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​Chapter 1: The New Normal
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Light bled in behind the warehouses—slate and ash, not so much a sunrise as a slow hemorrhage. Logan let the borrowed binoculars hang loose around his neck, leaned into the chill that poured through the loading bay’s steel ribs, and listened. He’d been on watch since before three, when the dark pressed hardest and the world’s rot felt closest. His right arm, patchworked with old burn scars from knuckle to elbow, ached coldly in the dawn. He flexed it by habit, the same way a man with phantom pain tests a limb that’s gone forever.

Out beyond the trucks frozen in their rows, something shuffled—feet dragging against gravel and glass. Logan cataloged the sound, the distance, the number: one, maybe two. He listened until they staggered out of earshot. When it was quiet again, he eased the bolt shut on the rolling door and stepped into the gloom.

The warehouse interior was a cathedral of dust and mildew. High windows wept pale stripes onto the concrete, catching on the dust motes that rose and fell with every vibration. Once, this place had warehoused small engines, the kind Americans used to mow lawns and forget one another. The assembly lines were stripped now. Metal shelving, cannibalized into barricades, rimmed the ground floor; the cots in the center were military surplus, arranged in a cluster that spoke of both strategic necessity and exhausted negotiation.

He moved through the day’s opening ritual. Check the doors. Check the boards along the east wall, where the last breach had left stains they’d never bother to clean. Test the locks, the makeshift deadbolts hammered in with tire irons and hope. Around the corner, the tiny generator Emma fussed over last night idled on empty—he made a mental note, as if inventorying would matter if a real horde ever found them.

At the far end of the aisle, Zach sat upright on his cot, arms wrapped around his knees, eyes fixed to the concrete like a supplicant in an abandoned church. Emma knelt in front of him, one hand gently but insistently peeling back his fingers, trying to slide a battered protein bar into his grip. Zach wouldn’t look at her; his mouth worked emptily, as if tasting old air. Emma’s hair was pulled tight at her scalp, the color washed out in the growing light, her face a geometry of sharp lines and improbable patience.

Marcus, already up, methodically folded his blanket. He’d set his cot apart from the others, a few feet off, near the reassembled lockers where he kept the group’s remaining armory. He eyed Logan’s approach, a quick up-down flick of judgment, then focused on the discipline of folding, corner to corner, crease to crease.

“Anything?” Marcus said. The word rasped, as if he regretted the need to speak at all.

Logan shrugged. “One. Maybe two. They’re moving slow today.”

“Cold slows them,” Marcus said. He nodded as if Logan had confirmed something inevitable.

Emma didn’t look up. “Zach needs the calories,” she said, to no one in particular.

“I’m not hungry,” Zach said, voice almost childish.

Emma didn’t flinch. “Try. Just a bite.”

She waited. A minute passed, or maybe more. Zach’s hands trembled, finally closing around the protein bar as if it were a weapon or a piece of live evidence. He gnawed at it without lifting his gaze.

The little drama played out every morning, always the same lines, and no one had the strength or cruelty to call it theater.

Logan let his eyes roam over the makeshift home, picking out the inventory of survival. On the shelving: a battered duffel of clothes, a row of cracked water jugs, three unopened cans of vegetables. The clock on the wall, its face disfigured by heat and impact, still ticked—a faint, steady pulse that nobody trusted.

He sat on his cot, stretching his right arm until the nerves screamed awake. He studied the puckered, glossy skin; sometimes, in the uncertain morning, he almost felt it was someone else’s limb stitched onto his body, an alien artifact half-accepted. He’d woken last night clawing at it, dreams full of fire and char.

“You want to switch tomorrow?” Emma asked. She was talking about the night watch, but her eyes flickered to his hand, the wince betraying her sympathy.

“I’m good,” he said, too quickly.

Marcus snorted. “You look like shit.”

“Don’t we all?” Emma shot back, her smile tired but perfectly aimed. Marcus’s mouth twitched, as close as he ever came to humor.

Zach stood abruptly, the protein bar half-eaten, crumbs dusting the blanket. His jaw worked side to side as if he needed to grind some stubborn thought. For a moment he seemed about to say something, but then he just shambled to the corner and curled up against the wall, knees drawn tight.

Emma watched him go, then turned to Logan. “He’s getting worse.”

“I know,” Logan said, keeping his voice low.

“He needs to get outside. Just for a minute. It might help.”

Marcus stiffened, a soldier’s reflex. “We’re not risking exposure for a field trip. Not with supply that low.”

“I didn’t say now,” Emma answered, “I just—” she trailed off. “Forget it.”

A silence fell, one of those complete ones that make the world feel like the inside of a shell. It was broken by a rattle—Zach, clawing open a bottle of water, sloshing more onto the floor than into his mouth.

Marcus busied himself at the weapons locker, cataloging. His hands worked with silent anger, but when he thought no one was watching, he let them linger on the grip of his service pistol, like a man checking the pulse of his own heart.

Emma sat down cross-legged, retying her shoes. Her ankles were bruised purple from last week’s run, and she winced with every tug. She didn’t ask for help.

