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Dedication

To my patient and loving husband, John,—thank you for your endless encouragement and love. To my mom, who read every book and believed in every story. To my muse, Rowdy (RIP), whose spirit lives on in these pages as Max. And to Cash, my feline office helper, taken from me far too soon—and to Sassy, who stepped into big paws with an even bigger heart.

Thank you all for walking this journey with me.

Not everyone is safe

from the trouble that stirs.

An unseen storm is building,

infecting thousands with madness.

It is stronger than the sea,

a force silent and patient,

waiting in the wake of the first apocalypse.

This is where the devil lies in wait.

The infection has begun.

Millions are already dead.

Electricity is gone.

Water is gone.

The utility lines—shattered.

The food chains—broken.

Factories, fields, farms—silent.

Cities have turned lawless.

If you want to stay,

if you want to survive,

you must fight.

The world belongs to the fiercest now.

Who will endure the next apocalypse?
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PROLOGUE
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Black fingers, knobby with thorns, slithered methodically through the darkness, silent as wind whispering through aspen treetops. Her breath was smothered beneath a cacophony of frenzied screams, each one vibrating through her bones, making the fine hairs in her ears tremble. She tried to run, but something held her captive—something thicker, stronger, more insidious than the demons reaching for her. As one cry ceased, another sound chiseled through the depths of her nightmare, commanding her to see. A dark figure began to take shape, shifting, twisting—until it was human.

A sickening dread clawed up her spine. His irises burned with flickering flame, molten and hungry. The air thickened, pressing against her lungs. Her pulse pounded as he reached for her—

Thump.

The sound wrenched her awake.

Her heart hammered in response.

Riley Collins slid her hand beneath the pillow, fingers curling around her service pistol. Was the noise real? Or had it bled from the nightmare? Through the deafening throb of her pulse, she heard it again.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Her sleep-hazed mind cleared, sharpening into a cold, fear-laced clarity. She was alone in the house.

For days, paranoia had poisoned her nights, an eerie knowingness wrapping around her like a noose. Last week, she had slapped a well-earned restraining order on her husband, Mark. The brutal attacks, the near-death encounter—it had all led to that piece of paper. But paper meant nothing to a man like Mark. Pompous. Lawless. And utterly remorseless.

The order had forced him out of their home, but it hadn’t granted her safety. Not really. Mark did what he wanted. Rules were for people who feared consequences, and Mark feared nothing.

Now, she was wondering if he had bypassed the new code for the alarm system? Was he in the house now?

She imagined him elsewhere, sprawled out in some dimly lit club, a flirtatious young woman draped over his lap, hoping he was as wealthy as he looked, her too-tight skirt riding higher with every sip of expensive liquor Mark could not afford. Women had always been Mark’s distraction, his weakness. But was lust enough to keep him away or would revenge prevail?

Riley swallowed hard, focusing on the silence. Mark was a manipulator, a strategist. If he wanted her dead, he wouldn’t risk doing it himself. No—he’d send someone else and he would demand some morbid proof of death. She’d found out too much about him, making her a liability. A dangerous one.

A sudden gust of wind stirred outside, scraping an elm branch against the house. He had promised to have the tree trimmed months ago. Another broken promise. Another empty lie.

The room hushed, heavy with unnatural stillness.

Then—

Thump.

Riley’s gaze snapped to the nightstand, searching for her phone. The streetlights outside painted blue-tinted shadows that swayed and twisted across the wall like specters. The clock read just past midnight.

Only the wind, her inner voice whispered.

She wasn’t convinced.

The house settled, creaking softly.

But houses don’t breathe.

Houses don’t wait.

The alarm remained silent. No triggered sensors. No broken glass.

She strained to listen, her ears searching for the familiar groan of the floorboard outside her bedroom door. It always betrayed movement. Always.

Nothing.

Then—a whisper-soft click.

The doorknob.

Her breath hitched. The hairs on her arms stood on end. Someone was there. Someone who knew exactly where to step and not step.

Riley laid her finger on the trigger. No hesitations. No mistakes.

A creak.

A pause.

Then—the door buckled.

The wood splintered, crackling as the second blow struck. A painting crashed to the floor. The hinges strained—

The door imploded inward.

Wood. Metal. Shards flying.

Riley staggered, her phone slipping from her grasp, skidding across the floor. She regained her footing, pivoting fast, gun raised. The figure stepped forward, swallowed in shadows, his silhouette distorted by the dim light filtering through the doorway.

Tall. Broad shoulders. Hot cinders brimmed the irises in his eyes.

Her hands quivered.

No time to think. No time to question.

She pulled the trigger.

The shot cracked through the air, the scent of gunpowder rising instantly.

But he didn’t fall.

Instead, he lunged.

Fingers, searing like fire, clamped around her arm. A scream ripped from her throat—

Then—

Riley’s eyes shot open, her body convulsing as she gasped for air.

Sweat drenched her, her tank top clinging to her skin. Her breath came in sharp, erratic bursts. The sheets were tangled around her legs. Her pulse pounded so loudly it seemed to rattle the walls.

She forced herself upright, her gaze darting toward the door.

No one.

Just shadows shifting in the moonlight.

Her fingers shot under the pillow, expecting cold metal. Finding nothing but fabric and air.

The pistol was gone.

Dread slid its fingers around her throat.

She slipped from the bed and stepped to the window, parting the curtain just enough to let a sliver of moonlight bleed in. The wind stirred again. The elm branch tapped lightly against the eaves.

A feeling of trepidation swelled inside her, thick and suffocating.

Her phone vibrated.

She whipped her head toward the floor. The screen illuminated, her brother’s name flashing.

Not a dream.

Her pulse spiked.

She snatched the phone. “Eric.”

“Riley?” His voice carried an urgency that chilled her deeper.

“Someone was here. In my room.”

“Get out. Go to Jackson’s. Get in your truck and go. Now. I have a bad feeling.”

She swallowed the rising fear, scanning the room. And then, she saw it.

Her gun.

Sitting neatly on the chair.

The barrel aimed directly at her bed.

Ice spread through her veins.

“He was watching me sleep.”

“Call 911 and get the hell out of there,” Eric demanded.

She barely heard him, her focus locked on the chilling realization that both locks had been undone. Without waking her.

Impossible.

“I have a bad feeling too,” she whispered, staring at the door, half-expecting it to move. “Something’s wrong.”

“Riley, keep the phone on. Get out.”

“I’m leaving.”

The connection dropped, her heart pounded in her ears as she moved the phone into her pocket and grabbed her gun. The magazine slid out. Never would she have left that loose, but someone was clearly messing with her.

