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Blurb
What do you do if you are one of the few who remain alive after a mysterious, flu-like
virus claims most of the global population? This is a question Kim Robins and Peri
Henderson have to answer when the world changes and society falls apart.
Violent gangs of looters make it unsafe to remain in the city. Hoping to improve their
chances for survival, Kim and Peri decide to hike into the remote forest area of Maine.
Dangerous circumstances along the trail cause the women to join forces with another
hiker and her dog. The longtime friends and their new companions set off on a daunting
trek filled with both menacing and kindhearted survivors.
With evidence of the illness everywhere they go, will this journey bring each of the
women the happiness and safety she seeks?
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Chapter One
April 15, in the not too distant future
THE SMELL OF DEATH hung heavy in the air. A terrifying scream raised the hair on the back of Peri’s neck
and set her nerves on high alert. Staying low, she crept across the floor and stood next to the edge of
the window. Her pulse pounded. She could feel it throb in her temples as she slowly lifted the flap she’d
cut in the shade and peered out into the darkness.
The other inhabitants of her small apartment house had either already fled or passed away. Peri
Henderson had managed to survive by stealing food and supplies from her neighbors. Despite knowing
they wouldn’t need the things she took, guilt still gnawed at her. Sleep was sporadic for more reasons
than the obvious.
Below her, the terror from the dark street exploded again. The young boy voiced his fear as he ran
from the group chasing him down the street. Early in the epidemic, people tried to help each other.
Lately, survivors had begun to form packs or gangs to lay claim to areas of the city. Sounds of them
roaming the streets had become ever more common. Someone always wants to be top dog. Why can’t
we all work together to help each other? At best, only a few days remain before they’ll discover me.
She’d hatched and discarded one escape plan after another. Viable options seemed limited and all
included one similarity—relocation. I need to move somewhere safer, but where?
She risked another peek out the window. The young man darted between the abandoned cars and
disappeared around the corner. Peri sighed in relief and said a silent prayer for him. She lowered the
flap into place and slid down the wall, her hands clutched to her head, tears brimming in her eyes.
Crouched in the darkness, Peri reached into her shirt and pulled out the locket Trish had given her
on her thirtieth birthday. A month later she’d given Trish a matching one for their fifth anniversary. Light
was unnecessary. For eight years, the small oval locket had been her most treasured possession. She
had no problem picturing it in her mind. Her fingers traced the familiar pattern etched in the silver,
before she grasped it in her palm and held it to her heart. She took comfort from knowing that Trish’s
image rested inside. Peri recalled the day they’d placed the pictures in the lockets.
“Come on over here and sit on this rock wall,” Trish directed. “I want to get a picture of those
gorgeous eyes of yours.”
Peri smiled. “You’ve always told me how you fell in love with me because of my eyes. You’ve told me
more than once, ‘I saw those eyes from across the room when we first met.’”
“It’s true. They called my name and I came running.” Trish leaned over and gave Peri a quick
smooch on the nose. “Look up and smile big.”
Peri caught Trish’s belt loop and pulled her closer. “You know I’m a sucker for your kisses. If you
want me to be cooperative, you’d better make it worth my while.”
A smile curled Trish’s mouth and her eyes softened. She leaned in and placed another lingering kiss,
taking her time, her tongue teasing Peri’s. “I love you,” she whispered, standing up. “Now, are you going
to let me take your picture?”
“I love you, too.” She caressed Trish’s face and looked into the soft brown-eyed gaze. “Hey, Ansel
Adams, back up there and show me your stuff.”
The camera clicked several times, taking a series of shots.

“How many pictures do you need to take? No wonder you take good photos, Trish. How can you go
wrong with ten shots of the same thing?”
“Ah! My secret is out. I’m bound to get at least one good one with ten to choose from. Now, it’s my
turn. Come over here and put your feet where mine are.”
Peri did as requested.
“Stand here.” Trish stepped aside and Peri stepped into her footprints. Trish fiddled with the settings
before handing over the camera. “I’ll go sit over there, and you can take my photo. It’ll be perfect, I
promise. Please push that button when I get settled.”
