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        “To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.” 

        ~Alfred Lord Tennyson

      

        

      
        “The whole problem with the world

        is that fools and fanatics

        are always so certain of themselves,

        and wiser people so full of doubts.”

        ~Bertrand Russell

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      February 28, 20⁠—

       

      Logan Wright spent an extra hour in his office after seeing his last patient. Betty would take care of the charts and the filing, but he needed a moment to wrap his head around what was happening. What he thought was happening.

      His office was in the Sul Ross student health center, or rather what had been the student health center. Now it was his medical office. It was where he saw folks who lived on the north side of town. He attended to the town’s horses in the rodeo office adjacent to the university’s arena. He was a degreed, licensed veterinarian and had been for the previous twenty-one years. The satellite grid had collapsed on June 6th, cutting off Alpine from the rest of the world and leaving them in some sort of post-modern society. In the resulting chaos, he became a physician. At least once a day it occurred to him that he was a walking apocalyptic stereotype.

      A vet working on people.

      Nine months since the satellite grid collapsed.

      Nine months enduring this postmodern life.

      He tried to break his practice down the middle—four hours a day with the animals, four hours with the people. The last few weeks it had been more like six hours on each side of that dividing line.

      He studied his journal, added the people he’d seen in the last twenty-four hours, and tried to come up with another explanation for what he was seeing.

      There wasn’t another explanation.

      If he was right, and he was, he could expect to see an increase in illness among the remaining seven hundred and ninety-two residents of Alpine. It had begun benignly enough—increased fatigue, dental issues, problems sleeping. Left unchecked, that would very quickly morph into seizures, organ damage, respiratory distress, and heart failure. Their numbers would diminish even more. Less people meant they’d be more vulnerable.

      This problem was huge.

      And they needed to address it now.

      It might sound innocuous to say the people of Alpine were suffering from malnutrition, but it wasn’t. If they didn’t solve their dietary problems soon, they’d be dealing with a cascading deluge of illness and death.

      They couldn’t afford either.

      Logan snapped the journal shut and left the office. He stopped by his small suite adjacent to the administrative center. Designed for visiting professors and other special guests, it included a bedroom, sitting area, bathroom, and small kitchen.

      There had been no visiting professors since June 6th.

      There were no classes, not in the traditional sense.

      And while he had a perfectly good home and veterinary clinic on the outskirts of town, it was more practical for him to be on campus. To be close. To be where he could help in case of an emergency. And there were plenty of emergencies.

      He snagged his jacket from the back of the couch, left his apartment, and turned toward downtown Alpine. The temperature had hovered in the fifties all day and the sun wouldn’t officially set until nearly seven, but the wind was from the north. He turned up the collar on his jacket. Alpine’s elevation was 4,462 feet. The distant mountain ranges rose to just over one mile. Weather in February and March was unpredictable at best. He’d seen it snow and he’d seen it in the eighties. That thought reminded him of how vulnerable their crops were.

      One more problem to toss on the pile.

      His weekly meeting with Cade and Miles started promptly at six. He needed to know if they were seeing the same trends that he was.

      Logan had grown up in Alpine. Spent all of his life in this remote southwest corner of Texas except for the years he attended college at Texas A&M. But this was not the same town that he knew better than the home he’d grown up in. Things had changed, and he wasn’t certain they’d ever change back. The sun dipped toward the western horizon, casting shadows across the empty streets. He saw very few people.

      No couples walking hand-in-hand.

      No teens throwing a ball.

      No one had the energy for those things now.

      He walked with his head down and his hands pushed into his pockets. He hesitated at the door of Miles Turner’s practice, which was located in the heart of downtown. Ran his fingers over the words stenciled on the door.

      Dr. Ron Fielder, M.D.

      Fielder had been practicing when Logan was born. In fact, Fielder delivered Logan. He’d also been one of the first Alpine residents to die after the grid collapsed. The good doctor had suffered a heart attack the first week. Nearly nine months later and he was still sorely missed.

      Logan pushed through the door and attempted a smile for Miles’s receptionist.

