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For Faith, Beau, and Lil Bit 

From the very beginning, it wasn’t I who chose you... it was each of you who chose me. One by one, you came barreling into my world with wagging tails, curious eyes, and hearts wide open, as if you’d been waiting all along. On that first ride home, something quiet and unshakable settled between us. You looked at me not with hesitation, but with a knowing, a silent promise that we belonged to each other. In your eyes, I wasn’t just a man behind the wheel... I was yours.

There is no love on this earth like yours pure, steadfast, and unwavering, even on the days I didn’t deserve it. You have been my shadows when the night grew long, my strength when my heart was tired, and my laughter when the world felt heavy. With every nudge of your nose, every paw on my knee, every look that spoke louder than words, you’ve reminded me what loyalty truly means.

You are my guardians, my confidants, my quiet anchors through storms I never saw coming. You have stood beside me without question, loved me without condition, and made this life immeasurably richer simply by walking through it with me.

This book is for the three hearts who chose me, who give me everything, ask for nothing, and continue to carry me forward simply by being here.

My best friends. My family. My pack.
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This story follows two converging paths: 

Matt’s group, fighting to survive and stay ahead, and Reyes’s men, closing in with precision. Each chapter tracks one faction in its own present, and the two clocks do not always match. Some events are simultaneous, others overlap, and a few return to earlier moments to reveal what the other side was doing. In plain terms, if it is morning for Matt, the next chapter may place you with Reyes at a different hour or even a different day. This structure is deliberate, putting you inside both camps as their choices drive them toward the same collision. 
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The convoy moved at a steady crawl, weaving through the broken outskirts of Independence, Missouri. What had once been a thriving suburb was now silent and scorched, every mile further from the cave system feeling like another layer of safety peeled away.

Matt kept his truck at a careful pace, his eyes flicking between the dust-covered windshield and the debris-strewn road ahead.

Matt looked in the side mirror, catching a glimpse of the Jeep behind them.

He keyed his handset. “Bravo,” he said, voice steady over the open channel, “Keep that radio rig hot. Anything comes through, even static that sounds off, I want to know.  Listening only, let’s not make the same mistake again, Copy?”

Nicholas keyed up first. “Bravo copies.”

The handheld sets, what most of them just called walkies, were for convoy chatter only. Short-range, line-of-sight signals between vehicles. But the rig in the Jeep was different. Chris and Mike had gutted their original cave setup and rebuilt it for mobility: a passive scanner that could cycle through dozens of frequencies.

The unit sat bolted to the Jeep’s frame between the driver and front passenger seat, wired into the auxiliary battery with a manual cutoff switch. The antenna, just a length of metal rod rigged from scrap back in the cave was fixed to the rear bumper with a magnetic base and a reinforced ground wire to reduce static. Ugly, but it worked. 

Nicholas adjusted the gain, watching the LEDs pulse with each passing frequency as the scanner swept quietly in the background. If someone out there was talking, the boys would hear it.

They’d done the talking back in the cave. Out here, it was recon, and that meant ears open, mouths shut.

Outside, it felt like death was unfolding around them, each mile revealing new ruins, as if the devastation followed in their wake. Once a lively artery leading into Kansas, the road now lay smothered in ash and memories.

The city now looked like something out of a nightmare, scorched cars abandoned in intersections. Storefronts hollowed out, telephone poles listing dangerously over the cracked asphalt. The last nuclear strike had left more than just devastation; it had scarred the very sky. The clouds overhead were no longer thick with fresh fallout, but a persistent haze clung to the sky, just enough to remind them the danger hadn’t fully passed. 

Along the roadside, signs of life, what was left of it, blurred past in haunting fragments. Shapes too twisted to recognize, both human and occasionally an animal, lay crumpled beside melted street signs and craters. Some were mere shadows in the ash, others little more than bone and tattered cloth. No one in the vehicles spoke. They didn’t need to. The silence said everything.

Each vehicle in the convoy kept close, staggered but tight enough to cover each other if something went wrong. Next to Matt, Lindsay sat tense in the passenger seat, her hands resting lightly on the rifle in her lap. In the back seat, Faith, Beau, and Lil Bit were as alert as any human, each pressed against a window, noses twitching, muscles taut.

Faith kept her sharp gaze scanning the passenger side, her protective instincts working overtime. Beau, ever the fighter, growled low every time something shifted in the ruins they passed, an empty swinging sign, a loose sheet of metal blowing across the street. And Lil Bit, the youngest but perhaps the most dangerous of the three, leaned forward slightly, his eyes darting, every ounce of his big frame coiled for action. 

Behind Lindsay’s seat, nestled securely in their crate, Mimsy and Butterball sat like disapproving royalty, fluffy, unbothered, and clearly above whatever post-apocalyptic nonsense surrounded them. The world outside might be falling apart, but they weren’t about to wrinkle a whisker over it.

Brenden drove Brody’s Jeep, following tightly behind Matt’s truck. Inside with him were Nicholas, Brody, Mike, and Samantha. Brenden kept both hands steady on the wheel, his eyes locked on the road, while Nicholas and Brody constantly scanned the surroundings. Samantha, positioned behind Brenden, kept her rifle ready and her eyes sharp, the weight of survival settling on her shoulders.

The van rolled along in the rear, driven by Kenny, with Stacey, Chris, and Lisa packed inside. Stacey sat up front, her sharp eyes never resting. Chris kept a shotgun resting between his legs, occasionally glancing at the side windows, while Lisa, quiet and withdrawn, stayed low in her seat, clutching a pistol tightly.

Matt lifted the handheld radio, pressing the transmit button with a gloved hand.

"Alright everyone," he said, his voice steady but heavy with warning. "Listen up."

“Bravo roger.” “Charlie roger.” Came back instantly.

"I know we've been moving slow," Matt continued, eyes never leaving the road, "but we can’t get comfortable. This isn't the time to relax. I want every set of eyes looking sharp. Debris isn't our only threat out here. We don't know who's desperate enough to be hiding behind it."

He let the warning hang for a second before continuing, lowering his voice just slightly, making it feel heavier, more personal.

He thumbed the radio again.

“Quick gear check while we’re rolling, gloves tight, boots sealed, masks sitting right. Once we stop and confirm the air’s clean, we’ll do a full hands-on inspection. No leaks. No mistakes.”

He paused, scanning ahead as they approached an old overpass, its concrete sides spider webbed with cracks. A burned-out semi lay jackknifed across the far lanes. Matt gritted his teeth and kept speaking.

He tightened his grip on the wheel, voice dropping into that hard, commanding tone he hadn't needed since his days in uniform.

"Don't assume you're fine because you 'feel fine.' Fallout doesn't ask for permission. It'll slip in the second you get lazy."

The dogs shifted behind him, picking up on the tension in Matt's voice. Faith gave a low, quiet whine, not fear, but acknowledgment. Beau pressed his nose harder against the window, scanning the roadside, body stiff. Lil Bit sat tall now, head tilted slightly, ears perked, reading the unnatural stillness in the broken world outside.

A moment later, the radio crackled as Brenden’s voice came through, tight but calm. "Bravo copies. Suits and masks being checked now."

"Charlie copies," Kenny’s voice followed. "We’re on it."

Matt exhaled, but it wasn't relief. It was just the cold, calculated way you moved through a checklist when staying alive depended on it.

He thumbed the radio one last time.

"Good. You screw up, someone dies. Stay sharp. Next checkpoint in twenty."

He clipped the radio back onto the dash and leaned slightly to peer past the collapsed truck ahead. Beyond it, the road narrowed into a set of crumbling side streets, the safest way north from Independence toward Smithville Lake, and far from where the worst of the destruction had settled.

Faith's growl deepened.

Matt glanced into the mirror, locking eyes with Faith for half a heartbeat.

"Eyes open, guys," he muttered under his breath. "This is just the beginning."

A few miles went by, the road stretching quiet and gray beneath a sky that didn’t seem to move. Matt’s grip tightened on the wheel as he glanced out the side window, watching the ash swirl across the pavement like smoke with nowhere left to rise.

The further they drove, the more it gnawed at him, this feeling that he wasn’t just putting distance between them and danger... he was putting distance between himself and something that still needed him.

Someone.

A face that had haunted every mile. A voice he hadn’t heard since the world turned upside down.