Later that evening Trish printed out the photos, and each woman picked her favorite. They traced
the locket shape and cut out the profiles, placing a picture in each necklace. Trish stood behind Peri,
leaned around her and kissed her cheek. She hooked the necklace containing a photo of herself around
Peri’s neck.
At five-four, Peri often wished she were taller. “Please, sit down so I can reach you.” Trish leaned
back against her partner. Peri reached over her, pulled the chain around her neck, and then leaned
forward as she clasped it. Peri came around and straddled Trish’s legs, settling onto her lap. She wrapped
her arms around her lover. “Do you have any plans for the next hour or so?”
“Hmm, that depends. What do you have in mind?”
Peri leaned in to kiss Trish with all the passion she felt for her. “Does that give you a hint?”
“Umm, maybe. If you give me another clue, I’ll try to guess.”

Chapter Two
A CRASH DREW PERI back to the present. She tiptoed to the corner and grabbed her baseball bat from
its resting place. She stood behind the door of her bedroom where she’d taken shelter. Her heart
pounded against her ribs. Whoever was coming up the stairs would have to be deaf to not hear the
steady, rapid thumping as it beat in her chest. Even though the air in her apartment was cool, Peri felt a
bead of sweat course its way down her back and pool at her waistband.
Clutching the bat in her sweating hands, Peri struggled to keep her breathing as even and measured
as she could manage. Any moment, she expected the marauding bands would get to her house as they
searched for food. There was nothing left. She’d already broken into the other six apartments in her
building. The booty she’d pilfered remained stockpiled under her bed. She’d ransacked her own kitchen
and living room with the hope that any invaders would see the condition and just move on to the next
place.
From her position in the bedroom, she heard someone enter her apartment. Stealthy footsteps
moved across the living room. Peri held her breath as the door handle turned. Ready to defend herself,
she gripped the bat and prepared to strike the intruder. The hinge creaked, as the door drifted open
until it clunked against the raised bat. The full weight of the invader’s body forced the door open
knocking Peri to her knees. As the bat skittered across the floor, the racket startled both of them. The
intruder grabbed Peri and restrained her. As Peri struggled, the woman tightened her grip, pulling Peri
tight against her.
“Peri, it’s me, Kim.”
Recognizing her friend’s voice, Peri stopped struggling. “Oh, thank God!”
Kim buried her face in the hollow of Peri’s neck and sighed. “Shh. There are people roaming the
streets looking for food. They seem to be starting to organize into different packs and are attacking
anyone in the area not in their gang.” Kim released her grip on Peri and leaned back to scan the face of
her friend. She gave her a quick kiss and another hug before she released her. “Are you the only one left
in this building? Where’s Trish?”
Tears filled Peri’s eyes. “Gone. She was so sick, sometimes I was thankful that it only took a few
days for her to pass. Otherwise, it felt like we didn’t have enough time to say goodbye.” Peri used her
sleeve to wipe her eyes. She sniffed and cleared her throat. “Everyone is gone. Mom and Dad, my
sister…” She met Kim’s eyes. “Becky?”
“Yeah, her too.” Kim glanced away shuttering her pain. “Two weeks ago.”
“I’m sorry, Kim.”
“Yeah, me too. This is unimaginable.” A huge tear slid out and tracked down Kim’s face. “I managed
to scratch out a hole in the flower bed, so I could bury Becky.” Kim closed her eyes as tears leaked out of
the corners. “It was too dangerous and she was too heavy for me to move any farther. I did the best I
could for her.”
A quiet fell between them. Peri again wiped her eyes. “Have you heard anything? Why didn’t we
get sick? Do you know anything?”
“No, nothing. Some of us must have some kind of natural immunity. I think the illness must be
everywhere by now. It went from level five to level six, the last I heard. Six is the highest. Nothing is
working, no power, so there’s no television or radio.”
Peri leaned forward, hoping to learn something new. “What’s the last you heard?”