The magazine was empty.

Her stomach twisted. The intruder had left her with a single bullet.

No more hesitations.

She grabbed the packed bag from the closet, threw on jeans and shoes, and snatched her keys. One last glance at the clock. Just past eleven.

She ran from the house, the door swinging open behind her.

She didn’t look back.
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PART ONE

The Beginning
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1

It was almost midnight when Riley passed through the gate, toward the walkway leading down a row of office buildings toward her truck. The keys softly jingling in her fingers was the only sound heard in the uncanny soundlessness of the night. The city, ordinarily bustling day and night, lay silent. The wires overhead that typically trapped electricity and phone conversations and usually buzzed like a stampede of honeybees went eerily quiet.

Too quiet, Riley thought, looking past the soft luminosity of outdoor lights to the full moon that looked fuller than usual. The globe showered a lucent amber glow, lighting the area where she stood. 

Though far away, the distant moon created a filtered guiding light. Dark cumulus clouds moving fast threatened to cloak the moon’s glimmer with an unexpected storm. From experience, she knew animals and people reacted to a full moon, and tonight, she chose not to stick around to watch the freak show. She’d overheard a talk show host talking about the coming of this moon. 

This amber Moon would catch the interest of photographers, lookie-loos, and lunatics from all over.

She paused to study the bright opaque golden-coated moon as if drawn to it. Her troubles were somehow forgotten in those seconds as a heavy pulling sensation fell upon her. Seconds passed and possibly even minutes. Her feet and body fell heavy, making it difficult to even move a finger. 

A distant sound filtered through the cloak of stagnant silence. Riley felt a release and then was gently pushed forward as she started into a quick walk again. 

“That was weird,” she whispered. She brushed the sensation off, blaming her already shattered nerves. 

Then something exploded a few streets down, shaking the ground under her feet. Slowly, the sounds of the city climaxed to a deafening roar. 

Riley stopped mid-stride. This time trying to separate the sounds and purpose of what she’d just felt. She searched past the buildings waiting to see flames from the explosion. Sirens from emergency vehicles and distant cars pierced the chatter beginning to consume the silence. Overhead, lights flickered and then shut off. The city parking lot had just gone dark. Another smaller explosion caused the ground to tremble under her feet.

“What the...?” she strained to block out the noise, holding her hands over her ears.

Darkness engulfed her. The blackened parking lot became a hiding place for a different kind of danger. The threat was not from her husband this time but from something far more powerful. Whatever or whoever it was she could feel its strength.

An increase in urgency to get on the road raced through her. A fire, a gas leak, whatever shut down the power to this part of the city caused her to pick up her pace. 

She needed to go. Now. 

Multiple sirens began to hum.

The sound of more sirens signaled in the distance, and the air went static, prickling her senses. The smell of smoke united with the warm air where dark gray thick clouds stretched across both sides of the moon, now promising rain. 

Why should any part of my escape go smoothly? Her voice screamed in her head.

“Weather and blackouts included,” she said softly. “Drunk must have hit a transformer.” That would explain the explosion and blackout. After all, it was Friday night and a full moon. Animals weren’t the only ones affected. Tonight, especially this late,  crazies would be out and about. 

Riley pulled out her cell and dialed the office number. “Had to be a transformer.”

All she got was, “your call cannot be completed at this time.” 

Eric’s voice screamed in her head. Hurry! Stop messing around before he kills you. Get in your truck and get out! 

Hearing muffled but excited voices, she cradled her phone and withdrew her gun from her waistband holster. 

A family of three was rapidly walking toward a block of cars. The child had to run to keep up with her mother’s pace. Even at this distance, she recognized Tim Hunt. He had made media headlines all year as he campaigned to run for attorney general. 

Where the hell is your security? The voice in her head far too active tonight. 

The lack of safety seemed odd this late at night. While Tim fumbled for his keys, his wife pulled their daughter close. 

“Hurry, Tim,” she urged him with a nervous whisper of a tone. “It’s not safe out here.”

Something was wrong. Very wrong. Riley thought as she watched the family. 

More sirens blasted through the night. 

She watched as Tim turned, startled. 

Riley took a few steps towards them when several others appeared opposite the parking area. They’d come from an alley. This pack of no-gooders walked with intent and she sensed terrible things was about to happen. A wealthy politician in a desolate parking lot without security was a recipe for robbery. Maybe even murder. 

Without forethought, she pulled her .40 in closer. She took comfort in knowing her this wasn’t her only weapon. A smaller .27 was strapped to her leg underneath her jeans. 

Protection, not paranoia. She was an officer of the law, making her more than legal to carry.

She slipped between two office buildings, unseen. 

The atmosphere held a sinister mood as dark as the clouds that hung on all sides of the amber moon. Liquid light splashed down, revealing the intentions of the human rebel wolves surrounding their prey. Tim Hunt and his family were in grave danger. His daughter, no more than seven years old, pulled on her baby blue sweater, drawing the material close to her lips.

A blanket of sweat covered Riley’s skin, not from the humid atmosphere but from jarring nerves shaking her 

from the inside out. The absence of the humming electricity shooting through the power lines purred a strange silence even under the whining of sirens. She stepped into the parking lot at night over a thousand times through the years and was constantly vigilant about safety. Oddly, she was sure Tim had also. 

Tonight was different though.

“Not good,” she tried the office number again, getting the same message. 911 was the same. If she turned back now, they might see her. If she went forward, she might die. Tim and his family would die.

Just minutes ago, before midnight, she handed in her badge to Jackson, and he signed her transfer papers with a heavy heart. The only way she would be safe was to run. Riley prepared to escape to Arizona and live under the protection of her twin brother. They were better together. Here she had no one. 

Get on the road now. Get out of the city fast. 

“There’s only one of you and more than ten of them,” she whispered, adrenaline pumping through her body. She tried the phone again. The office was at least a hundred yards from where she stood. She’d be seen if she walked away now.

In the distance, a single distant strand of lightning exploded in the night sky. The weather forecast for the week had claimed clear skies. Mother Nature or some other unexpected force had a change of plans and threatened to unleash its fury. Now, one hell of a storm brewed above, threatening the city below. Something more than rain gathered overhead. A cataclysmic, catastrophic change promised to rear an ugly head.

Riley was close enough to the family that she heard Tim say, “I have a car.” Money fell from his wallet onto the ground. He shoved the keys at one man. “You don’t understand! Something terrible is happening all over the city.”

Something terrible is happening all over the city! Tim’s words hung in her mind. What was he talking about? 