His jaw clenched, breath hitching in his chest.

God help me he thought, I should’ve tried harder.

Matt swallowed hard, jaw clenched, voice barely above a whisper.

“We’re gettin’ further by the mile...”

Lindsay glanced over but didn’t press.

“Every mile we put behind us feels like I’m leaving him further out of reach. I know I couldn’t get to him in time before... but hell, it doesn’t stop me from feeling like I failed him all over. Again.”

“He’s out there somewhere. And if he made it... he’s probably thinkin’ I didn’t even try.”

Lindsay looked over, her voice calm but steady, trying to ease the weight she could see settling on his shoulders.

“Matt... you didn’t fail him. And if Ryan’s anything like you, he’s surviving. Somewhere.”

She paused, watching him for a moment before continuing, softer now, more careful.

“Are you... thinking about trying to find him?”

Her tone wasn’t challenging, just hesitant. “I mean... where would we even begin?”

She wasn’t doubting him. She was trying to understand. Trying not to say the wrong thing.

“We’re not giving up on him,” she added, firmer now. “Just... trying to figure out when it’s safe enough to go looking.”

Matt went quiet for a few seconds. Then he shifted in his seat, voice gaining a faint edge of purpose.

“Ya know,” Matt started, his voice low, eyes still locked on the ash-drifted landscape, “even before I divorced his mother... back when Ryan was just a kid, I used to talk to him about worst-case scenarios. Not because I wanted to scare him... but because I needed him to know. I needed him to be ready.”

He exhaled slowly, his tone tightening.

“When our boys got older, I drilled it into all their heads. If something ever happened, something big, and we got separated, there were three rally points. “No matter what, the first rally point was always our house. But if things got bad, really bad, then it was either the caves or Snow Creek Lodge. Just depended on the kind of disaster we were facing.”

The boys had always understood the caves. That part made sense, thick walls, deep underground, defensible. It felt like something out of a survival manual. But Snow Creek?

More than once, they’d asked why that spot was drilled into their heads as a backup.

Matt had explained it the only way he knew how.

“Because if a bomb or something even worse ever hit the city,” he told them, “you wouldn’t need to be just far away... you’d need to be shielded.”

Most people thought distance alone would keep them safe, Matt had always known better. Snow Creek wasn’t just far from the city, it was tucked against a rugged ridge that broke wind, snow, and blast waves alike. The lodge itself wasn’t a bunker, but the land around it did the job. Hidden by trees, shielded by elevation, and far enough off the main roads to avoid the chaos. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do.

He glanced over at Lindsay, the weight in his expression unmistakable.

“Didn’t matter if they thought I was crazy. Honestly, I’m pretty sure you all did,” Matt said, a faint, dry smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “But I made sure they remembered. I’d bring it up at random, during road trips, out hunting, sometimes just at the dinner table. If things ever went sideways and we couldn’t reach each other, those were the fallback points. No phones. No roads. Just instinct and a promise.”

He paused, jaw clenched, voice quieter now.

“Ryan’s older. He might not have taken it seriously... but I know he heard me. More than once.”

Lindsay looked over, her expression softening. “You think he might’ve remembered?”

Matt nodded slowly, eyes still on the road. “He moved recently... northwest side of the city. That would’ve put him a lot closer to the lodge than to us. If he couldn’t make it to the caves, maybe he tried for there instead.”

He exhaled, not quite a sigh, more like trying to breathe through the weight on his chest.

“It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing. “We’re already heading’ west, swinging north for a few minutes won’t cost us much time. It’s barely out of the way, and honestly, it’d give us a chance to test the air quality a little further out, might be worth it, even if he’s not there.”

He didn’t say anything else after that. Just stared ahead, jaw tight, eyes locked on the road. The silence wasn’t tense, it was full. Weighted. Like the kind that settles in when there’s nothing left to say.

The air inside the cab grew still, thick with thought. Like ash clinging to skin, quiet, suffocating, and impossible to brush off.

Something coiled inside him, not fear, not doubt. Just hope. And that was worse. The last thing he could afford was hope, not now. Not when the odds of finding Ryan were so far from being in his favor. That kind of hope didn’t lift you up. It crushed you when it broke. And right now, he couldn’t afford to be broken.

The convoy rolled forward, steel nerves wrapped in dust and desperation, moving like shadows beneath the wounded sky.

The worst of the devastation had started to thin, but the reminders were still everywhere.

Charred skeletons of buildings leaned drunkenly against each other, whole sections of rooftops ripped off and scattered like kindling. Some stretches of road were nothing but craters, hastily filled with rubble or left to settle under shifting winds, while others were completely buried beneath drifted piles of gray ash. Cars sat abandoned at awkward angles, some half-melted by heat, others covered in a thick grime that no rain had yet washed away.

Every now and then, the convoy passed the blackened frame of a home, standing hollow and broken, a child’s swing set twisted and toppled in the yard, forgotten by the world that once needed it. But it wasn’t just the homes and vehicles that haunted the roadside. Shapes could be seen in some of the wreckage, brittle outlines where people had once stood or curled up, shadows burned into walls or collapsed on sidewalks, left behind in their final moments.

Billboards still clung to the highways, their cheerful ads now peeling, melted, and half-eaten by fire. One listed a long-shuttered hospital, its arrow pointing toward an empty wasteland.

The air carried a low, burnt-metal tang, and even with their masks on, the survivors could taste the memory of death on the back of their tongues. No people. No signs of life. Just the bones of a world that had moved on without them, hollowed cities, empty streets, and fields turned to dust. Even the wind seemed afraid to make a sound as they crawled through the ruins.

The road dipped lower, winding its way through what used to be the welcome stretch toward Camp Branch. A cracked wooden sign still hung overhead, half-twisted from a storm or worse, its faded letters barely readable through the grime.

They rolled past the old ranger station, empty now, windows blown out, the familiar little flagpole snapped in half and lying in the dirt.

Matt felt a heavy knot tighten in his chest. It wasn’t just another ruin, this place meant something. They'd spent long summers here when the boys were younger, camping, casting lines into the lake, dragging coolers down to the beach, building sand castles, laughing over burned hot dogs and slapping each other’s burnt backs. 

Now, Camp Branch looked like it had been abandoned for decades.

The picnic shelters, once alive with summer cookouts and birthday parties, were little more than twisted steel frames. Their roofs had been ripped away, debris scattered like old bones across the gravel. What remained leaned crooked against battered trees, as if even the earth itself had given up trying to hold them upright.

The boat ramps, once busy with boaters and weekend crowds, were cracked and dusted over with gray ash, the lake’s edge already pulling back from the shore. A half-sunken pontoon boat sat lopsided in the shallows, its paint blistered and peeling, the name on the side too scorched to read.

The swimming beach wasn’t much better, just a gray strip of dirt and wind-blown debris where laughter and splashing used to fill the air. A torn life jacket hung from a broken fencepost, flapping softly in the wind like a surrender flag.

Nearby, a small pile of sun-bleached clothes lay untouched, half-buried in ash. No bodies. Just absence and the heavy silence of a place that had once been full of life.

A few feet off the trail, two deer lay motionless beneath a collapsed picnic shelter, their coats dull, eyes frozen open. A cluster of dead birds, robins, maybe sparrows, were scattered nearby, crumpled like forgotten leaves. The wind stirred them slightly, but they didn’t move.

Matt slowed the truck, eyes scanning the tree line as if expecting someone to step out. No one did. The scene was still. Quiet. Too quiet.

He reached for the radio and keyed the mic.

“Bravo, Charlie, how’s your fuel?”

Brenden answered first, his voice calm but focused. “Bravo’s sitting just under three-quarters.”

Kenny came back a moment later. “Charlie’s holding steady just a tad over three-quarters.”

“Copy that,” Matt said. “Let’s keep an eye on it from here on out. No guarantees we’ll get a chance to refuel anytime soon.”

Before they’d left the caves, Brenden had made sure each vehicle carried a set of extra testing strips, basic tools, but better than nothing. He’d walked both Matt and Kenny through the process, showing them how a steady hand and a quick exposure to open air was all it took.

Simple, effective, but limited. They only had one reference card for reading the strip’s color, which meant any test results had to be reported back to Brenden for confirmation.

