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      She awoke to her brother making a wet sound with his mouth, the horrible smacking that always made her want to punch him even if Mom said hitting wasn’t allowed. She thought about sneaking, though, hitting him in places where it wouldn’t bruise, where Mom couldn’t see. The way he did to her.

      Was that wrong? Maybe she was a bad person just for considering it. That’s what her brother would say, if he knew.

      She squeezed her eyes closed, hoping to drift off to sleep again, though she couldn’t see much—the darkness had come with the tornado and stayed. A power outage was one thing, but the terrible roaring collapse of the house above them had blocked out the windows. Black, black, black. She squeezed Dad’s lighter, letting the metal bite into her palm, imagining her dad was still awake to make it work.

      She hadn’t heard his wheezy breath for a long time, that low whisper from the other side of the room. Somewhere in the darkness, a tiny noise pinged through the air—A bell? A chime?—but it vanished just as quickly. Maybe she’d imagined it. Then another sound, definitely not in her head: that horrible smacking again, a wet gooey noise, like her brother was eating gummy worms. Was he? The thought should have made her hungry, but that painful twisting ache in her belly had mostly gone away after a few days down here—or maybe a few weeks. She wasn’t really sure on the time. She only knew that her insides felt numb, her feelings and her guts. All hollow.

      And they were hollow, weren’t they? She’d cried as much as she ever had before until the tears stopped and her muscles ached. Maybe her stomach was eating itself and that’s why it didn’t hurt. But Dad was the one who knew about science and he wasn’t awake to ask. He always said she asked more questions than anyone he’d ever met. That he loved this about her, her… precociousness. That word always made her brother scowl. Then again, anything she did well made him unhappy.

      She strained her ears; nothing from the other side of the room. Nothing but pitch blackness and her own brain. But she could still imagine both her parents sitting there the way they’d been since the house fell—Mom pale in the flickering lighter flame, face all squished up with pain, her head on Dad’s shoulder, her legs under the roof beam, the same beam that was on top of Dad’s ribs. He’d been smiling like it didn’t hurt a bit. She’d seen blood coming out of his ear, though, and more on his chin and she thought he had blood other places even though he wouldn’t let her see—he’d covered his belly with an old towel. But she shouldn’t think about that, should she? Especially since it might be her fault. Her brother hadn’t said it down here yet, but he blamed her for everything else, so often that now she automatically heard his voice when she made the slightest misstep. And she’d just listened to the smacking while her brother ate up that last bag of bread, her tongue frozen in her mouth, not saying a word. She’d let Mom eat that old jar of peppers too, hadn’t she?

      Somewhere in the distance, that little chime rang out again—ching!—bright and harsh, but her body was too heavy to jump. What is that? She strained her eyes but saw only the dark, black like the velvet of her father’s Halloween costume last year: a spider. She had gone as a fly. Her eyes prickled like she wanted to cry again, but she blinked and the feeling vanished. Numbness returned. The dark spun around, around, around.

      Ching!

      Was someone out there looking for them? Finally, finally, finally ready to blast them out of the rubble and into the sky like superheroes in firefighter outfits? But it didn’t seem to be getting closer, that noise—maybe it was farther away. She strained her ears. The water dripped once, then silence. Was this what it was like being deaf? Being blind? All she had was her nose, really, and she wished she could give that one up. It smelled bad down here, like puke.

      And she didn’t like all that jumping around happening in her chest, the way the air had thinned out. Mom had said not to worry, before she passed out, said that God didn’t want them to suffer more than they had to, and that the hunger would come back when they needed it—when there was food again.

      She inhaled through her nose and coughed at the smell—sour. Thick. Rotten. Really, really bad, like old nasty eggs. But worse.

      “How long you think it’s been?” her brother said from his little spot on the dirt floor, and this time, she did jump, pulling her feet up toward her gut, away from his voice.

      “I don’t know. And…” She wanted to tell him she was scared, to tell someone, anyone, so they’d make her feel better, but she bit her tongue. He wasn’t scared. He was never scared. He was almost twelve, four years bigger than her, practically a grown-up, and he’d slapped her in the mouth when she’d tried and failed to squeeze through the crevices in the rubble. But his shoulders were too broad to squeeze through the cracks himself, and he was not strong enough to lift the mounds of brick that blocked the stairway. Or that big wooden beam that had fallen on Mom and Dad. That was the one time Dad’d shrieked, screamed like a yelping puppy, when she’d tried to free him. Just leave the beam alone, baby, he had moaned in a high-pitched way that had terrified her. Just let it be.

      Smack, smack, smack.

      “Shut up!” She wanted to yell it, but it was barely a whisper. She pushed herself to seated, every muscle in her body aching with effort. Her tongue tasted grainy, like sand. The bell she’d heard outside rang again—louder, and not from outside. The noise was in the cellar with them. From over near her brother.

      Ching!

      Her brother’s laughter rang through the demolished cellar along with the bell, bouncing off the rubble. How did he have the strength to laugh? Just squeezing the lighter in her palm took every ounce of energy she had left.

      The chime came again. And the smacking, the smacking, the smacking.