      “They’re waiting on you,” Anita said.

      “Shouldn’t you be home by now?”

      “Yeah.” Her eyes darted to the pile of charts, then to the street, then back to the filing waiting to be done.

      Unsettled. Unfocused. He was seeing it in everyone.

      “Go home, Anita. The charts will still be here tomorrow. I’ll send over one of the Sul Ross students to help you catch up on the files.”

      “Really?” A smile broke through her exhaustion. “Excellent. Thank you, Logan.”

      She stood, turned in a circle, then snapped her fingers. Opening the bottom drawer, she pulled out her purse and looped the strap over her shoulder. She was nearly to the door when she turned and said, “Try to keep the meeting short, if that’s possible. Miles is looking exhausted.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      As he walked back toward his friend’s office, Logan realized that it wasn’t only his patients who were weary and underfed. Everyone in this town was. Hell, maybe everyone in the entire world. For several generations, their society had depended on large factories, massive farms, and modern shipping to supply what they needed. Now they were facing the consequences of that trend.

      He tapped on the door frame, then walked in and sank into the one empty chair. Miles sat behind the desk, hair askew, dark circles under his eyes. His white skin was more pale than it should be, as if he rarely made it outdoors. He looked like a first-year resident who’d been on shift for much too long. Cade Dawson, the third doctor in their little town, didn’t appear to be faring any better. In fact, the man’s physique had passed thin several months ago. Gaunt was the word that came to mind.

      They proceeded to discuss two patients who were post-op, an elderly woman who had taken a fall and was now staying at the Maverick Inn, and three children with dental issues.

      “We need a dentist,” Cade said. “I don’t know enough about that particular specialty to successfully treat these patients.”

      “Maybe one will be on the next train into Alpine.” Miles reached down and patted Zeus’s head. The Labrador followed him everywhere.

      Logan realized even the dog looked thinner, and he hadn’t risen to greet him as he always did.

      “How’s your dog?” Logan asked.

      “Huh? Zeus? He’s okay. I mean, older. Moving slower, but okay.”

      “We’re all older,” Cade joked.

      “Maybe that’s not the problem.” Logan tapped his journal, but he didn’t open it. He didn’t need to. “I think we’re all suffering from malnutrition...even Zeus.”

      Miles sat back, causing his chair to creak, and crossed his arms. “What are you seeing on your side of town?”

      “Folks coming in with sleeping issues. They’re exhausted but claim they can’t sleep.”

      “That could be due to any number of problems.”

      Logan began listing the symptoms he’d seen most frequently. “Weakened immune system, hair loss, irritability, brain fog.”

      “Careful. You’re stepping on my toes now.” Cade scrubbed both hands across his face. “I thought it was just not enough sleep and worrying about Harper.”

      “Speaking of Harper, how many other pregnancies do we have?”

      “None of my patients,” Miles admitted.

      “And none of mine—except for Harper.”

      “Plus an increase in dental problems. . .” Logan stared out the window at the setting sun and the empty streets. “I think most, if not all, of these problems are due to malnutrition. And it’s only going to get worse.”

      “Okay.” Miles drew the word out. “What do you suggest we do about it?”

      “Go to Tanda. She might have some suggestions.”

      “Even our esteemed police chief⁠—”

      “And friend,” Miles cut in.

      Cade nodded. “Even she can’t produce food out of thin air.”

      “I think we need to go south. I need to go south. I need to try something to remedy this situation.”

      “South? Like Mexico?”

      “Rio Grande Valley, maybe. Think about it. Citrus. Potatoes. Even carrots and sugar beets. It’s all grown in the valley.”

      “It was all grown in the valley. We don’t know that they’ve managed to grow anything since last June.”

      “So we go. We find out.”

      “And pay them with what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Miles stood, stretched, and reached for his jacket. “Anyone want to bet Tanda is still in her office?”

      “I think she sleeps there,” Cade said.

      Logan followed them out of the building and down the street to the police department. He had no doubt that Tanda was in her office. He also was willing to bet she would not be eager to endorse their plan.

