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      The building stood forgotten for months on end, abandoned to the passage of time and the elements, until, from a room high up under the rafters, there came the sound of shattering glass.

      Two figures, a man and a woman, hurtled through the surface of the mirror stretching out across one wall of that room. They crashed to the hardwood floor in a tangle of bruised flesh and limbs.  For a long moment, neither of them moved.

      Then, as if startled out of a deep sleep, the man jerked upright, supporting himself on his arms while his head swiveled back and forth in the dim light, searching the room around him for any hint of a threat. The afternoon light coming in through the series of small windows high along the rear wall fell briefly on his face as he turned, highlighting the pale white orb that had once been his right eye along with the scar that started just above it running like a jagged crease along his check and down to the edge of his jaw.  His face had always been lean, but now it looked almost cadaverous. Had the mirror still been intact he might have recoiled at the sight of himself, so stark were the planes and angles of his face.

      The Beyond was never kind to the living, he knew, and it looked like it had certainly taken its toll this time around. His limbs felt heavy, his thoughts as thick as molasses. He wondered how much of what he was feeling was a result of the energy he'd expended while on the other side, fighting spectres on a nearly non-stop basis, or if it was a natural consequence of carrying another person across the Veil. He'd never felt this way before after crossing from one side to the other, but then again, he'd never done so under these circumstances before either.

      Mentally putting the issue off to the side, he glanced around at where he found himself. The room was longer than it was wide and if Cade had to take a guess, he'd put it at about twelve feet by twenty. A single door at the end of the room to his left provided both entry and egress. The wall behind him held the remains of the mirror they'd used to facilitate their passage from the Beyond, while the one opposite held a long handrail bolted horizontally to the wall at waist height. The floor was made of smooth-sanded hardwood, dulled from the passage of time but still as serviceable as the day it had been laid.

      Some kind of dance studio? Maybe a martial arts practice room? he wondered.

      He couldn't imagine what else the room might be used for, given the mirror and handrail combination, but it really didn't matter either way. They were back in the real world and, for the moment at least, that was good enough for him.

      Rising to his feet, he brushed the glass from his clothing and crossed the short distance to where his weapon lay on the floor. It was unlike him to have dropped it during the transition and he shook his head at his clumsiness.  The old English longsword had been his constant companion for too many years now and he felt almost naked without it. Only when he had secured the sword and replaced it in the sheath along his back did he turn his attention to the room's other occupant.

      His companion was Hispanic, about thirty to thirty-five years of age, with jet black hair and fair features. She was dressed in jeans and a worn flannel shirt that had more than their fair share of dirt and stains on them. Her sneakers, once a pristine white, were barely recognizable, so covered with grit and grime had they become.

      He remembered the first day that he'd laid eyes on her; how surprised he'd been to see another living, breathing person that deep in the Beyond. He'd nearly cut her down then and there, convinced she was just another demon come to corrupt his soul, using the appearance of humanity to get inside his defenses and finish him off, once and for all. He'd raised his weapon, ready to strike, only to have her drop to her knees in front of him, her head bowed as she tossed a Templar sword at his feet.

      The weapon she carried, and the fact that she'd just given it up without a struggle, were so unexpected that it froze him in place, giving her time to get a few words out, words that saved her life.

      "You did not fail me, my love. Far from it. I am here today because you never stopped searching, never stopped hoping, and I thank God for the fierceness of your dedication and determination to set things right."

      He'd gaped at her, struggling to comprehend.

      "It's me, Cade. Gabrielle. I don't know how and I don't know why, but I've come back in someone else's body, and I'm here to take you home with me. The world needs you, Cade Williams, as do I. It's time to leave this vile place behind and return to the land of the living."

      She'd kept talking, gently persuading, until, at last, he'd understood that she really was who she said she was, despite her changed physical appearance. He'd wept then, tears of relief and pain and sorrow and shame, seemingly every emotion possible; tears for the years they'd lost, tears for the miracle of her return.

      She might be in a different body, but his heart and soul recognized the woman he'd gone to hell and back to try and save.

      Now Cade closed the distance that separated them, then extended a hand and helped her to her feet.

      "Thanks," Gabrielle said, her usually husky voice seeming unnaturally loud in the stillness of the empty room. She glanced around, then asked, "Where are we?"