      “Stop making that sound! Mom always tells you not to do it, and you’re doing it on purpose for no reason!” The words exploded from her and when the last one left her lips, her chest heaved. Dizziness tugged at her. Her eyelids dropped closed.

      “Well, Mom’s not here,” he said, and that punched her hard in the guts. “Besides, I’m not doing it for no reason.” She heard him moving in the dark, closer, closer, and she opened her eyes again, saw only blackness. Pulled her knees to her chest.

      “Here, give me your hand.”

      She sat on her fingers.

      “Seriously, I’m your brother. I’m just trying to help you.”

      She didn’t want to, but when he moved to walk away, she extended her hand, palm down. He grabbed it and prickles like electricity jittered up her back and⁠—

      “Ouch!” Something sharp had bitten into her arm.

      He held fast to her hand. “Sorry, accident.”

      No, it wasn’t. Was he trying to cut her arm off? Then she recognized the round clinking bells bouncing against her wrist bone: the handle of the old stone blade that Dad’d gotten after Grandpa died… what had Mom called it? Ceremonial.

      She couldn’t breathe, and though she yanked at her arm, he would not release her. Mom wasn’t there to help her. Dad was asleep. Why is he still sleeping? But she didn’t want to think about that.

      “Watch the tip of the blade—it’s old, but one side is still kinda sharp.” He turned her hand over and took the lighter, and something wet slid into her palm, onto the little sore spot where the lighter used to be. He let her go. Her shoulders relaxed.

      “Eat it,” he said. “We need to keep up our strength or we’ll die before they find us.”

      It felt slimy and cold and gross, but then…

      Her belly rumbled. Mom was right, the hunger was coming back. Her hand lifted all by itself, toward her mouth. But… how did she know it wouldn’t kill them, like that thing Mom ate? She sniffed—didn’t smell like much. Maybe her nose was broken after all. “What is it?” she asked.

      “Don’t worry about it. You’re hungry, aincha?”

      Yes, she was, suddenly she was, the pain roaring back, twisting her belly in knots, and the emptiness became a dagger, like she’d swallowed that knife right down into her guts. Her hands shook with need, desperation to put the thing to her lips. She squeezed it tighter in her palm and it… squished. Just a little, like the slimy red clay they used to find out back. Her mouth tingled. “What if it makes us sick?”

      “I’ve been eating it since yesterday… or I think yesterday. If it was going to make us sick, I’d be sick, right?”

      Right. He was almost twelve, and he knew better and he’d worked hard to catch… whatever this was. He knew what he was doing. She put the chilly thing to her lips. Yes, slimy. And super chewy, like the alligator meat Dad had made her try once, but this tasted like metal. She didn’t care—it wasn’t half as nasty as the water burbling up from the dirt floor.

      “Do you really think they’ll find us?” she asked him now, and her voice seemed to shrink, vibrating against the rock and wood before vanishing into the dirt walls.

      “They will. They have to, right?” His voice was high. In her belly, the metallic meat rolled around in there, angry—bitter. She gagged. Swallowed it back down. “We’re gonna get sick.”

      “We’ll be fine.” But his voice still wasn’t right, not at all. He sounded happy. How did he always sound so happy? But she knew; because he wasn’t a downer like she was. “Stop being so pessimistic, too,” he said. “It’s a real bummer.” He sniffed. Their toes were touching. Her chest hurt.

      “Want more?” he said.

      “Is there more?” Electricity lit up her chest. Not worry this time—it felt like Christmas morning. Her belly burbled.

      “Yeah.” He was farther away now, his absence loosening the tightness that had crept between her shoulders. The lighter flicked, one harsh chssshh, but it failed to ignite.

      “How much more?”

      The lighter flicked again, chssshh, chssshh, chssshh then caught and the room lit up with yellow. “There’s enough.”

      Her brother was over by Dad now, crouched by the roof beam, his dark hair blurring in the hazy light and hiding the pale skin of his forehead—it looked like someone had taken a bite out of his skull. He had put a sleeping bag over their parents’ heads so she couldn’t see them, but Mom’s hand was on the floor of the cellar. Skin dark. Green or purple maybe. Dad’s arm lay on top of the enormous wooden beam… bone, it was skinned to the bone, all the flesh gone, all the meat…

      She couldn’t breathe. Or move. Or speak.

      Her brother turned to look at her. He smiled. His teeth were red with blood.
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          SEVENTEEN YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Victoria could almost see it: the way the cotton pillow would pucker around her fists as she clamped it over his face, how the misshapen lump beneath would wriggle as he tried to force air through the goose feathers, how everything would lapse into silence, nothing to break the stillness but her hushed exhale of relief. On any normal evening, at least. Now, the night breathed wetly, almost as loudly as he did, a thick swooshing against her eardrums. Viscous. Raindrops plink, plink, plink-ed against her soaked hair. The shingles caught the skin on the backs of her legs sharply no matter how she tried not to move, like being slowly ground to dust by sandpaper, and water stung in every scrape. Victoria inhaled the soupy night, stifling her gag reflex when the musky, acidic stench of shit hit her. Her muscles cramped harder. The sound of the rain against the lake of sewage around them was a constant reminder: they were going to die.

