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 “It’s like we’re driving through a path of destruction.”

                                            Shane Rollins




Chapter 1

 

Craig crouches beside Paula, sweat dripping from his forehead, his hands trembling just slightly as he works the makeshift tourniquet. The first shirt wasn’t tight enough—the blood still seeped through, dark and steady. His jaw tightens, and without hesitation he yanks off the undershirt clinging to his skin. He twists it hard, winding the fabric around her leg with a force that makes her cry out in pain, but it does what the first one didn’t. The bleeding slows.

“This will hold for now,” Craig says firmly, his voice steady though his heart is racing. He presses a broad hand to Paula’s shoulder, giving her a small nod meant to carry strength. His eyes lock with hers, letting her know without words that he isn’t about to let her slip away. “You hang on. I’m going to get you help.”

As he straightens, his memory sparks—an image of laughter by a sunlit pool, the smell of chlorine and grilling burgers, voices carrying over a backyard fence. He sees the man in his mind, a golf buddy, a neighbor, a doctor. The memory is so ordinary it feels like it belongs to another lifetime.

Turning to the men, his eyes sharpen with purpose. “My doctor lives five miles up this road. We went to his pool party last summer. Good man. He’s got supplies, he’ll know what to do.” Craig’s voice is urgent but hopeful, grabbing hold of the thread of familiarity in a world that’s unraveling.

Rick looks up at him from the cab, face pale with terror, one hand still gripping Paula’s wrist as if holding her to the earth. “And if he’s not there?” His voice breaks as the question cuts through the morning air.

Craig meets his eyes and doesn’t flinch. “Then we figure it out from there. But first, we get her to his house.”

He slams the truck door shut with a heavy thud, circling back to his own car. Gravel crunches under his boots as the others watch him, waiting for a plan, waiting for someone to lead.

“Let’s move,” Craig barks, pulling his door open. “We get her to the doctor, and we don’t stop until then. Those men back there could be coming after us, and I’m not giving them another chance.”

Engines cough and roar to life one by one, each vehicle easing back onto the narrow road. The caravan rolls forward, tires spitting gravel, carrying them toward the faint glimmer of hope that maybe—just maybe—a doctor waits on the other end of the five miles.

“What happened?” Lori’s voice cuts sharp through the cramped silence of the van.

Greg doesn’t want to look at her when he says it, but he does. “She’s been shot in the leg. It’s bleeding bad.”

Lori gasps, clutching the dash as if steadying herself. “Oh no… what are we going to do?”

“Craig knows a doctor up this road. We’re going to see if he’s home.” Greg’s eyes flick back and forth between the narrow strip of asphalt ahead and the rear-view mirror, watching shadows in case those armed men reappear. His knuckles are pale around the wheel. Every second feels stolen.

When the house comes into view, they all realize they’re not the only ones desperate for help. Cars line both sides of the road, haphazardly parked in ditches, across driveways, wherever someone could wedge them in. Some have doors hanging open, headlights still glowing, others are dead and silent.

Greg eases the van to the side, his throat tightening as his eyes sweep over the scene. The yard looks like a war zone disguised as order.

Three lines.

The first stretches from the front porch down the driveway, a snake of weary faces and slumped shoulders. People cradle sprained wrists, bandaged heads, shallow cuts—wounds that would normally send them to an urgent care but now mark them lucky. Children whimper against their mothers’ hips; old men lean on canes or crutches scavenged from who knows where. This line feeds toward the front door, where the doctor himself might be working, or maybe just someone shouting instructions in his place.

The second line twists into the open garage, and here the air changes. Groans, muffled cries, the sound of someone whispering prayers over a body stretched across a blanket. Men and women lie on the concrete floor or on stretchers dragged from ambulances, backs of trucks, anything flat enough to carry them. Their skin is pale, waxy, damp with sweat. Bandages leak red through makeshift wrappings—towels, shirts, even scraps of curtain cloth tied tight. Family members crouch beside them, holding hands, brushing hair back from faces twisted in pain, waiting for a miracle.