“Last news broadcast I got was on my crank radio’s emergency channel. The suspected virus raced
across the world, paralyzing the health care system and creating panic. It spread faster than anyone

expected or ever thought possible. Everywhere, the unprepared and overwhelmed local, state, and
federal governments collapsed.”
“Early on, they advised us to be sure to follow hand washing practices, and to wear masks and
gloves, thinking it was a bad form of flu. Trish and I did all that,” Peri said. “Judging by the results, that
was a waste of time.”
“I’m not sure they even know what it was. The health care professionals were some of the first
victims. Like with the Ebola threat, officials brought some of them here to the States for treatment. They
thought those same safeguards would work. It spread worldwide with such speed that the normal
stopgaps failed right away. They couldn’t figure out how it seemed to appear nearly everywhere at the
same time. Last I heard they were looking for a common thread. You know, some sort of international
meeting where everyone got infected.”
Peri’s mind flashed back to the point when she first heard that the illness was present on all
continents and in all countries. The worldwide spread had been shocking. People sat transfixed,
watching the news broadcasts. One by one, less well-known personalities replaced favorite anchors on
the evening news programs. As the illness spread, televised reports became more sporadic. Dire public
service announcements replaced live reporting. They crawled across the bottom of television screens to
warn that the best defense was to stay indoors and away from others. The single thing this achieved was
that people died in their homes. Most animals seemed immune. Peri shuddered as she thought of how
many pets must have died, not only from the virus, but because their owners were no longer able to
feed or provide care for them. As a final act, some owners, unable to care for their pets, released them
to fend for themselves. They now roamed the streets in packs.
Peri pursed her lips. “It seems we know about the same amount of information. The last broadcast I
heard was that the illness had decimated the local police forces. Those who had yet to get the sickness
were too busy caring for their own families to worry about any others. The utilities began to fail right
after that broadcast. I guess no one remained to run them.”
“I suspect you’re right about that. This all seems so unreal. Things just fell apart.”
Peri released a long breath. “I tried to go to the store for food. The stores were already stripped of
the goods on their shelves, vandalized by those searching for something to eat. Normal people, like me,
are breaking into and pillaging neighbors’ homes.”
Kim bobbed her head in agreement. “At first, the sound of gunfire shocked me…must have been
people defending their homes. I holed up at our place, until I realized it was no longer safe there.” She
wiped her hand over her face, brushing away the moisture. “There are no police anywhere, no National
Guard. Where’s the government?”
A shout from the street caused Kim to pause. In unison, their faces turned toward the sound of
running feet fading into the distance. As quiet returned, both women exhaled a sigh of relief. Kim
continued in a hushed voice. “It took me three days to work my way across town to check on you and…”
She clamped her lips closed. “Well, to check on you.”
Peri reached for Kim, giving her a hug and holding on longer than normal. “Thanks for coming. You
have no idea how glad I am to see you.” She stepped out of the embrace. “I have some food stockpiled
and some water. Are you hungry?”
“Yeah, food would be great.”
Pointing to the floor near the closet, Peri said, “Have a seat.” She reached under the bed and
pulled out a flat box filled with supplies.
“We need to get out of here, and soon. It’s not safe,” Kim said, looking over Peri’s hoard.
“I know. I didn’t know where to go.” Peri shrugged. “I’ve been suffering from a sort of threshold
paralysis. You know, second guessing myself and feeling that maybe the devil I know is better than
facing the one I don’t know.” She turned to the closet and pulled a six-pack of water from the cases
stored there. “Chicken or tuna?”

“Chicken, please.”
“I’ve got some chips, too.” Peri popped the lid off the canned chicken. She handed it and a plastic
fork to Kim. She placed the bag of chips and two bottles of water between them on the floor and took a
seat opposite her friend.
As Kim began to wolf down the food, Peri studied her friend noting that she was thinner than usual
and had dark circles beneath her eyes. She needs a good rest, like I do. Kim, a twenty-year military
veteran, was four inches taller than Peri. Despite having left the service a few years earlier, she still had
a sturdy, muscular build. Peri’s eyes softened as she watched her friend inhale the chicken. She grabbed
another can and passed it to Kim, as she finished wolfing down the first.