      Three days they’d been stranded so far, sitting on top of Chad’s family home, separated from the nearest dwelling by a mile of farmland and animal pastures. Three days of not eating, of her belly twisting and angry. Three days of filling her hands with rainwater to avoid dying of thirst.

      Three days on the roof with the husband she’d been planning to leave.

      The forecasters had said it was a long shot, the storm hitting here, and an even longer shot that the enormous storm systems out in the Atlantic would build in strength and aim themselves at their little low-flood-plain section of Louisiana. That would be ridiculous, they’d insisted, unprecedented. And they’d all been wrong, especially that twit on the news with his gray hair, his eyes an odd purple-blue that didn’t exist in nature—“Probably won’t be more than a category two, and a little rain the week after,” he’d said. Bullshit. And now all the people who’d stayed were fucked. Totally, one hundred percent fucked. We should have left. That would have been the rational thing to do, honey, the logical thing.

      Her heart seized, her stomach cramping too, a burning knot of hunger. Her lungs were far too small. But panicking made you stop thinking clearly—it could only make things worse. She forced air through her mouth as loudly as possible, drowning out the sound of the storm and Chad’s equally labored breath. But not his words.

      “Are you okay, Vicky?” He said it in a high voice, almost sing-song, the kind of voice he’d use to ask one of his students about a skinned knee.

      Victoria wiped her wet hair from her forehead and tried to relax the painful knot in her guts. Raindrops tapped against her flesh, incessant, like a petulant child. The gray of Chad’s irises seemed darker than usual in a world haunted by yesterday’s storms and pregnant with electricity and anticipation of the second hurricane. She wished they had a radio, a cell phone to check the status of the upcoming storm, but their electronics had been impossible to keep dry. Their phones were sitting on the roof somewhere near the chimney, useless. Why the fuck did I listen to you? She turned away from Chad. Couldn’t stand to see the guilt in his eyes, like she was supposed to make him feel better.

      Chad always felt awful if he gave someone bad advice—he’d once teared up when he realized he’d given a stranger the wrong directions—but he had this way of convincing people not to bitch at him by making them feel guilty or sorry for him. That wasn’t going to last. If they stayed on this roof much longer, he was going to get an earful.

      In her peripheral vision, off the edge of the roof, the shitty, brackish water rippled like the skin of an enormous serpent, oily scales shivering with the anticipation of finishing them off. Half a block down, the broken post that used to hold their street sign stabbed through the surface of the filth. And to her other side loomed the muscly bulk of the chimney, topped with the grate she’d installed to keep the animals out, now ripped open like snapped metal ribs—some creature had been at it. Maybe whatever had clawed it apart was still there, lurking in the brick tunnel, drowned and bloated, tenderizing in the sea of bacteria.

      Her throat closed. She forced it open. Her black leather work boot tap-tap-tapped against the soggy shingles. She tugged on her cut-off shorts, then the hem of her favorite black T-shirt, so dark she couldn’t see the film of dirt and wet. The water was still rising, the red of the shingled roof so dark it looked like drying blood, and some of it probably was—Chad had a gash across his shin from a torn aluminum gutter. Behind Chad, the expanse of sky darkened, threatening, and the rush of rain on water seemed suddenly louder; she felt sure he wouldn’t be able to hear her unless she yelled. But she said nothing. There was nothing to say.

      If only they lived somewhere else, somewhere higher, somewhere the earth wasn’t perpetually soggy from April to August, somewhere with some semblance of civilization. All they had in this section of Fossé, Louisiana, was the community college, but that was over an hour away by car—and the levees had failed, leaving the paved roads leading to the college impassable by car or truck. The college itself would be underwater too before the week was out, especially if this storm didn’t move on, or the second hurricane hit as hard as they’d been saying. And if the next storm hit while the citizens of Fossé were on their roofs… The winds would rip over the flooded streets, tearing shingles and people alike from the tops of their homes, flinging them against the treetops, impaling them on the remains of fences or drowning them in the sewage from overflowing septic tanks. Even if it did pass quickly, the water table was so high that people would be stuck for weeks. No power. No food. No drinkable water once the rain stopped. These might be her last days on this earth, and she and Chad should not be living their final hours together.

      They’d been inhabiting their own little worlds for months now, independent planets merely circling the same sun. Even now he was staring out over the water, waiting passively for someone else to come to their rescue, though for once, she had no other ideas herself. They weren’t going to swim twenty miles, and the waste products from the farmland—pig and chicken shit—were rife with E. coli and salmonella and other antibiotic-resistant bacteria that would spread through their injuries into their blood before they got to safety. Sepsis. That’d be a fun way to go out. Better than drowning though—she’d done that once. And once was enough.

      The rain spit, water on water. The wind howled, an angry beast bellowing from the sky. The expanse of water pulled her gaze, but she refused to look at it, like it was a monster that could only exist if she let herself notice. Victoria shivered.

      “Is there more peroxide?” Chad said.

      “It’s gone.”