There were smirks and chuckles as more of the pack stepped out of the alley. Tim, his family, and soon Riley would have nowhere to go. Had Tim been packing a gun, he would have pulled it out by now. In the distance, she caught flashes of emergency lights bouncing off buildings. 

A short strand of silence fell. Then she heard one pack member say as he pointed his gun at Tim, “I’ll take the keys, the woman, and the kid. I don’t need you.” 

Riley pressed into the wall melting into the shadows. A soft glow from the moon reflected on Tim’s face, doing nothing for the tailored business suit that must have cost thousands of dollars. Tim’s wife stood behind him, using his body as a shield to hide behind. They clung near the black Mercedes, hoping for a second to escape. There would be none. 

The cargo light shone dimly on the suitcases sitting on the cement. The pack did not want the family’s belongings or their money. 

They wanted so much more.

The little girl turned in Riley’s direction. The girl’s lips moved, but her voice was heard only in Riley’s mind. 

“Help us, Riley?” the little girl whispered.

Riley blinked, trying to clear her mind. Through the shadows, she saw the girl’s ashen face. Riley felt her fear. Long locks of twisted hair framed her doll-like face. Interlocked arms around her mother’s thighs tightened. Her mother pulled her inward. The mother would die to save her child.

“Please, help us.” The girl’s crisp words entered Riley’s head, making the hairs on the back of her neck rise.

Impossible! she thought.

It was the man who stepped from the shadows whose energy alone forced Riley’s attention from the girl to him. Tall and broad, he appeared to walk through the darkness. His pack parted as he approached, leaning against the front of the car as a king would his throne. Shadows cloaked his features, and his face was hidden by the hooded jacket, creating obscurities under the amber light. The man, a reaper minus the horse, held the black air surrounding him with Satan’s confidence. Beneath the shadow cast on his face, Riley recognized the rim of fire around his eyes from her dream.

I’ve seen you already tonight, she thought, wondering if maybe she was still dreaming. 

Yes, you have, he said only to be heard in her mind.

The leader moved toward the family, his gun aimed at Tim’s heart. Slowly, Riley reached down and withdrew her forty. She was going to need both weapons. More of the pack. Then the moon disappeared, and it started to rain.

Dread washed over Riley.

He could hear her thoughts.

With her index fingers still resting on the sides of her guns, she anticipated the situation to get ugly. The family tried to buy time, but it worsened the situation.  

Something terrible is happening!

Yes, it is. Watch. His voice, his chuckle. 

Another explosion, this time she could see the burst of flame and smoke. The screams of unseen faces trickled into the air from where they stood. 

“Who are you?” she whispered, and he turned. The leader stared at the space in which she had taken. 

Riley stepped out of the shadows into the darkening light. 

“Leave them alone,” she yelled.

“She’s here,” the tall man said. His tone was even and low.

For a heartbeat, Riley thought of her brother Eric, who expected her arrival twelve hours from now. She had a feeling she was going to be late. Not knowing it, she had advanced and now stood a few feet from Tim and his family.  

Unwarranted gunfire sliced the calamity of chaos. Riley ducked but a stray bullet struck her, burning the flesh in her shoulder. Several of the pack had lifted and fired their weapons at random in a show of excitement, but the alpha male barked out orders, commanding his dogs to stand down. 

The slow drizzle of rain increased. Puddles were building throughout the parking lot. 

“Get out of here!” she yelled at Tim, trying to steady her feet.

The leader advanced after another bullet blasted from the alleyway, grazing her right side. The pain was excruciating as she fell backward. Blue fire-rimmed eyes glistened through the darkness, following her movements. 

“I... said... stop!” their leader shouted so loud his voice trembled. 

A silent rage grow inside Riley as the gang rallied, shifting into a fevered wait. They wanted blood. Her blood. If she retaliated now, they would kill the family.

Wounded, she fell to the ground, bleeding but keeping hold of both guns. With an unsteady aim, she stared at the reassembled pack. To the left, Tim’s wife sobbed while pulling their daughter in close, wrapping her arms around the girl’s body, and pressing her face into her hair. 

Wet strands of hair fell in front of Riley’s eyes, making it hard to see. Her blood pooled on the ground under her feet, dammed by an overflow of water. She waited. The pack wasn’t done terrorizing yet. 

Struggling, Tim reached Riley and grasped her by the wrist, jerking her to her feet. 

“Run!” Riley said with urgency. 

Tim hesitated. 

Then with sudden desperation,  lept toward his wife. However, he was too late to save either of them. A pop sounded in the air. Puffs of red liquid exploded from his wife’s chest, painting her fancy white coat red. Through the dim light, the woman’s face contorted in pain. She held to her daughter until she fell backward. The little girl, covered in her mother’s lifeblood, let out a bloodcurdling scream. 

Riley squeezed the trigger dropping the woman’s executioner in one shot. The bullet cut through bone and flesh, exploding the evil buried inside his heart. The dying was barely down on the ground before another pack member grabbed the little girl and started to run. 

Riley put her sight on the kidnapper’s knee and tapped the trigger, catapulting him and the girl to the ground. The impact of the fall set the girl free. Locked and loaded, she captured a surge of strength, delaying death for another time.

Another shot blasted her thigh, causing her to buckle backward. She saw Tim Hunt race after his daughter. The tips of guns shot flame as bullets shredded through the air, catapulting Tim into the air like a ragdoll. The expensive 

suit ripped as he landed on his side. The impact broke his watch free as dead weight impacted the cement. A gold Rolex skipped across the pavement stopping inches from the ringleader’s feet. The girl ran toward the streets through the walkways between buildings alone.

Rain pelted Riley’s face as an army of footsteps pushed her way, and for a heartbeat, she wondered where Jackson was. A burst of power poured from her as she rolled over and fired, but the next enemy bullet broke her wrist, causing her to drop the nine.

Numbness washed over her, a sense of failing consciousness. As blood seeped from her wounds, her forty slipped from her other hand. The metal clanged on the cement as she fought and lost. 

Promise me you’ll leave tonight, her brother said in her mind.

I promise.

Through a heavy downpour, a child’s voice broke through the storm, “Riley, get up!”

A crack of thunder roared overhead. The faint outline of the hooded man loomed over her. “He told me this would be easy,” he chuckled. “You’re more spirited than I thought. This might be fun to finish this later.” He kicked her in the ribs. She never felt the breaking of her bones because the world went black. The rain stopped, and the darkness took her.

2

Riley & Max 

Months later

Riley kept to the shoulder of the road, one hand gripping the strap of her backpack, the other curled around her pistol. She moved with quiet purpose down the hillside, toward the abandoned town that clung to the ruins of Highway 101. She didn’t expect anything to be different from her last run for supplies—yet, in this new world, certainty was as extinct as peace.