“Is there enough?”
Peri nodded, and Kim dug into the second can of food, finally slowing down to a more normal pace.
She needs a haircut. Peri ran her fingers through her own light brown locks. Both women shared a
similar hairstyle, a short, casual, functional cut. Peri had straight sandy brown hair while Kim’s hair was
dark with a natural wave. They each had full lips and dimples. Kim’s blue eyes were lighter than Peri’s
and made a striking contrast against her darker complexion.
“Do you have any idea where we can go? Is anywhere safe?”
Kim paused from gulping the food to take a swig of water. “Do you remember my friends Allie and
DJ?”
“Um, I think so. Didn’t I meet them on that camping jamboree we went to a couple of years ago?
Weren’t they talking about moving to an isolated area in Maine to live some back to nature lifestyle? His
family had a big farm there, I think.”
“Yeah. They’ve been my friends since high school. We’ve kept in touch. I’ve even visited them twice
since they moved. They live in a beautiful remote area near the Hundred-Mile Wilderness, near
Moosehead Lake. I know it could be tough to get there. We’ll have to hike along the Kennebec and
maybe a short and difficult stretch on the Appalachian Trail. It’ll be more strenuous hiking than we’re
used to.” Kim searched Peri’s face.
“Where? Oh, yeah.” Peri gave a quick chuckle. “Even though I’ve lived here in Maine a long time,
whenever I hear about the Appalachians, I think of them being in the South.” Peri pushed her hair away
from her eyes. “How would we even get there? Even by car, it’s a good distance.”
Kim shrugged. “Each gang has locked down their turf. Roadblocks are everywhere, so we can’t
drive. I made it here on foot, and even then had a couple of close calls. We’d have to hike it. Having to
hide and be cautious as we go, it’ll take us a while.”
“I know. We have no choice. We can’t stay here. On the pro side of the chart, there are two of us,
and we’ve done a lot of camping and hiking. It makes sense to try to travel to them. They’re survivalists.
At least we’ll have a chance if we can get to their place. Think we can do it?”
Kim frowned. “It won’t be easy.”
Peri wondered if her brow was as deeply furrowed as her friend’s. “We’ve only hiked and camped
around here. We haven’t done any backwoods camping in that kind of wild country.” Peri paced back
and forth. “Even if we can manage that hike, what happens if we get there and your friends didn’t
survive?”
Kim blinked at Peri’s blunt comment.
“I’m sorry. It’s something we have to consider. What if we arrive and there’s nothing there for us,
or they turn us away or…”
“They’re so remote. It’s possible the illness never made it to them. Even if it has, maybe they
survived. We did.” Kim ate the last shreds of the canned chicken, washing it down with water from the
bottle. “What are our options? Wait here for the gangs to get us?”
“You’re right, of course. We stand a chance out there. Here…” Peri shrugged.

“We’re in agreement then.” Kim brushed the crumbs from her clothes and gathered the refuse
from her meal. “What are you doing with your trash?”
“I bag everything. At first, I snuck out to deposit the bags in different dumpsters. In the past few
days, since the gangs showed up, I wait till dark and stash the trash in the bushes.” Peri sighed as she
looked around. “You’re right. We do need to get out of here. No choice about that. You’d think everyone
would band together, those of us who’ve survived. I feel sad that it’s not like that. They’re like animals,
the ones who roam the streets.” She gestured toward the window with her head. “And it’s getting worse
every day.” Peri extended her hand to her friend, helping her to her feet.
“True. So we’re agreed? You’ll come with me to my friends?”
“Yes.” Peri took the trash from Kim. “Let’s get this cleaned up. Then we can get our plans sorted,
organize our inventory, and figure out the best way to get up there.”
“Sounds so simple when you say it that way.”
“Where’s your camping gear? Get it out while I go get my pack.”

Chapter Three
“WELL, BETWEEN US WE’VE got quite a haul.” Kim ran a low flashlight beam over the pile of supplies
they’d each contributed.
“I raided the apartments in the building and took anything I thought might be useful a while ago.”