Logan finally broke the dead air. “I’ll do another sweep.” His voice sounded strange in the big space, as if it belonged to the warehouse, not to him. He moved through the barricade maze, slow and deliberate, letting the chill scrub the exhaustion from his skull. At the south door, he pressed his ear to the seam. A faint, wet whispering, always there, like the memory of wind. Nothing urgent. Nothing new.

Returning, he found the others mostly where he’d left them. Emma had persuaded Zach to take three more bites, a kind of victory, and Marcus now read a battered paperback, his finger running the margin like a monk caressing the holy word.

He realized that they all orbited each other on these tiny, predictable trajectories, never colliding, never quite touching.

He sat, folded his burned arm under the other, and waited for the next thing to happen.

Dawn settled fully, indifferent and gray, the color of old bones. The four of them breathed together in the big hollow space. Outside, something began to scream—an animal, probably, but in this world, who could tell the difference?

The office still stank of oil and aftershave, some manager’s lingering vanity seeping up through cracked linoleum. Logan laid the battered inventory sheet across the dented desk and smoothed the wrinkles, pressing the ghosts of yesterday’s numbers into today’s impossible math.

Marcus arrived first, as always, shoulders squared, hands behind his back, a parody of inspection. Emma followed, her limp worse after the cold set in. She slid into the chair nearest the door, a habit not born of fear but of measured, constant strategy. Zach was last, called from the other end of the warehouse; he stood in the corner, hunched in on himself, eyes smeared with sleeplessness.

“Let’s get it over with,” Marcus said, already starting to pace. The room was barely big enough for four adults, but he prowled it anyway, like the lion in the museum’s old diorama—dangerous, but always, always dying.

Logan read off the numbers, voice flat. “Water, two and a quarter gallons. One functional filter. Six protein bars. Four cans—green beans, mixed fruit, pasta, and something unlabeled, maybe beets. Ammunition: eight rounds, all .22, plus whatever’s chambered.”

He paused. The silence pulsed between them, as if the very air was withholding comment.

Marcus broke first. “That’s worse than last week.”

“Yeah,” Logan admitted. “It is.”

Marcus hovered, arms folded so hard the veins bulged. “Your system isn’t working,” he said, tapping the sheet with two knuckles. “We’re cutting it too close. If there’s a breach, or if the next run comes up dry—”

“There’s no better system,” Logan said, jaw clenching. “We’re not magicians.”

Emma spoke, soft but insistent. “It’s not about systems. It’s about luck, and how we stretch what we have.”

Marcus ignored her, eyes boring into Logan. “We need more runs. More risks. Or different leadership.”

The words stuck. Logan felt the cold spread inside him, icy spider legs.

He forced his voice steady. “What’s your plan? Hit the town in broad daylight? Send Zach alone, see if the dead go easy on kids?”

Zach shuddered, knuckles whitening on the back of the broken office chair. He made a noise, more a breath than a word. Logan watched him, trying to see the old spark, the quick, bright curiosity. But it was gone, hollowed out by the long siege of fear and hunger.

“We’re surviving,” Emma said, gentle, but Marcus only shook his head.

“Surviving’s not the same as living,” he muttered.

“For now, it’s all we get,” Logan replied.

Marcus leaned in, voice dropping. “You were just here first. That doesn’t mean you get to drag us down with you.”

Logan looked at him, really looked—the beard coming in uneven, the skin around the eyes bruised, not with violence, but with disappointment that no one else could ever meet his impossible standard. He wondered if, before all this, Marcus had been loved or hated. He suspected both.

“Try it your way, then,” Logan said, offering the sheet like a challenge.

Marcus seized it, stabbed at the numbers. “We could ration tighter. Or send a two-person team, cut the risk of a full group getting trapped. We could—”

“Zach’s not going outside,” Emma interrupted, her words like bullets.

Marcus turned on her. “He can carry. We need the manpower.”

“Let it go,” Logan warned. But Marcus was already rolling, teeth bared.

Emma planted both hands on the desk. “We’ll stretch the food. We’ll stretch everything. But we are not breaking the kid.” Her eyes flashed, and for a moment Logan saw what she’d been, before—something harder and more dangerous than Marcus, but better at hiding the teeth.

Marcus’s fists clenched, unclenched. He looked away.

Zach drifted to the window, peering through the greasy glass at the morning so thin it barely lit the far end of the lot. “They’re coming closer,” he whispered. No one acknowledged it, because everyone already knew.

Logan’s arm started to ache again. He flexed the fist, willing sensation back. “We make the next run at dusk,” he said. “Two-person team. Marcus and me.”

“I want to go,” Zach said, quietly.

Marcus started to reply, but Logan cut him off. “Not yet. You spot for us from the north door. That’s all.” He tried to sound gentle, but the words were barbed with something neither love nor leadership, just fatigue.

Emma nodded, as if she’d already decided. “I’ll watch the radio. We’ll call you in if anything shifts.”

Marcus shrugged, already folding the inventory into neat quadrants. He walked out, footsteps heavy.

