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      Adapt or die. There is no other choice.

      Black and white no longer exist in a world swirling with shades of gray. To survive the post-apocalyptic nightmare they face, Josh Standing must find a way to stitch his frayed family back together. But with the lives of his wife and kids on the line, Josh must finally face the truth of this new reality—he may not be able to save everyone.

      The professor is another story. The man’s only concern is continuing his research, regardless of the cost to those protecting him. However, keeping the intelligent and irritating man alive is vital to the future because he holds the key to a cure that just might counter the dark matter madness.

      Maxine Standing won’t let anything come between her and the tiny hope offered for humanity’s brighter future. Sometimes compromise is crucial when civilization collapses, and Maxine will do whatever it takes to follow her husband’s example—even if it means facing a tyrant.

      But dark matter isn’t the only hurricane bearing down on the coast as the Standings pursue shelter from the Harbormaster’s crazed reach. Now they have one shot at restoring order to ensure a new tomorrow.

      And before the sun rises, someone will make the greatest sacrifice.
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      There are moments.

      Moments the universe might pivot one way or the other. In this moment, Josh Standing—ex-cop, erstwhile probation officer, and currently a surviving by the skin of his teeth guy—looked up at the barrel of the .44 Magnum that was pointing at his forehead.

      It wasn’t so much the gun bringing him this close to death that was the moment’s pivot point. Rather, it was that the gun was being held by his twenty-one-year-old son, Storm. Storm Standing, who had been told that Josh was not his real father and that the right thing to do was to kill Josh by smearing his brains all over the throne room of Castle Jaxport.

      The baying crowd in the bleachers yelled and called, laughed and hooted. Out of the corner of his eye, Josh could see his wife, Maxine, on her knees on the dusty wooden floor. Her eyes brimmed with hot tears and her hands were held up, tied at the wrists, but still she pleaded forcefully with Gabriel Angel, the new self-styled King of America. King of America? It was a title so ludicrous as to invite perfect ridicule—that is, it would have if Gabe hadn’t been a charismatic, near psychotic sociopath who had begun to build a criminal empire around him after the world’s technology had been knocked over by the effects of a nearby supernova.

      That celestial explosion and the resulting wave of particles that had washed through the solar system had not only robbed humanity of its technological advances, but in almost all cases of its so-called humanity, and some of its sanity, as well.

      This effect on affect ranged from targeting lucky people like Josh, who occasionally felt mordant and depressed, on through people like Gabe having their secret psychopathy levered to the fore like a sharp stone dug into a horse’s hoof, and then right to full-on homicidal madness and a total disregard for personal safety.

      Here in the wooden castle being constructed within a huge bonded warehouse in the Port of Jacksonville, Florida, most of the inhabitants seemed to be like Gabe. Their madness and cruelty were being indulged and encouraged. Public executions, like the one Josh found himself an unwilling participant in, seemed to be the norm. America had been turned on its head, and all sorts of horrors were falling out of its pockets.

      “What are you waiting for, son?” Gabe Angel, in his black clothes, golden crown, and with a golden scepter fitted jauntily into the hollow of his shoulder, stalked behind the boy as the gun wavered. The black hole at the end of the barrel oscillated gently, the sight bobbing.

      Storm licked his lips and closed one eye to sight along the massive lump of dark metal in his hand. Josh was aware of his son’s fingers trying to get more comfortable on the butt of the pistol. Finally, Storm brought his other hand up to steady his wrist, but that only had the effect of doubling the interference in his aim.

      Storm dropped his arm as if the gun suddenly weighed a thousand pounds.

      Gabe rolled his eyes. “It’s very simple. You point and squeeze. You don’t have to think about it. Just lift the gun and point as you squeeze.”

      Maxine’s sobbing was almost as loud as the glee of the crowd. “Don’t do this, Gabe. Please. Don’t… it’s inhuman… Storm, you can’t…”

      Storm’s eyes flicked towards his mother, but in that moment his face hardened. Whatever his feelings about Josh were, the ex-cop could see that his son was equally at odds with his mother. Slowly, the gun came back up, and Josh was once more just a tightening of a finger muscle from his death.

      “That’s the spirit!” Gabe yelled joyfully. He waved his scepter to the crowd like a conductor with a baton who’d begun getting exactly the right response from a bombastic and strident orchestra. The throne room rang with bloodlust and sang with anticipation. Gabe’s eyes gleamed, and he puffed out his chest like a peacock strutting on the White House lawn. “This is the new America! This is our America! We the people! Indivisible under one king!”

      The crowd tried to tear off the roof with their cheers.