“Great idea, Peri. Let’s take inventory and see what we can manage to bring with us.” Kim began
organizing the items into groups. “We have nice backpacks. That’s a plus. Hey! Where’d you get these
knives?”
“One of the guys upstairs had them. I thought they might be useful.” Peri picked up one of the
knives and showed it to Kim.
“These are good.” Kim checked the brand and arched her eyebrow. “This knife reminds me of the
ones the Seals used to carry. It’s a bit long, but it’ll come in handy, I’m sure.”
“There’s also a high-powered air rifle and a whole box of ammo. I have it in the closet. You have to
pump it up. Its advantage is that it’s a multi-shot and really accurate. Quiet too, compared to a regular
rifle. Trish’s brother used to hunt small game with one like it. We never hunted with it. We used to use it
for target practice. I’m a pretty accurate shot.” Peri began to list other things they had. “We can also
bring the first aid kit, a few MREs, dried fruit in bags, my Multi-Tool, LED flashlights, a canteen, and two
sleeping bags.”
“The MREs and powdered peanut butter are good. I have a whole bag full of protein bars and
several boxes of those instant ramen noodles. The cartons are a bit bulky. On the positive side, they’re
lightweight.”
“I have a lot of those sealable plastic bags. Maybe we can dump them into the bags and pack them
flatter.”
“Good idea. We can always reuse the bags, too.” Kim rummaged through several other items. She
held up a plastic bag full of salt, pepper, and sugar packets. “Seasoning always helps. I have tea bags
too.” Kim sorted through the rest of the items, naming them for Peri’s list. She sorted and grouped the
tape, waterproof matches, a cigarette lighter, and candles into one pile. The maps and a compass went
into a second. A collapsible water container and purification tablets comprised another logical group. A
nylon tarp and several space blankets remained in the last pile. She turned back to her pack. “I also have
a small camp stove I made from a soda can. I learned how from the Internet a few years ago. I’ve got a
bottle of rubbing alcohol we can use for first aid and for fuel for the stove, too.”
“Good.” Peri rooted through the pile. “Cable ties?”
“Yeah. I included my little monocular too. Much smaller than binoculars, still it has pretty decent
magnification. I threw in a church key too.”
“No beer?”
For the first time they smiled.
“No, no beer.” Kim reached over and lifted up a box of disposable facemasks. After some
discussion, they agreed they would leave them out. The camp axe and collapsible shovel made the cut
despite their weight, as did the folding saw. “Do you have a mirror?”
“Trish had a compact. I can take the top off that.” Peri went to the dresser. “Here it is.”
“Good. We could use some rope. I don’t have any.”
“There’s a clothesline in the back. We can cut and take it when we leave.” Peri surveyed the pile of
stuff. “Now all we need is a Sherpa to lug all this crap.”
The comment caused Kim to snort air through her nose. She grinned and teased back. “Have one of
them in that closet of yours?”

“Should I go look?”
Kim shook her head “I love your sense of humor. You can always make me laugh, even in the
middle of all this turmoil.” She gave Peri a quick hug. “Let’s try to balance it out. I’ll take the tools.
They’re the heaviest things we have, and I’m bigger and maybe a bit stronger than you. If I wear out, we
can trade off. Don’t forget some plastic garbage bags too.”
“Oh, I have a bunch of things I usually bring for camping. There are small squeeze bottles of honey
and oil, and plastic bags of sugar, flour, and salt. The small amount I have won’t last long. There’s not
enough for more than a meal or two. At least, if we find somewhere to stay where we can cook, it’ll
come in handy. I can carry those.” Peri added the items to her pack.
In the dim light, they worked with haste to pack their supplies, distributing weight between them.
They loaded and emptied everything twice, until it all fit. Peri knelt, reached backward, and slipped her
arms through the straps. She groaned as she stood. “It’s a load, for sure. I’ll get used to it. No other
choice.”
Kim helped her remove the weight and set it on the floor alongside her belongings. “We’ll bring one
change of clothes. Layers will be better than bulky jackets. Throw in a few pairs of underwear and some
extra socks. We can always rinse them out and hang them, if we find a safe place.”
