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The first bullet took a man named Hicks in the thigh. He went down hard on the asphalt, shouting more in surprise than pain. The second shot was a clean miss that starred the windshield of the burned-out school bus Maya was using for cover. The report was flat, echoes eaten by the pine hills.




“That’s a bolt-action,” Maya said, not shouting. “Probably a deer rifle. Old school.”




Rafe, crouched beside her with a shotgun that was more duct tape than steel, spat. “Who cares? They got the high ground, we got nothing.”




The raiders were up on the overpass of the old mountain highway. There were maybe eight of them. They weren’t disciplined, but they had the angle, and they had a man who could shoot. Maya had Rafe, Hicks bleeding out in the ditch, and two other kids who looked like they’d never held the rusted pistols they were clutching. She’d fallen in with them three days ago for safety in numbers. Bad math.




“They’ll flank us in ten minutes,” she said. “Left side, through that dry creek bed.”




“So what’s the play?” Rafe’s eyes were wide, the whites showing all around.




“The play is you keep their heads down for sixty seconds.” She slung her pack, a faded green canvas thing that had seen two continents before the world ended. She checked the .38 in her belt. Two rounds left. “I’m going up the slope behind this bus, into those rocks. I get a angle on the overpass, maybe I can make that shooter think twice.”




“And then what?”




“Then we run like hell north, before their flankers cut us off.”




“Sixty seconds,” Rafe repeated, nodding to himself like he was memorizing a prayer. He popped up over the bus hood and let off a blast from the shotgun. The sound was enormous. Return fire came immediately, pocking the metal around him.




Maya was already moving. She went low and fast around the back of the bus, hit the tree line, and started climbing. The slope was steep, shale and loose dirt that slid under her boots. She used pine saplings as handholds, pulling herself up. Her lungs burned. The gunfire below was sporadic, ineffective.




She made the rock outcropping in less than a minute. It gave her a view. The overpass was two hundred yards away. She could see them clearly now. Six men, one woman, all in mismatched scavenged gear. The shooter was a skinny guy with a long rifle, resting on the concrete guardrail. He was methodical, not panicked. He was waiting for a clean shot.




Maya laid the .38 on a flat rock. It wasn’t made for this. She was. She took a breath, let half of it out, and squeezed the trigger.




The shot was high and wide, but it did what she needed. It skipped off the concrete six feet from the shooter’s head. He ducked, jerking back from his perch. The others up there scattered, looking for the new threat.




“Time’s up!” she yelled, though no one below could hear her. She fired her last round in the general direction to keep them honest, then slid back down the slope, half-falling, skidding on her heels.




She hit the road behind the bus. The scene had changed. Rafe was gone. The two kids were gone. Hicks was still in the ditch, but he wasn’t shouting anymore. His eyes were open to the gray sky.




They’d left her. Fair enough. She’d have left them, too, if the roles were reversed.




A new burst of gunfire came from the dry creek bed to the left. The flankers. They’d be on the road in seconds.




Maya ran north. Not with panic, but with a grim, ground-eating stride. The road curved into the mouth of a higher valley. The raiders owned the road behind her. The woods on either side were thick, dark, and she didn’t know them. The map in her head was blank here.




The first snowflake landed on her cheek, cold and wet. She glanced up. The sky, which had been a flat iron gray, was now the color of a fresh bruise. More flakes followed, swirling on a sudden, bitter wind that snaked down the valley.




“Perfect,” she muttered.




Within ten minutes, it wasn’t flurries. It was a curtain of white. The world shrank to a radius of twenty feet. The road vanished under a shifting, blowing sheet. The wind stole sound and direction. The tracks of her flight were erased behind her.




She kept moving because stopping meant freezing. The cold bit through her jacket, a worn-out soft-shell that had lost its waterproofing a year ago. Her gloves were thin leather. The wind found every gap.




An hour in, she was shivering uncontrollably. The road had become a suggestion. She stumbled off it into a drift that came up to her knees. She fought her way back, hands numb, face numb.




She saw the shape through the white haze because it didn’t move. A squareness against the chaotic swirl of trees. A roof line.




She pushed towards it, legs heavy as timber. It was a cabin. Not a ruin. Not a burned-out shell. A real log cabin, chinking visible between the pine logs. It sat on a bald knob of granite, commanding a view that was currently zero. A covered porch ran along the front. Stacked under that porch was a cord of split firewood, neat and dry. From the peak of the roof, a small solar panel was caked with snow, but it was there, intact.