The silence didn’t bother her. Nothing did anymore. Not the eerie stillness, not the dreams that were slowly fading into the fog of her trauma, not even the scars from that night in the parking lot—scars that marked her survival in raised, pale lines.

Trailing behind her was a gray tabby with too much attitude and a strangely human awareness. She had found him as a kitten and named him Max, after Mad Max himself—an appropriate namesake in these savage times. He’d grown into a loyal shadow, never straying far. Now, he padded through the wet grass, his eyes ever watchful, as if he too understood the danger that lurked behind every whisper of wind.

The remnants of last night’s rain clung to the earth, thick and musky in the morning air. It mingled with the scent of decay and old dreams. Despite the eerie calm, Riley felt a strange mixture of restlessness and clarity. The car that had carried her into this off-the-grid coastal ghost town had died long ago. She’d squatted in the same crumbling house for nearly nine months, but the time had come to move on.

It was time to find her brother.

The memories of what had happened the night she tried to leave the city had taken months to return. Shot a 

handful of times and left for dead, it was a miracle she survived. Someone had dragged her to a hospital. She didn’t know who. Didn’t know why. She had woken in a haze of stitches and IV drips, pain slicing through her like a knife every time she breathed.

At first, her mind refused to remember the horror—the blackout across the city, the brutal execution of an innocent family in that parking lot, and the chaos that followed.

But then came the dreams. Night after night, flashes of her husband Mark’s rage, of blood, of gunshots, of her own broken body. Her escape from him had marked the beginning of something worse—something far more terrifying than one man’s wrath.

She had walked out of that hospital not as a victim, but as a survivor. And survival in this world demanded more than just luck. It required resolve.

She remembered the chaos when the hospital fell—rage-fueled maniacs tearing through the halls, their sickness unknown, their hunger unnatural. People once infected by something that was far beyond a virus. Like rabid beasts, they devoured the weak. Riley, wearing only a blood-slick hospital gown and sheer willpower, ran.

Shivering, barefoot, exposed, she’d made it two blocks before spotting an old thrift store with its door hanging open. Desperate for warmth, she stepped inside and found the dead—two women and a child, their corpses melted into the floor like wax. She didn’t smell them at first. The cold had numbed her, both body and senses.

But then, she did.

She’d buried her face in a shirt from the rack, used it to cover them, then scavenged quickly—water, snacks, a jacket. No weapons. No way to defend herself. Still, she’d found a Dodge Neon in the parking lot with keys in the ignition and half a tank of gas. She'd driven away with trembling hands and a disheartened thirst for life, following the coastline south in search of safety.

The towns she passed were hollow shells of civilization. Streets littered with debris, cars left like abandoned coffins, blood splattered and dried like forgotten graffiti. Each one felt like a warning left behind by those who had died screaming.

When the Neon died, she found an Oldsmobile in a hotel lot. It started on the first try, its keys still swinging from the ignition. She’d whispered a prayer over the body tangled in the front bumper, moved it aside, and threw up. But she kept going.

Every day was a test of courage. Every hour, a reminder of what she had lost—and what she might still find. Her brother Eric. He was out there. He had to be.

She knew the route. Prescott, Arizona. That’s where they had planned to go the night the world changed. It was where she would go now.

But first, she needed a new vehicle. Something sturdy. Something that could take the beating these shattered roads would give.

A rusted SUV loomed ahead, its corpse-like driver hanging halfway out the window, bones bleached by sun and time. Riley’s stomach clenched. 

The grotesque stillness of death was everywhere, and yet, it still had the power to unsettle her.

“Death.” she murmured, barely above a whisper. “Nothing but death. Maybe it is the end of the world.”

Then—something caught her eye. A glint. Metal. Buried just off the road beneath a pile of wet leaves. She brushed them away with her boot, revealing part of a rusted sign. The word “cranberry” peeked through.

“Thanks, Mom,” she whispered, a smile ghosting across her lips at the memory of holiday dinners and her mom’s sweet but perfect canned cranberry sauce.

She followed the overgrown path to a farmhouse, its facade twisted and uncanny—like the house from Amityville. The windows, angled like eyes, watched her. The porch groaned as she stepped on it, the front door ajar like a breath caught in the throat.

“Seriously, what were you people thinking when you built this?” she muttered.

Inside, silence reigned. Then came the sound—a low, haunting hum echoing from somewhere deep within. Her pulse quickened. She pulled her bandana over her face, heart pounding.

Sunlight tore through the shadows as she ripped down a curtain, dust exploding into the air like ghosts stirred from slumber. In the light, the house was a tomb—old ranch furniture, coastal black mold creeping like veins across the walls, memories rotting in the corners.

Then she saw them. Footprints.

Two sets. One large, one smaller. Fresh.

The kitchen was ransacked, the cupboards empty. A bag of dog food shifted. Then—chaos. Rats burst from a tear in the sack, squealing, scattering, vanishing. Riley jumped, then laughed. A dry, humorless chuckle that reminded her she was still alive.

“Messy little thieves.”

She moved through the house, scavenging. A jacket. Some cash. A shotgun lying at the base of the stairs, waiting like it had been left for her. She hesitated, then picked it up, making her way out the back door.

Outside, the air shifted. A single crow shrieked. Then a hundred more joined, blackening the sky. They landed on the roof, the power lines, the trees—watching.

Riley stared at the outbuildings behind the house, her grip tightening around the shotgun.

3

Utah & Megan

No more than twelve years old, the girl wrapped her long, thin fingers around the small human bundle, hugging life close to her chest for warmth. Unfamiliar sounds stirred the dark, making her shudder—then came a scary stillness. Beneath her trembling hand, the dirty blanket shifted, rising and falling with the smooth rhythms of breath. Utah closed her eyes, listening to the storm rage outside.

Thunder rolled across the heavens, deep and angry, and ended with a crack of lightning that slapped the sky, shaking the walls of the old school. She held her breath, waiting, predicting the next strike. Counting the seconds, she estimated its distance.

The storm was hunting tonight, seeking revenge. But here in the shadows, Utah and her baby sister remained safe—for now. Her thin body shivered from the biting cold, but she forced herself to stop, clamping her jaw tight. She couldn’t wake her sister. Slowly, carefully, Utah pulled the blanket’s edge closer, wrapping them tighter, as if to trap every last whisper of warmth within its folds.

“Utah, where is your sister?”

The voice came suddenly. Hollow. Close—then far away. Her mother’s words drifted through unseen cracks, slipping into the empty gymnasium, bouncing across walls before curling back toward her like an echo.