The meeting fractured, everyone shuffling into their old ruts. Logan lingered, stared at the tack holes in the bulletin board, the weathered company logos, the years of low-stakes office politics now rendered moot by apocalypse. He remembered his old boss, who’d never missed a chance to shame the “lazy warehouse rats.” He wondered if that man was rotting out there now, shuffling past the loading dock with the others, jaw unhinged and hungry.

A moan came through the window, thin but insistent. Emma flinched, just for a second.

Logan met her eyes. “You okay?”

She shrugged. “Just hate that sound.”

He almost reached for her hand, stopped himself. “Me too.”

They sat there, letting the quiet pile up. On the other side of the glass, the dead gathered, unconcerned with numbers, inventory, or anyone’s right to lead.

As the day bled out, the warehouse turned sepulchral—long shadows, pale fingers of sunlight, the groan of metal cooling under night’s advance. Logan and Marcus swept the perimeter in silence, every footstep echoing the tension that still gnawed from the morning. Marcus carried the shotgun, barrel up, finger loose along the trigger guard. Logan took the length of rebar, burned hand wrapped in gauze. Together, they checked every window and seam, listening for the soft slap of flesh on glass, the hunger that waited outside.

At the southern breach, Marcus jammed another shelving strut into place. “You see the group, by the fence?” he said, voice barely above a whisper.

Logan nodded. “Same as yesterday. Maybe more.”

“Gonna be a problem.”

“Everything’s a problem.”

Marcus looked at him, a flicker of something human breaking through. “I ever tell you about my first command post? Iraq. Perimeter was just a string of old cars and sandbags. Nights, it felt like the dark wanted to crawl in and eat us.”

Logan studied the barricade, not the man. “Did you make it?”

“Some did.” Marcus shrugged. “Not the point. Point is, perimeter’s only good as the people on it.”

They moved on. At the admin door, Logan found the lock jammed. He slammed it with the heel of his palm until it clicked. Marcus’s eyes lingered on the burned flesh, not with pity, but with a kind of respect.

Inside, Emma worked at the folding table, sorting through the battered med kit. Alcohol wipes, gauze, the blessed vial of antibiotics they guarded like religion. She cataloged the contents on a yellowed index card, numbers scrawled in her tight, slanted hand. When she finished, she called out, “If anyone’s bleeding, get it fixed now. We can’t afford an infection.”

Zach responded by silently stacking cans, grouping them by label as if the world depended on it. He handled each can with reverence, the way a priest might handle relics, and when one slipped, he flinched as if it were his own skin hitting the concrete.

Emma watched him, then glanced to Logan, concern passing between them like contraband.

The evening’s last task: shut off the generator. Power rationing was ritual now. Logan pulled the chain, and the electric hum faded, replaced by the soft, insistent groans that filtered in from outside. The darkness took hold, sudden and thick. For a moment, he couldn’t tell if his heart beat faster, or if the warehouse itself was pulsing with fear.

Emma found Zach in the far corner, knees hugged to his chest, thumb tracing a photograph held tight to his chest. She sat beside him, cross-legged, careful to keep her movements slow.

“What’s on your mind?” she asked, though she already knew.

Zach didn’t answer. His face was turned to the concrete, where the fading light smeared everything to shades of bruise and bone.

Emma reached for his hand. He let her, not looking up. She uncurled his fist, gentle as picking a lock. The photo was grainy—a birthday, maybe, a family lined up in better times. A tiny Zach, smiling too wide, his mother and father flanking him like nervous sentries.

Emma pressed a bandage to his knuckle, the skin split and oozing from where he’d dropped the can.

“I didn’t want to lose it,” Zach mumbled.

Emma’s voice was soft, but it had the edge of iron. “You haven’t lost anything that matters.”

He shrugged, a motion so slight it could have been a shiver.

In the gloom, Logan circled the sleeping cots. He checked every shadow, every corner, willing the world to make sense just once, to give him a sign that tomorrow would be different. He found himself at the barricaded window, nose to the glass, staring out at the shapes clustered near the old chain-link fence. They moved in lazy, hungry orbits, brushing against the metal like moths at a lamp.

Marcus joined him, quiet. The air between them prickled, but neither spoke. They watched the horde gather, the press of bodies growing with the darkness.

Logan considered the possibilities. Marcus at his back, Emma holding the group together, Zach hanging by a thread. He wondered how long any of them could last—how many nights, how many more meetings, how many more little compromises.

He said, “You think they remember us? What we used to be?”

Marcus didn’t answer right away. He tapped the shotgun against his thigh, staring into the void. “Maybe. Maybe they just know we’re not them yet.”

They stood like that, two sentries in a shrinking world, until Emma called them in. The cots were arranged tight, back to back, a last defense against the loneliness that waited when the lights went out.

Emma tucked Zach in, smoothing his hair with a mother’s muscle memory she claimed to have forgotten. She watched until his breathing slowed, then settled on her own cot, eyes open to the darkness.

Logan took first watch, Marcus next. They rotated in silence, listening for the sounds of breach, for the end that could come anytime, at any hour.