Brenden’s voice came back a second later. “Roger that. Stand by.”

Inside the Jeep, Brenden leaned back and glanced over at Mike.

“Hey, can you grab the yellow case with the biohazard symbol? Should be in the back side bottom left.”

Mike gave a silent nod and reached into the back, sifting through the haphazardly packed supplies. It took longer than anyone liked, whoever had loaded it last had buried the case deep, Mike didn’t rush, just kept at it until he hauled the battered case free and passed it up.

Brenden popped the seals with gloved fingers and lifted the lid. Inside, the test strips were still wrapped in double layers of protective film, packed just as they'd been back in the caves. He peeled one free and cracked the window open a fraction, barely enough to slip the strip into the outside air.  

The world beyond that sliver of glass was dead quiet. Still. Watching, not with eyes, but with presence, like the silence itself was alive.

Brenden moved through the procedure like he had before, slow, deliberate, by the book. He held the strip steady for a full minute, letting it drink in the air while keeping the cabin sealed tight.

Around him, the rest of the group waited like statues. No movement. No noise. Just hands resting near weapons and eyes scanning every inch of the parking lot.

Matt watched from the RAM, hand on the pistol in his lap, jaw locked tight. Seconds stretched thin. One minute could feel like a year when your life hinged on a piece of chemical paper. 

Brenden reeled the strip back in and held it up against the reference card. The indicator had shifted, subtle, but noticeable. Low exposure. Not clean, but not deadly.

He clicked the mic.

“Alpha, Bravo. Air sample shows trace contamination, non-lethal, but elevated. Likely residual fallout drifting in from the west. Recommend immediate movement. Adjust course northwest if terrain allows.” 

He kept the case open on his lap, frowning as he studied the strip. The results weren’t surprising, just disappointing. He grabbed another strip.

Brenden clicked the mic.

“Alpha, Bravo. Requesting permission to run a secondary, interior air only. Want to confirm the filters are holding.”

Matt came back a second later, voice calm and clipped.

“Roger that Bravo.”

Brenden pulled a fresh strip from the kit and held it steady near the center console, letting it sample the recycled air flowing through the ductwork. The filtration system, rigged up with salvaged HEPA units and military grade parts Chris and Mike had installed back in the cave, was working hard, humming faintly in the background as it circulated air through the Jeep.

Outside, the wind stirred the trees and rusted signage.

Inside, the only sound was the low whir of the fan and the tension of waiting.

After a full minute, Brenden checked the strip against the reference chart. The result was clean.

He keyed the mic again.

“Alpha, Bravo. Interior air tested clean. Filters are holding.”

Matt’s voice came back, steady.

“Copy that. Good work. Let’s run full confirmation.”

“Charlie, run an interior air check using the strip in your glove box. Let Bravo know your readings.”

“Copy,” Kenny replied. A few minutes passed before he came back on the air.

“Bravo, test strip came back pale green maybe like an olive color, numerical readings sitting just under 2.1.”

While Kenny ran his test in the van, Matt turned to Lindsay.

“Grab the strip out of the glove box. Let’s check ours too.”

She nodded, pulled the sealed pouch free, and carefully opened it. Holding the strip steady in the center of the cab, she let it sample the air just like Brenden had shown them. The truck felt normal, filtered, quiet, but when the minute passed and she checked the result, her face went pale.

“Matt,” she said quietly, holding it up. “This... this isn’t right.”

He took the strip from her. It wasn’t green. It was black.

He snatched up the mic.

“Bravo, Charlie, this is Alpha. We’ve got a problem. Interior strip just came back pitch black. That’s a lethal reading right, we’re talking immediate danger?”

There was a long pause.

Brenden’s voice crackled back.

“Say again? You’re inside the truck?”

“Affirmative. Strip was just opened and tested. Cabin’s sealed. Still running the same filters Chris and Mike installed.”

Kenny chimed in from the van, voice tight.

“No way. We’re showing pale green in here. Same setup, same filters. You sure it was a fresh strip?”

Matt glanced at Lindsay. She held up the wrapper, eyes narrowing, keyed the mic,

“There’s a small tear,” she said, frowning. “One corner looks slightly frayed, but the strip itself looked brand new.”

Brenden came back immediately.

“That’ll do it. If the strip’s protective cover was compromised, that reading’s junk. Run a secondary with a verified sealed unit.”

Matt grabbed a new strip, inspecting it closely. This one was intact. He held it center in the cab for a full minute.

When the time passed, he keyed up again.

“Bravo, this is Alpha. Second reading’s in, pale green. Matches the van. Looks like we’re good,” Matt said, letting out a quiet breath of relief.

Brenden’s tone shifted, more at ease.

“Copy that. Good catch, those strips are helpful, but only if they're clean.”

Matt gave Lindsay a subtle nod. Another reminder that even small things could get them killed out here.

Another box checked. One less thing to worry about, for now.

Samantha shifted in her seat, her gloved hand rubbing at the edge of her mask where it pressed into the soft skin beneath her cheekbone. Her voice came through slightly muffled, but clear enough to Brenden sitting just ahead.

“Can we take these off yet?” she asked quietly, not wanting to seem impatient, but the pressure was getting to her. “I know they’re important... but it’s really starting to hurt.”

Brenden glanced back at her, then keyed his mic.

“Alpha, this is Bravo. Can we unmask? Cabin air’s reading clean, and a few of us are feeling’ the strain. These masks aren’t exactly built for comfort.”

There was a pause. Just long enough for doubt to try and creep back in.

Then Matt’s voice came through, firm and sure.

Matt keyed the mic, voice firm and deliberate.

“Copy, Bravo, Charlie. Yes, to unmasking, but with conditions. Drivers stay masked at all times. Everyone else rotates, one person unmasked per vehicle, per hour. You guys decide who and when.

For now, all other equipment stays on, gloves, suits, everything. Until we know more, we play it safe.”

He paused, letting the weight of it settle in.

“Also everyone needs to be monitoring each other. Watch for symptoms like sore throat, coughing, nausea, headache, fatigue. If it feels like a cold or the flu is coming on, mask back up and report it. You feel anything off, even the slightest bit, you put the mask back on and report it.”

He took a breath, then added,

“This isn’t comfort. It’s controlled exposure. We need to stay sharp.”

There was a beat of silence after that. Then came the hiss of velcro, the click of latches, and the sound of hard rubber shifting as one by one, they unsealed their masks.

Nicholas was the first. He pulled his off slowly, cautiously, half expecting the air to bite back, but it didn’t. It felt cool. Clean. Damp with the scent of filtered air and distant ash, but breathable. 

Samantha followed next, exhaling with a visible sag in her shoulders. “God... finally,” she whispered. She’d never worn one before, and it showed, angry red lines ran down the sides of her cheeks, etched deep like pressure welts. The mask must’ve been cinched too tight, and now her skin looked raw, like it had been clamped in place for hours.

Brody gave her a sideways glance, then grinned. “Dang, Sam... you look like you lost a fight with a waffle iron.”

Mike snorted, trying to hide a laugh behind his hand. Even Samantha cracked up, shaking her head as she gently rubbed at her cheeks.

“Guess I over-tightened,” she said with a wince, while rubbing her cheeks. “Wasn’t exactly going for the waffle-face look.”

“Well,” Brody shrugged, still smiling, “points for commitment.”

Samantha just smiled, shaking her head with a quiet laugh.

One by one, over the day, everybody’s mask came off except the drivers.

Across the convoy, the engines growled steadily, and for a moment, the rolling silence carried something else, a little more confidence, a little more belief that maybe, just maybe, they could survive this.

Matt flexed his hand once on the wheel and refocused on the broken road ahead.

They still had miles to cover, and the lodge wasn’t going to wait for them.

Matt tightened his jaw, feeling the weight of it settle in. He keyed his mic back.

“Let’s hit the road."

The lake, the campgrounds, all the memories tied to this place, none of it mattered now.

They were still breathing, still moving.

And that was all that mattered.

Matt led them northwest, the truck’s tires crunching over loose gravel as the ruins of Camp Branch faded into the rearview mirror, just another casualty of the world that used to be.

Beside him, Lindsay pulled an old, battered map from the glove compartment. She stretched it open across her lap, smoothing out the wrinkles with her gloved hands. It wasn’t the first time she’d taken over navigator duties, even before the world fell apart, she’d been the one who could always find a back road when the GPS lost its mind.