“Utah, go find your sister.”

“I have her, Mama. She’s with me,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Silence answered. Only the rain remained, hammering against the weathered roof in a relentless downpour.

Blackness should terrify a child. It could hide anything—shadows, beasts, the unknown. But Utah faced its wicked deception with a courage she didn’t feel. She had to.

The last candle sputtered, then died, plunging them into a deceptive darkness. The pitch-black room lent no comfort to Utah. The calamity of light and dark grew into a cruel punishment. Creatures created themselves and played in Utah’s mind. The abyss of the gym added to ugly details she could not see but could imagine. She guessed the monsters to be as giant as the ceiling and others to be small and wickedly fast. They crept, crawled, and slithered through the room toward them, intending trickery and slippery as a snake. Utah caught a wisp of air as the monsters slipped past her. She squeezed her eyes shut, forcing the images from her mind.

“There’s nothing there, Utah. See!” Her mother opened the closet door, exposing a hole that held the beasts hostage waiting for the eldest human to disappear. Standing with one hand on her hip, she gave her daughter a reassuring smile. Utah opened her eyes wider, trying to see through the obscurity of the building’s walls.

“I can see them. Why can’t you?” Utah cried as her mom hugged her and stroked her long hair with gentle fingers.

Living in extreme fright long before witnessing death, Utah feared the creepy beasts not so long ago. They had revealed themselves at nightfall and only after her mother said goodnight. Utah knew back then that neither she nor her sister Megan would survive to see adulthood unless the monster living with them, their stepfather, Steven, left this world. They suffered worse abuse from him on days their mother worked long hours at the hospital. He hurt them, belittled them, and grabbed them, striking them if they made too much noise. Steven had even touched Utah in ways she knew felt wrong, but she had kept that secret. Utah’s adolescence churned like a raging river, and as often as she played it out in her mind, the result remained the same.

The day Steven killed their mother, he ripped the leg off a kitchen chair and brought it crashing down on her head. His reason? Mama had been late coming home from the store, and his rage boiled over. Utah and Megan had been with her that day. And Mama’s delay—her fatal delay—couldn’t have been more justified.

It started in the checkout line, when something unhinged the world.

“Sixty-nine dollars,” the clerk muttered to a customer, his voice flat and mechanical.

A chirp from the loudspeaker hummed overhead, blending with the low buzz of the store.

“That’s highway robbery!” the man erupted. “What the hell did I buy that cost that much?”

Utah remembered him—his voice, his anger, the strange way it lingered in the air like smoke. She remembered the gnawing unease curling in her gut.

The man reached into his pocket to pay, but instead of calm, his fury exploded. He withdrew a crumpled wad of cash and hurled it at the clerk.

Bills scattered everywhere—more money than Utah’s mama would ever see in her lifetime.

“I’ve got three bags here!” he shouted, his face red with rage.

The checker stood frozen, his voice faltering. “You—you put them in your basket, mister. I didn’t. I don’t make the prices!”

“You may not set the prices, buddy, but by the look on your face, you don’t give a damn!”

The man’s sweaty hair darkened to an oily sheen as his breathing turned jagged. Mama must have sensed it too—some terrible, invisible shift. Her expression tightened, her eyes darting to Utah and Megan.

Suddenly, Mama yanked them away, pulling them toward an end cap. She crouched low, hiding them behind rows of Snickers bars. She could smell the chocolate and the peanuts. 

“Stay quiet,” she whispered, her voice trembling.

From their hiding place, Utah could still see. Everything.

The man’s hand disappeared under his sweatshirt. When it reemerged, it held a knife.

Chaos detonated.

Shouting erupted, sharp and primal. Jerky, candy, and gum crashed to the floor as if the shelves themselves were screaming. Multiple voices rose—some in panic, others in anger, blending into a single, endless wail.

Utah watched, paralyzed, as men and women lunged toward the knife-wielding man. They crashed into him, bodies piling on like a frenzied wave. Through the chaos of hanging candy bars, she glimpsed flashes of motion: fists pounding, knees pinning, grunts of agony tearing through the air.

The atmosphere turned electric—charged with fear and violence.

“Let’s go!” Mama hissed, grabbing their hands.

Utah’s feet stumbled over each other as Mama pulled them forward, bypassing the cries of bleeding strangers. She didn’t stop. She didn’t look back. She just ran.

Utah felt her hand squeezed so tightly it hurt, her heart pounding against her ribs. For one sickening moment, she thought they’d fall, that the chaos would swallow them whole.

But they ran empty-handed—through the screaming, through the blood, through the storm they couldn’t see coming.

And when the store doors slammed shut behind them, Utah knew.

Something horrible had started that day. And it wasn’t over yet. 

For Utah, the entire chain of events felt more like a movie than real life. Those minutes at home slipped by too quickly, vanishing before she could catch her breath. If only she’d seen it coming—maybe, just maybe, she could’ve saved her mother.

“Where the fuck are the groceries, Amy?” Steven’s voice thundered through the house. His hands flailed wildly, his face twisted with rage. “Jesus, can’t you do anything right? I’m starving!”

He grabbed their mama, shoving her hard against the wall. The sickening crack of drywall giving way followed the thud of her body hitting it.

Utah didn’t hesitate. She always knew what to do when Mama and Steve fought. She grabbed Megan, and stuffed her into the hall closet.

“Don’t open this door until I come to get you. Understand?” Utah’s voice trembled as she spoke. Megan’s head bobbed in a frantic nod, her small body quaking. Tiny fingers clung to one of Mama’s old coats, holding on like it could shield her from the chaos outside.

Then everything went black. Utah didn’t want to remember what happened next—flashes of sound and feeling. A fist. A cry. Silence.

Beside her, Megan stirred, a soft whimper escaping her lips. Utah pulled her close, pressing the little girl’s fragile heartbeat against her own. It was all she could offer: the promise of safety, however fragile it might be. For now, Utah could still keep the monsters at bay.

Somewhere in the haze of exhaustion and fear, Utah’s eyes slipped shut. Swallowed by the cold, the hunger, and the suffocating darkness, the sisters held onto each other. They clung to the thin hope that morning would come—that they’d survive one more night.

4

The Shift

Jack Colton never pretended to be a social butterfly—least of all with women. He wasn’t looking for companionship, and he had no patience for those seeking a husband in times like these. There was too much at stake, too much to rebuild. His focus was sharp, his priorities clear.

He kept his circle tight, valuing family and close friends above all else. Every ounce of effort he poured into rebuilding their town—and others like it—was worth it. After ten years of military service, eight of which were spent in a special op’s unit, Jack returned home to a world in chaos. The Shift had torn apart everything people once called normal.