Outside, the dead pressed their faces to the glass, patient, eternal. Inside, the living huddled in the thin margin between memory and extinction, daring sleep to come, and hoping, always, to wake.
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​Chapter 2: Northern Refuge
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By the time the sun cleared the gutted apartments beyond Ridge Street, Hannah had already walked the perimeter twice. She wore her father’s old parka and kept her hair bound in a tight, unyielding knot, but nothing could keep out the acid chill of November. Frost clung to the playground equipment—monkey bars now bristling with barbed wire, the bright slides gone brittle and sun-faded, their surfaces cratered with pockmarks like lunar dust.

The elementary school was a brown-brick rectangle two stories high, its windows bandaged with plywood, its chain-link fence shrouded in tarps and razor ribbon. Inside, the walls bloomed with old murals of lions and planets, their colors drained by bleach and fear. Seventeen survivors called it home, though the number eroded with each bad week.

Hannah began every morning on the roof. There, beneath a banner of dead clouds, she ran a hand over the solar panels arranged in jagged rows. Two panels had shattered last month when a runner launched itself off a nearby awning. The rest limped along, feeding just enough juice to keep the hallways aglow with a sullen, jaundiced light. She checked the connections—black tape, soldered leads, filched wire from half a dozen abandoned houses—and wiggled each node until it stopped sparking. Tools went back into her pouch with a kind of reverence; the flathead screwdriver belonged to her fourth grade teacher, Mrs. Sebold, whose desk drawer yielded its last treasures in the first days after the breach.

She paused at the edge of the roof, toes nudging the tarpaper, and watched the ruined neighborhood below. Nothing moved but a crow perched atop a lamppost, its eye glossy and inscrutable. That was the secret now: be the last one to move, the last one to draw attention. Every neighbor for four blocks had learned it too late.

She traced her route down the fire stairs, careful to avoid the loose rail. At the bottom, she shouldered through the gym door, then down a corridor lined with construction paper ghosts and torn motivational slogans. Someone had graffitied “Nothing’s Fine” in ballpoint over a field of smiling pumpkins. Hannah ran a thumb across the letters, leaving a trail of gray.

The old cafeteria reeked of boiled coffee and the wet-metal scent of canned food. Olivia sat at a folding table by the service hatch, her belly round as an old-school globe beneath a woolen sweater. She was slicing carrots—wrinkled, soft, but still carrots—with the fixed attention of a jeweler. Across from her, two children attempted a math worksheet, pencils scrawling with desperate, silent effort.

“Morning,” Hannah said, nodding at Olivia.

“You’re up early,” Olivia replied, her hand resting a beat on her stomach. “Anything?”

“No new breakages. Panels are holding, for now.” Hannah scanned the whiteboard that served as their duty roster. Her name occupied five spaces. “You need help here?”

Olivia shook her head. “We’re good. You’ll check the rain barrels?”

“Soon as I finish the garden.”

Olivia’s mouth twitched in what might have once been a smile. “If anything grew out there, I’d ask you to bring me a bouquet.”

Hannah offered a noncommittal grunt, then moved on.

Past the cafeteria, the old gymnasium was a graveyard of stacked furniture and half-collapsed cots. A single, stuttering halogen bulb lit the way to the south exit, where the battered doors opened onto the concrete apron of the playground. The air here felt raw, tinged with the memory of distant fire.

She made for the raised beds near the swingset. The soil was gray and reluctant, sown with seed months ago in the last spasm of hope. Now, withered vines clung to the wire trellis, their leaves crisped and mottled. She knelt and turned over a patch of frozen spinach, brushing away the crust of sleet. The leaves crackled at her touch, a fragile, papery resistance.

Hannah rocked back on her heels and inhaled. For a moment, she imagined the air smelled faintly of growing things. Then her nose stung, and the illusion broke.

Rain barrels ringed the edge of the garden—blue plastic drums with rusted lids, scavenged from the industrial parks that bordered the city. She rapped each with a knuckle, listening for the change in pitch that meant water levels had dropped. One was leaking from a hairline split along its seam, thin trails of ice branching down to the mud below. She cinched a length of rubber hose around the crack, then patched it with a slab of old duct tape, silver on blue. Her gloves stuck to the adhesive; she cursed under her breath.

Behind her, footsteps crunched in the frost. She pivoted, fingers closing around the multitool in her pocket.

Dr. Chen stood at the threshold, hands jammed into the pockets of his windbreaker. His glasses slid down his nose, and when he squinted up at the sky, his whole body seemed to recoil from the light.

He cleared his throat. “You have a moment?”

“Sure,” Hannah said, flexing the cramp from her hand. “Everything alright?”

He hesitated, tongue working behind his teeth. “We’re nearly out of the good wipes. If you find any more bleach—”

“I’ll look on the next run,” she said. “Anything else?”

“Ah.” He folded his arms. “The boy in 1A, Tim—his cough is getting worse. I’d like to keep him separate, at least until the fever breaks.”

Hannah chewed this over. “Quarantine in the art room?”

Chen nodded, then turned his head as if someone had called his name. He shuffled back toward the side entrance, footsteps whispering over the grit. He never seemed to leave footprints, Hannah thought. Even now, the man ghosted his way through the ruins like a displaced shade.