      Josh locked his eyes on those of Storm. There were tears swimming across his vision, but he would not blink. If this was the moment when he was going to die, then he would face it with his eyes open.

      “Do it, if you’re going to,” he whispered to Storm. “Do it.”

      Storm’s lip trembled and he steadied the gun.

      “I forgive you, Storm,” Josh said.

      The bullet exploded from the muzzle, and the rush of air that whistled in his ear was registered almost at the same time as Josh heard it strike the wooden floor behind him.

      Josh looked up at his son. Storm had moved the gun fractionally so that the bullet would miss him.

      Josh’s words had been enough.

      For now.

      “Jeez!”

      The voice of Ten-Foot Snare. The ex-probationer and nasty piece of work who had plagued Josh since the supernova had first hit on the Sea-Hawk in the Atlantic Ocean had reappeared in his life recently, capturing him in Jaxport. It had been this young African-American car thief and drug dealer who’d found Josh beneath the bleachers and brought him out to kneel here in front of Gabe and Storm.

      The bullet’s trajectory made Ten-Foot leap three feet to the side so that he now stood in Josh’s field of vision.

      The crowd had been silenced. They had expected the coup de grâce. They had expected the deed to have been done. Now, they chattered and breathed out as one. Gabe threw his scepter onto the velvet throne and snatched the gun from Storm’s hands.

      “If you want a job done…” he said as the Magnum bore down on Josh again.

      Storm’s eyes dropped, his arms falling to the side. Tears began to drip from the end of his nose.

      “Joshua Standing, by the power vested in me, I so decree that you are to be… wasted. Bye-bye.”

      Josh’s shoulders came up as he turned his face to the side, and this time, he closed his eyes. He wasn’t going to give Gabe any satisfaction at all. Let it be done, and let it be done now.

      An electronic buzzing cut across the hushed throne room.

      Josh opened an eye, and Gabe blinked. The would-be executioner looked up, scanning the crowd.

      Josh concentrated on the noise in his ear. He recognized the buzzing sound. He shifted his body so that he could see the line of captives, which Gabe’s red-garbed Harbormen were training their guns on. Donald, his father-in-law, stoic and strong. Henry, the bright young survivalist who had kept Josh’s daughter, Tally, alive and accompanied her all the way from Georgia to Donald’s farm in West Virginia. Poppet, the wife of a Mafia Don who Josh had saved on the ocean liner, Empress. Karel and Jingo, two Maryland Defenders who’d saved their backsides in Cumberland; Filly and Martha, escapees from the town of Pickford; and finally, Halley, the TV science guy who looked like he’d fallen out of a 1960s psychedelic band tribute act, and who might, Josh knew, just maybe save the world.

      The buzzing noise was coming from the end of the line, where Halley was. He had raised a hand and was signaling towards Gabe. The Harborman behind him put a pistol in Halley’s ear.

      “Wait!” Gabe ordered, pointing at Halley. “What is that noise?”

      It was only the second time that Josh had heard the electronic buzzing sound. The first had been when it had lured him, Jingo, and Karel into Halley’s sister’s house.

      It had shocked Josh then—for all intents and purposes, every piece of electronic equipment in the world had stopped working at the moment the effects of the Barnard’s Star supernova had hit Earth. Everything electronic was dead, as if the entire planet had been blanketed in an electromagnetic pulse effect that had shut down the world.

      The shock Josh had felt then was being mirrored across the crowd, and also across Gabe’s face.

      “I asked, what is that noise?”

      Halley lowered his hand. “If I may, Your Majesty, be allowed to approach the throne?”

      Gabe showed the kind of irritation a teacher might show when a pupil interrupted a lesson to ask to go to the restroom. His voice was clipped and coldly focused when he answered, “As soon as I’ve finished killing super-cop here, sure,” Gabe said, and with that, he aimed at Josh again.

      “Umm, I wouldn’t do that if I were you…” Halley’s voice was confident—strident, even. Gabe blazed his eyes at the still interrupting professor, but he lowered the gun… again.

      Josh started breathing.

      “Are you threatening me, you bug-eyed acid casualty?”

      “No, no at all… well… yes, maybe a little. I have the power to, um… give you back your power. Energy, that is. I’ve discovered a way to make electricity flow again. That’s what the buzzing from my pocket is. It’s a battery-operated doorbell that I have shielded from the suppression field caused by the supernova, and I’m pretty sure I could make it work for almost any other device. If you keep Josh alive. I’ll work for you. I’ll stay here, fix stuff, and help you in your ambition to… umm… kingship. Or whatever you want. I just don’t want you to kill Josh. You think we could make a deal?”

      Gabe’s face was like a complex equation. “You want to make a deal? I’m the guy with all the guns, and you want to make a deal? You should be glad I don’t just shoot you in the face.”

