
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      Aftermath

      Loyalty

    

    
      
        Serenity Bea

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Serenity Bea

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Ellen

      

      
        2. Daryl

      

      
        3. Cole

      

      
        4. Ellen

      

      
        5. Daryl

      

      
        6. Ellen

      

      
        7. Cole

      

      
        8. Daryl

      

      
        9. Ellen

      

      
        10. Daryl

      

      
        11. Cole

      

      
        12. Ellen

      

      
        13. Daryl

      

      
        14. Ellen

      

      
        15. Daryl

      

      
        16. Ellen

      

      
        17. Daryl

      

      
        18. Ellen

      

      
        19. Daryl

      

      
        20. Ellen

      

      
        21. Daryl

      

      
        22. Ellen

      

      
        23. Cole

      

      
        24. Daryl

      

      
        25. Ellen

      

      
        26. Cole

      

      
        27. Daryl

      

      
        28. Cole

      

      
        29. Ellen

      

      
        30. Daryl

      

      
        31. Ellen

      

      
        32. Daryl

      

      
        33. Cole

      

      
        34. Daryl

      

      
        35. Cole

      

      
        36. Ellen

      

      
        37. Daryl

      

      
        38. Ellen

      

      
        39. Daryl

      

      
        40. Ellen

      

      
        41. Cole

      

      
        42. Ellen

      

      
        43. Daryl

      

      
        44. Ellen

      

      
        45. Cole

      

      
        46. Daryl

      

      
        47. Ellen

      

      
        48. Daryl

      

      
        49. Cole

      

      
        50. Ellen

      

      
        51. Cole

      

      
        52. Ellen

      

      
        53. Daryl

      

      
        54. Ellen

      

      
        55. Cole

      

      
        56. Ellen

      

      
        57. Cole

      

      
        58. Daryl

      

      
        59. Ellen

      

      
        60. Daryl

      

      
        61. Cole

      

      
        62. Daryl

      

      
        63. Ellen

      

      
        64. Cole

      

      
        65. Ellen

      

      
        66. Daryl

      

      
        67. Ellen

      

      
        68. Cole

      

      
        69. Ellen

      

      
        70. Daryl

      

      
        71. Ellen

      

      
        72. Daryl

      

      
        73. Cole

      

      
        74. Ellen

      

      
        75. Daryl

      

      
        76. Cole

      

      
        77. Daryl

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Ellen

          

        

      

    

    
      Death was no stranger to Ellen. As a vet, there were times when her most compassionate act had been to end suffering. But that empathy had come at a price. Convincing owners that the kindest, most humane choice was to let their beloved pet go had eroded her compassion, one tearful consultation at a time.

      At first, she had loved the work. She’d been the calm voice in chaos, the steady hands, the one who could coax a terrified spaniel from beneath a chair with nothing but patience. Emergencies had once given her a jolt of purpose: midnight surgeries, blood-slick gloves, the quiet satisfaction of saving a life against the odds. There had been camaraderie, too—the late-night takeaway runs with colleagues, laughter over shared exhaustion, the unspoken pride of belonging to a team that made a difference.

      But after Josh… well, nothing had been the same after Josh. Not her life, not her work, and not Ellen. Grief had hollowed her out, but Josh was the one who passed her the shovel.

      Then came the headlines about an unidentified virus burning through villages in a far-flung country that most people couldn’t place on a map. She remembered catching the news between consults, watching footage of thin men carried on stretchers while her coffee cooled in her hand. The anchor’s voice had been grave, but Ellen had felt nothing—steeped too deeply in her own grief.

      By the time the virus began its climb westward, grief had already remade Ellen, and she had no softness left to lose. The newsreels showed America collapsing in train stations, on sidewalks, in schools. Footage of black bags stacked in courtyards became a regular feature of news bulletins as reporters in masks described overwhelmed hospitals.

      At first, the virus swallowed distant cities on the West Coast before creeping closer with every headline. None of it touched her. She regarded the events as something distant from her own inner agony—like everything else. So when the virus reached Baltimore, her detachment became her survival.

      She picked up extra shifts, burying herself in work until her body ached. But colleagues fell sick, one by one. The waiting room held fewer patients, then none at all. The practice closed its doors, the shutters drawn, her last link to routine gone.

      Supermarket shelves were stripped bare within days. Aisles once fluorescent and orderly became battlefields—carts rammed into ribs, hands grabbing for tins of beans, the sound of breaking glass as bottles slipped in the chaos of panicked voices.

      By the third lockdown, the hospitals were beyond capacity. Triage spilled onto the sidewalks outside. Refrigerated trucks lined streets, parked end to end, their generators humming as they swallowed the overflow. She smelled the smoke long before she understood what it meant—makeshift pyres on the outskirts of the city, the bodies stacked higher than the fire could consume. But still the virus advanced, devouring everyone in its path.

      Food became scarce. Compassion became scarcer. The government scrambled, issuing hollow reassurances to the public even as it lost control. Meanwhile, Ellen doubled down on hers.

      She measured out the days in rationed calories, storing tap water in bottles and jars, keeping her world as safe and ordered as she could. The streets she had once jogged were now patrolled by weary soldiers in dusty fatigues, rifles slung carelessly over their shoulders, eyes dull with exhaustion. Their numbers had thinned as the weeks had dragged on.

      Sirens, once constant, grew sporadic, replaced by explosions that crept closer until finally even the illusion of order collapsed. Ellen learned to move like a shadow through her city, avoiding others, scavenging what she could, never lingering long in one place. Survival, she realized, was about surviving anarchy one careful choice at a time.

      One afternoon, when she returned home, her neighbor’s doors hung open, the apartment stripped of anything useful, overturned furniture lying like the ribs of a carcass after a feast. She stood at her apartment window, staring at a child’s bike toppled on its side in the gutter, the training wheels still attached.

      Time to go.

      Over the next few days, she planned her exit strategy. Waiting for the streets to grow quiet enough to risk leaving. But then came the cough.

      It started as a tickle, the sort you could almost ignore. Then the fever hit, bone-deep, soaking her body in sweat, then chills that threatened to shake her body apart. She curled on the floor of her apartment, a blanket twisted beneath her, soaked through, every breath a rasp. Days blurred into hallucination: shadows bending on the ceiling, voices in the hallway calling her name, her Josh’s laugh just out of reach. She thought, more than once, that she might finally be free—that death had come for her too.

      But it hadn’t.

