoing animal telepathy argument with a ten-foot pole.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Sophie said, less delicately than usual. “We have more important things to worry about than Bear. In fact, maybe having him around will be useful.” Concern etched her forehead as she pushed her half-eaten bowl of chili further away.

      Elle glanced from Sophie to the kids. Each of them seemed to be an inch taller every time I saw them, but they were still personalities apart.

      Deftly, Stanley lured them into a conversation about Bear’s wild nature and how pushing boundaries was what children did, which in essence was what Bear was.

      “How do you mean, Soph?” Elle asked, and I had a feeling I knew what Sophie was going to say before she continued.

      “Whitehorse won’t be much of a vacation destination if we can’t figure out how to keep everyone safe.” Alex scooted her bowl toward himself to finish what remained, and she sat back in her chair. “What did you find out about Edmonton?” she asked, looking from Woody to Kat. “That ambush Jackson and the team had to deal with last time hasn’t been the only one, has it.” It wasn’t really a question, which meant she’d been talking to someone.

      Kat and I looked at each other. “Christine,” we both muttered at the same time. As a part of the city council, she was privy to information we didn’t openly share with the entire town, not until we’d thought it through a little bit more. But Christine had a hard time keeping her mouth shut, which made her the townspeople’s favorite person when they couldn’t put their curious minds to rest.

      Tucking her loose, strawberry blonde hair behind her ear, Sophie crossed her arms on the table, waiting for an answer.

      Woody ensured that Aria, Beau, and Thea were lost in their own conversation before he answered. “The groups, or gangs, if you want to call them that,” he said quietly, “aren’t isolated incidents, no. There’s been word of a few of them in Washington, and the Midwest too, from what Huck’s been told. There are rumors of violence, and they’ve left burned towns in their wake, almost like they want to prove a point.”

      “Or,” I added, “it’s more malicious, and they want to make it more difficult for survivors on the move to find shelter.”

      “Well, it’s no wonder these teenagers are getting so comfortable,” Elle said, then took a sip of her water. “There are hundreds of miles of nothing for them to do whatever they want and go unchecked.”

      “It’s their Abilities I’m worried about,” Sophie said. “Many of them are much stronger than us.” It was part of the genetic makeup of the younger generation. They grew up with the Virus in their blood; they wielded it better and more freely than those whose bodies had passed maturation before the outbreak.

      “Huck wants to establish a patrol of some sort,” Kat added, and while her words were meant to put Sophie at ease, I hoped that Kat realized it was unrealistic.

      “There are thousands of miles of wilderness between what refuges are established. I’m not sure how possible that will be,” Sophie told her, echoing my very thoughts. Some Abilities could help us cover that amount of space more easily, but we had a city and people to protect, and the woods were more like no-man’s-land, surrounding us in all directions from here to Hartley Bay, and even up through Anchorage.

      “I say we block the bridges,” I told them. “We focus on home, first. Prince Rupert could manage that easily enough—there’s only the one bridge in and out. Same with us. Riverdale has the one road in and out, and a wall or barricade would be a deterrent.”

      “What about those of us outside of Riverdale? It’s only a neighborhood in the grand scheme of things,” Alex said. “What about the rest of Whitehorse—the hydro plant, the homestead here, even the prison? They wouldn’t be protected.” He wrapped his arm around Sophie’s shoulder, and she leaned into him. I wasn’t sure if Elle noticed, but I got the feeling there was something more than teen gangs that creased Sophie’s brow with worry.

      “It was a risk Jackson and I knew we’d be taking by settling out here,” Elle said, her voice low and thoughtful. “But Ross is right—Riverdale would be easy enough to close off, and these teens seem to be going for the refuges that have easy access.”

      “It’s an option,” Kat agreed. “But only until we outgrow Riverdale.”

      “We’ve got some time for that yet,” I told them, and took another swig of my iced tea. “Either way, something needs to be done. I’ve already talked to Jackson about it.”

      There was a lot I missed about my life before the Virus, like falling asleep with Kelsey beside me, and the smell of her skin, fresh out of the shower. I missed her gentle sneezes when she vacuumed the house, which happened a lot because she was more obsessive-compulsive than she ever would’ve admitted. I missed the structure of the every day and knowing what to expect, like football Sunday at Jackson’s house, and gorging myself on Hannah’s famous lasagna. I missed so much of my old life, but not the late-night patrols on desolate, backcountry roads. Not the sound of my radio clicking on for a final call before I ended my shift, wondering if it might be my last. Over the past few years, we’d only had a few run-ins with Crazies during scavenging trips. We were vigilant and prepared. I didn’t want these unruly teens to ruin that.

      “There’s plenty we can do here to prepare for whatever comes next, before we start sending folks off to patrol the unknown.” I glanced at Woody. “I’d thought this could wait until tomorrow, since you’ve only just returned, but we better put together a town meeting before Christine scares the shit out of everyone else with the news, if she hasn’t already.”

