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FOREWORD
 
This is the second book of the Harvest Trilogy, and picks up the tale a year after the events described in Season Of The Harvest. If you haven’t read that first book yet, I highly recommend that you do, especially since it’s free as an ebook. If you just want to dive into Bitter Harvest, that’s okay, too, as there’s enough backstory in this book that you won’t be completely lost. I hope.
Now it’s time to buckle up, dear reader, for the ride is about to begin…
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
“Are you worried?”
Bryce Moore glanced over at Angelina Matheson, who rode in the passenger seat as he drove the rented sedan east across the Arlington Memorial Bridge into Washington, D.C. It was late January, and the temperature was hovering in the mid-thirties. The landscape was still draped in a mantle of snow left by the worst storm of the winter, two days before. White sheets of ice clung to the banks of the Potomac River, a stark contrast to the dingy gray frozen muck that lined the roads. Directly ahead, the Lincoln Monument rose from the white landscape like a tremendous ice sculpture, framed by yet more threatening, gray clouds. The weather forecasts all predicted more snow. 
Fortunately for those concerned about such things, the previous storm had hit after the inauguration ceremony. Bryce suppressed a cringe as he recalled the election campaign that had culminated in a crushing defeat for the incumbent party in November. To call it acrimonious would have been a ridiculous understatement. President Norman Curtis had made clear early on that he had no plans to run for reelection. This had saved him the embarrassment of not being offered the nomination. There would be no political redemption for a president who had authorized a nuclear strike on American soil during peacetime, no matter the reason. Most of his remaining time in office had been divided between helping people in central California where the bomb had detonated, and fending off impeachment proceedings by Congress. There had also been a lot of talk on the Hill about forming a war crimes commission.
The opposing party’s candidate had carried the election in a landslide.
But the question of what to do about Curtis lingered. As far as the public knew, the bomb he had ordered dropped over Sutter Buttes in California had been to save the world from a biological super-weapon developed by the Earth Defense Society. The EDS, as it was more popularly known, had been described as a terrorist group, and was blamed for a series of worldwide attacks that had destroyed the world’s largest repositories of seeds, killing thousands of people in the process. The public story was that the FBI had hunted down the Earth Defense Society and cornered its members in a Cold War-era missile base north of Sutter Buttes. That was when the government found out, or so the story went, that there was a biological weapon in the base that, were it ever released into the atmosphere, could potentially obliterate human life on the planet. 
Faced with that nightmare possibility, Curtis had ordered a B-52 to destroy the base with a nuclear weapon. 
In the aftermath, the administration had proclaimed that the Earth Defense Society had been destroyed, and that the FBI and the United States Air Force had saved the human species from extinction.
As Bryce, Angelina, and a handful of others knew, this story was a lie carefully bound by strands of truth. If a war crimes commission were formed to investigate the dropping of the bomb, it would inevitably lead to the exposure of that truth. 
More than that, it would no doubt lead to the revelation that two of the Earth Defense Society’s most prominent members, Jack Dawson and Naomi Perrault, who had both been at the top of the FBI’s most wanted list, were alive. Not only that, President Curtis had created a highly secret agency to investigate the true origins of what insiders had come to call the “EDS affair,” and had put Dawson and Perrault, with fabricated identities, in charge. If that secret ever leaked, though the EDS had been the “good guys,” the political ramifications, at home and abroad, would be staggering.
The personal implications for Jack and Naomi, who had accepted Curtis’s offer to start new lives as Bryce Moore and Angelina Matheson, could be fatal.
Jack grimaced as he recalled the last video teleconference he and Naomi had held with Curtis, who had always used their real names in the tightly controlled meetings and video sessions. The now-former president had held meetings, by video or face to face in the White House, every two weeks. For a long time, before the truth had been revealed, Jack and Naomi had thought he was a collaborator with the true enemy, what they called the harvesters. But like the other “collaborators” the harvesters had gathered around them, Curtis had been duped, and had spent the rest of his time in office trying to atone for the sin of ignorance. While Jack had never liked the man, he had come to respect him.
But the last words he spoke to Jack and Naomi as the President of the United States offered little comfort. “This is it,” he had told them. Deep lines of worry were etched across his forehead. “I’ve spoken to the incoming administration and briefed President Elect Miller on your agency and mission. Unfortunately…” He bit his lip and looked away for a moment in a gesture that had profoundly disturbed Jack. It was the first time he had ever seen Curtis falter. “Unfortunately, he thought the entire thing was a bunch of hogwash.”
“What?” Naomi had leaned forward, her face a mask of disbelief. 
“I assume you had the Secret Service detail verify his status?” Jack asked.
Curtis nodded. “Yes, it was done with our feline friends and thermal imagers.” He looked down at the top of the conference room table for a moment. Then he said, “The transition between the administrations has been strained, to say the least. Daniel Miller doesn’t want anything more to do with me than is necessary, and I can’t really blame him. Who would believe any of this? The only reason I do is that one of the bloody things tried to kill me. And the rest of it…” He waved a hand dismissively.
“Where does that leave our agency?” Beyond their own safety, Jack and Naomi had been worried about the vital work they had been doing at the Soil Erosion Analysis Laboratory, or SEAL, the boring-sounding name given as a cover to their agency. “There’s still an enormous threat out there.”
“I just don’t know,” Curtis told him. “I just don’t know.”
The summons to come to Washington and meet with the new administration officials had finally come after Curtis was out of the White House and Miller had been sworn in as president. Jack and Naomi, using their aliases, of course, had flown from their small agency’s headquarters in San Antonio, Texas to Reagan National Airport. It had been the first communication from the administration, despite repeated calls and emails. They had simply been stonewalled.
Upon their arrival in Washington, instead of being met by a limousine and driven to the White House as they had been in the past, they’d had to rent a car for the drive to the vice president’s residence on the grounds of the U.S. Naval Observatory in northwest D.C.
It was not an auspicious beginning.
“Jack, did you hear me?” Naomi always called him Jack, because the middle name of his alias was John, just as her identity conveniently had Naomi as one of two middle names. It hadn’t been intended for convenience, although they tended to use it as such, but for security. In case they slipped in public, there was a plausible explanation. She reached over and gently gripped his arm.
“I’m sorry.” He blew out a breath. “Yeah, I’m worried. I understand Miller wanting to keep Curtis at the end of a ten foot pole. But giving us the cold shoulder all this time…”
“I know. I think what worries me more is that we haven’t heard from Richards.” 
Carl Richards had been a senior Federal Bureau of Investigation special agent who, through a series of tragedies in the EDS affair and his status of hero at its explosive conclusion, had wound up as the acting Director of the FBI. He had worked closely with Jack and Naomi, but a week ago had stopped returning their calls. Jack had been worried that something had happened to the irascible man, but Dr. Renee Vintner, another survivor of the Earth Defense Society who worked as a consultant for the FBI, had assured him that Richards was fine, at least physically. 
“But something’s up,” Renee had said. “He won’t tell me anything about it, but I know he’s really upset.”
Jack took the exit for the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway and headed north past the Kennedy Center and the Watergate Hotel. “I can’t believe Carl would hang us out to dry.” 
“I know he wouldn’t if we were in danger,” Naomi answered. “But he’s also a creature of duty, Jack. If Miller’s tightened his leash, Carl isn’t going to fight it. That’s just the way he is.”
Jack couldn’t think of anyone he’d want covering his back more than Richards, but Naomi was right. So long as Richards wasn’t asked to do anything illegal or downright underhanded, he would do what his boss said. 
They drove in silence the rest of the way, both too preoccupied with whatever awaited them to enjoy the winter beauty of snow-covered Montrose Park. Jack got off on Waterside Drive, then took a left onto Massachusetts Avenue. He drove around to the north entrance of the Naval Observatory compound, where he and Naomi presented their identification to the guards. After checking the computer in the guard post, the anti-vehicle gates were lowered, and they headed in.
The vice president’s residence at Number One Observatory Circle was originally built to house the superintendent of the U.S. Naval Observatory, and was located in the northeast quadrant of the circular compound. Jack parked where the guard had indicated. 
Naomi had read that the house boasted more than nine thousand square feet of living space, but Jack wasn’t sure how they had shoehorned that much into the compact-looking structure that had been built in the Queen Anne style, with a prominent turret and large veranda gracing the front. 
As they got out of the car, they were met by four Secret Service agents, who again checked their identification cards and drivers licenses before escorting them up a set of stairs and into the house through the rear entrance. 
Jack had to restrain himself from shaking his head as they were led through the kitchen. Leaning close to Naomi, he whispered, “Are we such an embarrassment that we can’t just come through the front door like everyone else?”
“Looks like it.” She spoke the words through gritted teeth, and Jack could see the color rising in her cheeks. She was furious.
The Secret Service agents led them from the kitchen past the staircase that rose from the reception hall, then ushered them into the sitting room.
There, waiting for them, was Vice President Andrew Lynch. 
Two other men were also in the room. Carl Richards, whose expression was carefully neutral, and another man that Jack didn’t recognize. 
“Mr. Dawson. Dr. Perrault.” The vice president stood and extended his hand to shake theirs, even as they stood there, gaping at his use of their real names. “You know acting Director Carl Richards, of course. And this is his replacement, Kyle Harmon. He’ll be taking over the FBI shortly, as the Senate has already confirmed his nomination, although that isn’t public knowledge yet.” 
After Jack and Naomi shook hands, trying to recover from the double shock of having their identities exposed and discovering that Richards had been ousted as the FBI’s Director, Lynch said, “Please, sit down.”
Jack and Naomi sat on the white sofa that backed onto the north-facing windows, while Lynch, Harmon, and Richards sat in matching armchairs facing them.
“Sir…” Jack began, but closed his mouth as the vice president held up his hand.
“Let me do the talking for now.” Lynch made it quite clear he was in control of this meeting. “You’ll have a chance to ask questions when I’m through.”
“Yes, sir.” Jack sat back in the sofa, forcing down his temper as he crossed his legs, trying to look relaxed. He flicked a glance at Richards, who was examining his shoes with rapt attention.
“Unlike the president, I’m not one to mince words,” the vice president continued, “so I’ll come right to the point. The Soil Erosion Analysis Laboratory, the cover for the agency that former President Curtis created to investigate the so-called harvesters, is disbanded as of today. All the government assets will be turned to the Department of Homeland Security. All the personnel who had been assigned to the agency will be given two weeks severance.” He looked Jack, then Naomi, in the eye. “That includes the two of you.”
“Do you have any idea what you’re doing?” Naomi interrupted Lynch’s monologue. “There’s still a terrible threat hanging over the country, and probably the world. We’re the only thing that stands against it!”
Lynch shook his head. “Dr. Perrault, with all due respect, please tell me one thing, just one, of significance that you and Mr. Dawson have unearthed since your agency was formed?”
“If our work is going to be judged simply on a metric of reports produced, or…”
“Just one, Dr. Perrault.” Lynch held up a hand with his index finger raised. “Just one thing that could either substantiate the threat or prove that you could do something against it with the millions of tax dollars the government has given you, other than rewriting or refining data that you already had.”
“We’ve made huge strides in understanding the harvester genetic code, and we’ve also learned a great deal about how they manipulated people like President Curtis and FBI Director Ridley.”
At the mention of Ridley’s name, Richards looked up from the floor, a haunted expression on his face.
“We’ve also mapped their social network,” Jack added. “That allowed us to identify the industrial areas they were targeting, and…”
Lynch cut him off. “What about the bag?” 
Jack and Naomi exchanged glances. Richards looked up again at that one. 
The Bag, as it had come to be known, was their boogeyman. The harvesters had used humanity’s technological base to create strains of genetically engineered crops, starting with corn, that served as a means of artificial procreation. Any earthly creature, including human beings, that consumed the seeds or the fruits of the resulting plants would literally be transformed into one of the monsters. They had seen the results during the terrifying last hours in the old Cold War missile base in California that had served as the secret headquarters of the Earth Defense Society. The harvesters, through their proxy corporation New Horizons, had created thousands of tons of the lethal corn seed, and with great fanfare had shipped them from a central processing facility. It would have been a global disaster, except that Renee Vintner had pulled off a brilliant infiltration of the routing information for the tractor trailers hauling the seed, directing them to secure disposal facilities instead of distribution centers. 
Everything had gone well, except for one thing: a solitary bag of seed, perhaps a hundred pounds, was missing. That could be anywhere from one hundred and twenty-thousand to more than three hundred thousand individual seeds. Each could produce a corn stalk, and every kernel on every ear of corn was a biological weapon. The bag had been on the manifests, but had not been on the truck. And there was no record of what had happened to it.
Over time, most had simply assumed it had been a mistake. But Naomi, in particular, knew how thorough the harvesters were. She was convinced the bag wasn’t a clerical error. She, Jack, Richards, and the others who knew the truth remained terrified that the bag existed.
But they hadn’t found it.
“The Bag, doctor,” Lynch said. “You’ve made no progress at all in finding it, have you?”
“No, sir.” Naomi shook her head, but kept her eyes fixed on Lynch. 
“It’s not for lack of trying, Mr. Vice President,” Jack told him. “But the records were destroyed when we blew up the processing facility, and it’s been like trying to find a particular grain of sand on a beach that’s miles long.”
“The FBI has come up empty-handed, as well, despite focusing tremendous resources on the problem.” The new FBI Director shot a less-than-kind glance at his predecessor.
“The bottom line,” Lynch said, “ is that it’s impossible for the president to justify the funding for an agency that’s not producing anything. Going over the same samples and regurgitating the same information in different ways isn’t going to cut it. As I understand it, finding The Bag was the number one priority, but that’s gotten absolutely nowhere. And no one is really even sure if it existed in the first place. As I’m sure you’re aware, one of the president’s big planks, along with undoing the ecological disaster in central California, is cutting government waste. And we’re starting with your agency.”
After a brief pause while Jack and Naomi digested that news, Lynch continued. “As for your false identities, DHS and FBI will issue a low profile joint press release explaining that both of you had been working undercover and had infiltrated the Earth Defense Society. We’ll say that putting you on the most wanted list was to assist your efforts at infiltration. That can then be tied into Special Agent Richards’ heroic deeds at Sutter Buttes, as the Curtis administration previously reported to the media.” He gave them a sympathetic look. “The president and I understand what Curtis was trying to do by giving you false identities. But the fact is that President Miller is determined to distance his administration from everything Curtis did with the EDS affair. In the inquiries that Congress is planning, your identities and roles in what happened are bound to come to light, and President Miller isn’t about to get caught holding the bag, if you’ll pardon the expression. Better we return you to the mainstream now, with a positive spin, than have you discovered later during an inquiry.”
Jack could understand the president’s reasoning up to a point. But he also had no doubt that he and Naomi would likely be the focus of unwanted police attention for the rest of their lives. And some people would never believe that he hadn’t been involved in the crimes of which he had been accused, which included killing FBI agents.
He glanced at Naomi, but she was staring fixedly at Lynch. The skin of her neck and cheeks were a bright red. Richards looked like he’d been whipped. Jack closed his eyes for a moment, trying to control the sickly sensation of free fall that had threatened to overcome him.
Opening his eyes, Jack caught the vice president’s gaze. “Is anyone going to continue to pursue the possibility that The Bag exists, or is everything just going to be dropped and swept under the rug?”
“That’s no longer your concern, Mr. Dawson.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
Howard Morgan stood at the window that ran along one side of the conference room, looking over the Los Angeles skyline. It was late afternoon, and for a change the sky was clear of haze after last night’s heavy rain. His eyes, dark as his skin, took in the light of the setting sun reflected from the glass and steel structures much like the one in which he stood. 
The conference room was on the top floor of the head corporate office of Morgan Pharmaceuticals. Morgan had built the company from the ground up over the course of fifteen years, taking it from a very small pharmaceutical test lab to an industry powerhouse netting three billion dollars in annual profit. The company had capitalized on its lab experience, of course, but had also branched out into vaccine development and other areas. But he didn’t want to just produce more of the existing vaccines or even develop better ones. He wanted to create something revolutionary, something that would rival Jonas Salk’s success with his polio vaccine, or Edward Jenner’s victory over smallpox.
Or something even greater. 
While profit and the prestige of his company were certainly part of Morgan’s motivation, he had far more personal reasons for wanting a monumental breakthrough. His oldest son had died of AIDS, and his wife had died two years later, a victim of breast cancer. His two younger children, Alissa and Charles, were both in college.
The research arm of the company had two entire divisions focused on breast cancer and AIDS, with three more divisions working against various other communicable diseases. 
Despite several major advances made by his company in disease research, the singular victory he sought, a breakthrough that would leave his mark upon mankind, continued to elude him. 
And that was the reason for this meeting.
He turned away from the expansive view outside to face the twelve members of the board. His apostles, as he sometimes referred to them, sat around the gleaming mahogany table, their attention fixed on him. 
Dr. Adrian Kelso, the company’s scientific advisor, sat at the table opposite where Morgan was standing, and had a decidedly unhappy look on his face. 
“Adrian,” Morgan said, “do you mean to tell me that after nearly a year and an investment of thirty million dollars in research, we essentially have nothing.”
Kelso’s bushy eyebrows shot up at that. “No, sir, that’s not at all true! We’ve learned a great deal from the Beta-Three samples, and in time we’ll learn much more. It’s a treasure trove!” He held out his hands, as if in supplication, to Morgan. “But the simple fact is that the technology represented by Beta-Three is so advanced that we have no hope of replicating it any time soon. We might have our arms around the system that’s used to deliver the payload in the next two to three years. Just that will be a revolution for distributing vaccines and administering inoculations. But the Beta-Three payload itself?” He threw up his hands in another of his many gestures. “It’ll be at least that long before we can even map the gene sequence, let alone fully understand or reproduce it. Whatever it is, it’s far more complex than the human genome.”
Morgan folded his arms and paced around the room, the slow, measured click of his heels on the floor the only sound in the uncomfortable silence.
Beta-Three, as it was known, was the company’s crown jewel. But, as only a very few beyond this room knew, it wasn’t a product of his company. While Morgan considered himself an honorable man, he was also honest enough to recognize the opportunist within him. In the high stakes world in which he lived and breathed, honor and opportunity often collided. He sided with honor as much as he could, but was unafraid to set aside his scruples when necessary. 
The samples to which Kelso referred were the result of such an opportunity that had arisen from a disgruntled employee within the now-defunct New Horizons Corporation, whose assets Morgan Pharmaceuticals had purchased. The deal had been consummated through an intermediary, and the seller had been paid handsomely for a sample of the latest line of genetically engineered corn, then known as Revolutions. Much to Morgan’s surprise, the source had provided not just a few sample seeds, as had been expected, but two thousand four hundred and thirty-eight of the tiny, precious objects. A full pound of them, in a sterile nitrogen-filled container that the employee had somehow smuggled out of the New Horizons plant that had subsequently been destroyed by the Earth Defense Society terrorists. 
Only two people other than himself knew how Beta-Three had been acquired. Everyone else was bright and loyal enough not to ask questions.
The seeds had been placed in secure storage in one of the company’s research sample vaults. Access to them was highly restricted, although successively more researchers had been brought in on the project because it had exceeded all of Morgan’s initial expectations for the value of the technology it contained. If Dr. Kelso had been given his way, an army of thousands would be working on it, with Kelso leading the way. 
Morgan would have liked to oblige him, but the situation with Beta-Three had become troublesome. After the New Horizons disaster, the Curtis administration had clamped down, brutally hard, on every application of genetic engineering applied to commercial seed. The Revolutions seed from New Horizons had been identified as a biological weapon of mass destruction that the Earth Defense Society had somehow engineered and infiltrated into the New Horizons plant. 
Why the EDS had then destroyed the plant was a bit of a mystery that was still being batted around. 
Morgan didn’t particularly care about what the spin doctors in Washington said. But the possibility that the seeds could be a bioweapon had given him pause, just as he was considering both planting some seeds in a test field and feeding some to test animals to analyze the results. 
With federal investigators rampaging through the genetic engineering community, he had set those ideas aside, judging them too risky. But by then Kelso and his people had learned enough about the seeds to have an inkling of the massive potential of the technology they contained, and Morgan had judged that pursuing this golden goose was worth the risk of incurring the government’s wrath. 
And so, instead of destroying Beta-Three, he had ordered research to be continued under the auspices of one of the vaccine research divisions, thereby getting it out from under the direct scrutiny of federal investigators keeping watch on the genetics research divisions. They would only conduct analysis of the existing samples under very secure conditions, but analyze it they would.
The good news had been that newly elected President Miller had made no bones about reversing Curtis’s policies on genetic engineering. “Full speed ahead!” Those were the words Miller had used in a meeting with corporate executives, including Morgan, from across the industry. It was music to everyone’s ears, although they understood the reality that Miller was beholden to them, considering the millions that the men and women in that room had contributed to his campaign. Even now, so early in the new administration, nearly all of Curtis’s restrictions and regulations on the genetic engineering community had been rescinded. 
Morgan stopped pacing and turned to face Kelso. “That’s not acceptable, Dr. Kelso.” Kelso flinched. Unlike most of his peers, he actually hated being called doctor, and Morgan only called him that when he was displeased with him. “We have in our hands what is probably the most advanced genetic technology in the world.” Despite his discomfort, Kelso nodded emphatically. “And I am not about to sit here and wait for years before we even know what it can do!”
A woman at the far end of the table cleared her throat.
“Yes, Karina?” Morgan’s eyes bored into her. It was a clear sign that she had better have something truly earth-shattering to say.
The woman was not intimidated. A tall, athletic blond, Karina Petrovsky was Morgan’s chief of security, and the one who had arranged the deal to acquire Beta-Three. She was as intelligent as she was attractive, and the combination of those traits had served her extremely well in her job. “Sir, this morning I happened to see a press release that may bear on the situation.”
Morgan nodded for her to continue.
Holding his gaze with her own ice blue eyes, she continued. “The FBI and Homeland Security reported that two individuals who had been in the Earth Defense Society and had been killed in California were working undercover for the government and are very much alive. Their names are Jack Dawson and Naomi Perrault.”
“Perrault?” He’d only heard Dawson’s name on the news when the manhunt for him was on last year. Dr. Naomi Perrault, however, was another matter entirely. He had tried to recruit her, but New Horizons snatched her away. It was a loss he had always deeply regretted.
Petrovsky smiled. “Yes, sir. As you know, Dr. Perrault was a senior researcher at New Horizons. She worked on the Revolutions project until a year before that product was to be released. While she is apparently in good standing with the government, my sources say that she just lost her job with a think tank that President Curtis had established, but that President Miller has now shut down.” Tilting her head to one side, she asked, “Perhaps Dr. Perrault would be interested in continuing her work?”
* * *
 
Jack, Naomi, Carl Richards, and Dr. Renee Vintner sat around the small dining room table in Richards’ apartment. Even while he was working as acting Director of the FBI, Richards had refused to move out of the one-bedroom bachelor pad where he had lived for the last twelve years.
Of course, it was no longer a bachelor pad. He now shared it with Renee. Their relationship had been highly discreet, which meant that the entire Bureau knew about it. But that was because the people he and Renee worked with were extremely perceptive, and no one had cause to raise a stink about it. Richards had been an extremely popular director during his brief tenure, despite his longtime proclamation that he was the FBI’s “number one asshole.” Renee had been popular because she was one of those people you simply couldn’t help but like. Assigned to work as a liaison at the FBI with the agency headed by Jack and Naomi, Renee had worked closely on a daily basis with Richards. They had also shared the horrors of what had happened at Sutter Buttes. Impossible as it seemed, a romance had blossomed between the two.
Jack and Naomi had heartily approved.
The mood around the table now, however, was somber. It was the day after the meeting with the vice president. They had wanted to get together right away, but Richards couldn’t get away from work the previous evening until nearly midnight. 
Pouring another round of wine as they continued to dig into the spaghetti Richards had prepared, Jack said, “You look like you need a vacation, Carl.” 
“At least I’ve still got a damn job.” Looking as if he was going to be sick, Richards set down his fork and rubbed a hand across his face. He had said very little since Jack and Naomi had arrived. Renee had tried to lighten the mood with some good-natured ribbing, but Richards hadn’t risen to the bait as he normally did. Even the antics of their three Abyssinian cats, whom he had christened Huey, Dewey, and Louie, chasing a tightly wadded ball of aluminum foil across the floor failed to elicit a smile. Richards looked across the table at Jack and Naomi, an expression of misery on his face. “You two have to know that I wanted to tell you what was coming. While I didn’t know the specifics, I knew over a week ago that you were going to get shit-canned, but I couldn’t say a damn thing. Harmon, our new boss, put a gag on me.”
“He’s a jackass.” Renee shook her head, glancing at Richards. “They should’ve just left well enough alone and kept you on as director.”
Richards waved away her assertion with a look of irritation. “I don’t care about that. I never wanted the damn job, and only did it because President Curtis asked me. And because I owed it to Director Ridley.” The others nodded, recalling that former Director Ridley, deceived by the harvesters, had died a particularly agonizing hero’s death that had struck Richards hard. “It’s a political appointment and that’s that. I’m relieved, to be honest. I thought I had a bunch of bullshit paperwork to deal with before. How anyone stays sane in the boss’s chair is beyond me.”
“Oh, you’re so full of crap!” Renee poked him in the shoulder. “You enjoyed it and don’t say otherwise.” She looked over at Jack and Naomi, rolling her eyes. “God, Carl, you’re such a contrary old fart.”
Richards picked up his wine glass and muttered something into it, but the others could see he was trying hard to suppress a grin.
“So what are you two going to do now?” Renee’s voice turned serious. 
Jack and Naomi exchanged glances. 
“We’ve got enough saved away to tide us over for a bit while we figure something out,” Jack said. He looked at Richards. “I think it’s probably safe to say that I won’t be returning to the Bureau or working in any law enforcement job. Even with our names officially being cleared, there are still going to be a lot of people who won’t believe it, and plenty of hard feelings after the deaths of the agents at Sutter Buttes.” Richards nodded, clearly unhappy. Jack shrugged. “Hell. I don’t know. I’ll figure out something.”
“It’s too bad you both officially died,” Renee said. “Otherwise, you’d be rich.”
“I think that’s called water under the bridge.” Naomi tried to smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She had made millions when she worked at New Horizons, but as part of the deal following of the Sutter Buttes disaster, she and Jack had “died” and been reborn with new identities. Unfortunately, in an unavoidable step in maintaining the fiction of her death, her unwitting attorney had executed her will and distributed her estate. Her money, her home, and even her beloved car, a Tesla Roadster, were gone.
Jack, too, had lost his home, his old battered Land Rover Defender, and the comparatively small amount he had socked away in his retirement and bank accounts from his time in the Army and working for the Bureau. 
All the money they had now was what they’d saved while working at SEAL. Even being paid on the government’s senior executive scale, the relatively brief time they’d been working there had left them only enough to make it for a few months. They needed to find work, and soon. 
“To be honest, I’m a lot more worried about The Bag,” Naomi went on. “Jack and I can find work and keep ourselves afloat. I have no doubt of that. But I just can’t believe that President Miller is going to pretend like the harvesters never happened, and that there’s still not a horrible threat out there!”
“The search is going to continue at the Bureau,” Richards told her, “but it’s being bumped to the back burner. Part of me can’t blame Miller much, because we haven’t found a damn thing! Not a single lead’s turned up, the records from the production facility were destroyed, and the workers who knew anything were all killed. We interviewed every employee at New Horizons before the company closed its doors, but outside the very small circle that you used to be in, nobody knows squat about the Revolutions research or The Bag, not to mention the harvesters themselves. Kempf and her cockroach friends kept things awfully tight.”
Naomi had been an insider at New Horizons, and had been chosen by the creature posing as Dr. Rachel Kempf, the director of the Revolutions seed project, to work on the final phases of the project’s development. But Naomi hadn’t been fooled, and after pretending to agree to Kempf’s bizarre proposal, she had been kidnapped to safety by the Earth Defense Society. But every time Kempf’s name had been mentioned since then, Naomi couldn’t help but shiver involuntarily. 
“And as far as we know,” Richards went on, his nasal voice dropping lower, “all the harvesters are dead, and dead bugs tell no tales.” He held up a hand as Jack made to protest. “I’m not saying more of the bastards might not be running around, but I don’t have anything, not a shred of evidence to the contrary that I can give the boss or the President. Until we have something, they’re not going to change their minds.”
“But how can they ignore the evidence we do have?” Jack twirled some spaghetti onto his fork. As he spoke the words, he looked at the food on his plate, knowing that everything they were eating was organic. None of them had touched anything that wasn’t organic since learning the truth of what New Horizons had been doing. And none of them had touched a single bit of corn, organic or otherwise. He looked up at Richards. “We might not be able to parade a harvester in front of Miller, but there is evidence they existed. Christ, just the security camera footage of the harvester impersonating Clement that was killed at the White House should have been enough.”
“Honey,” Renee answered, “if you show some of these guys something like that, something that clearly is beyond our everyday experience, the first thing they do is say it’s a scam. Look how many people still don’t believe the Holocaust was real.”
“I hate to say it,” Jack said quietly, “but I wish we had some real physical evidence.”
Richards snorted. “We would have, if Curtis hadn’t ordered the harvester impersonating Clement to be destroyed. That was pretty damn stupid.” 
The others nodded unhappily. There had been several harvester corpses at the EDS base at Sutter Buttes, but they had all been burned when the main part of the base was destroyed. The remains of the five harvesters that had taken part in the attack on the Svalbard seed vault had been flung into the blazing pyre of the vault after Naomi and Jack had destroyed it, having discovered that some of the seeds within had been contaminated. 
Other than that, no biological samples remained, either of the harvesters or the seed that contained their genetic code. There was nothing left to prove the harvesters had existed other than the data the EDS had maintained in its other facilities. Those installations had been closed by order of President Curtis, and the data transferred to Jack and Naomi’s agency.
But it was “just” data. As far as they could truly prove, it had all been just a bad dream, a brilliant hoax. A nightmare that had culminated in the dropping of a nuclear weapon on central California.
“Even if the government is going to shelve it, we’re not,” Jack said. “We’re going to keep an eye on the web and dig around, and keep digging.” At the pained look Richards gave him, he added, “We’ll be discreet. Besides, it’s really all we’ve got now.” 
Naomi’s phone rang. “Excuse me,” she said as she pulled it from her purse. She was about to hit the ignore button when she saw who it was from.
Howard Morgan.
She recognized the name, as Morgan Pharmaceuticals was one of the companies that had tried to recruit her before she accepted the position with New Horizons. Morgan himself had interviewed her, and she had been extremely impressed with him. But New Horizons had offered her nearly twice as much money. In that phase of her life, money had meant far more than anything else, and she had taken the job with New Horizons, working for Rachel Kempf. Or what had masqueraded as Kempf.
With a tingle of excitement, she touched the answer button. “Dr. Perrault.”
“Dr. Perrault, this is Howard Morgan. Let me first say that I was extremely relieved to learn you were alive. I was also wondering if I might be able to entice you to work for me.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Kapitan Sergei Mikhailov stared out the window of the Mi-17 helicopter as it swept low over the endless hectares of fallow farmland of southern Russia. He tried to ignore the knot in his stomach that seemed to tighten with every kilometer that passed on the way to their objective, an agricultural research facility outside the town of Elista in the Republic of Kalmykia. 
He glanced up at Starshiy Serzhant Pavel Rudenko, who sat in the seat across from him. Rudenko bobbed his head and attempted a smile, but it came out as a grimace. Even Rudenko, a veteran of the savage fighting in Chechnya years before and one of the toughest men Mikhailov had ever known, was worried.
Mikhailov keyed his microphone to talk to the pilots. “How long until we reach the target?”
“Ten minutes.”
Holding up both hands for Rudenko, Mikhailov extended all ten fingers. With a quick nod, the big NCO released his harness and began a final check of the other twenty-three men, a platoon of Mikhailov’s company, in the helicopter. The rest of the company had been left on standby back at Novorossiysk. 
While Rudenko checked that the men were ready, Mikhailov pulled a battered canvas map case from one of his uniform’s cargo pockets and took a final look at the operations map, reviewing the situation in his head.
His company was part of the 23rd Airborne Regiment of the 76th Airborne Division at Pskov, in northern Russia. Under normal circumstances, the 7th Airborne Division, headquartered at Novorossiysk, would have handled any operations this far south. 
But, as Mikhailov had learned the previous afternoon when his unit had been deployed, the circumstances were far from normal. Three days ago, all the researchers at an agricultural research facility about thirty kilometers east of Elista had disappeared. Fifty-three men and women had simply vanished into thin air overnight. After a round of frantic calls from their families to the authorities, police units were dispatched to the remote facility. They, too, disappeared. The senior police officer had reported arriving at the facility, but that was all. There had been no calls for help from anyone.
Family members had then gone to the facility. They had seen many cars, including those of the police, parked at the facility, but there had been no sign of anyone. Those who had gone through the gates, which were normally guarded day and night, and entered the building had disappeared. Others, fearful of entering, had returned home and contacted the police.
The surviving family members finally raised enough of an uproar that the local authorities were able to get the Army involved. A squad from the 247th Airborne Regiment of the 7th Airborne Division had been sent in to investigate. The helicopter carrying them had landed outside the facility gates. Once the paratroopers were on the ground, the helo took off and circled the facility, the pilots watching as the men below entered the complex of buildings.
The paratroopers never came out. The pilots circled as long as they could, trying to regain contact with the ground team, but they were gone. Vanished. Shaken and deeply disturbed, the helicopter crew returned to Novorossiysk, where they reported what had happened.
That had taken place yesterday morning. Before noon, Mikhailov was in front of his division and regimental commanders, receiving his deployment orders. He was disturbed not so much by the nature of the deployment, but by the revelation from the division commander that the former President of the Republic of Kalmykia had very publicly claimed to have been contacted by aliens in 1997. The general had not mentioned it as a joke. While most had dismissed the claim as the raving of a rich and eccentric man, others had expressed more concern over the possibility that the republic’s former president had revealed state secrets to the alleged aliens. The general had thought the detail was relevant, considering the strange nature of the situation for which the airborne troops had been called in. And Mikhailov had been the clear choice to lead the mission in light of his experience on the island of Spitsbergen the year before.
If Mikhailov’s suspicions were correct and Kalmykia’s eccentric former president had been contacted by harvesters as far back as 1997, there seemed only one likely scenario for what was now happening at the research facility outside Elista. The researchers had likely been trying to duplicate the work there that Jack Dawson and Naomi Perrault had told him had happened in the United States. The major difference was that Jack and Naomi could combat the harvesters there. Here in Russia, where the Earth Defense Society had no resources, the harvesters could have gotten away with anything. 
This facility was a case in point. It was not a government operation. It was privately owned, but it was not clear by whom. It had no name. To those who worked there, their families, and people from the nearest villages, it was simply known as “The Facility.” It was an enigma, and a very dangerous one.
Staring at the operations map on the wall of the briefing room as the general had given him his instructions while his regimental commander sat in silence, Mikhailov had felt a cold stab of fear lance through his chest.
By afternoon, he and his men were on an Il-76 transport aircraft, flying south to Stavropol, the headquarters of the 247th Airborne Regiment. And at the crack of dawn this morning, he and his men were on an Mi-17 helicopter, flying the two hundred and fifty kilometers from there to the research facility. The pilots who had delivered the ground team yesterday were flying Mikhailov in. He prayed that he and his men would have better luck than their previous passengers. 
Rudenko returned to his seat, giving Mikhailov a thumbs-up. He did not have a headset, and there was no point in trying to talk above the roar of the engines and rotors. Rudenko made his own last minute check, pulling a massive pistol from a holster under his left arm. It was a Desert Eagle chambered for .50 Action Express rounds, and was a twin to the one Mikhailov carried. Three months after the atomic bomb had been dropped on California, killing Jack, Naomi, and the others of the Earth Defense Society, an unmarked box had mysteriously appeared in Mikhailov’s apartment, sitting on the kitchen table. The box contained the two handguns, two spare magazines each, and two hundred rounds of ammunition. 
When he saw the two handguns, the same as Jack carried when they had all met on Spitsbergen during the battle for the Svalbard seed vault, Mikhailov knew that Jack and Naomi must still be alive. The guns were a message, and a gift for him and Rudenko. The older NCO, upon receiving one of the weapons, had been mightily impressed. No stranger to the workings of the black market and smuggling in general, Rudenko could only shake his head in admiration, both at the weapon itself and what it must have taken to get them to Mikhailov.
Checking back through the small box in which he kept those things most important to him, Mikhailov found the small slip of paper Naomi had given him on Spitsbergen. On it was a phone number and a nondescript email address. With a tingle of excitement, he sent an email to the address with only his name, as Naomi had instructed. Fifteen minutes later, he had his answer: they were alive, as were most others from the EDS, although that was to be kept secret. Mikhailov had breathed a huge sigh of relief: he had been greatly saddened at the news that Jack and Naomi had been killed.
After that, he had received a great deal of information from his “dead” American friends on the harvesters. He had not been able to share it with anyone but Rudenko, who did not profess to understand much of it, but it had helped Mikhailov to better come to grips with what had happened on Spitsbergen, and proved that he hadn’t imagined it all as some claimed he had.
Since then, except for some training on the firing range when it was deserted, he and Rudenko had kept the Desert Eagles out of sight, for he didn’t want his superiors to ask inconvenient questions. 
Mikhailov had hoped to never have occasion to use the huge handgun, but was now comforted by the weapon’s bulk. Rudenko dropped out the magazine and checked that it was fully loaded before slamming it back into the big pistol’s grip. Then he pulled the slide partway back to make sure there was a round in the chamber. Satisfied, he slid it back into the holster.
The two men also carried KS-K semi-automatic shotguns, as did half the men in the company. The rest carried the standard assault rifles used by the airborne troops. It was an unusual mix of weapons, but his division commander had authorized it without argument. He had read Mikhailov’s report of the action on Spitsbergen, and was a firm believer that more firepower was always better. Mikhailov would have liked to get flamethrowers such as those used during the Great Patriotic War, but they were no longer in service. Instead, two men in each squad were carrying RPO-M thermobaric rockets. They were extremely powerful weapons that could level a small building, but couldn’t be used in tight quarters. They would be his last resort. 
His reverie was interrupted by a call from the pilot. “There it is.” 
Mikhailov looked out the window. Two hundred feet below them was the facility, which had four buildings. One, the lab building, was roughly thirty meters by sixty. Behind it were three much larger rectangular buildings, identical in appearance and more than a hundred meters long. Two of the larger ones were where test crops were grown under controlled conditions. While they technically weren’t greenhouses, that’s how Mikhailov thought of them. The third large building was for livestock, and next to it was a feed silo and a large water tank. All of the buildings were joined by enclosed connectors so the researchers could move between them regardless of the weather. 
Around the facility were several fallow fields. The facility specialized in developing hybrid strains of corn, but the growing season was months away yet. 
Except in the greenhouse buildings. There, under artificial light and heat, corn and other plants could be grown year round.
“Take us around the facility,” Mikhailov ordered. He looked up as Rudenko leaned against the side of the fuselage next to him, looking out the window. The older man’s face bore a stony expression. 
“Understood.” The Mi-17 began a slow circle of the facility. 
The parking lot in front of the two lab buildings was full of cars. Nearly two dozen more, including the police vehicles, were parked along the entrance road. Another half dozen were parked outside the gate. 
There was no one moving about, or visible in the small windows of the lab building. There were no bodies or signs of violence. It was as if the buildings of the complex had simply consumed everyone.
The thought sent a shiver down his spine.
As the Mi-17 continued its circuit, the rear of the animal husbandry building came into view.
“Chto za huy!” 
Even above the clamor of the engines, Mikhailov heard Rudenko’s curse.
The rear wall of the animal husbandry building where cows, horses, goats, and other livestock were kept as guinea pigs for the crops the facility developed looked like it had been beaten from within by a giant hammer. The metal siding bulged outward at irregular intervals and in odd shapes. Mikhailov could swear that one of the bulges formed the near perfect outline of a cow. Seen on a television show it would have been comical. Here, it was terrifying. 
Several sections had also been knocked out, the metal and insulation of the walls bent outward as if something had burst from within the building. 
Whatever had been inside had clearly gotten out.
Mikhailov momentarily considered changing his plan. He had intended to land his platoon at the front of the complex and sweep through the buildings with what he hoped would be overwhelming force if they met any resistance. Now, he wondered if he should not drop a squad at the rear of the complex as a blocking force in case whatever was inside, if anyone or anything indeed remained, tried to escape. 
“Let the helicopter be our eyes to watch the rear,” Rudenko suggested, reading his mind. “It has teeth in case anything tries to escape.” 
Outside the window, Mikhailov could see the rocket pod hanging from the helicopter’s weapons pylon. A matching one hung on the other side.
The burly NCO leaned closer. “Best we keep the men together when we go inside. I do not like the looks of this, kapitan.”
Accepting Rudenko’s suggestion as the hard-earned wisdom that it was, Mikhailov nodded his agreement and keyed his microphone. “Pilot, let’s finish circling the complex, then set down outside the main gate.”
The Mi-17 began to move forward again. The other parts of the facility appeared to be undamaged, and in two minutes the helicopter had set down.
Mikhailov had moved to the rear and was the first on the ground as the cargo ramp extended.
“Let’s go, you sons of whores!” Rudenko’s bellow sounded above the cacophony of the whirling rotors as the soldiers rushed past Mikhailov to spread out in a protective perimeter around the helicopter. Their weapons held at the ready, safeties off, they watched for any signs of movement. 
Mikhailov had debated on what to tell them. Aside from two men, survivors of Spitsbergen who still remained in the Army and whom Mikhailov had left back at Stavropol, none of the soldiers in his company had any idea of what had happened a year ago. They knew nothing of the harvesters, and he did not need their imaginations running wild. There was also the possibility that Mikhailov’s fears were groundless and that whatever had happened here had nothing to do with the abominable creatures.
In the end, he had settled on a terrorist scenario. That was something the men could understand, even if they did not understand why the mission had not been left to the Spetsnaz.
Behind them, the helicopter lifted off and flew to a position behind the complex where it could cover the rear.
“Take first squad and check the vehicles,” Mikhailov ordered, his breath steaming in the cold air as he raised his binoculars to scan the small windows of the buildings. There was nothing.
“Sir.” With hand signals and a few spoken words, Rudenko had the men form a skirmish line, with the soldiers of the first squad inspecting the vehicles outside the gate. They checked everything: inside, underneath, in the trunks, and under the hood. All the vehicles were unoccupied. All were unlocked. 
“There’s nothing, sir,” Rudenko reported. “No bodies, no blood. The drivers must have just parked and gone into the complex.”
“And never returned.” Mikhailov pursed his lips. “Very well. Let’s go.” 
Rudenko passed the order, and the men of the platoon formed into two columns. They quickly moved through the main gate in the four meter-high fence before spreading out in a line facing the lab building. 
Rudenko had the first squad continue to check the vehicles parked along the hundred meter entrance drive that led from the gate to the main parking lot. On either side of the drive were fallow fields, through which the rest of the platoon kept pace. Their weapons were trained on the windows and main entry door to the lab.
As they neared the parking lot itself, Mikhailov glanced at Rudenko, who shook his head. There was nothing, and no one, in the vehicles along the drive. 
One of his men, standing next to one of the police cars, held up his hand, and something in his fingers glittered. The keys. The soldier shrugged, tossing the keys back into the car before moving forward.
When they reached the cars in the parking lot, they were confronted with a mystery. 
“Bozhe moi,” Mikhailov whispered as he gingerly opened the door of a green hatchback. The dashboard of the car was missing. It hadn’t been torn out or removed, for the metal fasteners were still in place. It was just that the plastic had disappeared. The entire interior, other than glass, metal components and wires, all of which looked as if it had been highly polished, was gone. 
The tires of the cars were also missing. But not the metal rims or even the metal parts of the valve stems. Only the rubber parts of the tires. 
Kneeling down next to one of the car’s front wheels, Mikhailov picked up two mesh ribbons draped over the rim. They were the steel belts that had been molded into the tire when it was made.
“Kapitan. This one is locked. And look inside.”
Dropping the shiny steel belts as if they were burning his fingers, Mikhailov moved to where Rudenko stood, two cars away. The interior of the car was much the same as the others, except for something on the metal liner of the dashboard. Mikhailov saw two shiny metal rods, about twenty centimeters long, and a dozen gleaming metal screws. They looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place them.
“I took a bullet in my leg in Chechnya,” Rudenko said quietly. “It shattered one of my shin bones. The doctors fixed it with a metal rod and screws that look almost exactly like that.”
That is when Mikhailov made the connection. He had seen such things in x-rays before. “But that is impossible!”
Rudenko shrugged. “Moi kapitan, it clearly is possible. We simply do not know how. And I am not so sure I wish to find out.” He paused. “Curious. I wonder why they are on the dashboard?”
“I do not care to guess.” Mikhailov looked toward the door leading into the lab building. “Let us…” He paused, considering. He could simply go in behind a barrage of grenades and all guns blazing, but that might needlessly destroy evidence of what had happened here. There was also the chance that there were survivors or hostages, although in his gut he did not believe it. “Let us treat this as a reconnaissance, unless we meet resistance or find that there are truly ‘terrorists’ holding prisoners.”
“And if we do meet resistance?”
“We are to defend ourselves, kill anyone or anything who opposes us, and do our best to save any civilians who may be alive.”
“Sir!” Rudenko quickly got the platoon organized. When he was done, four men were positioned around the entrance door, while the rest of the platoon was lined up to quickly file inside.
He gave his captain a thumbs-up.
With butterflies filling his belly, Mikhailov clutched his shotgun. His men watched him intently. “Go!”
A soldier yanked the door open and the other three men of the entry team stormed inside.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
Dr. Vijay Chidambaram leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes. For nearly twelve hours a day for the last week in his cramped and stuffy office in the Andhra Pradesh Department of Agriculture’s headquarters in Hyderabad, India, he had been sifting through a mountain of folders his assistant had piled onto his desk. In those folders were hundreds of reports detailing the state’s crop production, and it was his job to prepare the quarterly summary briefing that would go to the state’s Minister for Agriculture. Vijay wouldn’t be giving the briefing himself, of course. His boss would have that particular honor as he was trying to further ingratiate himself to the minister. Vijay didn’t mind. He hated giving briefings. If given a choice, he would much rather be rooting around in the soil, looking for worms.
No, his task was to gather and wade through the data so his boss could give the minister good news every quarter. It was a good job, a prestigious job in its way, and he knew that he was very lucky to have it.
That didn’t change the fact that he hated it. The job had been a gift, in a way, from one of his uncles after Vijay had returned to India from the United States after what had happened the year before in California. He had been, and still was, in heart if not in name, a member of the Earth Defense Society, fighting its secret war against the harvesters. But after the American government had absorbed the EDS and wrapped it in secrecy, Vijay had been left out in the cold. He knew that Jack and Naomi had fought tenaciously for him to be included in their new agency, but the government had demanded that everyone working there had a top secret security clearance. Unfortunately, Vijay wasn’t a U.S. Citizen, which was a non-negotiable requirement.
Disheartened, Vijay had decided to return home. He had been offered a field research position by the central government, but his uncles and aunts, who filled in for his long-dead mother and father, had protested vigorously. The job, they had claimed, was unworthy of his talents, and one of his uncles was close to a joint director at the Andhra Pradesh Ministry of Agriculture. After a few phone calls and a meeting with the joint director, Vijay had a new job that paid over twice as much, had an office and an assistant, and made the family look good. Enjoying the work wasn’t part of the bargain.
With that checked off the list, his family was now working on finding him a suitable wife. Vijay was quite happy as a bachelor, but had given up trying to dissuade them. Better that he simply accepted his karma. The only saving grace had been that the family’s astrologer had not offered any good news on the subject, despite unrelenting interrogation by (and not a little extra money from) Vijay’s aunts.
Opening his eyes again, he leaned forward and carefully dropped the folder he had just finished reviewing onto the growing stack on the floor. But the stack on his desk was still far taller.
He checked his watch: it was nearly four in the afternoon, but he wouldn’t be going home for quite a while yet. 
With a sign of resignation, he took the next folder and flipped it open to the report inside, cringing as he saw that it was hand-written, and in a particularly atrocious scrawl. Far more used to typing on the computer than writing by hand, he could barely understand his own handwriting these days, let alone anyone else’s.
Aligning a wooden ruler, a treasured keepsake from his childhood, under the first line of squiggled figures in the report, he was just typing the first set of numbers into the spreadsheet on his computer when his cell phone rang.
Thankful for the interruption, he picked up the phone and flipped it open. He saw on the display that it was one of his colleagues and friends, Dr. Naresh Sharma, and pressed the answer button.
Before Vijay could even say hello, he heard Naresh shouting through the phone.
“Those bastards! They did it again!”
“Naresh, what is it? What are you talking about?”
“AnGrow,” Naresh spat. “I just inspected one of their fields and found they’d planted again without authorization. More GMO maize that hasn’t received proper approval. Damn them!”
“Just a moment, Naresh.” Grimacing, Vijay stood up and closed the door to his office, ignoring the questioning glance from his assistant who sat at a small desk outside. This was a conversation he didn’t want anyone else to hear.
AnGrow was an agricultural company in India that had worked closely with New Horizons and other biotechnology companies to help them gain a foothold in the Indian market. But with as much money as those companies could throw at government officials, the foothold had become an invasion beachhead. Genetically engineered strains of nearly every food plant on which India’s population depended had been created or were being developed, and companies like AnGrow fought to bring them through the byzantine government regulations to commercial production. Whether the means employed to do that were entirely legitimate or not, as Vijay was painfully aware, depended entirely on one’s point of view.
While New Horizons itself had gone bankrupt and had its assets bought up by other companies, AnGrow had continued to prosper. Most of its revenues came from acting as an intermediary for foreign agriculture firms wanting to do business in India, but it also conducted its own lab and field research. 
Part of that research, of course, involved planting genetically engineered plants in test plots in various parts of India. Such tests were supposed to be coordinated and approved by the central and state agriculture ministries, and eventually approved by the Genetic Engineering Approval Committee, or GEAC, for production of the crops being tested.
But in several instances (those that had been discovered, Vijay reminded himself), the biotechnology companies had planted test strains of genetically engineered crops without approval or authorization. Organizations concerned about biotechnology applications in the country, particularly after the disastrous experience with genetically engineered cotton, had raised a protest, but their cries had largely fallen upon deaf ears in the government. Far too much money was at stake, and far too much was changing hands. No one could prove it, but Vijay knew it was happening. His boss, for example, met frequently with executives from AnGrow on the side, and boasted a posh residence well beyond his government pay. Vijay was torn: he wanted to have the man investigated for taking bribes, but such a thing would have backlashed against his family. For that reason, and that alone, did he hold his tongue.
AnGrow had been on his watch list for a long time, of course, ever since he had entered the fold of the EDS and had discovered their connection with New Horizons as the EDS tried to map out the enterprises in which the harvesters might be involved. But try as he might, he could never discover any sinister connections to AnGrow. They appeared to be motivated by nothing more unusual than greed.
Taking his seat again, Vijay lowered his voice. “Okay, tell me what happened.”
“I recently took twelve samples from an AnGrow maize test plot outside of Koratikal. When I tested them, three matched the approved test strains. But the other nine did not. I have submitted them for more testing, but I have never seen anything like this, Vijay. Whatever they have planted here, it’s totally new.”
“It is not a Bt variant?” Bt was short for Bacillus thuringiensis, a bacterium that produced toxins with insecticidal properties, and whose genes were commonly inserted into various commercial plant species to provide them with built-in protection from insect pests. Or so the theory went.
“No, no. Not at all,” Naresh said. “While the outward structure of the maize is typical, it shows significant differences at the cellular level. The cells you would expect to see are present, but there are also other elements that I haven’t been able to classify. They appear to be protein shells, perhaps, containing what might be some sort of nucleic material. RNA, perhaps? I do not know. All I do know is that it is very, very strange, and should not have been there.” He paused, awaiting a reply. “Vijay? Vijay, are you there?”
Vijay sat in his chair, immobilized by an icy band of fear that had tightened around his heart. Naresh’s words came back to him, echoing in his mind: They appear to be protein shells, perhaps, containing what might be some sort of nucleic material. 
While it was conceivable there was another explanation, Naresh’s description was far too close to the RNA delivery system that the harvesters had conceived for the Revolutions line of genetically engineered seed produced by New Horizons. But the RNA it would deliver to anyone or anything that consumed the corn would not cure disease as had been promised. Instead, it would transform the unwitting human or animal into a harvester, as had happened to a hapless rhesus monkey at the EDS base in California. If crops that contained harvester genetic material ever got loose in India, or anywhere else on Earth, mankind could easily face extinction.
He moved his lips, but no sound came out. After clearing his throat, he said in a shaking voice, “Naresh, has that plot been harvested?”
“I don’t know. I took the samples last week, but didn’t have time to analyze them until now. But if it hasn’t, it will be soon. It is early in the year, so it is the Rabi harvest, of course. AnGrow claims the plot was planted in mid-October, if one can trust anything they tell us, and the plants were clearly nearing harvest time when I took the samples. And the bastards will probably sell the harvest to the locals to make a few more rupees.”
“Where are you now?” Vijay logged out of his computer and headed out the door. “I will be gone for the rest of the day,” he barked at his assistant, startling the boy, as he strode quickly out of the office. While the fear was still with him, he knew he had to act. He had to know.
“I am at the lab, of course.” Naresh worked at one of the state agriculture ministry’s two seed testing laboratories in Hyderabad. “Did you want to come by and we can get dinner?”
“Forget dinner. I’ll pick you up in twenty minutes.”
* * *
 
The two hours it took them to drive from Hyderabad to Koratikal were the longest in Vijay’s life. When he arrived at the lab to pick up Naresh, he had taken a look at the suspect maize kernels and the slides Naresh had made. Vijay’s specialty was the study of creatures such as worms, bees, and butterflies that assisted plant growth and reproduction. But he knew enough from his experience with the EDS to recognize the encapsulated delivery system that New Horizons had created, largely with the unwitting help of Naomi Perrault. He also knew that the technology involved in creating that system wasn’t something another company could have easily reproduced, especially since all the records of how it had been created had been destroyed.
Over Naresh’s protestations, they had skipped dinner, and Vijay had driven like a madman, speeding east on National Highway 202 in his Maruti Swift as if he were in the last few kilometers of the Monaco Grand Prix. Just past the village of Raigiri, he left the highway and headed toward Mothkur Road, and turned north when he reached the town of Atmakur, about four kilometers south of Koratikal. 
Following Naresh’s directions, he made his way along a series of back roads to where the AnGrow plot was located. The sun had set, and they had to backtrack twice to find the right plot in the growing darkness.
“Damn.” Bringing the car to a stop next to the small AnGrow sign marking the plot, he stared at the empty field. The corn had been harvested, and even the stalks were gone, no doubt to be used as food for livestock or to burn for cooking. “We’re too late.”
“We should file a complaint with the GEAC. What AnGrow is doing is outrageous.”
“More than you know, my friend,” Vijay told him, sick to his stomach. “More than you know. Let’s see if we can find someone who might know about this.” 
“The workers are from a village right down the road.” Naresh pointed in the direction the car was facing. “I spoke to them when I took the samples.”
* * *
 
As they drove toward the village, they caught up with a group of men trudging along in the same direction. 
Vijay pulled just ahead of them and stopped the car. He and Naresh got out and faced the approaching villagers. “Excuse me,” he said. 
The men came to a stop, looking at him, then at the car, then back at him. 
“We’re from the State Ministry of Agriculture,” he went on. “Can you tell me when the AnGrow field back there,” Vijay pointed in the direction of the plot, “was harvested?”
“Just today,” one of the men said quietly, wiping sweat from his brow with his arm. “We harvested that plot this morning.”
“Do you know what happened to the maize?”
All of the men smiled. “Some was taken by the AnGrow people,” the same man said. “The rest they let us take in exchange for harvesting it for them. They are very kind.”
Vijay leaned forward, a flare of hope in his chest that he wasn’t too late. “You haven’t eaten any of it yet, have you?”
In the dim light, the men exchanged uneasy glances, and he could tell what they were thinking. That corn was food on their table, and without it there very well might not be any. They were afraid he would try to take it away from them, and if he had the power and authority, he would. 
Unfortunately, he had neither. In the uncomfortable silence that followed, the hope that had blossomed a moment earlier faded and died.
Vijay reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card, handing it to the closest man. “The maize AnGrow gave you was not given a safety approval by the government,” Vijay told the men. “It was experimental, and might make you and your families very, very sick. It might even kill you. If someone falls ill any time in the next day or two, please call me immediately.”
The man looked at the card, and Vijay wondered if he could read what it said. Even if he could, these men were terribly poor, and making a telephone call was not simply a matter of reaching into a pocket for a cell phone. They would have to walk to the nearest village where they could use a communal telephone. “This is very important,” Vijay told them, his voice laced with urgency. “You must destroy any of the maize you took from this plot. Do not eat any, and do not give it or the stalks to your livestock. Think of it as being poisonous. You must burn it. All of it. Do you understand?”
“Yes, sir,” the man said, bobbing his head. The others did, too.
Vijay’s heart sank as he saw their expressions in the dim light. He could see the facade of obedience overlaying the duplicity born of desperation. They had no intention of destroying the corn based merely on his say-so. He would have offered to buy the corn back from them and any other families that had taken it, but they probably would only have given him some in exchange for the money, and kept the rest to eat. After all, he had no way of knowing exactly how much the AnGrow people had left behind. And who was he in the eyes of these poor people? It was not that they were determined to be dishonest, but that they were stricken with poverty. 
And soon, he felt sure, they might be stricken with something far, far worse. 
“Please,” Vijay begged. “Call me right away if anyone falls ill.”
Then he turned and walked slowly back to the car, a confused Naresh beside him.
* * *
 
“So,” Naresh said when they reached the car. “Do you want to tell me what that was all about? I know I get irate over the abuses of AnGrow and their ilk, but wasn’t that a bit extreme, trying to frighten those men like that?”
“They should be frightened. If that maize is what I think it is, they should be terrified and burn every kernel and stalk.” He started up the car and began the long drive back to Hyderabad.
“Just what is it, Vijay? It might help if you would tell me what’s going on.” He gave his friend and colleague a speculative look. “You’ve never been quite the same since you came back from America, you know. You even brought back a cat.” He shook his head in disbelief.
“Yes, I did. And I’ll never be without one again.” Unlike in America and some other countries, cats were hardly popular in India. They were often shunned as bad omens. Vijay himself had been raised to believe that, but his time with the EDS had changed his views. He was not sure he could ever accept a cat as a loving pet, but he could certainly welcome one as a living alarm system. He only wished he could have it with him at the office, but that was out of the question. “Naresh, you remember the Revolutions product line New Horizons was bringing out right before their production facility was blown up by terrorists, yes?”
“Of course! The terrorists that the American President nuked?”
Vijay nodded, cringing inwardly. No one outside of the EDS and a few American government officials knew that he had been a member of the EDS and had been in the facility when it was bombed. “Yes. Well, the Revolutions maize, the corn, was designed to deliver an encapsulated RNA payload to the host that consumed it. It was ingenious, really: even if you cooked the maize, so long as the temperatures were not too extreme, the delivery system and payload would remain intact.”
Naresh whistled. “That’s amazing! And that’s what AnGrow planted here?”
“I believe so, based on what you told me.” He glanced over at Naresh. “But the payload was not a miracle cure, as New Horizons claimed. It was a delivery system for what I can only characterize as a transgenic weapon that would infect the host.”
“And do what?” Naresh was staring at him.
“It would transform the host’s DNA, and the host itself, into another form.”
“Vijay, that’s impossible.”
“No, it is not, my friend.” Vijay shook his head slowly. “I know that I must sound to you like a lunatic, but I witnessed this myself. If the maize those poor fools took into their homes is what I believe it must be, our country, perhaps the world, is in terrible danger.”
“And just what are we supposed to do? Call in the Army?” Naresh laughed as Vijay turned onto Mothkur Road, heading west toward Hyderabad. “Vijay, you have just been working too hard. You need to get some sleep, my friend.”
“I think it may be a long time before I sleep again. And we can’t call in the Army, but I know who is the next best thing. Someone who understands.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and hit the button to fast-dial Naomi’s number. He hadn’t spoken to her in quite some time, but he made sure that her and Jack’s numbers were programmed into his phone.
“Hello,” he heard her voice answer after the first ring. “Vijay?”
He was about to answer when he saw the glare of lights in his peripheral vision. Turning his head, he looked up in time to see the grill of a big Mazda cargo truck that had just pulled out from a side road, looking like a freight train as it loomed over his car.
The boom and burning stench and smoke as the airbags deployed.
Shattered glass, the horizon tumbling as the car rolled.
The roar of crushed metal and plastic. 
Tires screeching.
Screams. 
Darkness.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
“Hello? Vijay?” Naomi hadn’t spoken to Vijay since he’d returned to India. She had felt terrible about how the government had treated him, but both she and Jack had been powerless to help him through the flaming hoop of his security clearance. While the two of them had the support of President Curtis on almost everything, he had been resolute on the issue of security clearances for the employees of SEAL. And after learning how many officials in the government with clearances had been subverted by the harvesters, he had ordered even more stringent checks made for anyone remotely affiliated with SEAL’s research. Even though all the harvesters were believed to be dead, Curtis wasn’t willing to take any chances. 
Dr. Vijay Chidambaram, along with eight others from the survivors of the EDS who had wanted to join SEAL, had been respectfully but firmly turned away.
From the rental car’s speakerphone, she heard a tremendous crash and what sounded like the start of a scream. 
“Vijay? Vijay!”
There was no answer. The line was dead.
“Damn.” She hit the button on the car’s steering wheel to bring up her phone’s address book. “Call Vijay.”
After a moment, she was rewarded with the ringing tone, followed by Vijay’s voice. “Hello, this is Vijay. Please leave a message.” Then he said something in Hindi before the beep signaling the start of the recording.
“Vijay, this is Naomi, returning your call. Please give me a call back.” She paused. “I hope everything’s all right.”
She pressed the button to end the call as a chill of foreboding, tinged with guilt, swept through her. She had intended to call Vijay to see how he was doing, but had never gotten around to it. 
Her attention was momentarily diverted by the car’s navigation system, which told her to turn left at the next light off West Olympic Boulevard. As she did, the headquarters of Morgan Pharmaceuticals, a slab-sided monolith of shimmering glass and steel, came into view.
Pulling into the parking lot and lowering her window, she stopped at the guard post, which was occupied by two armed men in black uniforms.
“I’m Dr. Perrault,” she told the guard who moved to the side of the car and leaned down toward her. “I have an appointment to see Dr. Morgan.”
The guard studied her face carefully before his mouth offered a warm smile. “Of course, Dr. Perrault. Dr. Morgan’s expecting you.” He produced a badge bearing the company’s logo and handed it to her. “Please make sure you wear this at all times while in the building.” He pointed toward the entrance. “Just park in the reserved spot right there, the one closest to the door. Dr. Morgan will be out to meet you.”
Naomi looked where the guard was pointing and caught sight of a familiar figure who had just emerged from the ten foot tall glass doors leading to the lobby. Howard Morgan stood in the morning sun reflected from the buildings around them, hands in his pockets and a smile on his face. He nodded to her, and she smiled back.
“Thank you,” she told the guard, who nodded and stepped back.
She pulled forward and parked. 
Howard Morgan somehow covered the distance to the car without her seeing him do it, and he opened the door for her.
“Dr. Perrault! What a pleasure to see you again.”
“Thank you, Dr. Morgan.” She took his hand and shook it. His grip was firm, hinting at restrained strength, and his gaze remained fixed on hers. He had a deep, resonant voice that she could have listened to all day. “I really appreciate this. Your call couldn’t have come at a better time.”
With a final shake, he released her hand and gestured toward the entrance. “Believe me, Dr. Perrault — may I call you Naomi? — I’m the one who should be appreciative. One of the very few times in my career that I kicked the garbage can clear across my office was the day you accepted the position with New Horizons. My only regret was that you hadn’t tried to squeeze more money out of me.” He held the door open for her. “I would have been more than happy to beat their offer.”
“I’m the one who made a mistake.” Her heels clicked over the polished marble floor of the lobby, and she glanced up at the enormous atrium that rose seven stories above. Two glass elevators moved rapidly up and down, taking people between floors. A third was at the ground floor, with a young woman standing by.
“Nonsense!” Morgan flashed his badge at the guards who manned the inside checkpoint. They called his name in greeting as he led the way through the security scanner. “For double the pay and the opportunity to work with Rachel Kempf, hard-nosed as she might have been, you would have been a fool not to take the job.”
The scanner went off as Naomi passed through. She stopped, turning to the guards by reflex. “It must be my phone.”
“You’re with me, Naomi. And I doubt you’re carrying anything more dangerous than that genius mind of yours. You’re a hero now, not a terrorist. Remember?”
He said it with a smile and winked, but his comment made her feel stark naked. After a year of living the life of someone else, of having her true name leading the list of hated terrorists, even ahead of Osama Bin Laden, it was unnerving to hear someone call her by her given name. 
She felt her pulse quicken, and sweat broke out on her palms. The same thing had happened when she’d gone to the airport to return to San Antonio from Washington. She and Jack had been provided with new documents reflecting their true names, along with letters from the head of Homeland Security and the Transportation Security Administration to help them through the security screens at the airport. Even though everything had gone smoothly, it had been a surreal experience, as if she were falling down the rabbit hole.
“I’m sorry, Naomi.” Morgan touched her arm. “That was thoughtless of me. I can’t imagine what a time you’ve had. I hope you’ll let me make it up to you.”
Shaking her head, she forced a smile in return. “Don’t apologize, Dr. Morgan. I’m just not used to being me again, I suppose.”
“Please,” he said as the two of them joined the young woman in the executive express elevator, “call me Howard.”
When the door opened and they stepped out of the elevator into Morgan’s penthouse office, he waved his assistant away, and the young woman disappeared when the elevator doors closed.
Naomi stood and stared at what lay before her. “Wow.”
The walls were entirely of glass, with stainless steel columns spread evenly around the circumference to provide structural support. Aside from three nearby buildings which were taller, the office offered an unobstructed view of the entire Los Angeles metro area. Off in the distance, she could make out the famous Hollywood sign. She also saw that there was a large patio with high end deck furniture, and that a number of the glass panels that formed the wall could be opened to let in fresh air. 
Well, as fresh as any air could be in downtown LA, she reminded herself. 
A treadmill occupied one corner, a wet bar with a wine cooler was next to the elevator, and several comfortable looking chairs and two sofas were arrayed around a central fireplace. A desk with a glass frame and topped with what looked like black granite was set off in one corner, almost as an afterthought. There were no paintings or photos. 
With a view like this, she thought, anything else would be superfluous. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like at night. 
“Come on in and make yourself comfortable, Naomi. Something to drink? Are you hungry at all?”
She sat down on one of the sofas.”I wouldn’t mind a glass of wine, but it’s a bit early for that.” She could have used something to soothe her worry over the strange call from Vijay. 
Morgan cocked an eyebrow at her. “Well, it’s past noon somewhere in the world, you know. What would you like?”
“White Zinfandel if you’ve got it.”
He smiled. It was a warm smile, genuine, and Naomi decided that she couldn’t help but like this man. “My dear doctor, there is very little in this world that I either don’t have or can’t get. Especially for you.” He took a bottle from the wine cooler and poured her a glass. Then he went to the liquor cabinet poured himself a scotch. With a conspiratorial grin, he said, “I’ll confess that this isn’t the first time I’ve imbibed a little earlier than is customary.”
Handing her the wine glass, he settled himself on the opposite end of the sofa before holding up his glass. “Cheers.”
“Cheers.” Naomi took a sip, savoring the flavor of the chilled wine..
After a moment of comfortable silence as they both enjoyed the drinks and the view, Morgan said, “Naomi, I have a vision of changing the world. Of leaving a true legacy, something I can be proud of.” He gestured toward the panorama of Los Angeles. “I’ve made my fortune. And I could just keep making that mountain of money bigger. But I want something more than that. I know this must sound like a lot of hogwash coming from a rich corporate suit like me, but I want to do something good.”
“Making vaccines and the other work your company has done in developing pharmaceuticals certainly qualifies as good, Dr. Morgan…Howard.” 
He shook his head. “That’s not what I mean, Naomi. Those are the profit engines for the company. Yes, they go toward serving the public health, as it were, but we’re not doing anything that someone else isn’t already doing. In many cases we do it better, but it’s all old hat, and it’s all simply for profit. I’m tired of taking incremental steps. I want to make a quantum leap forward in the human condition, something for the history books.”
He set down his drink and leaned forward. “I know something about what you were working on before you left New Horizons.” At the change in her expression, a mixture of disbelief, horror, and outrage, he added, “Please, let me finish.” 
Setting the wine glass down on a side table before her shaking hands could spill it, Naomi said, “Go on.” She felt as if the fabric of her dress had suddenly turned into shards of glass, gouging into her skin.
“I don’t know all the details, of course. But I know enough. I know that you perfected a food-based delivery system for RNA payloads that could be used to combat disease, or even correct genetic defects.” He leaned closer. “That’s my dream, Naomi. To take the revolutionary work you began and bring it to fruition for the good of the world.”
He picked up his drink and sat back, taking a sip. “I also know that something went very badly, terribly wrong at New Horizons, and I’m not interested in the whole business with the Earth Defense Society. I don’t much care about the past, except for whatever lessons we can learn from it. I’m interested in the future, and I want — I need — you to be part of it.”
It took Naomi a moment to gather her thoughts. She had never actually considered carrying on the work she’d done at New Horizons. Upon reflection, the role she had played, what she had created in her time there, had been groundbreaking by any standard. And it could have, should have, been used for good. Even though she had been driven by greed at the time, she believed that what she was doing would help people, and potentially end the suffering of millions. 
And it would have. She knew that in her heart. While her main work had been focused on developing the delivery system, she had also learned a great deal from Rachel Kempf about the payload. Kempf had been a harvester, but the knowledge she had shared, and that Naomi had built upon, had opened Naomi’s eyes to unguessed vistas of genetic possibilities. She had the knowledge to recreate not only the delivery system itself, but to guide specialist researchers in designing payloads that could be tailored to destroy specific diseases. While Kempf had lied about the true contents of the payload New Horizons had designed, the truth was that the system worked. In the right hands, the delivery system could have saved untold lives. Naomi had spent more than one sleepless night wondering at how things might have been, had her work not been corrupted and twisted by the harvesters.
Looking up at Morgan, she told him, “I need some time to think about it.”
“No, you don’t.” 
She felt a flare of anger, but Morgan spoke before she could react.
“Naomi, this is the best place for you right now. I’m well informed, and I know that the government has let you go. That’s fine, because you don’t belong there.” He waved his hand, a dismissive gesture. “Sure, you could find a job somewhere else, and you’d do well. But you won’t find any other place, no company or institution, that has resources and technology on a par with ours, and the very personal and direct interest of the CEO backing your efforts. Were you to take any other path, you would not only be shortchanging yourself, but would inflict a tragic loss on humanity. We might eventually be able to recreate what you did at New Horizons, but it’ll take us years. I have some very smart people working for me, and that’s what they’re telling me. But you could get us there in months.”
Morgan stood up and walked to his desk. Opening one of the slim drawers, he removed a piece of paper. He sat on the couch next to Naomi and handed the paper to her. “Here.” 
She recognized what it was: a check, written out to her. She gasped when she saw the amount.
“That’s right,” Morgan told her. “Five million dollars. Consider that your base pay for the first year you’re with us, plus the usual laundry list of benefits and stock options that’ll easily double the value of that check.”
“Howard,” she said, “I still don’t know…”
“Listen to me, doctor. I can’t hold you down and torture you into taking the job.” He smiled. “I’ve tried brazen flattery and have now enticed you with gold. If those won’t work, maybe trust will do the trick. So here’s the deal. Don’t give me your answer now. But I want you to take that check to the bank as soon as you leave here and deposit it. If you decide to come work for me, show up for work tomorrow at your convenience. If you decide that you’re not interested, I want you to keep the money, no questions asked, on the chance that you may change your mind later.”
“That’s very generous, but I couldn’t do that, Howard.” She didn’t want to make the commitment without talking to Jack first, but she knew in her heart that she was going to take the job. She would be a fool not to, for any number of reasons. 
Morgan crossed his arms, a knowing grin on his face. “I’ll be free at two o’clock tomorrow afternoon to walk you through the orientation.”
* * *
 