Matt glanced over briefly, brow raised. “You know I’ve got this, right? I know where I’m going.”

She didn’t even look up. “Sure you do. You know the main roads.”

He caught the edge in her voice just as she added, with a dry smirk, “But we’re sticking’ to the back roads... and you already knew that.”

Matt chuckled under his breath, shaking his head.

“You drive,” Lindsay said, still studying the map. “I navigate. Same as always.”

Matt glanced over, caught off guard for a second, not by the map, but by the quiet reminder of why he never minded handing her the reins when it came to navigation. Lindsay could read a map like it was second nature, probably could’ve done it blindfolded if she had to.

He watched her trace a line with her gloved finger, guiding them along a route no GPS would’ve dared recommend. For a moment, he just stared, then nodded to himself.

She was right. Staying off the main roads wasn’t just smart, it was what kept them off someone else’s radar.

His hands tightened on the wheel as the truck hummed over a cracked stretch of pavement. The town of Weston, and Snow Creek, still sat about 35, maybe 40 minutes ahead. Close enough to matter. Close enough to start thinking about what came next.

He cleared his throat, eyes still on the road. “Should we tell the group now? About Snow Creek? Or wait until we’re closer?”

Lindsay didn’t look up. “We’re not far, but we’re not close enough to promise anything. If Snow Creek’s still standing, they’ll know soon enough. But if it’s gone...”

She paused, then added, more gently, “No sense stirring up hope just yet. Not until we’re sure.”

Matt nodded slowly, hope would have to wait.
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“Have your dogs fueled up and ready to roll in two mics, Vulture Six.

Happy hunting.”

That had been the last order received,  short, clear, final.

After that, radio silence. No updates. No fallback plans. No backup coming. Just static.  

The convoy rumbled westward along the skeletal remains of an old highway, three heavily armed Humvees and a half-ton troop carrier grinding over crumbling asphalt. Each vehicle bristled with comms rigs, mounted weapons, and bolted-down crates of ammunition and fuel. They weren’t searching for survivors. They were rolling with intent, a death train hell-bent on domination. This wasn’t relief, or a patrol. It was a moving execution line.

The road beneath them had already begun to buckle and crack from the earlier blast, and now it groaned under their weight. Tires tore through loose gravel and ash, sending it swirling into slow-moving clouds, pale phantoms in their wake, drifting like smoke behind a fire that hadn’t finished burning.

The front and rear Humvees were outfitted with 50 caliber machine guns, mounted into scarred, sandblasted turrets that had seen their share of carnage. Each one held a three-man crew, a driver with nerves wired tight, a gunner half-buried in his weapon mount, and a comms rat hunched over cracked radios, headphones clamped to his skull, listening for movement, mayday calls, or signs of prey. They didn’t just monitor. They hunted through the airwaves.

The middle Humvee, the command vehicle, looked even worse: A Frankenstein of bolted-on comms gear, miss-matched armor plates, and torch-scorched doors, its panels dented from past encounters that didn’t leave survivors. Inside, the floor was littered with discarded ration wrappers, ammo casings, and one bloodstained rag no one had bothered to remove. Dual whip antennas rose from the rear, each one stretching skyward like skeletal masts, hardened fiberglass rods designed for battlefield comms. 

Trailing behind them, the half-ton truck bounced under the weight of its haul, salvaged fuel, water, filters, ammo crates, all of it yanked from a National Guard depot that went dark after its last broadcast, the kind of silence that followed screaming. The truck only carried two: a driver with bandaged fingers, whether from fire, infection, or something worse wasn’t clear, and a spotter riding shotgun, radio pressed to his ear and notebook open across his lap, scribbling down anything that sounded like weakness.

Inside, every man wore a full NBC suit, the fabric hissing with each breath and motion. Their M16s were close at hand, braced between their knees or resting upright against the seatbacks, always within arm’s reach. Sidearm sat holstered against their thighs, ready if things got personal.

Beyond the armored glass, the world lay in ruin.

Buildings slouched like rotted teeth. Power poles leaned and snapped.

Ash drifted in thin sheets, turning the landscape into a shifting, formless blur,  as if the land itself had forgotten what it used to be.

The man in the middle Humvee had no rank stitched into his suit, just a name: Reyes. No one needed more than that. No rank. No title. Just Reyes.

The kind of man who didn’t bark orders, he whispered them, and men moved like shadows to obey. He didn’t carry maps, he carried intentions, already decided. And when Reyes said a place needed clearing, he didn’t mean evacuate. He meant strip it down and burn it clean.

He sat motionless in the passenger seat, one gloved hand resting on the radio console, the other casually tracing the edge of a well-worn combat knife strapped to his thigh. His helmet sat untouched beside him. He never wore it unless he had to. Some men feared shrapnel. Reyes feared missing a detail.

Then, with the calm of a man discussing weather, he keyed the mic.

A static pop cracked through the silence. His voice followed, low, gravel-thick, and cold enough to cut steel.

“All right men. This is Vulture Six. SITREP follows, listen up, not gonna say it twice.”

“Our convoy is taking route 435, heading north. Destination: cave network. Coordinates traced from the last transmission. Source confirmed by our trader.”

He paused, just long enough to let the word land like a hammer.

“She’s done. Broke protocol. Tried to play both sides.”

The woman manning the militia’s comms, the one who posed as a desperate survivor to earn Matt’s groups trust, had finally served her purpose.

A quiet exhale followed. Calm. Indifferent.

“She talked. We got what we needed.”  

Another breath, clipped.

“Final disposition handled. No loose ends.”

Someone in the back chuckled, low, ugly.

Reyes continued like he hadn’t heard.

“Intercepted comms confirm a group is holed up. Small, maybe organized, numbers unknown. But they’ve got gear. Gear we want.”

“Mission is asset recovery. Weapons. Radios. Fuel. Rations. Tech. If it runs, we take it. Strip everything. Leave nothing behind.”

A voice cracked over the channel, half-laughing:

“Vultures gonna eat good tonight.”

“Copy that,” Reyes said flatly, just logging it. Then, ice cold:

“Survivors get one choice: fall in line, or fall in a grave.”

“The willing get tagged and sorted. We can always use more hands.”

A pause.

“Anyone who resists?”

“They won’t resist for long.”

A soft burst of static came from another Humvee, followed by a grunt.

“Let ’em resist. Makes it more fun.” Someone muttered, barely loud enough to catch the mic.

Reyes didn’t reply.

He didn’t need to.

“Vultures feed on the dead, keep that in mind.”

He released the mic.

No sign-off. No emotion. Just the growl of engines behind him, rolling north with the quiet promise of violence.

Elsewhere, beyond the ash and out of his reach...

The steady rumble of the road filled the Jeep, tires grinding over loose gravel and ash.

But inside Nicholas’s headphones, something different. A faint crackle.

His body stiffened. That wasn’t background static. That was a voice trying to break through.

He yanked the notebook from his back pocket, already leaning toward the dash.

One hand worked the tuning knob by feel, slow and careful, the other clutching the pen with white-knuckled focus.

“Hey guys,” he said, voice tight with urgency. “I think I’ve got something.”

Another burst of static punched through the headset, louder now, sharper.

Nicholas flinched, breath catching as the garbled signal broke into fragments of speech.

Not random chatter.

A voice, military, direct, and hunting.

“...heading north...435... cave network... source confirmed...”

His pen scratched across the page. He wrote fast, underlining the key words twice before glancing up.

“...tag the willing... use more hands...”

Nicholas swallowed hard, the words hitting like a punch to the gut.

“...resist... they won’t... long...”

Silence followed.

They weren’t searching blindly. They had direction. And worse, they weren’t coming to talk. Nicholas stared at the radio for another beat, pulse thudding in his ears.

He had heard enough.

Nicholas’s voice crackled through seconds later. “Alpha, this is Bravo.”

Matt picked up his handset, his voice low. “Go ahead, Bravo.”

“I was scanning the bands. Something cut through, sounded military. It was broken up, I didn’t catch all of it, but what I did hear,” He paused, holding up the notebook. 

“They’ve got our cave coordinates. They’re heading there now. Said something about tagging the willing... anyone who resists.” He shook his head. “They’re not coming to talk. This is a sweep.”