The third line is the one Greg doesn’t want Lori to see, but he knows she already has. It spreads across the front yard like a grotesque garden, rows of stillness beneath stained white sheets. The earth beneath some of them has already gone dark and wet, feeding the grass. The line doesn’t stop there—it trails around the side of the house and disappears into the backyard, an endless procession of the ones who didn’t make it. The quiet here is the loudest of all.

Greg feels Lori’s hand grip his arm hard enough to hurt. “Oh my God,” she whispers.

He swallows hard, his jaw tightening as his eyes dart back to Paula in the car behind them, still bleeding, still fighting. He knows one thing: if they don’t get her to the front of one of those lines fast, she might join the third.

These people had not escaped the madness that bled through the night before; they had simply carried it here. The doctor’s property looked less like a place of healing and more like an open graveyard. Bodies beneath sheets, families hunched over loved ones, the hollow-eyed waiting—it all pressed in around them. Greg couldn’t shake the thought that some of these people weren’t strangers. They could have been neighbors, cashiers at the grocery store, parents from Little League games, maybe even co-workers from the Depot. Now they were reduced to patients in lines that decided who lived and who didn’t.

“Help me get her out,” Rick says, his voice sharp and strained.

Lori, Janie, and Kristen stay with the kids, shielding them from the sight of the yard, while Greg and Randall move to help Rick. Together they lift Paula carefully from the truck, her scream tearing through the air as her injured leg shifts. Her face is drenched with sweat, her teeth clenched so hard it looks like they might snap. Rick tries to calm her with his voice, but his own hands shake so badly he can hardly keep hold of her.

The men hurry her toward the house, weaving through the crowd of desperate faces, each set of eyes following them, pleading silently for their own turn.

At the porch, two nurses rush to meet them. They are pale and exhausted; their scrubs stained with blood that clearly isn’t their own. One steps forward, steadying herself despite the chaos.

“What’s the wound?” she demands, eyes flicking quickly over Paula’s body.

“She’s been shot in the leg!” Rick blurts out, his voice trembling, half-choked.

The nurse crouches, peels back Craig’s makeshift bandage for the briefest glance, then presses it tight again. She looks back up at them with a grave nod. “Okay. The doctor is in surgery right now. He’s been in there for hours. He should be done soon.” Her voice lowers, like she’s trying to soften what she’s about to say. “But if he’s not, Dr. Smith will see her.”

Rick swallows hard, sweat dripping down his temple. “Dr. Smith?”

“He’s an intern,” the nurse explains quickly. She steps closer, locking eyes with Rick as if forcing him to hear every word. “But he’s trained, and he knows what he’s doing. He’s the only help the doctor has right now. If he’s available first, will you allow him to treat her?”

The weight of the decision slams into Rick. His face hardens, torn between fear and the sliver of hope she’s offering. He glances down at Paula—her eyes squeezed shut, her body trembling as blood soaks through the cloth again—and then back at the nurse, his voice hoarse.

“Does he really know what he’s doing?”

 

The nurse steps in close to Rick, so close he can feel the heat of her breath against his cheek. Her voice drops to a whisper, sharp but steady, making sure Paula doesn’t catch a word.

“The bullet has hit a main artery,” she says. “We must go in and fix it immediately. We can’t waste time worrying about which doctor does the surgery.”

Rick stands there, locked between terror and indecision, his eyes darting to Greg, then Charles, then Craig—as if one of them might suddenly know the right thing to do.

“Sir,” the nurse presses, her tone cutting through his paralysis, “it’s not a deeply complicated procedure. Dr. Smith can handle it. The real danger is waiting. She’s losing blood fast.”

Rick feels the air leave his chest like someone punched him. He looks down at Paula, her face pale and drenched in sweat, her fingers clutching at the blood-soaked cloth tied around her thigh. She’s trembling, whispering his name through clenched teeth.