      Halley was standing beside Josh now, and pulling a small box of copper filaments from his pocket. Through the filaments, Josh could see two batteries and the inside electronic guts of what he supposed was a doorbell.

      “This is what has led me to believe I can turn the power back on, sir. If you shoot me or any of my friends in the face, then you won’t get the power… umm… well, you have power, obviously, but you know what I mean. The… umm, other power. The electricals… um…”

      Josh could see that Halley was tying himself in knots now. His voice might not be calm and strident anymore, but the thoughts and calculations were rushing along behind his eyes. Halley had been a twenty-year veteran of live TV broadcasts. He knew how to communicate, and he knew how to hold an audience. His shtick was being the mad-scientist guy, and he was giving that performance now—but instead of having a live TV camera pointed at him, he was in a room full of well-armed guards.

      But Gabe’s interest was piqued. “How does it work?”

      Halley held up the small copper-wrapped box of tricks and operated a little switch with his thumb. The buzzer buzzed and the hush in the throne room was supplemented by a low buzz of conversation. The crowd knew the implications as well as Gabe did—electrical power would be a total game changer in this new, post-supernova world.

      Halley switched off the buzzer. “The truth is, I’m not entirely sure of the details. I have an idea, but I need to do more experiments. I need to work on it. But this contraption, I think, is proof of concept; proof that the Barnard’s Star explosion has spread a sort of… umm… stop me if I get too technical here, but it’s spread a sort of suppression field through the solar system. In some way stopping the free movement of electricity along highly conductive metals. If it had stopped all electricity, then you and I would be dead, too. It’s a suppression field that has some… um… sorry, Your Majesty… am I boring you?”

      Gabe’s eyes were glittering, the potential of what Halley was offering him writ large across his face. It was like a door had been opened on the vault of his avarice, Josh thought, and it was there for all to see.

      Storm was looking at Gabe expectantly, like he was waiting for the next order from the man he now thought to be his father. And perhaps Gabe was his father––Josh, in all honesty, didn’t know—but he wasn’t yet ready to give up on the boy. Even if he’d just been pointing a gun at him.

      “Listen to Halley, Gabe. I believe he can do what he says.” Josh was speaking to the king, but he was looking at Storm. Storm’s eyes moved from Gabe to Josh, the expectant and confused look still there.

      Gabe turned his focus on Josh. “I don’t remember giving you permission to speak, dead man.”

      “You didn’t,” Josh replied. “But you’re not stupid, Gabe. If I know one thing about you, you’re far from that. Halley is offering you a chance, and you should take it. I’ve seen him almost cure his sister of the madness before she was dragged back here. If he can do it for her, he can do it for everyone. I believe him when he says he can fix the problem with the electricity, too.”

      A shadow fell across Gabe’s face for the first time. The crowd was restless, but quiet. A sense of doubt had begun washing over the throngs of people, as if they needed the correct pointer from Gabe. The king scratched at the back of his head. All eyes in the throne room were on him. As Josh glanced around, he could see that Gabe was the focus of everyone’s attention.

      Everyone except Tally and Henry.

      They were looking at each other.

      As the crowd awaited a pronouncement from Gabe about what would happen next, whether he would take the deal or continue with the execution, Tally and Henry’s eyes were locked together.

      Henry gave an almost imperceptible nod.

      Tally screamed.

      The guards, their attention broken, looked at Tally, and Henry pushed himself back, crashing into the guard nearest him. He wrenched the MP5 from his hands and began to fire, running backward and low.

      The bullets spat from the muzzle across the crowd in the bleachers and the Harbormen dove for cover. Josh sprawled sideways and crashed back to the wooden floor. Around him, as he tried to cover his head, he could hear bullets smashing into the raised platform where Storm and Gabe were standing. The crowd was screaming.

      Splinters rained down on Josh’s head, and he heard more staccato gunfire from other weapons. The air buzzed with bullets and the sound of running feet. There was a full-scale panic erupting around him. A body fell across him moaning, blood pumping from it onto the back of Josh’s neck. He weighed up the risk of moving from beneath it and trying to get to Maxine or Storm, but then another bullet struck the body, giving the lie of animation to the lifeless corpse and clarifying that he needed the cover.

      Someone had begun screaming orders, but it wasn’t Gabe. It might have been Ten-Foot, but Josh couldn’t be sure. He risked a look to his left, to where Maxine had been kneeling and pleading with Gabe, but she was no longer there. He tried to look up at the stage next, but couldn’t see above the wooden edge—he was too close to it and the angle was too acute.