      So he needed to make her see that it wasn’t an option.

      He’d been thinking for months about the need for trade routes. It was past time that they did what they could to create one.

      Because one thing they all agreed on was that no one was coming to save the people of Alpine. Even if there was a functional government, and he wasn’t sure he believed there was, Alpine would be one of the last places to receive supplies. The feds had bigger problems on their hands—problems like New York City, Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston.

      The good folks of Alpine couldn’t wait for Big Brother to sweep in and save the day. The good folks of Alpine were going to have to save themselves. Which was exactly what they’d been doing for the past nine months.

      Work. Adapt. Work more.

      It was that or die.
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        * * *

      

      Tanda sat behind her desk, staring at the three men in front of her—three men she considered her closest friends.

      She’d known Cade Dawson for three months.

      Miles Turner for nine.

      And Logan Wright for as long as she could remember.

      She’d trust each of these men with her life, but what they were suggesting wasn’t sitting well. The people of Alpine had come together as a town, shared and rationed supplies, and used every resource at their disposal. The situation could not be as dire as Logan was suggesting. “Most everyone has vegetables planted,” she reasoned.

      “Too little, too late.”

      “We have the goat milk. Lots of fresh eggs. The hunting parties are still bringing in meat.”

      “It’s not just a lack of calories,” Logan explained. “It’s a lack of the right calories. It’s not just undernutrition, but rather malnutrition.”

      “People have survived on less. What about those people trapped in Antarctica? That was over a hundred years ago, and they were stuck there almost two years. The head of the expedition was⁠—”

      “Shackleton. 1914.”

      “Shackleton. Thanks, Miles. They survived on seals, penguins, and seaweed.”

      “They did,” Logan agreed. “But they weren’t well. They wouldn’t have had the energy to plow a field or the mental fortitude to prepare for rogue attacks. We’re asking a lot of our people, and I’m seeing the wear and tear of that.”

      “I’m feeling the wear and tear.” Tanda leaned forward and interlaced her fingers, staring at them a moment as if the answers might be tattooed on the inside of her palms. Finally, she raised her gaze to Logan’s. “You want to go to the valley? Do you know how crazy that sounds? And dangerous?”

      “We’ve discussed establishing trade routes before. I think it’s time. I think we need to do this now.”

      “It’s nearly six hundred miles to McAllen.”

      “We might not have to go that far. We go southeast, then follow the Rio Grande River.”

      Tanda turned to Miles and Cade. “You two agree with this guy?”

      “I do,” Miles said. “And I should have seen it myself. Proof that my brain isn’t working as well as it should, either.”

      “Same,” Cade agreed.

      “Not what I want to hear from two of our doctors.”

      Cade was the one person in the room who had been outside of Alpine for a significant amount of time since the collapse. When the satellites had begun their cascade of collision and the grid failed, he’d been working in El Paso. After the fall, he relocated to a sectioned off portion of town called the northern barrio. Occasionally he shared with them details of that time, but the fact that he and his pregnant wife, Harper, had walked out and headed into the desert was testament enough to how bad it must have been. Tanda didn’t want to think about what the people in the Barrio were eating at this point.

      “I’m not clear on what we have to trade,” Cade said. “I am sure it will be dangerous, and I hate to say it, but I can’t go.”

      Tanda waved that away. “No one expects you to go.”

      “Right. I get that. But I want to do my part. I just—” He paused, seemed to lose his train of thought, and shook his head. “I can’t leave Harper. Not now that she’s in her third trimester.”

      “I’m not sure that anyone in this room needs to be the one to go.” Tanda glowered at Logan, but he simply widened his eyes and let her vent. “Why you, Logan? Why not Liam? He knows what’s out there. He’s trained to deal with an armed and hostile populace.”

      “My grandparents grew up in the valley, so I know the area. I also know what foods provide the most nutrients and calories.”

      “And you know this area and what we have to trade,” Miles pointed out. “Which raises another question. Will people be willing to give up what they have for what they need? It’s not as if we’re sitting on surpluses of anything.”