Lindsay turned her head sharply, she exhaled through her nose, voice low. “Someone sold us out.”

Matt didn’t answer right away. His jaw tensed, eyes fixed on the fractured road ahead.

“Yeah,” he said finally. “They know we were there. What they don’t know is we’re already gone. They’re either trying to catch up... or still sweeping for anyone left behind.”

He keyed up again, this time to the whole group.

“All units, this is Alpha,” Matt said, his voice clipped and low. “Effective immediately: full radio silence. No walkies, no base transmissions. Nothing leaves this convoy unless it's life or death.” “I don’t want a single word on the air. We’re being hunted.”

He paused, eyes scanning the tree line like it might answer back.

“Whoever that was, they weren’t just talking. Someone out there is watching the airwaves.”

A beat passed, heavy.

“And if they’re within a mile of us... we’ve already made too much noise.”

A brief silence followed.

Then Kenny’s voice, clipped but steady: “Copy that, Alpha. Going dark.”

Brenden echoed him a second later. “Bravo copies.”

Matt leaned back in his seat, the mic held steady in his hand, thumb resting on the transmit switch.

“So much for a head start,” he said quietly. “They’re closer than I thought.”

Lindsay didn’t need to ask what he meant.

She already knew.

Matt’s fingers hovered on the mic switch even after he gave the order for silence. He didn’t say anything else, didn’t need to.

Everyone had heard it.

The convoy pushed forward, engines rumbling in grim unison. Inside the cab, the quiet was heavy again. Lindsay sat with the map stretched across her lap, her gloved finger tracing along the lines, roads, ridges, landmarks now half-buried in ash.

They’d been driving for hours now, nearly thirty miles since leaving the caves, but it felt like more. The terrain had shifted from fractured a city sprawl to narrow rural backroads, lined with broken fences and fields blanketed in ash. The sky overhead was a dull, washed-out blue, sun barely cutting through the haze. Dust clung to the air in slow spirals, stirred by every turn of the tires, turning the horizon into a pale blur. It wasn’t hot or cold, just dry, the kind of stillness that made silence feel heavier than noise.

After a long beat, she spoke, her voice soft, but laced with that same dry, unshakable calm she always carried when things got bad.

“Well,” she said, glancing his way. “At least you don’t have to worry about whether to tell them about Snow Creek or not.”

Matt looked over.

She gave a small shrug and forced a half-smile. 

Matt snorted, not quite a laugh, more like tension cracking just slightly.

Clearing his throat, Matt leaned forward slightly.

“Lindsay, what’s the fastest way to Snow Creek that doesn’t involve the highways? 

Lindsay’s brow furrowed as she scanned the map again, her finger trailing a crooked route through a mess of backroads and contour lines. The map was old, water-stained, creased, but it was better than blind trust in GPS that no longer worked.

“All right...” she murmured, narrowing her eyes. “We stay on this county road another five miles, then cut north along a gravel trail. Used to be a service road, probably washed out in places, but if it’s still passable, it’ll snake us right south of Weston. After that, we hug the river bend, then push into the foothills from the west side.”

Matt nodded, eyes locked on the ridgeline ahead.

“Good. I’d rather get there late than not at all.”

She hesitated for a beat, then tapped a small dot on the map just west of Platte City.

“Hey... remember that old diner we used to stop at on the way to the river? Little mom-and-pop place, gas, bait, and the greasiest breakfast sandwiches you ever loved?”

Matt glanced over, the edge of a smirk flickering for a split second. “Yeah. I remember the place. You used to make me check the expiration date on every snack they sold.”

Lindsay smiled faintly. “Because their candy and cookie packages always had dust on them. But the gas pumps were always operational, and it’s tucked far enough off the main roads to stay overlooked.”

Her finger rested on the map. “It’s just a few miles out of the way. If it’s still standing, we could top off. After this stretch, we don’t get another easy shot at fuel.”

Matt went quiet, weighing the risk. He hated detours. But he hated being stranded even more.

He gave a slow nod.

“All right. We swing by. Quick check, in and out. If it’s still there, we fuel up. If not, we don’t linger.”

The convoy had been driving maybe thirty minutes later when Matt finally slowed the RAM, easing onto a narrow backroad that curved into what used to be a gravel parking lot, now half-swallowed by weeds and blown debris. His eyes tracked the scorched remains ahead.

The diner was gone, or nearly so. What was once a weather worn mom-and-pop stop for river goers had been burnt to the foundation, blackened beams clawing at the sky like skeletal fingers. Charred siding flaked in the breeze. The roof had collapsed in on itself, and what hadn’t turned to ash was barely holding shape. Smoke stains still clung to the busted windows like the fire had only just given up.

But across the far side of the cracked lot, on the opposite end of the fire’s reach, stood two old-fashioned gas pumps faded red, rusted, buried in debris, but still upright. A miracle, maybe. Or just luck.

Matt keyed his mic.

“All vehicles hold position.”

Matt turned toward Lindsay, voice low and steady. "Take the wheel."

She nodded, smoothly sliding into position as Matt shifted to the passenger seat and secured his mask. The dogs, sensing tension, began to whine softly from behind them, their ears twitching anxiously as if they felt danger looming.

Matt opened the passenger door, stepping out onto the cracked pavement. He approached Kenny's van, tapping on the window. Kenny quickly rolled it down, eyes alert.

"We're gonna gas up here," Matt said firmly through the window. "Before anyone else opens their doors, masks on. Stacey, swap seats with Kenny—he's coming with me."

Stacey nodded, pulling on her mask as Kenny quickly exited the vehicle, joining Matt.

Together they moved to the Jeep, where Brody and Nicholas watched closely.

"You guys are on watch," Matt instructed. "Keep sharp while Kenny and I top off the vehicles."

"Got it," Nicholas responded, eyes scanning the surroundings.

Matt and Kenny walked cautiously toward the old pumps. Matt reached for the handle, releasing it from its holder and giving it a cautious squeeze. Nothing happened. He squeezed harder, hearing only a hollow click.

"Figures," Matt muttered, glancing around. "No electricity, nothing to power the pump."

Kenny stepped around behind the pump, kicking aside weeds and debris. His eyes caught on a rusted metal box anchored into the concrete.

“These older model pumps have electric triggers as well as a manual release.” Kenny said thoughtfully, kneeling to clear away the remaining debris. He pried open the corroded hatch with a bit of effort. Inside lay a rusted but intact hand crank mechanism. “But... this might still work.”

Matt raised an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

Kenny gave a one shouldered shrug. “Rural folks know they may need backups.”

He grabbed the crank and gave it a slow turn.

A low, sloshing gurgle echoed from somewhere below, then a subtle shift in pressure of the gas hose.

Matt squeezed the nozzle slightly once again.

This time, it spit once... then began to flow.

Clear, light amber fuel streamed from the hose, steady and thick. Matt raised it slightly and sniffed the air around it.

Still good.

“Gas is clean,” he said, voice firm. “Start lining them up,” he added, motioning for Lindsay to pull forward.

From off to the side, Kenny snorted. “What do you think you’re doing, weirdo? This ain’t the time to be huffin’ fumes,” he said with a laugh.

Matt chuckled, shaking his head in disbelief as he capped the hose. “Relax. Bad or contaminated gas smells off, like rotten varnish or sour chemicals. This just smells like gasoline.”

He muttered under his breath as he walked past Kenny, “I ain’t trying to get high, man.”

Kenny grinned and waved Stacey into position behind the RAM, the humor already fading as the job ahead took priority.


Lindsay rolled up and stopped with the fuel cap lined up. Matt slid the nozzle into place and 

began fueling it up, eyes scanning the area while the pump clicked away. Once topped off, he 

climbed up into the truck bed, where four empty five-gallon gas cans sat tied down beside other 

gear. He filled each one carefully. Mindful not to spill fuel in the bed, the last thing they needed 

was a fire hazard with supplies packed in tight.



Once the cans were secured and double-checked, he jumped down, waved Lindsay forward, and motioned for Stacey to pull the van up next. As she did, he handed the nozzle off to Kenny.

“Take over for me,” Matt said. “I’m gonna find something to clean our boots off before we track whatever’s out here back inside.”

Kenny gave a quick nod and got to work fueling the van.