“When do you think we should leave?”
“The sooner the better, I guess.” Checking her watch, Kim noted it was nearly ten. “It’s been dark
for a while. Maybe we should catch a bit of sleep and start off around one? We can walk for a few hours
and find a place to stay during daylight hours, at least until we get away from the towns.”
“I usually sleep downstairs near the rear exit. There are three ways out from there. I think it’s
safer.”
“Let’s move our stuff down there with us, Peri. We can make a quick getaway if necessary. I agree,
it’s safer than up here.”
A few minutes before one o’clock they woke and dressed for their escape. They listened at the
window and found the night quiet. Dressed in layers against the chill air, they shouldered the backpacks
and paused at the exit. Kim peered around the corner. Seeing and hearing nothing, they slipped out the
door, into the night. They cut the clothesline, coiled it, and placed it in Kim's backpack before making
their way down the lane behind Peri’s apartment building.
Puffy clouds of their exhaled breaths surrounded their heads as they peered into the chilly night air.
Stopping often to listen for sounds of others, they crept toward the outskirts of town. Once, they heard
some noise and ducked through an open door seeking safety in the empty building. With everything
again quiet, they continued their journey. Finally, the edge of the forest welcomed them, and they
melted into the foliage, taking a familiar path. Another hour of hiking brought them deeper into the
woods. As they carefully inched their way along the path, each recalled more pleasant hikes they and
their respective partners had made. Familiarity with the trail helped them navigate in the darkness.
Stopping sporadically, they risked a quick survey with the flashlight to confirm where they were on the
path. Using a felt pen, they marked their path on the map and agreed it was time to take a break.
A protected spot behind some dense brush provided shelter. Kim spread the tarp beneath them.
They pulled and scooped branches and leaves over their bodies and their packs. To conserve and share
body warmth, they slid close to each other. A few moments of quiet followed.
Peri leaned close to whisper in Kim’s ear. “I can’t believe we’re huddled together in the brush,
fleeing for our lives to the remote back country of Maine. If anyone had told me six months ago we’d be
doing this, I’d have had them committed.”
“Yeah, me too.”
“Should one of us stay awake?”
“I think we’ll be okay. I’m a light sleeper.”
They both drifted off to sleep.

***
They’d slept away most of the day. It was early afternoon when Kim’s hand went over her mouth
and a whispered warning woke Peri. “Shh. Someone’s coming. Be still.”
The sound of breaking branches and several pairs of footsteps drew louder. Voices preceded the
arrival of the people on the path. The muffled sound of a woman crying drifted through the air. Kim felt
Peri tense and pulled her tighter. “We’ll be okay, just keep quiet.”
The travelers came closer. “Come on, girlie. Stop dragging your feet,” a gruff male voice ordered.
Two men stopped about six or seven feet from their hiding place. Kim and Peri had a view through
the pine boughs. One man was slender and fair, and probably in his late twenties. The other was older,
had a heavier build, and darker complexion. The captive man, tied at the wrists to a delicate blonde,
looked like he might be the woman’s twin.
“I don’t understand what you want with us. Our presence slows you down and takes up your food
and water.” The fair man whined.
“Shut up. Later, when I’m cold and huddled by the fire, she’ll be welcome company to keep my
balls warm.” The darker man glowered and pointed his finger at the smaller man. “You’re of less value,
for sure. Are you one of them poofters?” As soon as the question left his lips, the surly man seemed to
lose interest in the answer. He gave a cruel yank on the rope causing the woman to fall against her
fellow captive. “Come on. We’ll find a spot up ahead and stop for a rest.” The group lumbered away.
Kim and Peri remained still long after the group was gone. Once they were out of hearing range,
Kim released her hold on Peri and they crawled out of their hiding place.
“We have to help those two people,” Peri implored.
“It could be risky.”
“I don’t care.”
Kim nodded. “Let’s get the packs. We have to keep up, but stay far enough behind that he doesn’t
know we’re following him.”
“Right. Let’s go.”
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