      She sat back on the gritty shingles and turned away from him, squeezing her eyes closed, forcing the sound of the rain and the image of the storm from her mind. But in the blind starbursts of light behind her eyelids, she saw her parents’ Chicago apartment and the square of afternoon sunlight that hit the living room floor when the sun snuck between the neighboring buildings. She and her twin brother Phillip used to sit on that little spot whenever they could, which wasn’t often—usually the room was occupied, her father out there screaming at her mother, or screaming at Phillip for stealing money, and later for taking their mother’s painkillers. Once she’d tried to help and ended up in the emergency room with a broken rib. Phillip had held her hand the whole way there, sung her songs, refused to let go even when the nurses came to ask her questions about her “fall.”

      Why the fuck am I thinking about this now? But she always thought about Phillip when she was stressed. He was like… a teddy bear, the memory of his voice somehow comforting. Illogical, sure, but everyone was entitled to one foolish, illogical thing. Better than Chad’s foolishness—his was going to get them killed.

      She leaned back, resting her head against the sandpapery shingles.

      You’re going to be okay, Victoria, you know that.

      Her brother had said that just before he left Chicago for good. That was why she’d come to Louisiana in the first place, Phillip’s last known address—she’d hoped their twin connection would help her do what a PI couldn’t. She’d been wrong, yet she’d stayed—too long. Ten years now, fourteen since she’d seen her brother. She did get occasional postcards from him, pictures of historical spots around Louisiana, little notes on the back like “I hope you’re doing well. I’m still working on ‘well’. See you when I manage to get there.” Those cards ripped her wounds open every time, kept her up hearing the words in her brain, his voice whispering to her while she tried to sleep. She could help him. If he’d just fucking call.

      “Hey!”

      Her eyes snapped open. Chad scuttled to his feet, the grating sound ringing through the night as he slid on the gritty roof tiles. The sky was pitch as tar, not even a glimmer of haze on the horizon. Oh god, how long had she been out? Was the next storm here? She’d slept through the last dregs of light leaving the sky. But she didn’t feel the harsh gusts of wind, didn’t see flying debris, only Chad’s silhouette, and she’d not have seen him at all were it not for…

      The light.

      Far out over the water, a hazy circle swept first one way, then the other, the rippling muck glittering like yellow diamonds in its wake.

      Victoria pushed herself to standing, but the roof was slick despite the grit; her foot slid from beneath her and she went down hard on her knees, scrabbling at the tile with her fingernails, cursing under her breath at the wretched shingles.

      “Hey!” Chad cried, waving his arms. “Over here!”

      The light glided back and forth, back and forth, and only then did she realize the whoosh of rain was muddling the noises around them. She’d become so accustomed to the patter and slap of rain that it had all but vanished from her awareness, but now, looking over the water… the night was loud, the wind screaming, the rain hissing into the muck around their little island of house. They’d disappear into the landscape if they couldn’t overcome it, and… the water was higher than it had been just hours ago, the ripples licking at the base of the gutters. A few more hours and the nasty water would creep over the shingles, and then⁠—

      “Help!” she yelled, still on her hands and knees. The roof and the water went black again as the light swept away off to her left, then to the far side of the boat—the opposite direction. They can’t hear us. She planted her feet. Stand up, stand up! Yell louder! She inhaled once through her nose, put her hands on her thighs, and heaved herself to standing. “We’re out here!”

      “This way! Hey, help us!”

      “Over here!” Her throat ached, her eyes stinging with rain and unshed tears, but the light swept toward them once more. The beam hovered—and stayed. The sound of a motor cut the night.

      They were coming to help. Hopefully, they had a place to ride out the storm.
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      Black rain boots came into focus in front of her, haloed in yellow, then indigo jeans as the girl stepped toward the vinyl bench where Victoria was sitting. Above the hazy glow of the light, dark curly hair peeked from under the hood of the woman’s green rain slicker and plastered itself to the side of her face. She smiled, her bow lips pulling back to reveal perfectly straight teeth, the kind that belonged in a toothpaste commercial. No wrinkles. Twenty-three maybe. And she had her own boat? Shelter? Her brown eyes reflected the yellow light from the flashlight, making her irises glow like a cat’s. But there was no mistaking the optimism in her gaze—hopeful. “I’m Windy.” A hand slid into the yellow beam from the darkness beyond the flashlight, fast as a snake striking at prey—fingers like talons. Windy’s black wristwatch, bulky, masculine, glowed in the dim. Beside Victoria, Chad had gone completely still, a statue poised on the floor of the boat.

      The dark jeans vanished, the feet stepped away. Victoria lurched to her right as the boat rocked beneath her—one heavy jolt as Windy shoved the boat off the house—and then they were moving, Windy back behind the wheel. Rain splattered her face and the thunk, thunk, scrape of the boat against the gutter was replaced by the ticking of the rain and the throaty growl of the motor.