      “I don’t like it.” Tanda stood, walked around her desk, and perched on the corner of it. Her voice softened and for a moment she gave up trying to hide just how tired she truly was. “But you don’t need my permission.”

      “True.”

      “I would like to run this by the Council.”

      “I thought you might.”

      The meeting broke up after that. Cade hurried home to his pregnant wife. Miles set off with his dog. Logan and Tanda stood in the last of the evening’s light, backs rested against the building that housed the police station.

      “Why does it have to be you?”

      “I don’t know, Tanda. It has to be someone, and I think it should be me.”

      “We need you here.”

      “Yeah. I get that. But if we don’t do something about this now—” His gaze jumped from the ground to the adjacent buildings to Tanda. “Then all we’ve been through, all we’ve done to survive, will have been for nothing.”

      “You don’t think the crops we’ve planted will be enough?”

      “I don’t.”

      She sighed, knowing that she would support him if that’s what he really wanted. But she had a condition, and he wasn’t going to like it. Best to put it out in the open now, before they went any farther down this road.

      “Okay. I’ll support you. On one condition.”

      “Name it.” He gave her the boyish grin that was so familiar to her.

      “I’m going with you. Just the two of us. We’ll travel light and move quickly. We’ll find what we need and get home.”

      He studied her for a long moment. Logan Wright’s family tree must have been a colorful one—she saw hints of Latino in his eyes, skin tone that suggested Black ancestors, and a whole lot of West Texas cowboy. She had the feeling that he was assessing her. Tanda Lopez knew she didn’t have to prove herself to anyone, but she did have to live with her own conscience, her own decisions. If things had grown this critical, and she hadn’t realized it, then what else wasn’t she thinking of? What wasn’t Logan thinking of?

      They’d do this together, and maybe between them they could find what the town needed. The one thing she knew, though she didn’t understand it and couldn’t have explained it, was that he wasn’t going without her.

      Fortunately, he agreed. Or maybe he simply didn’t have the energy to argue because he stuck out his hand and said, “Deal.”

      “Deal.” She grasped his hand, the hand of a very good friend, and couldn’t help smiling. “We’ll leave in forty-eight hours.”
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      The next day brought a whirlwind of activity. At two in the afternoon, a runner brought Logan a note from Tanda.

      RGV trip approved. Public meeting five p.m.

      RGV. Rio Grande Valley. He had to believe that what they needed was there. Apparently, the Council thought there was at least an even chance of success. He would have gone with or without their approval, but he was glad he didn’t have to make that decision.

      Logan called a full staff meeting. It was a luxury they only afforded themselves once a month, so everyone knew something important was happening. Hell, they’d probably know his route before he did. The grapevine had turned into a very efficient form of communication in their little town. Shutting down for a meeting was rare. It meant people and animals had to wait, and none of them wanted to add that hardship to their patients’ load. Everyone was working as many hours as possible—teachers, farmers, the blacksmith, ranchers, hunting parties, perimeter guards. . . it literally took all the people in a village to keep the village going. No one had time to waste sitting around.

      But the meeting was important.

      Logan needed to fill everyone in on what was happening. They deserved to hear it from him, and he needed to assure them that they could handle whatever came their way. His crew included seven Sul Ross students. Three had been studying veterinarian medicine on that fateful day in June. Four others had been in pre-med. He also had two nurses and a grandmother with an uncanny knack for diagnosing. He supposed that sometimes experience was the best teacher, and they’d all had plenty of that in the last nine months.

      This crew was strong.

      He wanted them to know that he believed in them. That he felt good about leaving Alpine in their capable hands.

      “I’m sure you’ve all heard Tanda and I are going south to look for additional provisions. We wouldn’t go if we didn’t think it was necessary.” He let his gaze travel around the room. “It is necessary. I know you will take care of things while I’m gone. We’ve trained for this. I feel completely comfortable leaving our patients⁠—”

      “Animals and people,” Jethro murmured just loudly enough for everyone to hear and laugh.