      "Not where we're supposed to be," Cade answered absently, as he tried to work out what had happened. Their passage from the Beyond had been more difficult than usual and he didn't know if that was simply because his skills were rusty with disuse or if something about the nature of the Veil had changed in the time that they'd been gone. Either way, this was not the old barn he'd converted to a workroom at the back of his property on Willow Road, which had been their intended destination.

      The windows were too high for him to reach and there didn't appear to be anything else in the room that he could use to stand on to get him high enough to be able to look out of them. Unless...

      "Here, give me a hand," he said, as he moved to stand beneath them, one hand on the wall. Gabrielle joined him, leaning her back against the same wall and making a cradle with her hands for Cade's foot. When he stepped into it, she boosted him up so that he was even with the middle of the window above their heads.

      Cade tried to get a look outside, but the glass was covered with so much grit and dust on its exterior that it was nearly impossible to see anything clearly. Nor could he get the window open; at some point not only had it been nailed shut but the sill had been painted over as well. Peering through the grime as best he could, Cade had the sense that he was looking down from a height – Second floor? Third maybe? - but that was about it.

      Cade didn't like it. Not knowing where they were meant they couldn't anticipate the kind of reception they were going to receive, should there be anyone in the building. Having a complete stranger just pop out of thin air had the tendency to make people nervous and in certain parts of the country that was reason enough to shoot first and ask questions later.

      "Can't see anything worth a damn," he said to Gabbi before clambering back down to stand beside her.  "Looks like we're going to have to do this the hard way."

      She gave him a thin smile. "Is there any other way?"

      By unspoken agreement they drew their swords and moved to the door on the other side of the room, intending to clear the building as if it were hostile territory, just to be safe. Both of them would rather scare the present occupants a little, if there were any, than end up getting shot because some trigger-happy yahoo mistook them for burglars.

      Having fought together for some time now against hordes of spectres and other vicious creatures that inhabited the world on the other side of the Veil, the pair had developed an easy rhythm that needed little explanation between them. Cade took up position slightly off-center in front of the door while Gabrielle flattened herself against the near wall, her free hand on the doorknob.  At a nod from Cade she pulled the door open sharply, her position momentarily hiding her from anything that might be on the other side. Should Cade be rushed by an enemy, Gabrielle would be ready to strike at its back once it passed beyond the door.

      Thankfully, the only thing on the other side was a narrow staircase leading downward, but this offered its own set of challenges. The staircase was steep and narrow, making it impossible for them to swing their swords if the need arose. They would have to keep the swords at their sides, ready to thrust forward at a moment's notice should something nasty be waiting for them at the bottom of the steps. Even more problematic was the lack of light inside the stairwell. A wall switch was situated just inside the door where one would expect it to be but flipping it up and down didn't produce any power to the lone bulb hanging above the top step. Cade reached up and gave the bulb a twist, making sure it was tight in the socket, to no avail.

      Using hand signals, Gabbi mimed that she would stay at the top of the staircase, holding the door open to let light in, while Cade descended. With a nod of his head, Cade agreed and began his descent, wincing at all the noise his boots were making against the old wood beneath them. At the bottom, another door waited.

      Not wanting to be caught in the bottleneck of the enclosed staircase, Cade went straight through that one as soon as he reached it, quick and sure.

      Thankfully, nothing untoward awaited him on the other side.

      The door opened onto the main floor of what could only be a gymnastics and dance center, given the padded floor and gymnastics equipment – from parallel bars and rings to balance beams - scattered about the place.  On the far side of the room, floor to ceiling windows let light in from outside, though they too were covered with dust and grime. In fact, the entire place looked like it hadn't seen hide nor hair of a human being in a long time; dust was everywhere.

      "Clear," Cade called back over his shoulder, indicating that it was safe for Gabbi to join him. Lowering his sword – but not sheathing it – he stepped forward, his attention caught and held by the vista outside.

      Behind him, he heard Gabrielle's footfalls descend and then her soft gasp as she stepped up beside him and caught sight of what lay beyond the windows.