      When the fever broke, she was still there. Alive. Alone. The silence of survival pressed in on her. She staggered to the window, bracing herself on the sill, and saw the city she had once loved reduced to ruin. Cars sat abandoned in snarled lines, their windshields spider-webbed from bricks and bullets. Shopfronts had been gutted, glass shattered across the pavement, shelves gaping and twisted. Smoke plumed from ransacked buildings, curling through streets where bodies lay as though they’d dropped mid-step.

      She didn’t weep. She didn’t rage. She simply noted it, the way she once noted the time of death in the absence of a heartbeat.

      Now, as she ducked into the dank doorway of a looted Starbucks, she scanned the surroundings with a practiced eye.

      Her body now knew what her mind had refused to admit before: compassion was a liability and grief was dead weight, so she had shed them both. Survival demanded it.

      The Bromo Tower pierced the ash-colored sky like a snapped bone, its clock face long dead.

      Ellen glanced up at it as she crossed the street, burned-out sedans scattered at odd angles across the intersection, their windows blown and dashboards stripped. A delivery van lay on its side, its back doors yawning wide, revealing nothing but emptiness.

      The mall sprawled ahead, a carcass of broken signage and shattered glass. Looted storefronts gaped like pulled teeth. She gave it a wide berth. Something about the building unnerved her, and she’d been careful to avoid it.

      Instead, she slipped through the jagged frame of a McDonald’s and stepped past a display cabinet of Happy Meal toys. The plastic figures lined up in military rows, still grinning at her behind the perspex.

      The seating area was eerily intact, dust coating every surface. A toppled display of Happy Meal boxes sat abandoned on one table, the plastic toys still sealed inside, untouched by the new world. For a heartbeat, she could almost hear the echo of kids shrieking and parents trying to quiet them. She swallowed the soundless memory and kept moving. A stack of plastic trays lay strewn across the floor, and she picked her way around them.

      The counter was a wreck of splintered laminate. Behind it, slumped against a stainless-steel prep table, lay a young woman in filthy overalls, her auburn hair matted, her face ashen.

      A small child clung to her torso.

      The toddler’s eyes were open but glassy, cheeks streaked with grime. She didn’t cry. Just stared, thumb tucked in her mouth, her tiny body pressed against the woman as if clinging to the remaining warmth seeping from it.

      “Please,” the woman gasped. “Take her.”

      Ellen’s pulse spiked. “I… I don’t want your child,” Ellen whispered. Once, she had dreamed of children, laughter, planned futures, the warmth of small hands in hers. But that dream had died before the world did.

      “She’s not mine.” The woman winced, arching her back and grimacing. “Please.”

      Ellen scanned the room. Empty. Only the faint drip from a ruptured soda line broke the silence.

      She froze. She should help the child. How exactly, Ellen? She bit her lip. Walk away. Stay alive. Every post-pandemic lesson hissed at her. Supplies were scarce enough for one; how would she ever nourish another? Besides, a crying toddler meant noise, and noise meant death.

      But the child didn’t cry. She just watched.

      Ellen edged forward, heart hammering. A scuff of footsteps froze her mid-step.

      Someone else was here.

      She ducked behind the serving counter, breath tight in her throat. Glancing around the corner, a reflection in the stainless steel cabinets revealed a figure slipping through the rear door—a man, mid-thirties, clothes ragged, beard scruffy. He moved with the wary crouch of someone who’d learned to expect violence.

      Kneeling beside the woman, he checked her pockets for valuables with quick, practiced motions. “Please…” the woman’s voice fell away to nothing. Then silence.

      “Shit.” The man muttered.

      Ellen held her breath as he stood, regarding the child at his feet. He paused, then gathering the girl into his arms, he sat her on the counter, his back to Ellen’s hiding place.

      The toddler didn’t resist. She complied, silently, as if she’d been passed from stranger to stranger before.

      Ellen stayed hidden, every instinct screaming to intervene, to demand proof of intention. But the man murmured something low and comforting, brushing the child’s hair behind her ear.

      Relief swept through Ellen, sharp and shameful. She crawled away, slipping back through the broken glass of the front door, smothering a hiss of pain as a jagged edge caught her upper arm.

      She glanced around her before darting across the ruined street. She’d seen survivors trading children to the military for rations. Maybe he was one of them. Maybe not. Either way, the dilemma was no longer hers.

      For a moment, she felt the prickle of eyes on her back. Paranoia, she told herself, as she sprinted for cover.

      If she stayed in the city too long, soldiers or scavenger gangs would find her—she’d seen what they did to women with societal expectations now gone. But leaving too soon was its own death sentence. The highways were emptier than the city, and emptiness bred desperation. Out there, she could starve, freeze, or meet a fate worse than hunger.

      She hugged the shadows beneath the Bromo Tower, its clock hands frozen at ten-to-two, like a crossroads caught in time. Two paths. Had she chosen the right one? The self-doubt hung over her like judgment. She laid her palm to the cold brick as the tremor in her fingers spread.

      Numbness had kept her alive, but as the wind hissed through the empty streets a thought slid in, uninvited:  If nothing can touch me, what’s the point of going on?

      The idea left a deeper ache than fear. She pulled her hand back, curling it into a fist, the jagged gash on her upper arm burning like guilt. Survival demanded she stay hollow, but some buried part of her, small, yet stubborn, still wanted more than just breathing and scavenging.

      Shots rang out, brutal and close. Ellen dropped to her knees, instinct taking over. A second burst followed, the sound ricocheting round the plaza like it was looking for her.

      Then silence.

      She forced herself to move, slipping into the nearest alley, the tower’s crooked shadow stretching after her like a pointing finger she couldn’t ignore.

      A single shot cracked through the stillness behind her.

      Then a child’s wail… thin and high and human.

      She ran.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Daryl

          

        

      

    

    
      Most people hadn’t survived the pandemic. Pussies.

      Daryl raked his fingers through his long hair, pushing his fringe off his forehead, the sleeve of his fatigues stiff with grime. Surviving the virus had just been the beginning.

      The stock of his rifle rested against his shoulder, breath steady as he scanned through the scope. The sky was the color of ash, late afternoon light seeping through the carcass of the city and spilling across burned-out cars and buildings.

      He swept his scope left, then right. Nothing but the jagged skyline of Baltimore, a graveyard of abandoned buildings standing like tombstones. “Clear,” he said. But even as the word left his mouth, movement caught in his scope—a figure darting between two collapsed storefronts, dark hair catching the late-afternoon sun.

      A woman. Alone. No weapon. No backup.

      Something about her stride caught his attention. She didn’t move like prey. More like someone with purpose.

      Beside him, Corporal Tanner stretched with a grunt. “Smells like hell out here.”