      Logan nodded appreciatively. They could all use a little humor at this point. “Right. Try not to mix up the two. I feel good leaving both in your hands.”

      They were sitting in the staff conference room. Months ago someone had taken the Sul Ross University banner down, turned it over, and painted Logan’s Crew on the back. It had stuck. He thought of them in that way. As his. As a crew. A group of people working together. A group of individuals pulling for one another.

      “Pam.” He nodded at the sixty-year-old woman. “You’ll lead this ragtag group while I’m out.”

      “My pleasure,” she said in a tone that conveyed enthusiastic anticipation.

      Several of the students groaned in a half-joking, half-teasing way. Pam was tough. She was also extremely capable.

      “Jerod and Chelsea, you’ll be Pam’s backup.”

      None of this was a surprise to anyone. Jerod had been about to transfer to Texas Tech’s veterinary program when the satellites fell. Chelsea had been at the top of her pre-med class. More importantly, both had proven they were able to keep their heads in a stressful situation—of which they’d had quite a few.

      “Any idea how long you’ll be gone?” Jerod asked.

      “Not really. We hope we won’t have to go all the way to McAllen.”

      “I’m not sure your horse would make it that far.”

      Their horses had been stressed by reduced rations, just like the people.

      “Fair point.” Logan was sitting in the front of the room. His crew was fanned out around him in a semi-circle. He’d grown close to each person in this room. Closer than he would have thought possible a year ago. “Tanda and I are doing this because we believe it’s necessary.”

      “We’re not exactly starving,” Roger pointed out. But it was an ironic statement coming from the twenty-year-old who had weighed a solid two hundred pounds the previous June. In the intervening months, he’d had to punch holes in his belt to keep his jeans on his lanky frame. Every time Logan looked at him, he thought he was looking at a mini-Roger who had been living inside the kid he knew from before.

      “We’re not, but you all are seeing the same things I am. Increased irritability, sleeping problems, low concentration⁠—”

      “I had an old guy come in yesterday who was sure he’d had a stroke because he parked his bicycle at the wrong house.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m talking about, Ethan. Then there’s the fertility problem—in both humans and animals.” Logan shook his head. “We need to get in front of this.”

      “What are you after, in particular?” Pam wasn’t arguing with him. She was genuinely interested. “I’ve been thinking about how badly we need salt. Don’t know where you’d find that.”

      “It’s on my list.” Logan didn’t have to look at the piece of paper in his pocket. He’d memorized it in the wee hours of the morning. Now, he ticked the items off on his fingers. “Citrus is critical for obvious reasons.”

      “Yes! I was hoping for an orange tree.” Jethro grinned.

      But their youngest, a nineteen-year-old named Grayson, was nodding. “Grapefruits are grown in the valley.”

      “Right. So, citrus, sugar, complex carbs. We could use some fish in our diets, but I have no idea how to bring that back.”

      The group was suddenly somber.

      They understood, medically, the reasons for the items on his list.

      Fruit provided vitamins A, C, K and B-complex. Lack of fruit could result in scurvy, which left a person feeling fatigued with bleeding gums and rapid breathing. Depression, anemia, night blindness, and even hemorrhagic disease could result from a diet low in fruits. The risk of cancer was also higher. Logan was trying to cover their immediate needs, but sometimes that intersected with long-term goals. A rise in cancer would further decimate their population. It wasn’t a risk they could afford to take.

      Complex carbs were critical in any diet. They’d all noticed an increase in muscle cramps, headaches, lack of concentration, and problematic bowel habits. They were growing potatoes in the university’s greenhouse, but they needed oats, beans, rice, and flour to make bread.

      Liam Contreras walked into the meeting, moving along the back wall, his gaze scrutinizing the group. He wasn’t on Logan’s crew, but the two had grown close over the winter. Liam was previously in the military. He’d arrived with Harper and Cade. For a short while, some on the Council had wondered what side of things Liam was on. But he’d proven himself. He was one hundred percent in support of Team Alpine. Two months earlier, he’d even taken a bullet for them, courtesy of a rogue scavenger.