      Outside, the world had changed.
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      The street on which they emerged looked like an empty Hollywood set, so quiet and still it was. Two-story buildings lined either side of the road, a focused shot of Main Street, Small Town, USA if there ever was one. Commercial establishments were on the ground floor, with offices and small apartments filling the spaces above.  Many of the businesses came complete with colored awnings and the names of the places painted on the front retail windows in large letters. From where he stood, Cade could see Carstair's Bakery, Triple A Travel, and Ron's Pet Shoppe. The kinds of places you'd expect to find in a small town.

      But it was clear with just a glance that things were not right here, wherever here actually was. The silence was only the start. The store awnings were faded, as if they'd spent far too long in the sun, and many were ripped and hanging listlessly downward toward the street. While some of the front windows of the commercial establishments were intact, quite a few more were not. Shards of glass littered the sidewalk outside and added to the clutter that wouldn't have lasted ten minutes had this still been a functioning community.

      A short distance down the street, Cade could see a pickup truck sticking out of the entrance to the bank, its cab jammed in the revolving doors and its rear end jutting out toward the curb. The handful of other cars that Cade could see parked along the street hadn't fared much better, with their hoods and trunks open to the elements. The closest, a late model Mercedes, was resting on its hubs, the wheels having been stripped off and carted away at some point. From the amount of leaves and other debris that had fetched up against those hubs, the theft hadn't been recent, either.

      The power appeared to be out everywhere as well. There were no lights on in any of the establishments that he could see and the traffic light stretching across the intersection ahead of them was dark. Cade's gaze rose, from the traffic light to the rooftops to the sky beyond. There, an angry grayish-red haze stretched from horizon to horizon, partially blotting out the sun and reducing the amount of light that reached them as a result.

      For a moment, he wondered if they were somehow still caught in the Beyond, so strange was the skyline that he was seeing, but the feel of the sun on his face, shrouded though it was, told him that couldn't be the case. The Beyond was caught in a perpetual state of near-twilight; the sun never actually shone there, not even at this weak rate.

      The sky wasn't the only oddity, however. The few trees that he could see appeared to be radically affected as well. Rather than reaching upward, their limbs were twisted and gnarled, as if desperately seeking to escape something that threatened to choke them out of existence. Their leaves were streaked with silver veins that ran through them like quartz through granite, giving them an unnatural coloration that clashed sharply with what Cade was expecting.

      Gabrielle finished her own surprised survey of their surroundings and said, as much to herself as to him, "What the hell happened?"

      Cade shook his head.

      He didn't have any idea.

      The thick haze in the air made him think that perhaps the town had been the victim of a natural disaster of some kind; maybe a fire or a tornado that required the place to be evacuated in a hurry? But if that was the case, where was the evidence? All of the damage he could see looked to be human in origin, the result of a hasty evacuation or most likely the looting that followed. None of the buildings showed any of the structural damage that a tornado would leave behind, nor was there was any fire sign or scorch marks as far as he could see. Maybe a man-made disaster then? he thought. A chemical spill or some kind of airborne contaminant? Neither of those options would leave behind the kind of damage he was looking for and either of them might even account for the strange nature of the sky above, depending on what had been released into the atmosphere and how bad it had actually been. After all, the skies above Washington had been filled with crap for months after Mount St. Helens had blown its top back in the eighties, though he was hard pressed to think of a man-made disaster that could reach that magnitude.

      Gabrielle, however, wasn't having the same difficulty.

      "You don't think it was terrorists, do you? A dirty bomb or something like that?"

      Cade turned to look at her, startled by the thought.

      A dirty bomb?

      If so, were they are risk? Where their bodies soaking up lethal doses of radiation even as they stood here, unaware and unconcerned? And if that were the case, how would they even know until they got physically sick, at which point it would likely be too late to do anything about it anyway, wouldn't it?

      He didn't know the answers to any of those questions. And that, in and of itself, was deeply concerning.

      They began making their way down the street, peering into windows and looking for signs of life, to no avail. Cade tried several doors, opening and glancing inside those that he found unlocked, but everywhere it was the same. Dust covered the interiors and the lack of disturbance within suggested that no one had been there for some time.

      The door to the Five Star Café was open, a set of muddy footprints leading inside. Cade didn't expect to find anyone still there – the footprints were too worn and faded to be recent – but he pointed them out to Gabbi, then held a finger to his lips just the same before quietly stepping inside.