      Josh wriggled. Whoever was lying dead across his back was heavy and bony. There were the raucous sounds of continual gunfire all around him, though, and the air was thick with the acrid stench of it. Someone pulled at Josh’s ankle, and for a moment, he felt himself being dragged backwards with the dead body wobbling on top of him. Then there came a nearby male scream, his ankle was released, and he heard the thud of the body of a Harborman crashing to the floor in his line of sight, a series of bullet holes across his neck and skull.

      More gunfire discharged close by, and Josh heard shouting from a voice he recognized. “Get Josh! Get Josh now!”

      Donald.

      His voice was gruff and full of power, the words punctuated by shots clattering all around them. Josh hefted himself onto his knees, the bleeding body on top of him rolling off and star-fishing onto its back with a rubbery flop.

      Josh kept his head low where he crouched, but was desperate to see where Maxine and Storm were. He scanned the dais where the throne had been knocked over and where white stuffing was erupting from bullet holes in the red velvet. Of Maxine, Storm, and Gabe, there was no sign.

      A hand fell on his shoulder. He spun, fists bunching.

      It was Poppet. She was pulling him backward while firing over his head towards the bleachers.

      Many of the crowd members had gone off in a blind stampede, but there were still one or two Harbormen being pinned down by Donald and the others’ fire.

      “This way. Now!” Poppet said, ejecting the mag from her pistol, sliding in another, and racking the barrel.

      She pushed him towards the bleachers on the other side of the throne room. They too were empty, but the number of red-garbed Harbormen’s forces who were dead and dying in front of the wooden wall fronting them told Josh the full story of the battle. Donald and other others had taken refuge there, firing across the throne room at the other side.

      Whether it had been through luck or the vagaries of desperation, they had succeeded in defending their position and were now receiving almost zero resistance from the other side of the hall.

      At Poppet’s prodding, Josh dove over the wall to land next to Halley and Donald. He sneaked a look over the rail and saw that Poppet was still walking backwards and firing across the hall. Her bullets were keeping anyone there well pinned down.

      She stepped through a gap in the wall and crouched down.

      “We gotta get out of here, Donald. They’re going to regroup soon, and if we’re not history, they’re going to make us history.”

      Donald nodded.

      Josh looked down the line. He saw Halley kneeling with his hands over his head. He also saw Jingo, Karel, Henry, and Tally, as well as Martha and Filly. But Maxine and Storm were nowhere to be seen.

      Bullets spat over their heads and everyone ducked. Henry put the MP5 over the rail and fired three bursts without looking at where he was firing.

      “Where’s Maxine? Where’s Storm?” Josh looked at Donald and implored him for answers with his eyes. “Where are they?”

      Donald shook his head. “One second they were there, and the next they were gone. Gabe, too. I guess they were taken out behind the throne by Gabe’s bodyguards when the firing started.”

      The words clutched at Josh’s guts, but he shook his head and felt his body stiffen with resolve. “We can’t leave them here. It’s not happening.”

      “What do you want to do?” Poppet asked as she reloaded her pistol with another magazine. “Get out of here while we have a chance, and then work on a way to get back and rescue them, or die here—when fifty of those Harbormen realize we’re just sitting ducks and come back mob-handed? Maybe with grenades.”

      Josh shook his head. “You go. I’ll stay here and try to find them. Get Tally and the others to safety. If I’m on my own here, I can stay low and I can…”

      But that was the last thing Josh said. There was an explosion in his skull, a hot searing pain in the back of his head, and then a sudden blackness which took all the hurt away.
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      Josh sat with a wet rag held to the back of his skull, trying to remember his name and what the hell he was caught up in.

      He’d woken in darkness which, as his eyes had adjusted, had resolved itself into a weak gray light as the bubbling clouds peeking through the window had also glutted the sky and brought on fat drops of Florida rain for the city of Jacksonville.

      Tally had handed him the wet rag and been forced to remind him of her name, if not that she was his daughter. He’d at least remembered that.

      Henry and Filly were positioned with guns by the windows and looking out over a wide, open area leading to a line of Florida Elms lining the street. They appeared to be on a residential street. Josh could see more houses through the window, and the room they occupied had once been a comfortable living room with sofas, shelves full of books on Naval history, and a stone-clad fireplace dominating the room. If it had been alight, it would have served the whole room with warmth and light. Unfortunately, broken windows, bullet holes, and the rain water had made some of the books pulpy and bloated, the carpets were dewy, and at some point an animal or two of indeterminate species had used the place as a den, as well as a place in which to carry out more personal activities.

      Josh had wrinkled his nose at the smell a couple of times while he’d sat taking stock of things.

      “Who hit me?” he finally asked.