“Jack, he offered me the job, and I want to take it.” Back in her hotel room after having gone for a three mile run and taking a hot bath, Naomi had made a video call to Jack over the web. He had stayed in San Antonio to manage the shutdown of SEAL, which mostly meant doing what he could to alleviate the shock of the people who worked there, all of whom were being systematically kicked out on the street. The two week severance was a sop that would have brought cries of protest and outrage in any other federal agency. But SEAL was different. There were no civil service protections for its employees; they served, and could be dismissed, at the pleasure of the government. Jack did what he could to ease their pain, but they were all well and truly screwed. 
It was nearly midnight in Texas, and Jack looked exhausted. But he visibly brightened at her words. “It’s nice to hear some good news for a change. We could use a lucky break after this cluster.” He ran a hand through his hair, a nervous habit. “When does he want you to start?”
Naomi saw movement in the corner of Jack’s video pickup, and Alexander’s big head appeared, his nose suddenly filling the view from the webcam. With a single meow, he jumped off the desk. She could hear him tearing off down the hallway, no doubt chasing after Koshka, her cat.
“He wants me to start tomorrow.” She was a little nervous about how Jack might react. He respected her freedom and her individuality, but they were also a couple very much in love, even if not married. Yet. She hated to leave him holding the bag in San Antonio, but she had to admit to her own streak of selfishness. She couldn’t wait to get started on the work Morgan had promised her.
“Tomorrow?” He sat back and pursed his lips. After a moment’s consideration, he said, “Hell, why not? I’ll have the mess at SEAL wrapped up by the end of the week. With that done, there’s no reason to stay here, and I sure don’t have anything cooking on the job front. We’ll have to sort out what we want to do with finding a place out there and selling the place here, but I can handle this end while…”
“Jack,” she interrupted him, “just finish up at work, grab the cats, get your tight little ass in that SUV, and head out here. Forget about the house and all the other stuff for now. We can deal with that later.” She touched his face in the monitor with her fingers. “I want you here with me. Right now.”
“There’s nowhere in the world I’d rather be, baby. Believe me. But we don’t have a lot of money in the bank to pay a mortgage on a house here and rent a place there until we find a house to buy. And a place out there is going to be a fortune compared to what we paid here.”
Naomi grinned. “Honey, cash right now is not a problem. Howard Morgan wrote me a check for five million dollars, and I deposited it in our account this afternoon.”
Jack’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit.” 
Naomi nodded. “That’s what I thought!”
“Okay.” Jack blinked and shook his head. “Five mil? Seriously?”
“Yep. And his people are going to take care of finding us a place to live here and selling the house there. It’s all set. So get your buns out here as soon as you can.”
Naomi watched as a huge weight seemed to fall from Jack’s shoulders. Then a sly grin crept onto his face. “You know,” he told her slowly, “I could probably get used to being a kept man. Being a gigolo to a genius millionaire sure as hell beats working as a government manager or FBI agent.”
“I’ll still make you earn your keep, you know.” 
“I’m counting on it.”
Naomi’s expression suddenly became more thoughtful. Troubled. “Jack, there’s one thing that I need you to look into. I got a call from Vijay Chidambaram this morning.”
“The bee and worm guy? What did he say?”
“That’s the problem. He didn’t say anything. When I answered the call, I heard, I don’t know, like a big boom and maybe a scream on his end. It was really distorted and I’m not really sure. What bothers me is that I’ve tried to call him back several times, and I’ve only gotten an out of service recording. I haven’t been able to track down his family on the web, and I want you to check on him for me, if you could. I want to make sure he’s all right.” 
While SEAL was being shut down, Jack still had all his security clearances and access to nearly every system in the intelligence community. He likely wouldn’t have to dig very deep to find Vijay, but he still had the resources to dig as far as he needed, at least for the next few days. 
“You’ve got it. Anything else for your pleasure, ma’am?”
“You’ll find out when you get here,” she purred. “That, I can promise.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
“Lights.” Mikhailov’s quiet order echoed through the eerie darkness that filled the lobby of the lab building. Aside from the glass door, there were no windows, and the lights were off. He stood behind the men of the first squad, who had spread out across the lobby, covering the reception desk and the three closed doors behind it.
One of the men reached for the bank of light switches near the entry door and switched them on.
Nothing.
“Tactical lights.”
His men turned on the small but intense flashlights attached to their weapons. 
“Bozhe moi,” someone whispered.
In the harsh beams, Mikhailov could see that this part of the building had been reduced to a shambles. The reception area was also likely the lab’s administration office, for he saw desks, file cabinets, and computers. Or what was left of them.
The place looked like a tornado had whipped through it. Or a battle had been fought. 
Moving forward slowly until he could see behind the counter that ran from one side of the room to the other, Mikhailov could see that the big metal filing cabinets had been upended, and one of them had been crushed in the middle and was covered with dried blood and flecks of gore. Papers were spread everywhere, crumpled and torn, many of them stained with spatters of crimson. The white tile of the floor was splashed with stains of dark brown. Blood.
Of the computers, one looked as if it were half melted. Of the others, all that was left was metal and silicon. Everything that had been made of plastic or rubber was gone. Mikhailov saw a pile of electronic components that he suddenly realized had once been a telephone, now without its plastic skeleton.
Rudenko pointed to the door on the right, and Mikhailov nodded. While one soldier yanked the door open, two more moved through and cleared the room beyond. The pair of desks inside were upended, their blood-splashed white laminate tops facing the doorway. The tops had also been slashed and scored, and the end of one had been lopped off. There were also a half dozen holes in each desk in various places, about as big around as his little finger. At first he thought they were bullet holes, but they didn’t have the paint splintering around the edge that he would have expected to see. These looked more like sharp spikes had been driven into them. A dark viscous substance, still glistening, oozed from them.
One of his men leaned forward, extending a finger to touch the liquid.
“Touch nothing,” Mikhailov ordered. He had not only seen harvesters himself, he had also read the reports Naomi and Jack had sent him by encrypted email, and he knew they had stingers that could produce this sort of damage. “It is deadly poison.”
The man recoiled and took two steps back. The others looked nervously at the desks, then at Mikhailov.
Mikhailov knew then that if they found anything alive in this place, it would not be human. He turned to Rudenko.
“Da, kapitan?”
“I have reconsidered my earlier orders. I believe that anyone we may find in here will be like our Spetsnaz friends on Spitsbergen.” During the ill-fated mission to Spitsbergen the year before to secure the Svalbard “Doomsday” seed vault from terrorists, four Spetsnaz — special forces — soldiers had been attached to Mikhailov’s company. They had all been harvesters, and had managed to kill most of Mikhailov’s men. “The men are to consider anyone they encounter to be hostile, even if they appear to be a civilian.”
“Understood, sir.”
“And warn them not to touch anything like that liquid. They must take great care.”
“Sir.” Rudenko moved out of the office and repeated Mikhailov’s orders to the men outside, his voice calm and just loud enough to carry so that all could hear. Each soldier nodded his understanding.
Mikhailov looked again at the remains of the computers. “Pull the hard drives and whatever remains of any thumb drives or disks.” Even if the plastic had vanished, the data on the drives would still be intact, and might be able to tell the story of what had happened here.
Under Rudenko’s watchful eye, a pair of men quickly gutted the remains of the computers and handed the hard drives to Mikhailov. Another man produced a handful of USB drives, which now looked like the innards of electronic beetles bereft of their plastic exoskeletons. Mikhailov placed them in his cargo pockets.
Catching Rudenko’s eye, Mikhailov gave him the hand signal to proceed.
There were two other doors in the reception area. One was a bathroom. Empty, except for more bloodstains on the floor and mirror. 
The final door opened onto the main hallway that ran the length of the building. Like the office and reception area, it was pitch black except for the soldiers’ flashlights.
As they slowly moved down the hall, they passed another set of bathrooms — empty — and several storage and utility closets, also empty. There were more signs of struggle, but only a few traces of blood could be seen. The same was true of the cafeteria. The tables and chairs had been knocked over, and there were more spatters of blood, but not many.
Then they found the labs. There were two, in large rooms on either side of the central hallway that occupied the bulk of the building’s first floor.
“You lead third and fourth squads to check the left side,” Mikhailov said to Rudenko. “I will take the first and second into the right.”
“Sir.”
“Slow and quiet,” Mikhailov ordered the men behind him as he led them into the right-side lab. His whispered voice sounded like a shout in the unnerving silence that surrounded them. Even the buzz of the helicopter was barely discernible through the building’s thick walls. “Spread out and check everywhere.”
The men moved a pace at a time as if they were walking on explosive eggshells, holding the stocks of their weapons tucked tight into their shoulders, fingers on the triggers as they swept the labs with the beams of their flashlights.
Much like the administrative area, the labs were a scene of utter devastation. What Mikhailov guessed must have been millions of rubles of delicate equipment had been toppled over, thrown, or smashed. Freezers the size of small cars had been knocked to the floor, their thick stainless steel dented, punctured, and even torn. One bore gouges all the way through the metal. The gouges looked like claw marks.
The men who saw that glanced nervously at one another, but they maintained their silence.
Mikhailov was suddenly aware of the vast darkness above them. “Check the ceiling.” 
Instantly, half a dozen lights pointed upward. Most of the tiles in the drop-down ceiling had been knocked out. Beyond that, there was nothing but the concrete forming the floor of the second level, along with pipes, and conduits.
“Kapitan.”
Mikhailov moved forward to where a pair of soldiers were crouched near one of the big freezers. 
“Sir, look at this.”
Kneeling down, Mikhailov shone his light over a pool of viscous, foul-smelling amber liquid at least two meters across. As disgusting as it was, it clearly was not the same as the poison residue they had seen on the desks in the administrative office. There was a stain across the floor suggesting the pool of liquid here had originally been considerably larger, but had evaporated. Bits and pieces of things glinted under the glare of the lights. Some looked like electronic components. Others he couldn’t identify.
“What is that?” He pointed to a pair of shiny nuggets near the edge of the reeking mass. One of the soldiers drew his combat knife and dragged the things out of the ooze so they could get a better look.
It took Mikhailov a moment of staring at them to realize what they were: gold crowns that had once been on someone’s teeth. Glancing at the two men, Mikhailov suspected that neither recognized what they were looking at. It was too macabre a thought.
The soldier was about to wipe the blade of his knife on his pants to clean it off before returning it to its scabbard.
“No,” Mikhailov told him. “Don’t contaminate your clothing. Leave the knife here.” The man reluctantly set the knife down on the floor. Mikhailov drew his own and handed it to him. “Here. Take mine.” It was a mental placebo, Mikhailov knew, for whatever ghastly abomination had caused the destruction here would certainly not be killed by a simple knife.
“Spasibo, kapitan.” The soldier gratefully slid his captain’s knife into the scabbard before standing up and backing away. The other soldier joined him, clearly relieved to distance himself from the foul-smelling pool.
Getting to his feet, Mikhailov eyed the refrigerators. There were three of them. Two lay on their sides, the doors open and the contents, hundreds of vials and dishes, spread across the floor. The third had fallen front side down, with the door still shut. “Turn it over. Check inside.”
Four men, grunting with effort, managed to heave the heavy unit on its side with a loud boom that echoed through the building.
Mikhailov’s radio suddenly came to life. Rudenko. “Kapitan? We heard something.”
“It was just us. We had to move something heavy. How goes your search?”
“We have cleared most of the lab area here. No contacts. Everything in here has been torn apart, as if by a pack of enraged bears. And it is much the same as with the cars: anything made of plastic or rubber is gone. Only metal and things like stone or ceramic remain. But there is hardly any blood. No bodies, no parts of bodies, either.”
“It is much the same here, although there are things made of plastic that yet remain. Proceed with your search. We will link up with you near the rear doors.”
“Understood, sir. Rudenko, out.”
Three soldiers now held their weapons pointed at the freezer door, which had remained firmly closed.
“Open it.”
A fourth man clambered onto the side of the freezer that now faced the ceiling and reached down to grasp the heavy duty handle. 
Mikhailov aimed his own shotgun at the freezer door. “Now!”
The soldier on the freezer yanked on the handle, then leaped back out of the way to get clear of the line of fire. 
As if in slow motion, fixed in the beams of half a dozen flashlights, the door fell open, banging heavily onto the floor.
Something leaped out, screeching. 
Mikhailov and the others opened fire.
The results were spectacular. Mikhailov and the three soldiers who had been covering the freezer door were armed with shotguns, but the rounds with which they were loaded did not contain slugs or buckshot. Instead, they were loaded with a special military version of zirconium-based shotgun shells often known as Dragon’s Breath. After studying the reports Jack and Naomi had sent him, he thought these might be an excellent weapon to combat any harvesters, which were extremely vulnerable to flame. Like the big Desert Eagle pistol, he had never expected to have to use them. The ordinary Dragon’s Breath shells could not be fired from semi-automatic shotguns such as the KS-K, but Rudenko had managed to have a batch modified so they would. The Dragon’s Breath spewed a torrent of incendiary particles, burning at roughly three thousand degrees Celsius, to a range of fifteen or more meters, and were the next best thing to an old-style flamethrower. They could not take down targets at any significant range, but Mikhailov had never expected them to.
Three massive gouts of flame erupted from the muzzles of the shotguns as the soldiers fired, engulfing the freezer and the lab area behind it in a blinding pyrotechnic display. The fireworks were punctuated with the bark of assault rifles firing on full automatic.
The rat that had somehow been trapped inside the freezer, and had dashed out when the door had been opened, was incinerated by the Dragon’s Breath and chopped to pieces by the assault rifles.
“Cease fire!” Mikhailov lowered his weapon, his ears ringing from the shots. He blinked his eyes, trying to clear the blinding after-images left by the Dragon’s Breath shells. 
Every flashlight and weapon was focused on the smoldering remains of the rat. Stepping forward, Mikhailov prodded it with the end of his weapon. Satisfied that it was nothing other than what it appeared to be, he breathed a sigh of relief, coughing in the swirling smoke of the gunpowder and zirconium that now enveloped the lab.
He turned as Rudenko burst into the room, half a dozen men behind him, weapons at the ready.
“Kapitan?” The NCO stopped beside his company commander and looked at the rat. He grinned. “A shame that we could not have interrogated it.”
“It is cooked and ready to eat if you are hungry, my friend.” Mikhailov clapped the older man on the shoulder. He didn’t show it, but his insides were quivering like jelly.
“You know that I prefer them raw, sir.” He trained his weapon around the lab, taking in the destruction that appeared in the beam of his light. “Aside from this rat, sir, this place is empty. The other side is clear.”
Mikhailov nodded. “I agree. Let us move on to the greenhouse buildings.” He paused, looking at the rat again. “If anything is in there, it certainly knows now that we are here.”
* * *
 
The connector to the first of the huge greenhouses, like the hallway back in the lab building, was pitch black. None of the lights worked. The power was obviously out, but that was not all: some ceiling fixtures had been smashed, the shattered remains of the long fluorescent tubes crunching under the men’s boots.
The platoon moved through the connector with half the men hugging the left wall, the other half the right. When the first pair of soldiers reached the double doors leading to the first greenhouse, they stopped and looked back at Mikhailov.
He signaled for them to proceed. The first two men pulled the doors open, while the rest of the platoon rushed forward into the darkness.
As he stepped beyond the doorway into the greenhouse, Mikhailov sucked in his breath through his clenched teeth. He had known the buildings were big, but his view from the helicopter could not have prepared him for how cavernous they truly were, especially in darkness. For a moment, he felt as if he’d stepped into outer space. The flashlight beams seemed tiny and utterly inadequate to the task at hand.
“Spread out.” Rudenko’s hissed command was followed by the sound of quickly moving feet as the men of the platoon moved out along a walkway. A strip of concrete about two meters wide, the walkway appeared to extend the length of this side of the building. 
Mikhailov was not sure what he expected, but this was not it. As he adjusted to the eerie vastness of the building, taking in what was illuminated by the beams of the flashlights as his men spread out, he saw…nothing.
He saw a raised frame, about knee high, that ran beside the walkway. Kneeling down to take a closer look, he saw that it contained nothing more threatening than soil. 
“This greenhouse is empty,” Rudenko said quietly. 
Da.” Mikhailov reached out and scooped some of the dirt into his hand. Instead of the nutrient-rich loam he expected, the soil felt gritty as he rubbed it between his fingers. Bringing his hand to his nose, he could find no trace of the earthy smell that was typical of good growing soil. He may as well have been holding sterilized sand.
With a sudden shiver, he tossed it away and dusted off his hand on his pant leg.
“Look at this.” Rudenko shone his flashlight along the surface of the soil. There were regularly spaced holes, about as big around as his open palm, stretching off into the distance. And the soil looked very smooth, as if it had been tamped down. Leaning forward, he shone the light into one of the holes. It wasn’t smooth, like the hole had been dug or drilled. It looked like the mold into which one might pour plaster to make a cast of a plant’s roots. 
Mikhailov grunted. “Odd. You wouldn’t plant anything in holes like that. And if the plants had been harvested…”
“The soil would be greatly disturbed. And there wouldn’t be perfect holes like that, as if the roots had been dissolved away.” Leaning closer and whispering so the men could not hear, Rudenko asked, “Kapitan, what has happened here?”
Mikhailov looked at him. “From the information that Jack and Naomi sent me, I know the harvester larval form consumes great quantities of carbon, among other things. This would explain the plastic and rubber that disappeared from the cars and devices like the computers. Even the plants and bodies, which contain much carbon and other elements the harvesters must need. I do not relish the thought, but that could easily account for what we are seeing.”
Rudenko just stared at him, and Mikhailov knew what he must be thinking. Including the plastic and rubber from the cars, plus the corn stalks here, the amount of carbon compounds and other materials that had disappeared from the facility must amount to some number of tons. 
“I now wish we had the rest of the company,” Rudenko whispered. Mikhailov had wanted to bring his entire unit, but had been turned down by the division commander in Novorossiysk. The general had not thought the additional manpower and expense of sending three helicopters instead of one was justified.
“I wish we had a full regiment.” Mikhailov stood up, and Rudenko joined him. “We may need more than that if we have to chase these things down in the countryside.” He looked at the line of men that spread the full length of the building. “Have the men sweep forward across the field. I do not want to miss anything, especially if it might be something that can surprise us from behind. And have them beware of the holes. We don’t need any twisted or broken ankles.”
“Sir.” Rudenko quickly passed the orders.
With Mikhailov leading the way along the walkway that extended straight from the door to the lab building across to what he assumed would be the next connector, the platoon carefully advanced across the field.
Much to everyone’s relief, they found nothing. There was only the strangely smooth earth and odd holes. Unlike in the lab building, there were no signs of struggle. 
“Maybe all the buildings will be empty,” Rudenko observed hopefully as the platoon moved through the connector to the second greenhouse. 
As before, two men opened the double doors and the platoon rushed into the darkened expanse.
“Then again, maybe not.” 
The beams of their flashlights revealed the frightening visage of stalks of corn, twice the height of a man, stretching away into the darkness.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Jack fell more than sat into his chair. The days since the vice president had told them they had to shut down SEAL had been a nightmare. It wasn’t the same, of course, as the fighting he had done in Afghanistan or against the harvesters. But with every employee he called in to his office to thank for their service and then dismiss, with every computer and piece of furniture he signed over to people from Homeland Security, he felt as if another nail was being hammered into the coffin of humanity’s future.
While there was evidence that all the harvesters had been killed, no one could answer the question of where they’d come from. Were they an extraterrestrial species as many believed? If so, were there more of the things out there, lurking among the stars, that would eventually come to finish what they’d started? Humanity would have no consolidated defense if they did. Beyond a fairly small group of people who had direct knowledge of them, the world had been kept in ignorance about their existence. And even if the truth were divulged publicly, how many would believe it? Most would simply think it was another tabloid hoax. Alien invaders from Mars. Right. The power of denial was too powerful to overcome by simply trying to inform people. 
And the opposite extreme, if the evidence was overwhelming and undeniably credible, would be uncontrolled panic and chaos. Unlike little green men, who would stand out in the crowd, the harvesters were perfect mimics. Your husband or wife, your best friend, could be one. Or maybe an annoying neighbor, or your ex-wife or -husband. Who could you trust? And how many innocent people would wind up dead because someone thought they might be a harvester, or were merely using that as an excuse to get rid of someone? 
Jack’s people had been working on those issues as a sideline, trying to come up with scenarios to help other agencies like Homeland Security and FEMA formulate response plans. But there had never been any integration or cooperation, even under Curtis. He had kept the lid on too tight, not even allowing anyone in other agencies to be cleared on SEAL’s true mission. And President Miller, of course, had pulled the plug on the entire thing.
But Jack’s biggest worry was The Bag. He was sure in his gut that it was out there somewhere, that it hadn’t been just an administrative mistake in New Horizons’ shipping inventory. Everyone who had been working at the New Horizons plant where the seeds were genetically modified and then prepared for shipment had been killed when the EDS had destroyed the place, and no records had been kept anywhere else. The FBI had seized every computer, thumb drive, paper file, and anything else that might have contained information on the manufacture and shipment of the horrid seed the harvesters had created. An army of special agents led by Carl Richards had gone over all of it, but had come up with nothing on the harvesters’ operations. They had found other interesting tidbits, various violations of U.S. law that had put most of New Horizons’ executives behind bars and effectively destroyed the company, but that was all.
But there wasn’t a shred of information, and no one left alive, who could tell them the fate of The Bag. It hung over Jack like the Sword of Damocles, even as his own power and ability to do anything about it was literally being pulled out from under him.
“Shit.” Jack rubbed his eyes, then leaned forward, putting his elbows on his desk and cupping his chin in his hands. He’d been at work for almost thirteen hours straight, trying to tie up as many loose ends as he could as the lights were figuratively and literally switched off around him.
The secure phone rang. He looked at the caller ID and saw that it was Renee. He smiled, the first time since he’d spoken to Naomi and heard the news about her new job.
He picked up the phone. “If you’re through with that Richards guy, I’m ready to elope to Vegas.”
Renee cackled. “Oh, don’t you wish. I wouldn’t mind going to Vegas, though. I just need to convince my tightwad boyfriend that it might actually be fun.”
Jack had to laugh at the thought of Richards in Vegas, casino hopping with Renee. “You’d wear him out in no time.”
“I do, anyway. What a pathetic old goat.” Her voice turned serious. “How are you holding up, kid?”
“I’m fine, just tired of this bullshit. Everybody’s gotten a pink slip. Now it’s just me, a few die-hards helping me to clear out, and the Homeland Security guys taking all the gear. I’ll be glad when it’s over.”
“Yeah.” Renee sounded dispirited. “I’ve still got my contract with the FBI, but they have me working on other stuff now. But I, uh, I’m still poking around, if you know what I mean.”
“It’s a good thing. You’ll be the only one left with any sort of classified access.”
“That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about, Jack, aside from your romantic obsession with me. I’ve got a couple of things for you. For starters, I tracked down Vijay C.” She had thought the world of Vijay, but for the life of her could never pronounce his last name. Jack had taken a cursory look into his whereabouts, but in the bureaucratic quagmire he was in, he just didn’t have the time. So he had asked Renee, who was far better at tracking down information, if she could take up the hunt. “He’s in a hospital in Hyderabad, India, in critical condition. He was in a bad car accident, apparently a hit and run by some sort of tractor trailer rig. There was a passenger in the car, another employee of the Andhra Pradesh Department of Agriculture, but he didn’t make it. I’m emailing you and Naomi the contact information for the hospital.”
“Do they know if he’s going to pull through?”
“It’s hard to tell from what I was able to find out. I ran his list of injuries by one of the medical experts here, an M.D., and she wasn’t very optimistic about his chances. Frankly, she was surprised he’d managed to survive at all.”
“Damn.” Jack sat back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling for a moment. “He hasn’t been in touch with anybody for how long, since he left the States? I wonder what he was calling Naomi about?”
“I don’t know. But Vijay wasn’t given to much in the way of social calls. If he were calling, it was most likely about business.”
And business, to the survivors of the EDS, could mean only one thing. 
“Was there any information on who did this? If it was a hit and run, it might not have been an accident.”
“I checked, but couldn’t find anything. Carl even gave me the green light to call the Andhra Pradesh State Police. They were very helpful, but weren’t able to tell me much more than I already knew. There weren’t any witnesses, and the vehicle that hit Vijay’s car hasn’t turned up. The police were sure it was a large truck based on the damage.” She paused. “His car was smashed flat as a pancake. They had to cut him out of the wreckage.”
“Christ. Okay, keep tabs on him, will you? I’ll talk to Naomi and see what she wants to do.”
“Will do. The next thing is sort of weird that I picked up on my news search.” Renee had created a set of automatic queries that constantly sifted national and international news services, blogs, and social media sites for anything she could think of that might point them toward The Bag. Almost everything the searches picked up was garbage, although a lot of it made entertaining lunchtime reading. “One of the Russian news services reported some sort of mysterious goings-on at an agricultural facility in the southern part of the country. It’s like one of those crazy things you’d see on one of those hokey paranormal reality shows. I would have skipped past it, except for one thing: the Army sent some airborne troops out to investigate.”
“Not just police?”
“Police had been sent, apparently, but they just went poof. So they brought the army in. The odd thing is that they deployed from Pskov, which is up in northern Russia.”
“Pskov.” Jack suddenly felt queasy. “Mikhailov and Rudenko are stationed there.”
“Yeah. The news didn’t say which unit, but it’s odd because there’s an airborne division and a bunch of regular army units in the South, not far from this place called Elista.”
“Did you try to reach Mikhailov?”
“Sure did. I sent him an email to the account we set up for him, but there hasn’t been an answer yet.”
“Great. Any more good news?”
“Actually, there is one more thing. Bad shit comes in threes, right? After taking a look at the shenanigans in southern Russia, I got a wild hair and did a few more searches for weird stuff. I came up with a couple more episodes for the paranormal freaks, one in southern China, and the other in southeastern Brazil. Both were within the last three weeks, and were eventually written off by the authorities as hoaxes.”
“I have the feeling you’re telling me this because you don’t think it’s coincidental.”
“Would I ever do that?” Renee snorted. “I was trying to figure out what common denominator these whacko places that I can’t pronounce might have. It took me a while, but get this: the places in China and Brazil were right in the middle of prime corn growing regions, and those two countries are the second and third largest producers of corn in the world behind the U.S. of A. That place in Russia is right smack in the middle of their corn belt, too.” She paused. “So was where Vijay’s car got creamed over in India. Only Brazil and India have harvest seasons this early in the year, but I’m sure the other countries have greenhouses for playing around with stuff off-season. Call me a skeptic, but I’m having a hard time swallowing this particular cornbread.”
Jack snapped forward in his seat. “Holy shit. But you said that the events in China and Brazil were hoaxes?”
“That’s what the local governments trotted out after a few hysterical news reports about mass disappearances. But both China and Brazil sent in police or army units to check things out, and found everybody where they were supposed to be. Mostly.”
“What do you mean by mostly?”
“They found the adults and older teens. The younger kids all seemed to be off at grandma’s house in the next village. There also weren’t any dogs or other smaller animals around, and the same with big animals like horses and cows. They must all have been off visiting grandma, too.”
The queasy feeling in Jack’s stomach had congealed into a cold metal ball. “The harvesters can’t mimic things that are much smaller or larger than their natural form,” he recalled aloud. “So they couldn’t mimic anything that wasn’t roughly adult human in size.”
“That’s what I was thinking. No specific mention was made about cats, but I’m sure there weren’t any of those around, either.” 
“Did you tell Carl?”
“What do you take me for, a dumb-ass? Of course I did. And the poor dear went straight to the new director. The stupid asshole tossed Carl out and swore he’d take Carl’s badge and gun if he ever came to him with such ‘patent nonsense’ again.”
“Crap.” Jack paused a moment, thinking. “Okay, let me ask you something. Are we just jumping to conclusions here, reading too much into all this?” 
“Sure we are, Jack. This stuff I’m seeing could be pure crapola and might have nothing more malignant behind it than my Aunt Bernice.” Her voice lowered. “But we’ve both seen the boogeyman, and we know he’s real. And I think where we’re going to find him, if he’s still really out there somewhere, is in junk like this that otherwise we’d just laugh at in the grocery store checkout line. These news tidbits are potential indicators, but if someone who didn’t know about the harvesters checks them out…”
“They’d just think it was a hoax,” Jack finished for her.
“Bingo. If this pans out, Jack, we could have an epidemic on our hands.”
“I know.” Jack had a hard time imagining the implications. Two dozen harvesters had nearly had the world in their chitinous claws. Granted, they had been here who knows how long and had time to infiltrate key areas of the government, military, and industrial infrastructure in various countries around the world. But if humanity ever faced hundreds or thousands of the things, there was no telling what hell might be unleashed. “If these incidents represent harvester infestations, they could only have originated with The Bag, right?”
“As far as we know, yes, but that’s still an assumption. We don’t have any way to know what else the harvesters might have been up to.”
“Okay, I’ll grant that. But let’s start with The Bag, and for the moment let’s say that some of these incidents are what we think they are. How could we have multiple outbreaks so far apart, and in a window of only a few weeks? What’s the link, besides them being located in corn-producing regions?”
“I don’t know, Jack. If we look at it as an epidemic, there has to be a vector, right? A delivery agent, like fleas carrying the plague. I guess we should think of the New Horizons plant as the index case, since that’s really ground zero for The Bag. Assuming, of course, that we’re not just making this up out of paranoia.”
Jack stared at the wall across the room, his eyes unfocused and mind spinning through possibilities. “It’s the timing. If there’s a vector, let’s assume it’s someone from the facility, someone we missed somehow. He or she must have stayed out of sight for a while after the New Horizons facility was destroyed.”
“Maybe they weren’t lying low, Jack,” Renee mused. “If I remember correctly, Naomi said that this corn variant was fast growing, taking about sixty days from planting to harvest. So if the corn’s ready for harvest now in late January, it must have been planted sometime in late November or early December, right?”
“The presidential election,” Jack mused. “Curtis’s policies on exporting or smuggling any genetic material or technology out of the country without authorization were as tough as the terrorism laws, but Miller had made a campaign promise to open up the floodgates again. So maybe our vector was waiting for a better time. Curtis was a lame duck, Congress hated those policies because they put a huge stick up corporate America’s ass, and the incoming President made it clear he was going to tear down that particular wall.”
“So if our little thief holding The Bag,” Renee snorted at her own pun, “had been busy lining up buyers, he — or she — would have been ready to do a little kettle corn carpetbagging.”
“And any of those countries, and more, would have paid a small fortune for the technology in the New Horizons seed.”
“It’s ridiculous, Jack. Wild speculation.”
“I know. Totally preposterous.”
“Shit.” Renee blew out a breath, and it sounded like a tiny hurricane on Jack’s end. “What do you want me to do?”
Jack thought a moment, trying to get past the feeling of being caged. Right when he most needed the authority and resources he’d had at SEAL, he was losing them, becoming Joe Civilian again. “I doubt there’s any way we’d be able to pin down buyers coming to meet our hypothetical grain salesman here in the U.S. There are just too many variables. So let’s assume for the sake of argument that he did most or all of the traveling, at least to deliver the seeds.” Jack had a hard time imagining that getting the seeds out of the country would be difficult. The vector could have sewn a few in the liner of his jacket, or just dropped some in a plastic bag and stuffed it in his pocket. That was the biggest weakness in his little election day trigger theory: getting the seeds through customs wouldn’t have been hard, so whoever it was must have been sufficiently worried about the steep penalties of the GMO tech transfer policies that they hadn’t dared to take anything out before Miller opened the floodgates again. “Let’s run with that. Make a list of anyone who traveled between the last week of October and mid-December, for starters, to all the countries with potential events. Then see if you can cross-index any matches with phone records or any other personal data for people affiliated with bio-tech companies or government organizations. If we don’t find anything juicy, we can expand the date range of the search.”
“I like how you said we, Jack, considering that you’re going to have your ass on the beach in LA in a few days, watching girls in skimpy bikinis while I do all your dirty work. Which, I might add, I can’t legally tell you about after Friday.”
“Yeah,” Jack replied, a trace of bitterness in his voice, “there’s always that.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll figure out some way to let you know what I find without getting our asses thrown in jail. What about potential buyers for that technology here at home?”
“I don’t even want to think about that Renee.” But her logic was irrefutable. The most logical market the buyer would sell to first was right here in the States. “And there’s something you’re wrong about.”
“Oh, do tell.”
“I won’t be laying on a beach in LA working on my tan. After I get this mess cleaned up and hook up with Naomi, I’ll be on the first flight out to India. If Vijay discovered something, I want to find out what it was. Assuming that he lives long enough to tell about it.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
As Mikhailov stood there, staring at the stalks of corn that were clearly ripe for harvest, he was struck with indecision. The last thing he wanted to do was to send his men through it, as their visibility would be reduced to arm’s length, even with the flashlights. If anything was hiding in this forest of malevolent-looking stalks, his men wouldn’t stand a chance. If he had thought there was the slightest chance that anyone was left alive in this place, anyone human, he would have ordered his men in without a second thought. Going in harm’s way was what soldiers did. But he had no intention of mindlessly sending them into a potential slaughter for nothing.
There was something else that puzzled him. “Why is this even here?” He turned to Rudenko. “Why is this corn not all gone like whatever had been planted in the other building?”
“Perhaps it — they? — were sated?”
“I do not believe so. The lab building was devastated. The greenhouse behind us was cleared out. While we have not yet seen inside, we know the animal husbandry building that lies before us suffered damage.” He looked around. “But in here, in between, all appears normal. None of these plants have been touched. Why?”
Rudenko shook his head. “Perhaps they had no taste for this kind?”
“Or perhaps they do not care to eat their children.” Mikhailov moved closer to the nearest stalk, looking carefully behind it with the aid of the light attached to his shotgun. The eerie shadows cast by the plant sent a shiver up his spine. He turned to Rudenko, whose eyes shone like curved glass in the glare of reflected light. “Move the men along the central walkway here to the other side of the building. Then burn everything to ashes.”
With obvious relief, Rudenko turned and quickly relayed Mikhailov’s orders. The men of the platoon began to move quickly along the central walkway, keeping their eyes and weapons trained on the corn stalks and whatever might be lurking behind them.
* * *
Ryadavoy Pavel Ivanovich Sleptsev heaved a sigh of relief as he heard the whispered orders for the platoon to move forward into the next building and get out of this accursed place. The corn stalks, standing twice his own height, their shadows dancing in the moving beams of the flashlights, made his skin crawl. A native of Saint Petersburg, a city boy, this was as close as he had ever come to being on a farm. He did not consider himself a coward and would never admit it to anyone but his closest friends, but his stomach was bound in a tight knot of fear. While he had no better explanation, it was clear to his young eyes that whatever happened here had not been a terrorist act. 
“Come on.” The man next to him, Kamensky, headed toward the central walkway.
Sleptsev turned to follow him.
“Help me.”
He stopped at the whispered words, his head whipping around. The voice had come from behind him. From somewhere in the corn.
“Help me, please! I’m hurt.” It was a young woman’s voice, now barely above a whisper. She was obviously in pain. “I can’t move.”
“Kamensky!” The other soldier didn’t hear, and Sleptsev dared not raise his voice any more or Rudenko would cut his balls off for violating tactical discipline. 
Kamensky’s silhouette disappeared into the darkness.
Sleptsev was alone.
Turning in the direction of the woman’s voice, he pointed the light of his weapon into the corn, careful to keep his finger off the trigger so he didn’t accidentally shoot her. 
“Listen,” he said urgently. “I’m going to get you some help. I’ll be right back.”
“No, please!” She sobbed. “Don’t leave me! Everyone else left me. I’ve been here all alone. If you leave me, you’ll never come back!”
“Yes, I will! I promise. It’ll just take a moment.”
“Please, just take me with you. I can’t stand it here.” 
He tensed as he heard a rustle of movement. A hand emerged from the corn. An arm, then a face as the woman, barely more than a girl, dragged herself toward him, panting with exertion. Her face was dirty and caked with blood, her blond hair matted. She looked at him, a desperate expression on her face, with one bright blue eye; the other was swollen shut by an ugly blue-black bruise that ran from her forehead to her cheek.
That clinched it. He couldn’t just leave her here in the dark. “Okay,” he told her, slinging his weapon over his back. “You’re going to be fine. Give me your hand, I’ll carry you.”
A stinger as long as his hand whipped out of the corn and plunged into his upper neck, just above the collar of his uniform. 
Eyes wide with shock and surprise, Sleptsev tried to raise his arms to pull the thing out, but couldn’t. His arms were useless, paralyzed, as a wave of burning agony swept through him. He collapsed to his knees, then slumped forward, his last breath gurgling out of his ruptured trachea as the scrotum-like base of the stinger continued to pump poison into his body.
The stinger pulled away, and he heard a sickly, wet sucking sound in the darkness above. Someone knelt beside him, and for a moment he dared to hope it was Kamensky. Then he felt his rifle and the RPO-M rocket being unslung from his back, and his clothes quickly being stripped off. The flashlight was again flicked on, and in its reflected glow the last thing he saw was the image of his own face as his body was dragged into the rows of corn.
* * *
 
“Sleptsev,” Rudenko called as the young soldier passed by, the last one of the platoon to file by, “what the devil took you so long?”
“I am sorry, starshiy serzhant. I thought I heard something in the corn, but I was imagining things.” He paused. More quietly, almost embarrassed, he added, “I do not like this place.”
Rudenko grunted agreement. “Come on. Cover me. I have a little job to do.”
Sleptsev nodded, then followed Rudenko into the connector that led to the lab building. 
“Watch the corn,” Rudenko ordered. “If anything moves, don’t hesitate. Shoot.”
“Understood.”
Propping his shotgun against the wall so the light reflected from the ceiling, Rudenko pulled out a white phosphorous grenade and some fishing line. He tied the grenade in place against the lowest hinge of one of the double doors. Then he tied the filament to the hinge of the opposite door, and then to the pin of the grenade. 
“A little surprise for any of those svolochi who might try to run this way,” he muttered to himself. He knew that Mikhailov could have put a squad on this side of the complex to block anything that might come out of the corn fields when they burned, but he didn’t want to split up his men. A squad, not truly knowing what they were up against, might be quickly overwhelmed.
Grabbing his shotgun, he tapped Sleptsev on the shoulder. “Come on, let’s go.”
The two crossed the walkway, making their way toward where Mikhailov had gathered the rest of the platoon.
“Ready, kapitan.” Rudenko was secretly happy to be back with the rest of the men. He had felt uncomfortably exposed while he and Sleptsev had been on the far side of the field. Rudenko could swear that there were eyes in the corn, watching them. Waiting. Before Spitsbergen, he would have told himself that he was just being an old woman. Now he told himself that he was just being prudent.
Three men stood on either side of Mikhailov and Rudenko. The rest of the men were in the connector, some guarding the doors to the last building of this nightmare complex, the rest watching for the fireworks about to erupt here and ready to act as a reserve in case of the unexpected.
“White phosphorous grenades.” Mikhailov’s order was followed by the rustling of web gear as the men extracted the special grenades. They normally did not carry so many, but it had been another modification Mikhailov had made to their weapons loadout before the deployment. “Now.”
There were seven pings as the pins were pulled and the safety handles flew from seven grenades, six from the soldiers and one from Rudenko, as they sailed into the darkness of the greenhouse building.
A few seconds later, Rudenko and the others were rewarded with muffled whumps followed by a spectacular fireworks display as the grenades exploded, sending burning fragments of white phosphorous soaring in graceful arcs over the dark corn stalks. 
The response was instantaneous. A series of piercing, unearthly shrieks echoed through the building as the fragments of white phosphorous, burning at nearly three thousand degrees Celsius, transformed the corn field into a raging inferno. While the harvesters were extremely tough, with a skeletal structure formed of a natural carbon composite, their Achilles heel was fire. The parts of their bodies that they could morph to make them look human caught fire as easily as kerosene.
“Steady!” Rudenko bellowed to be heard above the din, sensing the fear of the soldiers around him. He tightened his grip on his KS-K shotgun, his right eye glued to the sight. 
There was a sudden bloom of light on the far side of the walkway at the entrance to the connector to the lab building as the booby trap Rudenko had set went off. There were more shrieks, and he could see three apparitions, wreathed in the glare of the white phosphorous that covered them, performing a dance of death. He saw two other shadows dart toward the connector, then retreat: the grenade had covered the walls, floor, and ceiling with white hot flame, an impenetrable barrier to creatures whose bodies were inherently flammable.
The shadows disappeared behind the corn on the far side, no doubt trying to make their way to this side through the few patches of stalks not yet ablaze.
“Contact right!” Mikhailov’s warning was followed by a volley of Dragon’s Breath shells from the soldiers on that side who were armed with shotguns, punctuated with the staccato firing of an assault rifle. Someone screamed.
One of the soldiers on Rudenko’s side turned to look.
“Watch your sector, you idiot!” 
As the man’s head snapped back to watch the left side, something leaped at him from the corn.
Rudenko had seen a harvester in its original form once before, on Spitsbergen, but its appearance was still a bone-chilling shock. While he knew that they were totally alien in appearance, his mind was actually expecting them to look human, just as they had on Spitsbergen when they had assumed the form of the Spetsnaz soldiers who had murdered most of his company. 
The dark shape that lunged at them now wasn’t remotely human. It was insectile, the dark skeleton exposed and glistening in the light. Multi-jointed arms with rapier claws at the end reached out for the soldier in the middle, the one whom Rudenko had warned. Parts of the thing were covered in doughy tissue, and there was some sort of pod attached to its thorax, from which a whiplike stinger had emerged to stab the soldier in the eye.
The soldier went down, screaming, as the thing snatched at him. 
Rudenko had the impression that it wasn’t trying to attack the man so much as get him out of the way so it could escape.
That, however, it would never do. Two shotguns and an assault rifle fired simultaneously at point blank range. Both the beast and the writhing soldier disappeared in a flare of Dragon’s Breath and a hail of bullets. 
“What was that?” One of the men turned a fearful face toward Rudenko.
“Terrorists!” Rudenko would have laughed at his own lie had the situation been any less serious.
“They have advanced body armor!” Mikhailov added to the lie. It was far more palatable than the truth.
That seemed to calm the men somewhat as the inferno grew in front of them. The heat was becoming too much to bear, but Mikhailov had them hold fast. 
Two more shapes burst from the corn down the walkway on Rudenko’s side. One of them was a spinning pyre, its form masked by the flames. 
The other was that of a young woman. Naked, with claw marks on her flesh, she stumbled toward Rudenko and his men, holding an arm up to her face to ward off the heat and flames.
“Fire!”
For once, the men hesitated.
“Fire, damn you to hell!” Rudenko pulled the trigger on his shotgun, sending a torrent of Dragon’s Breath that enveloped the girl.
Her nude body exploded into flame. The flesh oozed and melted, falling in burning gobbets to the walkway. An insectoid head emerged as the face dissolved, the chitinous jaws opening to let loose a shriek. 
The two soldiers with Rudenko fired. The girl-thing disappeared behind a wall of fireworks from the Dragon’s Breath shells. The screeching stopped, and the twitching corpse fell to the hot concrete, the soft flesh still burning, popping and spattering like grease in a pan.
“Pull back!” 
Rudenko felt a hand on his shoulder. Mikhailov.
“Pull back now!”
Grabbing the two soldiers with him, Rudenko pushed them back toward the connector, covering them as they withdrew. His hands and face were blistering from the heat now, and he would not be surprised if he suffered second degree burns. 
Before him, the flames from the corn rose all the way to the ceiling of the building, and the place was rapidly filling with thick smoke. 
The screeching, at least, had stopped. Any of the things that had been in here were now dead.
Now all that remained was to clear the animal husbandry building and then manage to leave the facility alive.
* * *
 
Mikhailov led the platoon down the connector to the entrance to the last of the large buildings, where the livestock had been kept. The connector was filled with smoke, and most of the men, including himself, were coughing. 
Taking up position right behind the four soldiers who stood at the doors, Mikhailov ordered, “Go!”
Just as they had before, the men flung the doors open and charged inside, the rest of the platoon moving in right behind them. A pair of men pulled the connector door closed behind them, both to shut out as much of the smoke as they could, and to protect the platoon from being surprised by anything that might have survived the inferno in the building behind them.
Unlike the other buildings, there was some light in this one, shining through the smashed wall panels at the rear. Mikhailov could see animal pens, food and water bins, tools, and a variety of other things as he quickly took in his surroundings.
As the damage on the exterior suggested, this building, too, was a shambles. Everything firmly attached to the walls or sunk into the concrete floor had been dislodged, mangled, or otherwise destroyed. Some of the animal pens, where he assumed cows had been kept, had been knocked over, the metal rails bent outward. He could hardly imagine the panic such placid animals must have experienced to cause them to do such damage. 
“Rudenko!”
“Sir!”
“Once we are finished, we will level this place.” Mikhailov prodded a crushed metal bucket that, in the beam of his weapon’s flashlight, sparkled in the light, as if it had been newly made. “I don’t want anything bigger than my thumb to remain intact. Take the men with RPOs and have them stand guard outside until we are finished. I’ll contact the helicopter and let them know we’re almost ready for extraction.”
“Understood, sir.” Turning, he bellowed, “Ryzhik! Alexandrov! Lesokhin! Sleptsev! Take up positions outside and cover our asses until we blow this place to hell!”
* * *
 
Mladshiy Serzhant Isaak Moseevich Ryzhik had never been so relieved as when he stepped out into the sunlight through the hole in the back of the animal husbandry building. He had never seen combat, but had been in enough serious fights in sleazy bars in Moscow to not be easily frightened. But in that accursed building full of corn, he had been terrified. Whatever those things were that had come out of the flames at them, they had not been terrorists. Ryzhik did not consider himself a genius, but he knew that much.
He waved at the Mi-17, which was in the process of setting down about a hundred meters away. The crew chief, who was standing in the open side door, tossed him a salute.
“Over here.” He led the three other men to a position about forty meters from the building. “This should be a good spot for the fireworks.” He unslung the RPO-M rocket from his back, and the other men followed suit. It was a camouflaged tube about a meter long with a rounded black front cap, a removable trigger grip near the front, and a stepladder sight. Ryzhik flipped up the sight, then set the tube on his right shoulder, holding the trigger grip with his right hand and the foregrip with his left. 
Sleptsev imitated what Ryzhik had done, pointing the weapon in the same direction, at the facility.
“Right.” Ryzhik set down his rocket. “Now keep your eyes on the building and wait for the captain’s orders. Sleptsev! Sleptsev!”
Beside him, Sleptsev had smoothly pivoted, pointing the RPO-M behind them before squeezing the trigger. 
With a boom and a cloud of smoke, the rocket shot from the tube, the back-blast knocking Ryzhik to the ground. The projectile didn’t stream flame or smoke as it flew toward its target, but it was clearly visible as it sailed right through the side passenger door of the Mi-17 and into the rear of the helicopter.
The crew chief had seen it coming and had leaped clear, but that didn’t save him. The helicopter vanished in a huge fireball, sending chunks of the still-spinning rotor blades, metal from the fuselage, and other bits and pieces flying to a radius of more than a hundred meters.
Ryzhik had recovered his wits enough to grab his assault rifle. A curse on his lips, he aimed at Sleptsev, who was turning back toward him, and fired.
The bullets slammed into Sleptsev, but they had no effect. Ryzhik’s eyes widened as he saw some flying out the other soldier’s back.
But there was no blood, no sign of pain on Sleptsev’s face as he raised his own weapon and fired a dozen rounds into Ryzhik before turning on the other two men, who were still standing there, staring in shock.
After gunning them down, he tossed his rifle to the ground and retrieved Ryzhik’s RPO. Taking a knee, he flipped up the sight and took aim at the hole in the wall of the animal husbandry building through which he had escaped to freedom.
* * *
 
“Chyort voz’mi!” Mikhailov’s curse at the sound of gunfire outside was drowned out by the roar of an explosion. The comforting whump-whump-whump of the Mi-17’s spinning rotors had disappeared. “The helicopter’s down!”
There was more gunfire outside.
“Kapitan!” Rudenko took him by the shoulder. “If whoever’s out there gets the RPOs, we’re in trouble.”
Mikhailov had a sudden sensation of déjà vu, recalling the airport terminal on Spitsbergen as it exploded, destroyed by the harvesters masquerading as Spetsnaz, killing most of his men. Behind them was the inferno of the greenhouse building containing the corn. The walls to either side were intact, with no doors to the outside. The ceiling was too high to reach. And beyond the rear wall lay an unknown threat that had destroyed their helicopter, and probably killed the men he had sent out there.
Rudenko reacted first. Pulling Mikhailov along, he shouted at the top of his lungs, “Follow me!”
Dashing toward the right side of the building, which happened to be the closest to where they’d been standing, Rudenko yanked two high explosive grenades from his combat harness. “Grenades to the wall!”
Snapping back to reality, Mikhailov snatched a pair of grenades from his own vest and pulled the pins. Two other men did the same. “Now!” Mikhailov rolled them toward the base of the wall, and the other men followed suit.
They dropped to the ground, and a few seconds later eight grenades went off, blowing a gaping hole to the outside. 
“Go, go, go!” Mikhailov was on his feet, shoving the other men toward the breach. He had no idea how much time they had, if they had any at all. “Come on! Move!”
He heard a familiar bang outside, and his gaze locked with Rudenko’s. Both men had heard it often enough to recognize it as the sound of an RPO being fired.
Mikhailov turned toward the rear wall, his mouth open, screaming for his men to take cover. Then he felt himself being lifted off his feet, Rudenko’s bulk propelling him backward. His back slammed into the bottom of a big freestanding livestock watering trough. Flipping it on its side, Rudenko dived in beside him. The sergeant just had time to flip it upside down over the top of them before the building was torn by fire and thunder.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
“I hate the thought of you leaving so soon.”
Jack kissed Naomi’s hair and ran his fingers along her spine. They’d spent most of the time in bed since he’d arrived from San Antonio. While their original plan had been for him to hop into his SUV and drive out to LA with the two cats, Vijay’s untimely accident and the troubling news Renee had uncovered had put him on a much tighter schedule. He had arrived at work that morning, the essentials already packed up in the car, and rushed through the final signing off process that was the end of the short-lived SEAL project. He had brought Alexander and Koshka along, and they waited impatiently in their crates in his office while he performed his final duties as a servant of the people of the United States.
Then he was off to the airport, where he caught a flight to LAX. Naomi had bought two tickets for him in first class, and Jack had talked the flight attendants into letting him board the plane with both cats. Koshka had accepted everything with quiet dignity, staring up at Jack from her spot on the seat beside him, while Alexander had voiced his indignation loudly and repeatedly from his spot on the floor. Jack had felt like the parent of a howling baby until one of the flight attendants had bribed the big cat to silence with a full serving of salmon. 
Once in LA, Naomi had met him in a chauffeured car, courtesy of Howard Morgan, and the two of them quickly caught up on recent events as they headed to their new condo. Jack had the brief impression of the walls being made out of money before he turned the cats loose. 
Then Naomi led him to the bedroom so they could get caught up on other things, because they didn’t have much time. While Jack was in flight from San Antonio, Naomi had booked a flight that evening that would take him from LA to Hyderabad. 
“Yeah,” he told her, “I don’t exactly want to go, either. But we’ve got to get to the bottom of this, and Vijay may be our only solid lead.”
“I still think I should go with you.” Naomi brushed a hand across his face, her fingers lingering on the scars left by shrapnel when Jack had been wounded in Afghanistan.
Jack smiled. “We’ve been over that already, and you lost, fair and square. Listen, your place is here, doing the genius things that only you can do. I know you want to be there for Vijay, but this is a job for a hired gun, as Renee likes to say. Hired guns can be replaced. Brilliant geneticists can’t.”
She propped herself up on an elbow, fixing him with her blue and brown eyes. “You may be a hired gun, but you’re not replaceable, Jack. Not to me.” She kissed him softly. “Don’t you ever forget that.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
As he leaned forward to kiss her, the bed suddenly bounced as Alexander’s twenty pounds landed near their feet. Like a chaperone who had caught his charges about to do something naughty, he wriggled his way between them and flopped over on his side. Wrapping his forepaws, half the size of Jack’s palms, around Naomi’s arm, he began to purr.
“You turd.” Jack rubbed the big cat’s head while Naomi giggled. “I see he missed you, too.”
There was another bounce, and Koshka, still bearing the scar of where a harvester had nearly killed her, joined them. Unlike Alexander, she was content to sit near their feet, watching her feline companion’s display with obvious disdain.
“I hate to say this, but I wish I could take you with me, you big lug.” Jack shifted his scratching to under Alexander’s chin, and the big cat’s purr grew even deeper. While the scars weren’t as obvious as the one Koshka bore, Alexander, too, had been savaged by a harvester. Alexander had saved Jack’s life twice, and Jack felt acutely vulnerable any time the big cat wasn’t with him. Even though all the harvesters had supposedly been accounted for, there were still only three ways to tell if the person next to you might be one: look at them with a thermal imager, try to set them on fire, or have a cat. Of the three, Jack trusted feline instinct the most. “But you need to stay here and help Koshka watch over Naomi.” He frowned. “Speaking of which, did you happen to ask Morgan about feline security services?”
“Yes, but he wasn’t exactly wild about the idea.” Naomi sat up so she could reach Koshka, who deigned to accept her human’s attention. “Cat hair and clean rooms don’t exactly mix, and he just stared at me when I suggested they keep cats at the security checkpoints. But I did get him to agree to let me take them to my office.” She shrugged. “He just has no idea of what we’ve been through. None of them do.” She was silent for a moment. “Maybe we’re just being paranoid.”
“Paranoid’s a good thing in my book, at least until we’ve sorted out what’s going on. If it’s nothing, fine. I just need to know you’re safe.”
She leaned over and kissed him. “I can take care of myself, you know.”
“I know. That’s one of the many things I love about you.” He happened to catch sight of the clock. “Crap. I’m going to have to get going.”
“Not quite yet.” Naomi gently shooed Koshka from the bed, then did the same to Alexander, who gave her a hurt look. “We’ve still got a little time left.”
Then she pulled Jack back into her arms.
* * *
 
In the thatched hut that was the home of his family near Koratikal, Naveen Reddy shivered with fever. And yet, strangely, he did not feel ill. Not exactly. He felt more like he had smoked ganja after a very hard day in the fields. He was placid, lethargic. Tired. 
His wife chittered at him, berating him as she always did for being a lazy scoundrel. He looked at her, and smiled to himself. He saw her mouth still moving, but the sound of her voice, an angry buzz that followed him everywhere but to the fields, had faded away to blissful silence. There was no one else in the hut, for their three children had already left for school. Their education was the one thing that he had insisted on, despite his wife’s endless objections.
Naveen also noticed, as if he were a separate being within himself, that the aches and pains that never left him were gone. Like his wife’s voice, they had faded away into the pleasant numbness that had crept over his body with the onset of the fever.
A glint of white caught his eye. It was the business card the government man had given him, there on the floor next to the mat on which he lay. When the fever had come, he had been tempted to call the man. 
But going to Koratikal where there was a phone was a long walk, and he was sure it would be for nothing. Naveen had been sick before, and he would no doubt be sick again. It happened sometimes. It was simply the way of things, and this would be no different. His body would recover, and he would again have to listen to the incessant nattering of his wife. 
No, there was no need to call the government man, not that Naveen could have done so now. He was too tired. 
Still marveling at the miracle of seeing his wife jabbering but not having to hear her, he closed his eyes and fell into a sleep filled with strange dreams.
* * *
 
Jack looked out the window of the car, feeling a keen sense of disorientation at the British convention of the driver being on the right and the passenger on the left. Behind the wheel was Surya Chidambaram, another of Vijay’s cousins who had insisted on picking Jack up from Rajiv Gandhi International Airport and taking care of him while he was in India. Surya’s black Mahindra Scorpio SUV sped down Pathergatti Road toward the hospital where Vijay remained in critical condition.
“Are you sure you don’t want to get some rest first?” Surya was a handsome man, about five years younger than Jack. He had studied engineering at Caltech, and had been extremely successful at one of the many high technology companies that called Hyderabad home. 
Jack had taken a liking to him instantly. 
“I’d love to, but I’ve got to talk to Vijay as soon as possible. I just hope I can get something intelligible out of him.” Jack felt like he’d been run over by a bus in forward and reverse after the grueling trip halfway across the world, but he knew the clock was ticking. As exhausted as he was, he couldn’t delay talking to Vijay.
Surya glanced at him. “I hope you won’t be disappointed. I saw him yesterday, but he wasn’t very lucid. He’s still in terrible shape.”
“Yeah.” Jack felt a sense of grim foreboding settle over him as they drove on in silence. 
At the hospital, they were taken to the intensive care unit. Unable to help himself, Jack stopped in his tracks as he entered Vijay’s room. The only part of the man’s body not wrapped in bandages or a cast was his face, which bore several sets of stitches and was horribly bruised. His bed was surrounded by equipment that beeped, hissed, and whirred in a mechanical rhythm. 
“Just a few minutes.” Vijay’s attending physician had been reluctant to admit Jack at first, but Surya had managed to persuade him. 
“We won’t be long,” Jack promised, wondering if Vijay would even be able to respond to any questions.
With a curt nod, the doctor left the room and closed the door.
Approaching the bed, Jack looked down at “the worm guy’s” battered face. “Vijay, can you hear me?”
Surprisingly, Vijay’s eyelids fluttered open instantly. It took his eyes a moment to focus. “Jack.” He paused, his eyes shifting in small jerks to Surya, who nodded gravely. Then he looked back at Jack and whispered, “I was hoping Naomi would come. She’s much better looking than you.”
“She would have, big guy, but I drew the short straw to come check on your sorry ass.” Jack grinned. Then, the grin fading, he asked, “Can you tell us who did this to you?”
Vijay twitched his head from side to side. “Not important now. Jack, I think seed from The Bag may have been planted by AnGrow near Koratikal.” Speaking in halting phrases, Vijay told them exactly where the plot was located.
“I know of that place, cousin.”
Looking back to Jack, Vijay whispered, “Some maize was given to the locals. They may be infected.”
“Good God.” At Surya’s confused look, Jack said, “I’ll tell you later.”
“That is not all,” Vijay whispered urgently. “More of the maize was taken by AnGrow. I don’t know where. It was planted without authorization, but someone there must have record of it.” 
“We’ll find it,” Jack reassured him, knowing that it was an empty promise. Tracking it down at home in the States would have been difficult enough. Here, as a stranger in a foreign land, it would be almost impossible. The only shot they might have at finding anything would be Renee, assuming she could hack into AnGrow’s network, and assuming anyone handling the deadly seed from The Bag had left an electronic trail behind.
Vijay suddenly grimaced, and the beeping from his pulse monitor became more rapid.
“You’ve got to rest,” Jack said. “We’ll take care of this.”
“Wait,” Vijay gasped. “Surya, call your brother. You and Jack must not go to Koratikal alone, unarmed.”
Surya wagged his head from side to side. “I’ll call him, but what do I tell him?”
Vijay did not answer. His eyes glazed over just before his eyes closed.
Jack darted a glance at his vital signs, fearing that the stress might have killed him. But his heart continued to beat, its pace slowing now as Vijay faded into unconsciousness.
“Christ.” Turning to Surya, Jack said, “Come on. We’ve got to get out to this Koratikal place.” As they left the room, he added, “Why did Vijay want you to call your brother? Who is he?”
“He’s a captain in the National Security Guard, the Black Cats.”
“Black Cats?” Jack asked, never having heard of them before.
“They’re our equivalent of your Delta Force, I think. His unit specializes in counter-terrorist operations.”
Jack whistled. “That’s a bit of good luck.” He glanced over at Surya, who had a troubled expression on his face. “Why so glum?”
“My brother hates me.”
* * *
 
“Naveen. Naveen!” Preethi Reddy hissed like a cobra as she stomped into the hut, the only home her miserable good for nothing husband could provide. Unlike many, who were content to accept their karma, Preethi cursed it every day as she asked the gods why she had been saddled with such a lazy fool. 
While it was clear that he had caught some sort of fever, she was sure he was only using it as an excuse to get out of a day’s work, casting them another handful of rupees further into the depths of poverty. She deserved better.
There he was, still asleep. But if he thought he was going to have an undisturbed rest, he was badly mistaken.
“Naveen, stop faking and get to work. Did you hear me? I will not have you set such a poor example for the boys when they come home from that silly school.”
Her mouth snapped shut as she saw his hands. His fingers were deformed, as if they had melted together. 
And his chest wasn’t moving. He had stopped breathing.
“Naveen?” She knelt next to him, suddenly terrified. As much of a lazy charlatan as he might be, she did not relish the thought of becoming a widow, living as an outcast to her family and village. “Husband?”
She reached out to touch a large spot on his chest that resembled a vicious bruise. The tips of her fingers slipped into his flesh. Except that it was no longer flesh, but something else. 
With a scream of horror, she pulled her hand back. Her scream grew louder as she saw that Naveen’s flesh was still connected to her fingers, stretching out like soft putty between them before it parted.
Then she felt the pain, a fierce burning sensation that began in her fingertips where globs of Naveen still clung to her. Even as she watched, her mouth still open in a shriek of terror, the mottled, bruised tissue of her husband began to quickly cover her fingers, then her hand.
She ran outside, shaking her hand in desperation, trying in vain to cast away the final evil that her husband had visited upon her. 
Hearing the screams, the others who lived in the village emerged to see what was the matter. Preethi grabbed a man who came forward to help her, and some of her husband’s flesh stuck to his skin. In a matter of seconds, he, too, began to scream as the fiery pain took hold.
As the village erupted in panic outside the hut, what had once been Naveen Reddy began to move.
* * *
 
Despite his misgivings, Surya had called his brother as soon as he and Jack had left the ICU. While Jack had stepped away to give him some privacy, he couldn’t help but notice that the conversation had been a heated one. Surya had quietly but passionately argued with his brother for more than five minutes. 
With a deep sigh, he hung up and pocketed his phone. “He’s on his way,” Surya told him, as if he had just received a death sentence, “but he won’t be able to get here until this afternoon. He has to take a plane here from Delhi.”
“Are we going to pick him up?”
Surya laughed. It was a bitter sound. “No. The only way my brother would ride in my car would be if he were dead. He’ll be picking us up here.”
“Damn.” Jack followed Surya into one of the waiting rooms and took a seat beside him. He hated the idea of waiting, but there was no sense in just he and Surya going to the village. They had neither weapons, nor authority. Surya’s brother, however, would at least be able to report back to his superiors if the village had been compromised. Assuming the three of them survived the encounter. 
But if they were going to do this, they had to do it as a team, and it didn’t sound like Surya and his brother were exactly on the same side.
“So what happened between you two?”
Surya was silent for a moment, staring at the floor. He said, “It’s because of our younger sister, Pravalika. Both Kiran and I loved her very much, but he was closer to her than I was. They were born only a year apart, five years after me. They treated me more like an uncle than a brother.” His lips curled into a wistful smile that rapidly faded. “Eight years ago, I was driving her to visit a friend and I made a mistake. A terrible mistake. There was an accident, and Pravalika was killed.” He looked at Jack, his eyes filled with pain. “My parents eventually found it in their hearts to forgive me, but Kiran never could. Not that I deserve it. And since that day he has hated me with every fiber of his being.”
“God, I’m sorry.” Jack was no stranger to death in its many terrible forms, but that would have been a terrible burden of guilt to bear. “But Surya, if he hates you so much, why did he agree to come?”
“Because I told him that Vijay said he had to.” He looked at Jack with wounded eyes. “He would have never come if I had asked him. But Vijay, even though we are his cousins, he has been more like a favorite uncle to us. To both of us. He helped me get into university and find the job I now hold, and helped convince our father to give his blessing for Kiran to join the Army.” He managed a wan smile. “Vijay was the only one in our family who believed that Kiran could do it, and stood up for him against my parents. That, let me tell you, is no easy thing to do. And he was right. Kiran was born to be a soldier.”
“It’ll be good to have someone like that, but I wish he would’ve brought a company of his Black Cats with him.”
Surya looked him in the eye. “Jack, you still have not explained why you and Vijay want him here. Why have we called in a counter-terrorist expert, rather than someone from the Ministry of Health?”
“If the people in that village have been infected as I suspect, your health ministry won’t be able to help them.”
* * *
 