      Gabrielle followed.

      It was your standard small-town diner, with booths lining the front window looking out onto the street, a long stretch of counter opposite those, and the kitchen and serving area on the other side of that.

      Cade leaned down and blew dust off a menu lying on the counter in front of them, revealing the café logo and address at the top.

      Stonebridge, Connecticut, it read.

      Well, at least we know where we are now, he thought.

      A quick search showed that the place had been cleaned out at some point in the past, no doubt by the same individual who'd left the footprints. Any foodstuffs that remained had long since spoiled.

      They let the diner behind and continued down the street, occasionally poking their heads into other establishments but not finding anything particularly enlightening in any of them.

      When they reached the intersection, Cade glanced left and discovered another surprise.  The exterior wall of the building next to them was covered with a haphazard array of posters, some two and even three deep. Many were faded beyond recognition, victims of the elements to which they'd been exposed, but a few still had enough ink left to recognize them for what they were.

      Missing persons posters.

      Dozens upon dozens of them.

      Faded faces stared back at Cade and Gabrielle from some of the fliers on the wall in front of them; here an elderly woman, there a young boy, over there a man in a bus driver's uniform. People from all walks of life and all ethnicities were displayed on those peeling pieces of paper.

      Whatever had happened here, it had started slowly, Cade realized, one victim at a time. Slowly enough that their loved ones had gone looking for them and, failing to discover what had happened to them, had gone to the authorities for help of an official nature. Apparently the authorities had failed to locate them as well, hence the missing persons posters.

      The sight of all those faces staring out at them gave them both a case of the willies. When Gabrielle suggested they keep moving, Cade didn't object.
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      With no better options available to them, the pair continued on foot, following the road in search of someone who might be able to tell them what had happened while they were away. As they left the center of town behind and found themselves on residential streets, they saw more evidence of whatever had happened here. Many of the homes they encountered had been abandoned, most in a hurry it appeared, and several had been ransacked by those passing along at some later point in time. Most everything of value had been stripped from each building, but Cade did manage to find a dented can of tuna fish at the back of a cupboard, perhaps overlooked or discarded by those who had come before them. It was the first food that either of them had since returning from the Beyond and it didn't last more than a few seconds between them once Cade peeled off the lid.

      We're going to need more food, and water, definitely water, before much longer, he thought as they continued walking. The question was where they were going to find it.

      They hadn't seen anyone since they'd left that first house behind. No one had come up behind them since they had set out walking nor had any cars passed them going in the other direction. Hell, they hadn't seen even a single person since arriving back on this side of the Veil. Not a single soul. It was as if the land had risen up and swallowed everyone whole, leaving only their material possessions behind.

      "Earth to Cade."

      He started at the sound of her voice, turned to find Gabbi watching him closely.

      "You okay?" she asked.

      He nodded. "Yeah. I'm good. Just thinking is all."

      "'Bout what?"

      "It's too quiet."

      "What do you mean?" she asked. He could tell by the tone of her voice that she wasn't necessarily disagreeing with his observation but rather trying to draw him out, to get him to elucidate on the topic a bit more and so he complied.

      "We've been on this road for a couple hours now and we haven't seen a single vehicle. No cars, no trucks, no motorcycles. Nothing. Doesn't that strike you as weird?"

      Gabby's brow creased as she considered what he'd said. "Maybe it's just a quiet stretch of roadway?"

      "Okay, then where are the planes?"

      "The planes?" she repeated, then leaned back and looked up at the sky above.

      "Yeah, the planes." Cade followed her gaze with his own, raising one hand to shield his face from the sun's glare before remembering that the haze above hid even the sun from them. "I haven't seen a single flight passing overhead since we got underway. No commercial jets. No small craft. Nothing."

      "Maybe that cloud cover is just too low?" Gabby said, as she turned, searching for the glint of light off a metal fuselage high above.

      "We're in a triangle formed by three major airports; JFK, La Guardia, and Newark. Four, if you count Hartford General. Commercial flights should be passing overhead every ten or fifteen minutes. Even if we couldn't see them through the haze, we should be hearing something, right?"

      Gabrielle shrugged. "Maybe. All that cloud cover has a way of dampening sound though."