      “That’s not hell,” Daryl muttered. “That’s Baltimore.” He kept the scope to his eye, tracking the woman until she disappeared.

      Tanner smirked. “Hey, could be worse.”

      “Yeah? How?”

      “I dunno. Zombies?”

      Daryl snorted. “This isn’t Netflix.”

      Tanner gave a mock shiver. “Still. Would almost be easier. At least zombies don’t shoot back.”

      “Zombies don’t lie and steal either,” Daryl said, lowering his weapon and stepping over a tangle of wire. “Or screw each other over for a can of beans.”

      Tanner sighed and wiped his sleeve across his mouth. His rifle sat loose in his hands, but his eyes never stopped moving. They both had scars to prove what happened when you let your guard down in cities like this.

      They moved forward in sync, their boots crunching over shattered glass and plaster. The city was a collection of sharp angles and silence, except for the occasional hiss of wind through smashed-out windows. Somewhere far off, a dog barked, then cut short. Daryl noted the direction and distance—too far to be of concern to them.

      “Six blocks left in this sector,” Tanner said, checking his map. “We sweep, we clear, we get the hell out.”

      Daryl nodded. The Bromo Tower loomed ahead, its dead clock frozen like the world had run out of time.

      His brother, Cole, swept the next sector over with Weisel, a fellow sniper. Daryl always put that title in mental quotation marks. The guy had more swagger than aim, and Daryl could outshoot him blindfolded. Only a couple of hours left, then back to the barracks and a beer. He froze mid-step. “Hold.”

      A whisper of movement, fabric brushing brick maybe, gone before he could pin it down. The flag above flapped in the wind, masking the sound. He tilted his head.

      Footsteps. Then a cry.

      A child.

      Tanner’s eyes flared. “No way,” he muttered. “Another kid?”

      Daryl didn’t answer. He moved fast, as if his body had been trained to hone in on the sound.

      They ran at a crouch across the broken asphalt and ducked into the doorway of a wrecked deli, the glass doors long gone, steel shelves twisted like broken ribs. The smell hit them instantly, mold, rot, and decay.

      A figure darted past the building ahead. A man, mid-thirties maybe, scruffy beard, clothes torn and grubby, face streaked with dirt. He carried something in one arm. A toddler. Squirming but not crying. Barefoot.

      The man was reckless. Desperate.

      “Contact,” Tanner muttered into the radio on his shoulder. “Armed?” He turned to Daryl, but his question was answered by the crack of gunfire. Tanner flinched. “Son of a bitch.” He ducked instinctively. “The fucker shot at us!”

      They dove behind a burned-out car, its frame still reeking of smoke and fuel. Daryl dropped to one knee, the rifle rising into position, the stock slotting into his shoulder like second nature.

      Another burst of gunfire tore across them. “He’s scared,” Daryl said, voice flat. He rested the muzzle of his sniper rifle on the hood—the image of the man with the toddler sharpened in the scope. His breath thinned to nothing, the rest of the world falling away.

      Tanner crouched next to him. “You think he snatched that kid?”

      “I think his time’s up.”

      “You can’t hit him from here.”

      “Watch me.”

      “Bullshit.”

      The man had ducked into a crumbling tenement. Daryl settled in to wait. They always bolted. Eventually.

      Minutes passed. The city held its breath.

      Daryl’s heartbeat slowed.

      Then… movement.

      The man broke cover, the toddler under one arm, running hard and low. Daryl adjusted for the movement, steadying his breath until the world narrowed to the crosshairs on the man’s back. “Steady hands. Steady heart,” he muttered to himself.

      He squeezed the trigger.

      The crack punched through the air, and the man folded mid-stride. The child tumbled onto the asphalt, wailing.

      Tanner exhaled. “Jesus. That was… clean.”

      “I don’t miss,” Daryl said. It was the one thing he could always count on—the rifle in his hands, the work he was built for. “Get the kid. And shut her up.”

      Tanner jogged forward, slinging his weapon behind him. He crouched beside the toddler, murmuring something low and gentle. The kid was filthy and tear-streaked. Skinny, but alive.

      Behind them, the city buildings watched. Silent and judgmental.

      Daryl remained still, eyes scanning the horizon for further movement. Somewhere beyond the rooftops, Cole would be finishing his own sweep. Like none of it ever touched them.

      “Got her,” Tanner said, grinning. “Third one this week. Command’s gonna love us for this. Let’s go.” He picked his way across the rubble toward the underpass.

      The girl glanced at Daryl, wide-eyed. People tended to look twice at him, usually at his eyes. Cole joked they were “ice blue,” but Daryl knew it was the fact he never dropped his gaze first. Without a word, he raised two fingers in a gentle salute.

      She didn’t look away.

      Neither did he.

      He approached the body and stood over it. The man hadn’t been a threat. Not really, just trying to survive. But he’d fired first and Daryl followed orders. That’s what Marines did. If you hesitated, it got you killed. The only way to survive was to rely on yourself.

      He stared a moment longer, the silence folding in.

      It was never the shot that stayed with you.

      It was the quiet after.

      He turned and jogged after Tanner, keen to rendezvous with his brother and get the hell out of this shit hole.
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        * * *

      

      The Humvee jolted over a break in the road, the frame rattling like it was held together by duct tape and spite. Daryl kept one hand braced against the dashboard, the other resting on the rifle in his lap.

      The kid didn’t even stir.

      She was slumped against Cole’s chest in the back seat, dead asleep despite the motion, her head tucked under his chin.

      Daryl glanced back, hoping to catch Cole’s eye, but he was staring out the side window like the landscape had something to say. He seemed oblivious to the dark patch spreading down the girl’s leg—she’d wet herself when Tanner handed her over.

      They headed east, following what was left of the highway. Cars littered the road in both directions, some burned out, some half-crushed, all abandoned. A shopping cart sat in the middle of an off-ramp. Alongside it, a boot and a pair of reading glasses.

      Locust Point was still thirty klicks out.

      Tanner drove with his usual loose grip, shoulders hunched, gaze scanning the road like he expected it to turn on them. Weisel sat behind Daryl, quiet for once, the mood in the truck somber.

      Daryl didn’t let himself think about what came next. He kept his eyes on the road, on the broken lines and scattered wreckage, the useless signs and rusted barriers. All the pieces of a world that used to pretend it had order.

      Floodlights hit the Humvee as they crested the hill. The base rose ahead—concrete barriers, chain-link fencing, and a makeshift watchtower rigged with lights that bled across the ruined road.

      Tanner eased off the gas. The engine growled as they rolled toward the checkpoint.