She made her own way back inside, boots striking echoes from the cement. The halls felt quieter than usual—either no one had dared to wake, or the survivors had learned to move softer, breathe shallower. At the top of the stairs, she paused at the window and looked out over the playfield. Somewhere past the back fence, a line of shufflers paced the perimeter, slow as algae. Every so often one would break formation, lunge at the fence, and fall back, stunned by the jolt of the live wire.

She let her eyes linger, just long enough to memorize their patterns.

The infirmary was a repurposed office just off the main lobby. In better days it had housed two guidance counselors, now both missing or devoured. Chen sat at the far end, hunched over the desk, his fingers methodically organizing vials and syringes. The far wall was lined with supply shelves—crates of bottled water, boxes of latex gloves, every cold medicine scavenged from the local CVS.

Hannah waited at the door, letting the old man finish his silent rituals. He drew a precise bead of clear fluid into the barrel of a syringe, tapped the side with two knuckles, and depressed the plunger to expel the air. He counted out three units, then five, his breath fogging the glass in tiny puffs.

She knew better than to ask what he was doing. Chen’s diabetes was the one secret no one talked about, but everyone noticed the way his hands shook after noon, the gray undertow below his eyes.

He loaded the vial back into its cradle, then scribbled a note in tiny, upright script onto a notepad. Three doses left. Four, if he rationed. Even with the freezer unit, the insulin was already losing its edge.

When he spoke, it was without looking up. “If you’re volunteering for the next run, you’ll want the Kroger off 22nd. There’s still a few locked cabinets in the pharmacy section.”

Hannah nodded. “I’ll take Zach and Victor. Faster that way.”

He set down his pen and turned to face her. In the dim light, every wrinkle on his face seemed to tighten, drawing the lines of worry deeper.

“Be careful,” he said. The words felt heavy.

Hannah made a mental note of the address, then turned to leave.

“Wait,” Chen called after her. “You have someone—someone you’re trying to protect, out there?” His voice was brittle as old chalk.

She considered the question, then shook her head. “Just doing my job,” she said. But the truth was, in the space behind her ribs, there was an ache that only registered in the quietest hours, the seconds just before sleep. Not regret, exactly. Not hope. Something more like inertia, carrying her forward because to stop was to be claimed by the dead, or by memory.

She closed the door behind her, sealing in the hush of the infirmary.

The upper floor was darker, the only light seeping in through plastic sheeting taped over the windows. Each classroom was a boxy afterlife, the desks huddled in corners, every chalkboard scrubbed to near-white. Sleeping bags and thrift-store comforters marked where the survivors nested at night. Each nest was as distinctive as a fingerprint—Victor’s collection of plastic superheroes lined up in formation, Olivia’s sprawl of pregnancy pillows and wrinkled romance novels, the makeshift crib beside the radiator for the baby not due for three more months.

Hannah wandered the corridor, absorbing the details. She trailed a hand over the mural near the stairwell—a grinning sun, oversized and oblivious. It reminded her of a distant field trip, the smell of paste and the shock of knees against cold tile. It had seemed impossible, then, that anything could touch them in that place. That the school itself might one day become a coffin, or a last redoubt.

Below, someone shouted—just one syllable, angry and wet. A scuffle, then silence. Hannah leaned over the railing, but saw nothing but a dust-choked shaft of light.

She turned, retreating toward the only room where the locks still worked. The supplies inventory, the radio, her battered map of the city taped to the blackboard. There was comfort, of a sort, in the order of it.

She settled at the desk, shucked off her gloves, and began tallying what they had left. Every can. Every ampoule. Every spare bulb. She let the world shrink to the size of a notebook, the only space she controlled.

Outside, beyond the dark glass, the dead shuffled in slow circles. The sun crept higher, but did not warm.

At noon the survivors convened in what remained of the cafeteria. Seventeen bodies, more or less animate, filled the folding chairs and splintered benches; nobody sat at the ends anymore, a superstition left over from the first winter.

Hannah claimed her post behind the counter. It still smelled faintly of institutional cheese, a scent so indelible it survived bleach and apocalypse alike. The wall above was papered with taped-together city maps, their surfaces riddled with color-coded pins and frantic notations—X's over every store that had yielded up the last of its goods, circled question marks where supply rumors stubbornly persisted. Nearby, a dry-erase board listed every resource, every human being in the building, updated daily and signed off in her tidy block letters.

The group assembled with the slow gravity of the tired and unhopeful. The janitor, Ezra, limped in on his bad leg, face shiny with sweat, two bottles of bleach clinking at his hip like dueling pistols. Ms. Harmon, the former librarian, wore fingerless gloves and a shawl that had once been a school play prop. The siblings—Victor and Natalie—sat in mute proximity, never touching but always coiled like twin springs. There were others: the older couple who’d commandeered the music room, the three day-laborers from the construction site, a family of four reduced to a mother and daughter who never unbraided their hair.