“Let’s get her in the room!” Rick finally blurts, his voice breaking. He grabs the bedframe, helping guide it as the nurse wheels her toward the back of the house. The sound of Paula’s labored breaths follows them down the hall.

Behind them, the crowd outside erupts into angry murmurs, voices sharp with jealousy and desperation because Paula has been taken inside before them. Hands slam against the porch rail. Someone shouts that it isn’t fair. Greg glances back, catching their faces in the windowlight: fear, rage, hopelessness—an entire town unraveling right there in the yard.

Inside, they push Paula onto a narrow bed, sheets already stained with other people’s blood. Rick leans over her, smoothing her hair back, his lips trembling.

“Greg,” Rick says, his voice raw as he looks up, “you guys need to keep moving. You must get your families to safety. Don’t wait on us.”

“Rick, I can’t leave you behi—” Greg starts, shaking his head.

“Go ahead, Greg,” Charles cuts in firmly. His voice is steady, but his eyes betray him, wet and tired. “We’ll stay back with Rick. They won’t be left behind alone. We’ll catch up with you soon.”

Craig steps closer, his jaw tightening, his military instincts flaring with the weight of logistics. “How will you even catch up? You won’t know where we’re going.”

Rick straightens, his face hard as stone, his voice rising with a grim authority none of them have ever heard from him before.

“Look!” he snaps. “This isn’t what anyone wanted, but this is what it is now. The world is different today. We can’t pretend otherwise. You need to keep your families moving, keep them safe. Don’t let us hold you back. Maybe you’ll find answers—maybe safety. But staying here, waiting, will only make all of us weaker.”

Greg stands frozen, the words ripping at him. To leave a friend behind—especially now, after the night they’ve endured—feels like tearing his own skin.

“Go, Greg,” Charles adds quietly, almost pleading. “Two smaller groups will be better than one large one. Less noticeable. More chance of survival. And none of us are willing to abandon Rick and Paula. That’s not who we are.”

Charles moves toward the door, his hand shaking on the knob. “I’ll go out and tell Kristen what’s happening. We’ll bring the kids in here while the surgery happens. That way, we’ll all be together.”

Greg looks at Rick one last time. Their eyes meet, both men reading the truth the other won’t say aloud: nothing about this night will ever be the same again.

“I’m sorry about your wife, Rick,” Peter says quietly, his round face pale in the light as he stands with the men clustered just outside the doctor’s room. He looks awkward, out of place, his hands stuffed deep into his pockets. But his voice carries a tone of sincerity. “Where exactly are we trying to get to?”

Greg studies him for a moment, narrowing his eyes like he’s trying to read between Peter’s words. “We haven’t even had time to talk about that. All we’ve done since last night is try to get off that damn mountain alive.”

Peter nods, swallowing, then shifts his weight nervously. “Well, let’s think about it now. We know the Northeast got hit. We saw the glow and heard the rumble. We don’t want to head that way.”

Greg rubs the back of his neck, his shirt damp from sweat and smoke. “We also saw that blast over the center of the country.” His voice dips lower, heavy with the memory of it.

“Exactly,” Peter says, stepping forward, his eyes darting from face to face as if searching for validation. “So that rules out north and center. How about south?” He looks at Greg directly, his tone carrying more confidence than before. “We could head for the Mexican border. If we make it across, at least we’d be out of the country until we know what’s happening. It’s a chance at survival.”

The group stands in silence, the weight of the idea pressing down on them. Even the birds seem to have gone quiet, as if listening.

“Fort Hancock,” Randall finally says, his voice low but certain.

Greg blinks at him. “Where?”

“Fort Hancock,” Randall repeats, louder this time. His gaze is steady, locked on the horizon. “Down in Texas, a little place my uncle lived for a few years. It’s only a few miles from the border. You make it there, and you’re practically touching Mexico.”

Greg considers it, shaking his head with doubt. “And what makes you think the border won’t be locked down even tighter now? If we thought of it, don’t you think half the country already has too? People will be pouring south by the thousands.”