“They’ve been infected by genetically engineered maize? That’s preposterous.” Despite the warm afternoon, the emotional temperature in the Indian Army Mahindra Jeep driven by Surya’s brother, Captain Kiran Chidambaram, had fallen well below freezing as they headed east out of Hyderabad toward Koratikal. “And even if it’s true, why would Vijay have wanted me to come? He must have been out of his mind.”
Like his brother, Surya, Kiran was a handsome young man, in excellent physical condition. He also had the look in his eye of a warrior who had braved the crucible of combat. Jack knew the type. He was one himself.
“He wasn’t crazy,” Jack said from where he sat in the passenger seat. Surya sat in the back, not having spoken a word since Kiran picked them up at the hospital. “Trust me.”
“Trust you?” Kiran stared at Jack, his dark eyes blazing. “Why should I?” 
“Because I worked with Vijay before he came home to India, and I’ve seen the effects of the infection he’s talking about with my own eyes. You don’t want to let this particular genie out of the bottle. It doesn’t just make people ill. It can make them…” Jack struggled to find an appropriate word. “It makes them very violent. Let’s leave it at that.”
Behind them, the sun was beginning to set, and the land around him was cast in a golden glow that would soon turn to darkness. Jack began to question the wisdom of coming out here this late. Facing harvesters under any conditions was dangerous. Doing it at night and unarmed, and possibly facing more than one, was suicidal. But he hadn’t felt there was any other choice. He had to know, and if there truly was a harvester infestation here, the authorities had to be alerted in time to contain it. If that was even possible.
Kiran returned his attention to the road. “Fools. And I am a bigger fool.”
They drove on in silence, following the route Vijay had given them to the field where he and Naresh had gone. Surya guided Kiran, who didn’t bother responding, but simply drove like an angry automaton. 
“Here,” Surya suddenly said. “I think this is it.”
Jamming on the brakes, Kiran brought the jeep to a skidding halt, the tires sending up a flare of dry dust around them. He switched off the ignition and sat there, staring straight ahead.
Ignoring him, Jack got out, with Surya right behind him. The sun had faded below the horizon in the west, leaving the world in twilight. 
Looking down near his feet, Jack saw a small placard that had been kicked over. Leaning down, he turned it over to see the AnGrow logo on the other side. “It looks like this is the place.” 
There was a slight breeze, just enough to rustle the stalks of maize in the unharvested fields nearby. 
Then he heard something else that made his blood freeze. It was the faint but unmistakable sound of someone screaming.
He turned to Surya. “Do you hear that?”
“Yes.” He pointed. “I think it’s coming from over that way. There’s a small village there.”
“Damn.” 
Kiran got out and came to stand next to him. “I hear it, too. What the devil is going on?”
“Let’s go find out.” Jack gestured for Surya to get back in the jeep, and he piled in behind him while Kiran hopped back into the driver’s seat. Starting the engine, he put the vehicle in gear and headed down the road toward where the screaming was coming from. His face bore a grim, worried expression.
“What are we getting into?” The anger had leeched out of Kiran’s voice. He spoke those words with the tense calm of an experienced soldier. 
Shaking his head, Jack told him the truth. “I’m not sure, Kiran. And believe me, I hope to God that I’m wrong about all this. But…”
The rest of his words were stolen by the sight of a child, a girl maybe twelve or thirteen years old, who suddenly appeared in the beam of the headlights, stumbling toward them. Her eyes were wide, glazed over, as if she were in a trance.
Kiran stomped on the brakes, bringing the jeep to a skidding halt. He leaped out and ran toward the girl.
“Stop!” 
Jack’s bellowed warning gave Kiran pause.
“She could be infected. Let me take a look first. Stand back.”
The girl had stopped, but she didn’t look up at them. She stared at the constellation of dust motes reflected in the jeep’s headlights, and Jack could hear her moaning softly. Somewhere behind her, farther down the dark road, he could hear more screams. 
Reaching into his pocket, Jack withdrew a disposable plastic cigarette lighter. Trying to ignore the terrified screams, he approached the girl with slow, measured steps as the other two men watched in shocked silence.
Holding up the lighter toward the girl, he flicked the igniter. An inch-tall tongue of flame appeared, flickering slightly as Jack continued to move toward the girl.
Her eyes, moving in a jerky, spasmodic fashion, turned toward the flame. 
Only a pace away now, Jack leaned forward, extending the lighter toward the girl’s shoulder closest to him.
“Jack, what are you doing?” Kiran stepped forward.
“Don’t move!” 
Kiran stopped, and Jack could sense the outrage in him as the flame of the lighter brushed the girl’s skin.
She flinched, and her eyes blinked. Other than that, she made no reaction.
With an enormous sense of relief, Jack let the lighter’s flame die. Naomi had told him that the harvesters had an instinctive reaction to open flame. Even the intact malleable tissue, the parts of their bodies that allowed them to take the shape of other creatures, of harvester corpses reacted. Without a cat or thermal imager, it was the only other way to test someone to make sure they were really human without taking a tissue sample or trying to draw blood that they didn’t have.
“Surya, get her in the jeep. See if you can get her to tell you what happened.” Jack doubted the girl would talk, as she was clearly in deep shock. But they had to try.
Without a word, Surya gently guided the girl to the jeep, helping her into the back seat.
To their left, they heard someone or something moving quickly through the maize toward them. Jack was about to shout for Kiran to get back into the jeep when an ear-piercing shriek of agony, unmistakably human, came from whomever it was. 
The agonized scream suddenly stopped. Or was cut off.
Kiran was standing right beside him now, staring into the darkness beyond the reach of the jeep’s headlights. “What the devil is happening? Bloody hell, I wish I had my sidearm.”
“It wouldn’t do you any good.” Jack was momentarily stymied by indecision. The smart thing would have been to turn and run. Right now. He knew what must be happening here. But Kiran and Surya had to witness the terror for themselves, or they would never believe it. Right now, they could write off what they’d heard as being a lunatic or terrorists, and no one would ever believe what the girl might say, assuming she ever recovered. “Can you call in your unit?”
“As much as I would like to, what would I tell my commander? All I know for certain is that people are screaming, but I don’t know why. I haven’t even heard any gunshots.” He shook his head. “He would tell me this is a matter for the local police, not the NSG, and he would be right. But you don’t want to call the police, do you?”
Jack shook his head. “No. They wouldn’t be any better off than the civilians. We need military grade hardware and men who know how to use it.”
“And you still refuse to tell me exactly what we’re facing?”
“Kiran, this isn’t something I can tell you in words beyond what I’ve already said, because you won’t believe it. You can’t. You’d think it was a cruel joke or that I was simply insane. Please trust me on this. I learned that lesson the hard way. You can only believe if you see it. And even then…even then you’ll want to deny what you’ve seen.”
Another piercing cry erupted from the maize, closer now. Both men flinched, their eyes reflexively darting in the direction of the sound.
“Shit,” Jack cursed. “Come on. We’ve got to get closer to the village.”
He turned and trotted back to the jeep. 
With a last look into the scream-filled darkness that lay before them, Kiran, his mouth set in a grim line, followed. 
Starting up the jeep again, he drove them forward into the unknown.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
Naomi sat on a chair, staring at a high resolution display, oblivious to the quiet but intense work that went on around her. She was in one of the seven labs of Morgan Pharmaceuticals devoted to gene research. Unlike the other six, this was the only one located in the corporate headquarters building. It was in the basement behind a set of vault doors that were guarded around the clock. Morgan had told her that this was the sanctum sanctorum of his entire enterprise, what he hoped would be the birthplace of his personal legacy for humankind.
Most of the lab was a study in organized chaos, with long lab tables supporting deep double-tiered shelves packed with color-coded vials, jars, and bottles, creating a rainbow of bottle tops and labels. The table surfaces were covered with equipment, sample containers, boxes, and other paraphernalia. To the casual observer, the only part of the lab that wasn’t a disaster area was the spotless white floor.
One wall sported a set of large freezers that had initially given Naomi an involuntary shudder, for they were the same make and model that she had used in her work at New Horizons under the tutelage of Dr. Kempf. Or, at least, what had been masquerading as the good doctor. 
The recollection faded under the onslaught of welcomes from the staff as Morgan had introduced her. Everyone had greeted her with smiles and unreserved warmth. 
Everyone but Dr. Adrian Kelso, Morgan’s chief scientist, whose demeanor had been one of cool detachment. She had met his type before: an accomplished middle-aged male researcher who couldn’t get past a sense of professional jealousy. Instead of viewing her as a partner in this endeavor, he was already seeing her as a competitor. She had dealt with plenty of men like that at New Horizons. Just as they did, Kelso would have to get used to the idea of her not only being around, but of calling the shots, at least on this project.
For Morgan’s benefit, Kelso had put on a show of giving her a brief tour of the lab. All the equipment was intimately familiar to her, and she already saw herself in her mind’s eye, hard at work, just as she had been at the New Horizons lab in Lincoln. Only this time, it would be for mankind’s benefit, not his destruction.
When the tour was over, Kelso had seated Naomi before one of the computers and called up the data telling of their progress in recreating the core elements of the New Horizons corn seed that had been twisted to the evil purposes of the harvesters. 
That was where she had been sitting, immobile except for periodic clicks of the mouse to turn a page or call up a new data file, for the last four hours. Kelso, of course, had long since departed, and the others here in Lab One had resumed their labors. All other thoughts, even her worry for Jack and Vijay in India, had been banished by the flood of information she had greedily devoured.
Now, as she mentally came up for air, she could tell that the others in the lab, while hard at work, were throwing periodic glances her way, no doubt wondering what she was thinking.
“Brilliant.” She spoke the word softly, but loud enough that it would carry to at least the nearest of her new coworkers. Unlike her first day at New Horizons, where she had expected everyone to bow before her genius, she wanted to get off on the right foot with these people. But she hadn’t chosen that word with any intention of ingratiating herself. No, it precisely described her feelings toward what she’d just finished reading about what they had accomplished here. Spinning around in her chair, she faced the others, who were now all raptly staring at her. “Absolutely brilliant. And you’ve gotten this far in only the last year?”
Harmony Bates, a tall, willowy blonde who was the senior researcher in Lab One, beamed. “Yes, Dr. Perrault.”
“Naomi, please.” There had been a time when Naomi would have taken umbrage at someone not using her formal academic title, but not here. Not now. 
“Yes, Naomi.” Harmony smiled. “As I’m sure you read in the documentation, we’d been working on developing a similar system to what you’d done at New Horizons, creating a mechanism to deliver genetic payloads through food. Our first host plant was a commercial wheat strain, rather than corn, but the underlying principle was the same.” Her smile turned to a frown, which seemed to drag down her entire, thin frame. “We could engineer the payload delivery shell in the mature plant and its seed, but the system wasn’t stable. The shells consistently collapsed, compromising the payloads.”
“We beat our heads against the wall on that one for a long time,” Randall Wyckoff, Lab One’s second in command, for lack of a better term, growled. “We couldn’t maintain the shell integrity, no matter what we tried, until Dr. Kelso showed us…” He stopped, and shot an uncomfortable glance at Harmony.
“Tell her everything.” 
They turned to see Morgan standing at the rear of the lab, as if he’d appeared out of thin air. No one had heard the vault door open.
Harmony bent forward and whispered to Naomi, “I have yet to figure out how he does that!”
“It’s magic, my dear. Merely magic.” Morgan smiled as he strode toward where the others had gathered in a semicircle around Naomi. Taking a seat, he gestured for Harmony to continue. “Naomi’s fully cleared for this project. If she’s going to help us, she has to know everything.” His eyes swept the room before settling on Naomi. “Hold nothing back.”
“Yes, sir.” Harmony bobbed her head, then took up where Wyckoff had left off. “A year ago, Dr. Kelso brought us samples of what we call Beta-Three.” She flicked a quick look at Morgan, who nodded. “From what we know from the press and the articles that you and Dr. Kempf published on the topic, we believe they’re samples of the Revolutions seed you were working on at New Horizons. Which generation, of course, we have no way of knowing. But that’s how we made our breakthrough last year. Naomi?”
Naomi was staring at Harmony. Naomi’s hands were gripping the arms of the chair so hard her knuckles were bled pure white, and her heart was hammering in her chest. She knew that it would have been impossible for them to have obtained a sample of the corn from the New Horizons lab at Lincoln Research University. While that lab’s outward appearance was less imposing than Lab One, the security had been nearly impenetrable. 
That left only one real possibility for the source of the Beta-Three samples. The Bag.
Morgan stood up and stepped toward her. “Naomi, are you all right?”
Suppressing her sense of horror, she focused a frigid gaze on Morgan. “Let me get this straight. You have samples of the New Horizons corn seed, the Revolutions variant?” She glanced at Harmony. “Don’t tell me it was a pre-production sample, because that would be pure and utter horse shit.”
Everyone else in the room shrank back, giving the clear appearance that they wished they were anywhere but trapped in the vault for what was shaping up to be a battle of the Titans.
Morgan made no attempt to dodge her question or throw up a smokescreen. “Yes, we do have samples of Revolutions.” He returned to his seat and held her eyes. “Naomi, while I have some lofty humanitarian ambitions at this point in my life, I’m also an opportunist. In this industry, with such high stakes, anyone who doesn’t take advantage of every possible opportunity is left behind and eventually crushed or absorbed. Part of my staff is devoted to keeping tabs on what our competitors are doing and, if the opportunity arises, finding ways to leverage their gains for our own purposes.”
“Industrial espionage, you mean.”
Morgan shrugged, but the gesture was unapologetic. “Call it what you like. But in this case it wasn’t so Machiavellian.” He looked over at Harmony. “Why don’t you all take a coffee break for a bit?”
Harmony nodded, then quickly led the others, all of whom had unmistakable looks of relief on their faces, out of the room.
Waiting until the vault door cycled shut behind them, Morgan continued. “What I’m about to tell you must be held in strict confidence, Naomi. Only three people in my company, including myself, know this. I’m telling you because you need to know everything, but I’d appreciate it if you would keep this to yourself.”
“All right.” In truth, the only thing preventing Naomi from running from the vault and leaving Morgan’s employ was the burning desire to find out what had happened to The Bag. She, Jack, and the others who had worked at SEAL had been fruitlessly searching for a year for any sign of what had happened to it. And now she had finally found at least one piece to the puzzle. Regardless of her other feelings, she had to find out the story behind it. What she did afterward largely depended on Morgan’s next words. “Go on.”
“About a month before the New Horizons facility where the Revolutions seed was produced was destroyed, we were approached by a New Horizons employee who claimed to have access to it. He didn’t have access to the technical data, but could provide specimens of the final product. In exchange for a king’s ransom, he did.”
“How many samples did he provide?”
Morgan tilted his head to one side. “Precisely two thousand four hundred and thirty-eight Revolutions seeds.” 
Naomi blanched. “Is that all? Only a pound’s worth?” The Bag had held a hundred pounds of seed, every one of which was a potential weapon of mass destruction. If Morgan only had one pound, that meant that ninety-nine more pounds of seed were out there in the world, being handed out by a dealer to totally unsuspecting buyers. The strange incidents Renee had reported in Brazil, China, and Russia snapped into horrible focus. On top of that was Vijay’s mysterious call.
A wave of cold foreboding swept over her, and she wanted nothing more than to snatch up her phone and call Jack to make sure he was all right. I’ll call him, she promised herself, as soon as we’re finished here.
Misinterpreting Naomi’s reaction, Morgan smiled. “Only a pound? My dear, I paid more for that pound of grain than I would have for the same weight in fine diamonds. Our contact drove a very hard bargain, and is probably on the beaches of Tahiti right now, sipping a tropical drink.”
“Please, Howard,” she whispered. “Please tell me that you haven’t planted any, and that none has been fed to anyone or anything.”
“No, I assure you that we’ve kept it under very strict control. While I’m not aware of the specific nature of the dangers they may pose, I took the government’s gloom and doom story about them being weapons of mass destruction quite seriously. Most of the specimens have been kept in cold nitrogen storage. We’ve actually used only fifteen for research, and Dr. Kelso is the only individual who has direct access to the specimens.” He paused and looked at her significantly. “Aside from you, that is.”
Looking into Morgan’s eyes, Naomi decided he was probably telling the truth. He certainly hadn’t responded to her concerns with smoke and mirrors. For that, she felt a profound sense of relief. She needed to be able to trust him.
“Howard, I know you’re not going to like this, but I’ve got to know who your contact was and get the FBI on his trail. I have reason to believe that he’s been selling samples to buyers in other countries, and we’ve got to find out who has them and stop him from selling any more.”
At that, Morgan slowly shook his head. “Naomi, what I’ve told you about the Beta-Three samples was in confidence and must never leave this room. If you ever mention a word of this to anyone, I’ll deny it, along with firing you, of course, and probably filing charges of slander. While you might think I deserve it, I don’t really fancy finding myself in federal prison.”
“That’s not what I think at all. But you don’t understand what could — what will — happen if this seed gets out of a strictly controlled lab environment. The government wasn’t exaggerating when they said the Revolutions seed was a weapon of mass destruction.” Her brown and blue eyes bore into him. “Please, Howard. If you want to do humanity a true service, help us find the rest of this seed. Before it’s too late.”
Morgan sat back and crossed his arms, a speculative expression on his face. “I’ll consider it. But that consideration will only be given on two conditions. First, that you tell me exactly what this seed really does. And second, that you give me your word that you’ll help me do what I hired you to do, and take this abomination, whatever it is, and try to create something good out of it.”
Considering his offer only for a moment, Naomi said, “Agreed, but you won’t believe what I’m about to tell you.”
Morgan’s mouth curled up into a smile. “Try me.”
With worried thoughts of Jack circling in her mind, Naomi began to tell him about the harvesters.
* * *
 
“Son of a bitch.” Renee glared in turn at each of the three computer screens arrayed in front of her in her cubicle at the J. Edgar Hoover Building, the headquarters of the FBI, in Washington, D.C. Each displayed half a dozen web browsers, specialized analysis applications, and FIDS, the FBI Intelligence Information Report Dissemination System. None of the information shown in any of the windows pertained to what she was supposed to be doing. She knew she could get in hot water for it and, worse, get Carl in trouble. But once she was on the trail of something, she couldn’t let go. 
She’d been working on the angle that Jack had suggested, trying to ferret out individuals who had traveled to Brazil, China, India, and Russia within a few weeks of the election the previous November. That search, which had involved cross-indexing records from half a dozen intelligence agency databases and passport lists from the State Department, had yielded one thousand, three hundred and fifteen names. 
Then she began the hard work, ferreting out information on who these people were and their employment background, looking for any potential ties to New Horizons. For some people on her list, that information was easy to find. For others, it took hours of digging. 
Now, with red-rimmed eyes, she stared at the final result: zero matches, even after expanding the date search to a full sixty days around the election.
Quietly muttering a string of obscenities, she retraced her steps to make sure she didn’t miss anything. She knew that whoever was selling seeds from The Bag could have stayed in the U.S., with buyers coming to him or her. But somehow she doubted it. If someone was peddling something that had been designated by the government as a weapon of mass destruction, he (Renee always thought of bad people as “he” until proven otherwise) wasn’t just going to invite people he didn’t know into his living room to chat about the deal. He was going to feel more comfortable meeting somewhere overseas, most likely in the country that was home to the potential buyer where he’d be safe (or so he hoped) from any prying U.S. Government eyes.
That supported the initial hypothesis that Jack had come up with, but something was obviously missing. 
She glanced at the State Department passport database again. Upon reflection, the peddler would have been an idiot to be traveling under their real identity. And he could certainly be using multiple passports, which would make even more sense for someone trying to fly under the radar, so to speak.
It wouldn’t have been easy to pull off a stunt like that, but if her bad guy had managed to put together a portfolio of fake passports, using each one to travel to one or two countries with potential buyers, he wouldn’t have shown up in her initial search at all, nor would any of his aliases have shown up in the relational search she’d run against people who’d worked for New Horizons.
Of course, if he were traveling under one or more aliases, there was nothing to say that he couldn’t be using non-U.S. passports, as well. 
Calling up the passport database again, she ran searches against all travelers to each of the countries from September through December of last year, saving off the results, including the passport photos. 
Then she ran another search of foreign travelers to the U.S. during the same time period from those countries, and saved off the data.
Digging through her personal collection of programs and files, she hammered together a routine that would compare the images in the huge pile of results that she had saved off and present her with any likely matches. She knew it would likely generate a lot of junk results, and wouldn’t find her bad guy if he had made any real effort to disguise himself for his passport photos. But it was the only way she stood a chance of finding him in the hundreds of thousands of records she’d saved.
“Well, this ought to bring the network to a crawl.” 
With a tired grin, she clicked the button and the program began to run.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
As the jeep rolled forward toward the darkened village, Jack had to use every ounce of willpower not to beg Kiran to turn them around and get the hell away. The headlights swept across the rutted dirt road, and twice Jack saw large pools of a dark, viscous liquid. He shuddered at the sight, knowing that he was seeing all that was left of one or more human beings.
In the seat behind him, the girl had begun to moan. Surya had his arm draped protectively around her shoulders, holding her shivering body close. Like the jeep’s headlights, her eyes were fixed straight ahead, unwavering, unblinking.
On the right, barely illuminated by the edge of the beam cast by the headlights, the maize stalks shook as if something large had just passed by. 
“What the devil was that?” Kiran glanced at Jack, then snapped his eyes back to where the maize had been disturbed, now only a few feet from his window.
The girl’s moans grew louder.
As the outlines of the village huts emerged from the darkness, a figure stepped from the maize to stand in the middle of the road. It was a woman, one of the villagers. She stared at the jeep with an unblinking gaze.
Kiran brought the jeep to a stop a dozen meters from her. “Another survivor.”
“Don’t be so sure.” Jack leaned forward, his body tense as a coiled spring. He had expected the harvester — harvesters, he corrected himself — to attack. He’d never believed they’d make it even this far.
“Wait, no!” Surya’s cry from the back seat was punctuated by the sound of one of the jeep’s rear doors being flung open. 
Jack saw the girl dash past him, running for the woman who still stood in the road, staring at them. “Shit! Stop her!”
As he and Kiran got out, Surya was already running past them in pursuit of the girl. He managed to grab her just before she reached the woman. The girl began to scream and kick at him, her arms held out toward the woman, who was now watching them with an expression that was utterly, terrifyingly empty.
“Surya, get back!” Jack watched in slow motion, his gut churning with horror, as the woman’s chest changed. Her right breast seemed to bulge outward, distending the fabric of her sari. In a blur of motion, a stinger the length of Jack’s hand shot out. It struck Surya in the chest, just above his heart, and missed the girl’s face by only a few centimeters.
“No!” Kiran screamed as he reached his brother. He took Surya’s free hand, as Surya was still clinging to the girl with the other. Kiran tried to drag them back toward the jeep, but the stinger remained firmly stuck in Surya’s chest, and the woman, the thing, refused to let go. Between them, the umbilical of the stinger, which looked like a snake that had been turned inside out, thrashed like the tentacle of a squid.
Jack knew they only had one chance of survival, and it was perilously thin. Grabbing up a handful of the dry maize husks from the edge of the road, he held his lighter beneath them and flicked the igniter. The flame immediately caught. Holding the tip of the flame to the husks, he watched in growing frustration as the husks blackened and tiny fragments glowed, but it refused to catch fire. “Come on, damn you. Come on!”
He looked up as he heard a wet ripping sound, and Surya shrieked in agony. Kiran had pulled the stinger, which Jack saw had barbs to which bits of Surya’s flesh still clung, clear of his brother. The two men collapsed to the ground, the stinger dancing over them with obvious menace, venom dripping from its tip. The girl lay beside them, completely still, her eyes closed.
The woman, the harvester, began to move closer to its prey, and Jack now heard something moving in the maize on both sides of the road. 
They were out of time. And still the damned-to-hell maize husks refused to catch fire. The lighter was so hot now it was burning Jack’s thumb as he pressed down the button to keep the flame going.
“Kiran! Get up! Get them in the jeep!”
Galvanized by Jack’s voice, Kiran, who had been staring at the abomination now advancing toward him, got to his feet and bent over to pick up his brother.
“No,” Surya told him, his face twisted in agony. He pushed Kiran’s hands away. “The girl. The girl!”
“Bloody hell,” Kiran hissed as he obeyed his older brother. Reaching down, he swept the girl into his arms and dashed back to the jeep.
* * *
 
Surya faced the thing that was now nearly on top of him. The stinger had been pulled back into the creature’s thorax, the wet umbilical disappearing into the flesh. Only the tip of the stinger protruded from the torn fabric of the sari where the right breast should be, glistening in the jeep’s headlights like a serpent’s tooth.
But something else was emerging from the thing’s chest now, resembling a skinning knife as long as Surya’s forearm. He whimpered in fright and pain and tried to push himself away from the thing with his feet. He could no longer move his arms, for they were completely paralyzed. And behind the wave of paralysis followed a burning agony as he had never before known.
He was vaguely aware of Kiran taking the girl to the jeep, and he hoped that they and Jack would reach safety.
As he watched his death approach, the thought of the girl comforted him. She reminded him so much of Pravalika, his young sister, and the moment of her death as their car slammed into an oncoming car flashed through his mind. To die now was his karma, he realized. And, perhaps, his sacrifice in trying to save this poor village girl would help ease his soul’s rebirth into the next life.
Despite the agony burning in his flesh, a great sense of relief washed over him. He closed his eyes, an image of Pravalika, laughing and smiling, fixed in his mind as the blade stabbed into his abdomen.
* * *
 
Jack watched as Kiran shoved the unconscious girl into the back of the jeep. That’s when the maize husks decided to explode into flame. 
With a gasp of pain, Jack dropped the lighter and ran toward the harvester that now stood over Surya. Vijay’s young cousin screamed as the creature’s organic carving knife sawed into his guts. 
The thing snapped its head up and it crouched to spring away from Jack, but didn’t get the chance. Kiran swung the utility axe he had grabbed out of the jeep, lodging the blade into the thing’s malformed chest
Jack threw the wildly burning handful of maize husks at the harvester, then turned and dove to the ground. Remembering that Kiran wouldn’t know what would happen, he screamed, “Get down!”
Behind him, the first burning bits of maize husk touched the creature’s malleable flesh. In the next instant the harvester was burning as if it were coated in rocket fuel. With an unholy shriek, it yanked the blade from Surya and staggered in circles as the fire quickly consumed it, the flames lighting up the area for dozens of meters in every direction.
Jack looked up. Near the huts in the village, he caught sight of several people on the ground, some still, others thrashing around. Two of them raised their arms toward him, screaming in desperation for him to help them. Their voices tore at his heart: there was absolutely nothing he could do to save them.
Over the crackle and screeching of the burning harvester, Jack heard yet more noises coming from the maize around them. Some sounded as if they were receding, perhaps other harvesters running away from the flames. 
But some were coming closer.
Getting to his feet, he ran to help Kiran, whose uniform was scorched and smoking. Together, they lifted Surya from the ground before they began a stumbling run for the jeep, carrying Surya between them.
Jack thought they might just make it when Surya screamed and his body was yanked right out of their grip.
Whirling around, Jack and Kiran stared in uncomprehending horror. Surya was being dragged backward across the ground. He was in the grip of an amorphous mass, like a gigantic amoeba whose bruise-colored, mottled surface glistened in the headlights. Part of it, a pseudopod, was attached to Surya’s lower back. As Jack watched, he could see the coloration of the thing change along the boundary where it held its victim, the blue-black-yellow flesh taking on a decidedly crimson color. Blood, Jack realized with sick certainty. He also caught glimpses of something yellow-white through the thing’s translucent flesh, and it took him a moment to realize that he was seeing the bones of Surya’s spine.
Stepping forward, Kiran reached for his brother, but Jack held him back. There were tears in Kiran’s eyes.
“Surya! Surya!” 
Surya’s eyes were open, bulging, his gaze fixed on his younger brother. Surya took in a gulp of air and began to scream, but it died in his throat, replaced by a wet gurgle as the thing that held him in its grip ate into his lungs.
“I forgive you,” Kiran whispered as Jack grabbed the back of his uniform and dragged him away toward the Jeep. “I forgive you.”
There was a spark of understanding in Surya’s eyes just before they glazed over as death took him.
Shoving Kiran into the passenger seat, Jack ran to the driver’s side and got in. Starting up the jeep, he threw it in reverse and jammed his foot down on the accelerator. He turned around in his seat so he could see out the small rear window, guiding the jeep in an undulating path away from the village. The road was just barely visible in the glow cast by the reverse lights, not really enough to drive by, but he didn’t care. 
He caught a glimpse of something black and angular in the rear lights. There was a wet crunch and a violent bump as the wheels ran over something. Jack winced, but kept the accelerator pressed to the floor. He wasn’t going to stop now for anything. Nor was he about to look back toward the village. 
If he did, he might again see the other wet shapes that he had glimpsed oozing out of the maize to join the one that had killed Surya.
* * *
 
After nearly flipping over when he tried to negotiate a sharp turn in the road, Jack stopped the jeep. He guessed they had gone at least two kilometers from the village, maybe three, and thought they might be safe here for a few minutes, if anywhere could be called safe anymore. He kept his hands on the steering wheel, gripping it tightly as the shakes hit him. His stomach was a sour, twisted ball in his gut. 
Beside him, Kiran had been completely silent, his eyes staring straight ahead, as if focused on an invisible point on the windshield. He held his fists clenched tightly in his lap. In the back seat, the girl remained unconscious.
“Kiran.” Jack reached over and touched the younger man’s shoulder. 
Flinching away as if Jack had slapped him, Kiran slowly turned his eyes, the whites around the dark irises glowing in the light from the jeep’s instrument panel, to stare at Jack. “Surya.” Kiran licked his lips. “We must go back. I cannot leave him there.”
“He’s gone, Kiran. You can’t help him now. I’m sorry.”
Kiran’s eyes misted over, and his face twisted into a snarl. “What were those things, Jack? What the devil were they?”
“We call them harvesters. We don’t know where they came from originally, but as you saw, they’re not human. But they can perfectly mimic humans. That’s what makes them truly dangerous. They’ve been with us, with humans, for a long time, and infiltrated key industries, the military, and even some governments, including ours. We killed all of them last year, all the living ones we knew about, at least, and stopped their plan to infect humans on a mass scale with a genetic weapon, something that would literally transform us into them.” He leaned his head back and closed his eyes for a moment. “The weapon was delivered through corn, although they were working on other crop delivery systems, too. But we were able to destroy it all. All except for one goddamn bag that someone made off with. We’ve been trying to track it down ever since.” Opening his eyes, he turned to face Kiran. “That’s why Vijay called us, called you, and wanted us to come here. This company, AnGrow, must have gotten some seeds and planted them. The villagers ate the corn, and then…well, you saw what happened to them.”
“It’s impossible.”
Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Tell that to Surya. You saw it. Accept what you saw. I know it’s hard, but those things are real. And we’ve got to stop them from spreading.” He reached in his pocket, ignoring how badly his hand was shaking, and pulled out his cell phone.
“Who are you calling?”
“Someone who might be able to help.” Jack punched one of the fast-dial numbers. “And I suggest you do the same. You need to get your unit down here now, before these things get their act together. In a few more hours, you won’t be able to tell them from humans without a thermal imager or exposing them to open flame.” He suddenly thought of Alexander. “Or a cat.”
Kiran looked at him as if he were insane, but then pulled out his own phone.
* * *
 
Carl Richards had just sat down in his chair after pouring his morning coffee when a jarring, buzzing ring tone sounded from his phone.
Pulling the phone out of his suit jacket pocket, he glanced at the display. It was Jack. He hit the answer button before the second ring sounded. 
“Richards. What have you got, Dawson?”
“We’ve got a brushfire, Carl.” Dawson sounded utterly exhausted. “A bad one.”
A trickle of ice water ran down Richards’ spine. His throat was suddenly dry. “What happened?”
“Vijay was right. AnGrow, which Renee said was one of the Indian companies New Horizons had worked with here in India, must have gotten seeds from The Bag. The fools planted the stuff in an unauthorized test plot near a little village a few klicks from this place, umm…” Richards heard someone in the background say something. “Yeah, Koratikal, east of Hyderabad. The village is near there. I’ll get you the exact coordinates later. The AnGrow guys took some samples away with them and let the villagers have the rest to eat.”
Richards felt as if he had just been pushed out of a plane at ten thousand feet without a parachute. “Casualties?”
“I don’t know for sure. I don’t have any idea how many people were in the village to begin with, how many ate the corn, and how many might have gotten away once the, uh, symptoms became evident.” He paused for a moment. “We have one definite survivor with us, a girl in her early teens. She’s in deep shock, catatonic. Two of Vijay Chidambaram’s cousins went with me to the site. One of them didn’t make it. The other is a captain in the Indian Army’s counterterrorist outfit, their equivalent of Delta Force. He’s on the phone now to his commander to try to get some troops in here to contain the outbreak.”
“How are you holding up?”
“I’m alive. That’s about all I’m sure of. It was bad, Carl. Those poor villagers. And Vijay’s cousin Surya. He was killed by one of the larval forms. But there was more than one of those creeping horrors, Carl.” 
“Dawson? Dawson, are you there?”
“Yeah. I’m fine.”
“You always were a lousy liar.” Richards’ voice was uncharacteristically soft. He hated to admit it, even to himself, but he thought a great deal of Dawson, and couldn’t imagine what he must have seen that night. Richards had never seen one of the larval forms like the one that had killed the test animals in the EDS base before it had been destroyed. The larval stage was only a theory Naomi had come up with. Renee had been the only one to catch a glimpse of the thing, which had later transformed into the adult harvester form that they’d come to know and love. “I’ll wake up the legal attachés at our Embassy in Delhi and get a fire under their butts, and make some calls to the Pentagon. I might not be able to do much, but a few people over there still owe me some favors. So tell your Indian Army buddy…”
“Kiran. Captain Kiran Chidambaram.”
“Tell Kiran that I’ll do whatever I can to help line up military assistance if they decide they want it.” He sighed. “Then I have to try to sell this to the boss and try to get him to push it up to the President. Renee’s told me about the other places where there might have been incidents, and who knows where else these damn things might show up now.”
“Don’t forget the AnGrow guys,” Jack told him. “They took samples of the corn. If we don’t seize it, we could be looking at a second generation in a few months.”
“I will. But Dawson, if these things are as widespread as Renee thinks they might be, that may not matter.” It was hard for Richards to conceive of the potential havoc large groups of harvesters in the world’s most populated countries might be able to wreak. They had to be found and stopped. Fast.
“I know.” Jack sounded uneasy. “Look, Carl, I’ve got to go. We’re only a few klicks from the village and I don’t want to sit here any longer. The larval forms can’t move very fast, but the adults sure can, and it’s so dark out here that we wouldn’t see a freight train coming at us. Give Naomi a call for me, and let her know I’ll call her as soon as we get back to Hyderabad.”
“Okay, kid. Get moving and stay safe.”
“Roger that.” 
Richards heard the click as Dawson ended the call. 
Blowing out his breath, his mind spinning, Richards tried to catalog all the things that had to be done. 
First things first. He pulled out his other phone to give Naomi a quick call. As he dialed her number, he tried to think of how he would convince his director, a man who held Carl in contempt, that a disaster of biblical proportions was unfolding across the globe.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
“He’s awake.”
Mikhailov heard the words as if they had been spoken from far away, the sound of the person’s voice muffled, indistinct. 
His eyes flickered open. Around him was a world of white, filled with fuzzy shapes. Beside him, something beeped. 
One of the shapes grew larger. It took him a moment to realize that it was someone’s face, leaning down toward him. “Mikhailov, can you hear me?”
This was a different voice, one he recognized. It was that of his regimental commander. 
Parting his lips to speak, Mikhailov noted how dry his mouth felt. “Da, Polkovnik Zaitsev.” He licked his lips, which were like sandpaper to his parched tongue.
“Here. Sip this.” The polkovnik, or colonel, placed a straw between Mikhailov’s lips, and Mikhailov sucked on it greedily. “Not so fast, my young friend.” After a few more sips, Zaitsev took the water away.
Mikhailov looked around, his eyes blinking rapidly as his eyes adjusted to the light. “Rudenko? He is alive?”
“Here, kapitan.” 
Mikhailov was rewarded with the sight of his senior noncom, who stood on the opposite side of the bed from Zaitsev. His face was horribly bruised and his bushy eyebrows had been seared off. Both hands were in bandages, but otherwise he seemed none the worse for wear. Rudenko offered a wide smile from his battered face and he threw Mikhailov a salute.
“This is the second time you have saved my life, Rudenko. If you keep this up, we may have to come up with a special award to give you. I’m not sure that any of our military orders quite do you justice.”
For the only time since he had known the burly man, Rudenko was clearly embarrassed. But, as Mikhailov noted with a smile, he also puffed up with pride at such words being spoken about him in front of the regimental commander. 
“Rudenko’s action has been duly noted, kapitan,” Zaitsev said with an approving nod to Rudenko. The colonel’s voice lowered slightly, and Mikhailov could sense some of the good will draining out of it. “But now we have some things to discuss that cannot wait. The division commander sent me here — you’re in the military hospital in Stavropol, by the way — to find out what the devil happened at the facility. I have already heard Rudenko’s recounting of it, but want to hear your own.” He frowned. “This is the second time a unit you were leading was virtually wiped out, kapitan. That is not a record we are fond of.”
Mikhailov shifted his gaze from Zaitsev to Rudenko, who now stood stiffly beside him, his eyes carefully fixed on his captain and a blank expression on his face. Mikhailov had seen that look before, just before Rudenko had beaten four soldiers into bloody pulps for hazing new recruits against Mikhailov’s express order. “Were there any other survivors?”
Rudenko shook his head. “No, kapitan.” He glanced at Zaitsev. “None of our people, at least.”
“That’s what you told me earlier, Rudenko,” Zaitsev snapped, “and it still makes no sense.”
Mikhailov turned his attention back to Zaitsev, his heart a leaden weight in his chest. He had hoped that at least some of the men would have escaped the inferno at the facility when the harvester had fired the RPO into the animal husbandry building, but apparently not. If any had survived the blast, the harvester, or harvesters, must have hunted them down and killed them. 
But what chilled him and sent his heart monitor racing was the thought that the horrid creatures were loose. Who knew how many of them were now wandering free?
“Sir, did you read my report from the Spitsbergen operation?” Zaitsev had taken over the regiment only six months before, and so hadn’t been directly involved when Mikhailov’s company had been deployed to Spitsbergen a year ago.
“Yes, the division commander insisted that I read it. I won’t say that I believe it, but I read it. Creatures masquerading as Spetsnaz, and even as a Norwegian soldier? Mikhailov, if I had been in the commander’s shoes, I would have relieved you and sent you to an asylum.” His voice softened slightly. “And yet, the commander believes you. He also felt it would be inappropriate for your report on this operation to be seen by anyone else until he has had a chance to read it, so he sent me here to get the information personally.” He leaned back on the stool on which he sat and took out a small notebook and a pen. He wore a pained look on his face, and Mikhailov could imagine that Zaitsev was less than pleased to be playing errand boy and note-taker for the general. “Any time you’re ready to begin, Mikhailov.”
“May I first ask how long I’ve been out?” He looked back at Rudenko.
“Two days, kapitan. It has been two days.” 
Mikhailov felt sick. “Bozhe moi. They could be anywhere by now!” He turned to Zaitsev. “Were any more troops sent in to secure the site?”
“Yes, the 7th Airborne Division sent in a full company from Novorossiysk after you failed to respond to their radio calls, but there was nothing to secure.” He nodded toward Rudenko. “The fire you set in one of the green house buildings burned down everything that wasn’t blown up by the RPOs. And then there’s the destroyed helicopter and its dead crew. The Air Force wants you to answer for that, but they can have whatever is left of your carcass after I finish with you.” He looked at Mikhailov with a speculative expression. “You do realize that you may be brought up on charges for this if you can’t prove the existence of these creatures of yours?”
“They exist, polkovnik.” He shared a quick glance with Rudenko. “Believe me, they exist. The only question now is whether we have a chance of stopping them.”
* * *
 
The tension in the FBI Director’s conference room had been growing by the minute, and showed no signs of stopping. The Director, Kyle Harmon, sat at the head of the table. To either side of him sat the Executive Assistant Directors responsible for the National Security Branch and the Criminal, Cyber, Response and Services Branch and all of their division heads.
At the far end of the table sat Carl Richards, who headed up the Criminal Investigative Division, although he wasn’t sure if he would be in that position more than five minutes after this meeting ended. Everyone at the table, with the exception of his direct boss (the Executive Assistant Director for Criminal, Cyber, Response and Services Branch), who had discovered something intensely fascinating on a ceiling tile above the director’s head, was staring at him. 
The meeting hadn’t gone well from the beginning. Richards had figuratively thrown down the Weapons of Mass Destruction flag, sending an email to everyone he could think of in hopes of getting the director to call a meeting. It had been totally inappropriate, but his entreaties to his own boss had fallen on deaf ears. No one wanted to hear any more stories of the harvesters or The Bag. It was like hearing about Iraq hiding weapons of mass destruction even after it had been conclusively proven that there hadn’t been any. Except in this case, the weapons were very real, and in their own way were far deadlier than nuclear bombs or chemical agents.
Facing the men and women around the table, all of them colleagues and some of them friends, or as close to friends as Richards ever allowed himself to get, he met their eyes and refused to be cowed. He knew that this meeting would probably spell the end of his career and make him a pariah among his peers. Next to watching Director Ridley die in her hospital bed after the harvesters had taken away their “gift” of healing her Lou Gehrig’s disease, this was the most difficult thing he had ever done. He had faced situations that required great physical courage, and would much rather have been in a cage with a dozen hungry lions than here. The Bureau had been his life, his reason for existence, and he was offering it up as a sacrifice in what he knew would be a vain attempt to get the men and women in this room, individuals who could help stop the coming storm, believe that a storm was indeed coming. He knew from the moment he walked in and saw the director’s look of disgust that he didn’t have a hope of convincing them, but Richards had to try. It was his duty. And after this was done, when all the dust had settled, he would probably be on the first plane to Nome, Alaska. He hoped Renee liked snow.
“Sir, if we don’t get a lid on this thing now, we probably never will.” Richards was looking Harmon straight in the eye as he brought his briefing to a close. None of those gathered here had said a single word, either commenting or asking questions. That in itself was a very ominous sign, but he didn’t let it deter him. He couldn’t afford to give up. “Dawson reported that an entire village in south-central India was infected. We have what looks like a similar incident in southern Russia, and…”
“Goddammit!” Director Harmon, while not normally given to profane outbursts, exploded, slamming a palm down on the table. “Richards, this has gone far enough. I don’t even know where to start. Not leaving this whole harvester issue behind, abusing your authority by calling in the legats in New Delhi, cavorting with Jack Dawson, who’s not exactly on my favorites list, or calling all of us in here with some ridiculous claim that we’ve got aliens running wild in India and Russia.” He leaned forward. “In case you’d forgotten, this is the FBI, and while we certainly have concerns overseas, our primary job is here at home. Are there any aliens running rampant around here?”
“Not that we’re aware of, sir. But they’re perfect mimics, and…”
There were snickers and moans from around the table. And now, rather than staring at him, people were looking away. Glancing at their watches. Flipping open their schedulers and notepads. Doodling. Giving every non-verbal signal they could that he was wasting their time.
Richards felt a surge of anger rising to the surface, but clamped down on it, hard, before it made him say anything that would be even more damaging. At this point he looked like a fool and a freak. He didn’t need to break out any flamethrowers to incinerate the bridges that had already collapsed into the river under their own ponderous weight. That wouldn’t help. His anger giving way to bleak dismay, he realized that nothing would. Not until it was too late.
Director Harmon blew out his breath. “I don’t ever want to hear another word about this foolishness. Is that unmistakably clear, Richards?”
“Yes, sir.” He said the words, but wasn’t about to give Harmon the satisfaction of beating him down. He held the director’s gaze until Harmon turned away. 
To the chief of the International Operations Division, Harmon said, “Since Richards already rousted our people in Delhi, let’s make the most of a bad situation and follow through with the offer to provide any support the Indians might need. A little goodwill, even if it’s unnecessary, can’t hurt.” Looking around the room, but pointedly avoiding Richards, he added, “I’d like the executive assistant directors to stay for a moment.”
The meeting was over. Carl looked at his watch, noting with professional detachment that he had taken exactly nine minutes and forty-seven seconds to destroy his career. Richards gathered up his notes, shoved them in his folder, and made for the door. He forced himself to take a measured pace and not rush. He wouldn’t be seen as running away. 
As he strode down the hall toward the elevator, he heard his colleagues emerge from the conference room behind him. 
Deciding that he and everyone else would probably be more comfortable if he took the stairs, he passed the elevators and palmed the bar on the door to the stairwell. He took the steps quickly, shedding his dignified facade now that he was out of sight.
He was surprised when he heard the door open, and even more surprised when he heard someone call his name. 
“Carl!”
He stopped on the landing and looked up to see Mozhdeh Kashani, the chief of the Directorate of Intelligence. 
“Wait up.” 
Wondering what this was all about, Richards did as she asked. Mozhdeh was an attractive woman of Iranian ancestry, about five years younger than he was and — he had no trouble admitting to himself — at least five times as smart. She was petite, the top of her head only reaching Richards’ shoulder, but anyone who thought she was just another pretty face had another thing coming. Richards had been in a meeting once where someone from another agency, here to coordinate on the community effort against a terrorist operation, made that mistake. The man must have felt as if he’d been trampled by a heavy cavalry charge after she had finished with him.
“What can I do for you, Mozhdeh?” As she caught up to him, they both continued down the stairs at a much more sedate pace.
“I think it might be more what I can do for you.”
He snorted. “What? Salvage my career? Good luck with that. I’m just thinking of how to tell my girlfriend that we’ll probably have lots of snow in our future up in Alaska.”
“You’re a survivor, Carl. You’ll manage. No, I meant the harvesters.”
Even at the mention of the word, Carl’s jaw clenched. But he realized that she wasn’t playing games. Mozhdeh had been instrumental in helping to set up SEAL, and she was one of the few people in the Bureau who’d ever really taken the harvester story seriously. None of them had ever actually seen a harvester, only photos and videos, so it was hard for anyone to buy off on something that could just as easily been cut from an alien autopsy movie.
“I had one of my analysts cross-check what you’d sent me about the suspected incidents. He couldn’t verify if it had anything to do with the harvesters, of course, but there’s definitely something going on. The Defense Intelligence Agency confirmed that there were some unusual movements of Russian airborne forces in the last few days. There’s been a news blackout in two areas in China, one of which was in a region you’d flagged, and we’ve got imagery of three small towns in Brazil — again, in areas that you picked up on — that have been burned to the ground, but no official explanation of what’s happening. As for India…” She shrugged. “Nothing we’ve got so far stands out, but if what Dawson says is credible, I believe it.”
Richards stopped and turned to face her. “You believe Dawson?”
She looked at him with her dark eyes and nodded. “He worked for me on several cases after he left the academy. He was a little self-absorbed and carried a lot of emotional baggage, but he had a gift for seeing things others couldn’t and a sense of honor almost as deeply embedded as yours.”
“Flattery. From you, I’ll take it.”
“Don’t let it go to your bald head.” She started down the steps again. “I never believed any of the charges brought against him after the lab was destroyed. To do something like that simply wasn’t in his nature. I wish he was still working for us. I’d love to have him in intel.”
“Well, don’t hold your breath on that.”
“I know. Anyway, if Dawson says there’s something going on, I believe it. If you both say that there’s something going on, then it’s time to start getting scared.”
“Then why didn’t you speak up in the meeting?”
She glanced at him, then shook her head. “That’s your problem, Carl. When it comes to politics, you’re an idiot.”
“No argument there. I never claimed otherwise.”
“Nor should you, but up here in the nosebleed section, it’s a critical skill. Harmon’s a political animal, much more than Ridley was, and he’s not going to make any waves for President Miller. And everyone else in that room back there has a long knife out, waiting for the first instant that your back is turned. Remember, when President Curtis put you in as acting director, he bounced you ahead of all of them. They worked for you because they had to and because you rose to the challenge. While you were competent in the job, more than anyone had been willing to give you credit for, you didn’t make any friends among the people in that room.”
Carl suddenly saw flashbacks of some of the meetings he’d held and the orders he’d given while serving as acting director. Some hadn’t been pretty, but to him at the time, that didn’t matter. The only thing that he cared about was getting the job done. Even now, had he been given the opportunity to turn back the clock, he wouldn’t have changed a thing. He might have reamed one or two people out even harder.
He gave her an unapologetic shrug as they reached her floor. He held the door open for her, but didn’t step out of the stairwell. His own office was on the next floor down. “I suppose so. But that brings up an interesting question. Why do you care what happens to me?”
“I didn’t say that I did. But if these incidents pan out and a real threat emerges, we’re going to need you and people like you.” She flashed a brilliant smile. “You’re an asshole, Carl. It’s in your nature.” The smile disappeared as if a light switch had been thrown. “But I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have watching my back if things go to hell. In the meantime, I’m going to request that Renee be reassigned to my office to work with my analyst on this. He’s a young guy who needs someone to show him the ropes, and if Harmon gets word of it I can say she’s using it as a training scenario. That’ll keep both of you out of trouble, and I can take any heat from Harmon. Stay in touch with Dawson and let me know what you find out, but otherwise keep your head down and your mouth shut. If you don’t, getting shipped off to Nome will be the least of your worries.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
“Oh, my God, Jack.” Naomi shuddered after Jack finished telling her what had happened after the villagers had eaten the corn planted by AnGrow. She couldn’t imagine the nightmare it must have been for those poor unsuspecting people. And Jack, without any weapons, charging straight into the middle of it, could have ended up just like poor Vijay’s cousin Surya. “Promise me that you’ll never do anything that stupid again.”
On the far end of the line, thousands of miles away, Jack laughed. It was a strained, awkward sound. “Let’s just say I won’t be putting that sort of thing at the top of my to-do list for a while.”
“Promise me, Jack.”
After a pause, he said in a small, tortured voice, “You know I can’t.”
Naomi closed her eyes. Part of her had so wanted Jack to say yes, even though she knew it would have been a lie. He’d told her once that he’d never made a promise that he knew he might not be able to keep, and she knew that his sense of honor simply wouldn’t let him walk away from a situation where he thought he might be able to help, or where he felt he had to do something, even at the cost of his own life. She’d lost too much already, and didn’t want to lose him, too.
“Well,” she told him, wiping her eyes clear, “if you do something idiotic like that again I’m going to kick your ass.”
Jack managed a chuckle. “Oh, no, not that!” Then, more seriously, he said, “Listen, I’ll try to stay out of the crossfire. I pretty much have to now, anyway, as the Indians don’t want me messing around in what’s become official business. Kiran’s got the ball now. I filled him in on the background. I don’t think he really believes half of it, but there’s no doubt he thinks the harvesters are real. The question is whether he can convince his commander and the other authorities here that there’s a real threat, and that it’s not just terrorists. But from what I heard, it’s starting to get bogged down in bureaucracy and turf. Is it a military problem or a health and safety concern? Which ministry is going to take the lead?” He blew out his breath. “If these things get loose there at home, we’ll have a tough time dealing with it. Here, Kiran seems to think that the bureaucracies are so stove-piped that the only chance for any decisive action is to bring in the military, but the civilians are reluctant to do that if it’s not really a terrorist threat.”
“Have they deployed anyone to the village?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t heard anything about that. He said he’d try to keep me in the loop, but I’m hoping that no news is good news, that Kiran’s too busy to call. With any luck, he and a couple companies of troops are heading there in helicopters as we speak. I guess we won’t know until later.”
“Did you tell Vijay about what happened to Surya?”
“God, no. He’s still in such bad shape, the last thing he needs is a shock like that, and the guilt trip to go along with it. He’s going to blame himself for sending Surya along.” Jack paused a moment. “Kiran said he wanted to tell him. I guess he and Surya were pretty tight with Vijay, and it’s going to hit him hard. I also convinced Kiran to post a guard on Vijay, and had him bully the hospital staff into letting me bring over Vijay’s cat to keep him company.”
“Why do you think he needs to be guarded?” As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew why. Surya. While Naomi understood much of the biology of how the harvesters mimicked their victims, what she was far less sure of was how they took on behavioral traits. Some former EDS researchers were convinced that the harvesters somehow could absorb the memories or thought patterns of their victims, but Naomi had never subscribed to that opinion because there wasn’t any real evidence to support it. All they knew for certain was that adult harvesters could rapidly and flawlessly step into the lives of their victims. How they did it remained a mystery that they’d never solve without more live harvesters to study. Unfortunately, it looked like there were now plenty of those available, assuming they could be captured.
Surya, however, represented a unique case, in that he was killed by a larval form. Naomi had no idea if his body was anything more than a source of nutrients for the creature, or if it retained other information that might allow it to mimic him as an adult. She just didn’t know. On the chance that the larval form could put to use the knowledge of its victims, it would “know” that Vijay was a threat and try to eliminate him.
“Forget I asked that,” she said. “What did you tell Vijay, or was he even conscious?”
“He woke up when the cat pounced on him. The hospital staff was really unhappy, especially since I guess they don’t really like cats much over here. But Vijay seemed happy enough to see the furry beast. And that way he’ll have some warning of any unpleasant visitors.”
“Has there been any word on AnGrow and the other corn they took?”
“Not a peep.” Jack’s voice was laced with disgust. “I got a lot of platitudes and ‘We’ll get back to you on that’ from the Ministry of Agriculture. AnGrow throws a lot of money around to the politicians here, according to what Vijay could tell me, so I don’t think we’re going to have any luck getting through to them.”
“So what’s the plan now?”
“As much as I hate to say it, I think I need to track down Mikhailov and see if he knows anything about the incident in Russia. Carl managed to pull some strings with their embassy here for a visa, so I’ll be on a flight out tomorrow morning.”
“But what about the incident there in India?”
“At this point, I think I’ve done all I can here without becoming terminally frustrated or being locked in jail. Kiran’s in a much better position to influence things until Vijay is back on his feet, and I don’t see any point in banging my head against a brick wall with the government. I’m just a civilian, anyway, and don’t have any official status.” He sighed. “Listen, not to change the subject, but how are you doing?”
“Aside from wanting to clobber you for being an idiot, I’m fine.” It wasn’t quite the truth, but wasn’t exactly a lie, either. She wanted to tell him about what she’d discovered about Morgan’s Beta-Three, but decided not to. After the horrors he had suffered through that night, he didn’t need any more. Beta-Three was a nightmare for Naomi to deal with. “But all my technical mumbo-jumbo can wait. It’s got to be dreadfully late there, and you need to get some sleep.”
 “I’m not sure I’ll ever sleep again, Naomi. Not after what I saw tonight.” 
She wanted to reach through the phone to touch him, to hold him. “Just get some rest. Stay safe and don’t do anything stupid or I’ll have to hurt you.”
He laughed, and that made her smile. “I love you, too.”
The line went dead.
Taking in a shuddering breath, Naomi put her phone in her purse. She was in her office, where she’d spent most of the night waiting for word from Jack after Carl had let her know he was all right after the incident at the village. She would have spent that time in the lab, but no personal electronics of any kind were allowed in the vault, and there was only one phone, which was a dedicated line to Howard Morgan.
She looked down as she heard a squeak, and found her cat, Koshka, staring up at her with bright blue eyes. Koshka rarely gave a traditional meow, but could growl like a dog when she was annoyed, usually at Alexander. Naomi leaned down to stroke Koshka’s soft white fur, her fingertips brushing over the long scar in the cat’s flank that had been left by a harvester. “I’m sorry, honey, but I’ve got to get back to work.” She stood up and reached over to scratch Alexander, who was laying atop a filing cabinet, watching her with his deep green eyes, under the chin. “Stay out of trouble, and don’t chew up any more network cables, okay?”
Alexander’s inscrutable feline expression gave her no reassurance of any such thing. 
Closing the door behind her and hoping that Alexander wouldn’t necessitate a sixth call to IT support, she headed down the hall to the elevators, taking one of them to the basement where Lab One was located. The Beta-Three crew was already hard at work. 
“You look like you haven’t slept.” As Naomi entered the vault, Harmony Bates handed her a cup of coffee, which Naomi gratefully accepted.
“I haven’t. Jack almost got himself killed last night.” She collapsed more than sat into her chair, the emotional strain and exhaustion suddenly catching up with her.
“Is he okay?” Harmony pulled up a chair and sat down, her blue eyes wide with concern.
“Yes, but it was close.” She shook her head. “I respect what Howard’s doing here, but I’m starting to wonder if any of it’s going to matter.”
“Is it really that bad?”
Naomi nodded. Morgan had insisted that he tell the others on the team about the harvesters. She didn’t want to, because she feared that it would destroy her credibility in their eyes, but Morgan had insisted. 
“Doctor,” he had told her quietly after she’d finished her tale, “I’m not sure I can believe what you’ve just told me. But if it’s true, the Beta-Three team needs to know just what they’re dealing with. I don’t want them working on something that potentially dangerous without all the information we can give them.”
And so Naomi had told them. Some had at least been willing to consider what she’d said, while others had written off her story — and her, most likely, even though no one had said as much — as a joke. Harmony had been, and Naomi was sure remained, a skeptic, but hadn’t dismissed the information out of hand. She was a scientist who realized that humanity’s collective knowledge was only a tiny drop of water in the great ocean of the unknown, and that there were many mysteries, great and small, in the world around her. But, like any good scientist, she wanted to see empirical proof, processes that could be observed, data that could be recorded and analyzed, before she believed. “Yes, it’s that bad. I know it’s hard to believe in these things, but only a dozen of them, along with people they’d unwittingly suborned, nearly did us in.” Reaching out to activate her computer, she added, “And I’m wondering if things aren’t even worse.”
“What do you mean?” Harmony scooted her chair closer and looked at the screen as Naomi brought up several files for display.
“Howard would probably be annoyed with me, but I jumped ahead a little bit, since you and the others have the work on the delivery system well in hand now.” 
Harmony smiled, and Naomi returned it. Naomi had helped the team leap over the obstacles in creating a stable shell to act as a delivery system for the genetic payload that had stymied them for months, and Harmony had been genuinely grateful. 
It was an interesting contrast to Dr. Kelso, Naomi thought. He popped into the lab twice a day like clockwork to check the work logs and chat briefly with Harmony, but thus far he had refused to go out of his way to even say hello to Naomi. According to bits and pieces she’d heard from Harmony and the others on the Beta-Three crew, Howard Morgan had been less than overjoyed at the progress the team had made under Kelso, especially after exorbitant sums of money had been spent on the project. While Kelso had other responsibilities as the company’s head scientist, Beta-Three had been his baby, and Naomi had unintentionally usurped the limelight. She was well aware of how bitter such enmity could become, and she hoped that she could somehow patch things up with Kelso. She didn’t need any enemies here, and there was far too much important work to do to let petty ego-driven squabbles sap any of their momentum. 
Pushing thoughts of Kelso aside, she tapped a few keys. The image of a DNA double helix appeared on the monitor, and with another click Naomi transferred it to the high definition wall screen, where the complex, twisting molecule leaped into clear definition. 
Its structure, however, wasn’t like the stereotypical twisting ladder that the public was used to seeing in science exhibits. This one had irregularly spaced extrusions along its length, and was much more tightly coiled than was typical for DNA molecules normally found in nature. 
Harmony stared at the image. “What am I looking at, Naomi? I’ve never seen a strand that looked anything like this. And it’s huge.” 
“This was taken from one of the original harvesters, what I’ll call Group A. We managed to kill or capture several, from which we took samples for study. And you’re right: it’s enormous. Human DNA has nearly three billion base pairs. Harvester DNA has more than eight hundred billion.” Harmony whistled. “Aside from its size, another thing we found from the samples we obtained is that there was no polymorphism in Group A. None. With humans, for example, there would be variations in the genes to account for the all the many differences in our bodies. But the Group A harvesters were like a group of identical twins or clones.”
“But that’s impossible! Even if there were no spontaneous mutations, there must have been at least some minor differentiation caused by natural radiation or exposure to mutagenic compounds in the environment.”
Shaking her head, Naomi told her, “While we know the harvesters, through the admission of one in our base just before it was destroyed, are very sensitive to ionizing radiation, they’re either amazingly resistant to DNA damage or have a phenomenal ability to repair it, or both. We ran a lot of tests, and all of them came out the same. Zero polymorphism on a macro level, and zero deviation in the DNA sequences across samples from a given individual and across the limited group to which we had access.”
“That’s incredible.” 
“You think so? Look at this.” Naomi tapped a few more keys, and another DNA molecule appeared beside the first one. “This is a DNA sequence from a blood sample taken from the rhesus monkey in the EDS lab before it completely transitioned to what I believe may be a larval form of the creature. It had been infected by what we believe to be a sample of Beta-Three corn. Let’s call this the first member of Group B.” Naomi shivered involuntarily, remembering what had transpired in the lab after the ill-fated monkey had been completely overtaken. 
“They’re outwardly similar, if not identical.” Harmony’s eyes traced both the diagram and the details in the text next to each diagram. “Wait.” She pointed to a long set of base pair sequences in the second map. “That’s clearly different.”
“Exactly.” Naomi scrolled and zoomed the two maps so they were focused on the same region for easier comparison. The text changed to display only those molecular sequences that appeared in the diagrams. “I ran a comparison in the computer, and this is the only segment that’s been altered. It hasn’t just been modified, but has been expanded. There’s a great deal more information in here than there was previously, especially considering how huge the Group A DNA structure is to begin with.” She leaned back and folded her arms, staring at the screen. “The only problem is that I have absolutely no idea what genes are affected. We’d only been able to map a few genes to specific physical traits of the harvesters because they’re monomorphic and we had so few specimens to work with, not to mention the sheer size of their DNA structure. We didn’t understand them that well to begin with, and now we have this.”
Harmony was staring at the two DNA sequences, a look of horrified wonder on her face. “They somehow engineered something this complex into a new generation, delivered by a viral RNA payload? That’s incredible!”
“To say that the Group A harvesters were geniuses with genetics is a graphic understatement. We think they’ve been gently pushing us along in the biotechnology realm to the point where they could do this. The question is why? What does this sequence do?”
The two of them sat there for a moment, their eyes fixed on the display. 
“Hmm.” 
Naomi turned to see Harmony’s mouth moving as she silently read through some of the DNA sequences in the Group B strand.
“Oh, my God.” Harmony turned to Naomi. “I think I recognize this! Hang on.” She quickly scooted her chair to another computer and typed madly for a moment. With a click of the mouse, a third DNA segment, only a bit smaller than the massive harvester DNA strands, appeared on the wall display. Turning to look at it, Harmony zoomed into a particular area. The sequences displayed in the text weren’t exactly the same as the Group B harvester DNA, but the similarities vastly outweighed the differences. “Let me run a comparison with this sequence.”
After a moment, the computer displayed the results on the screen: ninety-four percent.
Naomi sat forward, her pulse quickening. “What is this?”
“It’s a sequence from Amoeba dubia, which has a DNA sequence almost as long as the harvesters do: six hundred and seventy billion base pairs. I did my post-doc on dubia, and this was one of the sequences I examined.” She smiled at Naomi’s skeptical look. “I know what you’re thinking: out of six hundred and seventy billion base pairs, why would I look at this particular set? It wasn’t chosen at random, believe me. I was building on some previous work that had been done that had tentatively tagged the function of these genes. Part of my post-doc was to prove or disprove that hypothesis.”
Unable to help herself, Naomi interrupted. “Harmony, what do these genes do?”
 “Well, in Amoeba dubia, they played a key role in reproduction. This doesn’t represent the entire scope of the reproductive genes, of course. But I was able to determine that they’re definitely related to the process of cellular fission.”
Barely able to breathe, Naomi stared at the image of an Amoeba dubia that Harmony had added to the wall display. Naomi had known that the original harvesters could not reproduce, either due to sterility or some other unknown factor. She had assumed that the deadly Beta-Three corn was intended simply to create harvesters through transgenic manipulation of unsuspecting hosts, just as had happened with the rhesus monkey back at the EDS base a year ago.
That was bad enough, but at least the number of harvesters would have been limited by the number of available hosts, if nothing else. While human losses potentially could have been horrendous, there had been numerous scenarios played out and contingency plans made for throwing up a sort of barrier or firebreak, isolating the human population from potentially infected food. 
Kempf, one of the Group A harvesters and Naomi’s one-time mentor, obviously took that into account when she created the RNA payload carried by the corn that New Horizons had intended to ship to the world. Inability to reproduce had been the only real weakness of the harvesters, and she had engineered a solution. If the new generation of harvesters could reproduce on their own, without the need for a host, there would be no stopping them.
“Oh, my God.” Forcing down the bile that surged into the back of her throat, she got up and ran to the lab entrance, where she waited impatiently for the vault door to open. Once she was through, she kicked off her heels and sprinted down the hall, then up the stairs to her office so she could call Jack and the others to warn them.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
While it was self-aware, the thing did not apply the concept of a name to itself. It simply was, and was driven by the imperatives basic to survival in what it instinctively knew was a hostile environment. By its own definition, any environment in which it did not have predatory dominance was hostile.
It had traveled a long way from its point of origin, the strange metal creche where it had grown from the mindless form, had molted, and finally become. It had killed all the humans that had destroyed its birth place, using the knowledge it had absorbed from its most recent victim, the soldier that had once been Ryadavoy Pavel Ivanovich Sleptsev. Its mimicry had initially been imperfect, as the thing was still young and inexperienced. But with every moment it had traveled from the flaming pyre it had left behind, it improved, matured.
The thing was aware that others of its kind had survived the deadly flames. Some had left the creche — the facility, it corrected itself — early, soon after becoming. A few had left right after they had molted, assuming their adult physical form, but before the higher cognitive processes had been awakened by latent genetic triggers. Those had crashed through the flimsy walls after the last of the animals had been consumed. Where they had gone and what fate had overtaken them, the thing did not know, nor did it care. They were nothing but beasts that would attack and kill even their own kind to establish dominance. And obtain food.
Food. The thing had dined on several creatures, human and otherwise, during its journey to feed its still-developing body. While it was an adult, it was not yet fully mature. Its digestive system was highly adaptable, and it could consume nearly any source of protein. It had, however, developed a taste for humans. Not because the taste or nutritional value was better than other food, for anything it consumed had to be broken down with extremely complex salivary acids first, but because through consumption came knowledge.
“This is as far as I can take you, my friend.”
The thing turned to look at the human in the driver’s seat of the small car. It was dark out, nearly midnight, with rain pouring down as the man pulled the car to a stop along highway A154 in Stavropol. The man had picked the thing up along the highway twenty kilometers back. Unlike the last human the thing had encountered, this one would live.
“Thank you.” With a smile, the thing got out of the car and stepped into the rain. A nearby street lamp threw out a pale globe of light that turned into a kaleidoscope of glittering fragments, caught by the individual drops of rain. It had never seen the like, and took a moment to marvel. 
“Close the door, would you?” The man’s voice was irritated.
“Sorry,” the thing that looked like Pavel Sleptsev told him amicably. “Have a safe trip.” It slammed the door closed and threw the man, whose name it did not know, nor cared to, a jaunty salute.
The car pulled away from the curb and, its engine wheezing, accelerated down the road. The thing watched it until the red tail lights faded from view. 
A few other cars passed by, throwing up great waves of water as they hit a deep puddle not far from where the thing stood. This, too, was a new experience. It held out a hand, watching as the rain pooled in its palm. Through the malleable flesh, it could feel the wetness and sense the temperature of the rain. Its true eyes, hidden behind the false eyes it presented to its prey, watched the ripples and splashes in a visual spectrum that ran from high infrared to low ultraviolet. Its sense of smell was acute, and it could discern the many chemical compounds in the air and in the water. While it had no names for the elements, it instinctively differentiated between them, just as it could see different colors. It found carbon, sulphur, and many others that it understood to be the by-product of human industrialization, what to them was contamination of the environment. The thing did not care about such things, for it instinctively understood that they would have no effect on it. 
Finished with its momentary reverie, it began to make its way along the roadside deeper into town, letting Pavel Sleptsev’s memories guide it like a transparent map in its brain.
* * *
 
Mayor Grigori Putin sat at the bar of the sleazy dive that just happened to be the favorite nightclub of many of the airborne troops garrisoned in Stavropol. Aside from a ridiculous-looking disco ball that pulsed over the tiny dance floor, casting glittering light over the dozen or so men and women who shimmied and ground their bodies together, the place was dimly lit and filled with a haze from tobacco smoke. Putin suspected the illumination was kept so low to keep anyone from noticing the cockroaches that probably ran rampant inside the scabrous establishment. The music, the latest trash from Britain, he thought, was so loud that the pounding bass was creating tiny waves that flitted across the top of the vodka in his glass.
Taken with a sudden sense of inspiration, he turned to the crowd behind him and held up the glass. “Poshyol ty’!” He grinned as half a dozen faces turned toward him. “Fuck you!”
The faces broke out in wide grins, and Putin was bombarded with exuberant epithets as he brought the glass to his lips and tossed down the vodka. Putin was one of the few officers who came here, and he’d been doing so for a long time. He was well known in this place, both for his outlandish behavior and for buying the house rounds of liquor. 
With a howl, he slammed the glass down on the bar before grabbing the bottle to pour some more.
It was then that he caught sight of an unfamiliar face moving uncertainly through the crowd. Unlike the other military men here, aside from Putin himself, he was in uniform and stood out from the mix of fashionably dressed women and grungy-looking young men. “You there!” He waved the bottle in the young man’s direction. “Hey, you stupid shit!” The soldier saw him. “Yes, you, you fucking retard! Come here and have a drink.”
The man made his way through the crowd and hesitantly sat down on the stool next to Putin. Putin leaned forward on the bar and crawled on his elbows until he could reach down behind it to where the bartender kept the dirty glasses before they were washed. Snatching up the first one his groping hand closed upon, he squirmed back onto the stool and poured a drink and shoved it in front of the soldier. “Here, boy, you look like you could use this. It might put some hair on your ass.”
“Thank you, sir.” The soldier nodded and wrapped a hand around the glass, but didn’t lift it to his lips.
Putin sucked down half the vodka in his glass before noticing that his companion hadn’t taken a drink. “What’s wrong? Drink up, boy.”
The soldier fidgeted, an uncomfortable look on his face. “Sir, I can’t. I’m on medication and can’t drink.” 
Putin sputtered and slammed down his glass, sending a spray of vodka across the bar. He peered more closely at the soldier. “What’s your name?”
“Sleptsev, sir. Ryadavoy Pavel Ivanovich Sleptsev.”
“I know about every bastard in the entire regiment here, but I don’t know you.” His eyes narrowed. “You’re not one of those pussies that came down from Pskov, are you?”
Sleptsev smiled. “I must confess that I am, sir.”
“Then what the hell are you doing here? I heard they were massacred the other day.” 
“That is true, sir.” Sleptsev’s smile fell away, replaced by a look of terrible sorrow. “I came down with the company, but was violently ill when we arrived. That is what the medication is for, why I can’t drink with you. The company commander ordered me to stay behind, and I haven’t yet received orders to return to Pskov.” He shook his head. “He was a good man.”
“Who?”
“Our commander, Kapitan Mikhailov.”
Putin gaped at Sleptsev for a moment, then burst out laughing. “They must not have let you out of the barracks before now, Sleptsev. Mikhailov, that lucky bastard, made it out of that fuck-up alive. I heard that his bulldozer of a NCO, Rudenko, hauled him out.”
For just a moment, Sleptsev’s face went completely slack, as if all the tension had gone out of the muscles of his face. He blinked, then said, “No one told me, sir! I thought all this time that everyone who went there was dead!”
“Those fucking imbeciles at regimental headquarters.” Putin shook his head in disgust. “It’s no wonder we lost the Cold War. For what it’s worth, boy, I’m sorry. Our regiment sent out men to find out what happened to yours, but all they found was burned out debris, a blown up helicopter, and lots of bodies. A full company is still out there, dicking around for nothing.” He frowned. “I’m not sure Rudenko did Mikhailov any favors by saving him, though. The good captain is probably going to wind up in front of a military court, what with losing all those men here, on top of the company he lost in Spitzbergen last year. It looks bad for the Army, you know. The brass doesn’t like to be embarrassed. Stupid fuckers.” He suddenly turned around, put his hands to his mouth to amplify his voice, and bellowed into the crowd. “Poshyol ty’!” 
Another round of curses and catcalls, accompanied by a few poorly-aimed shot glasses, answered his latest challenge.
Satisfied, Putin stood up, swaying unsteadily. “God, I have to take a piss.”
Sleptsev rose from his stool. “I think I’ll join you, sir. It was a long walk from the barracks.”
“Just don’t pee on my boots, or you’ll be licking them clean, boy.”
Pushing his way through the crowd, Putin exchanged good-natured insults and curses with the men and more than a few of the women he passed. At last through the throng, he made his way down a narrow hallway that held several doors. Lively banter and laughter could be heard from some rooms, moans and cries from others. “Fucking cathouse.” 
At the very end were two doors, both unmarked. Putin kicked open the one on the right, surprising two men and a woman who were snorting a white powdery substance off a cut piece of glass over one of the two sinks. 
His face clouding with a red rage, Putin roared, “Get the fuck out of here!” All signs of his inebriation gone, he lunged forward and slammed a fist into the nearest man’s face, driving his head into the stained porcelain sink with a reverberating clang. 
The woman shrieked and ran, dropping the glass holding the powder. It shattered on the tile floor.
The second man cocked his fist, ready to hit Putin from behind. Sleptsev delivered a savage kick to the man’s groin, then drove a knee into the man’s face as he bent over, his mouth open in a silent scream of pain.
Putin grabbed the first man by the collar and hurled him out the door, and Sleptsev followed suit with his own victim. 
“If I ever see you in this place again,” Putin screamed, the veins in his neck bulging, as the trio escaped down the hallway to the bar, “I’ll fucking kill you!” He spat after them. 
After slamming the door shut, he told Sleptsev, “Lucky for them they were just civilians. If they’d been some of our own, I’d have pounded them into paste. What’s wrong with people like that, doing drugs? Isn’t vodka good enough?”
Stepping up to the wall and the long metal gutter that served as a urinal, Putin undid his fly. “It shouldn’t be so much work just to take a piss.”
He cried out as he felt a white hot pain in his back, just above his kidneys. A veteran of many bar fights and half a dozen combat actions in Chechnya, Putin reacted instantly. He whirled around, bringing up his elbow to hit his attacker — it could only have been Sleptsev, he thought — in the face.
Except that it wasn’t Sleptsev. Not entirely, at least. Putin saw that the younger soldier’s face had softened like warm putty, and something, a tentacle, perhaps, protruded from his chest and disappeared behind Putin.
Sleptsev leaned back, impossibly far, as if his spine had elongated, to avoid Putin’s attack. Putin let his own momentum continue to spin him around, and he slammed his right fist into Sleptsev’s exposed side.
Instead of his hand rebounding after feeling the satisfying crunch of a broken rib or two, Putin’s hand disappeared into Sleptsev’s body, the younger man’s flesh extruding outward to capture Putin’s entire forearm.
Putin gaped in amazed horror. “What the fuck are you?”
The only response from the slack-faced soldier was an agonizing bolt of pain in Putin’s back, as if someone had shoved a knife even deeper into his body. 
With his free hand, Putin reached around to try to grab whatever it was and pull it free. He recoiled as his hand clamped around something slick and slimy, that pulsed like testicles during orgasm. 
The creature that had masqueraded as Sleptsev wrapped its arms around him, pulling him into a tight embrace. Then the putty-like flesh of the young soldier’s face parted to reveal what was truly underneath.
Putin’s scream died on his lips as he was drawn into a dark abyss.
* * *
 