      Cade had to admit that was a possibility, but he wasn't convinced. Something had happened here, something big, and he was starting to suspect that it wasn't confined to just this region.

      It seemed clear to him that the local area had been evacuated. That would account for both the empty houses and the lack of people.

      And the looting, too, he thought, as those who chose not to evacuate began taking matters into their own hands when their own supplies ran out.  But what had caused the evacuation in the first place?

      That, he didn't know.

      And that's what had him worried.

      Evacuating a large-scale area wasn't an easy task and the government wouldn't make the decision to do so lightly. That meant that whatever it was that had caused the evacuation had to be significant.

      But what?

      They were in western Connecticut, which ruled out major weather problems like hurricanes, tornadoes and even nor'easters. The same went for earthquakes; there just weren't any major fault systems that they needed to worry about around here.

      A large forest fire wasn't out of the question and, given the state of the sky above, might actually be a reasonable guess as to what had driven everyone off, but something told him that wasn't it either.

      If pressed, he would have said it felt more dangerous than that, but he couldn't have said why or what he meant by that exactly. It was just something he felt deep in his gut and his years on the force, never mind his time in the Order, had taught him to trust that implicitly.

      Still, there wasn't much more he could do at the moment than keep his eyes open and his wits about him. He knew Gabrielle would do the same.

      Around mid-morning something caught his eye through the trees ahead of them and as they drew closer he could see that it was the entrance to a gated community.

      Or what was left of it, rather.

      The complex was surrounded by a brick wall about eight feet high that ended on either side of the entrance in a pair of thick, square pillars. A wrought-iron gate hung between the pillars, barring entry unless one had the proper key card handy. A small guard shack stood in the middle of the drive just beyond the gate. In other words, it was a typical gated community, the kind that could be found anywhere in rural America.

      What wasn't typical was the barricade that had been erected in front of that gate.

      Or rather, the remains of that barricade.

      Several vehicles had been arrayed in a semi-circle in front of the entrance and behind those stacks of furniture, appliances, and even a piano barred the way forward, no doubt designed to leave the invading force at the mercy of the defenders arrayed on the other side of the gate.

      One glance at the burned-out shells of the cars that were now pushed to the sides and the twisted remains of the gate beyond them told Cade all he needed to know about how effective that strategy had been.

      Deciding to take a look, they carefully climbed over the barricade and entered the community proper. Once past the gates, things didn't look much better. The condominiums were grouped in sets of four per building, with two units per floor, and it was immediately clear from the smashed windows and forced doors on the units that Cade could see that it was a long shot that any of them remained undisturbed. Smashed furniture and other belongings littered the grassy areas between the buildings, items the invaders no doubt considered less than useful.

      Perhaps most disturbing was the graffiti that appeared on  several of the units, crosses marked in red spray paint that eerily reminded Cade of Templar symbols.

      There was a grassy park in the center of the community – now overgrown and wild-looking – and in the center of that park they found the remains of a large fire. The pile of ash, charcoaled wood, and scorched earth that had been left behind was a good ten feet in diameter.

      Must have been one hell of a blaze, Cade thought, as he looked it over. A large white stone, half buried in the soot and ash and just out of reach, caught his eye. He scrounged about in the brush until he found a long stick which he used to poke at it. Doing so caused the stone to roll toward him, revealing that it wasn't a stone at all but rather the shattered remains of a human skull, the forehead cracked and the lower jaw missing. The two empty eye sockets seemed to stare back at him, as if accusing him of disturbing its rest.

      Now that he'd seen the skull for what it was, more bones jumped out at him throughout the ash pile; he counted the remains of at least a dozen people, maybe more, amidst the debris. Whether these were the remains of the attackers or the defenders, he didn't know, but it was clear that someone had paid a heavy price for what was left of this little hunk of paradise.

      "Cade."

      He looked up at the sound of Gabrielle's voice and then followed the direction of her nod to where she was staring at something on the far side of the park. At first, he didn't understand what she was looking at but then motion caught his eye and he spotted the dog moving slowly through the tall grass, its gaze fixed directly upon them. It wasn't alone, either; he counted five more moving about behind the first.