      A soldier stepped out from the shadows, rifle slung, cigarette tucked behind one ear. He leaned into Tanner’s window, squinting at the interior. Then he saw the kid. He let out a low whistle. “Well done, guys,” he said, grinning. “Bit on the young side, but⁠—”

      Daryl leaned across Tanner. “Just open the fucking gate already.”

      The soldier blinked. The grin dropped. He stepped back without another word and waved them through.

      The gate clanked open, and the Humvee rolled forward. Inside, the base thrummed with activity. Trucks revving, voices barking orders, boots on gravel. Noise that passed as home now.

      He looked over his shoulder at his brother.

      Cole’s jaw was tight as the girl began to stir in his lap, her hand curled into the fabric of his jacket sleeve.

      Daryl looked away. I hate this fucking job.
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        * * *

      

      The barracks rooftop offered a short reprieve. Daryl sat with his back to the brickwork, a crumpled foil ration bag resting on his thigh. He stabbed at it with a flimsy plastic fork, chewing without tasting.

      He preferred it up here. No one to talk to. No one watching. The breeze carried the stench of fuel and sweat from below.

      Marching echoed across the compound. Boots hitting the ground, voices tight and rhythmic. He leaned forward just enough to see the group jog past the perimeter road, dust kicking up around their heels.

      Of course, Cole was with them.

      He always was.

      Same routine, every damn day: laps around the compound, weapon checks on his cot, then sitting for hours, staring at the horizon like he was waiting for it to blink first.

      His brother moved as if something were driving him forward, shoulders tight, expression carved from stone. He carried that quiet, dangerous control the Navy had etched into him, muscles coiled under his shirt as if every step cost more than he’d ever admit. His hair had grown out, dark and unruly, catching the light as he turned. And those green eyes never stayed still; they tracked shadows, exits, ghosts Daryl couldn’t see. He looked solid. Unshakeable.

      But Daryl knew better.

      Cole had been looking out for him since they were kids, but now… There was something brittle under the surface—a hairline crack in his armor.

      Before the pandemic, they’d been in different service branches, deployed to different countries. Years passed, marked only by the odd text, until the virus hit. Then the messages grew more frequent, urgent, until the cell networks finally died. Three weeks ago, Daryl was redeployed to Baltimore.

      He could still smell it, the scorched-oil tang of the airfield when he’d stepped off the helicopter. Across the runway, in the shadow of an aircraft hangar, Cole sat on his helmet, head bent, rifle propped against his knee.

      Daryl had dropped his pack and run.

      Cole jerked upright, rifle snapping to his shoulder. Then recognition hit, his grip easing. “Daz?” His voice had been hoarse. Disbelieving.

      They closed the distance fast, their embrace brief but fierce, the kind you give when you’re not sure if you’ll get another.

      “What brings you here?” Cole released his embrace first.

      “Same thing as you, I’d guess. The world’s gone to rat-shit.”

      Cole tugged Daryl’s shoulder-length hair. “Marines lose their scissors?”

      Daryl mock-punched his brother’s stubbled jaw. “Navy lose their razors?”

      He smiled at the memory now. Being reunited with his brother was like finding a live round in an empty magazine in a world stripped to the bone.

      He blinked, staring back in the ration bag. What had the chances been?

      A scrape sounded behind him.

      He spun, hand halfway to his rifle on instinct—but it was just a cat. Ginger and grubby white. One ear sagging. It blinked at him slowly, like it was sizing him up.

      When his pulse had settled, he exhaled through his nose, then stabbed a chunk of something unidentifiable and flicked it near the cat. “Your funeral,” he muttered.

      The cat sniffed it and tucked in.

      Daryl went back to chewing. When the foil packet was almost empty, he glanced over his shoulder at the cat again. “Vagrant.”

      The animal sat back on its haunches, tail sweeping a slow arc across the rooftop.

      Daryl pinned the edge of the packet between his front teeth and tore it open. He laid it flat beside him, the last of the meal smeared across the foil. “You want it? You gotta earn it. No such thing as a free meal here, buddy.”

      The cat sniffed the air, then stared at him, unimpressed. Finally, it stood and padded over to the offering. As it bent to lick the foil, Daryl reached out to touch its head.

      It flinched away.

      “Oh, playing hard to get, is it?”

      The cat twitched its tail, then slunk in to snatch a morsel. When it returned, Daryl stretched his hand out again, slower this time. His fingers brushed its back, the fur warm beneath his calloused palm.

      A commotion broke out below. Shouts, boots scraping, the clang of metal on concrete.

      Daryl’s head snapped round. He looked down into the compound.

      Cole.

      He was locked in a fight with another Marine near the mess tent. Fists flying. A folding chair overturned, someone shouting for them to stop.

      “Shit.” Daryl was already moving. He surged to his feet, the cat hissed and bolted, tail high, gone in a flash of white and ginger.

      Reaching the fire escape, he swung over the side, boots skimming past the rungs as his palms slid down the rails.

      He hit the ground hard and kept moving, shouldering through the ring of onlookers, shoving a couple of gawkers aside until the mess tent came into view.

      Cole was on top of a broad-shouldered Marine, fists hammering down in short, savage arcs. The other man’s forearms were up in a shaky guard, but blood was already slick on his cheekbone.

      “Cole!”

      Another punch, knuckles cracking against bone. Daryl grabbed the back of his brother’s shirt and yanked. Cole came up half off the ground, wild-eyed, chest heaving. For a second, Daryl thought he might swing at him instead. “Enough,” he barked, shoving him back a step.

      Private Anders staggered upright, wiping blood from his mouth. He lunged at Cole. “He’s going dow⁠—”

      Daryl pivoted and drove his fist into Ander’s face. Cartilage crunched under his knuckles; Anders went down hard, cursing through his hands.

      “Jesus Christ!” A voice boomed through the mayhem. Lieutenant Kearns bore down on them, his expression a thundercloud. “Mercer! Both of you. CO’s office. Now!”

      The onlookers scattered quickly. Cole stood to attention, breathing hard, jaw tight, blood spatter on his forearms.

      Daryl could still feel the tremor in the muscles of his brother’s back where he’d hauled him back.

      “Move,” Kearns snapped, gesturing toward headquarters. “Before I have you both dragged there!”

      Daryl fell into step beside Cole, heart pounding, the copper taste of adrenaline in his mouth. Cole didn’t look at him, but Daryl caught the twitch in his jaw.
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        * * *

      

      The CO’s office door slammed behind them. Captain Rourke didn’t sit. He planted his fists on the desk and glared. “Do you two have any idea how much shit you’ve just dumped on me?” His voice was low, dangerous. “Brawling in the compound? In front of half the damn unit? You think we don’t have better things to deal with than your family drama?”