Olivia presided from the center, perched on a milk crate cushioned by a child’s Spider-Man blanket. Her belly led the way, the rest of her balanced awkwardly behind, as if the unborn child were hauling her into the world rather than the reverse. Hannah watched the gentle war between comfort and vigilance in Olivia’s posture—one hand hovering, as if bracing the child for turbulence, the other fisted tight around a notepad.

She called the meeting to order with a flat, teacherly tone. “Okay. We’re all here. First up: overnight temperatures. The drop was four degrees lower than expected. Blankets aren’t cutting it for most rooms.”

There was a chorus of grumbles. Natalie raised her hand but didn’t wait to be called on. “My teeth hurt this morning. Just from breathing. My brother says it’s because the windows leak.”

Hannah made a note on her pad. “We can repurpose the roll-mats from the gym. Stack them by the windows, double the insulation. I’ll coordinate.”

Ezra scoffed, then winced as he shifted in his chair. “What about the generator? Some of us are freezing, some of us are hogging the last of the heat.”

Olivia’s lips thinned, but she kept her voice level. “The generator only powers the lower east wing. We’re conserving for emergencies—”

“Bullshit,” said the mother of the last girl. Her face was shadowed by sleeplessness. “You said if we worked together, we’d all get a fair shot.”

“And you are,” Hannah said, a little sharper than intended. “Nobody’s using more than their share.”

The room seethed quietly. In another world, this would have been a parent-teacher meeting about bullying or cafeteria nutrition, the children restless at their mothers’ sides. Here, the fights were smaller but the stakes infinitely worse.

Olivia ran her fingers down her notepad, then nodded at Dr. Chen. He stood, bracing himself against the table with both hands.

“Medical update,” Chen said. “We have enough antibiotics to treat one more severe infection, maybe two if we stretch doses. Any new injuries need to be reported immediately.”

Nobody met his eyes. The group had learned that to be sick was to be a liability. There was no room for frailty, not with seventeen against the world.

“Also,” he went on, voice trembling just slightly, “the cough going around may be viral. Keep to your pods, wear the cloth masks if you have symptoms. We need to ride out the winter with what’s left of the medicine.”

He sat abruptly. Ezra snorted, a low contemptuous sound, but said nothing. Hannah watched as Chen wiped sweat from his upper lip, the shake in his hand quickly suppressed.

Olivia spoke again, voice quieter now. “We need volunteers to help with insulation tonight. Victor, you’re tall enough—maybe you and your sister?”

Victor didn’t answer. Natalie spoke for both of them: “We’ll do it.”

“Thank you,” Olivia said. “And food. Please remember: cans are for lunch and dinner only. Breakfast is grains, if available. No exceptions.”

Ezra raised his hand, then dropped it, an afterthought. “What about water?”

Hannah tapped the clipboard. “Barrel levels are down by three inches, but with the forecasted snow, we can melt enough to get through next week. Don’t use more than you need.”

For a moment, nobody said a word. It was always the same—the list of dwindlings, the urge to rebel, always crushed by the mathematics of survival. Hunger and cold made great silencers.

From the window behind the serving line, a low, ululating moan drifted in. The fence caught most of the sound, but every few hours a voice would rise above the others, either from a wind-shredded vocal cord or some new arrival with a fresher set of lungs. Hannah felt it vibrate through the soles of her boots.

“We’ll get through this,” Olivia said, which was the only lie permitted in these meetings.

The group stared at her, waiting for something more—reassurance, perhaps, or absolution. She offered none. Instead, she stood and stretched, her back arching against the weight of the child.

“Meeting adjourned. Get to your tasks. If you need anything, find Hannah or me.”

The chairs scraped the tile, a staccato of retreating feet and muffled curses. Chen hung back, gaze fixed on his hands, until Hannah caught his eye.

“You okay?” she asked.

He shrugged, lips pressed in a thin line. “We do what we have to.”

She nodded, unwilling to press. The old man looked years older than yesterday, his skin the color of wax paper. She wondered how long he’d last once the insulin was gone.

Alone behind the counter, Hannah looked over the maps one more time, searching for the weak spots—routes to water, gaps in the defenses, places where the future might still break through.

Another moan rose from the playground, followed by a metallic rattle as something slammed against the chain-link fence. The world shivered, then went still.

Hannah watched the group scatter to their corners, each clutching the day’s tiny ration of hope. For now, the fence held. For now, the lights still worked. For now, the seventeen lived.

She pressed her palm against the cold linoleum, and tried not to imagine the sound of it cracking.

After the meeting, the task list asserted itself with a tyranny that left no room for second thoughts. Hannah found herself at the utility shed beside the gym, arms loaded with lengths of scrap wire, and waited for her fence detail to assemble. The day’s new cold came on with an authority that bordered on malice, chapping her lips and biting at the webbing between her fingers.

Ezra arrived first, cradling a roll of chain-link as if it were a sleeping infant. He was paler than before, his lips rimmed in white, but his hands remained steady. He offered no greeting—just nodded, and set the mesh down at Hannah’s boots.

Victor followed, trailing the scent of burnt plastic and sweat. His movements had a twitchy, ballistic economy; he spoke only when he had to. Hannah appreciated the lack of preamble.