      The pack was a motley one, from the big, grey-coated husky with the mismatched eyes, clearly the pack leader, to the pair of small Chihuahua mixes standing uncertainly in the rear. In between were a couple of Australian shepherds and a barrel-chested Rottweiler. The dogs might have been someone's pets once, but their tangled coats and lean bodies made it clear that they had gone feral long ago. Right now they were still sizing the situation up, trying to figure out just how much of a threat the interlopers into their territory might be, but Cade knew it wouldn't be long before the pull of their hunger got the better of them.

      It was time to go.

      Cade stood suddenly, shouting at the dogs as he did so, and was relieved to see them turn tail and disappear back into the grass in the direction they'd come from.

      Conflict avoided, the pair made their way back to the entrance, climbed carefully back over the barricade, and continued on their way.

      As Cade walked on, something about the last half hour nagged at him and it was awhile before he make sense of it.

      How bad did things have to be for someone to leave their pets behind when evacuating?
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      More determined than ever to figure out what was going on, Cade and Gabrielle continued heading east on foot, following the road as it wound its way through the trees. They had yet to see another human being since arriving back in the world earlier that morning, a fact that had Gabrielle growing increasingly concerned.

      When she'd located him in the Beyond, Gabrielle done what she could to convince Cade of who she was and to plead with him to return to the world with her. She'd told him that the Templars were under attack from within and that his men, including Sergeant Riley, needed him if they were to win out and keep the Order intact. She'd been betting on his loyalty, both to her and to his team, to pull him out of his self-imposed exile

      She'd made no mention of the Adversary or of how the fallen angel had twisted the ritual that was supposed to bind him forever into something that ultimately set him loose, nor did she say anything about the six other members of the Adversary's scream who were out there somewhere, wandering the world with him.

      She'd been terrified that Cade would refuse to return, should he know the truth. He'd banished himself to the Beyond when he'd thought his actions had led to her death; what would he do if he thought those same actions had doomed all life on earth to the Adversary's service? She didn't even want to think about it.

      But that first glimpse of the sky outside of that old farmhouse told her something was seriously wrong and each new discovery increased the chill in her bones that much more. She'd been able to write off that first house as just an abandoned property they'd accidentally returned to, but the subsequent houses and the ruins of that condo complex, complete with its charred pile of human bones, made it impossible for her to ignore the voice in the back of her head telling her that they were too late.

      The Adversary had won.

      She had no idea how to break that news to Cade, however, so she simply kept her mouth shut and kept putting one foot in front of the other, following where he led. Eventually, the opportunity would arise and she'd tell him then.

      They'd been walking for nearly an hour when Cade broke the silence and called, "Hold up."

      She was a few steps ahead of him and came to a weary stop at the sound of his voice. She was surprised at how poorly she felt; the heat and humidity must be draining her strength faster than she thought.

      What I wouldn't give for some air conditioning right about now.

      She turned to find Cade staring at a spot on the side of the road, right in the center of the bend they were currently rounding. She followed his gaze and looked the spot over, but didn't see anything unusual. It looked like the same to her as the ground on either side; a few inches of gravel separated the road from the thick bramble-infested tree line just beyond.

      "What is it?" she asked.  "What do you see?"

      Cade didn't answer her, at least not verbally. Instead, he stepped off the road and walked a few feet forward before reaching down and sticking his hand into a nasty-looking briar patch.

      She opened her mouth, intending to call out and tell him to stop before he hurt himself, but the words died stillborn in her throat as Cade straightened up, pulling the entire "briar patch" to the side with a sweep of his arm and revealing a metal post jutting up from out of the ground beneath it. As Cade pulled more of the camouflage tarp out of the way – for that was what the "briar patch" actually was – he revealed a thick chain running from the first post, across a narrow dirt access road, to a second post on the opposite side. The other end of the camouflage tarp stretched upward at an angle into the nearby trees, creating an illusion of overgrowth that concealed the road beneath it quite effectively.

      Gabrielle shook her head, mentally castigating herself for not noticing the camouflaged area. She'd missed it entirely. She hadn't seen any hint that something wasn't right with that section of the woods and she'd been looking right it.

      She moved to Cade's side. The road stretched deep into the woods just beyond, eventually running out of sight when it bent to the right a dozen yards ahead of them.