      Victoria steadied herself, her fingers clamped around the low vinyl bench, barely bigger than a single chair that probably served as a cooler during fishing trips—the boat was low and flat, the kind used for fishing on a glassy lake. If only they were  fishing, or on some jungle expedition, or an archeological dig, or anywhere the rushing of the adrenaline in her veins would be a prelude to excitement instead of horror—and the real possibility of death. There were no railings around the perimeter of the boat, no walls save for a foot-high fiberglass ridge. The bench was the only thing protecting her from falling off the edge if they hit something, and if the driver hit a building that lifted one side, even hit a sign or a fence, they’d probably flip.

      

      Victoria glanced back toward the house—everything she owned—but it was too dark to see much beyond the glint of the boat’s running lights off the gutters. Just as well.

      She was ready to start again. And she would.

      Was this how Phillip had felt the morning of their twentieth birthday when he headed for the bus station? Had he focused on what he was leaving behind, or had his mind been full of possibilities for the future? It was hard to tell from his postcards, and it’d been nearly two years since the last one. She dragged her gaze to the dark water and though it was impossible, just for a blink, she swore she saw his fingers reaching from beneath the black waves, clawing for the sky. They’d both gone under that day when they were five. They’d both drowned. She’d held tight to his hand until the waves took her own breath, but it hadn’t been enough. If someone else hadn’t seen them…

      “How long do we have before the next storm hits?” Victoria hated the way her voice shook. She hoped no one could hear it over the rumble of the motor. Gooseflesh prickled on her arms, though it wasn’t really that cold, like her nervous system was going haywire. And her mouth was dry. Did Windy have any bottled water? A fucking steak would be better. Hunger awoke in her guts, gnawing at her, turning her stomach inside out.

      “About forty-eight hours, I think? And it’s going to be a doozy. Category five.”

      Five. Even worse than the last update they’d heard—worse than the first hurricane. The woman’s voice was strained, but not agitated—just trying to be heard over the rain. Then, as if Windy had heard her thoughts, she reached below the wheel for… a plastic bottle. Oh god, and a granola bar, the cellophane glittering in the hazy yellow light. Windy passed them back.

      Victoria’s whole body shook as she tore off the wrapper and shoved the granola bar into her mouth. Oats and honey. It was the most delicious thing she had ever tasted, second only to the bottled water. Both were gone far too quickly.

      “You’re hungry, huh? I’m sorry there isn’t more food here.” Windy smiled over her shoulder. “Don’t worry though, there’s plenty more food at the shelter.”

      More food at the shelter. “So, two days… are the shelters full to capacity?” Either way, it’d be fine—not like the shelter organizers would leave them in the rain when the actual hurricane was on top of them. They’d be dry—cleaner, hopefully. Better than on that roof, at any rate.

      “Well, two days until the storm, but it’ll take longer than that to make it to Mayfield and the shelters. Everything between here and there is underwater, and I don't have the fuel to get you to a dry road—not that you’d be able to drive anywhere if I could. The bridge to the highway is totally flooded. I’m afraid we’re stuck in Fossé.”

      Victoria balked, clutching the seat, Chad grabbing his knees beside her, both bracing against the shuddering boat. Stuck in Fossé? She’d assumed Windy was taking them to safety, somewhere outside this godforsaken town. “Stay here? You want us to⁠—”

      “I have a place you can stay dry, tough enough to weather the hurricane. There are provisions there, food, water, blankets. Do you like card games?” She glanced back and her profile was sharp, almost bird-like, haloed with the flashlight she was aiming out at the water. “Might be boring, but we’ll make it until the storm lets up, and once the water recedes some, we can use the boat if we have to—if it hasn’t blown away.” She shrugged. “We’ll make do. Got enough provisions to last a month.”

      Victoria’s belly rumbled around the granola. Her mouth watered. A month in a shelter was doable, but assistance would surely come—the Coast Guard, the National Guard—well before that time. Cool rain pattered against her hair and soothed her skinned knees. “What about first aid?”

      Windy’s shoulders tensed, just a little. “Yeah, I wasn’t expecting to use the shelter so soon, so I don’t have everything, but at least I’ve got bandages and stuff. That’ll get you by, right?”

      “Where exactly is this shelter?” Chad asked, and his voice sounded shaky too, but that might have been the strain of trying to be heard. The boat vibrated with the jittering of the engine and the rippling waves.

      “Next town up, but it’ll take a while in this old girl.” Windy patted the steering wheel like she was patting a dog. Tendrils of hair escaped from around the sides of her raincoat and plastered themselves to the outside of her green hood like curling brown vines. “We’ll have to go slow,” she said. “Sift through the wreckage, be extra careful so we don't capsize.”

      Capsize. Victoria opened her mouth to catch the rain on her tongue.

      The woman was still talking: “The chimneys can be hard to see even with the flashlight, and the higher the water gets…” The rest of her words were drowned out by a gust of wind that sent Victoria’s own dark curls slapping against the side of her face. Her eyes burned. “We’ll be there by dawn,” Windy said. “A few hours. Then I can refuel and go back out, see who else needs help.” She kept her gaze on the water in front of the boat, and Victoria peered that direction, at the subtle blue glow beneath the flashlight’s beam—the thin band of neon lights that illuminated the water directly in front of the craft. A hundred feet out, the world was completely and utterly black.