Matt headed toward what remained of the burnt down diner. Most of it was charred rubble, but on the far side, the maintenance garage was still partially intact. Near the side wall, he spotted an old, beat-up water hose and a large rusted bucket sitting beneath a wall-mounted spigot. He twisted the handle, after a short delay, a stream of water sputtered to life. It wasn’t much, but it would do.

He filled the bucket, gave the hose a quick shake to clear out any grime and then headed back toward the vehicles. Kenny was just finishing topping off the Jeep when Matt returned.

“Come on,” Matt said, motioning for him to follow. “Found something that’ll help us decon.”

Matt had Stacey pull the van up as close to Kenny as possible. Without saying a word, Matt simply pointed to the large bucket of water at his feet.

Kenny didn’t need instructions.

He stepped right in, stomping around to loosen any dust or debris caked to his boots. Once finished, he stepped out and sat sideways in the van seat with his feet still hanging out. Matt gave him a final spray-down with the hose before tapping the side of the van.

“Get in,” Matt said. “You’re clear.”

Kenny climbed inside, and the van rolled forward to make room.

Lindsay pulled the RAM up next getting as close as she could to Matt. While she switched to the passenger seat, Matt dumped the dirty water, refilled the bucket, and repeated exactly what Kenny had done. He stepped in, stomped around, then climbed up onto the side rail of the RAM. One hand gripped the roof for balance while the other sprayed down his boots one last time.

He tossed the hose aside, opened the door while still standing on the rail, then swung himself into the driver’s seat and shut the door firmly behind him.

Once everyone was back in their vehicles, Matt grabbed the radio mic.

“Charlie, this is Alpha. Perform an interior air check only. Report back when complete.”

Lindsay was already reaching into the glovebox. She opened a sealed strip, held it steady mid-cab, and waited. The color began to shift slowly, dull green. Still safe.

“Charlie here,” came Kenny’s voice. “We’re green. Same as last time.”

Matt nodded, satisfied, and keyed the mic one last time.

“Roger that, all teams. Let’s move out. We’re burning daylight.”

The morning haze still clung to the horizon, but the sun was finally starting to break through the upper cloud layer. It was just shy of ten a.m. Nearly forty miles behind them, the ash had settled, and the cave’s fading plume had vanished from sight. 

If Reyes had made it to the blast site already, they'd be sifting through rubble and trying to figure out who buried what, and why.

About 45 miles later, the convoy pushed on through back roads, the landscape slowly changing. What had been scorched wasteland gave way to an untouched stretch of farmland, trees unburned, mailboxes still upright, fences intact. It looked normal. Too normal.

In the backseat, Lil Bit’s ears twitched. Faith shifted, letting out a low huff, while Beau kept his head pressed to the window, eyes locked on the passing woods.

Matt’s grip on the wheel tightened. His eyes flicked to the rearview, then to Lindsay.

“Grab a piece of paper,” he said. “Big letters, black marker. Write ‘TEST OUTSIDE AIR.’ Make it bold.”

Lindsay glanced at him and then the mic, “Because I’d like to stay off the radar as long as we can.” He said noticing her gaze. She reached into the glove box, pulled out a notepad and a thick Sharpie, and quickly started scrawling the words across the page in wide, uneven strokes.

It hadn’t been long since their last air check, maybe thirty minutes at most. But Matt wasn’t taking chances. That check had been interior only, a quick precaution to make sure nothing slipped in during refueling. The cabins had tested clean. Controlled space. Sealed air.

But now? This was different.

The dogs had started acting off, not alarmed exactly, but different. Too alert. Faith had sat upright and still as a statue since they passed the last ridge. Beau hadn’t blinked once, eyes locked on the side brush. And Lil Bit, usually the lovable clown of the three, hadn’t moved from the window since they turned off the main road.

Matt noticed all of it.

He knew where they were. Could feel it in his bones. Snow Creek Lodge wasn’t far, just a few miles, maybe minutes. But that was exactly why this mattered. He wasn’t going to roll up on their next safe haven blind. 

Matt eased the RAM to the right and stopped on the gravel shoulder. Dust curled up in a slow spiral around the tires as the rest of the convoy rolled to a halt behind him.

All three vehicles carried interior test strips, small, color coded chemical tabs used to monitor cabin air quality. They were accurate enough for detecting changes in a sealed space, like a car or shelter. But they were passive and at times slow to react.

The exterior strips were a different story.

Housed in a waterproof case inside Brenden’s Jeep, they were thicker, multi-layered, and more sensitive to active exposure. These strips were designed to detect airborne particulates, chemical toxins, and radioactive fallout in open, moving air. They reacted faster, and more visibly, when exposed to dynamic conditions, sunlight, wind, and microscopic debris.

Matt had made sure they had a set, but it was Brenden who kept the kit with him, a habit born from the mandatory hazmat and emergency operations training he’d been put through at the airport. He knew the procedures, understood how to deploy the strips properly, and more importantly, he took it seriously.

Matt pulled forward just enough to line up the RAM with the Jeep’s driver side window. Lindsay rolled hers down and held the sign to the glass.

Brenden saw it, gave a sharp nod, and reached behind the seat for the hard case. Matt reversed again, just enough to line up with Kenny’s Van. Lindsay raised the note one more time and pointed at the Jeep.

Kenny squinted, read it, then gave a nod. 

Matt pulled forward again, easing up alongside the Jeep this time instead of passing it. He left the engine running, eyes locked on Brenden as the test strip hung in the open air.

Silence swallowed the road. No wind. No birds. Just the low hum of engines idling and the distant tick of gravel settling beneath the tires.

Inside the Jeep, Brenden worked quietly, precise. He cracked the capsule, shook it once, then slowly rolled the window down just enough to slip the test strip into the outside air. His eyes stayed locked on it, unmoving, like the world beyond that thin pane of glass might shift at any second.

Matt leaned forward on the wheel, watching. Not speaking. Not blinking.

Even the dogs were quiet now, all three alert but frozen, Lil Bit’s ears perked, Beau standing with his head lowered, and Faith’s eyes locked on the Jeep like she knew something was riding on what came next.

No one said a word.

They just waited.

Brenden gave it another few seconds. The strip held steady, no shift in color, no hint of danger. He rolled the window all the way down and leaned out, voice clear over the low rumble of idling engines.

“Air’s clean.”

He gave a quick nod. “We’re good to go,” Brenden said. “You guys can unmask, but don’t let the dogs out just yet.”

Matt leaned out his window. “You really think we’re not clear yet?”

“Not so much the current air quality, those readings came back safe. But the ground could hold trace contaminants in the dirt and vegetation. Even out here, particles can drift further than most people would think, wind or no wind. Dogs are closer to the ground. They sniff everything and are constantly licking their paws. It wouldn’t take much for a slight amount to get into their system.” He held up a fresh test strip. “I’ll run a surface and weed test. If it comes back clean, then we’ll know for sure, until then keep ’em in the truck, Dad.”

Matt gave a nod and stepped out onto the gravel, leaving his mask behind.

It wasn’t recklessness, it was leadership. A calculated risk he was willing to take first.

The air inside the vehicles had proved to be clean. But stepping outside, that was different.

This was the real test. The kind you couldn’t measure with a sensor. Some things, you had to feel for yourself.

The group had been rotating masks off for hours now. Not a single symptom from anyone. Regardless of how it felt, this was the right move.

He drew a slow deep breath and held it for a brief moment.

The air was clean. Dry. Still. Strangely neutral.

No scent, no sting, nothing on the back of his throat. It felt untouched, as if the world had hit pause. 

But that didn’t matter, because radiation was silent.

No taste. No smell. No warning. Just consequence. You didn’t feel it, not until it was too late.

Brenden’s testing was the only truth they had.

But Matt knew truth wasn’t enough, someone had to step out first.

He didn’t flinch or hesitate.

If something was still out here, he’d take the hit before anyone else. He knew full exposure symptoms could take hours, even days, to show.

But time wasn’t a luxury they had.

Hesitation could kill just as fast as radiation.

So he stepped out, not because it was safe, but because someone had to decide when to move. A few heads in the convoy turned toward him. Everyone watched him go, silent but alert, like they were waiting for something to go wrong.

Matt knew what that silence meant, trust, sure. But also caution.