      "What do you think?" Cade asked.

      Gabrielle didn't hesitate.

      "Somebody went to an awful lot of trouble to hide this road, which means there's bound to be something interesting at the other end. I say we check it out."

      No matter what's at the other end, it has to be more interesting than what we've seen so far, she added mentally.

      That was good enough for Cade.

      They followed the rough dirt road for about a quarter mile into the woods, until it opened up into a wide clearing of soft green grass amidst the trees. A house stood in the middle of the clearing and, unlike the others they'd seen so far, this one looked intact.

      It was a two-story split-level, painted dark brown with beige trim. It had a shingled roof and a large bay window in the front. Or at least Gabrielle thought it was a bay window; it currently had a large sheet of plywood nailed over it, as did all the other windows that she could see, reminding her of the way people in the South would protect their homes in the lead-up to a tropical storm or hurricane.

      But this is New England. We don't get hurricanes like that, she reminded herself.

      Cade was already headed for the front door, but Gabrielle stayed were she was for a moment, glancing around at the woods surrounding them. It was quiet; too quiet.  She didn't think she'd heard a single bird or even the buzz of an insect the whole time they'd been walking. It was as if the animal population had cleared out right along with the human one.

      Cleared out or died out.

      She shook her head, as if doing so could banish the thought, but her unease continued as she forced her feet into motion and moved to join Cade who was examining the front door.

      He straightened as she approached, pointing at the door in front of him.

      "Steel reinforced. No way we're getting through that."

      "Which means no one else did, either."

      Cade nodded. "Right. If that's the case, there might still be something worthwhile inside. Let's check the back."

      They circled around to the back of the house. As Cade headed for the door, Gabrielle kept a watch on the rear yard and the woods just beyond. She spotted a small shed half-buried in the overgrown brush at the edge of the yard and made a mental note to check that for anything useful once they were done with the interior of the house.

      A sudden creak filled the air, making her jump, and when she turned she found Cade near one of the boarded-up rear windows, leaning his weight on the sword that he had jammed between the plywood and the wall of the house, causing it to move a few inches. As she watched he bore down on the weapon again, using the leverage it provided to force the nails holding the wood in place to pull free even more, until, at last, he could get his hands beneath it.

      Gabrielle hurried over to help.

      "Watch for the nails," Cade said between grunts of effort as he tugged on the wood. "Don't want to get tetanus."

      Gabrielle nearly laughed aloud.

      Tetanus? He was worried about tetanus? After the things they had faced in the Beyond, he was worried that she'd get scratched by a rusty nail? It was just so...Cade.

      Despite her amusement though, she knew he was right. Getting scratched could quickly lead to an infection and who the heck knew where they could find help for something like that around here? After all, they hadn't seen another living human being all afternoon. Better safe than sorry.

      The plywood finally popped loose, tumbling out of their hands, bouncing once on its edge before landing flat on the grass a few feet away. Cade ignored it, turning his attention to the window that the wood had been covering. As Gabrielle looked on, he pulled his sword free of its sheath, reversed his grip on it, and then used the heavy pommel to smash the glass.

      Gabrielle winced at the sound, startling loud in the stillness of the woods, and glanced around guiltily as if expecting the owner to make a sudden appearance and admonish them for their intrusion.

      Given how things had been going since they'd returned from the Beyond, she'd almost welcome it.

      Cade cleared the windowsill of glass shards and then boosted himself up and in through the opening. Gabrielle could hear him moving about for a moment and then the locks were disengaged and Cade opened the front door from the inside, inviting her in with a sweep of his hand.

      Inside, it was dark, but thankfully the home owners had been safety conscious individuals because they found a flashlight in the drawer of the table right next to the front door. Cade switched it on and shone it about the room.

      Just as they'd hoped, the interior was intact. They found themselves standing in a foyer looking on a living room to the right and a dining area to their left. Ahead of them, the hallway passed a staircase on one side before opening up into a kitchen. Since they only had one light, they decided to stick together and work from the top down.

      Upstairs, they found four bedrooms; a master and three singles. Two of the single rooms were decorated in pink, yellow, and light blue pastels, and given the furniture and decorative touches were clearly for younger girls. The third just as clearly belonged to a teenager, but that was as much as Cade could figure out. Movie posters fought for space with images of bands, but he didn't recognize any of them and couldn't tell if the room belonged to a boy or a girl.