      Halley raised his hand.

      Josh looked at the lank-haired scientist with as much disdain as he could muster. “You’ve left my wife and boy in there.”

      “And my sister,” Halley countered almost immediately. “But Poppet and Donald’s logic was correct. You can’t fight logic, Josh. So, I intervened and made logic klonk you on the back of the head. Mea culpa.”

      Josh sighed. He couldn’t refute what Halley was saying, and it was true that the man’s sister—poor, crazy, tortured Grace—was still back in Jaxport with Gabe and the others. It had been through Grace, back in her house in Eagle Rock, that Josh had learned from Halley that immersion in water reduced the effects of whatever was causing millions of people to go insane. The scientist had shown that Grace became lucid and almost well with the treatment he’d devised—long hours in a bath of water, water being what he’d called a good insulator against whatever was in the air. That and Halley’s jury-rigged buzzer had shown Josh the first true pieces of hope that the nightmare the world had descended into might someday be lifted.

      At least Grace, locked inside a room in Gabe’s Castle Jaxport, itself being constructed in a huge harborside warehouse like a doll within a larger Russian doll, had not been brought out by Gabe’s men to witness the terror and horror Josh and the others had experienced in the throne room. Grace Halley had more than enough terror and horror inside her, all of which had been brought on by the Barnard’s Star supernova—and in her untreated state, was more than a handful to deal with.

      “Did you have to hit me quite so hard?” Josh asked Halley.

      Halley shrugged. “If I hadn’t, would you have still wanted to stay?”

      Josh conceded the point with a nod. “So, where are we, and how did we get here?”

      Tally peeled herself away from another window and pointed towards Donald. “Gramps was amazing. We got out through the front door of the warehouse. All the guards had been inside and had already run away from the fighting. It gave us a clear run. We pulled the doors across, and Gramps secured them with a chain.”

      “Won’t have kept them there long, but it gave us enough time to get out of the compound,” Donald said. “Halley and Henry carried you while the rest of us were on crowd control—the people living in the containers outside the warehouse were unarmed and not looking for a fight. We got the horses, slung you over the back of one, and high-tailed it out of there. We’re about five miles away from the port, I reckon. Quiet, deserted street. No activity at all that we can see.”

      Henry turned from the window and gave an affirmative nod to agree with Donald’s assessment of the situation. “We’ve got the guns and ammo we took from the Harbormen we killed, and we’ve got enough distance and time to plan what we’re going to do to get back into Jaxport and get Grace, Maxine, and Storm out of there.”

      “And now that you’re awake, sleepyboy,” Karel added, her blond hair tied back in a savage ponytail and her trim figure silhouetted against a window full of gray light and rain, “you can join in the fun.”
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      “So, what are you saying?” Josh knew exactly who he was now, and although his head throbbed like a silent square dance was tracking across it, his thinking had gotten a lot clearer. It was what Donald had said to him that was causing the newest confusion in his mind. “Because what you did say sounds crazier than a sack of rattlesnakes.”

      Other than Henry and Filly, who were still stationed at the windows, the rest of them sat in a rough circle on the floor of the room—where the carpet was still dry, and the rain from the broken windows couldn’t reach them.

      Donald was adamant. “Jacksonville is a big port city with all the attendant facilities that implies. We will, I’m sure, be able to find exactly what we want somewhere along the shoreline and boatyards.”

      “Canoes?”

      “Or kayaks. I’m not fussy. It’s the quietest and easiest way to get close to the castle without being seen at night. You saw what it was like when we came in. There are guards at the gates to the harbor facility. There are fences and defenses. But from what I could see, very little thought’s been put into defending an attack from the water.”

      Josh’s memory was a little fuzzy, but what the old warhorse was saying seemed to be borne out by what he could remember. The container port had been turned into a shantytown so that Gabe’s ‘subjects’ could live on the periphery of the castle, while inside of the warehouse, teams worked on building a vast wooden castle of staterooms, corridors, and throne rooms for Gabe to live out his current fantasy of being King of America. Where his wife and the boy, who he’d thought for more than twenty years had been his son, were being held by Gabe. Maxine, unwillingly, of course, but when it came to Storm? Josh didn’t know, but that wasn’t going to stop him getting back into Castle Jaxport and attempting to rescue them.

      It was just Donald’s scheme that sounded crazy.

      “But we’ll be stuck in the compound,” Josh said. “The gates will be defended, and the Harbormen will not let us get out again that way since, if they see us heading back out in the kayaks on the waterway, all they’ll have to do is shoot us as we paddle. It’ll be like a shooting gallery at the fair.”