When violence erupted in the days that followed, Jack and his brother Ryan didn’t hesitate. They formed a paramilitary group with a single mission: stop the madness, reclaim what was left, and restore law and order. First for their community—then for anyone else who needed it.

Jack wasn’t just surviving. He was leading. And in a world that had fallen apart, leadership was a rare thing to find. At thirty-six years old, Jack’s social network and career, besides his family and the ranch, included a handpicked team of men and women with tactical skills. Skills that would aid in protection and self-defense if need be. As time passed, survivors heard of the Colton brothers and their achievements, making them people to be revered. Having regained control of smaller cities, highways, and ranches within a three-hundred-mile radius of Prescott, Prescott Valley gave people hope.

Word of Jack’s recovery efforts spread quickly, and his resolve inspired others to take action. Restoring order wasn’t just a goal—it was a necessity. The foundation of life itself had been shattered, and rebuilding it required grit, strategy, and leadership. Jack’s elite team of survivors, known as the Fighters, rose to the challenge.

Many believed the apocalypse was triggered by a series of full moons, others swore it had something to do with Friday the 13th, nothing more than a historical cultural belief taken way too far by social media and Hollywood activists. Jack dismissed it all as pure nonsense. Superstition was a distraction, and the world had far more pressing problems than celestial coincidences.

Still, something had been off as the new year began. People were angrier, tension simmered just beneath the surface, and the recession had left them drained—beaten down by stress, bureaucracy, and a growing sense of helplessness. When chaos erupted, society gave it a name: the Shift. It was fitting, after all—it had shifted the very fabric of the world. 

Jack didn’t waste time searching for reasons or dwelling on what couldn’t be changed. While others speculated, he acted. He led the Fighters with unflinching resolve, determined to restore law and stability to a world spiraling into madness.

Years ago, the Colton’s inherited their land from Jack’s father, Ben Colton, a legacy that included a sizeable, healthy herd of black Angus cattle. The ranch had always been a cornerstone of their family’s success, a profitable business that now fed much of the town.

In the months leading up to the Shift, Jack had pushed the ranch to new heights. He restructured their stock sales, steering the Colton’s toward billionaire status. But just two months later, the world turned upside down.

Now, in the aftermath of the Shift, Jack’s priorities had changed. He worked tirelessly alongside surviving ranchers to clean out Arizona feedlots, ensuring that families and local cities had access to healthy, reliable meat. The Colton’s became a vital lifeline, supplying beef to local markets and those in desperate need.

With the FDA gone, food safety standards had fallen apart, but Jack refused to compromise. He and the other ranchers insisted on proving that their beef remained safe and of the highest quality. Money was useless, progress barely crawled forward, and hunger pushed people to 

extremes—stealing, poaching, doing whatever it took to survive.

Jack saw the desperation and acted. Supplies were scarce for ranchers and townspeople alike, but he found solutions. By reviving the barter system, Jack ensured that the community and ranchers could trade what they had to get what they needed. For now, it worked.

Through it all, Jack remained steadfast—strong, pragmatic, and focused. While the rest of the world struggled to find its footing, he stood as a pillar of stability, leading by example and proving that survival didn’t have to mean sacrificing integrity.

Julianne Colton—Ben’s wife and Jack’s mother—had passed away in the first chaotic weeks of the Shift. Her loss left a deep scar on the family, but those who remained came together to survive: Jack and his younger brother Ryan, their sister Lynn, her husband Nick Roberts, their spirited 5-year-old daughter Lily, and Ben Colton, the family patriarch.

Despite the hardships, the Colton’s worked as a unit, each person playing a vital role in keeping the ranch and each other afloat. The main house became their shared refuge, a place of warmth and collaboration. Jack oversaw operations on the ranch, ensuring the cattle and feedlots remained secure and productive. Ryan, who often stayed in the bunkhouse, split his time between hands-on ranch work and serving as a lookout, ever vigilant for threats. Ben, determined as ever, kept watch from the barn apartment, reinforcing security and tending to the cattle he had raised with pride.

Lynn and Nick brought their own strengths to the family dynamic. Nick, a respected Phoenix surgeon, split his time between the city and the ranch. He treated patients wherever they were—sometimes traveling miles to save lives in a world where medical care had all but vanished. Lynn, steadfast and dependable, helped manage the day-to-day tasks of ranch life and the household, all while shouldering the often-tough role of raising Lily. The little girl, beautiful and full of life, gave the family a rare and much-needed sense of hope. Jack adored her and found that, even in the darkest of times, her laughter could brighten the room.

Everyone did their part. Meals were cooked together. Ranch tasks were shared. When someone needed help, the others stepped in without question. Whether it was fixing fences, tending cattle, or watching over Lily, no task was beneath anyone.

The Colton family wasn’t just surviving—they were thriving as a family. Their teamwork turned the ranch into a haven, a small pocket of stability in a world that had fallen apart. Together, they proved that even in the hardest of times, family was the strongest foundation of all. 

The ranch was also home to ten working horses, five pigs, adopted ducks, a small herd of sheep and goats, and several cats named “Kitty.” Strays never went hungry or without medical help and while the two Ranch security Rhodesian ridgebacks (Sadie and Tank) kept the exterior secure, a handful of unruly and sometimes nasty chickens produced enough eggs for six hardworking hungry family members. They had everything a family needed: food, water, solar panels, and a little extra.

However, the amount of acreage and herd on such a large ranch came with losses and required 24/7 security. A big part of their ongoing work was not just protecting the family from home invaders but keeping poachers and bad peopled off the land. Once a week, Jack and Ryan took turns riding the property’s perimeter, all 400 acres. Because hungry people did desperate things, the cattle were no longer safe to graze on open ranges. Herds and fencing needed to be checked daily. It was these very reasons, neither Jack nor Ryan had a wife. 

Both Colton men were considered desirable catches—bachelors were rare in a world where thousands had vanished.

Jack had inherited his father’s imposing height, strength, and rugged good looks. His thick, salt-and-pepper curls and green-blue eyes—eyes that could melt snow in the North Pole—set him apart. Soft-spoken and deliberate with his words, Jack exuded a quiet authority that was hard to ignore. In contrast, Lynn and Ryan, almost mirror 

images of one another, had their mother’s blonde hair and her witty, charming, and playful nature.

Though the two brothers differed in appearance and personality, their skills were nearly identical. Both carried unshakable hearts and a steadfast will to survive. They lived for action, knowing that sitting still for too long allowed trouble to fester and grow.