      “That’s awfully altruistic of you,” Chad said from the floor beside Victoria, and this time, Victoria turned to look more closely at him. His face was shrouded in shadow, but his mouth was tight and not in the way of someone frightened or embarrassed. He looked… suspicious, like he couldn’t believe anyone in their right mind would offer assistance to complete strangers. And though Victoria’s own face probably looked like that on the regular, she had never seen an expression like it on Chad’s. She squinted, and the play of light and shadow morphed his flesh, cheekbones remolding like a shapeshifter—she barely recognized him at all.

      Then Windy moved the flashlight and he was back. No more suspicion. Just exhaustion.

      This storm is messing with my brain. She usually prided herself on being the rational one, the pragmatic one. She just needed sleep. A real meal.

      And dry land.

      “So, you’ve been out here doing this alone, Windy?” Victoria asked. “It’s a pretty big job for one person. Dangerous too.”

      “Nah, my boyfriend is out here somewhere. We’ve collected quite the little community. I think… five people now?”

      Heat prickled the back of her neck, and she raised one hand to scratch at it. If Windy’s boyfriend was out here, that meant they had two boats—hopefully one would make it through the storm intact.

      Windy craned her neck to look back at them. “Can one of you take this flashlight, keep an eye open for houses—chimneys and stuff? Just holler if you see anything, and I’ll steer us through the debris.” Through the debris to safety on a little fishing boat in the middle of a lake that used to be a neighborhood. Only a thin membrane of fiberglass separated them from the sewage below. At least she couldn’t smell the pig shit anymore—little miracles.

      Victoria reached for the flashlight, but Windy stretched past Victoria’s open palm and handed the light to Chad. Victoria frowned as the world around her went dark. The water off to her right—Chad’s side—lit up in the flashlight’s beam.

      “Here.” Windy twisted forward once more, this time reaching around the wheel to grab something in front of the steering pedestal; something large and orange wedged near the floor. A five-gallon bucket. She hauled it out and rolled it in Victoria’s direction, and now Victoria could see the floor of the boat, see her feet sloshing in at least two inches of water, held back by the foot-high lip of fiberglass around the perimeter. Chad was sitting in it. Soaking in it. That better be from the rain. And the boat was rocking. Rocking. Rocking. Her stomach turned, the granola suddenly unhappy with the rolling waves and the burbling in her guts. She gagged and swallowed hard.

      “You okay?” Chad asked, eyes—and flashlight—still on the water.

      She smiled weakly, though no one was looking her way. “At least I’ll have a place to puke.” She nodded to the bucket.

      “I’d throw up over the side,” Windy said, her form shrouded in the raincoat, haloed in hazy green from the blue neons mixing with the jaundiced flashlight. “We’ll need the bucket.”

      “For what?”

      “Bailing.”

      Victoria was still staring at the water rising around her ankles when the deluge came, rain splattering like frying bacon, hissing and angry. Soon she could no longer see beyond the few feet in front of them. She bailed the water with frantic movements, muscles screaming, her hair sticking to the sides of her face, clothes plastered to her skin. Rain dribbled down the backs of her bare legs. Her scrapes stung. And her guts—it was like someone was trying to wring out her entire abdomen. She fasted when she traveled, but never like this. One hundred calories of granola going into day four was far too little. Acid etched holes in her lower esophagus, or felt like it, and just heaving the bucket to and fro was sapping the last of her energy.

      The sky lightened from pitch to a dreary gray, then faded to a murky white, the rain ebbing, then falling harder again. The horizon darkened to steel. Victoria collapsed onto the bench and anchored her calves against the vinyl, her knees aching—one was bleeding. She closed her eyes, pretending that she was back in Chicago, that she’d never moved down to Louisiana, that the closest she’d ever gotten to this lake of sewage was the pool where she’d practiced swimming every day. She’d thought it would make her less frightened of the water, but the moment she went in, every time, she’d felt Lake Michigan, frigid on her face, over her head, filling her chest, stealing her breath. Felt Phillip’s limp fingers clutched in hers. They’d thought they were going to swim away from their house. From their father. She should have known better.

      The engine sound died, and Victoria startled, the sudden absence of it hitting her ear like an air horn. She squinted through the driving rain at the greenish-brownish-gray of the water that stretched before them to nowhere. The boat knocked against something, almost tumbling her from her seat, her feet clambering for purchase on the slick floor in front of the chair. Shit, we’re going down, this is it, and she was five again, her brother on her back, and he was scrabbling, panicking, pushing her head down, down, down, under the frigid waves⁠—

      She sat straighter, staring past the hull of the boat.

      Land. Hills rose above the dark expanse of water, the thick brown surfaces pockmarked with sparse, scraggly trees.

      They’d made it.