      Donald shook his head and moved his hands over the tops of his thighs, remaining seated crossed-legged on the floor with the others. Yet, Josh hadn’t seen him this animated and full of anticipation before. The old Navy man, who’d been a combat medic for the Marines in Vietnam, was riding a wave of self-confidence. Josh could see that the plan had crystalized in the old man’s head and thus wasn’t something he was willing to be turned away from. Now, he shook his head in refusal of the counters for it. “If we do this right,” Donald told him, “they’ll be having too much to deal with inside the warehouse to worry about us getting away.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Donald reached down beside him and picked up a match from a small, open box. He thumbed the edge of the sulfur tip and the match ignited with a splutter, leaving a clean blue and yellow flame which gave his excited eyes a beguiling glitter.

      “This.”

      The next three days would be spent gathering the many supplies they needed for the raid. Donald split the group into three teams to be led by Josh, Karel, and himself. Two groups were tasked with going into Jacksonville proper to find what accelerants and chemicals they could for the improvised firebombs they would carry with them, as well as bottles and containers with which to carry them. The third group, led by Donald and containing Henry and Tally, went in search of kayaks, as well as places from which to launch them safely.

      As with many of the cities Josh had visited since he’d returned to the U.S., there had been incredible amounts of destruction and looting across Jacksonville. The roads were blocked with dead cars and fires burned all over—sometimes spontaneously, but others had been lit during the orgy of violence that had happened as the first effects of the supernova had hit the Earth.

      Josh and Halley went with Jingo in search of iron oxide and aluminum powder. The campus of the nearest university was deserted, and a number of buildings had been razed across the facility, but they managed to find what they needed there. Halley walked around the chemistry department’s storage area with the eyes of a child in a toy shop and quickly located what they needed. “All you want here to fight a war,” he said to Josh as they loaded up their packs with containers of chemicals. “I could make you gunpowder; I could build you a dozen kinds of bombs. Chemistry is boss, and pretty much no one bothers to learn about it. I mean, come on, Josh, what do you know about chemistry?”

      Josh shook his head. “I know sugar dissolves in my coffee to make a suspension. But that’s about it.”

      Halley looked at Josh like he was concerned for the welfare of a slow child. “Everything is chemistry, Josh. That or physics. Your body is alive with chemistry. There is reaction and syntheses going on inside you twenty-four seven. Every time you breathe in and out, there’s chemistry. And look around us! This collection of supplies is the evidence that, for ninety-nine percent of the population, nobody is aware of that chemistry or even cares.”

      Josh looked down the rows and the racks of stored chemicals. Everything had been left pretty much as it had been on the day the world had gone mad.

      Halley pulled more containers of iron oxide off the shelf and stuffed them into his pack. “Just look at this place, Josh. Every Target, every Home Depot, every damn 7-Eleven on the planet has been looted, strip-mined, and even burned to the ground almost. And yet this place is almost untouched. It didn’t even cross people’s minds to come here because they wouldn’t know what to do with any of this stuff. Sometimes I think the whole destruction of the world was a positive thing, Josh. A culling of the shortsighted and the ignorant.”

      Halley finally paused upon catching sight of Josh’s astonished face.

      “Well, obviously, I’m just riffing on a theme.” Halley coughed, pushed up his glasses with his index finger, and broke eye contact with the ex-policeman. “I didn’t mean to…”

      “We’ve lost a lot of good people,” said Jingo. “I’ve lost a lot of good people.”

      Halley pulled his pinched fingers along the line of his lips as if he was closing a zipper and nodded at the young Maryland Defender. Jingo was a good fighter, but he was also a man who had had to be pulled back a couple of times by Karel because his overenthusiasm had crossed the moral lines which needed to remain in place, but Josh could see how Halley’s words had affected him.

      “I get it,” Jingo continued. “Yeah, there’s nine billion people out there who took everything for granted. They have no idea how anything works, how to make even a candle or a bar of soap, let alone treat a tooth abscess or, yes, see the potential of these chemicals and use them appropriately. But that’s freedom, Mr. Professor. They got to choose what they wanted to know. And because of that, we get to use all this to our advantage. If Gabe and his Harbormen knew about this place, it would be me and you they’d be using it against. So, I guess it’s an ill wind that brings no good. And that’s me riffing on a theme, Mr. Professor. You’re not the only one here with opinions.”

      Halley closed his pack and heaved it onto his back, his eyes flicking up to Josh’s gaze. Josh felt like the scientist was looking to him for some sort of support, or at least hoping he’d mediate between the two of them. But Josh wasn’t in a position to do that. He knew he agreed with Jingo. “Don’t despise the people who don’t know what you know, Halley,” he said instead. “Takes all sorts to make a world. Our job—your job—is to help us to get our world back. If that means only you’ll know how to make soap, then I guess I can live with that. I hope you can, too.”