The morning was sharp and unforgiving, a frigid blanket of air rolling over Prescott and the Prescott Valley. The region had been eerily quiet for over a month—too quiet. The silence gnawed at Jack’s gut, a familiar unease telling him that unrest loomed just beyond the horizon. Restlessness drove him to move.

Jack stepped into the icy dawn, steam curling from the stainless-steel cup of coffee clutched in his right hand. His left carried his Beretta 1873 Renegade Carbine in .45 Colt—a favorite from his private arsenal, prized for its balance and deadly efficiency. The modern military-style jacket he wore, designed for extreme temperatures, did little to stop the bite of the wind as it clawed at his face and hands.

He was heading toward the paddock to fetch Sam, the bay gelding—big, sturdy, and steady enough to carry a man of Jack’s size—when the rhythmic pounding of hooves shattered the brittle silence.

Jack froze, his instincts sharpening as the sound approached. A horse. Moving fast.

Ryan came into view, riding hard from an eight-hour property check. His horse, Moe, was lathered in sweat, steam rising from its flanks in the cold air. Ryan pushed the animal straight toward the barn, urgency radiating from the way he leaned low in the saddle, his posture taut.

Jack shifted the rifle to rest against his shoulder, his eyes narrowing as Ryan thundered closer. Whatever brought his brother in this hot wasn’t good.

The stillness of the morning cracked open, leaving the frost-covered ground colder than before. 

“Trouble?” Jack grabbed Moe’s reins as the horse skidded to a stop.

Ryan jumped off the sorrel gelding with the same amount of energy he’d left with hours ago and turned his blue eyes on his brother. Even in the predawn grayness, Jack could see a dark bruise forming on the skin around Ryan’s left eye. A long stream of white frost flowed into the morning air with Ryan's breath.

“I caught a few markers on the south end near Granite Creek, trying to set up camp.” Ryan paused, slightly out of breath, pulling his rifle out of the holder. “They put up a little fuss but moved on.”

“Did you offer them a job? Jack asked, eyeing Ryan’s eye. 

“Sure did. Said they didn’t need to work.” Ryan loosened the cinch on the saddle to let Moe know his ride was complete. The horse fidgeted, nudging the two men to hurry because hay and a warm stall awaited him. 

Ryan wore no blood and appeared unhurt, so Jack took it as a sign his brother was alright. Inherited, the characteristic handed down from generation to generation, not to complain. The Colton way demanded strength and determination even in the weakest moments. 

“Check the south end while you’re out in case they give it another try.” Ryan pulled his pack from the saddle. “I watched them until they hit the boundary.”

“How many?” Jack did not want this trouble on the ranch. He hesitated for a second and then looked back at his brother.

“Three,” guessed Ryan.

“And not one of them wanted work?”

“Nope. Assholes laughed when I offered.”

“Better they are gone then. Though they may head back this way.”

Ryan gave him a nod. “I’ll tell pops. I’ll catch a few hours of sleep and then check the stock in the far pasture.”

“Let Lynn know where I’m going. Just in case. Nick went into the city.” Jack was a sonar for trouble, and this morning he had a bad feeling. “Let them know you had a problem. Tell Lynn to stay alert.”

“I’ll let her know. You staying the night at the cabin?”

“Planned to,” Jack replied.

“We’ll be expecting you tomorrow then. If you don’t show, I’ll come looking for you.”

Jack nodded.

Jack and Ryan took extra precautions, rarely leaving Lynn and Lily alone for too long. Lily, Lynn’s daughter, proved to be the driving force behind Lynn’s dedication to the family. Jack knew her motherly instinct was strong. Lil was the future, and Lynn had vowed to see that Lily grew up healthy and intelligent to carry on the Colton blood. 

Homeschooling Lily at three, Lynn molded her into a more advanced child than most children at age six. The responsibility lay on the entire family to make sure Lily grew up socially adjusted. Everyone would have a part in molding the new world post-Shift, including Lily.

“Just look at her, Jack, all those dark curls.” Julianne, their mother would say. “Her smile lights up the cloudiest of days.”

He coveted those memories of Julianne watching Lily. That day, Lily’s summer dress, painted with butterflies, flowed with the Arizona breeze. Jack kept that image in his heart. He held his family close to his heart.

“Lily Bean,” the family called her because she looked as small as a bean and beautiful as a spring Lily. Her blue eyes sparkled like liquid sunshine, and her pink lips pushed out into a pout when she failed to get her way. Long locks of dark auburn curls framed her heart-shaped face. Jack adored her. No one knew how many children had survived the Shift or were out there fighting to live, but that would never be Lily. 

Filing his emotion to the side, Jack let out a soft whistle. The clatter of hoofbeats sounded as the tall bay gelding left his breakfast and appeared. With head held high and ears forward, the horse approached the gate. Jack let the gelding pass through without a lead, watching him trot off a few feet and then stop. He turned his head, looking at Jack.

“Time to go to work, Sam,” he said as the horse snorted.

Jack gave Sam a playful slap on the rump, putting the horse into a trot and heading him toward the barn.

He and Sam headed out as soon dawn broke through the Arizona skies. Jack rode in the direction of Granite Creek. He wanted to be sure the markers left without incident. Afterward, Jack would head north and check on the herd. He’d wanted to stay a night at the lake cabin, even with something gnawing at his stomach. Trouble usually did that. These days, trouble was a constant.  

Several livable buildings sat on their land, enticing squatters who often were up to no good. To the north sat a beautiful log cabin overlooking Colton Lake and a smaller place at the south end on a chunk of land the family called Hunter’s Creek.

The Hunter Creek cabin, built years ago for family and friends to stay during hunting season, wasn’t far from Granite Creek. The lodging provided a comfortable shelter during the colder hunting seasons. It wasn’t 5-star accommodations, but its old-fashioned style made it unique and served its purpose. Hunters Creek sat closest to the highway, and wanderers often mistakenly found the shelter and abused it.

Jack favored the lake cabin, hidden and far less accessible and built to not be seen. The stellar view, secluded location, and safety hardware enclosing all openings with roll-down shutters made the cabin a fortress. From the beginning, Jack designed the construction to withstand more than natural disasters. He made the place sturdy enough to survive an apocalyptic fallout. That paid off in the end. 

The chalet hugged a thick tree line and mountainous terrain, camouflaging it from outsiders. Tall timber and extensive meadows covered the land splitting the rocky creeks and unusual rock formations in half. The ground rose and fell with hills and peaks, which created a maze.

Jack let Sam, who knew his way by heart, have his head. The horse moved into a smooth lope while dark clouds gathered off to the north, painting the distant Arizona sky a variety of looming colors and a storm was brewing.