Randall exhales hard, frustration showing in the set of his jaw. But before he can answer, Peter speaks again. “That’s a bridge we’ll cross when we get there. Right now, we need direction. If we hesitate, we’ll end up trapped. South gives us the best chance. We can at least move toward hope instead of chaos.”

The men glance at one another, tired eyes reflecting firelight and fear.

Greg finally nods, the decision weighing heavy but necessary. “Okay. Southwest it is. We’ll push toward Texas. Fort Hancock will be our marker. Rick…” He looks at his friend, who is still pale from the sight of Paula being carried inside, “…once Paula is strong enough to move, you head the same way. First chance you get, grab a roadmap. We’ll do the same. One way or another, we’ll find each other in Fort Hancock.”

Randall looks at him, his expression caught between hope and the raw fear of uncertainty. “Then that’s it. South it is.”

For the first time since the explosions, they had a plan. Fragile, desperate, but a plan, nonetheless.

“How will we know where to meet?” Rick asks, his voice heavy, the lines of exhaustion etched deep into his face.

“Look,” Greg says, steady but worn, “we’ll worry about getting there first. The way I see it, we’ll make it one, maybe two days before you do. Look for the town post office. That’s where we’ll meet you. At sunrise—every morning—we’ll check. I don’t know any landmarks in Fort Hancock, but every town has a post office.”

Rick nods, though worry still lingers in his eyes.

“Keep your phone close,” Craig adds quickly, his voice firm but just a little too eager. “If things start working again, if the lines come back, we’ll contact each other.”

Rick glances at him but says nothing, too preoccupied with Paula’s condition. Instead, he gives a final, quiet: “Okay. Be careful out there, guys.”

Charles soon returns with Kristen and the kids, their faces pale from hearing the decision. They all say their goodbyes, the kind that carry more weight than they should, knowing each word might be their last. Greg, Frank, Peter, Randall, and Craig walk out the front door, stepping back into the uncertain daylight. Behind them, Rick, Charles, and Kristen linger in the doorway, their silhouettes framed against the dark hall of the house, waving goodbye until the group disappears from view.

As Greg helps Lori into the van, she looks at him, eyes glassy. “Is this a good idea—splitting up like this?”

Greg pauses with his hand on the doorframe, staring out at the empty road stretching ahead. “Is anything a good idea at this point?” he mutters, his jaw tight. The answer is already there in his voice—no. But it’s the only choice they have.

Craig leans down at Greg’s window, his face sharp with resolve. “Follow me, Greg, and be cautious. We’ll be hitting the main roads again in a few miles. Lock your doors. Don’t, under any circumstance, let them be opened. We don’t know what we’re about to drive into. And I’m sure it won’t be pleasant.”

Greg nods, rolls the window up, then hears Craig rapping lightly against the glass again. Lowering it a crack, Craig leans closer, his voice almost a whisper. “Remember, Greg—we must get our families to safety. We don’t have the time or the resources to help anyone else.”

That last line sits heavy in Greg’s chest as Craig walks back to his car. He knows Craig is right, but it feels like a betrayal just saying it aloud.

The convoy moves out—Craig in front with Shelly, Frank, and Charlotte; Greg behind him with Lori, Chris, Katie, and now Peter crammed into the back; Randall and his family bringing up the rear.

Inside the van, Lori sits in the passenger seat, wide-eyed and quiet, while Greg keeps his eyes darting between the road and the mirrors. Behind him, Peter leans against the window, his face pale in the early light. The children sit in the back with Peter.

“I hope they’ll be okay back there,” Peter says, his voice just above a whisper. “It’s scary enough traveling…but not being able to move, to keep going…” His words trail off, almost lost in the hum of the engine. He hesitates, then adds, “The bombs this morning…what’s happening out there? What’s really going on?”