      The three of them didn’t speak a word to each other on the way back to the house.

      Karel, Poppet, Filly, and Martha had been sent out looking for bottles and any gas they could syphon from abandoned vehicles to use for the Molotov cocktails Donald was planning to construct. They’d returned several times to the house with plastic bottles of gas, and many more glass bottles for the explosives, all recovered from bars and residences in the surrounding area. Their booty was piled in the corner of the den, along with tubs of nails and screws found in a hardware store. Poppet tore up rags while Filly and Martha filled bottles with gas and shrapnel to make the cocktails.

      Josh surveyed the work, his nose wrinkling at the smell of the gas as it was funneled into the neck of wine bottles. “Takes me back,” Poppet said. “Joey’s preferred method of encouraging guys who wouldn’t pay up for protection was the judicious use of a Molly. I liked making them, but I wish I’d gotten really good at it.”

      Poppet winked at Josh and Karel looked on with an expression caught between horror and admiration. Poppet took the torn rags and fed them into the necks of the bottles. “Of course…” Poppet continued, her New Yorker drawl becoming more pronounced when she talked about her mob boss husband and the nefarious exploits she’d been party to, as always, “…Joey very rarely had to use them. All it took was him sliding one along the counter and taking out his zippo. You’d be surprised how quickly someone will find the cash to pay up when you wave one of these beauties under their schnozzle.”

      As ever, Poppet spoke about these things as if they were the most natural things to be recounting in the whole world. Josh, even when he’d been a police officer, had had zero dealings with the New York mob. In fact, his view of that world had largely been formulated by watching movies and TV shows, where the things Poppet talked about had seemed fanciful at best and downright laughable at worst. Like a cartoon version of Mafia activity. And over the months since he’d met Poppet, her skills at stitching gunshot wounds, using weaponry, and now constructing improvised explosives had proved to him that she was as authentic as the stories she told suggested she was. Poppet was a remarkable woman who Josh had come to like, trust, and admire in equal measure—even considering the fact that, if they’d met five years ago and he’d known what he knew now, he’d have had to lock her up and lose the key.

      Her husband, Joey Langolini, had reeked of authentic power and real menace. They’d come under sustained attack while on the ocean liner named Empress, the aggression sourcing from the remnants of the passengers and crew. Joey had died giving Josh the time to save Poppet and get off the ship—and that had further tempered the bond that had grown between them.

      Josh pushed Karel’s chin up to close her mouth with a soft click. “Don’t worryaboutit,” he said in his best Joe Pesci accent. “You’ll get used to it.”

      Karel didn’t say anything. She just shook her head and went back to the window to keep lookout.

      Halley was keeping his head down, too, making his thermite mixture from the iron oxide and aluminum powders. Mixed in the correct ratios and set alight, thermite would produce an aggressively hot exothermic reaction that they planned to use to get into the back of the warehouse by burning quickly through the thin metal of the wall, thus saving themselves the difficult task of fighting their way through the guards at the front entrance. Donald had been impressed by Halley’s suggestion to make and use thermite in this way, and that’s why he’d encouraged him and Josh to go and get the materials that were needed.

      Halley had been working and mixing for some hours now, and had moved on to packing lines of the rust-colored powder into plastic cable-trunking which Donald planned to use to frame charges that would burn their way quickly into the side of the bonded warehouse. In this time, Halley had been the quietest Josh could remember since he’d met him. The conversation in the chemistry department’s storage area had stretched a distance between them that Josh thought it was now time to close. If they were going to survive and make any of this work, they needed to be together, and he figured Halley was someone who could be temperamental and a bit of a sulker, but enough was enough. He had been more than a little annoyed at Halley’s attitude, but then, if he felt as he did about his own situation—with his wife and son still in the lion’s den—and how that was mirrored for Halley by Grace, it wasn’t beyond the realm of logic to see how such stress could present itself as angry grief. Since the supernova, Josh had felt moments of instability in his mood that had also seemed out of the ordinary, more than just reactions to the situation. So, now, Josh felt the best thing to do was be the peacemaker.

      “Looking good, Robert,” Josh said, sitting down on the floor next to Halley and picking up one of the thermite-packed yard lengths of two-inch cable-trunking. Karel and the others had been tasked with finding some, and as had happened for them in the university’s chemistry department’s storage area, they’d found more than enough for their needs—who needed electrical cable-trunking in a world where there was no electricity anymore?

      Well, no electricity for a while. If Halley was right, he might be able to bring some power back with his copper filigrees and batteries.