      Daryl kept his eyes front.

      Cole stared somewhere over Rourke’s shoulder, jaw locked.

      “I don’t care who started it,” Rourke continued, “because I’m ending it. For good. You want to beat the shit out of someone; you do it off my base. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” they answered in unison.

      Rourke straightened, exhaling through his nose. Then his eyes locked on Daryl. “Lucky for you, Mercer, I’ve got a way to make my problem go away.”

      Daryl frowned. “Sir?”

      “The Canadians have docked.”

      Rourke turned, stabbing a finger at the large, dog-eared wall map behind him. A red pin marked Baltimore. Another, far to the west, sat on the Pacific coast. “They're headed south. Word is, they’re cutting down through Panama, then docking again in Portland in three, maybe four months.”

      Rourke folded his arms. “They’ve put in a formal request for two marines, one a sniper—urban combat, high-precision stuff. Guess who sprung to mind? I’ve agreed to exchange your skills for… something classified.” His tone made it clear Daryl wasn’t getting details.

      Daryl nodded. “The other marine? My brother, sir?”

      Rourke’s gaze slid to Cole. His eyes flicked over his split knuckles, the faint blood spray on his forearms, the bruise already darkening along his jaw. “There used to be a VA facility on that stretch of coast. Rumor is, what’s left of military medical has been consolidated there. If it’s still operational, they’ll have people who handle… situations like this.” He scribbled a set of coordinates on a scrap of paper, folded it once, and held it out.

      Daryl took it, closing his fist around the paper like it might blow away.

      Cole’s mouth twitched. Less like a smile, more akin to a snarl.

      The information hit like a jolt of electricity. A way to get Cole help. A way for Daryl to get back to the precision work he was built for. No more grunt “search and rescue” bullshit. “Thank you, sir⁠—”

      “I want you both out of my hair,” Rourke said. “You can be the Canadian’s problem now. Nineteen-hundred tomorrow. Baltimore docks,” Rourke’s gaze pinned Cole. “Try not to put anyone else in the infirmary before then, Mercer. Dismissed!”

      The door banged shut behind them.

      Daryl’s boots felt lighter as they crossed the compound. A Canadian warship. Portland. A chance to get Cole sorted. “This is it,” he said, grinning. “We’re out. No more searching for kids bullshit.”

      Cole didn’t return his grin. “I’m not going.”

      Daryl stopped dead. “What?”

      Cole wiped the back of his sleeve over his face, eyes avoiding his. “I’m not… things aren’t…” He trailed off, like the words jammed somewhere between his mind and his throat.

      Daryl closed the distance in two strides, jabbing a finger into his brother’s chest. “I don’t need you as a fucking bodyguard, Cole. But we’re brothers. We stick together!”

      Cole’s jaw worked, but all he did was nod once. Then he turned and walked away, shoulders tight, fists clenched at his sides.

      Daryl watched him go, heat prickling his neck. If Cole bailed, he’d never see a shrink. And Daryl would lose the only thing he was any good at. He’d get them both on that Canadian ship, even if it killed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Cole

          

        

      

    

    
      The compound appeared deserted under the soft arc of the perimeter lights. The temporary barracks sprawled across the old shipping yards at Locust Point. Razor wire looped around the perimeter, strung between stacked shipping containers that doubled as makeshift watchtowers. Diesel fumes clung to the air, mixing with the metallic tang of salt and rust. Overhead, gulls shrieked and circled, drawn by the scent of whatever the tide had brought in.

      Cole walked the gravel path between the barracks and the motor pool, hands in his pockets, keeping his pace slow. The quiet should have been a gift, but lately it just left more room for the wrong thoughts. His knuckles ached from the fight, skin split just enough to sting when he flexed. His thighs burned from the laps he’d run earlier in a desperate attempt to keep the static down.

      He couldn’t unwind. Couldn’t settle. The nights were the worst, too quiet, every shadow threatening to turn into something it wasn’t. He stroked the back of his neck with his palm. Keep your shit together, soldier.

      He thought back to the fight earlier.

      The mess had been thick with heat and the smell of powdered eggs. Forks scraped on metal trays, voices bouncing off the low ceiling in waves of end-of-shift chatter.

      Torres held court again, leaning back with his boots hooked under the bench, grinning like he had the world figured out. “…sooner we find some tail and haul it back to the barracks, the better,” he’d said, glancing round the table. A couple of guys laughed.

      Cole kept his head down, chasing the last of his eggs into a corner of the tray.

      Torres’s gaze landed on him. “What about you, Mercer? You in?”

      Cole didn’t answer. He shoved the tray away with a clatter and stood. He was halfway out the door when Torres called after him, voice pitched just loud enough to carry over the room. “Course, not all Marines are into pussy.”

      The group broke into low snickers.

      Cole kept walking. Head down, fists curled, nails biting into his palms. Heat prickled at the base of his skull. He locked his jaw in an attempt to prevent a long-buried memory from surfacing.

      Torres followed him into the compound, calling over his shoulder to the guys in the mess hall. “Looks like we’ve got a queer in the unit.”

      Cole turned, slowly, his eyes locked on Torres. “What did you say?”

      Torres smirked, holding his hands up. “Hey, no judgment from me, Mercer. Gotta get love where you can find it nowadays.”

      Cole cringed as he recalled the crack of knuckles on bone, the ring of onlookers, Daryl’s voice cutting through the haze as he hauled him backwards.

      Humiliation throbbed deeper than the bruises. He picked up his pace and headed for the showers. He stripped down, stepped under the spray, and twisted the faucet until the water scolded.

      He braced his palms against the tiles, letting the steam curl around him. The water hammered at his shoulders, loosening tight muscles, but it didn’t touch the tension that lived deeper in his bones.

      He scrubbed his hair, letting it fall in wet tangles over his eyes, then rinsed the suds away. The soap left his skin raw and pink, but he didn’t feel clean. He never felt clean.

      He dressed quickly and laced his boots tight, staring at the rows of eyelets. Order where there wasn’t any in his head. The smell of soap still clung to him, but he knew it wasn’t going to be enough to cleanse his soul.

      He lay on his cot fully clothed, boots crossed at the ankles, staring at the stained ceiling. Somewhere outside, the generator coughed twice, the sound cutting through the barracks walls, making him flinch.

      A Canadian ship. Rourke’s voice replayed in his head, that red pin on the map burned into his memory—Baltimore now, Portland next. Weeks boxed in with strangers. Nowhere to disappear. No space to run until his lungs gave out. No rhythm of push-ups until his arms shook. Nowhere to bleed the static out.