The human’s struggles peaked as its head was drawn into the thing’s mandibles. While they had teeth, the jaws were not intended primarily for tearing, but for gripping prey while the salivary acids did their work. Ignoring the muffled screams, the thing’s saliva began to reduce the skin and muscle of the human’s face, then the bone of its skull, to elements that could be digested. 
But this was not merely an act of consumption, of feeding. Long strands of cilia, much like very fine hair, rode along with the salivary acids. Through these organs the thing sensed the chemical composition of what it consumed, and with that information, the thing could adjust the content of the salivary acids to break down nearly any organic material into food. 
More than that, however, the cilia could identify electrochemical impulses associated with the cells of the nervous system. Like a forest of antennae, they collected the data produced by and contained within the prey’s brain, and through a highly complex process evolved over countless millennia translated this information into memories and knowledge that the harvester could access within its own central nervous system. 
Since this process took longer than simple feeding, the thing drew its latest victim into one of the three toilet stalls and closed the flimsy door. It knew that there was little chance of being disturbed for some time after the violent display that it and its prey had put on, expelling the three humans who had been here.
Once it was finished, it stripped the human of its clothing and slipped out of its own. Then it altered its shape, the flesh oozing along its exoskeleton to become an exact mimic of Putin. It donned his uniform, then buried Sleptsev’s uniform in the overflowing trash can. 
Opening the door a crack, it took a quick glance down the hall. It was empty.
The thing took one last look at Putin’s headless, naked body, and a thought emerged from among the mass of memories it had taken. 
Fingerprints. While it had already destroyed the face and teeth, which could be used to identify the human, the body could still be identified from the tips of the fingers.
Taking the prey’s hands into its mouth, it dissolved the fingers up to the first knuckle. It knew the body would be discovered, but identifying it would be difficult.
The thing wanted to ingest more of its victim, but there was no way to tell when its feeding might be interrupted by one of the humans outside.
Extending an arm, the limb stretching beyond what a human could manage, it propped open the small window near the ceiling that looked out upon the dark alley outside. Then it shoved Putin’s body through, ignoring the wet splat it made in the rain-drenched garbage.
Checking its appearance in the mirror, the thing pulled open the door and headed back into the club. The humans there turned to see it emerge, shuffling slightly, perfectly mimicking its drunken prey. It made what it knew the humans would consider a crude gesture and shouted. “Poshyol ty’, you whores and sons of whores!”
As if letting out a pent-up breath, the club-goers hooted and jeered, happy to see that Putin was in one piece after the earlier altercation with the druggies, who had been none too gently shown to the door.
While the thing had slipped into the role of its most recent victim, it had no intention of dallying here. It had come here based on Sleptsev’s memories. He had been to this place before, a place frequented by army men, human predators that the thing might be able to manipulate to its own ends. Putin had simply been a convenient victim.
No, it could not stay here to reinforce its new persona. It had unfinished business to attend to at the military hospital.
* * *
 
After arriving in Moscow, Jack called Rudenko on his cell phone. None of the calls Jack, Naomi, and Renee had made from the States, or the calls Jack had made from India, had gone through. After arriving in-country, Jack had first tried to reach Mikhailov again, but had only gotten what he assumed must have been an out of service message spoken in Russian by a sultry female voice. 
When he’d called Rudenko again, the NCO had answered the phone right away. 
“We were not expecting you, my friend, but both the kapitan and I are very glad you are here. You, I suspect, will not be so happy after we talk.”
“And talk we must, Pavel. The question is how can I get to you? There aren’t any flights to Stavropol until tomorrow, and it’s too far to drive.” Stavropol was over seven hundred miles from Moscow.
“Stay there. I will arrange things.”
Not fifteen minutes later, a heavily-tattooed young man who looked like he might be at home in a movie about the Russian mafia appeared. After introducing himself only as Drago, he led Jack through the airport to the cargo terminal. After Drago said a few whispered words to the airport security personnel, Jack was ushered outside, where a twin turboprop aircraft that Jack recognized as an An-32 stood waiting. An aircraft widely used in both military and civilian service, this one, bearing civilian markings, looked like it had been through World War Three. 
Setting aside the fear that gripped him at the sight of the flying death trap, Jack reluctantly followed the young man up the rear cargo ramp and strapped himself in.
The trip south was a surprisingly smooth flight, but it ended with a white knuckle night landing in heavy rain, and Jack couldn’t get off the plane fast enough. 
Waiting for him was Rudenko, sitting behind the wheel of a Tigr four-wheeled tactical vehicle that was the Russian Army’s equivalent of the Hummer. Two other soldiers sat in the rear, and all three men were heavily armed. 
“It is good to see you, Jack.” Rudenko extended a bandaged paw, and Jack hesitated. “I am fine. No worse than sunburn.” He grabbed Jack’s hand and shook it in a crushing grip.
“And you, Pavel.” He winced as Rudenko let go his hand, then pressed something large and heavy into his palm. “What’s this?”
“It is the pistol you sent me as a gift, the .50 caliber Desert Eagle. Strictly illegal, as you know, and even more illegal for a foreigner to possess. But necessary now, I fear.” 
Jack glanced at the two men in the back seat, who gave him respectful nods. He noticed that both had shotguns, and they quickly turned their attention back to the rain beyond the windows, their eyes scanning the darkness.
“They see and hear nothing of this, my friend. They were with us on Spitsbergen and know what we face.”
Jack nodded, satisfied. The last thing he wanted was to land in hot water with the Russian authorities. It would be a bit difficult, even for Rudenko, to explain why Jack was carrying an illegal weapon on a Russian Army base.
Jack turned back to Rudenko. “How’s Kapitan Mikhailov doing?”
“He is recovering rapidly.” Rudenko put the Tigr into gear and headed toward the airport exit. “But he is in a great deal of trouble. Those things killed everyone else, all the men who accompanied us to that facility. He will likely face a military tribunal.”
“A court-martial?”
Rudenko nodded, the instrument lights illuminating his grim expression. “He has led men into battle twice, and both times his unit was destroyed under uncertain circumstances.”
“And no one believes what really happened?”
“I do not know for certain, but suspect not.” He glanced at Jack. “Who could believe the things we have seen?”
Jack tensed as they reached the gate to the base that served as the headquarters for the 247th Airborne Regiment. The two guards approached the Tigr and peered inside. Rudenko nodded to the one who looked in on his side. The man returned the gesture, and together the two soldiers retreated back out of the rain into the guard post. A moment later the gate was opened, and Rudenko proceeded inside.
A few minutes later, he pulled into a spot at the military hospital. 
“Come. Let us go see the good kapitan.”
* * *
 
Nearly three hours later, well past midnight, Jack sat back, stunned. “My God, Sergei.” Sitting in Mikhailov’s room in the hospital, he not only felt as if he’d fallen down the rabbit hole, but had been accelerated to the speed of light into a horrible alternate universe as he listened to the Russian captain and Rudenko relate what had happened at the enigmatic facility near Elista. 
“God had nothing to do with it, my friend.” Sergei’s eyes were clear, but he wore a haunted expression that Jack knew all too well.
“And there’s no telling how many of those things may have been spawned?”
Mikhailov shook his head. “No. There is no way of knowing that. But if these larval forms you described consumed the car tires and other missing plastic and rubber parts, all the animals, the non-infected corn plots, and the people at the lab and those who came after, there surely must be dozens of them. Certainly the ones that we killed were not all there had been, and we know for certain that one capable of mimicking a human escaped.”
“Sleptsev, I am sure of it. He was the only one who was alone long enough in the building with the corn to have been taken.” Rudenko spat. “He was shaping into a good soldier.”
“They were all good soldiers, Rudenko.”
With a solemn nod, Rudenko handed around a small silver flask. Jack took a quick swig, holding back a cough as the fiery vodka blasted down his throat, before passing it to Mikhailov.
After clearing his throat, Jack said, “There’s more that you need to know. Naomi’s been researching the genetics of these things, and she’s found differences between the original harvesters, like the ones we fought on Spitsbergen, and these new ones.”
The two Russians looked at him expectantly.
“From what she understands, the original harvesters couldn’t reproduce on their own, or they were sterile. That’s one reason there were so few of them. But these new ones, the ones being spawned by the infected corn, apparently have the ability to reproduce asexually, meaning it would only take one of them, not two.”
“How?” Mikhailov exchanged a horrified look with Rudenko.
“She’s not sure exactly, but the genes that are involved appear to be similar to those of an amoeba.”
“Like the microbes that cause dysentery?” 
Jack nodded. “Right. She thinks they may reproduce by something like cellular fission, where one cell divides and becomes two, then four, then sixteen, and so on.”
Rudenko gave him a blank look and turned to Mikhailov, who spoke to him in Russian for a moment with what Jack assumed was a brief explanation. 
“Chyort voz’mi,” Rudenko whispered. “How quickly? How fast?”
Jack shook his head. “She doesn’t know yet. We might never know, unless we can set up some contained experiments where we can observe the things without them getting loose.” Jack didn’t like the idea, remembering how the last experiments had gone involving captured harvesters. Unfortunately, they might not have any other choice. “On the bright side, at least your people are still out there looking around the facility. They might get lucky and bag one or two of these things, which would validate your story and give us a specimen to study.”
“They are not properly equipped. They do not have thermal imagers, nor do they have cats, of course. And while the Russian Army does not have a reputation for gentle interrogation techniques, the third field expedient, of trying to set suspected harvesters on fire, was not adopted, for obvious reasons. Nor are the men out there armed with proper weapons.”
Rudenko hefted his KS-K shotgun. “Those svolochi definitely do not like the Dragon’s Breath.” 
Jack nodded, impressed at what Rudenko had told him about the special shotgun shells. “Those rounds are something I already texted Naomi about. She’ll pass the word to others. I have a feeling we’re going to need a lot of those by the time all is said and done. But that brings us to the next question, the big one: what do we do now?”
The two Russians exchanged an unhappy look. “There is not much more we can do,” Mikhailov said. “No one will listen to me, any more or less than they already have through the reports I have given, because I am considered incompetent, a madman, or both. No one will listen to Rudenko, because he is only a NCO and has an impressive list of past offenses, and he is guilty by association.”
“So we do nothing?” Jack felt his hands begin to clench with frustration.
“I’m open to suggestions, my friend. You are faring better with this matter in America?” 
Jack had no trouble discerning the sarcasm that crept into Mikhailov’s voice. “No. Goddammit, no we’re not. None of the things are loose there yet, as far as we know, but nobody’s taking it seriously, either.” He rubbed his eyes, then looked back at Mikhailov. “I’m sorry. I just feel like we’re riding on an out of control train that’s about to run off a cliff.”
Outside the room, they heard the sound of boots coming down the hall, the guards snapping to attention.
Someone was coming.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
“If you keep doing that to yourself, you’re going to wind up as bald as I am.”
Renee shot Carl a venomous look. “Hey, I’d still be better looking, Mr. G-Man.” She rubbed her eyes before turning back to the computer monitors. 
“And smarter, too.” Carl pulled up a chair and sat down next to her. “But if you were smarter than me, you wouldn’t be working yourself to death. Even I know when to take a break. Sometimes.”
“I can’t, Carl. I’m this close.” She held up a hand, the index finger and thumb spread just a hair. “This goddamn close!”
Violating his self-imposed workplace standards of decorum, Carl gently put a hand on her shoulder and said in a quiet voice, “You’ll figure it out. But as exhausted as you are right now, you could miss something as obvious as a dump truck in a swimming pool.”
“That’s what scares me. But we don’t have time to screw around. Every minute counts.”
“Yeah, I know.” Carl gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze, then let go so she could try to focus on the image-matching algorithm. After several false starts in tying all the necessary programs together, it was running the way she wanted. The first few tries had resulted in so many false matches that the results were useless. Much of it was because the images she was using from the passport database were of terrible quality to begin with, and she’d muttered a long stream of curses at the makers of passport cameras and those who used them. After a lot of testing and tweaking, she’d gotten it to find a high percentage of correct matches while generating few false matches. 
While the resulting process worked better than she’d initially expected, it wasn’t perfect. Some potential matches were bound to be lost, although she’d still set the match threshold fairly low. But the biggest problem was that it was taking forever to run. She didn’t have the computing resources available here that she’d had when she’d been with the Earth Defense Society. 
On top of the mountain of frustration the image matching system had caused, the news she and Carl had received from Naomi and Jack had been chilling, to say the least. Naomi’s revelation about the possibility that the harvesters might be able to reproduce on their own, no longer having to rely solely on the transgenic weapon of the New Horizons corn, was particularly frightening. 
Worse, there were more reports cropping up in the news about events that fit Renee’s search criteria for possible harvester-related incidents. The majority continued to be focused in Brazil, China, and India, but new reports had come in that morning from France and Italy, the leading corn producers in Europe. 
“Whoever this asshole is, he’s certainly gotten around. Check this out.” She pulled up a French web site and hit the translate button. “This was posted just a few hours ago. It’s sort of an alternate news site, and the post is about a mass disappearance in a little town south of Bordeaux, France.” 
Looking over her shoulder, Carl read a few bits of the text. “Over two hundred people disappeared…suspected alien abduction…police not available for comment…”
“It hasn’t been picked up by any of the real news services. That’s the way things have been with most of these reports, with the newsies just writing all this off as hoaxes or mass hysteria. Let’s check this out.” There was an image below the text summary that linked to a video. Renee clicked on it, and it began to play.
Carl watched as whoever was holding the camera moved slowly down a very quaint-looking cobblestone street. The sky was darkening, and the street lights were already flickering on. Had the scene been a still image, he could have pictured it on a postcard, a sleepy little French town where the only serious pursuit was drinking wine or coffee at a little sidewalk café. 
But there was something wrong. He couldn’t put his finger on it as he watched the video, but he could hear it in the voice of the woman who was narrating her exploration. He couldn’t understand her words, but he could tell she was nervous. And scared. “Do you understand any of what she’s saying?”
“Only a little. We’ll have to get a French linguist to listen to it. But I think the gist of it so far is that she came here to visit someone, maybe an uncle. She was supposed to meet this person at the train station, but they never showed up. And whoever it is isn’t answering the phone. So this gal’s taking a hike from the train station to their apartment or whatever, and…oh, Jesus.”
The woman narrating the video gasped and the image shook as she turned a corner and found a body on the ground. Sprawled amid overturned tables and chairs of a café like Carl had just pictured in his mind, the body belonged to a middle-aged man. Or so he thought, as the woman managed to steady the shot, focusing on the body. In the background, it was clear that the little café had been demolished, as if it had been the scene of a fight involving two rival biker gangs.
“Pause that!”
Renee clicked the pause button as Carl leaned closer to the screen. “Are you seeing the same thing I am?”
“If by that you mean that half of his torso is missing, yes.” She put her fingers to her lips. “God, I feel like I’m going to puke.”
“That’s not a typical trauma wound, like from an explosion or even like the body was struck by something that sheared part of it away.”
“It looks like he melted. Dissolved.” 
Renee’s voice sounded very small in Carl’s ears, and he put his hand back on her shoulder. While Carl hadn’t seen it himself, the Norwegian officer, Terje Halvorsen, whom Jack and Naomi had met up with on Spitsbergen during the battle for the seed vault there, had reported seeing one of his men, dead, with a limb in similar condition. No one had an explanation then.
“Play it.” Carl didn’t need to point out to Renee something else he’d noticed about the body: while he wasn’t any expert on uniforms, he would have bet a month’s pay the dead man was wearing the uniform of a gendarme, a cop. 
With an unsteady hand, Renee clicked the mouse button to continue the video. 
The image stayed focused on the body for a moment more, and the woman somehow managed to get her voice under control. She was crying, but she wasn’t hysterical. Even without knowing exactly what she was saying, Carl could tell she was determined to get to her destination. He felt as if he was watching one of those cheesy horror movies where the characters were holding a video camera. Only this was real.
“She hasn’t seen anyone else so far,” Renee whispered after the woman spoke a bit more. “Then she says, ‘The town is dead.’”
The camera panned around, showing what looked like a small central square with an old stone church at one end. Aside from the woman with the camera, there was no one else. 
The woman headed for the church, and Carl and Renee watched her hand move forward to push against the door, which was standing ajar. Breathing so fast now that she was nearly panting, the woman stepped inside. The video quickly adjusted to the dim lighting, but Carl suddenly wished it hadn’t. Along with several pools of liquid, there were at least a dozen bodies. Some were draped across the pews, while others lay on the floor. Most of them were intact, while others had been partially consumed. 
Unable to help herself, the woman bent over and vomited on the floor. The camera panned crazily across part of the floor, then the woman’s stomach as the audio relayed the retching sounds. Then it shifted to show what was to her left.
Carl and Renee both gasped in recognition as they saw the dark, insectile form that grew with astonishing speed in the image as it rushed toward the woman.
Sensing something approaching, the woman looked up. Reflexively bringing up her hands to defend herself, the camera caught a final glimpse of the blurred image of a gleaming chitinous exoskeleton. There was a piercing scream from the woman, and the camera recorded its fall to the floor.
The video ended.
“Jesus Christ.” 
Carl looked at her. “You hadn’t watched that yet?”
She shook her head. “No. I just read the translated text and cross-referenced it against the other French and international news services before you came by.” She pulled up another web page and did a quick search, then scanned the result summaries. “Looks like the video’s going viral on the web, but everybody thinks it’s a gag horror film made by college students or something. I’ll have to check with the other agencies to see if the French police have actually moved on this.”
“Wait a minute. How did the video get to the web in the first place if she was killed?”
“There are apps and web services where you can stream live video, even from your phone. She was broadcasting live to this French alternate news site. Whoever was tuned in then saw the whole thing as it happened.”
“And they think it’s a joke?”
“That’s the gist of the comments, according to the on-line translator. Thank God for that. My French sucks.”
Carl sat there for a moment, staring at the black rectangle on the web page that was the end of the French woman’s video, the recording of the last moment of her life. 
“Don’t stick your neck out too far on this, hon,” Renee cautioned.
“I’m not. I know I’ve got to rein it in or the Director’s going to have my guts. But I think I’ve got something legit on this one. I’ve had a team working with the French National Police on a kidnapping case, a French father and American mother, and the mother’s accused the father of abducting their daughter to France, but nobody could find him.” He pointed at the screen. “What’s the name of this town again?”
Renee opened her mouth to tell him, but he grabbed a pad of sticky notes and handed it to her. “You know I can’t pronounce anything that’s not written on the sports page.”
Rolling her eyes, Renee wrote down the name of the town, then handed him the note. 
“The French are about to get a little tip on the whereabouts of our suspected kidnapper. Then we’ll see what happens after that.”
Popping his head above the cubicle walls, Carl took a quick look around the office before leaning down and giving Renee a quick kiss on the lips. “Keep up the good work, babe.”
“Casanova,” she sighed as she listened to the sounds of his footsteps quickly recede down the walkway, heading toward his office.
The warmth in her heart that she felt for Carl gave way to icy fear as she looked back at the screen and the video recorded by the unknown French woman. 
Taking in a deep breath, she returned her attention to the image matching program on one of the other monitors, hoping against hope that it would finish soon.
* * *
 
“Just the person I wanted to talk to.”
Naomi turned at the sound of Howard Morgan’s voice. Just a moment before, the entire hallway behind her had been empty. The man was uncanny. She smiled. “Doing your magical appearing-out-of-thin-air act again, Howard?”
Morgan didn’t return the smile. “A little birdie told me that you’d shifted your research focus to the Beta-Three payload, rather than the delivery system.”
“Yes, I did temporarily. I helped the team get past the obstacles that had been holding up their progress on the delivery system, and Harmony has them hammering hard on the next stage of development.”
“So you’re telling me that your leadership on the project isn’t needed any longer?”
She stopped and turned to face him, crossing her arms. “No, I’m telling you that your tech lead is doing a great job, and that when they’ve finished this part of engineering the delivery shells they’re going to hit more obstacles, which I’ll help them through. In the meantime, most of what they have to do is work that they’re well-trained and well-equipped to perform, and I wanted to take a closer look at what to you represents an even greater windfall of genetic technology, but that to me represents a threat to our entire world.” Morgan opened his mouth to speak, but she didn’t let him. “And if this ‘little birdie’ happens to be my dear friend Dr. Kelso, he can go straight to hell. It’s fine by me if he wants to poke his head in the door whenever he wants, but his refusal to even acknowledge my existence unless I get right in his face is unprofessional, to say the least.”
By now, Naomi had worked up quite a head of steam. She was tired and worried to death, and the last thing she felt inclined to tolerate was someone tattling on her, especially if that someone had not a clue what she was doing or why.
Morgan didn’t flinch. “Fair enough. I’ll speak to Kelso and get him straightened out. But I also wanted to remind you who the boss is around here, Naomi. That would be me. I don’t necessarily have an issue with you wanting to go off the reservation on your own for a while, but I do have an issue with not being informed about it.” He stepped closer, his expression and voice softening. “Listen, you are, without doubt, the crown jewel of this company among the people in my employ. But even the crown jewel is bound by a few rules.” He smiled. “Not many, perhaps, but a few. I try not to be a tyrant, but I like to know what my people are doing. From now on, it would make me a lot happier if you’d tell me about any changes, rather than Kelso or anyone else whispering in my ear.”
He gestured for her to keep walking in the direction she had been before he appeared. “And another thing,” he went on. “I want you to go home and get some sleep. I’ve also checked the vault and building access logs, and you’ve locked yourself up in this place for most of the last three days. I consider myself a workaholic, but you’re too much. This isn’t a residence.”
She waved away his concern. “I nap on a cot in my office and take showers in the gym. I have several changes of clothes and can send them out to be cleaned.” She shrugged. “I used to do the same thing sometimes when I was with New Horizons. While Jack’s away, especially with everything that’s going on, I need to be here.”
“Naomi…”
She stopped and turned to face him again, this time reaching out and taking his arm. “I need to be here, Howard. I don’t think you understand. One thing you don’t know, because I didn’t tell Kelso, and I don’t think Harmony did, either, is that we think we identified a gene sequence in the harvester DNA contained in the Beta-Three corn samples that may allow them to reproduce asexually. That’s a game-changer, because the original harvesters couldn’t reproduce. We don’t know why, and probably never will. But the generation introduced with Beta-Three can. And my friends in the FBI think the possible incidents involving harvester infestations are growing both in number and severity.” She looked at him with frightened eyes. “The genie is out of the bottle, Howard, and he’s far more dangerous than any of us imagined. That’s why my work on the harvester DNA from the Beta-Three samples is critical. If we don’t understand them, we’ll never have a chance of stopping them.”
She started walking again. She’d been heading down the hall toward her office. She’d forgotten to feed the cats their dinner, and was dreading the mess that Alexander had probably made. When he was full, he just slept all day. When he wasn’t, he could be a holy terror. Thankfully, she didn’t have to worry about cleaning out their litter box: someone on the janitorial staff took care of it, but she’d never caught the person in the act so she could thank him or her. 
“It’s that bad?”
“It looks like it, yes. We know they’re loose in India and Russia for certain, and I just got word from my FBI contacts that there’s also been an outbreak in France, and probably Italy, as well.”
“But why nothing here so far?”
“I don’t know. Maybe whoever was peddling these seeds only sold to one buyer here, although that seems extremely unlikely, considering the number of companies that would kill for this technology.” She looked at him. “I’m still waiting for you to fulfill your end of our bargain, Howard. I need the name of the seller.”
“Remember, I only said that I’d consider it.” Before Naomi could explode, he went on, “And I have. His name was Norman Kline.”
“Was?”
Morgan nodded. “Kline was actually a middleman. He said the source was a New Horizons employee, but that was all he would give us. I had Karina Petrovsky, my head of security, keep tabs on him after our little exchange last year in hopes of discovering the source so we might be able to deal with him directly. New Horizons was defunct, of course, but he might have more samples or other information that we might have used. Unfortunately, Kline was killed in his home in Seattle during a robbery the day you started work here, and the name of the source went with him.” 
Naomi turned, intending to rush down the hall to her office to call Renee, but found Morgan’s hand on her arm. “Remember, Naomi, that information didn’t come from me, and Beta-Three doesn’t exist. You may have friends in the FBI, but I’ve got friends, as well. I don’t want you as my enemy. And you certainly don’t want me as yours.”
“I don’t care about assigning blame, Howard. All I care about is finding out whatever we can about where the seeds went, and who has them besides us so we can try to stop this.” She looked at his hand, still holding her arm. “Do you mind?”
Howard let her go, and she ran toward her office. The thought briefly passed through her mind that she always seemed to be running to her office, but she never got any farther from the nightmare that pursued her.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Jack, Mikhailov, and Rudenko exchanged helpless looks. Jack’s presence on the base was a major breach in security that could easily send Rudenko, at least, to military prison, and potentially land Jack in prison as a spy. The Cold War was over, but that didn’t mean the old suspicions weren’t still harbored by East and West. His only cover had been the late hour of the visit, although he was sure Rudenko would have figured out some other way to smuggle him in had he arrived during daylight hours. But Jack would never pass for anything other than what he was: an American civilian on a tourist passport who had no legitimate reason or authority to be on a Russian military installation.
The door flew open.
Polkovnik Zaitsev, Mikhailov’s regimental commander, stopped short, his mouth hanging open as he caught sight of Jack, who got to his feet. Zaitsev’s face clouded over with what could only be anger, and he turned to Mikhailov and barked something in Russian. After a rapid-fire exchange that went on for what seemed like a long time, Zaitsev closed the door and turned to Jack. “So you are this Jack Dawson fellow who interfered with the Spitsbergen operation?”
Jack was surprised at Zaitsev’s voice. He sounded like a Brit, with almost no trace of a Russian accent. “I like to think that we provided a bit of support to our Russian and Norwegian allies.” 
“From what you just told me, sir, we could use his help.” Mikhailov’s expression was grim. “He can be trusted, polkovnik.”
Zaitsev glared at him for a moment, then turned to Jack. “I’m not in the habit of divulging our secrets to foreigners, least of all Americans, but I cannot in good conscience not take advantage of whatever information you might be able to provide.” He moved to the other side of the tiny room and leaned back against the window sill. “There appears to have been another incident. Only this time it’s a village, Ulan-Erg, which is a few kilometers from where the facility is located, and where many who worked at the facility lived. We don’t have any details, only some hysterical reports from the local police that are quite similar to those we received about the facility that Mikhailov was sent in to investigate.”
“Are we to deploy again, sir?” Mikhailov sat up, a spark in his eyes. Jack could understand his eagerness: while none of them wanted to face the horror again, Mikhailov wanted payback for his dead men.
“No. You, your troublemaking sidekick,” he shot a glance at Rudenko, who was standing at attention, “and your American friend are staying right here. I’ve already spoken with the commander of the 247th Airborne Regiment here, and he’s agreed to deploy a battalion for a cordon-and-search of Ulan-Erg under the guise of an unannounced night training exercise.” 
“Why mask it as an exercise?” Jack shook his head in confusion. “Your people, both the troops and the civilians, must know that something’s happening. Even if you just label it as a terrorist attack, that’ll help make it real. People have to be warned.”
“Warned of what?” Zaitsev shrugged. “I am convinced that something is going on, but even if I could fully accept the idea of these harvester creatures, how does that help our people? What do I tell them, that they can be attacked without warning, that their neighbor or lover might be a monster? Perhaps we should order that every household should have at least one cat in residence, and toss them out of our planes with little parachutes.”
While it wouldn’t have been so great for the cats, Jack thought that wasn’t a half-bad idea. But he let it go for now. Out of the box ideas would come later, if he and the others survived. “Fine, but please tell me that some of the troops going out will at least have thermal imagers.” 
Zaitsev grimaced. “They only have two. They are new, and the regiment here had them for evaluation purposes. But I’m not sure what to tell them to look for.”
“They’ll know when they see a harvester, colonel. Trust me, they’ll know. And are the troops going out equipped with any of the special munitions that Mikhailov’s men had?”
“No. They do not have that sort of thing here. As I understand it, those were another little specialty of Rudenko’s.”
The NCO made no outward sign that his name had been mentioned, but Jack noticed that he relaxed slightly at the colonel’s complimentary tone. While Rudenko would no doubt still be in hot water for getting Jack onto the base, he probably wouldn’t be tossed in prison. 
Down below, they heard doors slamming open, followed by hundreds of pairs of boots slapping through the rain-soaked ground. Men shouted orders, and in the distance came the whine of helicopter engines spooling up.
Zaitsev pulled the curtains aside so he could glance out the window. “It’s about time. Were it our regiment, we would have been boarding fifteen minutes ago.” 
As he turned back around to face the other three men, the door opened. None of them had heard the newcomer approach amidst the hubbub outside. 
In the doorway, his drenched uniform dripping water on the floor, stood an officer, a major, if Jack recalled the Russian rank insignias correctly. In his hands he held an assault rifle, the muzzle pointed at Zaitsev’s chest. Jack was sitting off to one side, out of the man’s line of sight.
“Putin!” Zaitsev bellowed. “What is the meaning of this?”
In the hallway, out of view of his three companions, Jack caught sight of the sprawled forms of the two men who’d been on guard outside the room. They were the two who Rudenko had said had survived the battle on Spitsbergen. They were dead.
In Jack’s eyes, the next few seconds seemed to unfold in an eerie, stroboscopic slow-motion sequence.
The muzzle flash from the rifle as Putin fired.
Zaitsev stumbling back, arms windmilling, a cone of blood spraying out behind him.
Putin turning, aiming the rifle toward Mikhailov, who was diving to the floor on the far side of his bed.
Rudenko, unable to fire his shotgun without hitting Jack, charging Putin. The heavy thud as the big man slammed into the Russian major, throwing off his aim as he fired at Mikhailov.
The big Desert Eagle in Jack’s hands, the muzzle coming up slowly, so slowly, to track Putin as he grappled with Rudenko.
The NCO grunting in pain, then falling to the floor.
Putin, something that looked like a machete sticking out of his chest, slick with Rudenko’s blood, again aiming his rifle toward Mikhailov.
The flash of the Desert Eagle firing, the heavy recoil hammering Jack’s arms and shoulders.
The Putin-thing screeched as the bullet slammed into its body, which burst into flame as the incendiary filling in the slug exploded.
Time rushed forward again as the shrieking, burning harvester vaulted over Zaitsev’s body and hurled itself out the window.
Jack rushed to the shattered window and caught sight of the thing three floors below. It had the good fortune to have landed in a deep puddle, which put out the flames of its burning malleable flesh. It had fallen amidst a group of the airborne troops double-timing out to the landing field, so while Jack held the thing in his sights, he didn’t dare fire for fear of hitting one of the Russians. 
Mikhailov appeared beside him, and he shouted something at the troops who were looking from what they took to be a fallen comrade to this lunatic wearing nothing but a hospital gown, yelling at them from the third floor. 
The harvester decided the matter. Leaving gobbets of smoldering flesh behind, it raced away on all fours, a revolting hybrid of man and beast that shouldered aside any men in its way, knocking them to the ground like bowling pins.
Those who had been standing in shock, watching the spectacle, dove to the ground as Rudenko’s shotgun roared and a massive jet of white hot particles flew from the muzzle. Either sufficiently confident in his aim that he wouldn’t miss or simply willing to sacrifice any of his fellow soldiers who got in the way, he fired three times at the thing before it turned the corner. But the already short range of the Dragon’s Breath shells was further shortened by the rain, and all he managed to accomplish was to elicit a stream of curses and shouts from the unsuspecting men below.
“Tvoyu mat’!” Rudenko slammed a bloody fist down on the windowsill in rage. He bellowed at the men below, pointing in the direction Putin had fled, and several men took off in pursuit. There was a deep cut in his arm, just below the elbow, where the harvester had wounded him. It was bleeding, drops splashing onto the windowsill as he angrily gestured for more men to follow after Putin, but the cut was clearly superficial. 
The same could not be said for Zaitsev.
“Oh, shit,” Jack hissed as he and Mikhailov knelt next to the fallen colonel, while Rudenko pounded out of the room, bellowing for help. Zaitsev’s uniform jacket was wet with blood around the neat hole in the right side of his chest, and there was more crimson pooling under his body. The air was thick with the coppery scent of blood, with a faint trace of the nauseating scent of ammonia and burning hemp characteristic of the harvesters as they transitioned to their natural form. 
Holstering his pistol, Jack pressed his hands to the wound in Zaitsev’s chest, applying pressure to slow the bleeding. “Colonel? Can you hear me?”
Zaitsev’s eyes blinked open. He nodded a fraction. “That was one of them?”
“Yes. And there could be more.” Jack looked up at the sound of running feet. Two men and a woman wearing surgical scrubs ran into the room, with two more behind them, wheeling a gurney. 
As one of them took over from Jack, pressing a pad of gauze against the wound, Jack began to stand up, but Zaitsev grabbed his arm, his grip surprisingly strong. “You must help those men,” he whispered, a trickle of blood running from his lips. “You and Mikhailov. They will not know what to expect, will not understand.”
Jack glanced up at Mikhailov, who returned a curt nod. “Yes, sir. I’ll do what I can.”
Four more men burst into the room, all wearing full tactical gear and holding weapons at the ready. One of them, wearing the same rank insignia as Zaitsev, glanced at Jack, then knelt next to Zaitsev, who whispered a few words to him. 
Babbling something in Russian, the man who seemed to be in charge of the medical team pushed the new colonel, who Jack assumed must be the commander of the 247th Airborne Regiment, whose men were outside, out of the way. Then the medical team gently lifted Zaitsev onto the gurney before racing down the hall toward the elevators.
The colonel turned to Mikhailov and asked a few questions in Russian. Then he turned to Jack. The man was powerfully built, like a bodybuilder, and could probably have given Rudenko a good run for his money in a fight. He had close-cropped gray hair and blue eyes that seemed to take in everything, yet revealed nothing. “You are American?”
Jack nodded. 
Looking at the Desert Eagle under Jack’s left arm and his bloodied hands, the colonel asked, “You have combat experience?”
“Yes, sir.”
The colonel glanced down the hall where the medical team had taken Zaitsev, then turned back to Jack. “He told me you are to come with us, if you wish. If he were anyone else, I would think him mad.” He suddenly extended a hand to take Jack’s, even though Jack’s own hand was covered with Zaitsev’s blood. The colonel’s grasp was powerful. “You will come? As, ah, special advisor, we will say, da?”
Jack couldn’t even imagine the diplomatic implications of what this man was asking, not to mention the risk to his own life. Jack knew that he’d been lucky so far, incredibly lucky. But eventually, that luck was going to run out. It was only a matter of time. Just in the last forty-eight hours, he’d been in two lethal confrontations, and was hurling himself into a third. He hadn’t even had enough time for the shakes, the adrenaline crash, to catch up to him after the shootout with the Putin-thing. There was no time now to think, to ponder. He thought of Naomi, and cursed himself for a fool. He wouldn’t even have time to let her know what he was doing, which he suspected was probably for the best. She would reach through the phone and kill him on the spot. The reasonable answer, the smart answer, was to stay here, to let the Russians handle this on their own. But he also knew that this wasn’t a fight they were prepared for, and if he could do anything to help them, he would. He had to. “Yes, sir. I’ll come with you. I’ll need gear, though.”
As if on cue, Rudenko appeared in the doorway with another soldier in tow, both laden with uniforms, equipment, and weapons.
“Hurry. We leave soon.” The colonel spoke a few words to Mikhailov, then he and the three men who had come with him turned and left, their boots echoing down the hall until the sound was swallowed up by the growing roar of helicopter turbines.
“Shit, shit, shit.” Jack quickly stripped out of his clothes and donned the uniform and equipment that Rudenko handed him, while the other soldier helped Mikhailov get dressed. “What, you’re coming, too? You should be staying here!”
“Would you, after what just happened?” Mikhailov winced as he pulled on the uniform jacket, then the body armor. “I can walk, I can think, I can shoot. I will not stay behind.”
Rudenko threw Jack a worried glance, but said nothing.
Jack cinched up the combat harness, heavy with ammunition and grenades. “Who’s the colonel, by the way? The regimental commander here?”
“Yes,” Mikhailov told him. “He is Valentin Kuybishev, Polkovnik Zaitsev’s brother-in-law. Kuybishev is a heartless killer, with a fearsome reputation earned in Chechnya. But he is also very fond of Zaitsev, I have been told. That is why he agreed to Zaitsev’s request to take you without any argument. With Zaitsev’s blood on their hands, the harvesters have made this a personal vendetta for him. They will regret it.”
“That’s what I was thinking about Naomi,” Jack told him as he finished donning his gear. He grabbed the helmet and shotgun that Rudenko held out for him and followed the others out the door. “When she finds out about this little stunt, she’s going to kill me.”
* * *
 
The Putin-thing loped through the dark and rain. It had easily escaped its pursuers, even the animals — dogs — the humans had set after it. It had shed the damaged flesh, and with it the pain caused by the human who had shot it. It had only gotten a brief glance at him, but knew it would recognize him again, as it would the others in the room, if such a time ever came to pass. 
The man it had shot, Zaitsev, had not been its intended target, but was merely in the way. It had planned to kill Mikhailov in his bed, then track down Rudenko, to contain any knowledge of its own existence. It now realized that was a short-sighted strategy. Had it continued to mimic Putin, it could have put itself into a more advantageous position. While it was very young and with little survival experience, it was learning at an exponential rate, and now understood the concept and benefits of moving up the ranks, as the shadowy memories of the humans it had consumed called it.
As the thing came to a heavily wooded area, it looked up at the sound of helicopters flying low over the city, heading east. It waited until they were gone, wondering at their destination, before it continued on its way. 
It was guided now as much by instinct as conscious thought. It had no wounds to heal, but would need to feed again to replace the malleable flesh it had lost. 
There was that, but something more, as well. It stopped as it was overtaken with a peculiar sensation, and felt a sudden swelling in the malleable flesh that surrounded its thorax. 
Focusing its visual receptors, its eyes, on its thorax, it watched as a lump the size of a human fist rose from the soft tissue. The base of the lump began to constrict until the lump detached and fell away, landing on the ground with a soft splash. 
Curious, the thing probed the lump with one of its smaller appendages, the serrated tip poking into the newly formed mass of flesh. Outwardly, it appeared to be nothing more than malleable tissue.
But appearances, as it knew quite well, could be deceiving. A wave of searing pain shot up the appendage touching the lump of tissue. The thing shrieked and tried to jerk its appendage away, but the tissue clung on tenaciously. The pain became greater with every second as the lump, driven by its own genetic imperatives, feasted upon the appendage, greedily consuming it.
In desperation, the thing extended the blade from the pod in its thorax with which it had injured one of the humans. With a decisive slash, it amputated the appendage just above the lump. A spurt of ichor fluid pulsed from the mutilated limb.
Snarling at its cannibalistic offspring, the thing backed away and watched, brooding, as its “child” finished consuming the rest of the amputated appendage. The lump, larger now, paused, as if it were sniffing the air, then began to ooze toward its parent.
The thing backed away. Already, the bleeding from its wound had stopped, although the severed limb still throbbed with pain. 
Its offspring continued to move in its direction, but the thing didn’t wait for another close encounter. It turned and fled from the woods into the adjoining neighborhood. But it was not simply fleeing from its offspring. It had been overcome with a sense of ravenous hunger, and it needed to feed. And soon.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Carl Richards was pacing in his office in the J. Edgar Hoover Building, from the window to the door, then back again. It was a luxury he afforded himself only when he was alone. It was an expression of anxiety, an old habit he’d picked up as a child, locked in his room for hours on end after being beaten by his alcoholic father. 
He had conveyed his faked tip to the French National Police about the kidnapper they’d been searching for. He’d spoken for some time to his counterpart in Paris, who’d promised to send a team into the town right away. Richards couldn’t, of course, tell him what they might really encounter, but didn’t want them to be completely unprepared if they encountered harvesters. So he did the only thing he could: he told the French that the information the FBI had on the suspect indicated he was heavily armed and should be considered extremely dangerous. He was plagued with a sense of guilt, sending the French into what could easily turn into a slaughter, but he didn’t see any alternative, other than to let the situation in the town fester. 
Renee and her sidekick in the Directorate of Intelligence had found indicators of additional potential harvester infestations in France, and the situation was getting worse around the globe. While nothing had hit the mainstream news yet, the outbreaks appeared to be spreading to other parts of the countries that Renee had already pegged as hot zones. Oddly enough, the only major corn producing country where things were quiet was the United States, and Richards wasn’t sure if that was a good sign, or if it was just the calm before the storm. 
His cell phone, which he’d been holding in his hand while he paced, rang. He stopped in mid-stride, halfway to the window, and answered it. “Richards. Go.”
“Sir, this is Special Agent Kayla Sweeney.” 
Sweeney was the leader of the team Richards had sent to investigate the home of the late Norman Kline, whom Naomi had fingered as a middleman for the person selling samples from The Bag. Richards knew that information had come as a huge relief for Renee, who wouldn’t have to bang her head against the wall anymore on the image matching program. Richards had tried to pry out of Naomi who had been the source of the tip, but she had steadfastly refused, and he’d had to let it go. For now. The information had probably come from one of her Earth Defense Society cohorts, who were still working in a very loose coalition, he knew. But it didn’t matter. It had been enough for Richards to get Sweeney a warrant to search Kline’s condo and seize his banking and telephone records, along with any travel information they could dig up. It was highly unusual for an agent like Sweeney to be reporting directly to Richards, and not through a Special Agent in Charge, or SAC. But this particular investigation had to be both thorough and discreet, and Richards knew from having worked with her before that she was both. For this assignment, at least, she was to report the findings of her team directly to him.
“Make my day, Sweeney. What have you got?”
“To begin with, his real name isn’t Norman Kline. It’s Anatoli Klimov. He emigrated from Russia fifteen years ago and legally changed his name when he became a naturalized citizen. We ran a background on him, and it turns out he had some associations with Russian organized crime after he came here. Nothing big that we can find, and he doesn’t have any priors either here or in Russia. But there are definitely some shady characters in his social network.”
“I’m liking him as a bad guy so far. What else?”
Sweeney’s deep Southern drawl went on. “He ran a boutique import-export business that specialized in biotechnology, special supplies and consumables that are used in a lot of different kinds of laboratory work. He had customers in all the countries in the background information you gave me, and others, as well.”
“Was all of it legal?”
“From what we can tell so far, yes, sir, it looks legit. We haven’t gotten through everything yet, but aside from his social connections to the Russian mafia, we haven’t found any red flags. We ran him and his business through Commerce and State, and the results came back clean.”
Richards frowned. He hadn’t been under any delusions that there’d be a smoking gun marking Kline as the suspected purveyor of New Horizons seeds, but he hadn’t expected him to be squeaky clean, either.
“How about travel?”
“That’s the kicker, sir. Unless he’s got a fake passport or two hidden away, the only travel he’s done since coming to the States was a trip to Canada ten years ago and one to the Bahamas five years ago. Even here, as best we can tell, he didn’t do much traveling. He was a homebody who conducted almost all his business over the phone and the web from his home office. We already pawed through his computer and came up blank. We’re going over his bank records to see if anything stands out, or if there are any pointers to offshore accounts. Nothing stands out so far. If I had to label this guy based on what we’ve found so far, I’d have to say he was just a businessman who was making a decent living, or he really knew how to launder his money.”
Carl started pacing again. “There has to be something. The information we have on this guy was very specific. Was he up to anything unusual right before he died?”
Sweeney was silent for a moment, then told him, “The only thing that I’d qualify as unusual was a phone call he received the day he died. It was the last call he got before the break-in when he was killed.”
“Why does that stand out? Somebody had to have been the last to call the poor schmuck.”
“It’s because we think the caller was using a prepaid phone, with no associated user information, and that same phone called Kline a lot during the period you told us to focus on, from September through December of last year.”
Carl stopped pacing, his heart suddenly hammering in his chest. “And?”
“That’s just it, sir. This particular phone called Kline’s cell number seventy-eight times between 9 September and 15 December, but not again until the day he was killed. I took the liberty of looking back a bit further, and found a series of calls from that phone to Kline starting exactly one month before the bomb went off in California. I couldn’t find any other calls before that.”
“Good God. I’m going to get you a warrant for a wiretap on that phone.”
“There may not be a need to, sir.” Sweeney sighed. “We got a warrant to access the calling records for that number, too, looking for any associations beyond the calls to Kline, but there was nothing, no other contacts. It was never used for anything but contacting Kline. It’s probably in the landfill by now.”
Stifling a curse, Carl asked, “What about follow-on calls or activity by Kline? Those calls must have been for a reason. The timing is too coincidental. Did he call anyone or do anything unusual after he got the calls from the throwaway?”
“From September through December, no. He was always on his phone, contacting clients all over the world, but that was his daily routine. So if our throwaway mystery caller had instructions for him, let’s say to get in touch with potential buyers for whatever it was he had to sell, it would just blend in with his regular business calls.” She paused. “The only exception was last year, in the weeks leading up to the bomb in California. Interspersed with calls with Mr. Throwaway, Kline made calls to two other unusual numbers. One was to another throwaway that doesn’t have any associated user information. But the other number was in Los Angeles, which was unusual in itself, because Kline didn’t make any other calls there in the previous year.”
“Who was it?” Carl was gritting his teeth, willing her to somehow make a connection that would make sense.
“It was to a company called Morgan Pharmaceuticals. We don’t know who he spoke to, because it was the company’s public contact number and was probably routed internally to whomever he might have asked for. But it was a pretty short call, and not half an hour later he got the first call from the other number I mentioned, the second prepaid phone. There were a lot of calls between those two over the next week, then nothing until two days before the bomb blast in California, when there was one final call from Kline to the second prepaid.”
“Setting up a delivery,” Carl thought aloud, but his insides had suddenly gone cold. Morgan Pharmaceuticals. That was where Naomi was working, and she had tipped him to Kline as the provider. That meant that someone inside Morgan Pharmaceuticals had information linking Kline to The Bag, and Sweeney’s analysis was pointing at Morgan as a potential buyer. And that meant someone at Morgan must have samples from The Bag, or at least knew where they might be. He couldn’t believe Naomi was holding anything out on him, but she had been very cagey about where she’d gotten the information about Kline. She was trying to protect someone, but whom? And why? “Damn.”
“Sir?”
“Nothing. Listen, Sweeney, that’s some good work. Keep digging and let me know the instant you find anything else.”
“Yes, sir.”
Carl hit the end call button, then sat down in his chair to think. Kline must have been the middleman, he thought. Mr. Throwaway was probably the guy with The Bag, and through Kline he must have made a sale to someone at Morgan Pharmaceuticals. And the last call from Mr. Throwaway to Kline just before Kline was killed was a bit too coincidental for Carl’s liking. It was probably to make sure Kline was home. “You were set up, buddy.” 
Something else was nagging at him, tickling his brain as he stared at the computer screen. All it showed right now was his email and calendar. 
The calendar. 
Leaning forward, he looked at the date when Kline was murdered. Like a bolt of lightning, he made the connection. It was the same day that Naomi started working for Morgan Pharmaceuticals. 
“Damn.” He reached for the phone and buzzed his secretary. “Get me the Assistant Director in Charge of the Los Angeles Division on the line right away. And I want Renee Vintner and her sidekick from the Intelligence Directorate in front of my desk in ten minutes.”
* * *
 
“I wish your people would learn to write things that actually make sense.” President Daniel Miller glanced up at the Director of National Intelligence. While technically not a member of the cabinet, Miller insisted that the DNI be a regular attendee. In Miller’s hand was a copy of the PDB, the President’s Daily Brief, a highly classified document containing the latest and most urgent intelligence information that the DNI and his subordinates in the intelligence community thought the President should see. Miller propped his glasses on his nose, then read from the document: 
 
Anomalous military activities have been observed over the last seventy-two hours in Russia, the People’s Republic of China, India, and Brazil. Regular military and special forces units have made unscheduled deployments, and there are some reports of serious casualties inflicted by unspecified entities. The Chinese, in particular, have reportedly suffered the decimation of at least two divisions, and both the Chengdu and Guangzhou regions have been put on general alert.
The causes behind these activities, and whether they are somehow linked across the above mentioned nations, is unknown.
 
He let the document fall to his desk. “Where’s the punch line? Are these countries going to war? Did they simultaneously decide to have civil wars? What? This sounds alarmist but doesn’t really tell me anything. And what’s this unspecified entities garbage?”
The DNI looked uncomfortable. “Mr. President, we aren’t sure what’s going on, yet. But the situation, particularly in China and Brazil, is quite serious. The Chinese have deployed five divisions into rural agrarian areas, and there’s no question that those units are engaged in combat operations.”
“And you’re sure it’s not an exercise?”
“Positive, sir. If you look at the first appendix in today’s PDB, you’ll see imagery that spells it out in rather vivid detail.”
Miller picked up the document and thumbed through it to the appendices. There were several black and white overhead shots of a village or small town pockmarked with the circular craters of artillery impacts. Most of the buildings had sustained heavy damage. Vehicles marked in the graphic as tanks and infantry personnel carriers were in the town, along with dozens of little dots that Miller assumed must be soldiers. He had served in the Army many years before, and so had some appreciation for military tactics. He noticed that the troops in the village had formed a defensive perimeter, with their guns pointing out toward the surrounding fields, where more vehicles stood, blackened and smoking. 
He looked up at the DNI. “These are the Chinese troops?”
“Yes, sir. The information we have so far indicates that the town had been overrun or taken over, it’s not really clear by whom, and the Army was sent in to sort things out. They tried just marching into the town and got their clocks cleaned. Then they leveled it with artillery before going back in. Now it looks like they’re trapped.”
“Trapped? By whom? Has there been an armed uprising in China and we missed it?” The other members of the cabinet looked away. Miller’s sarcasm could be quite acidic.
“Sir, if you look closely at the first image, in the fields.”
Miller did so. “Besides the burning tanks, all I see are a bunch of, what, rocks maybe? What are all those things?”
“That, Mr. President, we don’t know. They could be insurgents with some sort of special camouflage or body armor. But we know they move, and we think they’re the ones that the Chinese are fighting.” He paused. “By the way, the Chinese unit you’re looking at now started out four days ago as a full infantry brigade with an attached armor platoon, around three thousand men. What you see there is all that’s left.”
Miller looked at the text sidebar on the image, then sat back, shocked. “There can’t be more than two or three hundred men here.”
“That’s right, Mr. President. More are certainly hiding in the buildings or aren’t easily distinguished in the rubble, but yes, as best we can tell, that brigade has pretty much been wiped out. And it’s not the only one.”
“So who the hell is responsible? The Chinese aren’t blaming us, surely.” Miller glanced at the Secretary of State, who shook her head. 
“They haven’t uttered a peep to us about it,” she said. “They’ve deflected all our inquiries on the diplomatic circuit, telling us a lot of nothing.”
“No, sir, whatever it is, it’s an internal matter,” the DNI went on. “But as the PDB indicate, China’s not the only place where something odd is going on. We’ve seen unusual movements of Russian airborne units over the last week, including what appears to be a battalion-level exercise in southern Russia that kicked off last night. The situation in Brazil isn’t clear, but something’s definitely going on down there that involves regular army troops being deployed to the interior. And our military attaché in New Delhi got a whiff of some Indian special forces being sent off somewhere in central India a day or so ago, along with some credible information that the Indian Army’s airborne brigade has been put on alert.”
“Maybe in reaction to what’s going on in China?” Miller’s voice was hopeful. At least that would be a situation he could understand.
The DNI shook his head. “No, sir, I don’t think so. Things are quiet along their mutual border. The ruckus in China is well to the east, away from India.”
“Kyle, you look like you swallowed your kid’s goldfish.” Miller had noticed the change in expression on the face of his new FBI Director as soon as the DNI had mentioned India. “Do you have something to add?”
Harmon licked his lips. “Sir, I had a discussion the other day with Carl Richards, the former…”
“I know who he is.”
Nodding, Harmon went on with obvious reluctance. “Richards believed, postulated, that there might have been a potential incident in India, and had some circumstantial evidence about a similar incident in Russia.”
Miller cocked his head to one side, a look of growing incredulity on his face. “What sort of incident?”
Closing his eyes, Harmon spat out the word. “Harvesters.”
For a moment, no one spoke. Harmon sat like a toad under a brace of spotlights as everyone in the cabinet, along with the President, stared at him.
The Vice President, Andrew Lynch, broke the silence. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
“No, sir, I’m not. I wish I was.” Harmon turned back to Miller. “Richards said that Jack Dawson was in India and had found a village that had been infected, as he called it, and he had dug up some other information indicating that something similar had happened in Russia.”
“And you didn’t pursue this?” The DNI said the words, but the thought was clearly echoed in the expressions of the Secretaries of Defense and Homeland Security.
“Of course not!” Harmon’s temper broke. “May I kindly remind everyone here,” he glanced at President Miller, “that the whole topic of harvesters was shelved after the Curtis administration. SEAL came up with nothing after an entire year, and there wasn’t any physical evidence to prove their existence. All of it was anecdotal or based on information that could easily have been faked. None of us believed it then, and I still don’t. There’s a rational explanation for what’s going on. We don’t have to haul the boogeyman out of the closet.”
“You’ve made your point, Kyle.” Miller glanced around the room. “Here’s what I want.” He picked up the PDB and waved it at the DNI. “First, I want to know what the devil is going on with this. And I don’t want any eyewash because someone’s afraid to use terminology that, up until now, wasn’t considered politically correct.” He shot an apologetic look at Harmon. “I want everything back on the table, no matter how unpalatable it might be, including the H-word. Harvesters. Whoever wrote — or edited — this PDB said that unspecified entities were behind what’s going on. I want that unspecified replaced with something specific, and I want it pronto.”
“Yes, Mr. President.” The DNI looked and sounded relieved. “I’ll have an update to you right away. I’d also recommend bringing in the CDC on this.”
“Fine. Make it happen.” Miller turned to Harmon. “Second. You’re going to have to eat some crow and make peace with Richards. I’d eat it for you since I made the bed that we’re all going to have to lay in, but that’s not the way things work. Pump him for whatever information he has on this, then get it sent to the DNI, Defense, Homeland Security, and whomever else you think needs to know. If what Richards has is credible, figure out how to share it with the countries that are being hit with this outbreak without making us look like complete lunatics.”
Miller paused, then looked at the Secretary for Homeland Security. “That brings me to the third thing: have there been any indications of this sort of thing going on here?”
“No, sir. We haven’t come across any indications of anything like what’s in that report. Not yet, at least.”
“Good. Because I do not want to have whatever is going on in these places,” Miller tapped on the PDB, “to happen here on our soil. I don’t care who or what is behind it, we’re not going to let it happen. The country was hit bad enough by the Sutter Buttes disaster, and by God I’m not going to let something like this take place on my watch.” He looked every member of his cabinet in the eye. “I want this nailed down, and fast.”
“What about Dawson?” Harmon asked.
“What about him?”
“From what I gathered from Richards, it sounded to me like he’s in a position to gather a lot of information, but he’s running loose as a free agent. I’m not so sure that’s in our best interest.”
Miller shrugged. “Then try to get him back on the payroll, and get some other eyes on the ground in these places. In the meantime, he’s an asset. Use him. And if necessary, use him up.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
After Jack and the others had piled into the waiting Mi-17 transport helicopters, they took a short ride to the nearby Shpakovskoye Airport, which was a joint military-civilian facility. While Mikhailov had explained that there was normally only a small contingent of Air Force training units there, Jack saw that a line of An-12 four-engine turboprop transports was waiting on the tarmac, propellers spinning and ready for takeoff as soon as their human cargo was loaded. 
“I thought we were going to make a helicopter insertion.” Jack had to shout to be heard above the roar of both the helicopters and the engines of the big transports as he followed close behind Mikhailov in the line of men who ran to board the lead aircraft. 
“We are airborne troops, Jack. We jump out of perfectly good airplanes, remember?”
“Ah, shit,” Jack cursed. 
“Do you want to stay behind?”
“Hell, no.” He took a closer look at the men around him, who seemed to have more gear strapped to their bodies than he, Mikhailov, or Rudenko. “But we don’t have any parachutes!”
“They are on the planes.”
Jack was aghast. Preparing for an airborne jump wasn’t something you just threw together at the last moment. Everything was checked, rechecked, and checked again before anyone ever set foot on the plane. “Oh, great.”
As they ran up the rear cargo ramp, thankfully getting out of the frigid pouring rain, a senior NCO led them forward to a group of seats, each of which held a parachute. They struggled to get the rigs on over their soaked uniforms. 
“The others had time to prepare properly at the base,” Mikhailov explained as Rudenko helped him into the parachute harness. “We did not, obviously.” Seeing the pained expression on Jack’s face, he said, “You are jump qualified, are you not?”
“Yes, I am.” Jack had gone to the Army Airborne School — Jump School, as it was more popularly known — at Fort Benning, Georgia, while he’d been an Army ROTC cadet. “I was gung-ho about jumping until my first time out of the plane. I absolutely hated it, and have every jump since.”
“You are smart man, Jack.” Rudenko slapped him on the back after finishing his check of Mikhailov’s chute. “Much smarter than certain Russian Army captains I have known.”
“But why are we jumping in? Why not just take a nice comfy helo ride to the target?”
Mikhailov shook his head. “Not enough lift capacity. The polkovnik wants the whole battalion on the ground as quickly as possible. We would have to make several lifts with the helicopters we have on hand. That would not allow us to concentrate our troops as quickly. We should be able to get everyone down in two drops with the planes.” He smiled. “Look at it this way: at least you do not have to stand in the rain and wait like the other half of the battalion.”
“It’s a good thing. I forgot my umbrella.”
Done with pulling on the parachute and having Rudenko check him over, Jack, shivering from the cold rain that had penetrated to his skin, sat clumsily on the seat beside Mikhailov. Most of the other men on the plane had taken their seats as well, and the loadmaster and officers were making sure everyone was accounted for. Looking out the yawning rear cargo door, Jack could see the An-12 in line behind them, and the navigation lights of that aircraft and those behind it, winking in the darkness. Over the steady drone of the engines he could hear another sound that he recognized as the rain beating down against the fuselage and wings. The plane stank of oil and jet fuel, of exhaust and the ozone smell of the storm outside. 
The men around him were quiet, their faces calm but alert. Most of them had never seen combat, he surmised, but from their expressions and demeanor, an outsider would have thought this was nothing more for them than the routine exercise that the public was currently being led to believe it was.
Kuybishev and two other men strode up the ramp at the rear of the plane just as it began to rise with a high-pitched whine from the hydraulics. He moved past Jack to the cockpit, and a moment later the roar of the plane’s turboprop engines rose in pitch and they began to move. 
The plane turned onto the active runway and the pilot pushed the throttles all the way forward. Kuybishev came back and took his seat across from Mikhailov as the plane accelerated. He looked closely at Jack in the dim light of the cargo bay. “You do not like to jump? Mikhailov assured me you have done this before.”
Jack offered him a grin that was more an exercise in gritting his teeth and pulling his lips back. “Is it that obvious, sir? I’ve done this plenty of times, and have never stopped hating it.”
Kuybishev leaned over and slapped Jack’s knee. “You are smart man.” He and the others laughed. 
Rather than being offended, Jack was relieved. Involving him in jokes, even at his expense, made him feel like he was part of the team. Kuybishev could have easily shut him out and ignored him.
They were quiet for a moment as the plane began to vibrate, shimmying slightly from side to side as the pilot fought the crosswind while the An-12 transitioned from earth to sky. The nose suddenly rose, and they felt the momentary pull of gravity in the pits of their stomachs as the plane left the ground. With a series of whines and thumps, the landing gear came up. Then the plane banked sharply to the left until it was headed east, toward Ulan-Erg. Their target.
“Concept of operation is simple,” Kuybishev told them, speaking in heavily accented English for Jack’s benefit as he unfolded a tactical map wrapped in a nylon case with a clear plastic face. One of the officers with him, probably the executive officer, Jack thought, held a flashlight to better illuminate the map. “There is road that runs east-west, three kilometers south of Ulan-Erg. We will drop most troops on this first lift just to the south of this road, da?” Everyone nodded. “We will sweep north through village, driving any enemies against river north of village. We will also drop one platoon north of river to secure road bridge, here.” He pointed to where a paved road crossed the river to enter the town from the northeast. “Anyone,” Kuybishev glanced up at Jack, “anything we flush from town is most likely to go this way. We will drop troops of second lift to either reinforce us, platoon holding bridge, or both, as needed.”
“Where do you want me, sir?” 
“You and Mikhailov stay with me. We will also keep men with thermal imagers to scan citizens of Ulan-Erg to make sure everyone is who and what they are supposed to be.” He looked hard at Jack. “Now you tell me what we are fighting, and how we kill them.”
Jack returned Kuybishev’s stare, and decided to go for broke. “They’re not human, colonel. We call them harvesters. They can take the shape of a man or woman and mimic them perfectly, not just in appearance, but in how they talk and act.”
“Like Putin.” Kuybishev spat the man’s name.
“Yes, sir, like Putin. Normally they kill the people they mimic, so we can assume that Putin is dead.”
“How do we kill them?”
“Fire is the best way. The outer part of their bodies are covered with flesh that can change shape, but it’s highly flammable.”
“That is why we burned the facility,” Mikhailov interjected. “We learned this from Jack during the Spitsbergen operation. White phosphorous works quite well against them. Tracers also work, and the Dragon’s Breath rounds from the shotguns do quite well, but only at close quarters.”
Jack nodded. “Aside from fire, you just need to hammer them hard with the biggest guns you can. Their skeletons are as strong as reinforced carbon fiber. Your assault rifles can take them down, but you’ll need to hit them repeatedly. These,” he pulled out the .50 caliber Desert Eagle and handed it to Kuybishev, who turned it slowly in his big hands, studying it, “can take one out with a single shot. If you’re lucky.”
Kuybishev handed the pistol back, a look of envy on his face. 
“And colonel, these things can move fast, a lot faster than a man. They’re extremely strong, and they also have a stinger that can kill a man at a distance of more than ten feet. Three, maybe four meters.”
After a moment of silence, Kuybishev said, “You expect me to believe this?”
“Every word is true, polkovnik,” Rudenko told him. He had served under Kuybishev in Chechnya, when Kuybishev was a company commander, and they had come to know one another well. “Kapitan Mikhailov and I have seen these things with our own eyes. And you know what happened to Polkovnik Zaitsev.” He shook his head. “No man could have jumped ten meters to the ground, then escape from airborne troops chasing him. Not possible.”
“You are asking me to believe in aliens?”
“We don’t know where they came from, colonel,” Jack explained. “We killed all the original harvesters, which we believe were around for a very long time, maybe centuries. The ones we’re facing now are a new generation. But trust me, they’re just as deadly as the old ones. Maybe even more so.”
Kuybishev grunted. “I will leave such details to men with imagination. I simply want to kill them. Perhaps we do not have best weapons, but we will leave none alive when we are through.”
* * *
 