      “The kid’s right about salt,” Liam said. “Before June 6th, the entire nation was consuming an overabundance of salt—mostly from packaged food. But now our diets are woefully lacking it.”

      Jerod turned in his seat. “Didn’t they give military guys⁠—”

      “And gals,” Liam corrected him.

      “Guys and gals. . . didn’t the military give them salt tablets?”

      “Sure. You don’t want someone passing out during an active op because they sweated out all of their sodium.” Liam made direct eye contact with Logan. “You’re not going to find salt in the RGV. You’d have to go all the way to the coast, and even then there’s no guarantee that anyone has figured out how to extricate what we need economically and in any kind of mass scale from the Gulf’s water. It’s a fairly difficult, time-consuming process.”

      “You’re probably right, but look, we have to tackle these things one problem at a time. For now, that means going south and finding some of the food we need. My hope is that we can establish a trade route.” No one responded to that. Logan needed them to see his reasoning. He needed for them to believe that things could improve. “We have resources here in Alpine. We’ve developed a well-established goat herd, and that milk has been critical to our survival. It’s one thing we might be able to trade.”

      “Don’t envy you, boss.” This from Akule, Tanda’s niece. Like Tanda, she had Hispanic features mixed with a bit of Kiowa Native American. She also had the same somber, thoughtful approach to life. “We believe in what you’re doing. We support you. It’s just worrisome. There is no telling what you’ll run into out there. I’m glad Tanda is going with you.”

      Logan only nodded. What could he possibly say to allay their fears? Nothing. Because their fears were valid. He figured his and Tanda’s odds of success were thirty percent, with an equal chance that they’d go and come back empty-handed. The remaining percentage—a full forty percent—worried him the most. The possibility that they might not come back at all.

      Pam must have been reading his mind. “Don’t go and get yourself shot by one of those marauders or scavenging groups. Come back to us, Doc. And bring Tanda back. We love you both, and while you’re out there, we’ll take care of things here.”

      Pam’s confidence spread through the group.

      Jerod smiled his cocky grin. “Think of it as a vacation of sorts. We’ll mind the shop while you’re gone.”

      After the meeting broke up, each person scurrying to tasks that they were now thirty minutes behind in completing, Liam followed Logan out of the office. “You know this isn’t going to be a vacation, right?”

      “Yup.”

      “It’s going to be dangerous.”

      “It is.”

      “There’s something else.” Liam didn’t continue until Logan stopped walking and turned toward him. “I want to go north. Back toward El Paso. There are salt flats there. I’ve been talking to Peggy Looper, and I think there’s a way we can extract salt from⁠—”

      “How would you even bring it back?”

      “Leave that to me, Doc. I have a plan.”

      “And you want to go at the same time we do?”

      “You said it yourself a few minutes ago. We need all these things, and we need them now. Alpine can handle a few of us being gone.”

      “I don’t like it. You can’t go alone.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it.”

      “Who did you have in mind?”

      When Liam told him, Logan almost laughed.

      “What?” Liam asked. “She’s smart. Smarter than me, anyway.”

      “Not saying a lot, my friend.”

      But he thought Liam might be right. If the woman was willing to go. She’d only been in Alpine a few weeks. The outer patrol had come across her stumbling down TX-118, covered in blood, completely incoherent. She’d since recovered—physically at least. But Logan wasn’t sure she was ready to go back out into the wilds of West Texas.

      “You should ask Tanda to run it by the Council before the meeting tonight. Have you talked to her?”

      “That was my next stop.”

      “Good luck.”
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        * * *

      

      Felicia O’Connell nearly jumped out of her mud boots when there was a knock at her front door. All of her roommates were on afternoon shifts, and besides, they wouldn’t knock.

      She clomped to the door, stood on tiptoe, and peered through the peephole. What was he doing here?

      Throwing the door open, she pushed out rather than invite Liam Contreras inside. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the man. She didn’t trust anyone. Not after what had happened at the observatory.