      He was barely keeping it together as it was.

      Out in the field last week, he’d gotten sloppy. Almost got himself killed. Only Tanner’s quick reactions had saved him. But worse… shame curled in Cole’s gut… not the close call, but the ugly truth that he’d resented Tanner for stepping in. Maybe he hadn’t just let his guard down. Maybe, just maybe, some dark part of him was tired of surviving.

      His hands curled into fists, the sheets bunching under his grip. His knuckles flared in protest, raw from the fight. He flexed them once, reliving the heat of the blows, the dull satisfaction when bone met flesh, the moment it was just pain and motion and nothing else.

      He thought back to that day three weeks ago when Daryl had walked back into his life.

      The airfield had stank of scorched oil and dust. He sat on his helmet in the shadow of the hangar, rifle balanced against his knee, head down, counting heartbeats and trying not to think about how damn long the day had been.

      Boots pounded across the tarmac. Too fast for casual. He was up in a heartbeat, rifle shouldered.

      He froze.

      “Daz?” His voice came out hoarse, raw in a way he hadn’t planned. For a second, he thought his eyes were lying, that the heat shimmer was playing tricks. But it was his little brother. Older. More muscular. But still Daryl.

      The rifle dipped. His chest tight.

      They closed the gap in quick strides, the embrace hard enough to knock the air out of him. He held on just long enough to know Daryl was real, but not long enough to let anything crack open inside him.

      “What brings you here?” he asked, because anything else would’ve seemed too much.

      “Same thing as you, I guess. The world’s gone to rat-shit.”

      Cole had managed a smile, but something had cowered inside him. Daryl was right there in front of him, flesh and blood after years of distance, and it had felt good, really good. But it also dragged up every shadow cast long over their childhood.

      He hadn’t expected to see his brother again, not when so many had been lost to the virus. But when he had, he wasn’t sure if the pain in his chest was relief… or the old wounds remembering exactly where they’d come from.

      He closed his eyes and rubbed them with his trembling fingers. Protecting Daryl had always been his job—the only one that ever mattered. Lately, though, it seemed like the best way to do that was to stay the hell away from him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Ellen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellen hadn’t liked malls much even before the world ended. Now they felt like obscene, giant mausoleums for a dead way of life.

      Crouching behind a rusted bike rack outside what had once been a Bed Bath & Beyond, she steeled herself to go inside. The glass doors were still intact, but dirt smeared the inside, and something unidentifiable was congealed near the handles.

      She scanned the plaza. There was no movement. No sound beyond the low groan of wind, but still, her gut twisted.

      She hadn’t set foot in the mall before now. She’d circled it for weeks. Too many blind spots. Too many exits she couldn’t cover. But she was out of food, and she’d need a pair of sturdy boots if she was going to hit the road soon. This was the cost of surviving. Choosing between bad and worse.

      Pushing her hair off her face, she exhaled slowly through her mouth to steady her nerves. “In and out,” she whispered. “No heroics.”

      With a push of her shoulder, she slipped through the doors and into the shadows.

      The air inside was rank—damp fabric, mildew, and something sour. What little light filtered through the skylights pooled in dusty columns on the tile floor. Escalators loomed like twisted vines. A discarded stroller lay on its side at the base of one, wheels locked at an awkward angle.

      Her sneakers scuffed against the tile floor, her breath rasping in her ears. A mannequin stood a few feet away, naked, one arm missing. She locked gaze with it as she passed, glancing back twice afterwards.

      She moved with care, hugging walls, eyes darting across shop fronts. Many had been looted long ago—shelves gutted, display racks overturned. But desperation made her thorough. People missed things when they rushed. Ellen didn’t.

      She passed a boarded-up Claire’s, then a phone repair kiosk where its drawers stood open, cords spilling out like entrails.

      Drip.

      She froze.

      Her heart punched hard once in her chest. Then again.

      Drip.

      Only water. Somewhere above, the roof was leaking.

      Her stomach growled.

      She crouched, drawing a plastic bottle from her backpack. One swig of water to steady her nerves. It tasted of chlorine and mildew. She capped it, her hands shaking, then rose and moved toward the opposite wing.

      As she passed the shattered remains of the department store, something snagged her gaze. A mirror. Half-buried under rubble, cracked in three places.

      She saw her reflection. The glass fractured her face into unfamiliar, haggard parts, her eyes ringed with exhaustion. Where did the carefree young woman go? She knew the answer to that and it lay at Josh’s door before the pandemic was even a thing.

      She pressed her hand to the cold surface and whispered, “At what point… does survival mean you’re so shut down, you’re no longer human?”

      A pause.

      Then, the answer she gave herself: Not yet.

      Not yet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The supply run had been a bust. A single sports drink, sticky with dust, tucked beneath a shelving unit, and a blue-and-grey bandana from a stand beside the till. She tore the plastic and slid the soft band over her head, sweeping her hair back.

      A scream tore through the mall’s ground floor—raw, piercing, desperate. She froze. The sound bounced off bare concrete and hollow shopfronts, echoing through the atrium until she couldn’t tell where it came from. She dropped into a crouch, forehead pressed to her knee, her whole body rigid. The hairs on her arms standing to attention.

      For a moment, she prayed it would stop. That silence would swallow it again and she could keep moving, keep breathing, keep surviving.

      But another wail of anguish split the air, higher this time, sharper, threaded with panic. Her stomach tightened.

      Every instinct screamed: walk away.

      Walk.

      Away.

      Every instinct told her to leave and not expose herself to danger. Being reckless out here could get you killed, but another wail of anguish sealed her fate—some part of her would never be able to walk away from suffering.

      She edged out of the doorway, boots crunching glass despite her effort to stay quiet.

      The warm afternoon light spilled through a broken skylight above, dust motes swirling like ash. Then, in its glow, she saw him.

      A boy, no older than ten, lay sprawled in the fountain, impaled on Poseidon's trident. She glanced upwards to the broken skylight above. The metal sculpture had crumpled under the weight of his fall.

      Blood spread dark around the boy’s hip, his shirt sodden, a line of crimson running from the corner of his mouth down to his neck. His limbs flailed weakly, brushing against the marble. “Help me,” he wheezed.

      Ellen’s throat closed.

      Her eyes flicked upward. The jagged frame of the skylight gaped above, glass shards glittering. Had he fallen? Or was this a lure—bait to draw out the last fools still capable of mercy?

      She scanned the balconies, the upper walkways, the shadows of empty storefronts. Nothing moved. Nothing breathed. Nothing cared.