Forty minutes later, Jack was on his feet, his hand clinging to the static line that ran from his parachute and was clipped to a cable that ran the length of the An-12’s cavernous cargo hold. He and the others had followed Kuybishev to the rear of the plane. The polkovnik always insisted on being the first out the door, and Jack found himself number six in the drop order on the starboard side, right behind Mikhailov and in front of Rudenko. Another line of men stood on the port side, ready to jump. 
He felt his stomach fall away as the cargo ramp opened and the frigid air of the slipstream hit his face. He felt like puking, but wasn’t about to give his Russian friends any last minute entertainment.
“You okay?”
Jack felt a reassuring hand on his shoulder and turned to see Rudenko peering at him.
“Yeah, I’ll make it.”
Rudenko grinned. “At least there are few trees here for us to land in!”
“Thank God for small mercies.”
The jump indicator light on the side of the fuselage suddenly changed from amber to green. It was time.
The men ahead of Jack leaped out into the darkness. He kept pace with them, shuffling forward as his old training and experience overrode the more sensible part of his brain that was screaming in abject fear. 
Ahead of him, Mikhailov leaped from the ramp, and with one final step, his breath coming in rapid heaves, Jack followed him, stepping into space. He felt a slight nudge against his back: Rudenko, making sure Jack didn’t balk at the last second. Jack would have laughed had he not been so scared.
The moment of nauseating free-fall abruptly ended as the static line yanked the parachute open. After the chute deployed, slowing Jack’s descent to a speed that was merely insane, rather than suicidal, he looked up to make sure the canopy had opened properly. He could barely make anything out in the dark and rain, but from what he could tell, all was in order. While night jumps were something all airborne troops trained for, Jack thought the Russians were complete loons for dropping in weather conditions like this. 
“At least there aren’t many trees to land in.” He laughed as he repeated what Rudenko had told him, sure that if there was a single tree down there, with his luck he’d land right on top of it.
He didn’t have much time to worry about such things. It was hard to judge distance under these conditions, but the ground, a vast stretch of deep black beneath him, was coming up fast. Off to his left, beyond a group of his fellow paratroopers, he saw a slightly less dark shape that ran in a straight line, parallel to the path the aircraft were flying. That must be the road south of the village, he thought. Looking a bit to the north, he could make out a few scattered lights that he thought must be Ulan-Erg.
The ground rushed up quickly enough during daylight drops. At night, to Jack it seemed like at one moment he was hundreds of feet in the air, and the next the ground was right there. He judged his landing more by the grunts and curses of the men who landed before him than by sight. His feet slammed into the wet ground and he fell to his side, absorbing the impact through his right calf, thigh and hip before rolling over onto his back. 
Breathing a sigh of relief, he hit the quick disconnect on his harness and shucked it off as he got to his feet. Checking that his shotgun was ready for action, he trotted through the muck to where he heard Kuybishev shouting orders. 
Mikhailov and Rudenko appeared out of the darkness beside him. As poor as the visibility was, Jack could see that Mikhailov was in pain. 
“Did you twist something?”
“Nyet,” Mikhailov told him through gritted teeth. “My ribs, from the battle at the facility. Perhaps I should have stayed in bed.”
“Stupid bastard. You could’ve wound up with a punctured lung.”
Mikhailov’s teeth flashed in the darkness. “Thank you for your sympathy. You are a true friend.” 
“Come on, you lunatic. There’s Kuybishev.”
The three stood by as the colonel got the two companies of the battalion’s first drop organized. Above, the An-12s droned away, turning back to the west to pick up the rest of the battalion for the second wave.
Quickly and efficiently, the Russians spread out according to Kuybishev’s orders and moved north to the road that served as their first phase line. Jack was thankful that the Russian pilots managed to drop them right where they were supposed to. It was a short walk to the road.
After everyone had reached the edge of the pavement, Kuybishev whispered a brief order through the radio carried by one of the soldiers. As one, the men of the battalion started moving north toward Ulan-Erg.
It was three kilometers of slogging through wet muck before they reached the edge of the town. Jack’s anxiety grew with every step, because he remembered all too well the horror that had greeted him in the village outside of Koratikal in India. 
At least this time we’ve got some real firepower, he consoled himself. Even if they did run into harvesters here, he knew that a few companies of airborne troops would kick some serious ass. There’s nothing to be afraid of. We’ve got this. 
Despite his internal pep-talk, he was shivering. He tried to convince himself it was just the cold.
Kuybishev called a halt as they reached the southern edge of town, and the men dropped to their knees or lay prone in the mud. Pulling a set of binoculars from his combat webbing, he carefully scanned the nearest houses. Some still had lights on, others didn’t.
Jack was listening carefully, but he didn’t hear anything over the rain. No screams, human or otherwise, reached his ears.
Beside Kuybishev, the two soldiers with the thermal imaging sights mounted on their rifles swept their electronically enhanced vision over the nearest houses.
“Nichevo.” 
Jack turned to Mikhailov, who whispered, “They see nothing.”
Kuybishev spoke again into his radio, then said, “Vperyod.” 
“Forward,” Mikhailov translated for Jack’s benefit as the men got back to their feet and marched onward. “He ordered the company commanders to halt as they reach each major east-west street to help us stay on line.”
“So no one can flank us,” Jack added. “How big is this place?”
“Not big. A hundred buildings, maybe more.”
“A hundred buildings? We’re gonna be here a while.”
Kuybishev turned his head in their direction, and both men clamped their mouths shut.
As they reached the first line of houses, a squad surrounded each one, with three men at the front door. One knocked while the other two covered him. 
No one answered at any of the houses.
As if on cue, there were multiple cracks as the first man in each entry team kicked in the door, and the other two ran inside, weapons at the ready.
After a few tense minutes, the radio operator murmured something to Kuybishev. Turning to Jack and Mikhailov, he said, “No one is in any of these houses.”
“Any signs of a struggle?”
“Da.” Kuybishev said nothing more before he turned his attention back to the radio. All along the first street his men broke down doors and swept through the houses.
By the time they had made it halfway through the town, without having found a single person, alive or dead, or any sign of harvesters, Jack was deeply worried. “Something’s not right,” he told Mikhailov. Beside him, Rudenko grunted his agreement. “You can feel it, too, can’t you?”
“I feel like I am being watched.” Rudenko had taken to turning around periodically, staring into the darkness behind them. 
“It is the darkness and rain, the disorientation,” Mikhailov said, but his voice carried no conviction. “Although I cannot explain where the villagers have gone.”
A shout of surprise came from off to their left. The soldiers around them stopped and knelt, training their weapons in all directions. 
The shout was followed by a string of curses. Then a long cry of pain.
“Come!” Kuybishev dashed past them toward the sound, grabbing Jack’s arm as he went.
“Polkovnik!” They were met by one of the officers. Even in the dark, Jack could tell the man was terrified. Without a word, he led them to where one of his men was writhing on the ground, screaming.
Breaking tactical discipline, Jack yanked his flashlight from the combat webbing, pointed it at the injured soldier and flicked it on. 
“Oh, Christ.” 
The soldier’s right foot was englobed in a mottled blue and yellow mass that Jack immediately recognized as what Naomi had thought a larval harvester might look like. The soldier reached for it, intending to tear it off. 
“No!” Jack lunged forward, grabbing the man’s hands. “Don’t, or you’ll lose your hands, too!”
Two other men joined him, restraining the thrashing soldier.
“What is this thing?” Kuybishev demanded. As tough as he was, as many horrors as he had endured and done unto others, Jack could hear the fear in his voice.
The thing pulsed and oozed its way up the man’s calf, growing larger as they watched. His foot seemed to be shrinking, the toes and most of the heel clearly gone now.
“If you want to save him, we’ve got to amputate his leg! Now!” Jack wanted to vomit at the thought, but there was no other way that he could think of to save the man. The only alternative would be to burn the thing, but that would almost certainly kill the soldier, and it wouldn’t save his leg.
“We will fly him to hospital,” Kuybishev said, the strength returning to his voice.
“Colonel, there’s no time! He’ll be dead by the time he gets there, and this thing will kill the helicopter crew on the way!”
Kuybishev spoke to another soldier kneeling next to the stricken man who carried a large pouch along with his other gear. Jack immediately gathered that he was a medic, but he was shaking his head at whatever Kuybishev was saying.
“Jack, our medics do not have the tools to do this in the field.” Mikhailov stared helplessly at the soldier as the thing oozed up his leg. 
Without a word, Rudenko stepped forward. Leaning down, he drew the Desert Eagle from Jack’s holster. The big NCO looked at Kuybishev, who nodded. “Hold him,” Rudenko said as he took careful aim.
The soldier saw what was about to happen and began to struggle even more violently.
Rudenko squeezed the trigger, and the .50 caliber slug blasted through the soldier’s leg not far below the knee joint, shattering bone and shredding the flesh. The soldier screamed even louder, then suddenly went quiet as he passed out.
Shoving the pistol into his web belt and then drawing his combat knife, Rudenko knelt down beside him. With a few powerful strokes of the razor sharp knife, the remaining flesh parted. Jack and the others dragged the man a few meters away, where the medic began treating a type of wound he was familiar with.
Jack, badly shaken, joined Rudenko and the others, who now stood in a circle around the amputated limb. They watched with grim fascination as the oozing mass quickly consumed the rest of it. In just a few moments, the flesh and bone had been dissolved, absorbed. Then the thing began to move toward Rudenko, who stood closest to it.
“I suggest you stand back.” Rudenko raised his shotgun. The other men backed away, as well. Staring at the oozing thing, he said, “I believe term in English is fuck you.” 
He pulled the trigger, sending a fiery cascade of burning particles from the Dragon’s Breath round into the larval harvester. The thing exploded, burning so furiously that everyone had to take several paces back.
As the harvester burned itself out, Kuybishev was in Jack’s face. “You did not explain to me what that was.” 
“It was what we think is a larval form of the harvester, colonel. A baby. They can get bigger than that one. Much bigger. And the only thing that we know will kill them is fire.”
“Perhaps smaller is worse,” Mikhailov commented. “Big we might be able to see at night or in the rain. Ones like this.”
“Will be like tiny land mines used in Afghanistan,” Rudenko finished for him. “Only much more deadly.”
“Come, we finish our sweep.” Kuybishev was reaching for the radio when one of the men with a thermal imager tensed. He had been scanning the area while the unfortunate soldier was being taken care of. At the moment, his weapon was pointed in the direction from which they’d come, back toward the drop zone.
“Polkovnik? Polkovnik!” The soldier handed Kuybishev the rifle and pointed.
The colonel looked through the sight. “Bozhe moi.” He thrust the rifle at Jack, then began bellowing orders to his men.
With a cold knot of dread congealing in his chest, Jack raised the weapon to his shoulder and looked through the scope. “Oh, God.” 
There were at least a dozen loping, deadly-looking shapes coming straight for them. Sweeping the scope from side to side, he saw more. A lot more. 
Mikhailov was right beside him, “Jack, what is it?”
“It’s a trap.” He tossed the rifle to its owner before grabbing Mikhailov’s web harness and pulling him after Kuybishev and the others. “Come on, run!”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Renee felt as if she was going to explode, not from anger or even frustration, but from acute pressure. She’d left the young man in the Intelligence Division to keep track of the ever-growing pile of potential harvester incidents while she hammered away on the passport image correlation. After learning that Kline had just been a middleman and had probably never left the country, Carl had made finding The Bad Guy her number one priority. The Los Angeles Division had a team of agents standing by with a warrant to search the headquarters of Morgan Pharmaceuticals and seize any documents or materials related to The Bag, although that’s not how it was phrased in the warrant. The only remaining piece that Carl wanted to have in place before the LA agents went in was a name. The name of whomever she’d been searching for before being sidetracked by Kline. Everything hinged on her now, and she couldn’t fail.
She’d already sifted through the questionable results and discarded them. While there were valid matches, the same faces but different passports, none of them met the profile she was looking for. Some she’d passed to her new friend in Intelligence for follow-up as possible terrorists, smugglers, or other ne’er-do-wells, but the one she was hoping to find hadn’t appeared yet. Carl had authorized the IT support section to give her whatever computer horsepower she wanted, and while that had helped, it was still taking time.
“Come on, come on!” She banged her fist against the desk, and coffee sloshed out of her cup. 
At last, the scrolling list of computer processes stopped, replaced with this:
 
9 POSSIBLES FOUND
 
She quickly opened up the results file and sifted through them. Eight were clearly unrelated.
The ninth, however, was a good match. There were seven passports, with seven different photographs. The man, a middle-aged, heavy set caucasian, was clearly the same individual, despite the terrible quality of some of the photos. He had visited every country on her list, each one with a different passport. While he had seven different aliases, after cross-indexing them against various databases, one of them came up as a perfect fit for the profile she was looking for, and was probably his real passport. 
Snatching up the phone, she rang Carl’s direct number. 
“Richards.”
“I’ve got him, Carl. One of the matches came up as an employee of Morgan Pharmaceuticals.”
“Name?”
“Dr. Adrian Kelso.” She paused. “Shouldn’t we let Naomi know?”
“No. We’ve got to keep this entirely aboveboard, for her sake and ours. I just pray that she didn’t know anything about whatever deal was cut for The Bag or there’s going to be hell to pay.” He lowered his voice. “Thanks, babe.”
“You owe me, hon. Now go catch this asshole. I’m going to go home and get some sleep.”
* * *
 
Howard Morgan was enjoying the view from his penthouse office, sipping a cup of coffee and enjoying the morning sun when a chime sounded. From the tone, he knew that it was his head of security, Karina Petrovsky. 
“Yes, Karina?” The system was voice activated, although if he wanted privacy, which he usually did if there was someone else in the office, he could use the phone handset on his desk.
“Sir, we have a problem. Look at the main entrance.”
Morgan moved to where he could look through the glass walls to the parking lot, far below. A group of armed men and women had taken over the guard post, and a swarm of black SUVs was pouring in. “Who are they?”
“FBI, sir. They’re sealing off the other entrances, as well.”
In an unusual fit of anger, Morgan threw the mug to the floor. He had gone to such great lengths to fly under the radar of the authorities. This couldn’t have happened at a worse time, just when they were making some real progress on the Beta-Three project.
That’s when the image of Naomi’s face flashed into his mind. It was too coincidental that the FBI was here so soon after he’d told her about Kline. “Damn. Karina, flush Vault One. And I want Naomi Perrault taken aside. Call me back when it’s done.”
“Yes, sir. Right away.”
A soft beep signaled him that she’d ended the call. Morgan fumed as he watched more FBI agents enter the building. His building. “It’s a setback,” he reassured himself, “nothing more.” He had invested too much in Beta-Three to have put all his eggs in one basket. The data was backed up, as were the samples.
He kicked one of the pieces of the shattered coffee mug across the floor.
Naomi, he thought, you’ll regret this.
* * *
 
Naomi looked up as an alarm, a piercing wail, sounded in the vault, and a red light began to flash. Her first thought was that it was a fire drill, until she saw the stricken look on Harmony’s face.
“Come on!” Harmony nearly leaped out of her chair and grabbed Naomi by the arm. “We’ve got to get out of here, now!” Turning to the others in the room, who appeared just as baffled as Naomi, she shouted, “Out! Now!”
Naomi yanked her arm away. She was sure she was just on the verge of identifying more genes associated with the reproduction cycle of the second generation harvesters, and she wasn’t going to just walk away if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. “What’s going on?”
“They’re flushing the vault, Naomi. We’ve got to get out of here, right now!”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that in less than five minutes, everything in here is going to be destroyed. It’s an emergency protocol that only Mr. Morgan can initiate. We’ve got to go.”
“And what if I don’t?” Naomi stood there and crossed her arms in defiance.
“You’ll die, Naomi.” Harmony’s face was pale with fright. “Only a few of us were briefed on this. There aren’t any drills, and it’s for real.” The lock cycled open at the rear of the vault, and the others, shocked and surprised, headed toward it. 
“But what about all this? We can’t just leave it!”
“Yes we can! Now come on, let’s go!” Harmony grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the door. After a quick head count, she hit the button to cycle the inner vault door closed. When it was closed and locked, she opened the outer door that led to the hallway. “Remember,” she told the others, “what you were working on was classified. Discuss it with no one.”
Naomi followed Harmony and the others down the hall toward the elevators just as Karina Petrovsky and two muscular men in suits stepped out. 
“Naomi, a word, please?” The tone of the blond woman’s voice made it clear that it wasn’t a request. “Harmony, take the others upstairs. We’ll make sure this floor is clear.”
Naomi continued to follow Harmony, but one of the men with Karina stepped in front of her. 
“Don’t do anything to make an unpleasant scene.” Karina was watching the elevator, waiting for the doors to close.
They don’t want Harmony and the others to see what happens, Naomi thought. She wasn’t going to give them a chance to do whatever it was they planned. As the elevator doors began to close, Naomi stamped her foot down on the man’s instep, then bashed her right elbow into his jaw, sending him careening backward.
Before either Karina or her other strongman could catch her, Naomi dashed into the elevator just as the doors hissed shut.
* * *
 
On his way to work, Dr. Adrian Kelso had just turned the corner of the main street leading to Morgan Pharmaceuticals when he caught sight of a long string of black SUVs heading toward the building from the opposite direction. Instinctively, he slowed down, and watched as the vehicles pulled up in front of Morgan’s headquarters. A group of armed men and women emerged from the lead SUV and surrounded the guards at the entry gate. Even at this distance, Kelso could see the letters FBI emblazoned on their dark jackets. A moment later, the gate was raised and the other SUVs charged into the parking lot. 
A prickling sensation broke out along Kelso’s spine, and he slammed his palm against the steering wheel in frustration. He didn’t need his Ph.D. from MIT to know that he’d be a fool to drive into the middle of the small army of agents now flooding into the building. 
“One more week,” he ground out through clenched teeth as he passed by, moving with the flow of traffic that had slowed down to gawk at the spectacle. The plan he’d set into motion over a year ago might now be in jeopardy. He’d been so careful, and he was so close to his goal now. So close to not only leaving Howard Morgan behind, but crushing the sanctimonious bastard under his heel. 
Kelso had been with Morgan since the beginning, and had been just as instrumental in building the Morgan Pharmaceuticals empire as its namesake. But Kelso had never been recognized as a partner, had never been granted his just due. He’d always been the sidekick, a glorified gofer. He’d been willing to put up with all that until Morgan had taken the research into genetic payload delivery systems that Kelso had spent years on and given it to Harmony. It had been Kelso’s baby, the show-stealer that he knew would have vaulted him to the top of the scientific community, and would earn him the recognition from Morgan that he deserved. 
But no. That had been taken away from him. Morgan had insisted that Kelso had to focus on the big picture, to have a hand in all of the company’s many scientific endeavors, but he was little more than a member of Morgan’s personal staff who parroted what Morgan said to those below, and parroted what they said back to Morgan. He had no power, no authority. As Morgan’s senior scientist, Kelso had less impact on the company than Morgan’s secretary. The papers that were written carried the names of Harmony and the others who’d been given his project. The accolades that should have been his went to them.
Just when he thought he would be consigned to the ash heap of history, however, a most curious thing happened. He received a phone call from a man who’d worked for him years before as a laboratory technician, before the man left Morgan Pharmaceuticals for greener pastures. As the man told Kelso, those greener pastures had been New Horizons, and the man had found himself assigned to a new, very hush-hush facility northwest of Lincoln, Nebraska. Upon hearing that news, Kelso’s pulse had shot into the stratosphere, because he knew that New Horizons had been working on something much like his own delivery system idea. He didn’t know the specifics, for that had been held so tight by New Horizons that even Karina Petrovsky hadn’t been able to dig anything up. But Kelso had pieced together much of what they were doing based on the talent the company had hired. Part of his job for Morgan was helping Karina to assess their competition. She provided Kelso information, and he tried to read between the lines. 
Kelso knew the man well enough to know that he was always looking for more ways to make money, legally or otherwise. He’d never been caught, so far as Kelso knew, but when he wasn’t in the lab, he was finding new ways to try to get rich quick. He was cunning enough to stay clear of real trouble, but otherwise wasn’t terribly bright.
His offer to Kelso was simple: he had access to the New Horizons blockbuster product, the Revolutions seed, and was giving Kelso first shot at it. At first, the man was demanding a million dollars for a bag of the seed. While Kelso would have gladly paid that if he’d had the money, he argued that the seed would eventually be available on the open market, and he could simply buy it at the local store or order it online. Getting his hands on it early wasn’t worth a million dollar premium, and no one would pay any significant sum of money for it. If the man could get his hands on the documentation for the genetic engineering that had been done, that would be something else entirely, but the man didn’t have the necessary access.
In the end, Kelso had agreed to pay five thousand dollars for the bag, making it clear that even that was an outrageous sum for something that was soon going to be available worldwide at government-subsidized prices.
Reluctantly, the man had agreed. A day before the Revolutions seed was to be sent out into the world, Kelso met the man late in the evening in the parking lot of a bar on the outskirts of Lincoln, Nebraska. He handed the man an envelope with fifty one hundred dollar bills, and the man dumped a brightly labeled hundred pound bag of corn seed into the back of Kelso’s BMW. Then they went their separate ways.
Kelso took the bag with him to work the next day, but left it in the car, intending to have someone haul it in for him later. He turned on the television in his office so he could watch the announcement by President Curtis of the roll-out of the Revolutions seed. Like the rest of the world, he was stunned as the news broadcast showed the New Horizons plant being blown to bits. Feigning illness, he left work for home, and remained glued to the television and the internet for the rest of the day and most of that night. He learned that everyone at the New Horizons plant where his contact worked, including the man from whom he’d bought the seed, had been killed, and that the trucks carrying the seed had been hijacked.
Then President Curtis dropped a nuke over California.
Over the next few days, he managed to dig out a vital fact buried amidst the torrent of reporting on the Sutter Buttes disaster: the Earth Defense Society had destroyed the Revolutions seed carried in the trucks. Every kernel of it. 
Two days after that, he learned that all the documentation on how the seed had been created, the blueprints, had been destroyed. The mastermind behind the Revolutions seed, Dr. Rachel Kempf, and the others on the original research team were dead. 
The five thousand dollar bag of seed sitting in the trunk of his car had suddenly become unique, a priceless commodity.
The downside, of course, was that President Curtis had declared the Revolutions seed to be a weapon of mass destruction, a biological doomsday device, and that anyone having anything to do with it was likely to wind up labeled as a terrorist.
Kelso panicked. He got into his car and headed out of town, hoping to find a place where he could destroy the seed without drawing attention to himself. But as the miles unwound behind him as he raced westward out of LA, he began to calm down. One of his mentors at MIT had once told him, “In chaos, there is opportunity.” Chaos was now abundant. So then, should be opportunity.
He was well aware how much Morgan Pharmaceuticals had already spent on research paralleling what New Horizons had done, and also had a good idea how much more Howard Morgan was willing to spend: he would have put his entire fortune on the line to unlock the secrets of the bag of seed in Kelso’s trunk. The applications of what New Horizons had done were limitless, and so was the potential profit. 
That’s when the wheels in Kelso’s mind began to turn faster. Profit. He had never been, by nature, a greedy man. Despite never having treated him with the respect that Kelso thought he deserved, Morgan had certainly rewarded him financially. But profit, the kind of profit the seeds in the trunk could bring from anyone interested in developing this technology, could also bring leverage. Power. Independence. What he could get for the seeds wouldn’t make him as rich as Morgan, but it would provide enough for Kelso to step out of Morgan’s shadow. He could determine his own destiny, and Morgan could find someone else to play the role of Tonto.
He stopped for lunch at a roadside diner, his eyes never wandering far from his car, and thought about what he could do. He had many contacts in corporations here and overseas who would be extremely interested in what he had to offer, but he couldn’t expose his identity or he’d wind up on the FBI’s most wanted list. 
That’s when he remembered Norman Kline, who had been a supplier for the lab Kelso had worked at years ago, before joining Morgan, and who had also been a supplier for Morgan Pharmaceuticals until Karina had discovered his unsavory Russian mafia connections and terminated his contract. The irony had not been lost on Kelso: Howard Morgan could be just as ruthless as anyone else, but he pretended to hold the moral high ground and never did anything outwardly unscrupulous. Any businesses that his company had dealings with had better have clean sheets or they were dropped. The same went for his employees, except when he ordered them to do otherwise.
Kelso was no spy or underworld kingpin, and it took a bit of research and thought to put his plan together. He contacted Kline using a disposable phone to set up a meeting, and Kline was the only one he called with it. 
From there, Kline set things in motion. Kelso paid him twenty thousand dollars up front for his services, with the promise of more once Kelso began making sales.
That’s where things got stuck. President Curtis pushed legislation through Congress that would have put Kelso behind bars for life if he were caught peddling the seeds. Kelso wanted the rewards, but the risk was simply too high. 
He forced himself to be patient. It was an election year, and Curtis was scraping the gutter in the polls. Howard Morgan had also unwittingly been helping Kelso by pouring money into lobbying Congress to repeal the President’s anti-biotechnology legislation. 
Kelso had already planned to offer the seed to various American biotechnology companies, and was working on those arrangements with Kline when he had a flash of brilliant inspiration: why not sell the seed to Morgan himself?
He actually laughed out loud when the thought came to him. But why not? Morgan was just another potential buyer, and he would never turn away from this sort of opportunity, regardless of how illegal it might be. And with Kline as the front man, Morgan would have no idea that Kelso was behind it. 
The irony was irresistible.
He had Kline contact Karina and arrange a meeting, and after that everything fell into place like a line of dominos, with Kelso pocketing twenty-five million dollars in an offshore account. He could have asked for more, but didn’t want to be too greedy. And he vowed that he wouldn’t spend a penny of the money until he was out from under Morgan’s boot. 
But the deal was perfect: Karina got the glory, Morgan got his Beta-Three samples, Kelso got the money, and everyone was happy.
For the next several months, Kline set up meetings with various other potential buyers in the United States, closing seven deals worth more than a hundred million dollars to Kelso. Kline was also rapidly becoming rich, and like Kelso, he was socking the money away until the time was right. He didn’t want any of his almost-former friends in the Russian mafia to get wind of what he was doing, especially the deals in Russia and the other former Soviet republics, or they’d want in on the deal. Or just slit his throat.
By September, long before the polls would open in November, things were looking up for Kelso to begin the overseas part of the plan. It was clear that there was no way, short of a miracle, that Curtis would be elected. It was just as clear that the opposition favored a complete reversal of Curtis’s stance on biotechnology.
Kelso again contacted Kline and had him set up meetings with contacts Kelso provided. They were people he knew by reputation, people who would be keenly interested in his “product,” but who didn’t know him personally, so he could keep his true identity hidden. In turn, Kline provided him with several fake passports and other supporting documents to help Kelso fly under the radar, figuratively speaking, of the authorities. 
Over the next three months, he traveled to six countries, emboldened by the election of Daniel Miller to the Presidency and his proclamations that everything Curtis had done would be just as quickly undone. Kelso had taken some trips while on leave from work, but he didn’t have enough time off to cover all of his time away, nor was he quite ready to part with Morgan. So he took a chance, risking Karina digging into his activities, and did some travel on company time and company money, but using fake documentation while away. It was dangerous, but he had to admit to himself that he began to enjoy the thrill.
Things were going perfectly until the fateful day when Naomi Perrault rose from the dead and Howard Morgan decided to hire her. Kelso knew she had been on the original research team for the Revolutions seed, working with Kempf. When Karina revealed that Perrault had been working for some recently cancelled government think-tank, it didn’t take Kelso’s IQ of 176 to figure out what Perrault must have been focused on. She and her boyfriend Jack Dawson, also resurrected from administrative purgatory, knew too much and had too many connections. Once she got directly involved with the Beta-Three project, how long would it be before she started asking inconvenient questions?
By hiring Perrault, Morgan had put in place a bigger threat to Kelso’s plans than Karina Petrovsky had ever been. 
Kelso decided to stop the presses. He called Kline and told him that the deal was done, finished. But Kline didn’t see it that way. Kelso was his cash cow, and he wasn’t going to let him stop. Kline threatened to expose Kelso, both to Morgan and the authorities, if he didn’t move forward on the remaining deals that Kline had lined up.
After letting him bluster for a while, Kelso agreed to back down. Once he ended the call, Kelso found the contact information for some of Kline’s Russian mafia connections, whom Kline had periodically mentioned. Kline had said that he hated them, because they still had their hooks in him, even after all these years, and he did everything he could to get around them.
Through a set of anonymizer services on the web, Kelso tipped off a few of Kline’s old friends that Kline had been doing black market business in Russia without cutting them in, citing several of the deals Kline had mentioned. Kelso didn’t, of course, mention the deals in which he himself had been involved.
While Kelso was struck with a deep sense of guilt when he read the press article about Kline’s death during a break-in at his home, he was also tremendously relieved. The Russians would have left nothing behind, no information about Kline’s deals, because they didn’t want anything traced back to them.
That little loose end had been neatly tied off.
Only two things had been left before Kelso planned to leave Morgan. There was one last trip to Brazil to meet with another buyer. It had already been arranged by Kline before he was killed, and Kelso had planned to fly out next week to Brasilia. It would have been his last official act as an employee of Morgan Pharmaceuticals. His last unofficial act would have been to smuggle out the thumb drives that contained all the information on the Beta-Three project. 
Now, however, as he drove past the besieged Morgan Building, he realized that the drives, the data, were gone. It was infuriating, because the information would be worth even more than the New Horizons seed had been, especially with all the progress the Beta-Three team had made since Naomi had arrived. But there was nothing to be done about it. While he couldn’t be positive they were after him, it didn’t matter. He couldn’t go back to the company. There was no way he was going to risk being taken by the FBI.
While he was shocked by this sudden turn of events, he was not unprepared. He drove to LAX and pulled the car into a spot in one of the long term parking lots. Reaching under his seat, he pulled out a small leather bag that he had velcroed in place there, out of sight. He had known there might come a time such as this, when he wouldn’t be able to return to his home or the safe house where he kept his hoard of organic gold. He took out a fake passport, driver’s license, credit cards, and ten thousand dollars in cash, then put his real documents into the bag and zipped it shut. 
After locking the car, he slipped the bag under his suit coat to keep it out of sight. Once he reached the nearest shuttle stop, which was deserted, he walked past the trash can and surreptitiously dumped the bag. 
Then he caught the next shuttle for the international terminal.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
The night had dissolved into a maelstrom of screams and chaos as Jack and the others ran, following Kuybishev, who was still bellowing orders at his men. Gunfire had erupted all around them, the muzzle flashes illuminating the terrified faces of the soldiers.
Jack had no idea where they were going. He now had his arm wrapped around Mikhailov’s waist, helping him along, while his free hand clutched the KS-K shotgun. Rudenko ran behind them, periodically turning around to watch their backs, his heavy footsteps splashing in the cold, muddy ground.
A man in front of them went down, clutching at his leg and screaming. Jack couldn’t see him well in the dark, but knew what must have happened: he’d stepped on a larval harvester. As they ran, he saw five more men near them go down. Jack slowed down, instinctively wanting to help them.
“No!” Rudenko shoved him forward. “Too late for them!”
Jack didn’t turn around at the boom of Rudenko’s shotgun and the blinding flare of the Dragon’s Breath. The screams of the men who were suddenly transformed into blazing pyres rang in Jack’s ears, but he kept running.
Kuybishev stopped and made a series of hand signals while he spoke rapidly into his radio. The company commanders shouted orders to their men who were converging out of the darkness.
“Here, Jack,” Mikhailov gasped. “We make our stand here. Defensive perimeter.”
Looking around them, Jack could see that they were in an open field near the center of the town. While there was little light to aim by, it made for a good killing ground against opponents who had to close to short range. The only alternative would have been to hole up in some houses, but then the harvesters could have overwhelmed them piecemeal. 
That made Jack wonder about the level of cooperation shared by the creatures. The old ones certainly worked well enough toward a common goal, although they typically operated as individuals. Then again, there had been so few of them that outside of very special circumstances, such as the attack on the seed vault on Spitsbergen or the final arrangements for shipping the New Horizons seed, gathering on any regular basis would probably have disrupted their many operations.
The ones here, however, had enough cognitive capability to set an ambush for a modern military force, and judging from the growing volume of fire from the airborne soldiers did not share the problem of scarcity. 
While Kuybishev’s men were terrified, they didn’t break discipline. As they dashed into the expanding defensive circle, their officers and NCOs got them under control, prepared them to fight back. 
The colonel shouted an order, which Mikhailov translated for Jack. “Lights!”
Hundreds of tactical lights, most of them attached to the men’s weapons, flicked on, stabbing outward from the defensive circle like spokes on a wheel. 
Men were still coming out of the dark, sometimes diving over the heads of their comrades, who opened fire on the sinister shapes that pursued them.
It was then that Jack had a terrible thought. Leaving Mikhailov and Rudenko, he ran the short distance to where Kuybishev stood, watching the progress of the battle. 
“Colonel! We’ve got to make sure the men coming in are really human!”
Kuybishev looked at him as if he’d gone mad. “What else would they be?”
“Sir, remember! These things are perfect mimics. They can change their appearance to anything that’s about the same physical size. Out there, in the dark, they could kill a man and replace him.”
Without a moment’s thought, Kuybishev unslung a rifle from his shoulder. It was one of the weapons fitted with a thermal imager. “Soldier who had this is dead. You use it. Find and kill any that get inside.”
Jack wasn’t sure he wanted the responsibility that Kuybishev was thrusting upon him. He reached out and took the rifle. There had been two such weapons. “Where’s the other one?”
Kuybishev shook his head. “I do not know. Ten, maybe fifteen men killed by those small things on ground. That soldier was one. More will die. Go now.”
Returning to where Rudenko was standing guard over Mikhailov, Jack told the big NCO, “I’m going to need you for this. Mikhailov, watch your ass, and keep an eye on the goddamn ground so none of those little bastards sneak up on you.”
Rudenko paused, uncertain.
“Go, you fool!” Mikhailov pushed him away. “I will be fine.”
“Da, kapitan.”
As Jack and Rudenko moved off toward the perimeter, Jack cursed. “I wish I could put this sight on my shotgun. This rifle isn’t going to be worth shit without tracers or Dragon’s Breath.”
“Let me see it.”
Jack handed the rifle to Rudenko, who undid some quick releases on the scope, then attached it to Jack’s shotgun before slinging the assault rifle on his back. “Joys of, what do you say, standards, yes?”
Pulling the shotgun in tight to his shoulder and peering through the sight, Jack told him, “Damn straight.”
The world that greeted his eye was alien, unnerving. Everything was in shades of gray, with warmer objects and surfaces, like the faces and hands of the men, appearing almost white, while cooler surfaces appeared in differing shades of darker gray. The muzzle flashes were stark white spears of flame that stabbed out into the killing zone around them, accompanied by deafening staccato cracks. “I don’t see any here.” 
The two men turned at a sudden scream from their left. Looking through the sight, Jack saw that one of the men nearby was clutching at his shoulder. Like most of the soldiers, he had taken a prone position in the mud so he could aim better, and one of the larval harvesters had attacked him. 
Jack cursed as he compared the gray tone of the harvester with that of the ground. It was a near-perfect match. He wouldn’t be able to pick them out of the clutter to shoot them.
Rudenko grabbed the man by his desperately kicking feet and pulled him back from the defensive line. He was thrashing uncontrollably, his hands already trapped in the harvester’s pulsing flesh after he’d tried to tear it off.
The soldier managed to get one of his feet free from Rudenko’s grasp and lashed out, knocking Rudenko to the ground. “Shoot him!”
For a moment, Jack stood rooted to the ground, paralyzed. He’d killed before, certainly, but he’d never killed a man in cold blood. 
There’s no hope for him, Jack told himself. In his mind it was a cold voice, a dead voice, and Jack wondered if someday someone might not say the same for him. 
Raising the shotgun, he aimed at the darker, cooler mass of the harvester larva on his shoulder and pulled the trigger.
The thermal sight blanked out for a moment in the white glare of the Dragon’s Breath, and the man’s screams ended with sudden finality as the harvester spreading up his chest and neck exploded into flames.
Turning the sight away from the dead soldier, Jack scanned the others around him. “It looks like this area’s clear. Wait.” He saw something in the shape of a man, but whose “face” was distinctly cooler, darker in the thermal imager, than those around him. “Shit. Follow me.”
Sprinting through the muck, Jack saw that his target was giving orders to the men around him, shouting with authority, and even taking shots with a rifle at the harvesters continuing to charge the defensive perimeter. 
As he got closer, Jack could see the outline of the thing’s skeleton beneath the malleable flesh. There was no question. 
The only problem was that the thing was right in the middle of a group of soldiers. If Jack shot it now, it could easily kill other soldiers when it burst into flame.
“Rudenko! We’ve got to get him away from the others!”
The big man didn’t hesitate. He simply charged him and grabbed the harvester by the arm, swung it around, and let it go, flinging it away from the men and putting it in Jack’s line of fire.
The thing recovered its balance almost immediately, much faster than a man possibly could. The human-looking face glared at Rudenko, but before it could do anything more, Jack fired.
The Dragon’s breath shell speared through its thorax and the harvester’s malleable flesh exploded into flame. It did a dance of death, burning gobbets sailing away into the night.
The soldiers around the thing cried out in terror, turning their attention away from the other harvesters that were still coming on fast.
Rudenko bellowed at the soldiers, gesturing with his shotgun for them to turn away from the flaming harvester, harmless now, to watch for the enemies that could still kill them.
As if the sizzling pyre of the harvester was a signal, the firing around them died down, then stopped. 
The silence was stunning. 
“Did we kill them all?” It was Rudenko’s question, but every surviving soldier was wondering the same thing.
“Don’t count on it. They gave up too easily.” 
 “Too easily?” Rudenko looked around them. At least a quarter of the men were down, either injured or killed. There were piles of bodies, soldiers who had fought and died at close quarters with harvesters that had made it to the perimeter. Most of the creatures were in their natural, insectoid form, their limbs and killing appendages exposed. A few were part man, part beast, as if they had come running at the humans in the process of changing form. The air was thick with the foul stench that the harvesters exuded in their natural state, and more than a few men were choking and gagging, the smell was so intense. “This must be all, Jack. There were not so many people living in the village to act as hosts for there to be many more.”
Jack shook his head, remembering the poor monkey who was the very first victim of this new generation of harvesters. “Remember, these things don’t need humans. They can use any organic material. Animals, plants, almost anything.”
“Da. Even plastics and rubber.” Rudenko wiped a bloodstained hand across his forehead. “I had forgotten.”
“And we have no idea how quickly they reproduce, spawning the smaller larval forms. God knows how many of those little sons of bitches are oozing toward us right now.”
Rudenko reflexively looked down at his feet, but he knew that one of the abominations could be right next to his foot and he probably wouldn’t see it in these conditions. “Chyort voz’mi.”
Jack finished scanning the men left in the defensive perimeter with the thermal imaging sight. He didn’t see any others who looked like harvesters. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go find Mikhailov.”
* * *
 
They found the Russian captain where they’d left him, near the center of the defensive perimeter, not far from where Kuybishev was talking on the radio in quiet, urgent tones.
“That was exciting.” Mikhailov patted Jack on the shoulder and nodded at Rudenko. “Glad to see you made it.”
“You, too.” Jack looked more closely at the Russian captain. “You seem a bit better than when we left you.” 
“Drugs, Jack, they do wonders. Our medic gave me something. My ribs still hurt, but it does not seem to matter as much.”
Rudenko snorted. “Vodka is better medicine.”
Jack nodded toward the regimental commander. “What’s Kuybishev doing?”
“Trying to get air support. Unfortunately, he is having a difficult time persuading our superiors to bomb this place.” Mikhailov glanced over at Kuybishev as the colonel gave the handset back to the radioman while hissing a stream of curses. “The memories of what happened in your California a year ago are still fresh, it seems.”
Kuybishev stomped over, his feet splashing in the mud. Unable to help himself, Jack watched every step the colonel took. He’d become acutely aware of how dangerous the ground had become.
“We are ordered to withdraw.” Kuybishev spat on the ground. “The fools are sending trucks for us.”
“What about the rest of the battalion?” Jack had a sinking feeling. “When is the second drop supposed to arrive?”
“They are not coming. Second drop has been canceled. Army is sending 205th Motorized Rifle Brigade from Budyonnovsk to sanitize area.”
“And what is to become of us, polkovnik?” Mikhailov asked, shocked. “They think we have failed, and so simply remove us?”
“No, they do not think we failed. We are being recalled as part of general alert of airborne troops and military operational commands. The Chinese have gone on full military alert.” He shot a look at Jack. “I should not be saying this to outsiders, of course.”
“I understand, colonel,” Jack told him. “Your secrets are safe with me. But it’s not the Chinese you should be worried about. One of my people informed me that she thought something like what is happening here was happening in China, too. There are also outbreaks in Brazil and India. Their military response is being triggered by the harvesters, just the same as yours.”
Kuybishev’s expression hardened. “I do not wish to believe you, but I cannot dismiss what I have seen with my own eyes. I requested air strike here, to kill any little horrors that might have survived, but command denied it. Now we count our dead and await transport.” 
Jack was about to point out that he didn’t think the battle here was over when he heard something over the pattering of the rain. It was a mewling screech.
Soon the lone voice was joined by others, creating an unholy din somewhere beyond the nearest houses on the eastern flank. 
“Colonel,” Jack said quietly, “I suggest you reinforce that side. We’re going to have company in a minute, and probably lots of it.”
“What is that terrible sound?” Rudenko tightened the grip on his shotgun as, like every other man in the perimeter, he stared in the direction of the noise.
“Unless I’m badly mistaken, those are cats. They’re the only animals that have an instinctive revulsion toward harvesters. We use them as living detectors, and I sure wish someone would figure out a way to bring them on operations like this.” In that moment, he wished more than anything that he had his own cat, Alexander, here with him, but knew that the silly beast was a lot safer at home with Naomi. “One of them even saved my life a couple times.”
One of the soldiers on the eastern side shouted something.
Mikhailov translated, his voice thick with dread. “Movement!”
Turning to the young captain, Kuybishev said, “Stay here. I am putting a platoon under your command as reserve.”
“Ponyatno.” 
Pointing at Jack, Kuybishev said, “You stay with him. Kill any that mimic my soldiers, and stay alive. You know these things, and information you bring back will be priceless.” He looked at Rudenko. “You will protect him. At all costs.”
Before Rudenko could respond, Kuybishev had spun around and was trotting away into the darkness in the direction from which the cries of the cats were growing steadily louder and more frenzied.
“I have never heard such a sound.” Rudenko stood close by Jack while Mikhailov spoke to the men Kuybishev had pulled out of the line and sent to him, there in the center of the defensive ring. 
As Jack had suggested, Kuybishev had pulled as many men as he dared from the other quadrants to reinforce the eastern sector, and made the perimeter even smaller in hopes of making it easier to defend.
“There’s something about the harvesters that seems to override the cats’ natural instincts,” Jack explained quietly as he scanned the houses to the east. There was still nothing. “They’ll band together, attack and fight.”
“I wonder where the cats were before now?”
“There’s no way of knowing.” Jack saw small, light gray shapes dart around both sides of the nearest house. Like a school of fish, the cats seemed to move as one. They paused, just for a moment, and then made a beeline for the humans. A torrent of nightmarish shapes followed right behind them. “Shit, here they come! Tell Kuybishev they’re coming!”
Mikhailov shouted something, but his words were lost in a fusillade of gunfire that again lit up the night. Jack was astonished to see that the cats, instead of shying away from the gunfire, bored straight on toward the Russians. He only saw two cats go down, caught by stray bullets. The rest passed through the Russian line and ran straight past Jack and the others. But before they reached the men on the other side of the perimeter, they suddenly spun about and gathered around him and the others in the center, mewling pitiably.
Turning his attention back to the fight, Jack watched through the thermal sight as several dark blobs arced outward from the Russian soldiers, grenades that exploded amongst the harvesters with spectacular results. Kuybishev had them use white phosphorus, and brightly burning fragments sailed outward from each grenade blast, many of them landing on harvesters and setting them ablaze. 
He lowered the sight. It was nearly useless in the sudden glare of the flames. 
“I do not understand.” Mikhailov shouted to be heard over the gunfire. “Why do they come at us this way? Why did they not pretend to be humans and ambush us, as they did on Spitsbergen? Or try harder to infiltrate us, masquerading as our own men?”
Jack shook his head. He’d been wondering the same thing. “I don’t know. We know so little about them to begin with, and this generation is genetically different from the old ones. They can obviously cooperate, but beyond that, only Naomi might be able to tell us.”
A chorus of shouts erupted from behind them, to the west, followed by gunfire and screams.
Bringing up the shotgun, Jack took a look through the thermal sight and felt his heart leap into his throat. He should have paid closer attention to the cats’ behavior. There was a reason they didn’t keep heading west, away from the attacking harvesters. “They’re coming in behind us!”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Naomi escaped from one form of captivity only to trade it for another. As the elevator opened on the ground floor, she and the others were greeted by a team of FBI agents. 
One of them was a tall black woman with close-cropped hair sporting a few streaks of gray. While that suggested she was a bit older than the agents around her, she also had the build of an Olympic sprinter. “I’m Special Agent Angie Boisson of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. If you’ll all please exit the elevator and move to your right,” she gestured toward another group of agents who formed a cordon in the lobby, “I’d appreciate it.”
Naomi let the others file past her as she pressed herself into the front corner of the elevator near the control panel. As the last person, Harmony, stepped out, Naomi jabbed the button for the floor where her office was located.
“Dr. Perrault?”
Naomi looked up in surprise to see Boisson, a bemused expression on her face, stepping into the elevator. 
“You won’t be able to go anywhere without this.” Boisson held up an emergency key, which she stuck into the control panel. Giving it a turn, she asked, “Which floor were you planning to go to?”
“Three.” Naomi had stepped back involuntarily, not sure what to make of Boisson’s actions. “I need to get to my office. My cats are there. I won’t leave them.”
The FBI agent pressed the button for the third floor and the elevator doors slid shut on the pandemonium beyond. “Assistant Director Carl Richards sends his regards,” Boisson said. “He wanted to thank you for the tip on Kline.” She paused, her dark eyes locking with Naomi’s. “He also wanted me to ask about what you’ve been holding out on him.”
Naomi felt sick. She had been worried that this might happen. Her silence in exchange for Morgan telling her everything about the Beta-Three samples had been necessary, but had been a bargain with the devil, all the same. That, however, didn’t mean she was going to spill her guts to an FBI agent she didn’t know. “If I did know something, why should I tell you?” 
“Because if you don’t, you’re probably going to wind up in prison for a very long time, and Assistant Director Richards indicated to me that he wasn’t very fond of that idea.” She turned the key and hit the stop button. “He wanted me to find you and have a little private chat before anyone else got hold of you.”
“He could have just called me and asked.”
Boisson shook her head. “No, he couldn’t. This raid was based on your tip about Kline. But we also figured out on our own that someone here at Morgan Pharmaceuticals was involved in getting their hands on the biological weapon we believe Kline was selling. Richards is trying to keep this as above-board as he can, given the circumstances. By calling you about this, he would have been involving himself directly with a potential suspect in a case.”
“And this little conversation doesn’t amount to the same thing?” Naomi’s voice was laced with skepticism, but she couldn’t help but cling to the small hope Boisson might represent. Naomi didn’t want to wind up in prison for many reasons, not least of all that she knew that her world could soon be under siege, and she was one of the few people who might be able to help stop it.
“Richards and I go back quite a ways. I was also one of the agents involved in the Sutter Buttes raid. He helped save my ass. I owe him.”
Naomi put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry.” Fifty-three FBI agents had lost their lives in the raid the year before on the Earth Defense Society base, an old Cold War Titan-I missile complex, at Sutter Buttes, California. It was the most grievous loss the Bureau had ever suffered, and had come right on the heels of the destruction of the FBI Laboratory in Quantico, Virginia by the harvesters. Watching those men and women die among the mines that defended the base had been one of the most heart-wrenching, horrible things Naomi had ever witnessed.
Boisson shrugged. “I walked away when a lot of others didn’t.” She looked at her watch. “I’m going to give you three minutes. That’s all I can spare before we’re both sorely missed. If you come clean, I’ve got a cover story that I’ll use to take you into protective custody. I can’t guarantee it’ll keep you out of the pen in the long term, but you’ll at least have a chance.” Her voice hardened. “If you want to keep up the ‘I’m not telling’ routine, you’ll be walking out of this elevator in handcuffs.”
Naomi closed her eyes. Once again, she had no choice. 
Then she told Boisson what she knew about Howard Morgan and his Beta-Three project.
* * *
 
“How can I help you, Special Agent Boisson?”
Boisson turned to see Howard Morgan, a Cheshire Cat’s grin on his face, striding toward her, with the woman Boisson recognized as his security chief right behind. They were flanked by a pair of her agents.
“You can start by telling me what the hell’s behind this door.” Naomi had told Boisson the critical facts about the Beta-Three research in the short time they’d had before Boisson had to turn her over to a trio of agents, who, after gathering up the two cats, whisked Naomi out of the building to a safe house. The most important thing Naomi had revealed was the existence of Lab One, and the rushed evacuation just after the FBI had arrived. Leading a team of agents to the basement, Boisson had found the lab, of course, but there was no way to get inside. 
That was when she’d sent her people to find Morgan and drag him down here. She knew that she didn’t have enough to pin anything on him, but he still had to comply with her search warrant.
Of course, compliance didn’t necessarily mean she would get what she wanted.
“I’m so sorry,” Morgan said, not sounding sorry at all, “but Lab One suffered a catastrophic breach this morning and had to be sanitized. I can get you through the outer door, here, but beyond that, I can’t help you.” He shook his head, pursing his lips. “For safety reasons you won’t be able to get past the inner door. No one can, not even me, until the internal sensors judge it to be safe.”
“We’ll see about that,” Boisson snapped. “Open it.”
Morgan nodded at his security chief, who stepped forward and swiped her ID card over the outer door’s control panel, then looked into the retina scanner.
The console beeped, a light turned green, and with a sharp hiss of air the outer door swung open.
Boisson led the way into the vestibule, and was confronted with the vault-like inner door. “Open it.”
“I told you, Agent Boisson, that’s impossible. Put your hand up against that door.”
She did, and was surprised to find how warm the door was. It was almost painful to the touch.
“Lab One was designed for highly sensitive research that involved extremely hazardous substances. We had protocols in place to ensure that if anything happened, the lab could be contained and sterilized to ensure there wouldn’t be any contamination.”
“You lit a fire in there?”
Morgan laughed. “Oh, it was a fire, all right, although not a bonfire of paper and plastic like you’re probably imagining. We based the fail-safe system on the incinerators used in the most advanced crematorium in the world.” He put his palm against the door and quickly withdrew it, shaking his hand theatrically, as if it were on fire. “Along with the vault door, the entire lab, including the floor and ceiling, is lined with inch-thick steel and ten inches of reinforced concrete. All that will be left beyond that door is powdered ash, once it’s cool enough to open, of course. That should be in two, maybe three days.”
“A perfect system for destroying evidence.”
Morgan’s expression hardened. “Agent Boisson, you are welcome to come in here and dig through our files and do whatever else you feel compelled to do in this little witch hunt. But if you’re going to imply or directly accuse me or any of my employees of wrongdoing, say it and say it loud so my legal team can hear it up on the sixth floor.”
Boisson didn’t blink. “Sorry, but I don’t really feel like shouting, and some of my agents are already talking to your lawyers. But now that you mention employees and wrongdoing, where can I find the good Dr. Adrian Kelso? We’ve been looking for him everywhere and can’t find him. I have a warrant for his arrest.”
That, Boisson could clearly see, came as a shock to Morgan. While he recovered his composure in a heartbeat, she knew that had rocked his boat. 
“On what charges?”
“Well, technically that’s none of your business, but since you asked so nicely I’ll give you a clue: we believe he’s been peddling bio-weapons to other countries.” She stepped closer. “I don’t have anything on you right now, Mr. Morgan, but we’ll see if Kelso wants to reveal any skeletons from your closet once we catch up with him. Of course, if you helped us track him down, that might look good when your turn comes up. Was Dr. Kelso supposed to show up today?”
“It’s not my habit to keep daily track of my employees, Agent Boisson. I trust them to do their jobs, for which they’re highly paid. If Dr. Kelso isn’t in this morning, I’m sure he’s engaged in work-related business or he’s on sick leave. As my chief scientist, he has a lot of responsibilities, both here and at our other facilities, and the latitude to do as he sees fit.”
“Harmony Bates said that she expected him today, if that makes a difference to you. It’s sort of convenient that you have an accident at your lab and torch it and Kelso doesn’t show up on the day that we decide to pay you a visit.”
“If she says he was supposed to be in, then he was supposed to be in. He probably saw your army of thugs invading our building and just drove on home.”
She shook her head. “He’s not there, and his car’s missing.”
Rolling his eyes, Morgan said, “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you there. You’ll just have to do the job that I pay you to do with my tax money.”
“So how about foreign travel? Does he travel often?”
“Of course he does. He’s a leader in the field of genetics, and like other scientific illuminati, he attends seminars and other gatherings of great minds which, I might point out, are not routinely attended by FBI agents for obvious reasons.”
Boisson ignored the insult. “What would you say if I told you that he’s traveled to six different countries in the last year using fake passports?”
She suppressed a smile as she saw Morgan falter. His eyes widened in surprise.
“What?”
“That’s right, Mr. Morgan. We may not go to all the gatherings of great minds, but we’re still pretty good at figuring things out.” She pulled a tightly folded sheaf of paper from her jacket and opened it up before showing it to him. Karina Petrovsky leaned over Morgan’s shoulder to look, too. “Here are images of the passports he used and the dates and countries he traveled to while using them. And while we don’t have any evidence yet, I’d wager my next month’s pay that he was involved with another suspect, Norman Kline.”
Morgan shook his head, and Petrovsky’s expression suddenly clouded. “I don’t know anything about that,” Morgan said.
Lying sack of shit, Boisson thought, but didn’t say aloud. Fine, you can play that game. For now. “I didn’t expect that you would, Mr. Morgan. But how about Dr. Kelso. Any idea why he was traveling under false identities to all these countries? And was it with your permission and knowledge? Think very carefully before you answer, or do you want me to shout it out so your legal team can hear?”
After a moment more of looking over the papers, which Boisson then took back, Morgan shook his head. “No, I knew nothing of this. I knew he’d been taking quite a bit of leave over the last year for medical problems, but never gave it a second thought.”
“And you, Ms. Petrovsky?”
“I had no idea. I’d have to check the personnel records, but I recognize some of the more recent dates as times that he was away. As Mr. Morgan said, Dr. Kelso had taken quite a bit of sick leave along with his normal travels.”
“What do you think he was doing?” Morgan’s tone carried a hint of anger, but Boisson suspected it wasn’t directed at her. 
“He was probably selling whatever wasn’t in your lab here to as many people as he could. If I had to guess, I’d say that he was working with Kline.” She put on a theatrical expression of thinking hard. “So if you bought anything from Kline, it probably originally came from Kelso.” She smiled, a predatory display of teeth that would have looked at home on a shark. “That’s just sheer speculation, of course. But it makes a good theory, don’t you think?”
Morgan glared at her. “Is that all, Agent Boisson?”
“For now, Mr. Morgan. But I’d appreciate it if Ms. Petrovsky would facilitate our search of your personnel records for information on Kelso. And we’ll also obviously keep digging for any information on whatever might have been in your torched lab. You’d better hope we don’t find anything.”
* * *
 
The FBI agents were pleasant enough, but Naomi didn’t make the mistake of thinking they were her friends. Not now. 
She wasn’t sure where she was, because they had whisked her away from Morgan Pharmaceuticals in a van that didn’t have any windows in the back. They’d driven for over an hour, taking a lot of turns. When the van stopped and they let her out, she found that the van was parked in the garage of a nice, if bland, three bedroom house. They wouldn’t let her near the windows in the front, although she could move about as she wished through the rear part of the house. The windows of the bedrooms were masked by a six foot wall that went all the way around the back of the property. 
The one redeeming feature was that she was free to wander into the back yard, where there was a covered porch and a pool. The brick wall and the lack of any buildings close by that were tall enough to see over into the yard made sure that any prying eyes couldn’t see inside. 
Of course, she couldn’t see out, either.
She had Alexander and Koshka with her, and one of the four agents had been accommodating to their unexpected feline guests by going out to get a litter box and some food for them. 
She had sat in complete silence during the ride here, wondering what was going to happen. She felt as if she’d betrayed Carl and the others. Making her deal with Morgan had been a necessary evil, but that didn’t help lift the burden from her soul. She’d placed Carl in a terrible position, and fervently hoped that it wouldn’t further damage his career.
And then there was Jack. She was worried to death about him. She had tried calling him all morning before the FBI raid, but all she’d gotten was a female voice speaking English with a Russian accent, telling her that the number was unavailable.
Now she didn’t even have her phone. The FBI agents “protecting” her had confiscated it. They’d brought her laptop along from the office, but had made it clear that she wouldn’t be allowed to use it. One of the agents was in one of the bedrooms, the door closed, and she suspected he was trying to hack into it to see what incriminating evidence it might contain.
She made it through a full thirty minutes from the time they’d arrived until she felt as if she were going to explode. She couldn’t just sit here. She had to do something. 
“Agent Garcia,” she asked, “I need to call Jack Dawson.”
The head of her protective detail, a stocky Hispanic man in his late twenties, shook his head. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I can’t let you make any calls at this time.” The look on his face made it clear that he wasn’t about to brook any argument.
“Fine, then. Could you make a call for me?” Garcia frowned, and Naomi sensed an opening. “Listen, it’s to someone who works at the Bureau’s headquarters in D.C., Renee Vintner. Maybe you’ve heard of her?”
Garcia shook his head, unimpressed.
“Look, could you just give her a call and ask her to track down Jack for me. He’s my fiancé, and I’m worried sick about him. Renee can find him.” She stared at Garcia, who’s expression hadn’t changed a bit. “Please?”
“Where does she work?”
“She’s been reassigned to the Intelligence Directorate. Her phone number is…”
Garcia held up a hand and shook his head. Then he turned away, pulling his phone out of his jacket. He wandered into the kitchen, and she heard him speaking quietly for a few minutes. 
He reappeared, a chastened look on his face. He handed the phone to Naomi.
“Yes? Renee?”
“Naomi?” Renee was nearly shouting into the phone. “Jesus Christ, woman, turn on the news!”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
The open field at the center of the village of Ulan-Erg had become a killing ground as the harvesters swarmed over the Russian paratroopers. Jack forced down his guilt at falling for the harvesters’ feint, using the cats to draw the humans’ attention to the western side before they made their main attack from the opposite direction. 
Mikhailov had no choice but to commit the battalion’s tiny reserve of twenty men. With a roar that briefly rose above the sound of gunfire, shrieks and shouts, the troops of the reserve, guns blazing, crashed into the mass of harvesters on the eastern side of the perimeter. 
Jack watched them through the thermal sight on the shotgun, feeling helpless and useless. He fired at a harvester that vaulted over the human line, and the night was again torn by a living bonfire as the thing burst into flame. Mikhailov pumped a round of Dragon’s Breath into another nightmare shape, and its brethren leaped aside to avoid a similar fate. He, Jack, and Rudenko used their shotguns to good effect, picking off harvesters that broke through. In short order, the darkness had been peeled away by the light of the creatures’ blazing pyres.
The harvesters changed tactics and began to snatch soldiers away from the line, dragging them away into the darkness. A few of the men screamed in terror, but most cursed and fought, blasting away at their opponents at point blank range with their rifles or stabbing at them with knives. Mikhailov shot a few of the snatching harvesters, but the things were so fast that they quickly escaped beyond the short range of the Dragon’s Breath rounds. Some of the creatures that had dragged men away suddenly exploded, and Jack realized that the soldiers must have triggered grenades, killing their attackers along with themselves.
He heard Rudenko bellow, then felt himself flying through the air. Slamming into the cold mud, he rolled over onto his back just in time to see Rudenko blast a harvester at point blank range. The big NCO had knocked Jack aside just in time. The harvester’s stinger landed inches from his face, and he rolled away as its flaming corpse collapsed beside him. 
What shocked Jack was that this harvester had come from behind him, from the western side of the perimeter where Kuybishev was leading the battle. 
The cats that had been swirling around them in a mixture of terror and rage converged on another harvester that had somehow vaulted past the defensive line. Jack had noticed that most of them were as big as Alexander, a Siberian cat who weighed just over twenty pounds, and some were bigger. He wasn’t sure how many of them there were, but they swarmed over the creature in a snarling mass of fangs and claws. Jack doubted they could kill it, but there was no question the harvester was out of the fight for the moment as it collapsed to the ground under the weight of the feline assault.
“I change my mind about cats,” Rudenko growled as he loaded a fresh magazine into his shotgun. “If we live through this, I will get one. Maybe ten.” 
Drawing his pistol, Rudenko stepped forward. Taking careful aim at the thing’s thorax, he fired. The cats darted away from the boom and flash of the gun. The harvester convulsed once, then lay still, a hole as big around as Jack’s thumb in its chest and a fist-sized exit wound out the back.
After a moment of blind panic, the cats seemed to again find their rage and attacked a group of harvesters that had pinned several soldiers to the ground.
Jack brought the thermal sight to his eye, but instantly wished he hadn’t. It was clear they were losing. The Russians were fighting like madmen, but once the harvesters got in close, it was no contest. They were natural killing machines, just like sharks and killer whales were in their ocean domain. If Kuybishev’s men had been armed with the right weapons, the story would have been very different. But there was no question in Jack’s mind of the final outcome of this battle. 
He swept his shotgun in an arc, taking in the carnage around him. As he looked to the northeast, he stopped: more figures were approaching, but they didn’t look like harvesters. They looked like humans.
“Rudenko! There’s a bridge northeast of town, isn’t there?”
“Da!
Polkovnik Kuybishev dropped a platoon there to hold it.” He paused as he fired his shotgun again at a harvester loping toward them. 
Jack was shocked to see the thing leap out of the way, anticipating the shot. Rudenko had to fire twice more before he hit the thing. It was so close by then that he and Jack had to back away to avoid being burned.
“Shit! They’re learning fast!” He pointed toward the northeast. “I think the platoon from the bridge is coming. Look!” 
He held up the shotgun and Rudenko took it, peering through the sight. “Da, I see.” Rudenko dialed up the magnification and stared through the eyepiece.
He gave it back to Jack, and in the light of burning harvesters and muzzle flashes from the guns of the surviving Russian soldiers, Jack could see the horrified look on the big man’s face.
Bringing the shotgun back up to his shoulder, Jack looked again through the sight at the approaching soldiers. He didn’t see it before, because they were too far away, but now he could clearly make out their faces in the scope. While the shapes were right, their thermal profile wasn’t. 
The men running toward them weren’t human.
* * *
 
Kuybishev fought alongside his men, leading by example. There was no finesse in this battle, no need for orders or thought. There was only killing and dying. He had little time for reflection as he blasted away at the nightmare creatures that savaged his men, but images of the battles he had fought in Chechnya came to him, triggered by the screams and gunfire, the smell of blood and gunpowder smoke. As horrific as those battles had been, he would have gladly traded his right arm to again be fighting the Chechens, rather than these things. The Chechens showed no mercy, but at least once they finished with you, you were dead. With these harvester creatures, who could take the shape of any man or woman, who knew what evil could be done in someone’s name? 
While few would have ever guessed it, Kuybishev was a deeply religious man, to the point of being superstitious, and the thought that something could steal his body made him wonder if it could also steal his soul. It would not be getting a bargain, by any means, for Kuybishev knew that there was no chance he would ever pass through the gates of Heaven, but it was all he had to offer. And the thought of his soul in the claws of one of these things frightened him far more than the prospect of a violent death.
Something whipped against his right arm. Dropping the rifle to dangle on its sling, he snatched at it with his right hand and brought up the knife he’d been holding in his left. With a savage slash, he cut the massive stinger from the tentacle-like umbilical that, somewhere in the madness around him, was tied to a harvester.
He heard the creature scream, and a glistening shadow turned toward him from where it had been tearing one of his soldiers to pieces. Grabbing up his rifle, he shoved the muzzle into its open jaws and pulled the trigger, blowing the back of its skull off.
Claws grabbed him around the neck, yanking him backward. Instead of resisting, he pushed as hard as he could with his legs, fighting for purchase in the cold muck. Throwing his attacker off balance, he twisted his body to the right, jamming the blade of the knife in his left hand into the harvester’s thorax. He was sickened by the slimy feel of the soft malleable flesh as his hand sunk into it, but the tip of the blade bit deep into the creature. 
With an ear-splitting squeal, the thing released him. But instead of trying to escape, he wrenched the knife free before forcing the creature, which was already off-balance, onto its back. Using the momentum of the fall and the weight of his body, he drove the knife up to the hilt in the thing’s chest, using his left elbow to deflect the pod that held the creature’s devilish arsenal. 
The thing went still as he felt a gush of something warm over his hand. The smell was horrific, even worse than the already pungent reek of the creatures, and Kuybishev involuntarily retched.
Ignoring his heaving stomach, he scrabbled to his feet. Planting a foot on the dead thing’s chest, he wrenched loose his knife.
“Polkovnik!”
Kuybishev looked at the soldier who’d called him, and was pointing off to the northeast. 
“The platoon from the bridge is coming!”
“Nakonets,” Kuybishev breathed. “Finally.” When it had become clear that they were grossly outmatched here, he had called the platoon leader over the radio and ordered him to join the rest of the battalion. It had taken far longer than it should have for them to get here. Perhaps they, too, ran into a bit of trouble, he thought. No matter. It was something he would sort out later with the platoon leader, if he survived. 
The platoon, approaching at a fast trot, spread out on a line, their rifles raised. 
“Get down!” Kuybishev bellowed. He didn’t want his men cut down by friendly fire. He cursed the platoon leader’s stupidity. Then again, in this situation, there were precious few alternatives for them to fire on the harvesters without putting the men on this side of the line in harm’s way. “Down!”
The men around Kuybishev knelt or dove down on the ground as best they could, although many decided to take the chance of being shot as they stood, grappling with the beasts. 
The soldiers of the platoon opened fire, and the harvesters, taken by surprise, whirled to face this new threat. Several of them were cut down instantly, others were wounded and maimed. Some of Kuybishev’s men died, hit by bullets from their comrades. It was tragic, but there were worse ways to die, as he knew all too well.
Firing on full automatic, Kuybishev knew that the platoon’s ammunition would be depleted quickly. But if they didn’t break the harvesters now, it wouldn’t matter.
Around him, the men inside the perimeter kept firing, stabbing, punching, and biting their opponents as the harvesters were raked with bullets. Kuybishev was immensely proud of them. 
The remaining harvesters suddenly broke and ran, fleeing into the darkness. Kuybishev got to his feet and turned to the east, where Mikhailov was still fully engaged. “On your feet!” He began to help up the men around him and shoved them toward the sound of the fighting behind them. “The fight’s not over yet!” 
The platoon leader, a young lieutenant, saluted him. It was technically forbidden in a combat environment, but under these surreal circumstances it seemed appropriate. “My apologies, polkovnik. We were detained.”
“I can see that.” Kuybishev offered a rare smile. “Better late than never, as the old saying goes.”
“Colonel, no!”
As Kuybishev turned at the sound of the American’s voice, a swarm of cats swept past him, brushing his legs, to attack several of the men of the bridge platoon. 
Something stabbed him in the side, and he looked down to see the stinger of a harvester embedded in his flesh, the venom sack pumping obscenely. His torso was suddenly filled with a fiery pain. 
Shocked, he followed the tentacle to which it was attached and saw that it led back to the young lieutenant, and disappeared into his chest.
Shotguns fired past Kuybishev, sending enormous jets of tiny blazing particles, like a terrible fireworks display, into the lieutenant and some of the other men of the platoon. But, as he now realized, they were not men. Not at all.
The lieutenant was instantly transformed into a living torch. Kuybishev fell to his knees as the thing tore away the stinger and began its dance of death, shedding burning chunks of its flesh and screeching as it died. 
The surviving soldiers — things — of the platoon opened fire, and he heard Mikhailov shouting orders above more shotgun blasts that, he now understood, were fired by Jack and Rudenko. A white phosphorus grenade blossomed in the midst of the platoon, scattering the things as they tried to avoid being hit by the burning bits of phosphorus.
In the added light from the grenade, Kuybishev saw the shadows of the harvesters that had fled moments ago, now returning for the kill.
It was all a ruse, he thought in a mix of admiration and horror. 
He grunted as he was struck by a bullet in the shoulder, and he felt another hit him in the side near where the stinger had stabbed him. There, he only sensed the force of the bullet’s passage, for his nerves could not convey any greater sense of pain.
What looked and sounded more like a conventional firefight, with the exceptions of the snarling cats and brightly burning bodies of the harvesters, broke out around him as he collapsed to the wet ground.
Someone grabbed his combat harness and began to drag him back, away from the things that pretended to be soldiers. He looked up and saw Jack’s face reflected in the nightmarish glare. The American had slung his shotgun over his shoulder and was pulling him with one hand while still blasting away at the enemy with his enormous handgun.
“Jack.” Kuybishev reached up and grabbed Jack by the collar, pulling him closer so he might hear. “I called for helicopter to take you to safety.”
“That’s fine, colonel, as long as there’s room for everyone.” He took aim and fired twice with the big pistol at something Kuybishev couldn’t see, then quickly changed magazines. “We’re not leaving anyone behind!”
Releasing Jack’s neck, Kuybishev grabbed his gun hand so he knew he would have the American’s full attention. “If you do not live, all this will be for nothing. My men deserve better. Your word, Jack. I want your word.”
Jack nodded. “You have my word, sir. But we’re taking as many out of here as we can.”
There will be precious few, Kuybishev thought bitterly as the agonizing pain of the venom swept ever further through his body.
* * *
 