      Thank god.
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      Victoria scrambled from the boat before Windy had finished securing the craft. Her feet slipped on the grass, boots sinking in the muck and squelching crudely—the sound was music to her ears. The landscape rose toward the sky, obscured by dark lines of storm along her left side, black and green. Tornado weather. Spindly pines leaned sickly toward the rising water. No cars, the water was too high for that, but every few feet near the shore a wooden post stood visible, with carved wooden caps sporting battered fleur-de-lis. Were they in someone’s backyard? A hairy lump of sodden gray fur floated past the post nearest her, the flesh bloated, tongue lolling from between pointed white teeth, and bumped against the shore near the boat. A cat, a dead cat—along with what might have been a used diaper. She winced.

      Windy was still working on the rope, Chad beside her now, leaning over to help her fish the end from the murky water. Victoria stumbled a few steps up the hill, but her legs were rubbery and the world around her suddenly seemed unstable, as if the hill itself was made of some gelatinous material that might give way at any moment. Below, Windy had finally finished tying the knot and stepped onto the grass, one corner of her mouth turned up. And then they were heading uphill. Victoria opened her mouth, ready to say something like “Thank you,” but Windy brushed by her without a word and strode up the slope.

      “Where is she going?” Chad muttered as he and Victoria fell into step behind her. The squelching of their shoes was barely audible now under the hissing from the sky.

      “Probably going to the shelter.” Duh. But when she followed Chad’s gaze, she saw no sign of a building, only the gentle slope of green grass, up, up, up, higher than any hill she’d seen in the time she’d lived down here. Beyond it, the horizon stretched, shimmering with rain and the misty film of early morning. There were lots of hills now that she was looking, though not all as sparsely treed as this—most were covered in pines and lower hanging oaks. Were they in a historic district? Shame to lose pieces of the past. But she didn’t see any houses in the filmy morning light. They might have been tucked inside the foliage.

      Chad shrugged, and when she turned to him his brow was furrowed, his gaze locked on Windy. But then he met her eyes and smiled. Calm. As always. She’d miss that dependability, the nice-guy quiet, the way he never said the things she—or anyone—didn’t want to hear. Chicken shit. But right now, she was glad of it; some discussions led to panic, and that was the last thing she needed.

      Victoria stretched her arms to the sky, muscles aching. Sleep. Food. A blanket. Maybe a bath, though she doubted she’d get that lucky.

      Thhhhhwwwaaaaattttch–Victoria jumped. Then a squeal. Windy stood at the top of the hill, her hand resting on a round door with an enormous hinge at ground level, the door so tall the top nearly reached her waist. The shadowed walls of a tunnel came into view, a dark hole sunk into the earth, a chain link ladder glinting dully in the meager light. A deep baritone laugh rumbled from below. Victoria’s heart accelerated, throbbing with the same biting pulse of the hunger in her guts.

      The shelter was below ground? She’d thought Windy had some concrete room on top of the hill, or a high-ground new construction, bricks and steel, complete with those fancy hurricane panels, but not… this. “This is the shelter?”

      Windy smiled. “It isn’t much, but there’s food, water. Enough for everyone.”

      The food won’t help us if we drown. “It’ll leak—we can’t climb down to get away from rising wat⁠—”

      “It’s an old military bunker, built to withstand bombs. It’ll be fine with a little water—or a lot. We’re above the waterline anyway.” She glanced into the tunnel. “You ready?”

      “But—”

      “Listen, I lost my family during hurricane Gabriel.” She leveled her steely eyes at Victoria. “They didn’t die from the hurricane winds, or in a storm surge—the tornadoes afterward took them out. When I was old enough, I used part of my inheritance to renovate this shelter, make it safe in case that happened again. And I’ve never been more glad I did it.” Her gaze had softened. “My house is gone. Everything I own is ruined. But I’m safe, right? I’m just trying to help you.”

      From the hole, that low voice drifted up again, grumbling like thunder below the hissing rain.

      Victoria looked back toward the shore—the flooding. They were high enough here that the water level shouldn’t submerge the top of the hatch, and if the walls were made of concrete, they should hold out even if the water rose. It’d be like a house with a leaky basement foundation—dewy walls but not over-the-head water, and if it did get too high, they could climb back up and sit on the hill.

      Windy raised an eyebrow. Come on, let’s go. Victoria’s feet were frozen to the ground, toes slippery inside her boots. Her eyes lit on Chad’s leg, the gash on his shin a finger-width rope of crusty black, bloody rainwater trickling down toward his ankle. But Chad stared toward the expanse of water beyond the left side of the hill, where blackness simmered off into oblivion. Here and there, a telephone pole stabbed from the waves like relics from a half-sunken city of Atlantis.

      Windy glanced at the water too. “Look, I know it’s weird, maybe? I mean, who uses a bomb shelter to escape a hurricane? But no matter how afraid of water you are, nothing is getting through those walls.”

      Victoria narrowed her eyes. Had she told this woman she was scared of drowning? From the hole in the ground, the murmur of voices rose and fell. Rainwater trickled down her face and into her ear, blotting out the noises of the storm. This is just another work adventure, another excavation. Like all the trips you took during graduate school, to distract yourself after Phillip took off. She was being ridiculous. Her motto had always been: The more treacherous the assignment, the better—the jungle, the mountains, everything except islands… or any kind of water. The room below was probably twice the size of the smaller underground dig sites she’d explored.