They surveyed the perimeter together, moving single-file along the battered playground. The fence here was the only frontier that mattered, patched with license plates, bedsprings, and any flat object hard enough to take a bite. Spray-painted signs at every ten paces: KEEP BACK. INFECTED WILL BE SHOT. LAUGHTER IS NOT PERMITTED.

At the northwest corner, a quartet of shufflers clung to the mesh, their hands gnarled and bloodless. The eyes were the worst: milky, but always searching, always learning the rhythms of the living. One wore a neon crossing guard vest, split up the back and still sticky with mud and something darker. Another, smaller, had a peacoat that might once have belonged to Victor. The left sleeve was missing, but the gold buttons gleamed even now.

Ezra checked the lower rail, where the weight of the bodies had bent the posts nearly to the ground. He grunted, then pointed at a spot where the mesh had begun to unravel. Hannah knelt, slipped a length of wire around the breach, and cinched it tight. The closest shuffler pressed its ruined face to the fence, teeth clicking in a soft, arrhythmic beat.

Victor hovered behind her, watching the horizon as she worked. He carried the sledgehammer—oversized, heavy, painted with the mascot of the old football team. Every few seconds he’d glance over his shoulder, then sweep the playground with his eyes, back and forth, never pausing for long.

When the repair was secure, they moved east, the shufflers following at a shamble. The trio’s procession kicked up a wake of crows, the birds settling in the trees with practiced indifference. At the midpoint, a torn length of orange mesh served as a visual reminder of last spring’s attempt at crowd control. It had failed, but the color lingered, hopeful in spite of everything.

The far side of the fence was choked with brambles and the skeletons of overturned bicycles. Here, the undead gathered in a clot, not even pretending at human movement. Their limbs convulsed against the wire, blind and stubborn. Several had lost their faces to the metal grid, leaving behind flattened meat and hair.

Ezra pointed with his chin to the ground, where the hard frost had buckled the soil. Beneath the fence, a hollow had begun to form—a hand’s width at its widest, but plenty for a determined threat to exploit. Victor pressed his boot into the gap, then motioned for the sledge. Hannah watched as he swung it with cold, methodical strength, driving a rebar stake through the mesh and into the frozen earth.

The clang echoed, and the shufflers responded in kind, slamming their bodies into the fence with renewed vigor. Hannah felt the vibration through her kneecaps, a frequency tuned to the animal part of her brain.

She worked alongside the men, wordless. Each repair was a ritual, repeated so often it had lost all novelty. Still, she couldn’t help but notice the new shapes in the crowd beyond: a woman in hospital scrubs, a toddler’s sunhat on her skull; a man in a business suit, tie askew, scalp mangled by crows. All of them drawn by noise and motion and some echo of what used to be.

They continued to the southeast, patching gaps and reinforcing with found objects. Ezra’s hands began to tremble with the effort, and he stopped more often, breathing hard through his teeth. Victor covered for him, never complaining, moving with the inhuman stamina of the truly stubborn.

At the far end, where the fence abutted a ruined playground sign, Hannah found the worst breach yet. The earth had eroded beneath the concrete, leaving a void big enough for a small animal—or a hand, if the angle was right. She poked the rebar through, but the ground crumbled and gave way.

Ezra swore, a thin sound, then gestured for the chain-link roll. They stretched it over the gap, cinching it to the old posts with cable ties and hope. It wasn’t pretty, but it might hold until spring.

As they worked, the fence grew crowded. The shufflers were arriving in greater numbers now, drawn by the hammer’s percussion, or the faint scent of warm bodies in motion. A second row formed behind the first, faces stacked and pressed, each new arrival grinding against the wire. The sound was like wind through a broken flute.

Hannah counted them, out of habit or obsession. Twelve in view. Four more closing from the park. A shape in the far distance, moving too quick, darting behind a rusted slide. She tensed, and Victor noticed—his jaw tightened, the sledge held up as a warning.

She finished the tie-off and stood. For a moment, the three of them just stared at the horde, silent and unyielding, the fence groaning under the mass.

Victor grunted. “More every day.”

Ezra spat into the grass. “Sooner or later, they’ll make a bridge of themselves. Over the top.”

Hannah said nothing, but filed the notion away. She didn’t doubt it for a second.

They retreated, leaving the mesh braced and the shufflers gnawing on air. As they reached the shed, a single, high-pitched scream arced over the playground—a child’s, maybe, or just a trick of memory. The noise snapped Victor upright, weapon at the ready. Ezra flinched, but didn’t move.

“False alarm,” Hannah said, but the lie was thin as tissue.

They returned to the cafeteria. The others had gathered for evening rations, bowls of watery grain and shavings of canned ham. Nobody asked about the repairs; nobody needed to.

Hannah washed her hands in cold water, then stood at the window, watching dusk bleed into the asphalt. The shufflers paced the fence, a slow-motion orbit, sometimes stumbling, sometimes locked in place by the mesh. From time to time, one would break free, circling back, only to return and begin again.

Ezra wandered in, limping heavier now. “It’ll hold for a while.”