      Liam jumped out of the way when she threw open the door. Looking down at her boots, which were pink and had sparkles on them, he grinned and asked, “Headed to the garden?”

      “I am.”

      “Care if I tag along?”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Liam seemed like an okay guy. He’d been present during her debriefing, when she first came to Alpine and the Council had asked her to explain what she’d been through. He hadn’t said much. Mostly, he stood at the back and listened. While the others had murmured sympathetic words and nodded in understanding, Liam simply watched her. Something in his eyes told her he understood more than the others. That he’d had a similar experience.

      But he didn’t bring it up that night, and she hadn’t been alone with him since. Of course, Alpine was small now—less than eight hundred people, and some of those were basically homebound. When the only mode of transportation was walking or horseback, it narrowed down how much people got out.

      She’d seen him often enough.

      But she hadn’t spoken with him.

      Tanda trusted him, and if Tanda Lopez said he was okay, then he was. It was more that Felicia didn’t want to be alone with anyone. Being alone with someone, especially someone bigger than you, automatically meant you were vulnerable.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “Okay.” She grabbed her kneeling pad, some pruners, and a hand rake from the shelf near their apartment door. She and Akule, Briley, and Emily all spent any extra daylight hours in the garden. It was a community garden located behind their apartment building, and the people of Alpine needed every vegetable and herb they could coax from it. Plus, the gardening helped to calm her still-frazzled nerves. Or maybe it was the time spent in the sunshine.

      He waited until they’d crossed to the garden to say what he’d come to say. “I guess you’ve heard that Logan and Tanda are leaving.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “They’re hoping to find supplies.”

      “Right.” She knelt in front of a tomato plant that had nearly fallen over in the recent rains. She tapped a piece of wood scrap into the wet ground next to it, tied the plant to the stake, then aeriated the area around the plant’s roots.

      “Here’s the thing, Felicia. Logan and Tanda are headed south, but I’m headed north, and I want you to go with me.”

      She had moved to the next plant, but her hands froze at Liam’s words. Her pulse hopped into an elevated rhythm and her breath felt as if it were caught in her throat. She managed to ask, “Go where? Why?”

      “Salt flats.”

      “Oh.” She carefully placed her gardening tools on the ground, then flexed her fingers. Felicia’s IQ was 130. Her mother had her tested as a young child. She was enrolled in special classes, then elite schools. She’d earned a graduate degree in astrophysics and was completing an internship at McDonald Observatory northwest of Fort Davis when the satellites fell. She didn’t need Liam to explain why he was going to the salt flats. Instead, she asked the only other question that mattered. “Why me?”

      “Because there’s something special about you. Something I don’t understand, but I respect. I think that you and your. . .”

      He hesitated, and she knew that he was reaching for the correct word. She didn’t know the correct word. But she knew where he was headed.

      “You and your abilities could be critical. You’ll be able to assess the situation, understand the situation, and possibly warn me about any upcoming dangers.”

      She reached for her long, red hair and pulled it back behind her shoulders, meeting his gaze for the first time. “You don’t believe that.”

      “I do. I don’t understand it, but I believe it.”

      “You’re a military guy.”

      “I am.”

      “So, why would you. . .” She shook her head and began working on the next plant.

      “Look, Felicia. You predicted the rider we’d find on the east side of town.”

      She didn’t answer. The rider had appeared in her dream, injured, trailing blood, desperate. Felicia had felt his desperation as she’d felt her own when fleeing the observatory. She’d jerked herself awake with a cry, which Akule had heard. It would have been hard not to hear her since they shared a room. When Felicia told her what she’d dreamed, Akule immediately took her to Tanda and had her repeat the story. Tanda had listened closely, then sent out a patrol.

      They’d found Adolis León, bleeding from a gunshot wound, seeking sanctuary, and carrying a backpack full of heirloom seeds. Non-GMO seeds. Seeds that, if carefully planted and collected each year, could feed the people of Alpine for generations.

      “You also predicted the hail storm two weeks ago.”