They wouldn’t see radiation strike him down in real time, that wasn’t how it worked.

Still, they waited. Curious to see if he lost focus, froze or wavered.

He didn’t.

His boots crunched over the gravel, kicking up a light haze that swirled at his feet like smoke trying to remember what fire felt like. Dust clung to the cuffs of his pants, rising slow and lazy in the stillness.

Behind him, the dogs shifted.

Faith’s ears tracked his every movement, body low but steady. Beau whined once, not scared, just uneasy. And Lil Bit, he sat perfectly still, scanning with that unnerving calm he always carried, like he was waiting for something none of them could see.

Matt kept walking, slow and steady toward the van.

Lindsay watched from the passenger seat, one hand still resting on the old map. She didn’t call out. Didn’t move. Just stared after him with that same quiet look she always gave him when he stepped into something dangerous, not surprise, not protest, just the weight of knowing this was who he’d always been.

Kenny cracked his window as Matt approached the van.

“The air’s good,” Matt said quietly. “But hold tight. Brenden’s checking the ground and vegetation. No one steps out until he gives the all-clear, and even then, gear stays on.”

Up ahead, Brenden was kneeling near the edge of the roadway, where runoff had collected into a hardened shelf of dirt and gravel. He slid a narrow test strip from its sleeve and dragged it lightly across the surface, no pressure, just a thin trace of contact. Dust flaked around the edges as he worked, each motion controlled, precise.

He held the strip up to the light, watching for even the faintest change in color.

“Surface particles can be deceptive,” he muttered to himself. “It’s not just what’s visible, it’s what’s bonded at the molecular level.”

Next, he moved to a cluster of thick-stemmed weeds rising from the ditch. Selecting the largest, he split it clean down the center with his knife, exposing the pale green pulp inside. Moisture gathered along the blade as he pressed a fresh strip into the open interior.

Matt stood a few feet away, arms folded, saying nothing.

Brenden continued, voice low but certain.

“Plants are nature’s filter. Anything alive out here is drawing nutrients from the soil,

and whatever’s in that soil came from the fallout. Ash, particulates, radionuclides. It all settles. Some of it bonds to the ground. Some is absorbed by root systems. These tests don’t just tell us if it’s safe to touch or walk on, they tell us how deeply the contamination has penetrated and whether we’re dealing with trace remnants or active toxicity.”

He examined the strip, letting it sit for a few seconds in the exposed plant tissue.

“If the plant’s clean and the ground’s clean, odds are the area saw minimal exposure. But if either reacts, especially both, it tells us we’re still in a hot zone, and anything we bring in could compromise the vehicles.”

Brenden stayed crouched, eyes narrowed as he compared the two test strips side by side. In his other hand, a folded reference card trembled slightly in the breeze, its edges creased and soft from use, the colored bands almost memorized by now. But he checked anyway. Always check. Assumption got people killed.

He held the soil test first, rotating it slightly so the light hit at the right angle. No discoloration. No spotting. Then the strip from the weed pulp, same result. Clean. He double-checked the reference just to be sure.

“Both tests are negative,” he called out calmly, rising to his feet. “No reaction. Surface and plant tissue are clear. No residual contamination detected in this spot.”

Matt nodded, taking a slow breath as he stepped closer. He didn’t say anything at first. Just watched his son pocket the strips and fold the chart with practiced care, his movements disciplined, efficient, like this wasn’t the first time he’d done it. It wasn’t.

Brenden didn’t smile or look for praise. He simply gathered the gear and handed Matt the two strips to check out. Matt took one last look at the test strips, then gave Brenden a subtle nod.

“Go ahead. Give the signal.”

Brenden turned slightly, raising his right hand with a short, precise movement, palm open, then two fingers tapped twice against his shoulder before slicing outward in a sharp downward arc. It was a quiet cue, one only the boys and Kenny would recognize. A habit formed over years, taught in backyards and empty fields when the world was still whole.

To anyone else watching, it was just a weird flick of the arm. But it worked.

One by one, doors cracked open across the line of vehicles. Metal creaked. Hinges groaned. Boots hit the gravel.

Inside Brody’s jeep, Samantha was the first to step down. She let out a small groan as she stretched, arms high overhead until her back popped.

“God, I thought my spine was going to fuse to the seat,” she muttered, voice half laugh, half relief.

Behind her, others followed suit, slow, cautious at first, but with a visible shift in energy. Shoulders loosened. Necks rolled. Joints cracked. After hours sealed inside their mobile bunkers, the simple act of standing upright in open air felt like a small miracle.

Lindsay stepped out of the truck and tilted her head to the sky, eyes closed, just breathing.

Jenny leaned against the doorframe, one foot still inside, smiling at the sun like it had personally come back for her.

Even Stacey, still seated inside as the van’s back doors swung open, let out a quiet exhale and muttered, “Finally,” under her breath. She didn’t move much, just flexed her gloved fingers and blinked into the light, content for now to feel fresh air on her face.

They didn’t talk much. No one needed to. It was enough to be outside, alive, and, at least for now safe.

Matt stood near the front of the convoy, watching it all unfold with quiet satisfaction.

It wasn’t celebration.

It was release.

The first moment in days that didn’t feel like survival.

Just breathing. Moving. Existing.

And for now, that was enough.
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The stillness lingered as boots hit the gravel and bodies eased into movement. For the first time all day, no one was rushing. No one was bracing for impact. They just stood there, letting the silence feel like something close to peace.

Matt gave it a moment, then turned back to the RAM and popped open the rear door. The second it opened Faith stepped out first, cautious but steady, nose twitching at the air. Beau followed close, tail raised, scanning the brush. Lil Bit lingered a beat longer, then sprang down with a soft thud, shaking out his muscles before sweeping wide in a lazy arc.  Matt glanced at Lindsay. “We should keep them in the truck as much as we can,” he said quietly. “Let them out to do their business, then back inside.”

He then gave a low whistle and raised his hand, motioning the others in.

“Alright, everybody stretch your legs. But stay sharp. We’ve got a little breathing room, that’s all.” He glanced at the group as they fanned out and took a breath. Then he raised his voice slightly, firm but calm.

“One more thing. Keep your masks nearby. The last air test came back at a 0.65, that’s elevated. Not dangerous for short-term exposure, but it’s not clean either.”

He looked from face to face, locking eyes with the ones who needed to hear it most.

“Normal background levels are closer to 0.1 or 0.2. So yeah, 0.7 won’t kill us, but it adds up. Every minute breathing this stuff in puts a little more strain on your system. You won’t feel it now. You will later.”

He paused, letting it land.

“Here’s the plan. Everyone rotates mask usage. Two hours on, 1 hour off. If you're walking patrol, or doing anything that kicks up dust, you stay masked. If you're resting or inside a vehicle with the doors shut, that’s your break time. No exceptions. Protect your lungs now, or pay for it later.”

A few nods moved through the group. No pushback, just understanding.

“And if the wind picks up or something stirs the ground? We mask up, immediately. No second guessing. You feel a burn in your throat, your nose, anything weird, mask up and call it out.”

He took a breath, then gave a small nod toward the woods.

“We treat this air like it’s lying to us because it is. There’s no warning label. It doesn’t sting or burn until it’s already in your lungs.”

For a moment, no one moved. The weight of his words hung in the air, heavier than the silence. Then, one by one, they began to shift, quietly adjusting gear, checking masks, falling back into routine.

Lindsay stepped up beside him, the map still folded tight under her arm. Her eyes swept the tree line before locking onto his.

“You know where we are, don’t you?”

Matt’s brow lifted slightly, the ghost of a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. He raised a hand and pointed just past the northern tree line.

“Snow Creek’s just over that hill,” he said, his voice even.

Lindsay followed his gesture, scanning the slope. After a pause, she let out a short, almost incredulous laugh and shook her head, a crooked smile creeping across her face.

“You actually knew,” she said, half to herself. “Shows what I know.”

The sound of boots crunching gravel pulled their attention back. Brenden approached first, Nicholas and Brody close behind. The dogs paced along the outer edge, alert but relaxed, holding formation, never straying far.

Matt took a step forward, his tone clear, steady, and loud enough for the whole group.

He scanned the group, then locked eyes with his sons, Brenden, Nicholas, and Brody.