5

Finders Keepers

The house, outbuildings, and land were a tomb of unhappy ghosts, their presence pressing down like invisible hands. The air felt heavy, as though the property itself held its breath. There was no choice but to stay—night was closing in fast, and the roads that were dangerous by day would become treacherous under darkness.

The abandoned property was the last place Riley wanted to spend the night. Each creak of wood and whisper of wind seemed to protest her presence. She moved from one building to the next, her footsteps echoing too loudly as she fished for supplies, hoping for a lucky break to take her far from this forgotten place.

She reached the third and largest building just as the sun dipped below the horizon, shadows growing long and menacing. The massive tin structure loomed before her, its rusted frame like the bones of a giant long dead. Her hands trembled slightly as she tried each key in the lock, the sound of metal scraping metal setting her nerves on edge. Finally, one turned.

The door groaned open. The smell hit her first—a rancid mix of diesel, old grease, and metal, thick enough to coat her throat. Riley stepped inside, the space swallowing her whole. Thin cracks of sunlight pierced the gloom through the slits in the warped doors, casting narrow beams like searchlights over the dust-choked floor.

She froze. Something shifted in the darkness. It was faint—a soft rustle, like something sliding or settling. She spun around, heart hammering in her chest, but there was nothing there. The silence returned, dense and smothering.

Then came the scratching.

It was faint at first, almost indistinguishable from her own breathing. A quiet skitter...then another. Rats? Opossums? Raccoons? Any creature desperate enough to scavenge this ruin could just as easily decide she was an intruder. Unfriendly slumlords staking their claim.

The noise stopped. Riley didn’t move. Her skin prickled as she strained her ears against the silence, the faint smell of decay rising beneath the diesel stench. She swallowed hard, suddenly aware of the shadows stretching longer around her feet, creeping like fingers across the floor.

Somewhere in the dark, the living slithered. She forced herself to calm her imagination, keeping unwanted monsters at bay. 

Max waited outside the door, hesitant to enter.

“Damn the dark,” her words were heard by no one other than herself and Max. 

She traced her fingers along the edges of the door, searching for a latch to open the bay doors. She found the lever and lifted the door, quenching the darkness in dim light. She faced the long meadow leading to the ranch house for a moment, but she realized her luck had changed when she turned.

The front grill of a truck shone under days of dust and grime.

“Score, Max! Amityville just paid off!” she whispered, knowing they weren’t road ready just yet.

The newer, white, 2500 Dodge Diesel Ram truck sat ripe for the taking. Then she saw the toy hauler connected to the hitch, which caused a light inside her brain to flicker. 

“A rolling motel. No more looking for places to stay!” 

She climbed into the truck's cab, took note of the manufacturer’s sticker on the passenger side window, and inserted the key into the ignition. Saying a silent prayer, she turned the key, hoping the glow plug and dash would light up. When the Cummins started to purr, tears filled her eyes. 

She rummaged through the center console sorting through the owner’s annual and another set of keys.

“Bingo!” The keys now in the palm of her hand felt like a million dollars. 

Riley opened the trailer door to find a UTV with tags still attached. The profitable cranberry farmer, if he could have, had handed her a checkered flag. His misfortune was her gain, and she thanked him silently. 

After locking the bay door she’d opened, she searched for batteries and a flashlight which she found in the second cabinet she opened. She and Max sat under a candlelight dinner consisting of a can of expired cold bean soup and stale crackers. Max gulped down some dried rabbit Riley had stashed in her pack and when she agreed to share the double bed, he didn’t argue. For the first time in months, Riley slept on a mattress. With her pistol tucked under her pillow and Max hugging her back, they slept until the breaking of dawn.

They left the property just as an orange glow began creeping over the tree-packed mountains, the light tinged soft and eerie by a low blanket of coastal fog. The truck’s cab was cold at first, their breath fogging faintly in the air. But as the heater sputtered to life, so did an odd smell—one Riley hadn’t noticed the day before.

It hit her like a sting from a slap.

Her nose wrinkled, and she instinctively pinched it shut. The smell was sharp and rancid, something foul that sat between body odor, rotting grease, and old dirt. It crept through the vents and clawed at the back of her throat. “What is that smell?” she choked out, turning sharply to the passenger seat. “Max! Is that you?”

The cat blinked back at her, wide-eyed and offended, before deliberately turning his tail to her, an unmistakable protest of her accusation.

She groaned, rolling down the window to suck in the cold morning air, but the odor lingered—rising and falling like waves as the heater cycled. It would fade when she thought she’d finally escaped it, only to resurface stronger, working its way into her nostrils until it was all she could think about.

Still, the road soon offered a distraction—if one could call it that. The old highway was more battlefield than pavement, a casualty of time and neglect. Chunks of cement had split and risen, jagged edges jutting skyward like broken teeth, pushed up by shifting earth and tangled, wild grass that had long since claimed its territory. Each bump sent a bone-rattling jolt through the truck, shaking the only two fillings in her teeth and setting her skull to thudding in time with the uneven rhythm.

Riley gripped the wheel tighter, white-knuckled, as she eased over a particularly rough patch, her speed dropping to a crawl. “Mother Nature jackhammered the hell out of this place,” she muttered, grimacing as the truck’s stiff suspension sent her bouncing against the seat.

Max let out a long, disdainful meow, as if adding his own complaint about the ride.

The road was relentless. After what felt like hours of being shaken like dice in a cup, Riley’s nerves were frayed, her shoulders aching from bracing against every pothole and rise. Concern tugged at her mind—concern for the truck, her rolling motel, and her only lifeline in this desolate world.

Finally, she spotted the crumbling outline of an abandoned store on the roadside, its skeletal remains barely visible through the fog. Relief washed over her. She pulled to a stop, engine idling as if thanking her for the pit top, and exhaled.

“Better check for damage, Max,” she said, swinging the door open and stepping out onto cracked asphalt. The lingering stench dissipated into the morning air, but Riley knew it wasn’t gone for good. It clung to the truck like an unwanted passenger, waiting for its chance to resurface.

She cast a wary glance at the abandoned store. “While we’re here... might as well see if we can get lucky.”

The fog curled around the building as she paused by the open door, looking at the entrance, the truck ticking softly behind her, still warm and smelling of trouble. “You want out, Max? Max?”

He yawned. 

“Okay,” she shut the door. “Something stinks, though!”

The manmade structure was in disrepair—overgrown with creeping flora and exposed to the elements. Broken windows gaped like hollow eyes, the building’s siding wrecked and wires protruding. Chunks of old insulation hung in tatters, while shards of glass littered the entryway, some slipping between warped boards.
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