      She staked the tomato plant, aeriated the ground, and moved down the row.

      “Because of your vision or dream or whatever, we were able to save most of the gardens in Alpine.”

      She’d been so certain. She’d seen the hail pummeling the ground before the clouds had even been visible on the horizon.

      “And you were able to stop that drifter from shooting Akule.”

      She’d been sketching in a journal, something Dr. Turner thought would help with her trauma. She’d been loath to use the paper—a precious resource if there ever had been one. Miles had given her stacks of paper that had been printed on one side. “Billing notices. No one needs them.” When she looked down at what she’d sketched, it had been a man, his face a mask of rage, a revolver clutched in one hand. And in the distance, at the top corner of the paper, Akule riding toward him. She hadn’t been aware of drawing it.

      But she knew what it meant. Felicia had seen the would-be killer so clearly, and she’d known that Akule would be the one to confront him. Akule, who treated her like a sister, would be in danger. Felicia had stolen a horse—or rather borrowed it—and rode hard. She arrived as the man pulled out his gun. She somehow talked him down, telling him things she couldn’t have known. Telling him the details of the letter in his pocket.

      She couldn’t explain any of those three instances.

      And she didn’t know if there would be more.

      A part of her prayed there wouldn’t.

      There was no use trying to convince Liam Contreras that she didn’t have special powers. That her dreams and premonitions and drawings were figments of an overactive imagination. There could be a scientific explanation. Perhaps her cerebrum was processing information that she wasn’t aware she knew. Maybe the gray matter in her brain had fundamentally changed due to diet. Possibly her medulla had gone into hyperdrive when they’d been attacked at the observatory.

      She didn’t know. She might never know.

      “I can’t do whatever it is you think I can do.”

      “You did those things.”

      “Yes, and I don’t know why or how. Neither can I predict when or if it will happen again. Three occurrences don’t provide enough data to make any type of assessment.”

      “I’m not asking for an assessment. I’m asking you to go with me.”

      “Why?” She turned toward him, tried to see past the muscles and the confidence and the military posture. He was tall, imposing, with a full beard and hair tied back with a hairband. She tried to see past all of that to who Liam really was, but she didn’t have that ability either. Most of the time, you could only see what a person wanted you to see. You could only know what they wanted you to know.

      “Look.” Liam stood, paced away, then back again. By the time he was standing a foot in front of her, she was standing too.

      Standing there in her pink sparkly mud boots that had belonged to a tourist driving toward town. The woman had been found a quarter mile from the vehicle. Shot. The car had been ransacked, but evidently, the killers didn’t care for pink boots.

      “I’ve driven the route north many times, most recently with Cade and Harper.”

      “And the kids.”

      “Yes. Jack and Olivia. We stumbled across them at a campsite in the national park. The point I’m trying to make is that I’m familiar with the route. Logan and Tanda are headed into the unknown. They’re smart and capable, and I believe they’ll be okay. But I’m not headed into the unknown. I’m headed into a den of lions, and I need someone like you by my side.”

      “Why me?” She asked again. The words felt as if they crawled out of her throat, scratching the tissue, scarring her soul as they went.

      “Because I don’t understand what you can do, but I believe what you have done. I believe that there are things in this world we just don’t understand at this point and probably never will. I don’t understand why a satellite falling out of the sky stopped all forward progress for mankind.”

      “I do.”

      “Because you’re smart and you’re educated. We have a few people here who are smart and educated. But we don’t have anyone who can see things before they happen.”

      Sweat dripped down the back of her neck though the temperature was only in the mid-sixties. She looked at the garden, at the row of beefsteak tomato plants that still needed to be staked. Each plant could produce ten to thirty tomatoes, which would provide vitamin C, potassium, folate, and vitamin K.

      But they wouldn’t provide salt.

      And without salt, they didn’t stand a chance.

      They could continue along their current path and trust that the government would show up at some point with giant bags of Morton’s best.

      Or they could go north.

      To the salt flats.

      “When do we leave?”
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