For a second, everything around him faded. All he could see were their faces... and not as they were now, but as they used to be.

Small.  Unscarred.

Back at the dinner table in a house that no longer stood, voices loud, elbows on the table, laughter spilling between bites of chicken fingers and sticky globs of mac and cheese. Lindsay moved between the stove and sink, smiling at their chaos, and Matt, he had sat at the head of the table, not just as their father, but as their quiet anchor.

They'd been too young to understand war, fallout, or just how dark the world could get. But even then, Matt knew it was his job to prepare them, planting the seed early could very well save their lives one day.

So, between the jokes and second helpings, he drilled it in.

“Three rally points,” he’d said. Again. And again. And again, until even Brody, still in his booster seat, could recite them with a mouthful of food.

“The house. The caves. The Lodge.”

“Why that one, Dad?” Nicholas had asked once, wide-eyed.

“Because the ground you’re standing on matters more than walls,” Matt said, trying to help his young boys understand. “When things get scary, smart people don’t just run, they find the safest, quietest place to hide, and stay there until it’s really okay.”

Brenden had nodded like he understood, even though he was barely ten. Brody had just giggled and dipped a nugget in ketchup the size of his fist.

But Matt had kept saying it. Kept planting it deep.

Because he knew the day might come when words were all they had left to follow.

He’d told them the truth then, that the terrain mattered more than the buildings. That Snow Creek wasn’t just a name; it was a fallback. A promise that if everything went to hell, they’d have one more place to meet.

That memory settled, and Matt pulled himself back to the present. He cleared his throat and turned back to the group.

“Alright, listen up. We’re making an important stop before we continue. On the other side of that ridge is Snow Creek Lodge. I drilled that location into my boys’ heads years ago as a rally point, one of the backups if home or the caves weren’t an option.”

He let that sit, watching their faces. No confusion. No protest. Just quiet understanding.

“I’ve got a reason to believe Ryan, my oldest son, might’ve gone there.

It’s a long shot, I know that.

But we’re close, and this might be my last chance to find him without drawing attention to the group.

He scanned the faces around him, bracing for pushback. They were on the move, finally making real progress, and now he was asking them to stop. To veer off track for someone who hadn’t been with them since day one.

But no one said a word. No frustration. No questions. Just quiet nods, like they understood, or maybe they just knew better than to argue when Matt had that look in his eyes.

Brenden stood with his hands on his hips, nodding slightly, eyes locked on the hill ahead. He didn’t say a word, but something in his posture hinted at gears already turning, calm, measured, tactical.

Nicholas shifted beside him, scanning the tree line. Whatever he saw out there, it had him thinking, not just about what was waiting, but maybe about how they would respond if things didn’t go according to plan.

And Brody... he drifted toward the dogs, kneeling to calm them with a few quiet words. But the quick glance he threw back at Matt wasn’t just about reassurance. There was something in it, a flicker of excitement, maybe nerves, like part of him was already imagining what came next.

They hadn’t seen Ryan in a long time and even if none of them spoke it aloud, the ache of missing their brother was there in the quiet moments, just beneath the surface.

Brenden was the first to speak up.

“So what’s the move?”

Matt gathered the group near the back of the RAM, his voice low but firm.

“We’re not walking into this blind. Snow Creek might be empty... or it might not. Until we know for sure, we treat it like hostile ground.”

He pointed toward the hill.

“Kenny and I are gonna hike up to the tree line, get eyes on the lodge from above. We will scan the area, get the layout and observe for a bit.”

Kenny gave a short nod, already checking the scope on his rifle and adjusting the strap of his pack.

Matt continued, sweeping his eyes across the group. “While we’re gone, I want everything off this road. Vehicles get pulled into cover, behind trees, brush, anything that breaks up their profile. This vegetation on the ridge is thick enough to hide us from overhead, but if someone rolls up, we don’t want to be spotted. Also radios stay silent, no chatter unless something’s wrong."

Lindsay stepped forward, her eyes tracking every rise and shadow.

“There’s a bend fifty yards back. We’ll drive all three vehicles off-road and into the tree line, tight formation, low profile. Once we’re in, they’ll vanish from view.”

No one needed more than that.

Doors swung open with soft clicks. Packs were tossed in. Dogs loaded without a word, slipping into the back seats like they knew the drill. Engines turned over, low and muffled under their breath.

The vehicles rolled out slowly, tires crunching soft earth as they eased off the gravel and into the underbrush. Branches scraped along the sides, pine needles catching on bumpers, the occasional thunk of a low-hanging limb brushing the roof. Drivers picked their lines carefully, weaving through narrow gaps between trunks, keeping momentum low to avoid spinning out in the mossy groundcover.

Nicholas, Chris, and Brody walked slowly behind the last vehicle, already at work. They brushed heavy limbs across the path, sweeping out the tire grooves where vegetation had been pressed down. Pinecones, broken sticks, whatever the forest gave them, all of it was used to erase the trail. The work was tedious and deliberate, with each pass requiring them to crouch, adjust, and blend the signs of passage until the ground looked more random than disturbed.

Progress was slow.

By the time they reached the bend, the lead vehicle had slowed to a crawl. The trees thickened, their trunks narrowing into a tight cluster of shadow and cover just off the dirt road. It took some maneuvering, backing up, inching forward, readjusting, to get all three vehicles staggered just right. Bumpers pressed against bark. Undergrowth snagged under axles. They made it work.

What followed wasn’t quick.

Everyone moved with purpose, but the task itself took time. Samantha and Jessica hauled down heavy limbs, the weight awkward and rough against their arms. They braced them against the vehicles at angles, focused not just on coverage but distortion, breaking up the straight lines and boxy silhouettes that could give away their position. More than once, the branches snapped wrong, forcing them to reposition or start over.

Brody and Mike pulled brush and clusters of dry vines from the surrounding forest, dragging them by the armful and tossing them onto roofs and windshields. Sweat beaded along their brows. It wasn’t just about piling on debris, it was about layering it with intent. Creating irregular outlines. Letting nature reclaim the shapes they brought in.

Chris circled the perimeter with careful steps, stopping every few feet to crouch, study, and evaluate. He wasn’t just checking for gaps, he was checking for patterns. Anything too clean, too intentional, too symmetrical. Things that might stand out to the wrong kind of eye. If something looked staged, he made a note, fixed it on his return pass, and kept moving.

Branches were draped like camouflage netting, layered and uneven. Low hanging limbs were broken and repositioned to hang over vehicle frames. Loose leaves were scattered over hoods and across windshields. The group worked in silence, broken only by short instructions and quiet adjustments. Shoes scuffed against bark, arms scratched from thorns, legs sore from crouching too long in the same position.

It was slow. It was physical. And it was necessary.

By the end, the vehicles didn’t vanish, but they didn’t look like vehicles anymore, either. From above, or even from a hundred yards out, they were just tangled shadows in the trees.

Matt and Kenny had made their way slipping toward the tree line. Every step was calculated, weight distributed carefully. Feet landing soft and deliberate, testing the soil before shifting forward. They kept low, avoiding the skyline, moving with the kind of quiet that came from experience, not fear.

The forest thickened as they climbed, shadows stretching longer with each passing step. A single crow called from somewhere up ahead, “caw, caw, caw” sharp and distant, echoing through the trees.

Matt stopped cold at the sound, and Kenny froze beside him.

They exchanged a glance, not quite a smile, not quite a warning. Just enough to say maybe the forest wasn’t completely dead after all.

A crow was a good sign.

After everything they’d seen, even the sound of wings and a voice in the trees felt like proof the world hadn’t fully died.

A breeze whispered through the treetops high above, shifting the canopy with a soft rustle. But down here, on the slope, the air stayed still, heavy, quiet, watchful. The sky above was streaked with amber light, clouded just enough to keep you guessing whether it was dusk or dust. They paused at intervals to listen. Watch. Reorient.

Kenny raised his hand, signaling stop, and dropped to a crouch beside a mossy outcrop. He brought his rifle scope to his eye, scanning through the gaps in the branches ahead.

Matt moved up beside him, just low enough to keep from breaking the skyline. He squinted through the trees. The land dropped sharply beyond this point, a natural overlook. They weren’t far from the others, maybe ten minutes of uphill footing. And just below, nestled in the valley, sat Snow Creek Lodge.
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