Shivering with cold and fear, Jack stared into the darkness. Beside him, Kuybishev was still alive, although Jack knew the colonel was going to die. Only one test sample of harvester antivenin had ever been made, and Naomi had injected Jack with it after he’d been stung during the battle at the Earth Defense Society base the year before. Since then, making more had been impossible because there was no supply of harvester venom, which was essential to create the antivenin. Until more could be made, anyone who received so much as a scratch from a harvester’s stinger was doomed to die.
For the moment, it was quiet, which Jack found unnerving. The harvesters had almost finished them off after the mimics of the bridge platoon had arrived, but the Dragon’s Breath rounds and a desperate volley of white phosphorus grenades from Rudenko finally made them retreat. Some Russian soldiers had died or been horribly burned by the grenade fragments, but there had been no other choice.
The seventeen survivors, including himself, had gathered at the center of the field, huddled in a defensive circle behind a barrier of bodies they had piled up around them. Jack made the unpleasant discovery that the dead, especially the harvesters, drew the larval forms like flies to shit. The men tried to ignore the slight shifting of the bodies as they were consumed.
The only ones who had made it this far were men who could still fight. Those who’d been seriously injured had been left in the darkness. There hadn’t been time or strength to find them and drag them in. The moans and screams of the injured and dying had stopped some time ago. Jack shuddered as he thought of those poor men, helpless and alone, and the things that must have come from the night to finish what they’d started.
Now, there was only silence.
Of the cats, there was no sign. Many of them, he knew, had been killed in the last convulsion of the firefight. The rest, their survival instincts apparently getting the upper hand, had fled into the darkness.
The rain had stopped, although the air still carried a frigid mist that could be felt, if not really seen. The mud inside their little fortress of the dead was ankle deep, and every square inch of Jack’s skin, covered or exposed, was wet and cold. 
He held a dead soldier’s assault rifle, for that was all he had left. His shotgun and its priceless thermal sight were gone, torn from his hands and flung into the darkness by a harvester just before Mikhailov had killed it. Jack had fired all the ammo he’d had for his Desert Eagle, which he’d flung at a harvester that had been about to attack Rudenko. Even the rifle Jack held only had half a magazine of ammunition. A few of the men around him had more. Most had less. It took a lot of bullets to kill a harvester, and they’d killed more than their share that night.
Worst of all, they had lost all their radio gear, and if there had ever been any functioning cell phone coverage here, it was gone now. They were completely cut off from the outside world.
“Here, you drink this.” 
Jack took the battered metal flask that Rudenko handed him. Putting it to his lips, he tilted up the flask and felt a tiny trickle of vodka hit his tongue, then slide down his throat. He normally didn’t drink the stuff, but he welcomed the sudden surge of warmth in his belly that momentarily drove away the penetrating cold. 
“Thanks.” He handed back the flask, then added, “I thought you already drank it all.”
The older man chuckled. “I did. Then I spit back in flask.”
Jack couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “Cheap bastard.”
They turned at the sound of feet squishing through the mud, and Mikhailov collapsed beside them. Rudenko offered him the flask.
Mikhailov waved it back. “Save your spit for Jack. He can’t handle straight vodka, anyway.”
Jack shook his head, smiling despite the miserable situation. “Here I am, at the very end, stuck with two Russian wise-asses.” 
“Things could be worse,” Mikhailov said. “You could be stuck with two Russian dumb-asses.”
In the distance, the silence was shattered as a cat hissed and screeched, then was quiet. The sound made the hair on the back of Jack’s neck stand on end.
After a moment, he heard something else that made his pulse quicken, but for an entirely different reason. “A helicopter! It must be the one the colonel called for!”
Mikhailov pulled a flare from his combat harness. He waited until he could clearly see the helicopter’s approaching navigation lights, then fired the flare. A small red ball of fire shot into the sky before lazily descending to the ground. As it fell, Jack could see things moving all around them, dark shadows creeping closer.
“Shit. They’re coming.”
Another cat yowled as the flare reached the ground where it sizzled on the wet earth before going out.
Mikhailov grunted. “I suspect our hosts don’t wish us to leave before the party is over.” 
The helicopter adjusted its approach, and was now heading straight for their position. 
The men raised a ragged cheer, but Mikhailov cut them off with some terse phrases in Russian. The sense of hope that had sprung up seemed to vanish into quiet despair.
Jack turned to his Russian friend. “What did you tell them?”
“He gave them my orders.” Kuybishev’s whisper was barely audible. Jack bent down, putting his ear to the man’s lips. He was amazed the colonel could speak. By this time, anyone else would have been totally paralyzed, trapped in a body aflame with the deadly toxin. “Command refused enough aircraft to take us all out. Sent only one.” He drew in a long, ragged breath. “You must be on it. Others will defend. And tell Rudenko…take care of me.”
“Colonel?” Kuybishev only stared at Jack. His lips twitched, but that was all. Jack looked at Rudenko, who nodded gravely. “What did he mean, for you to take care of him?”
“Do not ask questions you do not want answered, Jack,” Mikhailov told him softly. 
“Kapitan?” One of the soldiers was pointing to the south, from where the second cat cry had come.
Everyone looked, and Jack cursed at what he saw. 
Where a moment before had been sinister shadows moving in the pale red light of the flare, there now stood over a dozen “men,” thirty or forty meters away, waving flashlights to get the helicopter’s attention. 
“The harvesters are closer to the helicopter.” Mikhailov began.
“And it will see them first and land,” Jack finished. “They won’t have a clue that they’re picking up the bad guys!”
The helicopter began to descend toward the impostors.
Mikhailov spoke quickly to Rudenko, who moved around the position, passing them on to the other men. 
“What’s the plan?” Jack reflexively checked the magazine in his weapon.
“Simple. We advance and attack. Under no circumstances can we let those things board the helicopter.” He checked the two remaining grenades on his combat harness. “If we cannot keep them away from it, we’ll destroy it.” He stood up, and the other men followed suit. All of them had their bayonets fixed. “Stay behind us, Jack. And be careful of those larval forms beyond the barricade.” Then, to the others, he quietly ordered, “Vperyod!”
The men quickly clambered over the wall of bodies, then leaped into the mud as far as they could. 
Jack was about to go over when he caught sight of Rudenko, kneeling next to Kuybishev. There was a quick flash of steel and the unmistakable sound of the gurgling, gasping sound made by a severed windpipe. Then Rudenko gently lifted the colonel’s body enough to carefully place something underneath. Getting to his feet, Rudenko saluted, then turned to Jack. 
“Come. We go. I am to look out for you.”
Both saddened and touched by what he’d seen, Jack clambered on top of the bodies and jumped out into the mud, with Rudenko right behind him.
Jack was amazed that all of them managed to make it out of their macabre fortress without being attacked by any larvae. He glanced back as he heard the pile of bodies shift, and understood why. The bodies on the outside had been reduced to an undulating mass of goo. He hurried to catch up with the others.
* * *
 
Mikhailov marched until the men were in a line on either side of him, then he broke into double time, moving as quickly as he could through the muck. His ribs sent searing pain through his chest with every step, but he fought to ignore it. He had few illusions that he would survive this last encounter. He would do everything he could to ensure that the helicopter took Jack away to safety, but he knew his American friend would be the only survivor. Had the soldiers with him been from his own company, men he could recognize in the darkness by their voices, even their movements and mannerisms, it might have been different. 
But those with him were strangers, most with faces he’d never seen, except in this wretched darkness. Once they boarded the helicopter, especially after the confusion of the fight that was only a few seconds away, how could he know who was human and who was not? There would not be a thermal imager on-board the helicopter for him to use, and the Air Force was not in the habit of carrying cats. The third test for harvesters, fire, wasn’t something that could be used indiscriminately, especially on an aircraft.
No. Despite the heroism all these men had shown, no one would board the helicopter but Jack. And if Jack was killed, Mikhailov would blow up the helicopter.
Halfway across the barren no-man’s land, one of his men fell, screaming, as he stepped on a larval harvester, just as the helicopter touched down.
The creatures masquerading as men, about to board the helicopter, paused and looked their way.
It was time.
“K boyu!” Mikhailov bellowed what he knew would be his last command and charged, opening fire on the enemy.
* * *
 
Jack followed the line of screaming Russians as Mikhailov led them in a headlong dash across the remaining distance to the harvesters. They blasted away with their assault rifles, their only care not to hit the precious helicopter.
Behind him, Rudenko fired at something following them. While Jack couldn’t see them, he knew that every last harvester must be converging on the surviving Russians.
The impostors began to return fire, and several soldiers went down under the barrage. 
Then the two groups slammed together, right in front of the shocked eyes of the helicopter pilots. 
Men and not-men from both groups tried to run toward the ramp at the rear of the helo, only to be cut down by men from one side or the other. Now that they were at arm’s length, stabbing with their bayonets and slamming one another with rifle butts, there was no way to tell friend from foe. The only difference was that the harvesters were much harder to kill.
Jack moved to join the fray, but Rudenko grabbed him by the harness and hauled him toward the cargo ramp. Bullets sprayed around them, and Rudenko grunted as one took him in the left calf. 
He turned and lobbed a grenade into the middle of the melee, and Jack watched, sickened, as bodies were sent flying when it exploded.
But the detonation served its purpose, blinding and temporarily shocking those who weren’t killed outright. 
“Get in!” Rudenko shoved Jack toward the ramp and the loadmaster, who stood there in a state of complete shock. Rudenko grabbed the loadmaster by the collar, nearly lifting his feet from the ramp, and shouted at him, their noses only centimeters apart. Then he propelled the man into the cargo bay, and he ran forward to the cockpit. “I told them to take off!”
“What about the others?”
The big NCO shook his head. “There will be no others! You kill anyone who approaches! Do you understand?”
His insides numb, Jack nodded. 
With a final nod, Rudenko turned away and dove back into the savage battle, shooting indiscriminately.
Jack knelt there on the ramp, tears in his eyes as he watched the remaining Russians and the things that looked like them kill one another. Three got close to the ramp, and Jack did as Rudenko had told him. He killed them. Each of them went down with a short burst. But they were humans, not harvesters.
The whine of the engines grew and the rotors turned faster, and in a few seconds the helicopter, another Mi-17, began to lift off.
Bullets spanged off the metal around him, and a grenade exploded among the still-fighting men and creatures. 
Out of the carnage staggered Rudenko, with someone slung over his shoulder. Jack tried to cover him, firing over his head at the men and not-men that began to charge toward the ramp.
Rudenko stumbled as he was hit, a spray of blood emerging from his chest as a bullet passed through. 
He made it to the foot of the ramp as the Mi-17’s wheels left the ground. Crying out with the effort, he unslung the body he’d been carrying. Jack grabbed the man — Mikhailov, he saw now — and dragged him up.
“Do svedanya, my friend,” Rudenko called as he pulled two grenades from his combat harness. He wore a bloody smile on his face. 
“No! Rudenko, no!” 
The big man pulled the grenade pins with his teeth as the tip of a stinger burst from his chest. As if in slow motion, the smile still on his face, he fell away into the darkness as the helicopter lifted off.
Jack covered his eyes with his hands against the glare of the white-hot fragments of the white phosphorus grenades when they went off, turning the melee into an inferno as the harvesters, all of them packed in tight as they fought the remaining Russians, burst into flame. 
The helicopter was far enough away by then to avoid the lethal fragments that arced through the air. But it was well within range of the RPG anti-tank rocket that someone, man or beast, fired from within the burning cauldron. 
Jack dove to the deck to cover Mikhailov as the rocket sped past his head into the cargo compartment and exploded against the ceiling, blasting one of the helicopter’s engines into flaming wreckage.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Still holding Garcia’s phone to her ear, Naomi quickly crossed the living room and found the remote for the television. After some fumbling and a few curses, she had it turned on and tuned to her favorite twenty-four hour news network.
“Okay,” she told Renee. “I’ve got it. Oh, my God.”
On the television, in all its high definition glory, was an aerial view of Los Angeles looking north, with the mountains of the Angeles National Forest in the background. Smoke drifted up from half a dozen fires burning out of control across Altadena and Pasadena, spread out between NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory and Santa Anita Park.
Special Agent Garcia came up to stand beside her, his mouth open in shock. “Jesus. That’s only a few miles from here.”
“For our viewers just joining us,” the male newscaster said, “what appears to be widespread rioting broke out in Los Angeles only half an hour ago. Police and firefighters are on the scene,” the view cut to show a ladder truck spraying water on the upper floors of a blazing building, with firemen scrambling to get more hoses into action on the ground as dozens of people fled past, screaming, “but no one seems to know for certain who started the riots, or why. Let’s cut to Michael Daley from one of our local affiliates, who’s on the scene.” The camera switched to a young black man who, despite his outward calm, was clearly afraid. He was standing next to a pizza restaurant on the corner of an outdoor shopping center. Two of the buildings behind him were on fire. “Michael, can you tell us what’s going on there?”
“Jim, if I had to use a single phrase to describe things here, I’d have to say it’s like a war zone.” He reflexively ducked as the staccato bark of automatic gunfire sounded somewhere not far behind him. “That came from a SWAT team that we saw enter this commercial complex just a few minutes ago, responding to a call from the veterinary clinic here.” 
“The veterinary clinic?” Jim, the talking head in the newsroom, looked confused.
“Yes, that was the word we got from the police. Several firemen and two police officers who were sent to answer the call were reportedly attacked, but it wasn’t clear by whom or what.” He ducked again as several automatic weapons fired. Then came a series of screams and curses. “That’s when they sent in the SWAT team.” 
He peered around the corner toward where the SWAT van was visible in the parking lot, and the camera zoomed in as a fusillade of firing erupted from the SWAT officers.
Naomi gasped as she saw the unmistakable shapes of harvesters in their natural form leap over nearby cars, hurling themselves at the policemen. There were only three of the things, but at close quarters against an opponent who didn’t understand what they were up against, that was more than enough. 
“Michael, can you tell us what we’re seeing?” Jim’s voice was incredulous. “That looks like something out of Hollywood! Are you sure this isn’t a movie shoot?”
One of the officers screamed as a harvester’s stinger speared him, right through his body armor. Then the harvester’s cutting blade finished the job, neatly lopping off the man’s head.
“Jim,” the on-scene reporter gasped as the other members of the SWAT team were stabbed and dismembered, “our station checked on that with the film studios. This isn’t a movie. These things are fuc…” He caught himself just in time. “Believe me, they’re real.” 
The view lingered on the harvester that had decapitated the policeman. The thing ripped off the dead officer’s helmet, then seemed to suck the head into its mouth.
The camera then panned to the gawkers who had been standing in the parking lot. Some applauded, no doubt thinking that what they were watching was a Hollywood production. Most, however, turned and fled for their cars.
The other two harvesters gave chase, while the third continued to feed. One of the two seemed to stumble, and Naomi saw an odd bulge in its thorax separate and fall away to the pavement. The camera panned to follow the creatures as they pursued the crowd, but the image of what had fallen to the ground was burned in her mind.
“Amoeba dubia,” Naomi whispered, recalling her conversation with Harmony Bates in the lab. 
“Amoeba what?”
“I’ll tell you later. Renee, can you get the network to give us the footage of the report from Altadena that’s playing right now? I need to look more closely at something.”
“I’m on it. God, how did this happen?” 
“I don’t know,” Naomi breathed, but in her gut she knew it must have something to do with Kelso. At Boisson’s urging, Garcia had told her about the Bureau’s suspicions about Kelso and his activities, and she had no doubts that somehow he had obtained samples from The Bag and done a double-deal to Morgan. Morgan’s people had been far too careful for this disaster to have been their doing, for she knew that nothing could have escaped from Vault One. But Kelso couldn’t have afforded the same extravagant safeguards, or he might’ve been careless. None of them, not even Morgan, had understood the true dangers of their precious Beta-Three samples. And all it would have taken, especially if the old harvesters had engineered in a reproductive method into the new generation, was a single kernel of that accursed corn to spawn Armageddon.
“Oh, no!” Michael, the on-scene reporter, turned a terrified face to the camera. In the background, several people were fleeing in his direction, and one of the creatures was right behind them. “We’ve got to get out of here!”
He bolted into the adjacent four-lane street, and the cameraman took off behind him. To his credit, the cameraman flipped the camera around, and the viewers were treated to a bouncing, jarring image of screaming people being pursued by something. The creature stabbed one person, then another, with a stinger from its thorax, and the victims dropped to the ground like rag dolls, screaming in agony. 
The survivors passed by the cameraman, and an old joke, suddenly not so funny, came unbidden to Naomi’s mind as she watched the harvester rapidly close the gap: you only had to be faster than the slowest person to avoid being eaten. 
The shaking, twisting, vibrating camera view caught fleeting glimpses of the thing as it closed with the cameraman, whose terrified huffing and puffing was clearly audible to the stunned audience.
Something flashed across the screen, followed by a sound like a knife being plunged into a roast. 
The cameraman screamed and fell, rolling on the pavement. The camera went flying, crashing to the ground a few feet away. 
The picture dissolved into static for just a moment before the view cut back to Jim in the newsroom. He was shaken, his face pale as he spoke. “Ladies and gentlemen, our Los Angeles affiliate is having technical difficulties. We’re going to cut for a commercial, and will be right back with the latest updates.”
Naomi muted the television. “Renee, we need to find out where Kelso had The Bag. If we can do that, then we’ll at least be able to figure out the epicenter for what’s going on here, and how bad we can expect things to get.”
“I’m already ahead of you. I’ve got the results of the search of his residence: it came up clean. But I was going through some of the financial records for his buddy Kline, who set up a limited liability company seven months ago. That was odd, because it’s the only time he’s ever done that, except for his own business.” Naomi could hear some blazing fast typing in the background as Renee’s fingers danced on the computer keys. “That LLC is listed as the owner of a single family home. Shit.”
“What is it?”
“The address is just a few blocks from the intersection of Altadena Drive and Lake Avenue, and is right smack in the center of the hotspots on the map.” She paused. “I just sent the address info to Garcia’s phone.”
Naomi shook her head. Something wasn’t adding up. “How could a bunch of harvesters, which are still in their natural form for some reason, spread out like that without being seen until now?”
“Beats me. Maybe they were in the sewers or something?”
The thought sent a chill down Naomi’s spine. The sewers would be a perfect place for harvester larvae to grow, with plenty of organic material to feed on, and completely concealed from human eyes until they matured and decided to see what was in the world above.
But this wasn’t just one harvester. There had to be at least a few dozen to cause this much mayhem. “I don’t understand why they’re coming out into the open in their natural form like this. I would’ve expected them to blend in, mimic us.”
Renee’s voice was grim. “Maybe they don’t think they have to. The old ones did because there were only a few and we would have killed them all. But maybe these aren’t so worried about us.”
“Maybe. I don’t know, and that’s what scares me.” 
Naomi stopped as her eyes caught the screen again. The view showed an entrance to a shopping mall near the mall’s theater. Hundreds of fear-stricken people were trying to force their way out. Several had already fallen or been pushed to the ground by those behind, and the camera showed them being trampled. Others had clearly been crushed against the doors, for several arms, hanging limp, dangled through glass that had been shattered by the weight of the bodies pressing against it.
She turned to Garcia and pointed at the screen. “Where is this?”
“That looks like the Santa Anita mall. My God, what’s going on?”
“Where is that in relation to Altadena?”
He pursed his lips, his eyes riveted to the horrifying scene on the television. “Maybe five or six miles as the crow flies. It’s southeast of Altadena, on the other side of I-210.”
Nodding, Naomi turned her attention back to Renee. “Are there any other signs of outbreaks here in the U.S.?”
“Not so far. Isn’t this one enough?”
The carnage on the television suddenly intensified, and people who before had been panicked became frenzied. But they weren’t simply intent on getting through the choked doors, they were simultaneously trying to escape from a young woman who was inside, stumbling toward the doors. The people nearest her went berserk, pushing, punching, kicking and biting those around them to get away from her. 
Naomi didn’t understand until the woman, who was hispanic and looked to be in her twenties, brushed against an older man who was battering away at his neighbors. He screamed and arched his back toward her as if he’d been electrocuted. 
Then those around him, the people he’d been trying to push back so he could get away from the woman, reacted the same way to him as they had to her.
It was then, as the woman staggered out the doors, somehow dragging the man along behind her, that Naomi realized what was happening. The left half of her body was covered in what looked like a giant amoeba the color of a livid bruise. Her arm was mostly gone, and even as Naomi watched, the nightmarish thing oozed its way past her shoulder to her neck. The television was muted, but she didn’t need the sound turned up to know the woman was shrieking in unimaginable pain.
Behind her, the man struggled, his own mouth open in screams of terror. The amoeba-like thing had brushed against him and stuck. 
The two of them went down on the concrete just outside the entrance, and there they writhed, being eaten alive by what Naomi knew was a larval harvester.
The torrent of people escaping the theater and the mall streamed past them, doing all they could to keep their distance.
“Dr. Perrault,” Garcia said softly, “what the hell is that?”
Ignoring him, Naomi asked Renee, “Are you seeing this?”
“The scene at the mall?” Renee’s voice was hoarse, and Naomi could tell she was crying. “Jesus, Naomi. Those poor people!”
“Listen. Carl’s got to lie, cheat, and steal to get the SEAL facility reopened. We’re going to need the special containment chambers there, and soon.”
There was a long pause at the other end of the line, before Renee said, “What for, Naomi?”
“We’re going to have to learn everything we can about them if we’re going to stop them. To do that we’ll have to capture live harvesters.” She stared at the horrible scene on the television as people continued to pour from the mall. “I’ve got to go. Call me back on this number if you find anything else.”
“You got it.”
Naomi handed the phone back to Garcia. “Call Boisson. Tell her to forget about Morgan Pharmaceuticals and to put a tactical team together. And tell her to make sure they’re armed with the heaviest weapons she can get her hands on. Shotguns with slugs are best, unless you can load up your assault rifles with tracer or incendiary rounds. You can leave your pistols home unless they’re .44 magnums or bigger. Anything smaller is useless. And body armor. Make sure they’ve got that.”
Garcia gaped at her. “I thought you were a geneticist, not a soldier of fortune.”
“I’ve been both.” She stared at him. “Are you going to call her, or not?”
He shrugged. “I’ll call, ma’am, but I’m not sure she’ll take kindly to you trying to tell her what to do.” He was about to punch the quick dial for Boisson when the phone rang, startling them both. He raised his eyebrows. “It’s her. Garcia here, ma’am.” After listening a moment, he punched the button to put the call on speakerphone. “Dr. Perrault can hear you now, too.”
“Good.” It was clear that Boisson was far less than pleased. “There’s been a change of plan, Garcia. We’re on our way there and will pick up your detail and the good doctor in fifteen minutes. Dr. Perrault, I don’t know where you get your pull from, but Assistant Director Richards and the head of our Los Angeles office ordered me to put myself and my team at your disposal. I don’t like it, but I do what I’m told.”
Garcia glanced at Naomi, his eyes wide. “Dr. Perrault told me just before you called that she wanted a tactical team with body armor and heavy weapons.” 
“We’re loaded for bear. Do you need anything else, doctor?”
“Yes, actually,” Naomi told her. “I need a couple of glass carboys, five or six gallon size, with metal caps.”
“You need what?”
“Two carboys. They look like the big jugs on top of a water cooler. But they have to be glass, not plastic, and the lids absolutely have to be metal that can be tightly sealed without a rubber or plastic gasket. If there’s a winemaking supply store somewhere close by, they’ll have them.”
“Done. Anything else?”
Naomi thought for a moment. “Bottles of lighter fluid, cans of hairspray, and disposable lighters. Get enough for everyone on the team.”
“You’re shitting me, right?”
“Not at all.”
Boisson laughed. “Okay, this ought to be good. So where are we taking our cans of hairspray?”
Naomi looked at the television, which was showing yet more gruesome footage of the disaster at the mall. 
Garcia followed her gaze. In a soft voice he said, “Oh, shit.”
* * *
 
President Miller sat in the Oval Office, staring at the television footage coming out of Los Angeles. “My God, what in blazes is going on out there?”
“It’s them, Mr. President.” Carl Richards’ voice carried an edge, but it wasn’t because of any malice toward Miller or anyone else in the room. It was because he held himself responsible for what was happening. They should have found The Bag before any of this happened. The FBI and SEAL had both failed, and now the American people, and perhaps the entire world, were going to pay the price. He had originally thought he was being brought to this meeting as a scapegoat, but that hadn’t been Harmon’s intention. The President was serious about finding answers, and wanted them fast. “It’s the harvesters.”
Beside him, FBI Director Harmon frowned, but said nothing. Richards had shown him incontrovertible evidence in video footage and analysis by Renee Vintner that the “riots” in Los Angeles weren’t riots at all, but an outbreak of an unspeakable biological horror, the same as was happening in Brazil, China, France, India, and Russia. 
As they watched, the camera caught a dark, glossy insectile shape racing behind a group of screaming people. It stabbed a man with its stinger, then pounced on him as he fell to the pavement. Straddling his chest, it lowered its face to his, and in but a moment the man’s head had disappeared completely into the thing’s mandibles. Then it just sat there, immobile, as more screaming people ran by.
Another view showed a squad of National Guardsmen shooting at a pair of the things dashing toward them. One went down, shrieking and writhing. The other, clearly hit several times, kept coming. It leaped over the Hummer the Guardsmen were behind and savaged two of them before the other members of the squad killed it.
“How many of these things are out there in the city?”
The Secretary of Homeland Security shook his head. “Our best estimate thus far, Mr. President, is at least two hundred, and perhaps as many as a thousand.”
“And those are only the ones you can see.” 
Everyone turned to stare at Richards. “Remember, these things can perfectly mimic human beings. Why these aren’t, I don’t know. But imagine what could happen if there were hundreds or thousands of these things disguised as people. Remember, Assistant Director Clement was murdered by one of these things last year and it replaced him without any of the rest of us — even people like me who’d worked with him for years — having the slightest clue that it wasn’t him.” He shook his head. “The only chance we may have of stopping these things is while they’re in their natural form and we can see them for what they really are.”
Miller grabbed the remote and angrily switched off the television. He couldn’t bear to watch any more of the slaughter. “So what are we doing about it? We’ve got to protect those people!” 
“The governor has activated the National Guard and is deploying them to contain the largest infestations,” the Secretary of Defense explained. With a glance to the Secretary of Homeland Security, he said, “Mr. President, I’d like your permission to deploy some of the Marines from Camp Pendleton to backstop the Guard units and provide infrastructure security.” He frowned. “I hate to suggest this, but we might also want to bring in some helicopter gunships.”
“Not a chance in hell.” Miller sat forward in his chair. “I’m not going to have one of the greatest cities in the world look like Mogadishu!”
“With all due respect, Mr. President,” Richards told him, “that’ll be exactly what’s going to happen if we don’t stop these things right now, and we need heavy firepower to do it.” He pointed to the dark television. “You saw how many rounds from their rifles those National Guardsmen poured into the creatures that attacked them. Their weapons were designed to kill other human beings, not creatures with skeletons made out of carbon fiber. You can hammer away at them all day with an assault rifle and you might bring them down. But one round from a twenty or twenty-five millimeter cannon like the gunships have would do the job. And the harvesters can’t get at the helicopters like they can the troops on the ground.”
For a moment, Richards thought that Miller was going to charbroil him. Then the President’s expression softened. “All right. All right, dammit. It doesn’t help me to have experts if I don’t listen to them.” He glared at the Secretary of Defense. “But so help me, if those gunships shoot up the city, I’ll be sending you out there in your underwear to fight these things. Clear?”
“Yes, Mr. President.”
Miller turned back to Richards. “Anything else?”
Steeling himself for the President’s response, Richards said, “We should close every airport in the area, sir, including LAX.”
The President stared at him.
Vice President Lynch voiced what Miller was thinking. “Do you have any idea of the disruption, the panic, that would cause?”
“Sir, you’ve got to think of this as a biological threat,” Richards went on, “like an outbreak of a deadly disease. Our strategy has to be focused on containment. The counter-terrorist security procedures we have in place simply aren’t going to work against this threat. Emulating human form, these things will just walk right through. Imagine what could happen — what will happen — if they reach other major cities?” He shook his head fervently. “We’ve got to bottle them up in Los Angeles and wipe them out. Otherwise we may lose our only chance to stop them.”
“Mr. President,” Harmon said, much to Richards’ surprise, “I agree. And I’d also suggest that we put up roadblocks around the city and screen anyone coming out. I’m sure we can come up with some procedures to verify that the refugees are human.”
Richards nodded, glad that Harmon was backing him up for a change. He could see that his boss’s eyes were haunted, and suddenly remembered that Harmon had family in LA.
“As much as I hate to,” the Secretary for Homeland Security added softly, “I have to agree. Quarantine the affected areas and flood them with enough firepower to deal with these things as quickly as possible.”
Miller wearily rubbed his eyes. “All right. God help me, but make it happen. What are the casualties so far?”
“Sir,” the Homeland Security chief began, “we really don’t have enough information to give you a good estimate, because we don’t have anyone reporting those details yet. The police are fully engaged in trying to stay alive, and the local hospitals and other facilities are swamped.”
“Just give me a number,” Miller sighed. “I don’t expect anything to the twelfth decimal point. Somewhere in the ballpark.”
Before the Secretary of Homeland Security could dig himself in any deeper, Richards chimed in. He had asked Mozhdeh Kashani, the head of the Intelligence Division, to put something together for him. “Our estimates are at least five hundred dead and two thousand injured, and that’s probably conservative.”
Miller blinked in shock. “That many? But it’s only been, what, a couple hours, if that, since this started?”
“Mr. President,” Richards told him, “you have to understand that these things don’t have any other goal than to wipe us out. That’s what the original harvesters wanted, but they had to go about it in a subtle way over a long period of time because there were only a handful of them. If they were ever exposed for what they really were, they’d be killed. But the things in LA, along with the infestations in the other countries, apparently don’t feel the need for subtlety. But the goal’s still the same. They’re butchering people as fast as they can.” And eating them, he didn’t add.
Miller thought for a moment before coming to a conclusion. “All right. Let’s bring everything we can to bear on this.” He looked at the Defense Secretary. “Keep me informed, but do whatever’s necessary with our conventional forces to protect the people in Los Angeles and wipe these things out.”
“Yes, sir.” 
Richards saw that everyone in the room had picked up on the President’s specification of conventional forces. He remembered with painful clarity being on the wrong end of a nuclear weapon at Sutter Buttes the year before, and he fervently prayed that the same fate wouldn’t befall Los Angeles or any other city.
Miller turned to Richards, which made him feel awkward. Harmon, his boss, was sitting right next to him. “Are there any signs of outbreaks anywhere else in the country?”
“No, sir. Not yet. But we’ve informed all of our field offices and legats overseas on what to look for, and we’re coordinating with local law enforcement agencies and emergency responders across the country to get the word out.” He grimaced. “A lot of people just don’t want to believe the information, but we’re telling them and we’ll keep telling them until the crisis has passed.”
Miller nodded appreciatively, and included Harmon in his gaze. “Thank you both.” Then he turned to the Secretary of State. “Do we have anything from the other affected countries?”
She shook her head, clearly frustrated. “Not much, Mr. President. Everyone still seems to be in a state of denial. We’ve passed on the information provided by Director Harmon’s people to the other governments, but aside from notes of bemused thanks, we haven’t gotten much reaction or any deeper insight into their situations. All of them still seem to think that these outbreaks are terrorist or separatist attacks, despite mounting evidence to the contrary.”
Miller frowned. “I can’t say as I blame them. I still don’t believe this myself. I keep expecting to wake up, that this will all have been a nightmare.” Shaking his head, he told her, “Keep sending whatever information we can provide them, and let them know that the door is open for any dialogue or support we can give. And maybe have someone put together a briefing package for them using what we’re getting out of Los Angeles. We’ve got to convince the other governments of how much of a threat this is, and give them any help we can on how to fight these things.” 
Turning to the Director of National Intelligence, Miller asked, “Has there been any significant change overseas?”
“Just more of the same, sir, and all of it bad. China’s committed three additional divisions, and we’ve started getting indications that the cities of Chengdu and Chongqing in southern China may have harvester infestations.” He glanced at the television, then back to Miller. “We weren’t really sure what to make of the information we were getting until we saw the coverage of Los Angeles, but from the reporting we’ve seen thus far, the situation there is worse. A lot worse.”
“Go on.”
“As for Brazil, the southern part of the country is in complete disarray, with several areas completely cut off by the military. The government’s instituted a blackout on all news out of the south, and we’re working on getting some assets in place that can provide us some reliable information. But for now, I think it’s safe to assume that they’ve got some serious problems on their hands. 
“The same is true for India. Mass panic has set in among the rural areas east of Hyderabad in the south-central part of the country, and the Indians are deploying at least two infantry divisions, along with their independent airborne brigade, to help contain the outbreak there.”
“And France?”
The DNI frowned. “That’s the odd one of the bunch. There was clearly an outbreak in Bordeaux,” he nodded to Richards, who’d tipped the intelligence community to the fact, “but either the French have contained it or they’re remaining amazingly quiet.”
Miller turned to Richards and Harmon. “Do you have anything?”
Harmon looked at Richards, who shook his head. “No, sir, nothing so far. We tipped the French National Police to suspicious activity in Bordeaux, but our legats haven’t received any feedback on the operation, despite repeated requests.”
“Damn French,” Miller sighed.
“With all due respect, sir, at least with the investigation that we’ve been collaborating on, the French have been very helpful.” Richards shook his head. “This makes me wonder if something else isn’t going on. It’s possible that the French government has already been penetrated by the harvesters.”
“Fine,” Miller said, raising his hands in supplication. “My apologies to our French Allies. So I guess we’re saving the best for last: what about Russia?”
The DNI looked grim. “Not surprisingly, there’s a lot of confusion in the Russian government. But what we do know for certain is that they put their conventional forces on full military alert a few hours ago, about the same time that one of their airborne units was wiped out in southern Russia.” 
President Miller looked again at Richards. “Wasn’t that where your guy, Jack Dawson, was headed from India?”
“Yes, sir,” Richards answered softly.
“Any word from him?”
“No, Mr. President. Not since yesterday.”
Miller pursed his lips. “He wouldn’t have been directly involved in any of their operations. I’m sure he’s okay.”
“Yes, sir, I’m sure he is.”
In his gut, Richards wasn’t quite so sure.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
The concussion from the RPG rocket exploding and the violent yaw that followed nearly sent Jack and Mikhailov tumbling out the still-open ramp of the helicopter. Jack scrabbled along the deck, trying to dig his bare fingers into the metal with one hand while he held onto Mikhailov’s combat harness with the other. The Russian captain’s legs were dangling over the side of the ramp. Jack cried out with the strain as he grabbed a nylon cargo strap, secured to the side of the fuselage and whipping about in the cabin.
Coughing from the smoke that poured from the destroyed starboard engine, Jack caught a glimpse of the pilots, struggling to keep the stricken Mi-17 in the air. Near the gaping hole that had been blasted in the right side of the craft, Jack saw that the crew chief was dead. There was nothing left of him above the waist.
The port engine was still running, but sounded like a garbage disposal that had been fed a handful of metal knives. A torrent of fluid poured from the top of the cabin from the ruptured hydraulic and fuel lines.
Jack was surprised, and not just a bit relieved, that they hadn’t caught fire. Yet.
As he held Mikhailov, who had come to, but wasn’t strong enough yet to hold on by himself, Jack tried to count off the seconds they stayed in the air. Every one of those precious increments of time would take them farther from Ulan-Erg and the dreadful horrors there.
In the dark, he had no idea where the pilots were headed. All he knew was that it was roughly fifty kilometers to the town of Elista, and over two hundred and fifty back to Stavropol. He’d settle for Elista, but doubted they’d get that far. 
Then he happened to look down, behind them. The roiling flames of the burning harvesters had long since receded into the distance and the drizzling rain. Now he could see pairs of lights, moving in straight lines. Vehicles. Cars. Not many, but enough to make him realize that the pilots must be following the main road, A154 if he remembered correctly from the map Kuybishev had shown him, that had been the phase line for the attack on Ulan-Erg. 
Nodding to himself, Jack gave a small whisper of thanks to the pilots. At least if they went down, someone would find them. But this close to Ulan-Erg and the mysterious facility, anyone in the cars below could be a harvester.
Jack had no words for how much he wished Alexander was with him now. He knew the cat would have been petrified, but at least he could have told Jack friend from foe.
Mikhailov, recovered somewhat from the ordeal, managed to claw his way alongside him to grab onto another cargo strap. “Rudenko?”
“He didn’t make it,” Jack told him. “I’m sorry, Sergei.”
In the dim light of the cargo hold, Jack couldn’t see Mikhailov’s expression, but he did see Mikhailov lower his forehead to the floor. His lips moved in what Jack guessed was a quiet prayer for his friend. 
They both looked up as something in the grinding machinery of the surviving engine gave way. Spinning chunks of sharp metal, accompanied by a gout of flame, raked the cargo area. Something else broke almost directly above them, somewhere in the base of the tail boom, and the helicopter went into a spin as it lost altitude.
“We lost the tail rotor! Hold on!” Jack looked out the back to see the horizon, blackness riding upon darkness, punctuated with a few lights along the road, whirling. 
Before he looked away, he caught sight of something else: a town in flames.
Still spinning, the helicopter hit, its right main gear slamming into the ground. The nose rose into the air and the tail boom smashed into the ground, shattering the tail rotor.
Then he was falling through the open maw of the cargo ramp, straight into the whirling wreckage of the tail rotor. 
Mikhailov tried to grab him, but only succeeded in losing his own grip.
Jack screamed and closed his eyes, but in the time it took him to fall, the helicopter continued to spin, and the lethal egg beater of the tail rotor was gone by the time he hit the ground. He landed hard on his side, knocking the wind out of him. His head slammed into the wet muck, and he lay there, dazed. 
Beside him, only a few feet away, Mikhailov crumpled to the ground like a big rag doll.
Above them, the helicopter spun around three more times before it tipped over. The rotor blades, still driven by what was left of the port engine, tore themselves to pieces against the ground, sending fragments through the fuselage and for a hundred yards in every direction, and what was left of the tail rotor flew apart as the boom collapsed. The stubs of the rotor blades pushed the helicopter around in a full circle before there was nothing left but the rotor hub, still whirring around above the mud.
Getting to his feet, Jack staggered toward the wreckage, intending to help the pilots, when the fuel that had sprayed everywhere caught with a surprisingly soft whump. Raising his arms to cover his face, he moved toward the cargo ramp, which was the only part of the Mi-17 not wreathed in flame.
“No, Jack!” A hand fell on Jack’s shoulder, pulling him back from the intense heat. “They are gone!”
Jack resisted for just a moment, then gave in. The front of the helicopter was covered in burning fuel. He only hoped the pilots had been killed or rendered unconscious in the crash. 
Letting Mikhailov lead him away to a safe distance, they collapsed to their knees and watched the helicopter burn. Beyond the flames, what must be only a few kilometers to the east, they could see smoke billowing up from the town that Jack had caught sight of before the crash.
“Is that Elista?” 
“Da,” Mikhailov answered wearily. “That does not look so good, does it?”
“Sure as hell doesn’t. But I wonder who set it on fire? Surely not the harvesters.”
“Haven’t you ever seen the movies with villagers chasing monsters with torches and pitchforks?” Mikhailov managed a humorless chuckle. “In chaos, Jack, there is always fire. Perhaps someone even discovered that it will kill the beasts.”
“We can always hope. But that means we can’t go there. What now?”
“We have to get back to Stavropol, or at least call the regimental headquarters and let them know what has happened.” He narrowed his eyes as he saw a pair of cars pull up on the road, which was maybe fifty meters away. “But I am hesitant to get in a car here with a stranger.”
“Yeah.” Jack got a queasy sensation as he watched four people, two from each car, get out and stand there, staring into the flames. None of them spoke. Instinctively, he lowered himself into a prone position, and Mikhailov followed suit. “Do you still have your sidearm?” 
“Yes, and two magazines. That, my knife, and my wits are my only remaining weapons.”
“Two out of three isn’t bad.” Jack grinned as Mikhailov snorted. 
“Here, take these.” Mikhailov handed him the gun and spare magazines. “You can hold it and shoot. I cannot. Not now.”
Jack took the weapon and shoved it in his empty holster, then put the magazines in a pouch. “So what’s the plan?”
Mikhailov pondered for a moment as they watched the “people” near the cars. Apparently content that there were no survivors, and clearly not wanting to venture closer to the flaming wreckage, they returned to their cars and drove off, heading back toward Elista. 
“The world has just become an extremely dangerous place, my friend,” Mikhailov whispered. 
“Yeah,” Jack said, shaking off the chill that went deeper than the cold muck as he watched the cars leave. “That was pretty damn creepy. It’s strange, though: I would have thought they would have acted more normal.”
“Perhaps they have not yet learned?” Mikhailov mused. “Or perhaps they did not feel the need to, if all four of them were harvesters.”
“Something else for Naomi to figure out, I guess.”
Mikhailov shook his head. “What you observe and tell her will be just as important as anything she learns in the lab, and perhaps more. It is like with weapons: seeing how they perform at a test facility is one thing. How effective they are on the battlefield in the hands of a soldier is something else.”
They were silent for a time, the only sound the crackling of the burning helicopter. 
Then Jack asked, “How many harvesters do you think there were back at Ulan-Erg?”
“There must have been a few hundred, maybe more. Not including the ghastly little ones.”
“That’s about what I figured. And how many more do you think must be loose in Elista to cause that kind of panic?” He nodded toward the flames rising from the town.
“I cannot even guess. Where is this leading?”
“Naomi said that she believed they could reproduce, that they weren’t limited to a host ingesting the engineered corn and transforming into a harvester. But if what she said is true, how fast do they reproduce? How long was it since that facility hereabouts was overrun?”
“Perhaps a week,” Mikhailov said, uncertain, “maybe a few days more.”
“And in that short time there are hundreds of the damn things.”
“There is worse.” Mikhailov turned to look at him. “There is still at least one in Stavropol, the one masquerading as Putin.”
“Who’s now probably spawned a lot more, plus any that might have come from here. Shit.” Jack blew out his breath, forming a fog in the air that drifted upward until it vanished. “You still haven’t answered my question about what we’re going to do.”
“When we came out on our mission to the facility where the harvesters here originated, I had some time to study maps of this area. Elista has a small airport that should be roughly five kilometers northwest of us. There should be little between here and there, a few scattered farm houses, perhaps, and several bridges that cross a small river, the same that ran north of Ulan-Erg.” 
“Do you know how to fly?”
Mikhailov winced. “I make no claim to being a pilot, but I spent several summers with one of my uncles, who owned a plane he used for spraying crops. It had two sets of controls. He let me fly with him many times, and let me take the controls when he thought it was safe to do so.” He grinned. “That was not so often as I would have liked.”
“Okay, let’s assume you can get us off the ground without flying into the control tower. But why the airport? Why not try one of the other towns, or even here in Elista, and steal a car?”
“Because I want to be away from the ground, and leave here as fast as we can.” Mikhailov’s voice was shaking now. “I can cope with the adult harvesters. They are terrifying, but they are an enemy I can understand, after a fashion. It is the small ones, the amoebas. I do not want to die that way. I do not want to be eaten alive.”
“But they can’t get you in a car.”
Mikhailov stared at him. “They are drawn to rubber and plastics, Jack. Cars attract them like honey. That is what we saw at the facility. And if you ran over one in the road, it would stick to the tires or the undercarriage, then eat its way in.” 
“Planes have lots of rubber and plastic parts, too, you know.”
“Of course they do. But if we can escape in a plane, we are free for a while. And we may go as far as the plane can take us without fear of encountering other harvesters.” He paused. “An aircraft radio would also allow us to contact any nearby military units, and hopefully get in touch with the regiment at Stavropol. My hope is that most of the larvae are in the town where there is an ample supply of food.”
Jack took a deep breath. “Okay, fine, you convinced me. I don’t have any better ideas.” He looked at his watch. It wouldn’t be long before it was daylight. They needed to get to the airport before dawn. “We’d better get a move on.” He got to his feet, then helped up Mikhailov, who grunted in pain. “You should’ve stayed in the hospital, you know.”
“No,” Mikhailov gasped as they began to walk toward the road and the airport that lay somewhere beyond, “I should have been born a millionaire so I never would have had to do any of this in the first place.”
* * *
 
Their trek to the airport was uneventful except for crossing the road and then, later, one of the bridges that spanned the small, meandering river halfway to their destination. 
The A154 road was a challenge because of the cars that seemed to be perfectly spaced in distance and time to see anyone trying to cross. A road block had been set up outside of what looked like a truck stop just on the eastern side of town, and all the cars and the handful of trucks that had been heading west had been pulled off. A little less than a kilometer away, Jack and Mikhailov watched as policemen shepherded the unwitting passengers into the building. None of them came out again in the time the two men spent watching.
More time passed, and Jack knew that they were just going to have to take their chances. If they didn’t move soon, they’d be caught in daylight when they reached the airport.
The two had crept up as close as they dared to the road. Waiting until the latest car sped past, Jack whispered, “Now!”
Grabbing Mikhailov by his harness, Jack hauled him to his feet and helped propel the gasping Russian across the road. He felt completely naked as they ran, their boots pounding across the fifteen meters of asphalt. The only blessing was that there weren’t any streetlights this far away from town.
They had made it halfway across when a car pulled out of the truck stop and headed toward them.
“Hurry!” 
Mikhailov ran, grunting with pain, and the two of them tumbled into a culvert on the north side of the road. Jack drew his Desert Eagle and crawled on his elbows, raising himself up just high enough that he could see the car.
It didn’t slow, just kept on moving.
“Well, that was fun.” He holstered the pistol and slid back down beside Mikhailov, who was still groaning. “Sergei, are you all right?”
“I have been better.” He wiped his mouth with his left hand, while pinning his right arm against his. “Chyort vozmi’. I’m bleeding inside. I think one of my ribs has punctured a lung.”
That certainly wasn’t good news, but Jack wasn’t surprised after the beatings Mikhailov had taken, first at the facility, and then earlier tonight. “Come on, then. All the more reason to get the hell out of this place so we can get you to a hospital.”
From there, they made their way northwest past the rear of the truck stop and across open fields until they found a way over the river, which, after he saw it, Jack considered more of a creek. But with all the rain the creek was swollen and running fast. There was no way Mikhailov would be able to make it across through the water. The bridge they found was little more than earth packed over a big culvert pipe, with the water only a few feet below the road.
Standing in the middle of the earthen bridge was a dark figure in the shape of a man. He would have been invisible, except that Mikhailov had noticed his silhouette against the handful of lights that shone from around the buildings at the airport. Jack hoped that he and Mikhailov hadn’t been silhouetted themselves against the burning town behind them, but there was nothing he could do about that.
“Stay here.” Jack drew his pistol and stood up. If there was more than one of the things, he figured it would be better to draw them out with an obvious approach than to blunder into them while trying to sneak up on the thing guarding the bridge. He had to assume it was a harvester. Why else would anyone be standing out here on such an awful night? 
Jack’s eyes were constantly in motion, scanning around him using his peripheral vision, which was better suited to seeing at night. Everything was indistinct, shadows upon shadows, but he saw nothing that hinted at movement, which he took as a good sign. He was worried that the sound of the big gun firing would draw unwanted attention, but there was no way around it. There was no quiet way to kill a harvester.
The man-shaped silhouette remained still until he got within a few meters of it.
“Hey!” Jack called, trying to keep the fear out of his voice. “How’s it going?”
The shadow didn’t respond, but he noticed movement. The torso rippled, changed.
Jack brought up the Desert Eagle, aimed at the center of the dark, shifting mass, and fired. In the glare of the enormous muzzle flash that for an instant seemed to join him with his target, he could see what looked like an elderly man, except for the stinger-tipped tentacle uncoiling from his chest. 
The half-inch diameter bullet smashed into the thing’s thorax, knocking the creature backward, and Jack knew that he’d scored a direct hit. When bullets hit only the malleable flesh, they tended to pass right through. They did damage and hurt the harvester, but wouldn’t kill it. Hitting their appendages and less well-protected parts of their skeleton could do severe damage, but again, the bullets tended to pass through and rarely would provide a first-round kill. 
But the toughest parts of their skeleton could stop even a .50 caliber round from a Desert Eagle at close range. The downside for the harvester was that all the energy from the bullet was transferred directly to its body. So while the core skeletal structure remained more or less intact, the impact ripped the carbon fiber bones from the internal connective tissues and organs, causing massive internal damage. 
Making a gurgling wail, the harvester tumbled off the bridge to land with a splash in the water and was rapidly carried downstream.
Blinking his eyes, trying to clear the afterimage of the muzzle flash, he ran back to Mikhailov, who was already moving toward him.
“Next time I will give you my knife,” Mikhailov told him. “You were almost that close.”
“I didn’t want to miss.” Jack wrapped his arm around his Russian friend’s waist. “Come on, we’re almost there.”
Two and a half kilometers later, they were crouched behind what Jack took to be the only real hangar at the Elista airport. Across the street to the west was what he guessed might be a maintenance building, and beyond that, past some sort of park with trees, was the main administration building and the control tower. There were two tall masts with stadium-style lights in front of the tower building that illuminated the tarmac in that area, and poles bearing flood lamps about sixty-five meters apart illuminated the rest of the tarmac area.
Aside from that and a dozen or so other nondescript buildings, none of them very large, there wasn’t much there.
“When you said the airport was small, you weren’t kidding.”
“Not everything in Russia is big, Jack.” In the reflected light of one of the nearby lights, Mikhailov tried to grin, but it looked more to Jack like a grimace.
“How are you holding up?”
“Give me some vodka and I’ll be fine.”
“Smart ass.” Jack saw that Mikhailov’s chin was covered in blood. Mikhailov had been wiping his mouth with his sleeve, but it was easy enough to see that the bleeding was getting worse. 
On his knees, Mikhailov leaned around the corner of the hangar. They were at the rear corner, farthest from the tower building, which was almost two hundred meters away. 
“That will work.”
Jack, standing in a crouch so he could see over Mikhailov’s head, followed his gaze. He saw a trio of single-seat crop dusters lined up along the edge of the tarmac in front of the hangar. “Sorry, Sergei, I consider you a friend, but I’m not sitting in your lap.”
“No, no! Not those little ones.” He pointed past them at half a dozen large shapes that squatted on the tarmac beyond the single-seaters, about seventy meters away, right under one of the light poles. “Those!”
Jack looked closer. “Holy shit. Sergei, those are biplanes!” 
“Is that what you call them? Biplanes. Yes, they are An-2 aircraft. My uncle had such a plane. He called it Annushka.”
“Those have got to be older than my dead grandfather, Sergei. Are you seriously thinking of flying one of those crates out of here?”
Mikhailov glanced at him. “There might be other planes here that would hold both of us, but that is the only one I might stand any chance of flying. If I can remember how to start it. If any of them are fueled. And if I don’t bleed to death before convincing you we have no other options.” He nodded to the east. While it was still dark on the ground, the sky was beginning to lighten. Morning twilight was coming, and quickly.
“Right,” Jack told him, accepting his fate. Wonderful, he thought. I’m going to die in a bloody Russian biplane! “Which one were you thinking of taking?”
“The third from the left. The entrance door is on the left side. The line of trees there will cover us from anyone who might be in the tower until we step out onto the tarmac.”
Jack nodded agreement. “Let’s do it, then.”
With Mikhailov leading, they moved under the trees that led from the eastern side of the hangar toward the tarmac where the An-2s were lined up, tails facing them. 
They were halfway to the planes when they heard a crash and a scream from the hangar. 
Both men knelt down and froze, their attention riveted on the hangar behind them.
The scream came again, and Jack’s insides turned to ice. It was a woman’s voice, and she was clearly fighting for her life. A shot rang out, then another, and the hideous cry of a harvester tore through the darkness.
“Shit!” Jack turned to Mikhailov. “Get to the plane. I’m going to see if I can help her.”
Mikhailov grabbed his arm. “Don’t be a fool! Their struggle will probably draw more! We must go!”
Shaking the Russian’s hand loose, Jack snarled, “I know, but I can’t just walk away. Now, get to the fucking plane! I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Leaving Mikhailov cursing behind him, Jack dashed along the trees, back toward the hangar.
He had almost reached the side of the big building when the personnel door there flew open. Reflexively raising his pistol, Jack tensed his finger on the trigger as a dark shape emerged.
It was a woman. With a gasp, she stopped short and raised a double-barrel shotgun, pointing it at his face.
Then there was something else coming through the door, something that was almost a man but wasn’t. 
“Down!” Jack hadn’t even thought whether the woman might understand English. Even if she didn’t, she got the message. She dove to the ground and flattened herself out.
Jack fired at the harvester coming out the door after her. It shrieked as a fist-sized chunk of flesh and skeleton exploded from its back as the bullet passed through, but the hit barely slowed it down. 
The second shot, however, severed the thing’s head from its thorax. The body fell into a twitching heap just behind the woman, who was scrambling to her feet to get away from it.
“Spasibo,” she breathed, before kicking the thing with her booted feet.
“You understand English, I take it?”
“Da, some.”
“Good.” Jack took her arm and pulled her toward the plane. “Come on, follow me!”
There was no point in trying to hide behind the trees now: any other harvesters here would know there were humans loose. And it wouldn’t take them long to figure out where to look.
Ahead, the engine of one of the ancient An-2’s coughed into life, exhaust belching from under the cowling as the big four-bladed prop began to turn. 
“That’s our ride!” Jack shouted, pointing. The woman nodded as she ran, easily keeping pace with him. 
Jack turned to look behind them, and his spirits fell as he saw a group of inhuman shadows bounding after them. 
As he and the woman reached the plane, Jack gestured for her to get aboard. After she disappeared into the aircraft, he aimed at the nearest harvester and fired. The slug took off the appendage that would normally pass for a right arm, and the creature tumbled to the pavement. Jack fired at another and missed. He kept on firing until the magazine went dry, then he dropped the empty magazine and slammed in the last one he had. The creatures scattered, but clearly had no intention of giving up.
“Jack!” He heard Mikhailov screaming in his ear and felt an urgent tug on his shoulder. “Come on!”
With one last look at the harvesters, who were again charging after the plane, Jack turned and shoved Mikhailov back through the passenger door, then climbed up himself as the engine rose to a roar and the plane surged forward. 
It suddenly struck Jack that Mikhailov wasn’t at the controls. “Who’s flying the goddamn plane?” 
“That crazy woman you rescued. She is a real pilot!”
Something lunged at them through the door, even as the plane was gathering speed.
Jack fired. He missed, but the muzzle blast was enough of a distraction that the harvester lost its grip on the door frame and fell to the tarmac. 
The An-2 sped across the badly patched apron toward the runway, bouncing and shuddering as it hit bad spots in the asphalt. 
Leaning out the door, Jack saw three more of the things pursuing them. He fired twice at them, trying to drive them back, but they quickly dodged to the starboard side of the plane where he couldn’t get a clear shot.
“Shit!” Jack yelped as the plane made a sharp turn to the left onto the runway. He would have fallen out had Mikhailov not grabbed hold of him.
The engine roared louder as their pilot shoved the throttle forward and they began to accelerate. 
The turn onto the runway had left the harvesters momentarily exposed, and Jack fired again, hitting one of them in the head with a lucky shot. It collapsed to the runway in a tangled heap. He fired again at one of the others, missed.
The tail came off the ground, and a moment later the plane lifted into the air. 
One of the harvesters leaped after them, sinking its claws into the bottom of the rudder.
The pilot shouted something in Russian, and the plane yawed violently to the right. 
Jack didn’t need a translation for what she’d said. Dropping prone to the floor, he shouted to Mikhailov over the sound of the slipstream and the engine, “Hold onto my legs!”
Then he wriggled on his belly until he was sticking out the door, Mikhailov pinning his legs with his own body.
The harvester was tearing strips out of the cloth covering of the rudder, and had managed to clamber up so it could reach the elevator. The plane’s nose suddenly pitched down as the harvester yanked down on the elevator, and the pilot screamed as she fought the controls. 
Jack had lost count of how many rounds he’d fired from Mikhailov’s gun. The magazine held only seven rounds. He hung out the door, looking to the east as the sun burst over the horizon, putting the abomination hanging onto the tail of the aircraft into sharp silhouette. He took aim and fired.
The bullet missed the harvester and passed harmlessly through the rudder behind it.
Come on, Jack! He tried to calm himself. Come on!
He took aim and held his breath as the harvester again sent the plane nosing toward the ground, which was perilously close. He squeezed the trigger. The big gun fired, and the slide locked back: the magazine was empty.
The bullet grazed the back of one of the thing’s claws. Had they been on the ground, the hit would have hardly injured the creature. Here, the pain was enough for it to reflexively loosen its grip, and even a harvester couldn’t hang on with just one of its clawed appendages.
As the woman pulled the plane up into a steep climb with the earth mere meters below the main wheels, the harvester was wrenched free. Jack watched it tumble through the air until it splattered on the wet ground.
Holding onto his web belt, Mikhailov hauled Jack in. After tossing the Desert Eagle to the floor, Jack got to his knees and managed to close the door and dog it shut. Then he collapsed beside Mikhailov, leaning against the inside of the fuselage, which reeked of fertilizer, oil, and gasoline.
“I am thinking,” Mikhailov shouted as a thin trickle of blood came from the corner of his mouth, which was parted in a pain-tinged smile, “that you need additional target practice.”
Unable to help himself, Jack laughed. “Next time I’ll let you do the honors, Sergei.”
His smile evaporated when he stood up and looked out one of the round windows in the cabin. 
Behind them, another plane was lifting off from the airport.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
“God, what a nightmare.”
Garcia’s murmured words effectively captured the unreal scenes that greeted the passengers of the three SUVs as they made their way toward Santa Anita. The I-210 freeway had been reduced to a standstill, and after forcing their way along the shoulder, in one case having to shove a car blocking their path out of the way, the small convoy managed to get off on the exit for Corson Street. From there, they began weaving their way through residential streets toward the mall.
Around them, people were in a panic. They were fleeing south out of Altadena, even as more outbreaks were reported in other parts of the metropolitan area from Burbank to La Habra. The roads were choked with cars, and the situation was made worse by thousands who were fleeing on foot, many of them having abandoned their cars on the jammed freeways.
Naomi cursed as Garcia took them over a curb and onto a sidewalk, then cut through someone’s yard. He and Boisson were in the front seat of the lead vehicle. Naomi sat in the middle of the seat behind them, with a pet crate on either side, and two more agents sat behind her. Alexander was meowing constantly, while Koshka lay in a tense crouch, panting. Naomi hated to take them along, but they wouldn’t be returning to the safe house, and where the team was headed, the cats just might be invaluable. 
She was dressed in black tactical gear now, as were the FBI agents, and all of them were well-armed with a mix of shotguns and assault rifles. Boisson had been extremely reluctant to do so, but under orders from Carl Richards and her boss in Los Angeles, she’d offered Naomi her choice of weapons. Naomi had chosen a shotgun. 
Like Naomi, each agent also had a can of hairspray and bottle of lighter fluid stuffed into pouches on their combat harness, and several of the agents had Tasers. All of them had exchanged looks as Boisson had handed out these new “weapons,” but none of them had made any wisecracks. The fear that gripped the city had leached any trace of humor from all of them.
“Take a right up here, Garcia,” Boisson said, her voice tense. They were on Hugo Reid Drive, coming up on Baldwin Avenue, which ran right past the mall. 
“Shit!” Garcia slammed on the brakes as a car shot over the curb from Baldwin and careened in front of him, clipping the front left fender of the SUV.
Naomi held onto the crates, the cats crying out in fear at the impact. As the car flashed by, she caught sight of the driver. She couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, because most of the poor soul’s head was covered by a larval harvester.
There was a crash behind them as the car took down a telephone pole and then slammed through the white wrought iron fence of the house on the corner before disappearing into the back yard.
Ahead, Baldwin Avenue was a bumper to bumper traffic jam in both directions, with those fleeing north trapped by the parking lot that I-210 had become, and those heading south pinned by the traffic on Huntington Drive that bounded the southern end of the mall. Many of the cars were empty, the occupants having fled on foot.
“Park alongside the road here,” Boisson told Garcia. “We’ll have to go the rest of the way on foot.”
The SUV bounced as Garcia took it over the curb and parked in the lush ivy ground cover that ran next to the sidewalk. The other SUVs followed suit. 
Naomi had wondered why other cars hadn’t been trying to head away from the mall on the street they were on. Then she saw that the street was marked one-way, and that the flow of traffic was enforced by a barrier that would puncture the tires of a vehicle going the wrong direction. 
As the other agents got out, she opened the crates and released the cats. Both wore one-piece harnesses around their chests that had a clip for a leash between the shoulder blades. Jack had long been in the habit of taking Alexander for walks outside, and once they were together in San Antonio, Naomi had gradually gotten Koshka used to the idea. The memory of their “family walks” around the neighborhood brought a brief smile to her face that faded as Alexander looked up at her with big, frightened eyes.
“I know, boy,” she whispered, clipping on his leash. She tried not to think of Jack, wondering where he was and what had happened to him. She now had her own set of worries to focus on. “I’m scared, too.” 
After leashing Alexander, Naomi repeated the process with Koshka. “It’s going to be okay, baby. But I think we’re going to need your help. Otherwise, I never would have brought you.”
She stepped out of the SUV, and the two cats jumped after her. They circled around her feet, and Naomi had to sling her shotgun over her shoulder so she could keep the cats from tripping her with their leashes.
The agents, none of whom had ever seen a cat on a leash before, gawked and shook their heads. 
“You’re nuts, Perrault.” Boisson was staring at her, a deep frown etched onto her face. “And if your stupid cats get any of my people killed, I’m going to kick your ass.”
Naomi turned a cold gaze on the special agent. “These ‘stupid cats’ have saved a lot of lives, including mine. And by the end of the day, they might save yours, too. Let’s get going.”
“Whatever. Garcia, you’ve got point.”
With Garcia in the lead, the group of sixteen FBI agents, Naomi, and the two cats set off toward the mall. Naomi, Boisson, and the two men carrying the big glass containers were in the center while the other men and women formed a protective ring around them. The cats slunk low to the ground, their tails down, beside Naomi, their eyes wide and their ears alternately pricking up, then laying back against their skulls. Neither of them were making a sound now. 
“So let me get this straight,” Boisson asked. “You don’t want any of the big ones, just those nasty slimy things?”
Naomi nodded. “If we can capture one of the adults, that’s a plus. But our priority has to be capturing at least one of the larval forms. We know a lot about the adults, but nothing about the larvae. And we’ll learn about the adults as the captured larvae mature.”
Boisson didn’t bother to mask her distaste. “Well, that makes things simpler, at least. God, what’s that noise?”
Off to their left came a horrible sound, screams, but not from any human throat.
“I think it’s the horses,” Garcia called over his shoulder. 
“Horses?” Naomi was confused.
“Yeah. There’s a horse track right over there,” Boisson nodded in the direction of the cries of equine terror and the hammering of the horses trying to batter their way out of their stalls. “Santa Anita Park, just north of the mall here. Thank God there isn’t a race today, or there’d be thousands more people here. God, those poor animals.”
Garcia turned to look at Boisson. “Which way?” 
“Straight across the parking lot to the nearest set of doors.”
The parking lot was roughly half full. Most of the cars had been abandoned, and the rest were desperately trying to get out the mall exits, but had nowhere to go because the adjoining streets were already blocked. People fled past them, nearly all heading south along Baldwin Avenue. None of the people were fleeing north, for no one wanted to come any closer to the unholy cries coming from the stables.
“Look at that!” One of the FBI men was pointing at a dark form loping across the parking lot, chasing after some of the refugees from the mall. He and several others raised their rifles.
“Hold your fire!” Boisson’s command cut through the air like steel.
“But…” The agent stared at her, mouth agape.
“Hold your fire, Perkins.” She spoke directly to him, but her words were meant for the others, too. “We’ve got a job to do, first. We can’t afford to get tied up out here.” To Naomi, her eyes following the thing as it leaped upon a running woman and shoved its stinger in her back, she whispered, “They’re real. Sweet Jesus, they’re real!”
Beside Naomi, the cats had come alive. Alexander, his ears laid back flat against his big head, stared at the harvester and hissed, exposing his half-inch long fangs. Koshka, who hardly ever vocalized, growled deep, sounding like a large dog, as she, too, watched the creature. 
Triggered by some unknown imperative, they both lunged in the harvester’s direction.
“Shit,” Boisson breathed, unable to credit what her eyes were telling her. “I’ve never seen cats act like that!”
“You won’t, except around harvesters,” Naomi said tightly as she pulled the cats along, their claws scratching on the pavement. 
They continued across the lot toward one of the big box department stores on the corner. Naomi hoped and prayed that they’d be able to find what they were looking for without going too deep into the mall. There were plenty of victims near the theater, but that was on the other side, and she suspected that by now most of them would be too big to get into one of the glass carboys.
The glass doors at the entrance were shattered, and four bodies, including a young boy, lay in bloody heaps after being trampled to death. 
Garcia glanced over his shoulder at Boisson, and she gave him the hand signal to proceed.
Assault rifle tucked tight into his shoulder, his boots crunched on the glass as he led the other agents inside.
The interior of the store was a shambles. Worse, parts of it had been cast into darkness.
“What happened to the lights?” One of the female agents asked.
“The larval forms love rubber and plastic,” Naomi answered. “One of them might have gotten into the power cables or breaker boxes and shorted something out.”
“Christ.”
As they passed by the jewelry display, Naomi caught sight of something. “Wait a minute.”
“Halt,” Boisson called to the others. The agents stood or knelt, facing outward, weapons at the ready.
Naomi went to a display that had necklaces for girls made of bright plastic beads. She grabbed all of them. “Bring me the carboys.” 
The two agents carrying the big glass jugs set them down. Naomi unscrewed the caps, then dropped the necklaces through the narrow mouths of the carboys before screwing the lids back on.
“Bait, right?” Boisson asked.
“Right. Plastic and rubber has a lot of carbon. We can’t handle the things or allow them to touch us. I’m hoping the plastic will entice them to just crawl right in.”
“Nice. A great new use for plastic baubles. Okay, let’s go.” Boisson motioned for Garcia to start forward again.
“Boisson,” Naomi said, looking up at the ceiling. A lot of tiles were missing, their remains scattered around the floor.
Boisson’s eyes followed where Naomi was looking. The other agents noticed, and looked up, too. “Do you think…?”
Naomi nodded. “Yes. Some crawled along the pipes and wiring up there, then dropped down through the ceiling.”
“Great.” Drawing a deep breath, she called to Garcia, “Move it. But make sure you guys watch the ceiling, too.”
There were muttered oaths from the men and women around her as they began moving forward again, each of them casting fearful glances at the ceiling with every step.
They passed seven more bodies before they reached the entrance to the mall itself. Four of them had been crushed in the panic, and a fifth was an elderly woman who had probably died of a heart attack, a rictus of terror still frozen on her face.
As for the remaining two, they had been decapitated.
Naomi knelt next to the first one to examine it. “Hold them, will you?” She handed the leashes for the cats to Boisson. Naomi knew it was safe at the moment, because the cats were back to merely being terrified.
The body was that of a man, Naomi guessed in his mid thirties. She examined the wound, which looked like something had taken a nearly perfectly semicircular bite out of the top of his torso. But it wasn’t a bite, nor was the wound made by any weapon: the edges were soft, as if the flesh had been dissolved. Of the head, there was no sign. There was a large pool of blood on the floor, although not nearly as much as she would have expected. The victim’s heart must have stopped beating before the wound had been completed. 
The other body, of what looked like a teen girl, was the same.
“So they just eat heads?” 
Naomi looked up at Boisson, who was studying the girl’s body with professional interest. “We don’t know anything about their feeding patterns. We captured some of the adults when I was in the Earth Defense Society, but they had refused to eat anything while in captivity. But this?” She shook her head. “Why would they bother to eat the heads over any other part of the body, unless…”
“Unless what?”
Naomi’s mind raced. That must be how they do it, she thought. They can mimic a body’s appearance perfectly, but what about the mind? How did they acquire the victim’s mannerisms, how they talked, the things the victim knew that made him or her unique, and in no time at all? There had been a great deal of speculation in the EDS about how the harvesters managed the behavioral side of their mimicry, but they’d never had any hard data from which they could form conclusions.
She feared that she was looking at the answer. Somehow, the things must be able to absorb at least part of the information stored in the victim’s brain. And as they learned more, they could adapt ever faster to new circumstances and environments.
“Naomi?”
“Nothing.” She took the leashes back from Boisson and stood up. “Let’s keep going.”
With a scowl, Boisson signaled Garcia, and the team moved into the mall.
* * *
 
Garcia had to work hard at controlling his breathing. He’d done a hitch with the Marines and had seen some action in Afghanistan before joining the Bureau, but this was something else entirely. He still couldn’t believe the things he’d seen, both on the television before coming here and then the thing out in the parking lot. He wanted to believe it was nothing more than a huge hoax, that they had been co-opted into some sort of new reality show, and that maybe Boisson was the only one in on the deal. 
But he’d worked with her long enough to know that she was scared, too. Most people who didn’t know her wouldn’t be able to tell, but he could. And he’d never seen anything scare that woman.
Keep it cool, he told himself. He scanned ahead of them, swiveling his torso as he aimed the shotgun. The mall here was empty, although he could still hear screams echoing through the corridors. The devastation wasn’t quite so evident as it had been in the store they’d come through, although there were still plenty of signs of panic. Several of the small kiosks in the center of the mall had been upended, their contents spilled over the shiny tile floor, and the displays in the storefronts were in disarray. In one of them, a large glass pane had shattered outward, with some of the shards coated in blood. Garcia imagined that someone must have leaped through it in an effort to escape them.
He gulped involuntarily as he thought again of what he’d seen in the parking lot. It was something out of a horror movie, but wasn’t nearly as terrible as the larval forms, as Dr. Perrault called them. The oozing things that he’d seen on the television, and the focus of their mission here, were an abomination. 
As they passed a shoe store, the cats started hissing and growling again. That, too, was something Garcia found to be terribly unnatural, but at least the cats were on their side.
One of the displays in the store fell over, spilling colorful shoes to the floor, and everyone on the team pointed their weapon in that direction. 
“Let’s take a look,” Perrault called softly as she reined in the cats. The big black and white one, bigger than any cat Garcia had ever seen, was straining at the leash like a dog, his razor sharp canines gleaming.
Boisson gave him the hand signal to move toward the store. 
“Watch where you step,” Perrault called. “And watch the ceiling.”
Right, Garcia thought. He already felt as if he were turning into a chameleon, with eyes swiveling independently in their sockets to look up and down at the same time.
He stepped quickly around one of the black pillars that flanked the entrance to the store, his finger tensing on the trigger. 
And there, at the base of the toppled over display, was one of the things. 
“There’s one in here, doctor!” His voice was hoarse, as if he’d been shouting all morning.
* * *
 