      Swallowing, she scanned her surroundings again, every nerve screaming at her to abandon him. The scene looked genuine enough, but… fuck.

      This is how people died—answering cries for help that weren’t meant for them.

      “Help me,” the boy wheezed again.

      The raw agony in his voice cut through her fear like a blade. Before she could stop herself, Ellen broke from cover, running at a crouch across the open floor, each step a calculated gamble.

      “It’s alright, you’re not alone,” she said, forcing a smile as she dropped her backpack by her feet. She took his cold hand in hers, squeezing hard enough to ground them both.

      Don’t say it. Don’t you dare say it.

      “You’re going to be okay,” she lied, her voice betraying her with a tremor.

      “I’m cold.”

      “I know. Lie still. Let me help you.”

      She tugged her first-aid kit from her backpack and pulled out a syringe and needle. She could pack the wound, maybe stabilize him long enough to leave him for a military patrol. But then what? Taken where? For what purpose? She had seen soldiers sift through wreckage, extracting children with single-minded purpose, leaving the adults.

      No. Better to make his death easier than have him suffer in other ways later.

      Her fingers found the glass vial tucked in the side pocket. The “pink juice,” they had called it at the surgery. Back then, it was mercy for animals too broken to heal. Now it was a darker mercy, one she had never imagined offering to a child.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, drawing the liquid into the syringe, focusing on the tiny bubbles instead of his face.

      “David.”

      Her throat tightened. “My name is Ellen.”

      Holding his gaze, she slid the needle into his arm. “Go to sleep now.”

      His fingers twitched against hers, his body spasming once, twice. She gripped his hand until it went slack, until the stillness came.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, scrubbing his blood from her palms with her shirt. “You’re in a better place now.” She lay his small hands across his chest and closed his eyes with trembling fingers.

      For a moment, she envied him the peace that came with being finished—with not having to keep going.

      Straightening her shoulders, she pulled her shirt off and laid it across his face—the only respect she could offer. Then she drew in a long, steady breath. Numb. Always numb. Survival wasn’t just about scavenging food anymore. It was about finding reasons to keep going.

      Shouldering her backpack, she jogged toward the exit. She had already lingered too long. Stepping into the street, she covered her nose with the back of her hand, the stench of rotting garbage and decaying bodies enveloping her like a shroud.

      She hurried along the sidewalk head bowed, skirting an overturned truck and scaffolding poles strewn across the street. The quiet unnerved her more than chaos ever had. Smashed windows gaped from abandoned buildings like open mouths, black and mocking. A plastic bag lifted in the breeze, twisting, weightless, before collapsing again.

      Squeak.

      She froze, crouching low. Across the street, a shop door swung on its rusty hinge. Her pulse thudded in her ears until she forced herself to exhale. Nothing else stirred. She rose, quickening her pace, every nerve alive.

      Turning the corner, she leapt a broken pipe spewing water, careful to avoid the wet trail her footprints might betray.

      The burned-out gym loomed ahead—her sanctuary. She slipped through the fire exit, gagging at the sour stench trapped within, but it was safer than being out in the open. A woman alone was a target. Staying in her apartment had become too risky.

      She trotted down the corridor to the old boiler room, ducking beneath the stairwell. Hidden from view, she finally let out a long breath. Here, in the triangular hollow she had claimed, the illusion of safety was fragile but hers.

      She tossed her pack into the corner and lay on the thin sleeping bag, tugging a rough woolen blanket over her shoulders. Her body curled instinctively, smaller and tighter, as if she could vanish into herself.

      Staying clear of the lawless groups that tore through the ruins, clashing over diminishing resources, kept her out of danger. But isolation was its own kind of death. Deep down, she knew it.

      The silence pressed on her and she imagined footsteps, the comfort of Josh’s voice, the weight of his body beside her. She needed to end her isolation. But need was a knife that could cut you open and leave you bleeding.

      Thunk.

      Her eyes flew open. She sat rigid, pulse pounding, every muscle taut. Goosebumps rippled along her arms as she peered into the dim corridor.

      Silence. Then another groan, softer, wood against metal. The wrecked building settling, maybe.

      Or maybe not.

      Her gaze lingered on the shadowed doorway. She pictured boots planted just out of sight, a figure holding its breath as she held hers. A predator waiting for her to relax.

      Her shoulders ached with the strain of listening. Seconds stretched until they felt like hours. Nothing moved.

      She forced herself to lie back down, though her hand stayed curled around the pocket knife tucked in her kit. Paranoia. That’s all it was. If she jumped at every sound, she’d never sleep again.

      Still, the thought wormed through her: she couldn’t stay here forever. The city was rotting around her, its silence broken only by the occasional scream or gunshot. Food was dwindling. Her hideout was no fortress. If anyone found her nest, she’d be trapped like a rat in a box.

      She pressed her fists against her eyes, weighing the options.

      Leave, and she’d risk the open road—exposure, hunger, the wrong people. She’d seen what happened to women who trusted the wrong men. But maybe, somewhere beyond the city, there were others. Decent people. A chance at something more than this.

      Stay, and she’d cling to her fragile illusion of safety, starving slowly, waiting for the day someone tore open the door and dragged her out.

      She swallowed hard. The only real choice was to go.

      Pulling the blanket tighter around her body, the cocoon was almost enough to quiet her racing heart.

      Almost.

      Tomorrow she would go. Or maybe the day after. She would build her strength, gather what little she had left, and then leave this godforsaken city behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Daryl

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, the compound was quieter than usual, just the occasional echo of boots on concrete and the far-off rattle of gunfire from the training range.

      Daryl spotted Cole sitting alone on an overturned crate near the perimeter fence, rolling a shell casing between his fingers like he was trying to wear the brass smooth.

      “You’ve been hiding out here all morning?” Daryl said, leaning against the fence.

      Cole didn’t look up. “Just needed a bit of space.”

      “Packed your kit for later?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yeah?” Daryl frowned. “That’s it? This is a good opportunity for me. For us.”

      Cole finally looked at him, his eyes deeply shadowed. “Just… thinking. Not sure it’s the right move.”

      “C’mon, brother, we’ve got a shot at something better. Don’t overthink it.”

      Cole’s gaze drifted back to the horizon. “You ever feel what we’re doing is… wrong? Like karma’s gonna catch up with us?”

      “We don’t make the rules, buddy. Our job is to follow them.”

      Cole didn’t answer. The shell casing clicked once more between his fingers, then vanished into his pocket.