Greg glances at him through the rearview mirror. For a moment, he notices something strange—the way Peter’s hand rests protectively over his front pocket, the way his body stiffens every few seconds as though reacting to something unseen.

“Everything okay back there, Peter?” Greg asks, his voice steady but searching.

Peter doesn’t meet his eyes in the mirror. He stares hard out the window at the blur of trees and farmland rushing by. His hand pressing down tighter on his pocket. “Um…yeah. I’m okay.” He says as he drowns out his vibrating phone.




Chapter 2


 

Approaching the main road, they saw everything Craig told them to be ready for. Words didn’t

serve it justice; no warning could match the truth now laid out before their eyes. Cars were wrecked and turned over everywhere, metal twisted, and glass shattered, the bones of vehicles scattered across the asphalt. It was no longer a road but a graveyard, a war zone stretching down the mountain and spilling into the other side of town.

 

They were about twenty miles outside of where the bombings had torn through. Far enough not to be turned to ash themselves, but close enough to feel the aftermath pressing in from every direction. This was the fragile edge of town, the place where farmland bled into the countryside. It had once been safe, quiet, familiar. Now it was nothing but proof that nowhere was safe anymore.

None of them wanted to go near the interstate. They didn’t even have to speak it aloud; each of them knew. It would be worse there—miles upon miles of cars crushed together, desperation stacked on desperation, the kind of scene you couldn’t drive through even if you had the chance. And deep down, in the quiet part of their thoughts they didn’t want to admit, they knew the truth: the big interstates weren’t just dangerous, they were targets. One bomb could erase thousands in a single fiery breath.

“My goodness,” Lori whispered, her voice breaking as the breath caught in her chest.

Her eyes darted from windshield to window, too many horrors competing for her gaze. “Are these people still alive, you think?” she asked Greg, her words thin, trembling, carrying the fragile weight of hope that was already dying.

“I hope so,” Greg said quietly, though his tone carried something darker beneath it. “Maybe they found a ride out with someone else.” His eyes told the truth she couldn’t yet see. He was staring into a turned-over vehicle on the left side of the road.

Lori followed his gaze but didn’t catch it at first. Greg already knew. Inside, a man was bent backward over his seat in a way no living body could be. His spine arched the wrong direction, his arms slack. Greg didn’t need to say it—death was clear.

A second later, Lori’s own eyes began to catch the others, and her hope crumbled. Everywhere she looked, death met her in silence.

Her hands shot up to her mouth as tears burned down her cheeks. She cried into her palms at the horrific sights unraveling around them. A small pickup had pinned someone against the side of a house, the man’s legs crushed beneath steel. Bodies lay across the grass like discarded mannequins, but the green around them was painted in wide strokes of red. The earth itself seemed wounded.

The van slowed to a crawl, weaving in and out of the wreckage. Every turn of the wheel forced them to look. Forced them to see.

Greg’s eyes lingered on certain bodies, the wrong kind of wounds telling their own story. Not everyone had died in crashes. He saw bullet holes, dark and round, easy to recognize. There had been fighting here. Strangers turning on each other, neighbors pulling triggers on neighbors, everyone clawing for the same impossible chance to escape the night before.

But what are we getting away from? Greg thinks as his hands tighten around the steering wheel. There were bombs in the air last night, and the power went out. Then, there were bombings in the city. But why is everyone killing each other instead of working together? His own thoughts echo inside his head like a voice he can’t silence.

“Why is everyone fighting each other?” Greg finally asks aloud, his voice raw as he glances over at Lori.

Before Lori can answer, Peter speaks up from the back, his tone rushed, words tumbling over each other as though he’s been waiting for someone to ask. “Well, with everything going on, everyone is just trying to get out of here at all costs. I mean, who knows when they’re going to bomb again? They want what we want: to be away from a big city as soon as possible.”

Greg looks up into the mirror. He sees Peter’s round face in the reflection, sweat already shining on his temples. What Greg doesn’t see—but Peter feels—is the steady vibration of the box in his pocket, pressing against his thigh, pulsing like a hidden heartbeat. Still, Peter keeps talking, covering the silence.