“Here, hold them.” Naomi handed the leashes to Boisson again. The FBI agent reached for them, but wasn’t prepared for how hard the cats were pulling, trying to get to the harvester, and nearly lost her grip.
“Jesus!” Alexander almost pulled Boisson off-balance before she got control of him.
Naomi shot her a look, but refrained from saying anything. Instead, she gestured for one of the men carrying the glass carboys to come with her.
The two of them moved into the store where Garcia stood, his gun trained on the oozing mass on the floor.
“Good, Garcia,” Naomi told him, patting him on the shoulder as she stepped past him toward the creature. Turning to the wide-eyed agent carrying the glass jug, she said, “Here, give me that.”
The man gladly handed it to her, then brought up his shotgun. Naomi wondered how he’d react when he discovered that he’d have to continue carrying the carboy, this time with the harvester inside.
The harvester was the size of a small watermelon, and had wrapped itself around one of the shoes that had been on the display rack. The plastic of the shoe was quickly giving way under the acidic assault of the creature, and even now the harvester was extending pseudopods toward the other shoes that had fallen around it.
Using the muzzle of her rifle, she moved those shoes away. She set the carboy down for a moment to remove the metal cap, then gently tipped it over on its side and pressed the open end right up against the larva’s bruised-looking, glistening flesh.
The thing didn’t hesitate. As if it smelled a gourmet dinner, it began to flow through the narrow mouth of the carboy.
Her plan worked perfectly, right up to the point where the harvester tried to pull in the partially digested shoe. The remains of the shoe were still far too large to fit through the neck of the carboy, but the creature had no problem elongating itself to reach the plastic bait.
“Dammit.” She didn’t want the thing to eat the beads and then ooze right back out again. “Knife! Does anyone have a combat knife?”
The agent who’d been carrying the carboy did. Without a word, he unsheathed it and handed it to her. 
Taking a deep breath, she drew the knife in a smooth motion across the mouth of the carboy. The larva didn’t even flinch as it was cut in two. The part still consuming the shoe fell to the floor with a wet plop, while the other half pulled itself all the way into the carboy where it was greedily consuming the plastic necklaces. 
Pulling the carboy back from the part of the larva that had fallen back to the floor, Naomi double checked that the cap had nothing in it but metal, then screwed it onto the neck of the carboy as tight as she could. 
Picking up the container, she shivered as she watched the thing oozing and squirming against the side of the carboy, with only the thickness of the glass between it and her hand.
Turning to the agent, she handed him the big jug and its horrid contents. “Hold it upright, and tell me if it looks like it’s trying to force its way out the top. And don’t drop it.”
“Yeah, right.” The man gulped and took the glass container
“And I wouldn’t use this again.” She tossed his knife on the ground. She didn’t want to take the chance that any small bits of larvae were clinging to it.
The agent tried to hold the carboy out, away from his body, but Naomi knew that he’d only drop it. Naomi pressed it toward him. “You’re perfectly safe as long as it stays in the carboy. It can’t get through the glass.” A sudden vision of the equipment in the lab at the Earth Defense Society base after the first harvester larva had done its work flashed through her mind. The only three things that had survived its touch were concrete, metal, and glass.
“Is that it?” Boisson looked at the thing, which had gravitated toward the side where the agent held the carboy against his chest, as if it knew that just beyond the glass lay another tasty morsel. 
The cats continued to hiss and growl, although now they were behind Boisson, trying to flee. 
“Not quite.” Naomi turned back to the remaining half of the larva, which was still gorging itself on the shoes. “I’m going to need another one.” She would have taken this one, the second half of the pair that she’d created, but by now it had drawn in half a dozen shoes and was rapidly growing. Trying to play the same game she had the first time would be a bit trickier, and she didn’t want to take the risk. 
Taking out the bottle of lighter fluid, she sprayed some on the creature and then made a small trail of fluid away from it. Kneeling down, she flicked her lighter and stepped back.
The fluid ignited with a soft whump. As soon as the flame reached the larva, the thing erupted.
“Christ!” The agent with the carboy stumbled back, almost dropping it. The others took an involuntary step backward as the harvester burned like jellied gasoline.
“Fire is our best weapon,” Naomi explained as she watched the thing die. “But we can’t use it indiscriminately, for obvious reasons.”
“Let’s go,” Boisson said, handing the straining cats back to Naomi, “before the fire extinguishers in here come on. I don’t like getting my hair wet.”
* * *
 
Thank God I don’t have to carry one of those things, Garcia thought as they continued deeper into the mall. He exchanged looks with Cardon, who was stuck with carrying the doctor’s specimen, and could see that the man was frightened out of his wits. 
Garcia didn’t blame him one bit. He tried to imagine what it must be like having that little monster glommed onto the side of the glass right against his chest, whatever brain it had, if any, trying to figure out how to get through it to the meat on the other side.
“Garcia!”
He looked up at Boisson.
“Pay attention or you’ll be carrying the damn thing!”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, feeling ashamed. Steady, man, he told himself. Focus on the mission. Just get the job done so we can get the hell out of here and go home. 
Something wriggling on the floor caught his eye. “There’s another one!” The larva was making a beeline for another body that lay bloodied and broken on the floor. 
Garcia couldn’t help himself. He went over to the body and dragged it away before the harvester could reach it. 
“Good job, Garcia.” Perrault flashed him a quick smile as she passed by, again handing the cats, which had again gone berserk, to Boisson. The other agent with a carboy handed it to her, and she knelt down and poked the neck of the jug into the harvester. Just as before, it instantly began to flow into the glass container, hungry for the plastic beads.
Garcia felt a sense of relief, knowing that once Perrault sealed the lid on the second little monster, they could get out of this tomb. The screams from elsewhere in the mall had stopped, and the place was far too quiet. 
The cats were growling and hissing, carrying on like mad. Boisson was having trouble holding onto them, especially the big black and white one, Alexander. Garcia had learned very quickly, even in the short time they’d been in the safe house, that the cat was a big, purring cream puff. But the nice big kitty was gone. What Garcia was looking at now was an enraged predator.
Then he noticed where the cats were looking. They weren’t looking at the creature Perrault had coaxed into the glass prison. Their attention was focused on something above her.
Garcia looked up at the second floor walkway just in time to see one of the larvae ooze through the railing. But this one wasn’t small, like the one Perrault was capturing. It was the size of a fifty-five gallon drum. “Up there!”
His shout startled the agent helping Perrault, and he stumbled backward, firing his shotgun at the thing now hanging down toward the doctor like warm putty.
The others opened fire, too, but it had no effect on the creature. The bullets distorted the flesh where they impacted, but otherwise caused no damage at all.
Perrault stared upward, mouth open, her arms wrapped around the horror in the carboy as one of its larger brethren loomed over her. 
The rest of the thing squeezed through the railing, and it fell.
Garcia took no time reflecting on the value of his own life as he charged. The two steps that separated him and Perrault was such a short distance, but seemed to take a lifetime. Wrapping his arms around her, he knocked her off her feet, his momentum carrying her out of danger. The huge larval form landed behind them with a loud splat, and was instantly wreathed in flames as the other agents doused it with lighter fluid or used their lighters and cans of hairspray as homemade flamethrowers.
As he and Perrault hit the floor, the bottom of the carboy between them struck the tile and shattered. Garcia’s eyes locked with Perrault’s, and for the first time he noticed that one of her eyes was brown, the other blue. They were open wide with terror.
“I’ve got this,” Garcia gasped. He rolled away from her, clutching the harvester larva to his chest. His hands, lacerated from the shattered glass, quickly sank into the sickly, mottled flesh. 
The last thing he saw before the pain blotted out the world was Dr. Perrault kneeling beside him, tears streaming down her face.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
“I think we’ve got company.” Jack watched the plane, another An-2, as it cleared the end of the runway and climbed into the sky. “They must have found themselves a pilot.”
Mikhailov got to his feet and looked out the window, following Jack’s gaze. “What could they be thinking? They cannot shoot us down.”
“They can ram us if they get close enough.”
The plane behind them began to turn, then leveled out on a northeasterly heading.
“Slava Bogu,” Mikhailov breathed. 
“I’m not so sure this is good news.”
Mikhailov turned to him. “Why do you say that?”
“What’s the range of a plane like this?”
Pondering a moment, Mikhailov said, “I believe a bit over eight hundred kilometers, if I remember correctly.”
“Then that’s how far the infection here might be able to spread if that plane goes the whole distance before it lands.” 
“Oh.”
The two of them watched the other plane in silence until it disappeared, swallowed by the rising sun.
Jack glanced at Mikhailov in the bright light streaming through the window. His friend looked ashen, and he was holding both arms protectively to his chest. While he couldn’t hear his breathing over the muted drone of the engine, he could tell that Mikhailov was wheezing. “How are you feeling, Sergei?”
“I feel like I should have taken your advice and stayed in bed.” There was an angry shout from the cockpit. “Perhaps we should become better acquainted with our pilot.”
“I meant to ask you about her. It’s a good thing she wasn’t lying to you about being able to fly this crate.”
“Had I been at the controls when that thing was hanging on the tail,” Mikhailov said, “we would never have made it.” He offered a haggard, tired grin. “That is why I joined the Army and not the Air Force.”
“And then went airborne. The worst of both worlds.” Jack wrapped his arm around Mikhailov’s waist and helped him toward the cockpit. “Come on.”
Making their way to the forward end of the empty cargo compartment, which Jack thought resembled the unadorned framed interior of most of the military cargo aircraft he’d ever been on, Jack helped Mikhailov step up through the cockpit doorway to collapse into the copilot’s seat. Jack stepped up and stood between him and the woman flying the plane.
She looked up at him for a moment. “I thank you. You saved my life.”
“You’re welcome.” He smiled. “My name’s Jack Dawson, by the way.”
“I am Khatuna Beridze.” 
Jack glanced at Mikhailov. It didn’t sound like a Russian name to him.
As if reading his mind, Mikhailov mouthed Georgian. 
“And I am Kapitan Sergei Mikhailov of the Russian Army.”
Khatuna nodded, then looked more closely at Mikhailov. “You are hurt. Badly, I think.”
“Da. Punctured lung. I think it is getting worse.” He shrugged.
Jack thought that, if anything, Mikhailov was even more pale than he had been before. “We’ve got to get you to a hospital, Sergei.”
“No,” he said, reaching for the headset that hung next to the copilot’s seat. “First we must warn of what happened at Ulan-Erg and Elista.” He leaned forward, grimacing at the pain, and tuned the radio.
* * *
 
Breathing was agony. Speaking was worse. Every movement seemed to jam the spear of broken rib deeper into his lung. But he had come too far now, and too much depended on them. On him.
Waving Jack away, appreciating the concern his friend showed, and also knowing that there was nothing Jack could do for him, Mikhailov tuned the radio to the international military aircraft emergency guard frequency.
His earphones crackled into life, and he sat back in shock. There should have been silence, for this channel was only used if there was a military aircraft in trouble. Instead, the frequency was alive with distress calls and controllers giving hurried instructions. 
In the pilot’s seat, Khatuna turned to look at him, an expression of surprise on her face, as well. 
Behind him, he heard Jack ask, “What?” He couldn’t hear because he had no headphones.
Khatuna pulled off her headset and handed it to Jack. He put it on, his puzzled expression turning grim. Mikhailov knew that Jack wouldn’t understand what was being said, but the simple fact that anyone was communicating on that channel was evidence enough of trouble.
“I guess we’re not the only ones up the creek,” Jack said, handing the headset back to Khatuna. The radio had two receivers, and while Mikhailov continued to listen to the military guard frequency, she tuned to the civilian emergency channel.
“So it would seem,” Mikhailov said. He and Khatuna listened for a few moments, and he repeated to Jack the names that he could identify. “Stavropol. Budyonnovsk. Mozdok. Salsk. These are military air bases in this area that are talking. Some I cannot hear directly, for they are still too far away at our altitude. But I can hear the aircraft. Those fields are diverting aircraft away or calling for assistance.”
“It is same on civilian emergency channel,” Khatuna added. “I count at least three, maybe five airports reporting emergencies.”
“But how could there be so many in the time since they broke out of the facility?” Mikhailov wondered. 
Jack thought for a moment before answering. “Naomi had no idea what their reproductive rate is, but it’s got to be ridiculously high. I mean, there were hundreds of the damn things just at Ulan-Erg, and who knows how many more at Elista. Then there are more at these other places. Most of the ones we saw were in their natural form, but they’re a lot more dangerous when they copy us, and there’s no way to tell how many of them are walking around as impostors.”
Like Mikhailov, Khatuna had slid aside one of the ear pieces of her headset so she could hear Jack while still listening in to the civilian emergency channel. She looked from Jack to Mikhailov with frightened eyes. “They came for us last night,” she told them. “Some people disappeared over last few days and never came back. Others changed. One of them was my father. He was gone for most of yesterday after he went to machine shop to get some parts, a trip that should have been an hour.” She shook her head. “When he came back to work at airport, he was different. No one else noticed, but I did. He spoke like my father, acted like him, but there was something wrong.”
“It must take a while for the harvesters to be able to mimic us perfectly,” Jack said. “Or perhaps they can never really fool someone who knows the victim as well as you knew your father. I’m sorry.”
She nodded. “Last night, fighting began in the town, in Elista, just before we were to go to sleep.” Khatuna blinked her eyes rapidly, trying to clear them. “Creature that looked like my father killed my mother. We were all sitting there together, and when we heard screams from other houses, it killed her. My two brothers fought with it. They begged me to run.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I left them. Left them to die. Creature tried to find me, kept looking for me, and others came to help it. I spent all night trying to reach airport.” She looked at Mikhailov. “It found me there.”
“It must have known you would go there to escape,” Mikhailov said.
“And it would make sense that they would try to kill anyone who knew how to fly and replace them so they could spread the infection,” Jack added.
“Da. That is when I met you, at hangar.” Khatuna reached out and took Jack’s hand, giving it a fierce squeeze. “Thing chasing me, thing that you killed, was creature that killed my family. Thank you.”
They were all quiet for a moment, and Khatuna turned away, busying herself with leveling off the plane. They’d reached three thousand meters. The plane wasn’t equipped with oxygen, so they couldn’t go much higher. Besides, biplanes weren’t designed for high altitude cruising.
“I will try to get through to someone at Stavropol,” Mikhailov told them. “Perhaps they will know where we can land.” He keyed the microphone and said in Russian, “This is Kapitan Sergei Mikhailov, calling Stavropol with an in-flight emergency, come in.” 
He had to repeat the call three more times before he was able to make a clear transmission through the frantic chatter. He was surprised when the man at Stavropol airfield seemed to recognize him.
“Mikhailov, da. Please stand by.”
A few anxious moments passed, then a new speaker came on. He, too, had difficulty in getting through the other transmissions on that frequency, but at last there was a brief pause where he could speak.
“Mikhailov, this is Mayor Kurmansky of the 247th Regiment. Where is Polkovnik Kuybishev?”
“Dead.” He glanced at Jack, who was watching him closely, no doubt wishing he could understand Russian. “The entire unit was destroyed. The only survivors are myself, the American Jack Dawson, and a civilian. Ulan-Erg was completely overrun by…” He paused, not sure how to characterize the harvesters to Kurmansky, not knowing if the man had seen any of the things with his own eyes. “…the enemy, as was Elista. We are returning to Stavropol in a civilian An-2.”
“Negative,” Kurmansky told him. Mikhailov could hear what sounded like automatic weapons fire in the background. “The airfield here is not secure, and the regimental garrison is under attack. By order of Polkovnik Zaitsev, you are to proceed with the American to Moscow by any means possible and report to Airborne Forces Headquarters.”
Kurmansky’s transmission broke up, overridden by other emergency calls. Mikhailov tried to get him back, but to no avail.
With an exhausted sigh that sent another spear of pain through his chest, he slipped off the headphones and let them fall into his lap. “We are ordered to Moscow,” he told Jack, even as Khatuna banked the big biplane smoothly to the right, bringing them onto a northwesterly course. 
“Will this thing have enough fuel?”
They both looked at Khatuna, who shook her head. “Nyet. We will need to land somewhere.” She nodded toward a map case next to the copilot’s seat where Mikhailov was sitting. 
He leaned forward and tried to reach it, but fell back, gasping and holding his side. He bit his lip to keep from crying out. He was worried that he might not make it to Moscow, for it would take them hours to get there.
“Here, let me.” Jack reached past him and opened the case, extracting several charts. He quickly sorted through them and pulled out a large-scale one that covered western Russia. He spread it out on Mikhailov’s lap.
After a moment of gauging the distances involved, Mikhailov said, “Lipetsk. There is both a civilian airport and a large air base there, and it should just be in range.” He had checked the fuel level during his very hurried preflight, before Khatuna had taken over, and had been enormously relieved to see that the An-2’s tanks had been full. It was one of the few times that fortune had favored him recently.
“How long?” Jack looked at him with grave concern, and Mikhailov knew what he was thinking.
“Four hours, perhaps a little longer.”
Khatuna shot him a glance, then shook her head, muttering under her breath.
“Can’t we land somewhere closer and take a faster military plane?”
Mikhailov considered. “Excluding the bases that are already experiencing emergencies, we might. But consider: by the time we land, explain our situation to the Air Force, which probably does not have any idea what is really happening, and then try to explain why we have on board an American in Russian military uniform who was involved in combat on Russian soil.” He shook his head, resisting the urge to laugh at the absurdity of it all. They would be caught in red tape, as he knew Jack would say, for hours, if not days. “When we are close to Lipetsk I will see if I can get them to contact someone in VDV, the Airborne Forces, who knows of our situation. If yes, then we will land at the air base and take advantage of the Air Force’s hospitality. If not, we will land at the civilian airport to refuel.”
“Right,” Jack said. “Regardless of where we land, and assuming you don’t die on us in the meantime, I want your word that you’re going to get your ass into the nearest hospital.”
“I’m not exactly going to win any wrestling matches with you.” Mikhailov grinned, even as he fought to suppress another coughing fit. He could feel the blood gurgling in his lung with every breath now. “But the only place I will go into a hospital is in Moscow, after we report to VDV Headquarters.” His grin faded. “We cannot afford to waste the time I will have to spend in a hospital. We have to get to our headquarters so we can tell them what is happening. Perhaps someone will even believe us.”
“And what if you bleed to death on the way, you moron?”
“Then Khatuna will be in charge.”
She scowled at him. “Durak!” 
Mikhailov smiled. “Da.”
Then he began coughing up blood.
* * *
 
It was a long four hours as the plane droned northward. Khatuna periodically spoke over the radio, but otherwise she remained quiet, intent on flying the plane. The only times she took a break was when she excused herself to go to the bathroom in the back, just as the men did. There was a metal bucket for the purpose, and to keep the plane from reeking even worse, they made an unspoken agreement to dump each deposit out the door over the empty landscape below.
Beside her, Mikhailov was hanging on, but he was terribly pale. Jack was really worried about him, but there was little he could do except scold his Russian friend into trying to rest. 
Below them, the vast enormity of Russia crept by, the land a patchwork quilt of farms, more and more of them covered in snow as they proceeded north, that stretched to the horizon in every direction. 
Having taken the headphones from Mikhailov, who was drifting in and out of consciousness, Jack listened to the military guard channel. There was less activity the farther north they went, but it was clear even to him, unable to understand the language, but differentiating the speakers, that havoc was spreading across southern Russia. And as the harvesters found more ways to disperse, piloting or riding as passengers in aircraft or on trains, driving cars, or even moving on foot, they would spread their unique form of cancer ever wider through Russia, then beyond that massive country’s borders.
He knew that the same must be happening in India, and wondered how Kiran was faring. Perhaps they got lucky and destroyed the harvesters before they’d spread beyond the Koratikal area.
He wondered what was happening elsewhere in the world, but especially back home. All he could hope was that Naomi was safe, still at work in her lab at Morgan Pharmaceuticals. He knew that she, of all people, held the key to solving this disaster, because this wasn’t a war they would win through force of arms alone. The harvesters must be able to breed like flies, and the only advantage that the humans had at the moment were that most of the things seemed content, or were forced for some reason as yet unknown, to stay in their natural form. Once they got smart and really focused on mimicking humans, there would be no stopping them with sheer firepower. The fate of the Russian paratroopers the previous night proved that: while they weren’t properly prepared or equipped, they were well-armed and well-trained, and were still wiped out to the last man. They killed at least their own number of harvesters, but that hadn’t mattered in the end. 
No. Weapons alone wouldn’t do it. What they needed was a miracle, and he pinned his hopes on the genius of Naomi and others like her. He just wished that he could call her right now, just to hear her voice, to know that she was all right. But he had to wait until they landed, and hoped that the cell service would work this time.
“What are you thinking?”
He broke from his reverie to find Khatuna looking up at him, and he could tell from her expression that she was afraid of what he might say. “Just missing my fiancée,” he said with a wan smile. “It’s been a long trip.”
She looked at him more closely, and he could only imagine what a mess he must appear in her eyes. His uniform was covered in a grisly mixture of mud and blood, both human and harvester, and was ripped and punctured in several places. He must look like a war movie extra done up by a Hollywood makeup artist. And he reeked of stale sweat, body odor, the unique stink of gunpowder, and blood. The oil, fuel, and fertilizer smells of the old biplane were pleasant by comparison.
Unable to help himself, he laughed.
“What is funny?”
“I’m such a stinking mess. Almost as bad as him.” He nodded to Mikhailov, who was sleeping.
She wrinkled her nose, and the trace of a smile touched her lips. “You do smell bad. Worse than zoo.” Then she asked, “Can you stop them? Those things?”
Jack’s humor evaporated. He could see the pleading in her eyes, wanting him to tell her some good news, along with a fierce hatred of the things that had taken her family. “I don’t know, Khatuna. They’re intelligent, tough, and very deadly. We went into Ulan-Erg last night with two companies of airborne troops, and Sergei and I are the only survivors. And you know all too well what happened in Elista.” She nodded gravely. “But they can be killed. They’re not invincible. Our biggest problem is just going to be getting people to believe that they exist, then teach them what they need to know to fight them.”
“They will soon believe,” she said. “They will have no choice.”
“Yeah. There aren’t any alternatives.” 
They were silent after that, until some time later Khatuna said, “We are coming near Lipetsk. I must get clearance to land.” 
She changed frequencies on the radio, then keyed her microphone and spoke. After a moment, she spoke again, anger plainly evident in her voice.
Jack didn’t like the sound of that. “What’s wrong?”
“They are refusing permission to land to any aircraft from Caucasus region!” She spat what Jack suspected was a particularly potent curse before talking again on the radio. “I told them we have injured military officer. They still refuse.”
Jack’s earphones suddenly came to life. It had been almost an hour since he’d heard any emergency calls over the military guard channel. A new voice now came on, very loud and strong. Jack didn’t understand the words, but he heard “Lipetsk” and could tell that the person on the other end of the line wasn’t very happy.
“Khatuna, take a listen to this.”
She switched over to the guard channel and listened. The controller at Lipetsk spoke again, and Khatuna snapped her head around to Jack. “We are ordered to turn back, or they will shoot us down!”
Jack felt something tug on his arm, and glanced down. Mikhailov was awake. 
Pulling off the headphones, Jack told him, “It looks like they’re starting to quarantine aircraft coming from the south. Lipetsk won’t let us land, and are threatening to shoot us down if we approach any closer.”
Mikhailov took the headset and put it on. In rapid, angry Russian, he spoke to the Lipetsk controller. With a grimace of disgust, he tore the headset off. “I told them I was a VDV officer and was on urgent orders to report to Moscow.”
“They didn’t buy it, I assume.”
“No, and the Air Force refused to put me through to VDV Headquarters. The quarantine orders were just issued by the government: all aircraft from anywhere south of the Don and Volga Rivers are to be turned back, no exceptions. Even military aircraft. If they refuse, they are to be shot down. We are lucky they took this long to decide this, or we would not have made it this far. They are allowing no landings now, not even for passenger jets. All aircraft must return to airfields south of the quarantine line.” He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Everything south of Rostov, Volgograd, and Astrakhan has been declared a quarantine zone.”
“Shit,” Jack said, trying to absorb the enormity of what the Russians had just done. And it wouldn’t be good news for the countries on the borders of the quarantine zone, he thought. They would soon be flooded with people trying to get out. It was a situation that would get ugly, fast. “It probably won’t matter in the long run, but at least they’ve recognized that there’s a threat and are trying to do something. I’ll give them that much.”
“And what are we to do?” Khatuna asked. “We are nearly out of fuel. We cannot go that far.”
“Turn south, as the controller orders,” Mikhailov told her. “Then descend — slowly.” He grinned. “I have an idea.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
“Garcia!” Perrault took a big shard of glass from the shattered carboy and tried to pry the harvester larva from the agent’s chest.
“Get back!” A pair of hands roughly pulled Naomi away from the screaming, writhing man who had saved her life. It was Boisson. She had handed the cats off to one of the other agents before dashing over beside Garcia. “We can’t risk you, doctor. My boss made that explicitly clear. What do you think is going to happen if that thing gets on your hands?”
“Damn it,” Naomi said through gritted teeth, wiping the tears away. She’d hardly known Garcia, but had taken an immediate liking to him. Now, watching him being eaten alive by this thing. “God dammit!” She tossed the glass shard away. 
“Is there anything we can do for him?” Boisson’s face was a grim mask.
Already, the harvester had absorbed most of Garcia’s hands and was working its way up his forearms. It was also spreading over his chest, greedily consuming the nylon of the combat vest, and Garcia’s screams grew louder as the thing worked through the body armor to attack the flesh beneath. 
“No,” Naomi said. “If it were just a hand or a foot, we could try a field amputation, but this?” She shook her head.
“Yeah.” Boisson gestured for one of the other agents. “Get on the horn and call for an emergency helo evac. Tell them to extract us from the race track parking lot east of the mall. There are too many cars abandoned in the west mall parking lot for a safe landing. Take the others and get the good doctor and her menagerie moving. I’ll be along in a minute.”
The agent nodded in small jerks, his eyes fixed on Garcia.
“Move it, damn you!”
“Yes, ma’am!” That snapped him out of it. “Doctor, if you’ll come with me, please?”
Naomi shook off his arm. “What are you going to do, Boisson?”
The older woman turned to look at her with dead eyes. “What’s necessary. Now get your ass moving. Go!”
Taking back the cats, Naomi did as she was told, and the other agents again formed a protective ring around her as they headed through the mall toward the east parking lot and the theater.
* * *
 
Boisson knelt down next to Garcia, whose face was contorted in unimaginable agony, his throat a conduit for unending screams. That told her just how much pain he was in, because while he’d never been a macho asshole, he’d always been tough. He’d been a good agent, and a good human being.
“I’m sorry,” she said softly as she drew her Glock 23. While Naomi had said that standard caliber handguns would be useless against harvesters, Boisson hadn’t found anything more powerful in the brief time she’d had to put a team together, and she felt naked without it. It might not harm a harvester, but it would do for the unpleasant duty she now had to perform.
Garcia’s eyes registered recognition, and she thought she saw a glimmer of pleading behind the madness brought on by the ever-growing pain. 
Making sure to keep away from the undulating horror on top of him, she put the gun to his temple, and he closed his eyes. “Forgive me,” she said softly.
Then she pulled the trigger.
* * *
 
Naomi whirled around at the single gunshot that echoed from behind her. She tried to stop, but the two agents on either side of her gently took hold of her arms and propelled her forward.
“Ma’am, keep moving, please,” one of them said with a wooden voice.
Numbing her feelings, she did as he said. She’d seen plenty of people die before, but not like that. Never like that. 
“Hurry up!” Boisson’s voice called from behind them as she ran to catch up. “Let’s get the hell out of here.” She paused next to the agent carrying the remaining carboy and its lethal cargo. “Just be careful with that damn thing.”
“You got that right.” He held the heavy glass jar close to his chest, trying to ignore what squirmed hungrily inside.
They passed several other larvae of varying sizes. The cats gave warning against all of them, and the team burned them all with quick blasts from their makeshift flamethrowers.
One, however, caught Naomi’s attention.
“No, not that one!”
“We can’t afford to stop,” Boisson told her.
“No, I’ve got to see this.” Without another word, she thrust the leashes for the hissing cats into the hands of one of the agents and moved closer to the larval harvester. The other agents moved to keep her covered.
The thing was roughly the size of the glass carboy, and, unlike the other larvae they’d seen, lay motionless on the floor. 
What had caught Naomi’s attention was the ring of liquid quickly spreading around the creature. Dark and foul-smelling, it oozed from all over the creature’s body and ran down in rivulets to pool on the floor. 
Boisson stood close beside her. “God, what’s it doing?”
“It’s shedding the excess water and other compounds that it doesn’t need for further growth,” Naomi explained. Even as she watched, the thing seemed to shrink slightly, and the ugly yellow and blue colors became more vibrant. If she’d had any suitable containers, she would have taken some samples.
As they watched, a diamond engagement ring emerged from the thing’s side and plopped into the growing pool of excreta.
“Jesus,” Boisson whispered.
“He’s got nothing to do with this.” Naomi continued to stare at the thing until the flow of fluid and bits and pieces of metal ceased. The larva sat there for a moment. Then, as if it had reawakened, it began to flow toward them. Quickly.
“We’ve got to go, doctor.” Boisson took Naomi’s arm and pulled her away. Then one of the other agents torched the oozing mass.
Naomi took back the cats and pulled them along. Reaching some unknowable threshold, they lost interest in the larva behind them and cowered close to Naomi, slinking low to the ground.
At the mall’s east entrance, there were more bodies, those who’d been crushed in the panic to escape the mall, and more larvae feeding on them. Boisson had the team stop just long enough to set fire to the horrid things before she led them back outside, heading toward the race track parking lot.
The area immediately around the mall was ominously quiet, but pandemonium was clearly audible from the neighborhoods and businesses surrounding it. Screams, car horns, emergency sirens, and gunfire could be heard from every direction, and the horrible cries of the horses in their stalls still went on.
Looking around, Naomi could see that smoke from more fires was evident along the skyline, and several cars on Huntington Drive were burning. 
“Keep it tight!” Boisson ordered. “Let’s move!”
The team made its way through the eastern parking lot, which was over half full of cars. There were also some people milling about aimlessly, no doubt in shock. 
They had almost reached the edge of the lot when the cats, panting furiously from the unaccustomed exertion and fear, suddenly laid their ears back and began to hiss and growl at a cluster of five people who were just ahead.
“Stop!” Naomi called, and the agents came to an instant halt. 
“Help me,” one of the two women cried. “Help me find my baby! Those things took her. I can’t find my baby!”
The others began to beg for help. As they moved closer, one of the men raised his arms toward them. “Save us!” 
“Come no closer!” Boisson ordered. “Stay where you are or we’ll open fire!”
“My baby!” The woman was hysterical, tears streaming down her face. She came toward them, leading the others. All of them were crying for help, for salvation.
The cats were going crazy. Alexander was pulling so hard on his leash that the pads on his feet were bleeding on the pavement, and it was hard for Naomi to hold him back. He suddenly backed up, relieving the tension on the leash, and then lunged forward. The nylon burned Naomi’s hand, and the cats slipped free.
In a flash, both cats were tearing toward the people, who were now coming toward the team at a run.
“Alexander, Koshka, no!” Naomi tried to chase after them, but one of the agents, a big man whose name she didn’t know, wrapped his arms around her and held her back. “Let me go, goddamn you!”
“Open fire!”
The words had barely escaped Boisson’s lips when fifteen shotguns and assault rifles fired. The woman in the lead, the one who’d lost her baby, went down like a rag doll, collapsing to the ground in a bloody heap. 
“Oh, God,” Naomi cried, realizing then that the woman had been exactly what she’d claimed to be. Human. One of the men, perhaps her husband, was gunned down next to her.
The other three, however, kept coming, wading into the hail of fire while giving off unearthly screeches. One collapsed to the pavement as both legs were blown off, and it continued to scrabble toward the agents. 
Leaping onto its back, Alexander and Koshka attacked the wounded harvester with unbridled fury. Not wanting to hit the cats, which had saved their lives several times already, the agents concentrated their fire on the remaining two harvesters, bringing them down a handful of paces from the lead agent.
The others gathered around the remaining harvester, which was still being savaged by the cats. One of the agents bravely stepped forward into easy range of the stinger whipping to and fro to deliver a shotgun blast to the thing’s head.
Rushing forward before the cats could regain their senses from the blind rage that possessed them around harvesters, Naomi snatched up their leashes and pulled them off the thing as it twitched in death.
“Remind me to never get on the bad side of your cats,” Boisson said with awed admiration. “I have a feeling that as soon as word gets out that cats are perfect harvester detectors, they’re going to become more valuable than gold.”
“I just pray it won’t come to that,” Naomi said as she took a moment to pet the cats, but nothing she could do would calm them. Koshka was still growling, and Alexander snapped at her.
The agent who’d been carrying the larva specimen picked up his burden again. He’d set it down when Boisson had given the order to fire so he could add his weapon to the mix. Now he was back to being a pack mule. “I hope the choppers get here soon.”
They set out again, moving as quickly as they could, crossing the hedge-filled median that separated the mall and race track parking lots. 
The latter was completely empty, and Boisson brought them to a halt halfway across. Keying her microphone, she called to ask what was holding up the helicopter. 
Naomi watched the agent’s expression darken. 
“This is a priority mission, damn it!” Boisson snarled. She listened for a moment more, then said, “Understood. Out.” She turned angry eyes on Naomi. “The helo’s been delayed for at least half an hour.”
“Why?”
“They didn’t say, other than to inform me that all available aircraft are on ‘higher priority missions.’ I personally can’t think of anything that’s a higher priority. Shit.” 
Naomi looked around them. While the vast, empty parking lot gave them a clear view and field of fire in every direction, it also made her feel terribly small.
On a whim, she asked Boisson, “Have you tried your cell phone?”
“No, I haven’t.” Boisson took it out and tried to make a call. “Just a busy signal. The network is probably saturated.” She shoved the phone back into her pocket. “Damn it! I feel like we’re sitting ducks out here.”
They waited. There wasn’t anything else they could do. 
After a while, Naomi was able to calm down Alexander and Koshka. They relaxed slightly, but remained uptight: the larval harvester in the jar was still too close, setting off their internal alarms. “You poor baby,” she murmured as she checked Alexander’s paws. He was limping badly now from the torn skin on the pads of his rear feet.
“There’s a helo,” one of the agents said, pointing. 
A pair of helicopters were flying in formation, with two more pairs flying behind, all from the southeast. 
“Those are Marine Cobras,” Boisson said. “Must be out of Pendleton.”
The first pair of helicopters broke away and began slowly circling maybe two kilometers away, while the others continued to the northwest toward Pasadena.
“I wonder what they’re doing?”
The 20-millimeter gatling guns in the noses of the Cobras thrummed. What looked like solid streams of shells briefly connected the attack helicopters with the ground as smoke streamed behind them and falling shell casings glittered in the sunlight. 
The two gunships continued to circle, periodically spitting brief gouts of fire at the ground.
“It’d be nice to have them watching our asses,” one of the other agents said.
“Yeah.” Boisson called the mission controller again. She cursed when she ended the call. “More delays.” She looked at Naomi. “At least another half hour. We may have to think about hoofing it back to the SUVs and joining the great unwashed sitting in traffic.”
Naomi thought for a moment. “Is there a way they could patch me through from the radio to FBI Headquarters?” 
“You going to try Assistant Director Richards?”
“No. Somebody who’s got a lot more pull: his girlfriend.”
* * *
 
Renee had suddenly found herself the head of a team in the FBI’s Intelligence Division. On paper she was a “senior consultant,” because as a contractor she couldn’t actually be in charge of FBI employees. But in reality, everyone was looking to her for answers and leadership. It was a very uncomfortable position and one that she didn’t care for, but with the world flying to pieces, it was a burden she decided that she’d have to bear.
The worst part was that she’d had to spend more and more time in meetings trying to explain things to other people at Homeland Security, Department of Defense, and the various agencies of the Intelligence Community, rather than actually doing analytic work. It was frustrating to be away from her beloved computer, and trying to be a good “people person” with some of the idiots she had to deal with was increasingly difficult.
This meeting was a good example. It was her third today, and had already gone on for an hour, on top of the drive she’d had to make here to the Central Intelligence Agency in Langley, Virginia. This was an inter-agency analytic working group, and there were nearly forty people packed into a conference room that might have comfortably held twenty-five. Most of the meeting had involved half a dozen analysts from different agencies presenting briefings on what they thought was happening, much of it based on outdated information (Renee now considered anything more than a few hours old as outdated), with Renee correcting them. Gently, of course. Respectfully, of course. And all the while grinding her teeth with frustration, wondering about what was happening now back at her desk in the Hoover Building. 
One of the phones on the wall rang. There were two: one was an outside line, the other was a secure phone for classified discussions. The one ringing was the secure phone.
One of the CIA analysts reached over her shoulder and answered it, while Renee tried to focus her attention on a point one of the imagery analysts was making about what was happening in southern China.
“Renee,” the woman said, puzzled. “It’s for you.”
“Me? Oh, joy.” Renee got up and side-stepped through the close-packed chairs. She was seated near the front of the room, and the phone, of course, was near the back where the door was. “Sorry.”
She took the phone from the young woman with a nod of thanks. “Renee Vintner.”
“Ms. Vintner, this is the FBI watch center. We have an incoming emergency call for you. Stand by.”
“Okay.” Renee held her breath, wondering what this could be about.
“Renee, it’s Naomi.”
Renee could barely recognize Naomi’s voice, it was so distorted. “Naomi? Where the hell are you? Are you okay?”
The other analysts in the room suddenly fell quiet. All of them knew by now who Naomi and Jack were, and they listened intently to Renee’s part of the conversation, wishing they could hear Naomi’s, as well.
“No, I’m not. We’re trapped in LA at the Santa Anita mall. We captured a harvester larva that we need to get to SEAL for analysis, but the FBI can’t send in any helicopters to get us out. Even headquarters isn’t sure what’s going on, but I think most of the helos are probably trying to evacuate civilians in the hardest-hit areas. Getting out by car or on foot isn’t an option.” Her transmission broke up for a moment. “The harvesters must have a phenomenal reproductive rate. They’re all over the place, and it’s only a matter of time before we’re overrun. We need a ride. Fast.”
Renee could tell that Naomi was scared, and she had every right to be. “Okay, how can I get in touch with you?”
“The watch center at headquarters can patch through to us on the radio. That’s what they’re doing now. It’s that or carrier pigeon. The cell network here is down and none of us have satellite phones.”
“Got it. Hang in there, hon. Help’s on the way.”
“Hurry, Renee. We don’t have much time.”
The line went dead.
Turning back to the analysts in the room, Renee said, “Does anybody in this joint have an internet terminal I can borrow?”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
After turning around and heading south, away from Lipetsk, Khatuna did as Mikhailov instructed, gradually descending until they were literally at treetop level. Jack had noted with growing dismay that they were actually flying below the trees in most places. He knew he should be strapped into one of the seats in the cargo compartment, but morbid fascination kept him in the cockpit, his hands locked in a death grip on the back of the pilot’s and copilot’s seats. 
“Jesus Christ!” He yelped as the plane zoomed over a line of trees, the tops centimeters from the landing gear, only to drop back down on the other side, Khatuna pulling the nose up at the very last second before the plane could smash itself against the ground.
But instead of facing more frozen fields, they were now flying above a small meandering river maybe a hundred meters wide, with trees lining both sides. 
“Good,” Mikhailov said. “This should shield us from their radar.”
Jack gave him a sour look. “I have a hard time believing that this is going to be that easy.”
“I never said it would be easy. Possible, perhaps, but not easy.” He looked up at Jack. “Have you ever heard of Mathias Rust?”
“No, can’t say that I have,” Jack told him.
Khatuna glanced at Mikhailov, curious.
“He was a West German who flew a small civilian plane from Finland through our air defenses to land in Moscow on a bridge just outside of Red Square, back in the late nineteen eighties. The air defense forces could have shot him down several times, but they also lost track of him, and he was not trying to avoid them. Confusion and hesitation were his allies, but there were also clearly major gaps in radar coverage. Much of that was fixed afterward, but I suspect much was not.”
“And you think that’s going to get us through to Moscow?”
“If Khatuna can keep us from hitting the ground, I think perhaps, yes.”
Khatuna snorted. “I fly like this for my work every day.”
“I think you’re nuts,” Jack said. “We should just land and try to find someone who can get us to Moscow.”
“I will trust no one but VDV command with you, Jack,” Mikhailov told him. “Several of our senior officers know all of what happened on Spitsbergen. Most of them did not believe it, but they know, and they will believe it now. They also know your situation, and I think will take proper care of you. Do you even have your passport and visa with you?”
Jack felt his gut tighten. “Shit! No, I don’t. I left them in my civilian clothes back at Stavropol.” He frowned. “I didn’t expect we wouldn’t be returning there.”
Mikhailov nodded. “And you were on the base without proper written authorization. So. An American in VDV uniform, covered in mud, blood, and other unspeakable things, who has engaged in combat on Russian soil, appears before uninformed authorities without papers. And did I forget to mention he has just come from south of the quarantine line? What do you think will be their reaction?”
“The gulag, I suppose.”
“Not quite so dramatic, but at best you will be lost in a giant knot of bureaucracy that could take weeks to unravel. At worst you will be arrested and deported back to the south, along with Khatuna and myself.”
“I am not going back,” Khatuna spat as she pulled the plane into a sharp bank to the right. Jack’s eyes bulged as he watched out Mikhailov’s window and saw the right wingtip nearly brush the white surface of the frozen river before she leveled out again. “Not ever.”
“So it’s the Mathias Rust plan, then,” Jack said, holding tight as Khatuna made a sharp turn to the left this time.
“Yes, but first we need fuel.” He looked at the map for a moment, then turned to Khatuna. “Zadonsk is just ahead. The M-4 highway runs just south of it. There!”
As Khatuna brought the An-2 out of another left turn, far more gentle this time, there was a highway bridge just ahead, maybe a kilometer away, spanning the river. She brought the old biplane up, and Jack breathed a sigh of relief as they climbed away from the disturbingly close ground below.
All three of them looked around for anything that looked like a gas stop as Khatuna flew over the bridge, then turned west to parallel the highway.
“There!” She pointed to a pair of nearly identical structures on each side of the divided highway, about half a kilometer west of the river. A couple of trucks and cars were stopped there, and Jack could make out what looked like fueling islands.
“I hate to ask,” Jack said, “but are they going to have the right kind of gas for this thing?”
Khatuna shook her head as she circled over the truck stops, then headed back the way they had come, toward the river. “Not the best kind, which is one hundred octane. But they will have premium, you call it? That will do. You need to strap in now, Jack.”
“Oh, shit.” Jack stepped down from the cockpit and strapped himself into the nearest seat just before Khatuna banked the plane hard to the left, nearly standing it on its wingtip. That’s when he realized that she was going to land the old crate on the highway. 
As the plane leveled out, he got the queasy sensation in his stomach that was familiar to all air travelers as the plane slowed, the nose coming up slightly even as the An-2 dropped more quickly toward the ground. The engine noise fell off to a quiet thrum except for a few times when Khatuna nudged the throttle to adjust the rate of descent.
With a brief squeak of rubber on asphalt, the main wheels kissed the highway, and Khatuna eased the tail down until the plane was fully on the ground. Jack had expected her to slam the plane down in an imitation of a carrier landing, but was glad to be disappointed.
They taxied for a couple minutes before Khatuna swung the tail around and killed the engine.
“Jack,” Mikhailov called. “Do you still have your pistol?”
“Yes, but it’s empty.” Jack unstrapped and stood up, stepping aside as Khatuna climbed down from the cockpit.
“Take it along, just for show. Keep it in your holster, but make sure everyone outside can see it.” Mikhailov grimaced as he clutched his chest. “You will have to pretend to be nasty VDV officer requisitioning this plane and fuel to fly it. Khatuna will do the talking. Just look like you will shoot anyone who argues with her.”
“Jesus, Sergei.” 
Khatuna passed by him and opened a door at the tail of the cargo compartment. Leaning inside, she dug around for a moment, then stood up with a heavy coil of thick rubber hose. “Here.” She handed it to him, and he was hit with the smell of gasoline. “Hoses from pumps cannot reach. We must use this. Many planes like this have hoses for refueling in, how do you call it, remote places.”
Then she swung open the passenger door and hopped nimbly to the ground in front of a dozen curious onlookers.
Jack jumped down, nearly losing his balance when he landed. Doing a face plant right now wouldn’t be so great, he thought as he recovered. He sucked in his breath. It was cold, a lot colder than it had been down south. 
Khatuna was speaking in rapid-fire Russian, and two men, whom Jack took to be workers at the station, were exchanging disbelieving looks. Then they began arguing with her.
Jack stepped up next to Khatuna, shifting the heavy hose to expose the Desert Eagle under his left arm. Unable to help themselves, the two men who’d been arguing with her gawked at him. He saw their eyes take in the blood stains, gore, and mud, the rips and tears in the fabric. Then they looked at his face, and he didn’t have to work hard to put on an expression that gave them pause. He’d been through a lot in the last few days, and the last thing he was going to deal with now was crap from this motley crew.
After a moment, the two returned their attention to Khatuna and mumbled something. With a curt nod, she turned and took one end of the hose from Jack, while one of the two men took the rest of it. While Khatuna connected her end to the plane, the man took his end to where the fuel tank fill caps were. Dropping the hose, he opened one of the caps, unscrewed something inside, then dropped in the hose. 
Khatuna climbed inside the plane, and Jack heard a hum from inside the aircraft. The hose twitched as fuel began to flow into the An-2’s dry tanks. 
His role in their little play concluded, Jack stepped close to the cockpit, making sure to keep clear of the still-hot engine. 
Khatuna slid the side window back and leaned out.
“I’m going to try to call home,” he told her.
She nodded, then turned away. Jack could hear Mikhailov saying something. “Sergei says do not talk too long. And keep watch for politsiya.”
“Yeah, good idea.” Jack stepped under the plane to the side opposite the people who continued to point and jabber about the plane. Pulling out his phone, he breathed a sigh of relief to see that, although the battery was low, it was still working. He dialed Naomi’s number.
“We’re sorry,” a recorded female voice told him after a few rings. “That number is currently unavailable.”
“Shit.” He tried again, but got the same recording. Then he dialed Renee’s number.
After two rings he heard her voice. “I’m sorry, hon, but you’re going to have to leave a message. I’ll ring you back as soon as I can. Leave a message at the beep.”
“Dammit,” he hissed. He hit the end call button. He didn’t want to waste the little bit of battery power he had left leaving a message. 
That left only one choice. He dialed the number for Richards’ cell phone.
He answered on the first ring. “Dawson! Where the blazes are you?”
“I’m in Russia with Mikhailov, trying to make our way to Moscow. Listen, we’ve got to make this quick. My phone’s about ready to die.”
“Understood. Status?”
“Things are going to hell fast here, Carl. Last night I jumped into a village in southern Russia with half a battalion of Russian paratroopers. They were all wiped out in the fight. And it wasn’t just that village: the harvesters have spread like wildfire through the Caucasus region, causing hell all over the place, especially at military facilities, and the government’s declared a quarantine line along the Don and Volga rivers. They’re turning back planes, even threatening to shoot them down.”
“You jumped in with Russian paratroopers? You’re insane, Dawson.” Jack could imagine Richards shaking his bald head in disbelief. “But thanks for the tip on the quarantine. We hadn’t heard that from our intel people, yet.”
“When you do, believe it. And if things are moving this fast here, India’s going to be just as bad, maybe worse.” India was a lot more densely populated than Russia. More food for the harvesters, he thought darkly.
“That’s not the worst,” Richards told him. “LA’s been hit, Dawson. It’s a war zone out there, and we’re doing everything we can to keep those damn things from spreading.”
Jack felt as if someone had just punched him in the gut. “Naomi?”
Richards was silent for a moment. “She’s in the field. We’re trying to get her out.”
Leaning back against the cold metal skin of the plane, Jack said, “Christ, Carl. What the devil was she doing?”
“Her job, Dawson. Just like you and the rest of us. There aren’t any sideliners in this one, not anymore.” He paused. “Listen, if it’s any consolation, she’s with a team led by one of our best. You remember Boisson, don’t you?”
“Angie Boisson? Yeah, she was on the Bronsky case, wasn’t she?” Jack recalled the tough African-American woman who’d been in the shootout that was the finale of the multi-state killing spree by the murderous Bronsky brothers. When the FBI had sprung the trap that Jack had helped lay, Boisson had taken two rounds to the chest. Her body armor had stopped the slugs, but Jack knew that getting hit like that was an extremely painful experience that you didn’t just shrug off. But Boisson did. Ignoring the pain, she got back to her feet, grabbed up her weapon, and continued blazing away at the bad guys, and was credited with the killing shot for one of the two murderers.
“Yeah, the same. She’ll get Naomi out of there. You just need to stay focused on getting yourself home. Don’t let the Russians screw with you.”
“That’s the trick,” Jack told him. “I don’t have my passport or visa, and we’re escapees from the quarantine zone. Mikhailov’s trying to get us to his superiors.” He glanced up at the An-2 looming over him. “And let’s just say that we’re taking an unconventional mode of transportation.”
“I’m not even going to ask. I’ll tell the embassy people about you losing your passport. Dumb-ass.”
“Tell me about it.” He glanced at his phone. “I’m about out of juice. I’ll call you back when I can.”
“Take care of yourself,” Richards told him. “And don’t worry about Naomi. We’ll get her out of there.”
“Right.” Jack hung up, not feeling at all reassured. He knew that whatever Naomi was doing must have been necessary, and he told himself not to worry himself sick over her. She’s a big girl and can take care of herself. And he knew that it was true. That thought helped, at least a little.
He looked up as Mikhailov slid open his window and poked his head out. “Jack, get in here. We’ve got trouble.”
* * *
 
“What is it?” Jack was again standing in the cockpit behind Mikhailov and Khatuna.
Mikhailov had his cell phone to his ear and held up his hand for Jack to be quiet as he listened. His eyes met Jack’s, and he shook his head slowly.
“Da,” Mikhailov said. Then he spoke some more in Russian. He listened again, then hung up and put the phone back inside his tunic.
Khatuna looked frightened.
“Now what?”
“That was my division commander in Pskov. You are now a wanted man, Jack. The FSB, what I think you translate as Federal Security Service, which is actually a new name for the old KGB, thinks you brought the infection here.”
“What?”
“Do not shoot the messenger, please. They have issued orders to all police and military forces that you are to be arrested. And if you resist, you are to be shot.” He winced. Talking was becoming more and more of an effort. “Apparently some in the FSB do not believe the American government’s revisionist history, resurrecting you as a ‘good guy’ from your earlier status as a murderer and terrorist last year.”
“And the fact that the outbreak at the facility where you were first ambushed happened before I arrived here obviously eluded them,” Jack said bitterly. 
“They are paranoid, faced with a disaster they cannot begin to comprehend,” Mikhailov told him. “Blaming disasters on a scapegoat is a very old game, my friend.”
“How did they even know Jack is involved?” Khatuna asked. 
“Colonel Zaitsev informed VDV Headquarters that Jack was with us, and that he was a valuable source of information that must be protected. The FSB has ears everywhere, even in the VDV.” He frowned. “I suspect my division commander will be arrested for helping us.”
“Why did he?” Jack was curious. “Why didn’t he follow orders? They could’ve just waited for us to appear and then clapped me in irons.”
“I think because he realizes that you can help us, and that if the FSB gets you, it will not be a good thing for our country.”
Jack sucked a breath of air in through his teeth. “What do we do now? We can’t just waltz into Moscow to VDV Headquarters, and there’s no way I’d be able to get to the American Embassy or a consulate anywhere; they’ll be covered by FSB surveillance. And this crate won’t get us out of Russian territory.”
“This plane could get to Ukraine or Belarus,” Khatuna told him defensively. Jack realized that she really loved the old Antonov.
“That will not help,” Mikhailov said. “If they have not already, they will soon close their borders, and they still have deep ties to FSB. They may not turn you over, but they will probably hold you for interrogation. Perhaps for a long time.” He shook his head. “None of the former Soviet Republics will be safe. We need to get you to a NATO country.”
“What about the Baltic states? Aren’t Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania in NATO now?”
Mikhailov snorted. “Yes, but we could only reach either Estonia or Latvia; we would have to cross over Belarus to reach Lithuania. True, they are NATO members, but do you really wish to trust yourself against the FSB backed by Russian military forces in either of those countries, where they have maybe ten thousand men, combined, in their active defense forces? And Finland is not a NATO country. They have no love for us, but you would likely be swallowed for some time there, too. Quarantined, if nothing else.”
Jack scowled at him. “Well, Sergei, you’re not leaving us with a lot of choices. We can’t go east, because that’s just more of Russia until we get to China, which is probably also in the shitter by now. We can’t go south. We can’t go west. With the Baltic countries and Finland out of the running, the only country that’s left is…” Jack paused as the light bulb went off in his head.
“Da.” Mikhailov nodded, his blood-streaked lips curling up in a smile. “Norway.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
“I don’t like this.” 
Naomi looked up from her study of the larval harvester in the carboy to see Boisson staring at the racetrack and stables to the north of the mall. The horrid cries of the animals there had finally stopped. Now, from that direction, there was only silence that was in marked contrast to the sounds of panic and chaos coming from the other points of the compass. 
The worst was from the hospital complex just east of the racetrack parking lot where the team had been huddling for the last half hour. There had been a steady stream of ambulances coming in, trying to push their way through a crowd of hundreds of people, all trying to get into the emergency room.
But about fifteen minutes ago, there had been a sudden flurry of shots fired, and since then there had been nothing but panicked screams, even as more ambulances arrived. 
Naomi could only guess, but she had no doubt that at least some of the people who’d been taken there had been attacked by larval harvesters. She shivered as she watched the oozing thing in the big glass jar, imagining what a nightmare the hospital’s emergency room must be now. Beyond that, there were probably casualties now among the hospital’s staff, doctors and nurses who had been attacked by the creeping horrors as they’d fought to save their dying patients.
“I doubt we’ll have to worry about any threats from the hospital,” she said, turning her attention away from the larva and getting back to her feet. “The harvesters will congregate there as long as there’s a food supply.”
“I don’t mean that.” Boisson pointed to the stables. Several harvesters had appeared, running headlong away from the stables. “That.”
Everyone tensed, watching the creatures as they bolted across the huge parking lot. A couple were heading in their general direction, but the others weren’t. They were heading in random directions, anywhere that took them away from the stables.
“It looks like they’re trying to get away from something.” 
Naomi forgot whatever else she’d planned to say as a flood of harvesters, dozens of them, came out of the stable area across the parking lot. She watched in fascination as one of them stumbled, then fell to writhe on the ground. She tapped Boisson on the arm. “Can I borrow your binoculars?”
Boisson reached into a pouch and pulled out her Pioneer binoculars and handed them to Naomi.
Putting them up to her eyes, Naomi stared in rapt fascination at the downed harvester. It took her a moment to understand what she was seeing. In their natural form, the harvesters tended to gather their malleable flesh around the torso, which in part gave rise to their quasi-cockroach appearance. This one had that, but had more wrapped around one of its arms, and that arm was clearly quite a bit shorter than the other one. “My God! It’s being attacked by one of the larval forms!”
“Cannibals? Now there’s a pleasant surprise.”
Naomi wasn’t sure if she should be surprised or not. This was their first insight into how the larval forms and the adults interacted. It looked like a little bit of good news for a change.
“There goes another.” Boisson pointed to another creature that tumbled to the pavement, maybe twenty yards from where the first had gone down. “Oh, Jesus!”
They saw what the adult harvesters, of which there must have been hundreds now, were fleeing from across the expanse of the parking lot. 
Naomi swiveled the binoculars to the left, toward where the stables were, and gasped. There was a line of larvae advancing across the parking lot. Unlike the specimen they’d captured, or even the one that had dropped from the upper floor of the mall when Garcia had pushed her out of the way, these were huge. They were, literally, each as big as a horse. Some were larger. 
As she watched, she saw that some still hadn’t fully digested their most recent victims. A horse’s leg rose up, as if begging for help, from the mass of one of the biggest larvae as it rolled across the parking lot. It slowly disappeared, sinking into the bruised-looking mass of tissue.
“Naomi.”
Naomi couldn’t speak. She was both fascinated and repelled by what she was seeing.
“Naomi!”
“What?” Naomi lowered her binoculars and looked at the team’s leader.
“I think we’d better get going,” Boisson told her in a tight voice. “Maybe you didn’t notice, but we have an awful lot of company heading our way.”
Looking back to the north, seeing the entire view rather than just the narrow perspective provided by the binoculars, a chill ran through Naomi as she saw just how many harvesters were fleeing right toward them.
Boisson called out to the men and women on the team. “Make a line in front of us with the lighter fluid, but don’t light it yet! Carson,” she said to the agent holding the larva, “set that damn thing down about twenty meters behind us, then get on the firing line. Doctor, you stick with me.” 
Then she keyed her radio. Naomi noted that it took her several tries to reach the LA ops center this time. 
“This is Boisson. Yes, we’re still at the fucking mall. I know you can’t send evac yet, but there’s a pair of Marine Cobras working over some positions one or two kilometers to the south of our position. I want at least one of them up here to cover us.” She listened for a moment, and Naomi could see her face go rigid with anger. “Get me the SAC. Now.” 
To Naomi, she rasped, “Those stupid fools are going to get us killed. Not only do they not have any choppers available to pick us up, but the LA FBI building was attacked by rioters and the mobile command post doesn’t have any communications with the local military commands. Christ, what a fuckup. Hang on.” She listened a moment. “Yes, sir, this is Boisson. No, there’s been no evac. We were told that no choppers are available for at least another half hour. We’ve got an army of these monsters coming right for us, and there’s a pair of Marine Cobras just to our south.”
 By Naomi’s guess, the closest harvesters were maybe a hundred and fifty meters away. She turned around to look at the helicopters, which were still circling. So close, she thought.
Boisson nodded at whatever the SAC on the other end of the radio was saying, but her expression told Naomi that it wasn’t good news. “Yes, sir. Understood.” Keying off the mic, she looked at Naomi. “He’s going to do what he can, but I think the only way we’re going to get out of this is on our own.”
Taking a quick look at the approaching harvesters, she reached into her combat vest and pulled out a flare. “Get ready! Try to knock some down close to us. We’ll set fire to them and maybe that’ll help keep the others away.”
Naomi knelt down, gathering the cats close to her. They seemed to be overwhelmed by terror now, knowing that so many harvesters were close. She tied their leashes to her web belt so she could have her hands free for the shotgun. Boisson had positioned her behind the defensive line of FBI agents, but that hardly meant she was safe. And ten or so meters behind her sat the glass carboy with its precious, horrible contents.
“Steady.” Boisson held her assault rifle in one hand and a lighter in the other. She stepped forward and knelt down to the pitiful stream of lighter fluid that was all that separated her team from the oncoming horde of apparitions. “Steady.”
When the closest of the creatures was a mere ten meters away, she ignited the lighter fluid and jumped back. “Fire!”
As her team opened fire, she turned and slammed her fist against the base of the flare, launching it in the direction of the Cobras orbiting to the south. Naomi saw her mouth something, maybe a silent prayer that the Marines would see the dazzling red ball that soared toward them. A red flare. Send help.
“Back up!” At Boisson’s order, the agents began to slowly move back, away from the sputtering line of burning lighter fluid.
Harvesters went down under the barrage of fire, and just as Boisson had hoped, several of them skittered or stumbled forward into the burning lighter fluid and exploded into flames. Other harvesters, unable to stop in time, tried to leap over. Some made it, only to be blasted to pieces by the concentrated fire from the FBI agents. Others didn’t, and they joined their brethren in flames.
In no time at all, the pitiful line of lighter fluid had been transformed into a conflagration, with flames reaching a dozen or more meters into the sky. The agents had to move back, away from the blistering heat. 
“Spray more fluid on our flanks!” The harvesters were now streaming around them. Most were keeping well away from the flames, but Boisson wasn’t taking any chances. 
“I’m out!” One of the agents tossed away his empty can of lighter fluid and raised his rifle toward a harvester passing close by. He didn’t see the one that skittered perilously close to the fire. It stabbed him in the neck, just above his armor, with its stinger in passing, just before two of the other agents blasted the creature in the torso, knocking it down.
Naomi held her fire, mainly because of the cats. They howled in fear at the roar of the guns, the crackling heat of the creatures now burning on three sides of them, and the sense of harvesters all around them. Alexander panicked, but instead of bolting away, he clawed his way up her leg. She cried out in pain, but let him go. She wasn’t about to try to pull him off in the middle of a firefight, not that she’d be able to, anyway. There was nothing else she could do. 
He climbed up her back, where his claws found purchase on her web gear, but couldn’t sink through her body armor. With his front claws lodged in the web gear over one shoulder, his muzzle was right next to her ear, and his pitiful cries joined the maelstrom of noise around them.
Koshka, not about to be left alone, followed her feline companion, lodging herself on Naomi’s back next to Alexander. 
Making a decision, Naomi undid their leashes from her belt. If she went down, at least the cats would have a chance at survival on their own. She wouldn’t doom them to die because they couldn’t escape the anchor of their dead mistress.
Three harvesters leaped over the flames on one side. Four agents went down under them in a ferocious melee of whipping tails, slashing claws, and automatic weapons fire. 
Naomi stepped forward with her shotgun and blasted one of the harvesters in the head while two of the agents pinned it down. One of the other creatures leaped to its feet and ran off after decapitating another agent. Naomi dropped it with two rounds from her weapon. The third harvester twitched and died after another agent stuck the muzzle of her shotgun in its gut and pulled the trigger.
Grabbing the woman under the arm, Naomi pulled her to her feet as the other two agents scrabbled away from the still-twitching harvester.
“Thanks,” the woman gasped.
As bright and hot as the harvester bodies burned, they didn’t burn long. Already their protective wall of fire was guttering, dying out. 
Naomi froze as she saw one of the enormous larvae pass by. The smaller ones couldn’t move very quickly, but the relative speed of which the things were capable seemed to increase with size. Naomi could easily escape one, but she’d have to move at a brisk trot to do so.
Boisson stood beside her, watching the thing glide past. “Holy shit.”
They both heard a sound, a loud, deep hum. The giant larva rippled, then exploded. Burning chunks of it were sent skyward in all directions as the main body caught fire.
Naomi looked up to see one of the Marine Corps SuperCobras coming up fast from the south. The sound she’d heard was the gunship’s twenty millimeter triple-barrel gatling cannon. It fired again, blasting another larva that she couldn’t see.
That’s when she remembered the bits of the first creature now arcing down all around them. “Don’t let any of it touch you!” She shouted out the warning again, pointing up at the bits of what looked like flaming bacon grease.
Boisson and most of the other agents looked up, horrified expressions on their faces as the gunship continued to fire at targets all around them. 
Naomi screamed again, trying to warn the agent that had carried the carboy. He looked up in time to catch a fist-sized piece of the giant larva square on the face below his helmet. Dropping his weapon, he put his hands to his face and fell to his knees, writhing.
Then she was flying through the air, landing hard on her chest. Her chin and the end of her nose banged into the asphalt. The brim of her helmet saved the rest of her face from the impact.
Dazed, she rolled over on her side to look back. A piece of the giant larva, as large as Alexander, had landed right where she’d been standing. It was on fire, but was rolling around, as if still looking for more prey.
On the far side of it stood Boisson. She’d pushed Naomi clear. 
“That’s the second time one of those bastards has tried to fall on me,” Naomi said to Alexander through his non-stop cries. “I think I’m a bit sick of them doing that.”
Boisson helped her back to her feet, weighed down by over thirty pounds of terrified felines in addition to her combat gear.
Now both of the Marine gunships that had been to the south were circling over them, firing non-stop. One of them hovered for a moment, and with a whoosh fired several rockets back toward the stables. Then it fired more. The southeastern end of the stables disappeared in the resulting explosions as the rockets hit, sending a shower of wood and metal into the air.
“I’m out!” One of the agents nearby tossed his rifle to the ground. While they had come armed with heavy weapons, they hadn’t planned to take along enough ammunition for a full-up firefight. 
Naomi handed the man her shotgun, then took the ammunition out of her pouches and stuffed the shells into his. 
She backed up next to Boisson, feeling utterly naked without anything more powerful than the Glock 23 that she pulled from the holster strapped to her thigh.
One of the Cobras fired again. Then it came down low and hovered where they could see the pilot and the gunner. The gunner pointed to the nose where the cannon was, then ran his finger across his throat.
“Looks like we’re not the only ones running dry,” Boisson shouted.
“No,” Naomi breathed as the helicopter pulled up and turned away. The other Cobra turned to join up with it. “Oh, no.”
“Come on,” Boisson said. “We’ve got to move.”
While most of the adult harvesters had moved past, the bulk of the larvae, large and small, were coming right for them, converging. The clinical part of Naomi’s mind wondered how they could possibly sense anything, as they seemed to be made up of nothing more than a variant of the harvester’s malleable flesh. But they clearly could. The larva in the jar, which miraculously still stood, undisturbed, had proved that. Even now, it was plastered against the side of the carboy that faced her and the others, trying to get at them.
“Great. Adults ahead of us, larvae behind.”
“Yeah, and the big ones are fast.” Boisson gestured for one of the surviving agents who had run out of ammo to pick up the carboy. Grimacing, the man knelt down and cradled the thing to his chest, then followed Naomi and Boisson as they began trotting south across the parking lot toward Huntington Drive. 
They quickly discovered that while the harvesters had learned to fear their own children, the humans were still nothing more than food. Two of the things attacked, killing another agent before they were brought down.
Now, the only thing the FBI agents had were their pistols. 
Boisson cursed. “We should’ve brought more hair spray.” 
More of the harvesters slowed, then turned to watch the humans. There was a ring of the creatures now, hemming in the team as the larvae continued to approach from behind.
“Shit,” Boisson breathed. “We’re trapped.”
She was right, Naomi knew. They were caught in a vice. “Dammit,” she whispered. She reached up and scratched Alexander behind the ears, wishing she could do the same for Koshka, who continued to cling to her back. She raised the muzzle of her pistol, pointing it over her shoulder, just under the big cat’s chin. There was no way the cats could escape, and she wouldn’t let them suffer. 
Beside her, Boisson nodded.
Naomi’s finger was just applying pressure to the trigger, squeezing it gently as Alexander rubbed his muzzle against her neck when she heard the sound of an approaching helicopter.
Easing her finger off the trigger, she looked to the west and saw a bright blue Bell 412, larger than the Marine gunships, zoom over the mall. It was flying so low that there couldn’t have been more than a few inches between the tops of the air conditioning units and the aircraft’s skids. It flew over the parking lot where they’d been, then suddenly banked to the right, heading right toward them, coming in low over the larvae converging on what was left of the team. The doors on both sides slid open, and a man in combat gear and wearing a flight helmet, supported by a safety harness, stepped out onto the skid on the starboard side. In his hands was a machine gun.
“Let’s go!” Boisson pushed Naomi toward the helicopter as the skids brushed the pavement. Glancing over her shoulder, Naomi saw that the harvesters had decided that it was time to play again. As one, they were rushing the helicopter.
The door gunner opened fire, sending a solid stream of tracers just inches over the heads of the agents and Naomi as they ran toward the helicopter. 
Boisson shoved Naomi in first, then the agent carrying the carboy gingerly handed it up before climbing in after it.
Naomi turned to help the other agents in, noticing how accurate the fire from the door gunner was. It seemed like every round the man fired hit one of the harvesters. Like inflammable marionettes, they danced in a costume of flames before they collapsed to the pavement.
As the last agent was hauled aboard, the helicopter lifted away. The man on the machine gun continued to fire until the harvesters were out of range. 
Someone thrust a headset into Naomi’s hands, and she pulled it on while two of the other agents tried to pry the cats off her back.
“Jesus Christ, girl!” The voice was familiar, and belonged to someone she’d known well, although she hadn’t spoken to him in almost a year. “Why is it that every time I haul your ass around the sky, something’s either blowing up or somebody’s shooting at us?”
“Al?” She nearly burst into tears, she was so relieved. “Al Ferris?”
“Who else do you think would be stupid enough to land in the middle of a bunch of monsters?”
Pushing herself out of her seat, she leaned forward against the pilot’s seat and wrapped her arms around the older man, hugging him tight. “Oh, God, Al.”
“Take it easy, kid.” Ferris, a retired and highly decorated veteran of Combat Search and Rescue, had been the main pilot for the Earth Defense Society. Even though Naomi had been his boss, he’d always been like a gruff but loving uncle. “It’s damn good to see you. But I’m getting too old for this shit.”
“How did you know to come for us?”
“Renee called me,” he explained as he pointed the helicopter to the east. The nose dipped as it picked up speed. “She told me that if I didn’t pick you up, she’d never make me any more of those meatballs of hers. Couldn’t have that.” He jabbed a thumb back toward the man who was still manning the door gun. “Hathcock got hired as a security weenie, ‘cause he’s too dumb to fly.”
Naomi turned to look at the door gunner. He raised his visor and gave her a thumbs up and a smile. It was Craig Hathcock, one of the hired guns that had been with the EDS and a world-class sniper. “Good to have you back, Naomi.”
“Thanks for the cover, Craig,” she told him. “You saved our asses.”
“All in a day’s work.” He smiled again, then turned his attention back to the ground below. They were flying at well over a thousand feet now and still climbing, so the harvesters were no direct threat, but his job was protecting the helicopter, so he kept his eyes and the muzzle of the machine gun pointed outside the ship.
Naomi was still confused. “But where did you come from?”
“Unlike you, kid, I had to find a real job after the EDS got burned. This rich guy heard about what a hotshot pilot I was and offered to hire me as his personal aerial chauffeur. Who knows, you might even know him.” He nodded toward the copilot’s seat.
Both Naomi and Boisson looked at the copilot, who happened to be wearing a very expensive suit. Turning toward them, he raised the dark visor on his helmet to fully expose his face.
It was Howard Morgan.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
 
“Norway?” Khatuna stared at both men as if they had lost their minds. “Duraki! Idiots! That must be two thousand kilometers from here. We cannot reach so far.”
Jack looked back into the cavernous space in the back of the plane. “How much cargo can this thing carry?”
“A little more than two thousand kilograms.”
“And how much fuel?”
“Twelve hundred liters.” Khatuna narrowed her eyes. “What are you thinking, Jack?”
“I think I saw some fuel drums behind the station here. What if we get them in here and fill them up with fuel. We should be able to extend our range.”
“Not enough.” Khatuna shook her head. “We could not carry enough safely to reach Norway. We would still be perhaps three hundred kilometers short. And I doubt we will be so lucky to make another refueling stop like this.”
“Then we carry what we need to get where we want to go, Khatuna.” Mikhailov coughed, then wiped the blood from his lips. “We have gone well beyond what is merely safe, I think. But we need to act quickly. The authorities will come soon. That will not be good.”
“We must get you to hospital.” Khatuna put a hand to his chin and lifted his head to get a better look at his face. “Your bleeding is worse.”
“I am fine.” He closed his hand over hers, gently, then pushed it away. “Now go. Hurry.”
Jack led her out of the plane, Khatuna muttering what he knew must be venomous curses. Without a word he pushed through the ring of onlookers and headed toward the rear of the station. Sure enough, there was a stack of fuel drums. 
“Each holds two hundred liters.” Khatuna rapped her knuckles on one, then another. They were empty. “We will need at least eight, Jack. Nine if we are to have any reserve at all. But that will put us over maximum load of plane.”
“What does that mean?” Jack began to roll the first drum toward the plane. The two men who ran the station had come over to see what they were doing, and Jack pointed at them, then at the fuel drums. One of them opened his mouth to protest, and was met by the muzzle of the Desert Eagle, about three inches from his nose. Jack stared at him for a moment, then twitched the gun in the direction of the fuel drums. The men, dark expressions on their faces, moved past him and grabbed a drum each, and Jack shoved the gun back in its holster.
“It means we will probably crash on takeoff, or soon after.” 
“Then I guess you’ll just have to be an ace and fly very carefully.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “You don’t have to come with us, Khatuna. But Sergei and I have to do this. We have no choice.”
“And who will fly plane? Sergei? He can barely raise his arms!” She cursed again. “Get drums inside, as far forward as you can, and tie them down.”
“How many?”
“Ten. If we are going to die, let us die with maybe enough fuel to get there. But you have forgotten one thing.”
“What’s that?” Jack set the barrel on its side and began rolling it toward the plane.
“We have no way to get fuel from barrels without landing.”
“I’ve got an idea about that.” 
She shook her head, sending her hair flying in a golden halo around her head. “Durak.”
* * *
 