      “—itchy ass.”

      We all paused and peered down the table at Beau.

      “Whatever,” Thea said, rolling her eyes at her brother. “You’re lying.”

      Beau shrugged and threw his hands up in annoyance, but I could see the amusement creasing the corners of his eyes. “I didn’t make it up. Ask Jackson when he comes home.”

      “Yeah, right,” Thea muttered, but her gaze lingered on her brother, trying to decide if he was tricking her. At eleven, Thea was old enough to know better when it came to believing everything Beau told her, but I could tell she still found it hard not to wonder sometimes. He was her older brother, after all. When I was thirteen, I was protective of Hannah, but I enjoyed teasing her, just as much as Beau seemed to enjoy screwing with Thea.

      “What’s this?” Elle asked, turning in her chair to face them. “It doesn’t sound like appropriate dinner conversation.” She eyed Beau sharply.

      With wide, knowing eyes, Beau shrugged. “I was just repeating what Jackson said.”

      “Which is?”

      “Thea found a hair in her chili, and Jackson said if you eat a caribou hair, you’ll get an itchy ass.”

      Elle frowned. “First of all, that’s not true.” She examined the hair, wiped on Thea’s napkin. “And that’s a Luna-hair,” Elle told her. “See . . . it’s black. I bet if you stopped sneaking her in under the table, you wouldn’t have that problem.” She leveled her gaze on Beau again. “Stop teasing your sister.”

      Beau rolled his eyes.

      “It was an old Yup’ik saying,” Alex added. “Jackson didn’t say it was true.”

      “Whatever,” Beau muttered, and dropped his spoon into his bowl of chili. “Can I be finished?”

      Elle nodded into the kitchen. “Only if you take your dirty dishes to the sink and rinse them.”

      Beau took his sister’s empty bowl, then Aria’s, and stacked them in his without being told. Then he stood and reached across the table to collect Stanley’s and Elle’s. Even if he liked to grumble and groan and act like the world was against him, Beau was a good kid; his heart was always in the right place. He’d wanted to go with Jackson and help, and I understood that.

      I wondered if Elle and Jackson still saw Beau as the little kid he used to be, with his feet barely touching the floor when he sat at the table, or if they realized he was a young man in need of a purpose.

      “Hey, Beau?” I said.

      He stopped halfway to the kitchen and turned around to look at me.

      “Phil’s gone, and I could use some backup during my rounds tomorrow. Are you and Luna interested?”

      Beau’s eyes widened ever so slightly, and I could tell he really wanted to, even if he wouldn’t allow himself to show it. “Can I?” he asked Elle.

      A small smile tugged at her lips. “You can,” she said, “but,”—Beau’s brow crumpled a little—“you have to do everything Ross tells you. You have to listen to him.”

      “I will,” Beau said, his voice more eager. “I promise.” He made his way into the kitchen with a little more pep in his step.

      “Speaking of work,” Kat said, pushing out her chair. “It’s getting late. I’m going to get Puck ready to leave.”

      Thea jumped to her feet. “Can I help saddle him?”

      “Of course,” Kat said with a smirk.

      “Come on, Aria, you can help too.” Thea waved for Aria to follow, her single ponytail swinging, and they both hurried behind Kat, toward the door.

      “Thanks for cooking tonight, Kat,” Elle said.

      Kat looked over her shoulder, at the empty wine bottle in the center of the dining table. “No problem.” She winked, like the two of them had a secret, then she waved the girls out the sliding glass door to ready the horse.

      “We’ll clean up,” Sophie said, and she and Alex scooted their chairs out.

      “I’ll get all these,” I told them, and collected the water pitcher and a couple of empty glasses. Sophie and Alex cleared the leftover chili and what was left of the cornbread off the table.

      Elle tucked the empty wine bottle under her arm and gathered her and Kat’s empty wine glasses. If I hadn’t known any better, I’d have guessed that the rosiness of Elle’s cheeks was from a few glasses of wine, not the warmth of the house.

      “Now that Kat’s taking Puck back,” she said, following me into the kitchen, “Thea wants another horse.”

      “Oh, so Big Red doesn’t count anymore, huh?” I slid the water pitcher into the fridge.

      “She wants a proper horse, one she can ride.”

      “Oh, a proper horse. Got it.”

      Elle chuckled and shrugged, as if dealing with the whims of preteens had become second nature. After nearly five years of all of them together, I guessed it would be.

      “Come on, I’ll walk you out.” Elle headed for the sliding door.

      “Thanks for dinner,” I said, patting my stomach. “Spicy and delicious.”

      “And that was all Kat,” she countered. “But of course, you’re welcome. I’m glad you came. I know you’re short-handed right now.”