      “Hey, shut the door!” someone called, a deep voice, maybe the one that went with that baritone laugh. “Things are getting wet down here and not in a fun way!”

      Windy held the hatch door like a giant metal Frisbee against her hip. The entrance yawned like a gaping mouth ready to swallow them. “Listen, you can wait up top until you make up your mind, but the door needs to stay closed, okay? And I’m running out of time to find anyone else.”

      Chad stepped toward the hole. “You coming?” he said over his shoulder, but he didn’t turn to face Victoria. His hand was on the hatch now. Touching Windy’s fingers.

      What am I doing? Everyone below was laughing. Joking the way she and Phillip used to when their parents were fighting, keeping each other distracted—and safe. And suddenly, she could hear Phillip’s voice in her head: Get down that ladder, dumbass. Phillip had always been the one to say things she didn’t want to accept—unlike her husband—and sometimes she needed to hear those things. Sometimes she needed actual advice.

      Chad’s feet were already on the ladder, the thing hanging from two silver bolts that did not look strong enough to hold it, his fingers clasped on the top lip of the hatch. His shoulders bobbed ever so slightly as if he were having trouble getting his footing. Now or never. Victoria squared her shoulders and watched him descend into the darkness, then started forward.

      “Wait a sec.” Windy held out her hand, and Victoria froze: a knife, curved blade just larger than her palm, the top edge glistening sharply in the meager light. The blade was aimed at her belly.

      She’s going to stab me⁠—

      Then in one motion, Windy slid the blade into a leather case and flipped it, extending the handle to Victoria. Its weight was comforting in her palm, like the knife she’d carried on an archeological dig in Brazil—though she’d used it for guava instead of self-defense. But she had stabbed a man in India, slashed him across the abdomen with a trowel of all things when he tried to take her wallet. Cut him deeper than she’d intended—far deeper. Victoria slipped the weapon through the belt loops in the back of her shorts, beneath her T-shirt, as Windy said: “You might need it. There’s Spam and stuff down there, but no plastic knives.”

      Victoria took a deep breath and followed Chad down into the darkness, one step, then another, the flimsy ladder wiggling every time Chad moved. She looked up once more at the circle of gray sky… and Windy’s face smiling down at her. And then Windy shifted backward, and the hatch turned the disk of sky above to a gibbous moon of gray, then to a crescent, a sliver. Then the gray vanished altogether, plunging the tunnel into darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          WINDY

        

      

    

    
      Windy stood in the sudden silence, feeling the gentle smattering of rain on her face like the mist after a sneeze. Warm, almost oily. Was it weird, thinking of it that way? Maybe. She’d never been the smartest, but at least she’d asked the questions. Was still asking them.

      Precocious. Dad had loved that about her.

      She appraised the thick murk of the shoreline, then the fenceposts that marked the border of her property, not that she needed them—the next neighbor was usually over thirty acres off, and even farther now. The world was soaked in a stillness that leaked into her soul. Had she forgotten anything? No. She’d made lists, and she’d checked every box. Was this the right thing to do? Of course it was. But the tension between her shoulder blades would not relent.

      The sky grumbled at her, the storm just spinning above them, dumping massive amounts of water instead of moving on. “If you want to see the sunshine, you have to weather the storm.” Her voice vanished beneath the mounting agitation from the clouds. Her father used to say that, and never had it felt more appropriate, more prophetic, than when she was watching him die.

      But weathering a storm led to epiphany, if you were strong enough to act. Strong enough to let the pain flow from you like a raging river over a waterfall, the angst flinging itself into the atmosphere on each droplet of mist. No matter what you believed yourself to be, crisis had a way of rearranging your psyche. It made good people do bad things.

      Her gaze dropped to the surface of the hatch, smooth and dusky green, more like a scuttle hatch than a bunker door. Her father had been in the Navy—she used to love visiting the docks with him, climbing down those round tubes into the bowels of the ship, the passages a human ant farm crafted of metal. The hatch door, all of it, was an ode to him. Even this plot of land—though neglected until recently—had belonged to their family for over fifty years. Her Dad’s blood and sweat and tears were here as much as hers were, which made what she was doing all the more cathartic.

      She’d asked the hard questions, decades of questions. Hopefully she’d finally get the answers.

      Windy kissed her fingertips and bent to press them against the sick-looking metal. So cold. The sandpaper grain of the door ground against her fingernails, the hissing rain shh-ing against her eardrums, and a memory—her brother’s bloody lips, his bloody teeth—flashed in her brain, then dispersed into a million tiny droplets of mist—unrecognizable. Above, the charcoal clouds that had skirted the horizon as she’d maneuvered the old fishing boat toward the bunker had turned darker. Threatening.

      This is my last chance. It was a pessimistic-downer thing to think, but that didn’t mean she was wrong.

      Windy closed her eyes against the weeping heavens. Victoria had the knife; the others were anything but trustworthy, but they wouldn’t break Victoria. She was a survivor, a winner. The rain dripped over her lips and onto her teeth like tears.

      Windy pulled out her keys, the brash sound tinkling through the air above the growling sky. Chose one. And slid it home.
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