She nodded, rubbing the ache from her fingers.

“Used to be I’d fix a door, replace a lock, call it a day,” he said, voice low. “Now I wake up wishing for rain, so the rot can eat through a few more of them.”

“Rain just brings more mud,” Hannah said.

He shrugged, accepting the logic. “Maybe that’s all we have left. Small wins.”

She didn’t argue. The hunger in the room was more than physical, but there was nothing left to say. Outside, the dead pressed on, relentless, eternal.

In the morning, the fence would sag a little lower, and the ritual would repeat.

For now, they watched the horizon for threats, the shadows stretching out like cracks in the world.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3: Sanctuary South
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The hacienda’s courtyard simmered under the late sun. Whitewash blistered from the adobe, shadows stuck like mildew in the arcade, and the dust of a thousand disappointed harvests churned up from the battered flagstones with every footfall. Diego worked the solar rig beside the dry fountain, arms bare, knuckles gone bone-white against a crescent wrench. Sweat and machine oil streaked his hands to the wrist; in his armpits, the black polyester of his scavenged soccer jersey leached out salt stains in the shape of wings.

He ratcheted the panel mount tighter, felt the metal bite deeper into the failing wood. The connection flexed, then sagged, pulling the copper leads askew. The multimeter chirped its disappointment—current lower than yesterday, and nowhere near the draw needed to keep the batteries alive through night. Diego grunted, shifted his stance, and wedged a sliver of packing foam beneath the worst of the cracks. He’d used up the good hardware months ago. Now it was just clever hands, bad luck, and prayers to saints who’d long since stopped listening.

A pipe wrenched loose from somewhere along the gutter. Water hissed and spat across the tiles, a single arterial squirt before the pressure died. Diego pressed his ear to the PVC, listening. Nothing. The cistern, too, was nearly dry. Even the house’s bones were giving up.

He rinsed his hands in the spit-thin trickle that pooled beneath the spigot, then reached for the gauge on the filtration drum. Still under a bar. Still not enough to purge the lines or refill the green plastic tank perched on the kitchen roof. The pressure gauge needle twitched, less than the width of a fingernail, and then held steady in defeat. He snapped the casing closed, letting the sound echo against the courtyard’s sunblind walls.

Through the filigree of bougainvillea that choked the eastern colonnade, Diego caught the blue flick of a dress. Lucia and Miguel moved slow, arm in arm, navigating the loose stones and splintered pavers with the shuffling dignity of ballroom ghosts. Lucia’s cane clacked with each step, an off-rhythm percussion to her humming. Diego set the wrench aside and waited, wiping his hands on a rag until the print of his palms came back pale and new.

Lucia’s cheeks glowed, two living dots in a ruin of weathered parchment. She nodded toward Diego, her mouth a thin crescent. Miguel wore his perpetual frown—a puzzle whose answer had never revealed itself, not even before the world ran out of answers. They stopped three feet away, as if an old taboo against personal space still had power here.

“Querido,” Lucia began, breath syrupy with exhaustion, “the storeroom is emptier than your promise.” She held out a trembling slip of lined paper. On it, Diego saw the columns of tally marks—maíz, frijoles, verduras secas—shrunk to insignificance. A cipher of hunger.

“We counted,” Miguel said. “Three weeks, at this pace. Maybe less, if the rats win again.”

Diego considered the arithmetic, then the faces in front of him. “There’s still the seed stock. We can sprout more.” The lie hung there, not quite rising to the height of hope.

Lucia’s mouth puckered; she’d been old when the world still worked, and Diego could never fool her. “That’s what you said in March. Now it’s June.”

He ran a finger down the side of his nose, flicking away the bead of sweat before it traced the old scar at his jawline. “The farms to the east, some are untouched. Tomorrow I’ll go again. Maybe luck is tired of hating us.”

Miguel laughed, dry as a boot. “Or it’s just practicing.”

Behind them, the hacienda crouched in the dirt. Where once a patriarch’s family crowded the grand entry, now wire mesh and tin sheeting choked the windows, glass replaced with plastic tarps and sheets of thermal wrap. A faded mural—Saint Isidore blessing the fields—glared out from beneath its fungal scabs, eyes heavy with the world’s betrayal.

Diego balled the rag in his hand, knotting it tight. “I’ll check the fields again. There’s always a way.” He didn’t look up, didn’t give them the satisfaction of his defeat. They’d seen it before, anyway.

Lucia patted his shoulder, her palm both fragile and final. “Don’t go alone.”

“I won’t,” Diego said, though there was no one left to bring.

He watched them navigate the corridor back to the kitchen, the rhythm of their passage as familiar as sunrise. For a long minute, he remained by the filtration drum, staring at the pressure gauge, daring it to move.

A gust curled through the courtyard, sour with the scent of heat-warped plastic and wilted green. It set the laundry lines to trembling; a pair of jeans fluttered, one leg torn to a rag, the other pinned in the shape of a human thigh. Diego picked at the fraying elastic, then caught his reflection in the steel basin—eyes rimmed red, chin stippled with the beginning of a beard he’d never meant to grow.
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