      “You’ll let me know what I can do, won’t you, Ross?” Alex said, brushing the crumbs off the kitchen table. “With the wall?”

      Even if my inclination was to say yes, I hesitated. Alex had a house to finish building, and whatever had Sophie so distracted was disconcerting too. But as Alex straightened, waiting for my answer, I nodded. “You got it.” Elle was right, I was short-handed, and Alex’s Ability to amplify other Abilities would cut the time it would take us to make the barricades in half. “And once the barricades are up, I’ll help you finish that cabin.”

      “Deal.” Alex glanced into the kitchen with a concerned look on his face.

      “Uh, see ya, Soph,” I called.

      “Bye, Ross!”

      I opened the sliding door for Elle, and we stepped outside.

      It was dark out, but the deck and pasture were lit up like a football stadium on game night. I glanced down at Kat and Thea as they brushed Puck at the pasture fence.

      “Let’s see how long it takes Thea to ask me if she can have a horse,” Elle muttered.

      “You mean, how long before you actually get one for her? Because we both know that’s going to happen.” The night air was brisk, and I could barely see the pale light of dusk behind the mountains.

      “Correction—Jackson will get it for her. I don’t need another animal to take care of. That’s why we gave Beauty to the Ranskins, to begin with.”

      I wondered if it wasn’t the only reason they took Jenny’s horse to the Ranskins, but also that Beauty reminded Elle of Jenny, which was too painful at times, and perhaps why Kat hadn’t stopped her.

      “What do you think about this business of Kat moving into town?” I asked her, knowing that, especially with the gangs on the move, Elle would feel more comfortable if Kat stayed closer.

      “Oh, well, I think it’s great,” she said, shocking the shit out of me.

      I stopped on the top step and peered down at her as she reached the bottom. “You do?”

      When Elle realized I wasn’t behind her, she glanced up at me. “Yes. Why wouldn’t I? Kat needs her own life, just like you do, and Bert, and the Ranskins . . . and being cooped up here with me and the kids isn’t going to get her out there, dating or meeting new people, and having a life.”

      “Dating?” I asked. Elle’s eyes rounded, fixed, and studied me, and I shook my head. “I mean, that’s all fine, but that’s not the point. She chose the worst time to leave the farm. Her house is on the outermost part of Riverdale, and now there’s the issue of these damn gangs.” I glanced at Thea and Kat as Aria headed into the barn, Big Red following behind her, likely expecting some treats. Kat lugged Puck’s saddle onto his back effortlessly while Thea watched, riveted.

      “Kat’s house is only, what, a couple of blocks from yours? I think she can manage, Ross. Besides, she needs that place if she’s going to keep the horse, and you know Kat. She’d rather get around on Puck than drive.”

      “She won’t use a patrol vehicle because I asked her to, there’s a difference. She knows it would make me feel more comfortable,” I explained. “And I can’t help but think she took that house on the hill because I told her it was a bad idea, too.”

      “Of course, it’s all just to piss you off, right?” Elle answered with a gleam in her eyes. I attributed it to the wine and the halo of light we walked through. “It’s not at all because it has a little barn and pasture for Puck. Or because she likes the peace and quiet, like what we have out here. It’s not because it’s Kat, who barely likes people as it is. It’s all because you told her not to.”

      “You know what I mean,” I grumbled. “She likes to screw with me.”

      “Well, rest assured, Ross,” Elle said, clapping my shoulder. “You’re not the only one she won’t listen too, so don’t take it too personally.”

      I looked at Elle.

      “She won’t talk about her Ability with me either,” Elle explained.

      “Oh yeah, and there’s that too,” I muttered, and my discomfort nestled deeper.

      Elle waved her words away. “Oh, don’t worry. Kat’s smart and more than capable, she’ll do just fine in her new place. And,” she said, holding up her index finger, “you’re close enough to check on her whenever you want.” Elle winked at me, and I glowered. I wasn’t sure I liked the amusement in Elle’s voice, but she was right. I was closer to Kat now, and there was a neighborhood of people around if she ever needed anything.

      As Elle and I slowed at the pasture fence, I watched Kat and Thea together. Kat smiled as Thea picked at Puck’s brown mane with a comb, struggling to reach high enough. But Thea wasn’t so little anymore, and she only had to stretch onto her tiptoes. Her braided pigtails were gone, her long brown hair in a ponytail on top of her head instead, and for the first time in a while, I realized, she had all of her front teeth.

      Now more than ever, I could feel how much things had changed, I just wasn’t around as much anymore to notice—Thea wasn’t a little girl anymore, Kat was moving out and potentially dating, and something was going on with Sophie.

      I stopped just short of the pasture. “Are Alex and Sophie doing all right? Alex seemed . . . concerned about her and—”

      “Oh,” Elle flashed me a reassuring half-smile, and folded her arms over her chest in the cool breeze. “She’s okay, just tired and, well, they’ve been going through a lot lately with the new house and her working at the school now. He’s just being attentive.”