“With me, for instance, I am from Atlanta. When this all started happening, I decided to try to stick with you all. Many people out here are in the same boat. They were all either with their families, trying to escape or trying to get back to them and get out of there. Everyone was hoping that everything was still normal somewhere else.” He lets out a bitter laugh, then shakes his head. “We all pretty much know it’s the same way everywhere, but it doesn’t hurt to hope.”

Greg doesn’t reply. His eyes are locked ahead as Craig’s brake lights flare red. The line of cars jerks to a complete stop. Gravel crunches beneath their tires.

“What now?” Lori whispers.

Looking ahead, Greg sees the answer before Craig even steps out. Two wrecked vehicles, nose to nose, completely block the roadway. Metal crumpled, doors caved in, glass glittering across the blacktop like ice. It’s not just an obstacle—it’s a dead end.

They all climb out, boots crunching over gravel and shards of glass. The air smells faintly of burned rubber and oil, the leftovers of the chaos that already claimed this stretch of road.

“We can push this car off the side,” Craig says, pointing toward the shoulder. His voice is firm, but his eyes keep darting toward the tree line, scanning. He doesn’t trust the silence.

Past the shoulder, the road drops into an incline. It isn’t sheer, but it slopes down fifteen, maybe twenty feet. Enough that if they could shove the wreck just far enough, gravity might do the rest.

“If we can push it just enough, maybe we can get the back wheels on the incline, and hopefully, it will roll down and out of the way.” Craig’s voice carries authority, the old military grit surfacing when he needs it most.

Turning back, Craig fixes his eyes on the women. “Lori, you, Janie, and Shelly—get in the vehicles with the kids. We’re going to push this car out of the way. Once we do, you drive our cars through this point.”

The words come out smooth, matter of fact, but Greg knows Craig too well. That’s not the whole reason. Craig’s not just keeping the women ready to drive forward—he’s keeping them staged, engines ready, kids strapped in, doors locked. Just in case.

Craig isn’t expecting this to be easy. He’s expecting eyes in the trees, desperate people hidden in the ditches, shadows waiting to pounce. And if they come, the last thing he wants is panic. He wants those vans rolling before anyone has time to think.

Greg feels it too—the prickle on the back of his neck. The wreck in front of them might not just be bad luck. It might be bait.

Reaching into the car, Greg opens the driver’s door. The hinges groan like an old man’s knees, stiff and reluctant. He presses the brake pedal down, shifting the gear into neutral. The stick slides, loose and unsteady, and the moment he glances down his stomach turns. Blood. Dark and caked across the seat cushions, smeared over the steering wheel, dried in ugly handprints across the dash. Whoever had been inside this car didn’t just walk away—they dragged themselves out, bleeding, maybe dying.

“Okay, it’s in neutral,” he mutters, his voice tight. He shuts the door carefully, like any sudden sound might rattle the silence too much, and joins the others at the front bumper. Together they lean in, muscles straining, but the car doesn’t want to move. The two front tires are shredded flat, rims biting into the asphalt like anchors, and every heave feels like pushing against stone.

“Come on, damn it,” Randall grunts, shoulder digging against the metal. The car rocks only an inch, maybe less, then settles stubbornly back in place.

While they fight with it, Shelly sits upright in their car, her eyes sweeping the tree line beyond the incline. Movement flickers there—shadows where no shadows should be. At first, she thinks her nerves are tricking her, but then one man rises from the slope, crawling up onto the road. Another follows. Then another. Within seconds she sees the truth: not one or two, but a group.

“Craig…” she whispers, heart hammering, but before she can shout his name, more figures appear, climbing from the ditch like ants spilling from a crack in the earth. Four of them stand boldly on the road now, shoulders squared, faces dirty and smeared with blood. Others stay crouched low behind the wrecked car, their shapes shifting like ghosts in the brush.
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