      There was a layer of dust on everything and it was clear that no one had been in any of the rooms for some time.

      Moving back to the ground floor, the duo cleared the living and dining rooms, finding the same level of abandonment and neglect, and then moved into the kitchen.

      Gabrielle's eyes went wide as she opened the nearest cabinet and discovered that it was full of boxed and canned foods, everything from bags of dried beans to cans of corned beef hash and Chef Boyardee. She and Cade began pulling the doors of the other cabinets open, discovering the usual kitchen paraphernalia of pots and pans and various countertop appliances. Other cabinets revealed more of the same, including the discovery of an unopened case of plastic water bottles in the cupboard near the refrigerator.

      Cade stepped out of the room, only to return moment later with a pair of backpacks, the kind kids used to carry their books to and from school.

      "Load this one with the best of the canned goods," he said, handing one to her. "I'll fill this other one with the bottled water."

      We'll probably grow sick of Beefaroni before very long, she thought, as she packed cans into the backpack, but at least we won't starve to death.

      When they were finished, they passed through the door on the far side of the kitchen, which, as it turned out, led to the garage.

      They found two vehicles there but one look was all it took to let Gabrielle know that neither of them were going anywhere in a hurry.

      The first, a decades-old Chevy Blazer, sat with its hood open and an empty space where the battery should have been. The distributor cap and spark plug harness had also been removed, the pair sitting atop the engine block like a dead octopus with its tentacles dangling. It looked like someone had siphoned off the gas, too; a section of garden hose stretched from the mouth of the gas tank to the garage floor where it lay in a limp curl.

      The second vehicle was a much newer model Mercedes sedan. Gabrielle wasn't a car nut but even she could tell this car couldn't be more than two years old, at best. It gleamed in the sunlight, its slick lines making it seem like it was ready to take off at any moment. Unfortunately, it was resting on four flat tires.

      "Damn," she said, shaking her head at the sight.

      Cade, however, wasn't ready to give up that easily. Gabrielle watched as he stepped over to the Mercedes and tried the door. When it opened with issue, he slipped inside, reached up to the visor, and then flashed the car keys he found sitting there out the open door at her.

      "Lot of good that's going to do you," she said dismissively, but he just grinned at her and tried to the start the car.

      It took several tries, but eventually the engine caught and turned over, testament to the superior engineering that was the hallmark of the brand. Cade let it run for a few moments, checked the gas gauge and then turned the car off and got back out, keys in hand.

      "Okay, so the engine works. But we're not going to get far on four flat tires," she said.

      "Good thing we don't have to," Cade replied.

      Taking the flashlight, he moved between the vehicles, located the manual release lever hanging down from the automatic door opener above their heads and gave it a good yank. With the automatic door opener now disconnected, Cade walked over to the garage door and rolled it on up.

      Light flooded the garage, illuminating the shelves along either side and the workbench at the back. A variety of tools were haphazardly strewn across the bench and he poked through them until he found what he needed.

      "Given the conditions we've seen so far, I'm betting the Blazer is the better choice for our needs, so I'm going to take the battery out of that," he said, pointing at the Mercedes, "and put it in that," with a head nod to the Blazer. "Hopefully I can get it up and running without too much effort."

      Gabrielle nodded in agreement. "We're going to need to transfer the gas, too."

      "Right. Look around and see if you can find a bucket so we can do so."

      She could hear him tinkering around under the hood as she searched the shelves. She found a variety of sports equipment, boxes of Christmas decorations, and a collection of kitchen appliances including a blender, a juicer, a bread machine and a Keurig coffeemaker. She found an old garden hose, which she pulled out and set near the Mercedes; it would be useful for siphoning off the gas.

      But, unfortunately, no bucket. Not even an empty container of any kind.

      Gabrielle wandered back over to where Cade had his head inside the hood of the Mercedes. "Nothing on the shelves," she told him, "but I spotted a shed in back so I'm going to go check that out. Bound to be a gas can in there."

      "Good idea," he told her, without looking back.

      Gabrielle turned and left the garage.
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