      It wasn’t my place to pry, so I didn’t, but it made me feel better that, whatever was going on, at least Elle knew about it. “You’ll let me know if you need anything?”

      A full smile parted Elle’s lips and she snaked her arm through mine. “Yes, thank you.” She leaned her head on my shoulder, and we looked at Kat and the girls as Thea and Aria each took one of Puck’s reins and led him out of the pasture. He clomped happily closer, excitement in his eyes, but Kat hung back watching them, and her content expression wavered.

      “Uh-oh,” I muttered. I knew Kat’s annoyed expression like the back of my hand, and as it mixed with a look of concern, I knew something was wrong.

      “Hold up,” Kat said, and with an indignant sigh, she walked over. Her heavy bootsteps crunching in the dirt punctuated the night air. “I can’t ride him home tonight.” She reached down and lifted Puck’s hoof into her hand, bracing it on her knee. “He’s lame. Looks like he stepped on something.” She dropped his hoof with another sigh. “I need Jonathan to come out and take a look, make sure it’s just a flesh wound and nothing more. The last thing I want is it getting infected.”

      “Does that mean Puck can stay longer?” Thea asked happily.

      “Ha.” Kat’s eyebrow quirked slightly. “Luckily for you,” she muttered, “yes. That’s exactly what that means.” She glanced at Elle. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not. Though, it does mean you’ll need a ride home.” With too much delight, Elle looked at me. “Ross, you don’t mind, do you? Since you live so close to each other now, I mean.”

      Kat looked between us, her face twisting with confusion. “Oh, so Ross needs convincing to do me a favor now?”

      “No,” I said as Elle chuckled. “Don’t mind her.” I met Kat’s gaze and leaned closer. “I blame you for this.”

      Her lips parted in exasperation. “Me? For what?”

      “For getting Elle tipsy. Now she’s just being obnoxious.”

      Elle’s laugh deepened. “I can’t help it, I like messing with you when you’re fussy.”

      Kat grinned. “It’s fun, right?”

      Glaring at both of them, I nodded to the truck. “Unsaddle your horse, Kat, and let’s go,” I told her, my voice gruff again. It tended to happen when I was around Kat, but Elle was full of piss and vinegar tonight too. I wasn’t sure what she was insinuating or trying to do, exactly, but whatever Kat and I were, it was professional. We were partners, and perhaps our relationship loosely bordered on friendship, but nothing more. At least, that’s the way I’d always thought about us. Between Kat and me, we had enough baggage to sink a ship.
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      Ross and I drove in companionable silence as we turned off the bridge into Riverdale. The streetlights were on, thanks to the hydro plant, but the roads were quiet. The days were still short, and once the sun went down, there was little reason for anyone to be outside.

      Ross passed the gym and apartment buildings and headed into the neighborhood all of us lived in. The houses and yards gave people a sense of normality, and vehicles and ATVs belonging to those who wanted them were parked in the driveways. Biodiesel had become easy enough to produce with the influx of community members, though not everyone wanted or needed means of transportation. Other than scavenging, there was no real reason to leave Riverdale.

      I could take one of the patrol vehicles when I needed to, which I did from time to time, but I liked the quiet way of the world, and I preferred riding Puck or walking where I needed to go, if it was close. Living here was so different from the hustle and bustle of being on an Army base. Things were still fairly regimented, but it was slower and peaceful most of the time, and it was a nice change of pace.

      My acre of land was like a buffer from the growing town. I didn’t want someone like Meghann waving me down every chance she got, like Ross had to deal with, or people stopping to talk to me when I pulled into my driveway after a grueling day of work. I didn’t want to worry about someone poking their head over the fence to say hello, or coming over to borrow a cup of sugar. I liked simplicity and peace and quiet, everything the world hadn’t been before.

      “Do you think Puck’s pretty bad off?” Ross asked, turning down our street.

      “No,” I said with relief as I watched the houses pass by through the passenger window. “I don’t think so. I doubt Jonathan will want me to ride him until his hoof is healed, though, just to be certain it doesn’t get worse.”

      “Maybe Thea is trying to sabotage you.” Ross didn’t smile, but I could hear the jest in his voice. He had a dry humor I liked, even if I’d never tell him that.

      “I wouldn’t put it past her. I’d feel bad for taking him, except, knowing Jackson, Thea will get a horse by the end of the year if she wants one bad enough.”

      “It’s not as easy as that, though—finding a trained horse, I mean. Especially one for a little girl to handle. Is it?”

      “Thea’s not so little anymore,” I told him with a wry smile. “But you’re right. For anyone else, it would be difficult to find one, but I know a guy.” It was the same guy JJ and I had gotten our horses from in Hartley Bay. He was
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