      “Seriously,” Daryl said, pushing off the fence. “Don’t bail on me now. We’re doing this, and we’re sticking together.”
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        * * *

      

      Daryl slung his kit bag over one shoulder and dropped it onto his cot with a dull thud. Everything he needed was in there; rifle cleaning kit, spare fatigues, the last packet of jerky he’d been hoarding. Ready to grab at nineteen-hundred and head for the docks.

      He glanced across the barracks. Cole’s bag sat at the foot of his bed, zipped and squared away. A slow breath eased out of Daryl’s chest. One less thing to worry about.

      From the next cot over, Torres snorted. “Planning on going somewhere, Mercer?”

      Daryl didn’t look up. “Yeah. Dirty weekend with your mother.”

      A couple of the guys laughed. Torres muttered something under his breath, but Daryl was already heading for the door.

      Cole stood in the compound, shoulders hunched, gaze fixed somewhere past the perimeter wall.

      “You good?” Daryl asked.

      Cole blinked, as though he’d only just noticed him. “Yeah. Fine.”

      Daryl narrowed his eyes, but let it slide. “Let’s move.” He slapped Cole on the shoulder. “In. Out. Don’t fuck about.”

      They found Tanner and Weisel by the motor pool, leaning against the Humvee.

      A cigarette clamped between his lips, Tanner rested one boot on the bumper. “About time,” he said, flicking the butt to the gravel. His eyes cut to Cole. “Try not to start any fights today, yeah?”

      Cole’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

      The ride into the city was quiet at first. Tanner in the driver’s seat, Daryl riding shotgun, Weisel and Cole in the back. The road was cratered in places, lined with rusted wrecks and half-collapsed buildings.

      Halfway to the sector, Tanner glanced over his shoulder at Cole. “You gonna tell me why you lost your shit yesterday, or is that just how Navy boys make friends?”

      Cole’s stare was flat. “It’s got nothing to do with you.”

      “It has everything to do with me,” Tanner pressed. “I like to know who’s covering my ass.”

      Cole leaned forward, his voice low and even. “You worry about your own ass. I’ll worry about mine.”

      Tanner smirked, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Guess we’ll see which one gets shot off first.”

      The rest of the drive was thick with silence.

      When they reached the edge of their sector, Daryl tapped the dashboard. “Drop me here. I’ll finish the sweep we started yesterday.”

      Tanner frowned. “Protocol says we stick together.”

      “Aw shucks, Tanner?” Daryl said, grinning. “Didn’t realize you’d pine for me?”

      Tanner’s frown deepened, but he stopped the Humvee abruptly. “Fine. Get out and walk.”

      The Humvee rolled away, bouncing over cracked asphalt, the growl of its engine fading into the distance.

      Daryl turned toward the ruins, the city’s jagged skyline cutting against the sky. He adjusted the rifle strap on his shoulder and jogged down the exit ramp. He skirted the edge of the overpass, scanning alleys and broken storefronts for any sign of the woman he’d glimpsed the day before. Curiosity nagged at him—he kept picturing the way she’d moved, purposeful and unafraid. But the streets were empty, nothing but wind and dust for company. After a fruitless circuit, he peeled open a protein bar and chewed as he walked. He was stupid, chasing shadows. He shoved the woman from his mind and quickened his pace, turning toward the old shopping mall.

      Get your shit together, Marine. Clear this sector, get back to the barracks, and get on that Canadian ship. Time to get your fucking life back under control.
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        * * *

      

      A shard of light spilled through the shattered skylight above the concourse, striping the marble tiles below. Daryl crouched low on the upper floor, his body pressed flat against the cold lip of the upper tier, eyes trained on the concourse below.

      Shadows swallowed the space, empty of life but steeped in danger. The boy’s screams ricocheted off the marble, high and raw, echoing through the dead mall. Down by the dry fountain, a jagged length of Poseidon’s broken trident skewered him where he’d fallen, blood dripping down the stone in dark ribbons.

      Daryl’s jaw tightened. He shut his eyes briefly, willing the screaming to stop. When he opened them, he froze.

      A figure broke cover, sprinting for the fountain.

      The woman he’d glimpsed yesterday.

      His first thought was that she was reckless. Coming out into the open like that asked for trouble. One look at the kid told him there was no saving the poor bastard, so why did the woman keep moving towards him?

      He tracked her every motion, eyes narrowing. What kind of fool risked themselves for a lost cause? The new world had rules—ugly, simple ones: trust no one, feel nothing, leave the dying. This woman… she wasn’t following any of them.

      She dropped her pack beside the boy, hands already moving, pulling gear from it. A vial caught the light as she filled a syringe. Her movements confident.

      A medic. Daryl’s pulse kicked hard in his throat.

      She injected the boy, then took his hand and held it, murmuring words Daryl couldn’t hear. Her face was set with quiet, aching resolve.

      Even from up here, the sight cut through him like a blade. Something old and buried twisted loose in his chest, a flicker of something he thought he'd put down a long time ago.

      When the boy finally stilled, she didn’t linger. She covered his face, packed up fast, slung her bag over her shoulder, and slipped toward the exit with the wary crouch of someone who feared being hunted.

      Daryl stayed low, following her at a distance.

      The woman moved fast, scanning her flanks like someone who’d lived too long in a ruined city. When she reached a stretch of sidewalk slick with water, she leapt over it, leaving no trace she’d passed.

      Smart.

      Survivalist smart.

      She slipped into a burned-out gym.

      He kept to the shadows, pausing to check the rooftops for sentries.

      None.

      He hesitated before entering the building after her. The stench hit him first—old smoke and mildew, thick enough to choke on. Christ. This was where she slept?

      He squinted through the gloom, watching her weave past melted lockers and a charred pool pit. She crawled under the stairs, curling tight on the scorched floor like a cornered animal.

      His hand hovered near his rifle. Not to use it, just to feel the weight. His orders were clear: anyone with medical training was to be seized and dragged back to base. He should take her. That was the mission.

      But the image of her holding the boy’s hand stayed with him, stoic and defiant in the middle of all that devastation. The quiet mercy of it.

      He pictured her in the barracks, forced to tend to those in the vaccine trials. The military would drain any compassion dry, stamp it out of her, one ‘necessary order’ at a time.

      He backed out of the building silently, breath shallow in the acrid stink. Outside, he pulled a stubby pencil from his pocket, unfolded the map, and marked the sector clear, in hard, fast strokes.

      Then, against his better judgment, he wished her luck.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day passed without incident or further finds. He checked his watch. Time to move. He adjusted his pack and started back toward the overpass and the next sector. He needed to find his brother, Weisel, and Tanner, then head to the barracks and join the Canadians.
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