      “It’ll do the trick,” Halley replied. “The tough thing is going to be getting it to ignite when we want it to. But I have an idea about that.”

      Josh smiled. “It’s your ideas we need you for, Robert.”

      Halley sighed. “I’m sorry. Sorry about what happened up at the university. I didn’t think. My mouth… it runs away with me sometimes.”

      “Yeah. I get that. As far as I’m concerned, we’re good. Water under the bridge.”

      Halley smiled and spooned more thermite into a piece of trunking before he began tamping it down with his thumbs.

      “I meant to ask you,” Halley said as he worked, “about Storm.”

      Josh tensed. No one had spoken to him yet about what had happened in the throne room. Not even Donald. Perhaps they guessed it was all too raw and were waiting for Josh to say when he was ready to speak about nearly being shot by his own son—a son who, inexplicably, was now calling another man “Dad.”

      Josh didn’t feel like he was ready to talk about it, either, and was in the process of raising his hand like a crossing guard’s stop sign, but he didn’t even get that far.

      There came a sudden commotion by the front door, and a soft exclamation from Poppet, and as Josh looked around, he saw Donald staggering through the door with fresh blood streaking his face in thick lines.
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      They found Henry where Donald said they’d been attacked, not one hundred yards from the house. The boy was alive but unconscious. Josh helped him to sit up and looked at the gash on his head where, like Donald, he’d been half-brained with a house brick.

      Henry’s eyes were blurry with a possible concussion, and he found it difficult to talk, but he managed to say they’d been attacked from behind as they’d been making it back from a boatyard where they’d found the craft they needed for the assault on Jaxport. Donald had gone down first, and then something had clattered into his own head, and he’d immediately gone unconscious.

      Donald told them he had come staggering back to the house to get help upon realizing that Tally had disappeared and Henry was unarousable. Whoever had attacked them had been savage and uncompromising, but at least they hadn’t killed them. With Tally gone, however, the mercies to be counted were small.

      Josh and the others searched for Tally in the surrounding area as best they could in the darkness. There was no trail to follow and no obvious sign of her or those who’d attacked them. The houses were dark and unwelcoming, and as Josh stood with Poppet at the head of the street looking down the rows of cold, dead-eyed buildings, Josh was suddenly overwhelmed by the task. The entire deserted city was laid out before them in the gloom. They were searching for a needle in a haystack of needles.

      “We’ll try again at first light,” Poppet said. “We might be able to find something that leads us to her.”

      Josh shook his head. “The trail will be cold by then. Whoever has taken her could have her back to Jaxport within the hour, or well on the way to anywhere else.”

      Josh could see on Poppet’s face that she agreed he was speaking logically. The longer they left it, the harder it would be to find Tally, and yet, with just the nine remaining members of their party, two of them still reeling from major thumps on the head, searching a city—even the immediate vicinity—was a near impossible task.

      “Back before this, we would have had dogs, manpower, helicopters, thermal imaging, house-to-house calls, roadblocks… you name it.”

      The crushing change in the world since the Barnard’s event had never felt more acute than it did now.

      “Taken from under my nose a hundred yards away,” Josh spat as they searched through another deserted north Florida house, its rooms dank and chill even in the still warm humidity of the even.

      “If we still had the dog, maybe we might have a chance…”

      But he knew he was clutching at straws.

      Josh returned to the others with Poppet just as dawn began to pink the sky. Exhausted and hollow, he crashed down on the sofa next to Donald, who looked an extra seventy years older in the weak light.

      “I’m sorry,” the old man croaked. “They came out of nowhere. I reckon whoever it was, was waiting for us.”

      “Maybe Gabe’s men have been watching us the whole time,” Karel said. “Waiting to see what we were doing. There’s been no patrols that we’ve run into for days. The Harbormen have been keeping to themselves—maybe they had us under surveillance. Jingo and I will go out now, see what we can find. Make sure no one’s watching the house at least.”

      As Karel and Jingo geared up, Henry tried to stand, but he was still wobbly on his feet. Poppet helped him back to a chair. Martha had put a pad on the wound on the side of his head to stanch the bleeding, but his eyes were still revolving like cherries on a slot machine.

      “We’ve got to find her. I can’t… we can’t…”

      Poppet sat with Henry and put an arm across his shoulder. She kissed the uninjured side of his head and gave him a squeeze. “Easy, soldier. You and Grandpa over there just need to chill for a few hours. We’ll do the searching. You go out there, and you won’t know which way is up.” That said, Poppet slipped Henry some painkillers from their dwindling supply. “If only we had Larry here.”

      Lawrence ‘Larry’ Banks, the retired West Virginian surgeon who had been with them since he
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