It didn’t take long to get the fuel drums aboard, and after raising the flimsy metal seats in the cargo area to make room, Jack lashed them down with the rope he took from the storage compartment in the tail. The drums were packed in tight, with no walkway to reach the cockpit. 
Khatuna had to crawl over them to come aft. “Main tanks are full. Now we fill these. Come.”
Outside, she disconnected the fuel line from the plane and handed it to Jack. “Put this in first drum. When it is almost full, tell me. We will shut off pump, then move to next drum.” She glared at him. “Do not spill fuel in plane.”
“Got it.”
While Jack hauled his end of the hose into the plane, Khatuna pulled the other end from the underground fuel tank and dragged it over to the premium fuel pump. In Russian, she ordered the two men who now followed her like hyenas, “Turn on the pump.”
“And who will pay?” They were very angry now. “Do you know how many rubles this is costing us?”
“You will be reimbursed by the VDV, and given extra as a reward for your cooperation,” she said smoothly. “Kapitan Mikhailov is keeping careful records of what we are using.” Her voice softened slightly. “He is an honorable man on an urgent mission. You will not be cheated.”
Mollified somewhat, the two men shrugged. One went back to the office and started the pump while the other continued to keep an eye on her.
She removed the pump handle and laid it on the ground, end to end with the fuel hose. Taking a roll of duct tape that she’d found in a tool box in the plane’s rear compartment, she carefully spliced the two together, winding the tape back and forth across the join. 
When she was finished, the artificial joint between the pump handle and the hose was solid enough, although she knew it wouldn’t be long before it started leaking. Looking up, she saw Jack standing in the door of the plane. He gave her the thumbs up.
She squeezed the pump handle and locked it open. The hose to the plane twitched, and fuel began to flow.
* * *
 
In the cockpit, Mikhailov stared at his phone, dithering over the next action he knew he had to take. Most of what he had done thus far could have been excused in a military tribunal. At most, he would suffer a reduction in rank, or perhaps dismissal from the service. 
But what he was about to do now, especially with his country at war, albeit not in a conventional sense, could very well be considered treason. Assuming he survived, of course.
Like Jack’s phone, his was almost out of power, and they had no chargers. He had considered sending Jack and Khatuna into the station to see if there might be one that was compatible, but he could see from his vantage point that the crowd around them was becoming less curious and more apprehensive. 
He pushed the call button.
“Hallo?”
“Kaptein Halvorsen?”
“Ja. Mikhailov, is that you?”
Mikhailov imagined Halvorsen’s expression, trying to match it with the shock he heard in his Norwegian counterpart’s voice. Terje Halvorsen was a company commander in the Norwegian Army’s Hans Majestet Kongens Garde (His Majesty the King’s Guard) Battalion. The two men had met during the during the battle for the Svalbard seed vault on Spitsbergen the previous year. “Yes, Terje. It is me,” Mikhailov said in English. While he could speak some Norwegian, both men were more fluent in English.
“What in the devil is going on there?” He lowered his voice. “You are lucky you called when you did. We have been placed on alert and are getting ready to deploy. An hour later, and I would not have had my phone.”
“Terje, I do not have much time to explain.” Mikhailov paused, gathering his thoughts. It was becoming more and more difficult to think clearly. “I have Jack Dawson with me. The harvesters, they are back, Terje. And not just a few. There must be thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, in southern Russia and elsewhere. India for certain, and from what Jack heard, probably China, too.”
His phone began beeping a low battery warning.
“But why are you calling me?”
“The FSB, our security service, has posted orders to arrest Jack on suspicion that he caused the outbreak here.” Halvorsen made a rude sound on the other end of the line. “Da. He came to help us, and they want to blame him. He has vital knowledge of these things, as you know, and learned much while here and in India. I am trying to get him out.” 
“You are trying to come here? Sergei, the border has been closed and all air traffic between Norway and Russia has been suspended.”
“That is where you come in, my friend. We will be coming by air and will need clearance.”
“I cannot guarantee anything, but I will try. What is your call sign and where will you try to cross?”
“I am not sure where, but our call sign is…” 
The phone gave one final beep, then went silent. Mikhailov looked and saw that the display was dark.
Closing his eyes, he stuffed the phone in its pocket and leaned his head back, exhausted.
“It will have to be enough.”
* * *
 
In a cubicle deep inside a three story complex on a side street known as Bol’shoy Kisel’nyy in Moscow, a young woman wearing high-end stereo headphones sat at her computer. She was a linguist of the Sluzhba spetsial’noy svyazi i informatsii, the Special Communications and Information Service, or Spetsvyaz, of the Russian Federal Protective Service.
Spetsvyaz, the roof of which was festooned with a variety of antenna domes and arrays, was Russia’s Signals Intelligence, or SIGINT, organization, the Russian equivalent of the American National Security Agency. The woman and her coworkers were responsible for intercepting, decoding, and translating signals intelligence from communications intercepts, and forwarding that information on to other government agencies and the military for information or, as necessary, action.
She had been pulled from her normal portfolio that morning and put on a special team providing direct support to the FSB in hunting down the American, Jack Dawson, who was involved in the biological disaster rapidly unfolding in southern Russia. She was one of her department’s best English linguists, and her selection for this particular job had come as no surprise. Unfortunately, her queue so far had contained nothing of interest, and she was not alone in her frustration. The team had nothing to go on with Dawson other than his name, photograph, and some background biographical information. The FSB had yet to obtain any more detailed information from his service in the military or FBI, and there was nothing at all for the year that Dawson had gone missing after his reported death. 
That left them with no information they could use to find him. The two phone numbers, old ones from when he’d worked for the FBI, they’d fished out from internet searches hadn’t turned up any results.
As she finished going through the last intercept, a new one popped to the top of her queue on the computer screen. It was associated with Sergei Mikhailov, now known to be in company with the American. While they had nothing yet that would help find Dawson, they had plenty on Mikhailov. She only wished they would have started searching for him earlier than this morning, when the team was formed. 
Hitting a particular key, she ordered the computer to play back the audio, and her skin prickled with excitement as she listened:
 
“Hallo?”
“Kaptein Halvorsen?”
“Ja. Mikhailov, is that you?”
“Yes, Terje. It is me.”
After she listened through the entire intercept, she stood up and walked quickly to her supervisor’s desk. “Norway,” she said, breathless. “They are flying to Norway!”
* * *
 
Jack was growing increasingly impatient. It was taking forever to fill the barrels in the plane. He knew that filling up ten two-hundred liter barrels, more than five hundred and thirty gallons, was going to take a while, but they were running out of time. He knew their landing here must have been reported by someone, probably the two disgruntled station owners, and was surprised that no police or other authorities had arrived yet. He suspected the only thing that had saved them thus far was that Zadonsk was big enough that the story of their arrival hadn’t spread to everyone in town yet, but small enough to not have many police out and about.
When the eighth barrel was almost full, he leaned out the doorway and signaled Khatuna to stop the flow.
Waiting for her to give him the thumbs up that she’d released the trigger on the pump handle, he quickly pulled the hose out of that barrel and shoved it into number nine. Then he leaned out and gave her the thumbs up to start again.
He noticed that there was a pool of gas on the concrete near the pump that was growing larger every minute. The tape holding the hose to the nozzle was deteriorating quickly. Khatuna kept moving it so she didn’t have to stand in the fuel, but Jack worried about her being so close to it. Many of the people still watching them smoked, and all it would take was a hot ember to light everything off. He could see the fuel on the ground going up, then spreading to the fuel pump and, worse, to the plane.
“Come on, dammit.” 
Khatuna checked the pump handle, then jogged up to him so she could talk to him without anyone else hearing. She couldn’t exactly call out to him in English. That would give just a bit too much away. “How are we to refuel in the air? You said you had idea. Now might be good time.”
“Don’t worry. The main thing we need to do is get this hose connected back up to the onboard pump like it was when you filled the main tanks.”
She looked at him, hands on hips, a frown on her face. “And then?”
“Then I’m going to smash out one of the windows so we can bring the other end of the hose in here and stick it in the barrels.”
Shaking her head, she stomped away, cursing under her breath.
“Jack!”
He looked up at Mikhailov’s shout. “What is it?”
“We will have company shortly.”
Scrambling over the barrels, Jack joined him in the cockpit.
“There.” Mikhailov pointed to the east, across the river. 
Jack caught sight of a white car and a flashing blue light, then another. They were hard to make out through the trees that lined this side of the river bank near the bridge that carried the M4 highway they’d landed on.
“They are coming from Zadonsk,” Mikhailov told them. “They will be here in a few moments.”
“Shit.”
Jack scrambled back over the barrels and leaned out the door. “Khatuna! We’ve got to go!”
The people around the plane looked at him in shock, as if he were a three-headed alien. Only then did Jack realize that he’d shouted in English.
Khatuna stopped the pump, then used a pocket knife to slash the remaining tape holding the end of the hose to the pump nozzle. Dragging it back to the plane, fuel spilling out the end, she began to attach it to the external fuel pump. 
“I’ll do that! Get in the cockpit!” He pulled the end of the hose out of the barrel and tossed it to the ground. The ninth barrel was maybe two-thirds full. The tenth was empty. 
It’ll have to do, he told himself.
As he jumped down to help Khatuna into the cargo hold, the plane’s big four-bladed propeller started turning with a high-pitched whine. Mikhailov was starting the engine, which suddenly coughed into life.
Ignoring the momentary blast of smoke from the exhausts, Jack grabbed one end of the hose and quickly secured it to the external fuel pump’s inlet. Grabbing the other end, he clambered onto the plane’s lower wing. He twirled one hand in the air and shouted to Khatuna. “Let’s go!”
She disappeared inside, and the plane began to taxi back out onto the highway. 
While holding onto one of the cross braces supporting the wings, he pulled out his combat knife and used the butt end to smash through one of the round porthole-style windows. Then he pried and chipped away any sharp bits that might have damaged the hose before shoving it inside, taking up as much slack as he could. 
Khatuna gunned the engine, and he fell onto the wing, almost losing his grip on the cross brace.
The sudden gust of the prop wash startled some of the people who were gawking, and Jack shouted a warning that was lost in the roar of the engine. He watched as one of the two men who ran the station raised his hand to his face to ward off the dust and dirt kicked up by the propeller, and the cigarette he’d been smoking twirled away to land in the pool of gasoline.
The fuel ignited, and in the blink of an eye the entire island area of the station was engulfed in flames. Fortunately, all the onlookers had been far enough away not to be caught in the maelstrom.
Looking back down the highway toward the bridge, he saw four police cars speeding toward them.
Khatuna obviously saw them, too. Instead of turning that way, which would otherwise have been best for their takeoff run, she swung the plane out onto the highway in the opposite direction, heading west.
Jack immediately saw that there was one minor problem. There was an overpass maybe three hundred meters away. “Shit, shit, shit,” he breathed as he held on for dear life to the cross braces. There was no way he could get back into the plane until she stopped. If she stopped. The plane accelerated down the highway toward the overpass. He knew she couldn’t hear him, but he couldn’t help shouting. “Khatuna, don’t even try it!”
Behind them, there was a tremendous explosion as the fuel pumps at the station went up. The police cars screeched to a halt on the far side of the conflagration as burning gasoline and debris were strewn across the highway, which, fortunately, was empty of traffic.
The plane was still heading toward the overpass, beyond which the highway disappeared to the right in a gentle curve. He couldn’t imagine what Khatuna was thinking.
She surprised him: the plane suddenly veered to the right, taking the exit from the highway onto the road that passed over the M4. When she reached the end of the ramp, she slowed, then turned the plane onto the road, pointing back toward the overpass, and stopped.
Jack slid to the ground and then leaped into the still-open passenger door. 
He dogged the door shut, and Khatuna pushed the throttle forward. The old biplane shook and rattled as the one thousand horsepower Shvetsov radial engine roared. Khatuna held the brakes until the engine’s power peaked, then let them go.
The plane began to move, but much slower than Jack had expected. The sight of the fuel drums in the cargo compartment made him understand why. He suddenly hoped they’d be able to get off the ground at all.
As he moved forward toward the cockpit, climbing over the barrels, he glanced out one of the starboard windows. The police cars had crossed over to the other side of the highway and were coming toward them, the few oncoming cars dodging out of the way.
But instead of turning onto the ramp Khatuna had taken, they took the one on the other side of the highway. He could see that it would put them on this road up ahead, on the far side of the overpass the plane was about to cross. They’d be right in the plane’s takeoff path.
“They’re trying to cut us off!”
“I know!” Khatuna’s shout was barely audible against the roar of the engine as the An-2 gradually gained speed up the incline that led to the overpass. 
“Are we going to have enough room?”
“I don’t know! Shut up and let me fly!”
He held onto the backs of their seats as the plane crested the overpass, then started down the other side, now gaining speed more quickly.
The first of the police cars emerged from behind the line of trees that separated the road from the highway exit. It turned and accelerated fast, right toward them. 
Khatuna cursed, but there was nothing she could do. 
The plane’s tail came up, but Khatuna held the control yoke forward to keep the plane on the ground, trying to build up airspeed.
The other police cars emerged. Two of them parked and blocked the road, while another chased after the first toward them.
“Come on,” Jack growled, urging the old plane into the sky. “Come on!”
At the last second, Khatuna hauled back on the wheel, and the overloaded biplane staggered into the sky, the big propeller and main landing gear missing the top of the first police car by a hand’s breadth. 
Jack saw the police standing by the two blockading cars draw their weapons, and the spark of muzzle flashes were accompanied by several pings as bullets hit the plane. 
But what drew his attention was the trees just beyond them. There was a junction where this road narrowed, and on either side was a thick stand of trees that would swat the plane from the sky.
“Khatuna!”
“I know!”
The trees grew larger and larger as the ancient plane clawed for altitude.
“Pull up!”
“I cannot, or we will stall and crash!”
Jack held his breath as the treetops came straight for the windscreen.
Khatuna pulled back ever so slightly on the wheel, easing the nose up. There was a loud boom and the plane shuddered as one of the landing gear whacked into a treetop. Her lips pulled back in a grimace of desperation, Khatuna eased the wheel to the right, turning over a vast open field. 
“After having a full bladder and then nearly crashing into the trees, I think I just wet myself.” 
Jack turned to Mikhailov and chuckled. When he saw that Mikhailov wasn’t joking, he couldn’t help himself. He burst out laughing.
Khatuna, turning to look, also began to laugh.
“I am glad I could provide you some entertainment,” Mikhailov said, a sheepish grin on his face. “So much for the honor of the Russian airborne troops.”
“I can’t believe we made it.” Jack felt a huge surge of relief. He looked out the window at the flames blazing from the wrecked fuel stop. “I hope nobody got hurt.”
Mikhailov grunted. “I think you should worry more about how long it will be before we are shot down.” He glanced to the north. Lipetsk Air Base was only fifty kilometers away. “I hope the Air Force has forgotten about Mathias Rust.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
As the helicopter headed east across the city, Angie Boisson said, “No offense, Mr. Morgan, but by all rights you should be in jail.”
Morgan turned around in his seat. “No offense taken, Agent Boisson.” He smiled. “By all rights, you should be dead.”
“So what’s going on?” Naomi asked. “Why are you here?”
“Let’s just say that I was in a unique position to offer my services to the United States Government at a time when they had precious few alternatives. Not only to help rescue you, but to get the research effort against these creatures jump started.” 
“But you destroyed everything in Lab One! And who knows how long it will take to get the archived data we had from the EDS and SEAL. That’s assuming they reopen the SEAL facility.”
Morgan shook his head, still smiling. “My dear, we have backups for everything. Nothing was lost in Lab One except whatever was physically there. All of your data is still safe, believe me. I invested far too much to toss it all away, even under threat of Agent Boisson’s wrath.” 
Next to Naomi, Boisson rolled her eyes.
“And SEAL won’t be reopened. I’ve already spoken to the powers that be about that. We’ll be using one of our facilities that’s at least as well suited for the job and isn’t in the middle of a heavily populated area.”
Naomi frowned. She wasn’t happy about being under Morgan’s control again, even indirectly, but that had been a major issue with the location of the SEAL facility when it had first been established: if something ever did go wrong, the people of San Antonio would be at risk. But for a variety of reasons, some good and some bad, that’s where they’d put it. Now it was nothing more than an empty shell, and apparently would remain that way.
“Where is this place you’re taking us to?”
“You’ll find out.”
Naomi looked out the still-open door as the helicopter headed east. A heavy pall of smoke lay over the Los Angeles basin from dozens of fires across the metropolitan area. Nearly every street was backed up as people tried to flee the city. “Where are we going now?”
“San Bernardino Airport,” Ferris answered. “We’ll fly out a corporate jet with the rest of your research team.” He shook his head. “All the other airports from San Bernardino west to Oxnard have been closed. Even LAX. And once we fly out, San Bernardino will be closed, too.”
“They’ve ordered a quarantine?”
Ferris nodded. “Yeah. All flights in or out of the LA area are cancelled. Planes already in the air are being diverted to Air Force bases by friendly neighborhood F-16s. It’s the same sort of thing with maritime traffic with the Navy and Coast Guard sealing the ports, and all the roads have been closed.”
“It’s a good try, but it’ll never stop them from getting out.”
“You know that and I know that, but what else can they do? Nuke the entire valley?”
Naomi didn’t say anything, but the cold analytical part of her mind answered that question with astonishing rapidity. The rest of her mind shied away from the unspoken reply.
“Naomi,” Morgan said, “there’s one thing that I don’t understand. You said these things originated with the Beta-Three corn, that anything eating either the seed or the resulting crops would be transformed.”
“Yes. It’s basically a transgenic weapon that rewrites the host’s DNA with that of the harvesters.”
“You also said that you thought this new generation could reproduce.”
Naomi nodded. “Yes. That’s what we thought based on Harmony’s comparison of some regions of harvester DNA with Amoeba dubia, and I think I saw one of the adult harvesters actually give birth to a larval form on the news video at the mall. Where are you going with this, Howard?”
“Only the obvious: how the hell could there be so many of them?”
“That all depends on their reproductive rate and when the first host — or hosts — was exposed to the infected corn.” She frowned. “And we won’t have any idea when that might have happened without going to the safe house where Kelso stashed The Bag. That’s where it all must have started.”
“Kid, I am not turning this bird around,” Ferris said. “Pretty please or not.”
“I wouldn’t ask you to, Al.” Naomi hated to admit it to herself, but she was scared. She shivered as she remembered the sight of the enormous larvae coming at them. They were abominable, far worse than the adult forms.
“That was somebody else’s job.” 
Everyone turned to look at Boisson. “We sent a second team to check out the safe house. They reported their arrival, but nothing after that.”
“How many?” Naomi had to know. “How many agents were on the team?”
“Eight. They went in with tactical gear, but without the homemade flamethrower stuff we had. They never came out, and that entire area’s been overrun.”
“I’m sure this won’t mean much to you, coming from me, but I’m sorry, Agent Boisson.” Morgan had turned to look out the windscreen, surveying the unfolding disaster that was destroying the Los Angeles area. “You and your people demonstrated extraordinary courage in what you did.”
Boisson nodded, as if to herself, but said nothing. 
Now that Naomi had a chance to think beyond her immediate survival, her thoughts turned to Jack. “Al, did Renee say anything about Jack?”
“No, but that doesn’t mean anything. Listen, that guy can take care of himself. He’s got more lives than a litter of cats.” 
And how many has he used up? Naomi wondered, praying that Jack was all right.
Ferris went on. “And I’m sure Renee’s had her hands full while I was doing the whole knight in shining armor bit. With Mr. Morgan’s help, of course.” Al turned around and grinned at her. “He bought this bird just for you, you know. None of the corporate copters were big enough. Three million bucks! I like this job. Except for the parts where we get shot at or things are trying to eat us.”
Naomi turned to stare at Morgan, who continued to look out the windscreen at the city, below. “You just walked up to somebody and bought this?”
“I’ve got a pretty impressive limit on my company card,” he said dryly. “Think of it as a small contribution toward my penance for my misdeeds.”
At that, Boisson laughed. “Okay, Morgan. You may be a corporate crook, but you’re a crook with style. I’ll give you that much.”
“Why thank you, Agent Boisson.”
Alexander, who’d been cowering with Koshka under Naomi’s seat after one of the other agents pried them from her back, climbed into her lap. Koshka remained coiled at her feet, occasionally glancing up at her human companion. 
The big Siberian cat curled up and submitted to her stroking his fur, but his intensely green eyes never left the glass carboy and its lethal prisoner.
* * *
 
At San Bernardino, Ferris landed on the grass near the end of runway six-zero. Morgan and the others got out as Ferris shut down the Bell 412 and hurried after them.
“You’re just leaving it here?” Naomi pointed to the helicopter.
“That’s what the boss said,” Ferris told her. “I guess we’ll come back and get it later.” He frowned. “Or not.”
“Three million dollars is a lot to pay for a one-way fare.”
Morgan dropped back to walk beside her. “I suspect, Naomi, that it’s only a small tithe of the price we may all have to pay before this is over.”
Ahead of them, already waiting at the end of the runway with engines running, was a white Boeing 727 passenger jet, a boarding ladder truck pulled up beside it.
Boisson shook her head. “Did you buy that, too, Morgan?”
“No, I just leased that one for this flight. The owner gave me a good deal. Otherwise, the plane would be stuck here. We were the plane’s ticket out of the quarantine zone.” 
Ferris led them past the whining engines to where the boarding ladder was pulled up to the port side entry door, just aft of the cockpit. A man wearing the uniform of a copilot waited for him. They shook hands, and the copilot disappeared back into the cockpit while Ferris remained by the door.
“Get your butts in your seats and strap in. No safety briefing today, folks. Oh, and no shopping magazines, either.” He grinned. “Those cost extra. Sorry.”
“Smart ass.” Naomi shook her head as she passed by, leading the two cats on their leashes.
“Holy shit,” Boisson breathed. “I’ve got to get me one of these.”
The interior of the plane was lavish, to say the least. This was no cattle car: the plane could probably hold fifty people in oversized cream colored leather chairs. There were also love seats, along with conference tables and audio/video equipment. The bulkheads and doors that in a regular aircraft would be made of plastic and metal were all done in polished wood. 
Naomi saw Harmony Bates and the other members of the Lab One team, already strapped in toward the rear of the plane. They waved and called their greetings, but real conversation would have to wait. Ferris wanted to get the plane off the ground.
Naomi collapsed into the seat next to Morgan and strapped herself in, the cats settling at her feet. She noticed that both kept their eyes on the carboy containing the harvester, which was held by one of the agents on the opposite side of the plane. “Thank you, Howard. I thought we weren’t going to make it.”
“No thanks are necessary, Naomi.” He turned to her. “I’ll confess that I wasn’t exactly happy with you when the FBI came down on us.” He stopped. “My God, that was just this morning, wasn’t it?”
“Yes. It seems like forever.”
Morgan grunted. “No, I wasn’t happy with you at all. But I understand now that what you did was the right thing. And believe it or not, I want to do the right thing, too. I still want my legacy, Naomi. And despite the terrible tragedy that’s unfolding around us, this is a God-given opportunity for me to help create that legacy.”
“What about Kelso?” Boisson sat across from them. 
“I hope he burns.” 
Both women were taken aback at the intensity of Morgan’s words. 
“He’s been with me for years. Beyond the not inconsiderable amount of money I paid him to do his job, I trusted him. He was in on everything the company did. Then he betrayed us all. He betrayed me.” He looked at Naomi. “And that’s something that I very rarely forgive.”
They looked up as Ferris shut the forward door and dogged it shut. “Okay, boys and girls, the ladder’s clear. We’re taking off immediately.”
He disappeared into the cockpit and closed the door behind him.
As the engines spooled up, Morgan looked at Boisson as he continued. “Off the record, Agent Boisson, let me just say that I’ll use every resource available to me to find Dr. Kelso. When I do, I’ll deliver him to your doorstep.”
“What, you’re not going to take off his head?”
Morgan laughed. “No, that’s not my style. I’ll do what I need to in order to protect my interests, but I’m not a violent man.” He glanced out the window as the 727’s three engines began to roar and the plane accelerated down the runway. “I’ll be content to let the FBI have its due. But I wouldn’t shed a tear if Adrian Kelso went straight to Hell.”
* * *
 
Kelso had been nursing a drink in the first class lounge when he noticed people gravitating toward the television at the far end. He hated television, particularly the news. His preferred method of whiling away the handful of hours he had to wait until his flight to Brasilia was to read. He preferred mysteries and thrillers, but would bend toward the occasional horror novel if one took his fancy.
Today’s fare was the latest thriller in a series he’d greatly enjoyed, and from which he’d taken several ideas that had helped him build his fortune with Beta-Three. Despite the setbacks he’d suffered earlier that morning at not being able to retrieve the data, he wasn’t unhappy. He already had millions of dollars tucked away, more than enough to start a new life on a sunny beach somewhere in South America. His only true regret was not being able to drive his vengeful spear all the way through Morgan Pharmaceuticals.
Another couple, whom he’d thought were absurdly young to be well-off enough to be in the first class lounge, got up to go watch the television, and those already watching it were murmuring in what he could tell was shock.
Annoyed with himself, he dumped his e-reader into the traveler bag he’d bought when he got to the terminal, picked it up, and went to join the others watching the television.
He leaned over to an older gentleman who’d been watching for some time now. “What’s happening?”
“There are riots all over the city! And there are these things running about. Look, there goes one!” He pointed at a dark, clearly inhuman shape that pounced upon a young man who was at the trailing end of a crowd of people running across a parking lot. “They thought at first that it was a Hollywood production, but these things are now all over Altadena and Pasadena. It’s incredible.”
Kelso’s gut turned to ice at the mention of Altadena. That was where his safe house was, the repository for the Beta-Three, the New Horizons corn.
Could it be? He wondered silently as he watched the carnage unfold on the television. He had been extremely careful with the corn after he’d learned about how truly dangerous it could be. After he’d learned. But what about before, when he’d first gotten it? He had tossed the bag in the trunk of his car after he’d obtained it from the now-dead New Horizons employee, then stored it in his home, which was only three miles from the safe house that he’d eventually acquired. 
No. He’d put the corn into containers before taking them to the safe house, then he’d burned the bag. Nothing could have spilled at his house when he’d filled the containers. He’d been very careful. And at the safe house, the containers were kept in locked freezers, except when he was putting together a package for a buyer. 
Kelso thought back, trying to remember if anything had ever gone awry. His heart sank as he recalled with vivid clarity the package he’d prepared for his French buyer. He had been in a rush that day, because he had been delayed at one of Morgan’s board meetings and was going to be late for his flight. Not only was he late, but he was angry, Morgan having taken him to task again for the Beta-Three team’s failure to make more progress. And this, after Morgan had removed him as the team lead! 
Still overcome with fury, Kelso had washed his hands as he always did, but hadn’t taken the time to dry them properly. With his hands still damp, he couldn’t get the rubber gloves and mitts on that he normally used. 
“Fuck it!” He remembered cursing as he reached into the freezer and took one of the sample containers in his bare, still damp hands. The freezer was an industrial model that kept the temperature at minus 180 degrees fahrenheit. 
He hadn’t realized the severity of his mistake until he’d pulled out the metal sample container. Holding it with one hand, he opened the lid with the other, only to discover that the skin of both hands was now stuck to the frozen metal.
Feeling foolish, embarrassment mingling with rage, he remembered trying to pull his fingers away from the lid, and how much pain that had instantly caused. 
It was then, he knew. It was in that one moment of sheer stupidity that some of the corn had spilled out onto the floor. Not much, but he knew now that even a single kernel would have been too much. 
After managing to separate his skin from the container under cold water from the kitchen faucet, he swept up the kernels from the floor. But he’d been in a rush. He hadn’t checked under the freezer or any of the other nooks and crannies where small things can hide. He’d only been concerned with people discovering his treasure. 
If what Naomi had told the Beta-Three team about the New Horizons corn was true, and he had no reason to doubt it, any creature could act as a host organism to the transgenic weapon of the harvesters. He’d seen mouse droppings in the safe house, but hadn’t cared about them. He wasn’t living there, after all, and they could hardly get into the freezers. But they could get under the freezers, or along the baseboards. And even had it not been a mouse, even if an industrious ant, which he’d also found in the house on occasion, had taken an interest in one of the kernels and hauled it back to the nest, the effect would be the same. Once consumed, the host organism’s DNA would be reshaped. Even so tiny a thing as an ant could be transformed into a monster.
Or a race of monsters. Naomi and Harmony thought the harvesters could now reproduce. As he watched the television, Kelso knew that they had been right.
The scene shifted to the Santa Anita mall, and the people around him who were watching recoiled in horror at the footage from the news helicopters covering the massacre. 
Rooted to the floor, the drink still in his hand, forgotten, he watched in a daze as the battle raged across the Los Angeles metropolitan area. The police, trying to defend civilians but ill-equipped to face the harvesters, had largely been wiped out. The same was true for the firemen and other rescue workers who had gone into the burning areas of the city, never to return. People had taken loved ones, stricken with malignant, terrible growths on their bodies, to hospitals, unwittingly turning those places of hoped-for refuge into abattoirs. 
He wasn’t sure how much time had passed before the coverage shifted back to the Santa Anita mall, where a team of black-clad FBI agents was making a futile stand against a tidal wave of the monsters coming out of the racetrack stables. His companions in the lounge goggled in disbelief at the nightmarish things that oozed across the parking lot toward the doomed agents, whose escape was cut off by the adult harvesters. But they also cheered the agents on as they set fire to the things that came closest to them, forming a burning moat that warded off the other creatures. The view briefly shifted to a pair of Marine helicopter gunships that began pouring fire into the monsters, and his fellows cheered some more.
But then, all too soon, the helicopters left. Out of ammunition, the voice of the newscaster speculated. The camera zoomed in on the team, who had lost several of its members in the battle, and was now surrounded by an army of nightmares. The people with Kelso were silent, knowing that the FBI agents were doomed.
The image steadied on one of the team, and Kelso blinked. 
“What are those things?” One of the others stepped closer to the screen and pointed at a dark, furry lump on the agent’s shoulder, and another, whitish lump on the agent’s back.
“They’re cats.” Kelso heard his voice, but didn’t realize that he’d actually spoken. He knew in that moment who the “agent” was. It was Naomi Perrault and her two cats, clinging to her.
That’s when the nausea hit him. While he had been angry, furious, when Morgan hired Perrault, and had been desperate enough to conspire to have Kline killed, he had never in his wildest imagination thought that something like this would happen. According to the news, hundreds, and possibly thousands of people were believed to have been killed already, just in the hours since the first reports of these creatures had surfaced. 
He had only wanted to be rich, and to put Howard Morgan in his place. Kline had hardly been an innocent, and Kelso refused to shed any tears for him, or feel guilty for his role in Kline’s demise. 
But the others, all those innocent people, their blood was on his hands. And Naomi, while he had seethed with professional jealousy when she had been hired, was now about to be another victim. He didn’t hate her, only what she represented in his own twisted relationship with Howard Morgan.
She didn’t deserve to die.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. 
“Excuse me?” The older gentleman beside him turned and looked at him curiously. “You don’t look so well, my friend. Are you all right?”
Kelso ignored him as the scene on the television changed and he listened to the newscaster as she reported that all the airports in the Los Angeles area, including LAX, were being shut down, and that the entire area was being quarantined.
He was trapped here in the hell that he himself had created.
“No,” Kelso said in a weak voice amidst the shocked exclamations of the other passengers in the lounge. “No, I don’t think I am.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
“The air activity over Russia, particularly in the southern part of the country, is unprecedented, sir.”
U.S. Air Force General Matt Selig, Commander, U.S. Air Forces in Europe (USAFE), nodded for the colonel to continue. This wasn’t the regularly scheduled daily intelligence briefing, but an ad-hoc presentation that Selig had ordered after things had suddenly gone crazy around the world. While he was peripherally interested in all of it, he was specifically interested in what was happening with the Russians. Even though the Cold War had been over for years, their air force was still the greatest potential threat his airmen might have to face.
The front wall of the conference room was a rear-projection display that showed a map of the southern half of Russia, with icons indicating the location of their air force bases, coded to indicate which type of aircraft were normally based there.
“Let’s have it,” Selig ordered.
“General, intelligence that’s been corroborated by DIA, CIA, and NSA indicates that the Russians have established a quarantine line along the Don and Volga rivers.” A red line appeared on the map, following the trace of the rivers between the Sea of Azov and the Caspian Sea. “They’ve backed it up with very aggressive enforcement by no fewer than six fighter squadrons that have orders to turn away any aircraft flying out of the Caucasus region or, if they refuse, shoot them down.” He hit a button on the podium, and a swarm of aircraft icons appeared along the quarantine line, extending along the adjoining border with Ukraine in the west, Kazakhstan to the east, and over the coasts of the Black and Caspian Seas. He hit the button again, and more aircraft icons appeared. “As you can see in this view, Belarus, Ukraine, and Kazakhstan have put up barrier patrols along their borders with Russia, and are refusing any aircraft passage across the border. The Finns have their F-18s up, and the Norwegians have F-16s on orbit opposite the Kola Peninsula.” By now, the colonel wore a distinctly unhappy expression. “In fact,” he went on as the borders between Russia and all of its neighbors, including China, turned red on the screen, “every neighboring country has closed their borders with Russia. They’re effectively isolated.”
Selig grimaced. “Just what we need, to make the Russians feel like they’re cut off. They’re paranoid as it is.”
Major General Sean Cranston, the USAFE Vice Commander, frowned. “What’s the status of their nuclear forces?”
“So far, sir, we haven’t seen any changes in readiness, and there haven’t been any incidents reported at any of their strategic sites.”
“Keep a close eye on that. The last thing we need is for any nukes to get loose in this mess.”
“Yes, sir.”
“What about the military aircraft in the south?” Selig asked, getting things focused back on the air situation. “They’ve got a lot of assets in the Caucasus Military District.”
“Yes, sir, they do. We haven’t received corroboration on this yet, but it looks like all their fighter and bomber aircraft in the Caucasus have been ordered to fly to six of the nearest airfields in the Volga-Ural Military District.” The airfields blinked on the map.
“Just their fighters and bombers?” Selig frowned. “What about the transports and helicopters?”
“They’re destroying them on the ground, sir.”
The response from both Selig and Cranston was simultaneous. “What?”
“That’s correct, sir. Imagery has confirmed that transport and rotary wing aircraft are being destroyed, and not just at the air bases or other military installations where intelligence has reported ongoing combat against…” The colonel ran out of words. They’d received an update from the Pentagon on what was happening in Los Angeles, and had been told that the same “biological agent” was at work in Russia, China, India, and elsewhere. But none of them could truly believe what they’d read in the report. “Regardless,” he went on, “it looks like they’re destroying everything beyond fighters and bomber aircraft.”
“The crews can’t be happy,” Selig said. “How are they supposed to get out?”
“They’re not, sir,” the colonel told him. “We’ve already received some reports of transports trying to leave that have been shot down, and FSB teams have been tasked with securing the airfields that haven’t already been compromised.”
“In God’s name, why?” Cranston was shocked. “Not only are they torching billions of rubles in assets, but they’re condemning invaluable aircrews! That’s insane!”
“We’re trying to get more details, sir, but right now our assessment is they don’t want to risk any possible contagion from those aircraft. For the aircraft that are being sent out, it looks like the crews are going to be quarantined and the aircraft sterilized. CIA reported that the FSB has sent special detachments to those six receiving airfields, along with Army decontamination units.”
“FSB?” Selig asked. “Not military police or GRU?” GRU, or Glavnoye Razvedyvatel’noye Upravleniye, the Main Intelligence Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, was the rough Russian equivalent of the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency, or DIA. 
“No, sir, CIA was firm that they’re FSB, operating under direct orders from the prime minister. As for the aircraft, they’re being escorted by fighters outside the quarantine zone. Once they get to the receiving bases, from what we’ve seen so far they’re just packing the aircraft in as tight as they can.” 
He pressed the button to move to the next graphic, which showed a satellite image of one of the air bases. “This is Sennoy Air Base, taken forty-five minutes ago. As you can see, it’s not a large facility, and only has a single runway. It typically hosts a small number of transport aircraft and helicopters. But here,” he pointed with a laser pointer at the eastern end of the apron, where fourteen aircraft were haphazardly clustered, “you can see a squadron of Su-27 Flankers that just arrived, along with what we believe are decontamination vehicles.” Eight military-style trucks with large liquid storage tanks were parked in a ring around the aircraft. 
Selig shook his head. “They pushed those planes off into the grass?”
“Yes, sir. And here,” he moved the pointer to a spot about a hundred meters north of the main apron, “you can see portable shelters. We believe this is where they’re processing the flight crews, presumably to make sure they’re not, um, infected.”
Cranston pursed his lips. “I also see, what, a company of infantry combat vehicles around the shelters?”
“Correct, sir. And there are two tank platoons over here.” The pointer moved another hundred meters beyond the temporary shelters to where six brooding shapes sat, their barrels pointing in the direction of the shelters. “The other five quarantine airfields have similar heavy security for the new arrivals.”
“Okay,” Selig said, trying to force himself to fast forward into the surreal nightmare that reality had suddenly become, “what else.”
“In the European theater, the ground forces are on alert, but the only movements have been internal, mainly deploying units along the quarantine line.” 
The colonel pressed another button, and a larger scale map appeared, showing all of western Russia and Europe as far as Germany. 
Selig scowled at the clusters of red icons in the Black Sea, in the Gulf of Finland off Saint Petersburg, and in the Barents Sea outside of Severomorsk, where the Northern Fleet had its headquarters. “It looks like everything they have that can float has put to sea.”
“In a nutshell, general, that’s exactly what’s happened, but we believe for different reasons. We have information indicating that the Northern Fleet units put to sea as part of the general Russian military alert. But in the Black Sea, we believe the ships that have deployed, mostly out of Sevastopol and Odessa, are Russian ships forced to leave by the Ukrainians.” After the breakup of the Soviet Union, Ukraine wound up with the main Soviet Black Sea Fleet ports. After a great deal of political wrangling between the two new nations, Russia and Ukraine agreed to partition the fleet, with Russia leasing port facilities for their vessels from the Ukrainians. But Ukraine had never been terribly happy with the situation.
“Oh, shit,” Cranston said. “The Ukrainians got their wish: an excuse to kick the Russian Fleet out of the Crimea.”
“Yes, sir,” the colonel agreed. “Of course, that leaves the Russians with a problem. While the Russian ships so far have been steaming toward their own coast, the Russians don’t have port facilities available for all those ships in their own territory. At some point soon, we’re probably looking at a large-scale deployment of surface and submarine combatants into the Mediterranean. And that’s assuming that the Russians and Ukrainians don’t start a shooting war over this.”
Cranston shook his head. “Vice Admiral Lafferty in Sixth Fleet must be going ballistic.” 
“To say the least. Whatever this contagion is could blow up into World War Three.” Selig turned to his senior staff officers, all of whom were sitting around the table. “Make sure we’re tied in tight with Lafferty’s people. If things get out of hand, I want contingency plans in place so we can cover Sixth Fleet. The same goes for our NATO partners up north in case the Northern Fleet goes looking for trouble.” He considered his next words for a moment. “We haven’t received orders yet to do so, but I want the command pushed up to maximum combat readiness. Quietly.” He looked at his operations officer. “I want as much AWACS coverage as we can get, looking as deep as possible into Russian airspace without getting under their skin. Get a basic weapons load on our fighters and strike aircraft, but otherwise keep things low key. Keep the training tempo as it is; if we increase our training activity now, it’s going to worry them, and if we do a stand down, it’ll be worse. So far this is an internal problem for them. If it becomes something more, I want to be ready, but I don’t want our contingency preparations to inadvertently push them over the edge.” To the personnel officer, he said, “I’m not going to recall folks from leave yet, but as of now I’m curtailing everything but emergency leave. Our folks are going to have their hands full.”
Heads nodded and a murmur of “Yes, sir” went around the room.
Selig nodded for the colonel to continue.
“Sir, the last thing I have on the European theater is about a group of eight MiG-29 Fulcrums out of Lipetsk in the Moscow Military District.” The map changed again, zooming in on western Russia, with Moscow in the middle of the view. Lipetsk Air Base, more than two hundred kilometers south of Moscow, was highlighted. “One of the analysts in the 707th ISR Group somehow pulled this out of the clutter of all the other military aircraft movements that are taking place.” The 707th ISR, or Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance Group, was headquartered at the National Security Agency at Fort George G. Meade in Maryland. One of the group’s many jobs was to serve as the lead for the Global Air Analysis SIGINT mission, providing analysis and reporting on high-interest aerial activity. What was happening in Russia now definitely fell into that category.
The display showed a series of undulating tracks that began just south of Lipetsk. The aircraft the tracks represented were making long east-west sweeps, with the westerly legs taking them right up to the border with Ukraine, then Belarus, and then east as far as the Volga River, with the aircraft gradually moving north.
“What’s really interesting is this.” The colonel pointed to two aircraft icons that were different from those representing the fighters. “It looks like they’ve dedicated two Il-78M tankers out of Dyagilevo to keep these Fulcrums in the air. Just as a side note, those are the only tankers not supporting the barrier operation in the south.”
Selig, along with everyone else in the room, stared at the image, perplexed. The fighters doing sweeps like that was odd enough. That the Russians had dedicated two of their precious tankers to them was the real kicker. “What the devil are they up to?”
The colonel glanced at the map behind him, then turned back to Selig. “We think they’re looking for something.”
* * *
 
“Do you think they’re looking for us?” Jack stared out the windscreen, helping Khatuna and Mikhailov watch for other planes. They’d seen quite a few, far above their own tree-skimming altitude.
“Probably, but stop worrying,” Mikhailov advised. “The first we will know if they have found us is a warning over the radio, if they choose to give one. Otherwise, it will be cannon shells or a missile. Then, pfft!” He looked outside at the endless white expanse, his expression turning serious. “The FSB will likely determine that it was we who stole the petrol in Zadonsk, and from that they will know the type of aircraft we are flying, and some fool at the petrol station probably took down the plane’s number. But they cannot know our destination, at least not for certain.”
“Sure they can. Where are we going to go with this thing loaded with fuel drums? Siberia?”
“Maybe we should. They would never think to look for us there.”
“Do you have wife?” Khatuna suddenly asked, looking at Mikhailov.
“No, I do not.”
“If you did, she would hit you.”
“I think that means she is interested in the job,” Mikhailov said to Jack, with a wink to Khatuna.
Exasperated, she rolled her eyes and focused her attention on keeping the badly overloaded biplane in the air.
Mikhailov looked again at the map, on which he’d penciled in their course. From Zadonsk, he’d had Khatuna fly northwest for an hour, which took them nearly two hundred kilometers to Oryol. The next leg, the one they were on now, took them north-northwest for more than seven hundred kilometers, and was probably the most dangerous part of their long journey. Moscow, two hundred kilometers off their starboard wing now, was ringed with Air Force bases, with more spread throughout the rest of the military district around them. “I think we will be able to avoid most of the fighter bases,” Mikhailov said as his finger traced their course. He had marked the bases he knew about, and had Khatuna take the plane lower, sometimes down to less than thirty meters, when they came within fifty kilometers of any of them. It was terribly dangerous, because the plane, which normally was almost impossible to send into a stall, was so heavy that it seemed to want to fall from the sky with only the slightest provocation.
But they had no choice.
Mikhailov craned his neck to the left, looking out Khatuna’s side. Vyazma Air Base was close, only twenty kilometers away. If he remembered correctly, only rotary wing aircraft were stationed there. Of course, helicopters could carry weapons, and a Mi-24 attack helicopter could easily catch the laboring An-2.
“So if we make it past Moscow, then what?”
Looking back at the map, Mikhailov pointed. “Once we reach Lake Ilmen, here,” his finger rested on a large lake almost two hundred kilometers south of Saint Petersburg, “we turn north to fly over Lake Ladoga, which will still probably be mostly frozen over, and keep going until we reach Norway.”
“Nice. All we need now is in-flight service.”
Khatuna huffed. One of the things they hadn’t found in the plane had been food, nor was there anything to drink other than a half-empty (“Or half-full,” as Mikhailov happily pointed out) bottle of vodka behind the copilot’s seat. If they were lucky and made it to Norway, they’d be in the air at least ten hours. It was going to be a hungry and thirsty flight. Jack mentally kicked himself for not thinking of raiding the truck stop for whatever munchies they might have had.
“Look at it this way,” Mikhailov said, glancing down at his lap and the fading stain there from when he’d wet himself, “without food and water, we will not have to worry so much about the lack of a toilet.”
Khatuna fixed him with a hard gaze that she couldn’t hold. Her scowl dissolved into a grin.
Mikhailov told Jack, making sure Khatuna could hear, “I think she likes me.” He chuckled at her scandalized expression.
Then he began to cough up blood. Lots of it.
“What has happened?” Khatuna stared at Mikhailov, and Jack could tell what she was thinking.
“No, he’s not infected! He has a shattered rib that punctured his lung, and it’s finally collapsed.” From the amount of blood Mikhailov was coughing up, he clearly had other internal injuries. That didn’t surprise Jack at all, considering the shape Mikhailov had been in before the harvester had tried to kill him in the hospital in Stavropol, and everything that had happened since. “Damn it!”
“What can we do?”
The large veins in Mikhailov’s neck were standing out, and his skin was starting to turn blue as he desperately gasped for air. 
Jack had seen this once before, in Afghanistan after one of his soldiers had taken a bullet to the chest. He’d been there when the medic had treated the young man by sticking a needle into his chest to relieve the built-up pressure in the chest cavity, allowing the lung to reinflate. Jack couldn’t remember the details, but he remembered that much.
“Is there a first aid kit in here?”
“Da, there is one here, next to me.” Keeping one hand on the control yoke, she leaned over and pulled out the kit, handing it to Jack.
He pulled it open and cursed. There were bandaids, gauze, tape, and a few other odds and ends that were of absolutely no use to him. “Shit! I need a needle, a big needle. Or maybe a pen.” He checked his own pockets, but came up empty. He hadn’t had any need for pens, or time to grab any, before they’d jumped into Ulan-Erg.
“Here!” Khatuna snatched up a cheap ballpoint pen in a pocket beside her. It was the same kind as the one Mikhailov had used to draw their course on the map, but that one had gone clattering to the floor when he began to thrash around.
Jack grabbed it and shoved it in a pocket for the moment. “Hang on, buddy,” he said to Mikhailov. “Sorry, but I’m going to have to pull you out of here.”
Unbuckling Mikhailov’s harness, Jack awkwardly hauled him out of the copilot’s seat. Mikhailov’s eyes bulged and he gasped in agony, more blood streaming from the corner of his mouth. 
As gently as he could, Jack laid him on top of the nearest barrels in the cargo hold. He ripped open Mikhailov’s tunic, then slit his shirt open with his knife to expose the Russian’s battered chest. The lower left side was badly bruised, and Jack assumed that’s where the lung had been punctured.
Jack couldn’t remember exactly where the medic had inserted the needle back in Afghanistan, but seemed to recall it was in the upper part of the chest. Taking the pen, he placed the tip between two of Mikhailov’s upper ribs on the left side. “Sorry, Sergei, but this is going to hurt like hell.” 
Then Jack shoved the pen into Mikhailov’s chest.
Mikhailov opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came out. He clenched his hands at his sides and banged his feet against the top of one of the drums.
Had the pen been a needle, Jack remembered that he would have left it in. But the pen wouldn’t let any air into the chest cavity, which was the whole point. 
Gritting his teeth, he pulled it back out again.
Mikhailov moved his right hand over the wound, covering it. Jack tried to get him to move it away, but Mikhailov shook his head as he inhaled. Miraculously, he was able to take a partial breath. As he exhaled, he lifted his hand from the wound, then covered it again when he took his next breath. He was able to breathe more deeply, and as Jack watched, Mikhailov’s color began to return to normal. 
Jack leaned back against the bulkhead to the cockpit, relief flooding through him.
“Rudenko taught me about this,” Mikhailov said as Jack wiped the blood from his friend’s mouth.
“The old bastard probably operated on himself.” Jack smiled, thinking of what a character Rudenko had been. It seemed like a lifetime since his death.
“Thank you, my friend.”
Jack nodded, but didn’t smile. “You’re still bleeding inside, you know.”
“About that, there is nothing we can do. I will settle for being able to breathe again.”
“What is happening?” Khatuna’s shout caught them both by surprise.
“He’s okay,” Jack told her. “He’s going to be okay.”
“You might have wasted your time,” she called back. “I think the Air Force has found us.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
When Morgan revealed the destination of the Boeing 727, Hathcock, the sniper, was less than enthused.
“Grand Island, Nebraska?” He turned to Naomi, a grimace on his face. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“Is there something about the good state of Nebraska that you don’t like, Mr. Hathcock?” Morgan favored the sniper with a quizzical look over steepled fingers as he sat at the main conference table with Naomi, Hathcock, Boisson, and Harmony.
“It’s where this whole story began,” Naomi told him. “This new generation of harvesters was born in the research labs at Lincoln Research University, which was really nothing more than a New Horizons front operation to lure in geneticists like me. Before the Sutter Buttes incident when the Earth Defense Society was branded a terrorist organization, we recruited an FBI agent, Sheldon Crane, to help us get into the lab to find out exactly what the harvesters were up to. He found what we needed, the first samples of what you know as the Beta-Three corn, but it cost him his life.” She looked up at Morgan. “They vivisected him, cut him apart, looking for the corn, while he was still alive.”
“Then there was our little op at the New Horizons production plant.” Hathcock took a sip of coffee. “That was here, too.”
“So that really was you.” Morgan raised his eyebrows. “You don’t believe in half measures, do you. Harvesters weren’t the only living beings you killed.”
“We had no choice.” Hathcock’s voice, like his eyes, turned hard. “As it was, one of the damned things nearly got away.” He could still picture the harvester in the sights of his rifle, running on all fours to safety before he blew it to flaming bits.
Morgan held up his hands in mock surrender. Naomi could see that the gesture made Hathcock angry, and she shook her head slightly. Now’s not the time.
Hathcock got the message and clamped his mouth shut.
“Why Grand Island?” Naomi cocked her head. “And why in the world would anyone give a name like that to a town in Nebraska?”
“I’ll take the second question first: I don’t know, but I wish it really was a grand island. Then it might be a bit more balmy than it must be now, this early in the year. As for the second question, I have to confess that the choice of location was a bit of industrial brinkmanship. I wanted to position our company to start a new division that could compete with New Horizons. To do that, I needed our people to learn what our competitors had learned, to put them in a similar environment. We could have put the division in Lincoln, but that would have been a little too obvious with the research university there.” He nodded toward Naomi. “Yes, like you, we knew that was basically a research center for New Horizons. We couldn’t match that, but we did have a few sources of information there that helped things along.”
“More spying?” Boisson sat back, arms folded across her chest.
Morgan shrugged. “Call it what you will, Agent Boisson, but it boils down to competition. And not that it’ll make any difference to you, but we knew that New Horizons had their share of sources in my company. Fair’s fair.”
“Well, the location aside, we’re going to need some special equipment from the SEAL lab,” Naomi said, “and I’m not sure you fully understand just how tough it’s going to be to create a containment chamber for that thing.” She nodded toward the bottled harvester, which was being closely observed by the two cats.
“It looks like a big glass jug and a metal cap is working just fine.” Morgan smiled, but his quip failed to lighten Naomi’s mood. He sighed. “The equipment you want from SEAL is already on its way, courtesy of your friend Renee in Washington. As for the containment chambers, we have several large ones, originally intended for controlled crop plantings, that actually should work well. My people are modifying them as we speak to completely seal them and eliminate anything that’s not from the mineral kingdom, as it were. When they’re done, which should be before we land, we’ll be ready to handle our little friend there.” He glanced toward the carboy and the squirming larva.
“Just make sure the chambers can handle our tiny tot when he grows up,” Boisson told him. “The adults are like threshing machines.”
Morgan nodded. “We’re reinforcing one of the smaller chambers with steel, and are also adding a sensor pod with a taser-like device. Renee sent my people the schematics from the containment lab at the SEAL facility to work from.”
Boisson cocked her head. “Your people must be working awfully fast.”
“For what I’m paying them, they’d better be.”
* * *
 
Their arrival at the Central Nebraska Regional Airport was uneventful, and after Ferris shut down the aircraft and opened the door, everyone filed down the mobile stairway into the cold Nebraska air. 
“I hope there’s a stash of coats close by or we’re going to freeze,” someone muttered. 
While the operational areas of the airport and the roads were clear, there was a dusting of snow everywhere else. 
“Don’t worry,” Morgan said, loud enough so everyone could hear. “You’ll have everything you need where we’re going.”
Waiting for them was a group of big SUVs with four Nebraska Army National Guard Hummers, two at the lead and two bringing up the rear of the convoy. The barrels of the big .50 caliber machine guns protruded over the gun shields on the top of each vehicle, the muzzles pointed in alternating directions, with a soldier manning each one.
“Talk about loaded for bear,” Boisson said quietly to Naomi. 
Naomi nodded, noting that the machine guns weren’t locked in their travel positions. The soldiers had their hands on the triggers, and their eyes weren’t watching her and the others as they disembarked, but were scanning the approaches to the plane.
“A special request I made to the governor,” Morgan said, noticing where Naomi was looking, “backed up by Agent Boisson’s superiors. A prudent measure for troubled times.”
Boisson frowned. “A more prudent measure would have been a platoon of M1 tanks.”
“Unfortunately, even I don’t have that much pull, Agent Boisson. Now, if you’ll just get in, we can be on our way.”
Naomi was about to get into the SUV with the agent carrying the harvester, but Boisson guided her to the lead vehicle, where Morgan was waiting. 
“No way are you riding with that thing,” Boisson said. “If there was an accident, you wouldn’t stand a chance. Then I’d be dead, too, because Richards said he’d kill me if I let anything happen to you.”
Trying to conceal her relief, Naomi followed Morgan into the lead vehicle. Boisson, Hathcock, and Harmony got in behind her.
Morgan called to the driver. “Let’s go.”
The driver spoke into his headset, and a few seconds later the convoy was moving. 
“Hathcock, can I borrow your phone?”
“Sure.” He pulled his phone out and handed it to her.
Naomi dialed Jack’s number again. She’d dialed it several times on the flight out of San Bernardino, but the only thing she’d gotten was an out of service message. 
“He’s still not answering?” Boisson asked.
“No. God, I hope he’s all right.” She handed the phone back to Hathcock. “And you left my phone back in LA, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, sorry about that. I put it in one of the evidence boxes with the other stuff from your office. I meant to bring it to you at the safe house, but when I got orders to get the tac team together…” She shrugged. “As soon as we get this sorted out, I’ll get you a new one. Whatever color you want.”
Despite her worries about Jack, Naomi had to smile. “Purple, I think.”
“Done.”
Morgan’s phone chimed. “Yes?” He listened for a moment, looking at Naomi. “You’re sure it’s secure?” The other person said something more, and Morgan winced. “Here,” he said, handing the phone to Naomi. “It’s your friend Renee.”
Surprised, Naomi took the phone. “Renee? What’s going on?”
“You’ll find out soon enough, hon. But tell that bonehead billionaire that I know my stuff.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Our pet adult harvester. We’ve got one.”
Naomi caught her breath. She would have loved to capture one in Los Angeles, but just getting one of the larval forms had nearly done them all in. “That’s wonderful! When will it be at Morgan’s facility in Nebraska?”
“It’s already here. We’re here. We got in a couple hours ago, and they dragged the harvester in here maybe half an hour ago. Christ, I can’t remember the last time I slept, and I’ve got coffee in my veins and pouring out my bladder.”
“Renee, stop babbling!” Naomi rolled her eyes heavenward. “Who’s ‘we,’ and where did the harvester come from? If it was snatched in LA, we should’ve known about it.”
“Carl and I are here. Well, he’ll be here tonight. He sent me out early with some of the former EDS and SEAL folks to make sure these guys have a clue about what they’re doing. I have to admit, though, that Morgan runs a tight ship. This place isn’t as cool as our old base was, but I think it’ll do.”
“What about the harvester?”
“Yeah, the harvester. That was a fast-moving lucky break for us. The goddamn thing was on a plane out of Los Angeles that left earlier this morning, before flights out of there were cancelled, and it got off in Kansas City. It was mimicking a woman and had her boarding pass, ID, and everything else. It even ordered drinks on the plane. Talk about chutzpah.”
“How did they catch it?” 
“They didn’t. The stupid thing walked out of the terminal and stepped right in front of one of the shuttle buses. I guess traffic etiquette wasn’t part of whatever it learned from its victim. The legs were crushed and it sustained some other injuries, and the airport security team had the good sense to wrap it up in nylon straps while it was still stunned. They called the FBI and Carl found out about it, of course, so he had them fly it up here. We’ve got it in one of the adult containment cells now, and it’s mad as hell. The gal it’s mimicking had a really impressive vocabulary. May God rest her soul.”
“You know what this means, don’t you?”
There was a long pause at the other end of the line. “Yeah. They’re already out. That’s why Carl’s going to be late getting out here: there’s another big wheels meeting at the White House. The FBI and Homeland Security are going nuts trying to track down all the flights that left before the airports were closed to see where the next outbreaks might be.” She paused again. “Counting all the passenger planes, cargo jets, and small planes, there were a lot, both here in the U.S. and overseas.”
“Are they trying to get the overseas flights turned around?”
“The U.S. planes, yes, but we don’t have any jurisdiction over the foreign airlines. The State Department’s working on that, trying to at least warn the countries where those planes are heading so security is ready. Well, as ready as they can be for these nightmares.”
In Naomi’s mind, she saw a deadly spider’s web expanding away from Los Angeles and spreading across the world. There wouldn’t, of course, be a harvester on every plane; the chances of that were astronomical. But if even a fraction of them had harvesters aboard, many of those planes would have already reached their destinations by now, and the harvesters would have escaped. Chance had favored her new team with the mishap suffered by the harvester in Kansas City, but they couldn’t count on that happening very often. 
“Jesus,” she breathed.
“Yeah, I know.” Lowering her voice, Renee said, “I’m shaking, Naomi, and it’s not just from the coffee or lack of sleep. I’ve never been this scared, even back at Sutter Buttes when one of those bastards almost got me when my fat ass was caught in the door to the lab.”
“Listen to me. I’m not going to tell you that everything’s going to be okay. You and I both know that it’s not, at least not for some time. But all of us have to be strong, Renee. Everyone’s counting on us, now. Shaking hands are okay. Being afraid is okay. Peeing out coffee is okay. But you’re not allowed to fall apart on me, all right? Especially with Jack away.” She almost said gone, but that sounded too final, too terrifying. She quickly blinked away her tears. She wasn’t about to cry in front of Boisson and Morgan. “Have you heard anything from him?”
“No, hon, I haven’t, but Carl did. Jack called him from Russia when he couldn’t get hold of either of us. Jack’s with Mikhailov and they’re okay.” She paused. “When you get here, I’ll tell you the rest of what he told me.”
That didn’t sound good, Naomi thought, and she bit back the urge to demand that Renee tell her now. “Okay. I’ll talk to you then.” After hanging up, she looked up at Morgan. “How long until we get there?”
Morgan nodded out the window at an expanse of stark white snow, in the midst of which was a gleaming silver and glass two-story structure. “We’re almost there.”
* * *
 
As the convoy approached the building, the vehicles passed through a checkpoint manned by Nebraska Army National Guard troops, backed up by a pair of armed Hummers. Naomi could see more soldiers at work, unloading materials from large CONEX storage boxes, and there were camouflage-painted bulldozers and ditch digging machines pushing snow and dirt around.
“They’re putting up a perimeter fence,” Morgan explained, and Naomi could tell from the tone of his voice that he wasn’t happy about it. “Actually, they’re putting up two fences, one inside the other, both topped with barbed wire.” He pointed at a small structure some soldiers were building in between the fences. “Normally, they’d be using German Shepherds to patrol between the fences. Here, they’ll be using Maine Coon and Siberian cats that can stand up to the cold, and all the soldiers will be armed with incendiary ammunition and Tasers.”
“So the fences are to keep the harvesters in,” Naomi said.
“So they say.” Morgan shrugged. “And maybe us, too.”
The SUVs pulled up in front of the doors and stopped, and the team got out. Led by Morgan, they headed inside, where they were met by Renee.
“It’s good to see you, hon.” Renee threw her arms around Naomi, giving her a fierce hug, which Naomi returned.
“We brought you another inmate,” Naomi told her as they pulled away. She nodded at the larval harvester in the glass carboy.
“Oh, great, another one!”
Naomi’s eyes widened as they began to follow Morgan through the outer vestibule, which had another set of thick coded access doors that hissed open with the help of hydraulics. “What?”
“The harvester we picked up in Kansas City spawned one of those little horrors right after you hung up. A bulge formed in its thorax and then — plop! — the thing fell away and splatted on the floor, just like that one in LA in that video footage we saw.”
“Have this one put into a containment chamber. I want to see the adult and its offspring.”
* * *
 
Morgan’s facility had four levels, two above ground and two below. The smaller containment chambers intended for the larval forms, which in many ways were deadlier than the adults, were on the lowest level. The elevators opened onto a central corridor that ran the length of the sub-basement, which was nearly two hundred feet long. Thick doors were spaced every thirty feet or so, and could isolate the various sections like watertight doors in a ship. The doors along the corridors were labeled, with about a third of them containing laboratories geared toward different specialties, and the rest split between storage and the containment chambers.
The chambers varied in size, ranging from what could accommodate a large dog to one that could comfortably hold a horse. They passed by a dozen men and women wearing hard hats who were putting the final touches on them.
“These chambers were intended for test animals, of course,” Morgan said as one of the technicians led them to a room that contained several of the smaller chambers. They followed the lab-coated woman through a door with a wheel that would have looked at home in a submarine. “They’ve been modified for our latest guests to eliminate anything that they might be able to attack. The chambers here are metal, but aren’t reinforced. However, this room,” he pointed above them, “has been reinforced with metal and ceramic, and there aren’t any penetrations through the metal except for the main door. All the sensors in here are wireless, and the main door has an expanding metal seal. So even if any of our little friends get out of their chambers, they can’t get out of this room.” He grinned, but the expression was totally devoid of humor. “And if they get unruly or the door is somehow breached, this little baby,” he pointed to a device on the ceiling that had two stainless steel tanks and several nozzles, “will burn them into ashes.”
“But you don’t want to be in here when that happens,” the lab technician warned. 
“Right,” Naomi said absently as she watched the technician take the carboy from the agent, who surrendered it with obvious relief. 
The woman opened one of the dog crate-sized containment chambers, which had a top-loading door. Then she removed the metal cap on the big glass jar and upended it over the opening to the chamber.
Naomi had to admire the woman’s nerve, for she didn’t show the least bit of fear in handling the carboy and its occupant. 
As if sensing the opening, the harvester larva quickly oozed toward the neck of the bottle and dropped into the chamber below. 
The technician set the carboy right side up in another chamber, then closed and locked the door. Then she opened the adjacent chamber and set the carboy inside, then sealed it. “Until we’re sure the organism can’t propagate on a microscopic level, all containers will be quarantined.”
Naomi nodded, impressed. She had made the assumption that the creature was contiguous unless it was physically separated, as she’d done with the larva that had killed Garcia at the mall. But assumptions with anything dealing with harvesters could be deadly. She vowed to not make that sort of mistake again.
“Now let’s take a look at mama monster and her squirming bundle of joy,” Renee said.
* * *
 
The adult harvester containment cells were on the main basement level, which was laid out in similar fashion to the sub-basement, but was slightly larger. Over half of the level was devoted to labs and equipment storage, while the rest was taken up with containment cells.
“Some of the cells we set up are much like those you had at SEAL,” Morgan told her as they passed through a thick armored door in the main hallway that passed into the containment area. “They’ve got thick polycarbonate walls, reinforced doors, and sensor pods in the ceiling, and are airtight. Those, of course, wouldn’t work for the larvae, so we had two metal cells installed. They’re like the ones downstairs, except larger and reinforced. But we’ve only got two.”
“That should be enough,” Naomi told him as they entered a room that had monitors taking up space on every wall and a series of computer consoles on a large U-shaped table that ran around the walls except the one holding the door. Some showed various status displays, but most showed views of the containment chambers. Seven technicians in white lab coats had their attention focused on the screens.
“This is our main monitoring station,” Morgan said. “We have at least two cameras looking into every chamber, along with what few instruments we can insert without compromising containment integrity.” He turned to Naomi. “That’s going to limit much of the data you’ll be able to get from the larvae.”
“We don’t have much choice,” she replied, but her attention was riveted on the screens that showed the chamber with the adult harvester. It was an abomination, its upper half still in the form of the woman it had mimicked, while its lower half looked like a crushed cockroach. The thing was pulling itself along the floor with its arms, periodically glancing behind it. “What’s it doing?”
“It seems to be trying to avoid the larva it just spawned,” one of the technicians said. “As soon as the larva separated, the adult moved away from it, and the larva is clearly pursuing the adult.”
“Has the adult said anything?”
The technician shook his head. “Only an endless string of curses. We’ve tried asking it questions, but it’s completely ignored us. The only thing it’s concerned about is the larva.”
“Here’s the police report,” Renee pointed to a screen. “I thought you might find it interesting.”
Unwillingly taking her eyes away from the strange pursuit in the chamber, Naomi skimmed over the report from the airport security force at Kansas City.
Then she stopped. “Oh, my God.” She reread one of the lines of the report:
 
Officer Baginsky reported that suspect appeared to drop a small object soon after the suspect was struck by the shuttle bus. Baginsky saw the object roll under the bus, but was unable to find it again after suspect was restrained.
 
She leaned back, looking up at Renee. “If this is right, it reproduced around the time that it was hit by the bus.” 
“What?” Renee leaned over Naomi’s shoulder and read the report again. “Oh, shit! I missed that. How could I have missed that?”
“Forget it. What’s important is that if this is right, it’s spawned two offspring in as many hours.”
“How many?” Morgan was staring at Naomi.
“Two offspring in roughly two hours.” Turning back to Renee, she said, “Get me a propagation model. And contact the airline. See if the cabin crew remembers this woman. It’s a long shot, but I’d like to know if they saw her going to the bathroom, and I’d like someone to look at the sewage tank on that plane. Carefully.” The things could feed on both the sewage in the tank and the tank itself if it wasn’t made of metal. The people on that plane were probably very lucky indeed. “Does anyone have an idea of how long it takes to fly from LAX to Kansas City?”
“Yeah,” Ferris said. He’d been silent since they’d arrived, but now wore a haunted look on his face. “I used to fly that run. Most of the flights have a stopover and the trip takes around eight hours.” He frowned. “So you think this thing was heading back to the bathroom every hour or so to dump one of its babies into the toilet?”
“I know we’re making some big assumptions right now, but yes, that’s right.”
He shook his head. “Then unless the little bastards ate through the tank wall and are crawling around inside the plane, they’ve already been pumped into the main sewage system at the airport.”
“Into the main sewers,” Boisson said. “Jesus.” She looked at Naomi. “You were thinking that’s how the ones in LA could have multiplied without being noticed, right?”
Naomi nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
“Holy sh…” Ferris suddenly looked pained. “Ah, jeez. I can’t even say it.”
Renee, who’d been madly typing at one of the computer consoles, suddenly leaned back, her mouth dropping open in shock. 
“What is it?” Naomi asked.
“It’s the population projection,” Renee said in a hoarse voice. “I’m really tired, and I hope this is all messed up, but I already did it three times.”
Everyone leaned over her shoulder to take a look.
“I think,” Morgan said slowly as he took in the horrifying numbers that Renee had come up with, “that I need to call Richards. The President is going to want to see this right away.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
“There is a fighter sending out a warning to us,” Khatuna said nervously as Jack helped Mikhailov back into the copilot’s seat.
“You have not answered, have you?”
She turned to the Russian captain, scowling. “Of course not! You think me an idiot?”
“Never,” he said as he slipped on his headphones and switched over to the civilian guard channel that Khatuna had been monitoring.
“What are they saying?” Jack scanned the sky around them, looking for any other aircraft. For probably the first time since they’d left Zadonsk, there were none.
“They are ordering us to Andreapol. If we do not comply, they will shoot us down.” He frowned, then looked at Khatuna. “Did you hear that?”
With wide eyes, she nodded.
“What?” Jack was frustrated that he didn’t have headphones, and couldn’t understand what was being said even if he did.
“Another aircraft answered!” Mikhailov looked out his window, trying to see beyond the bare trees that reached for them as Khatuna guided the old biplane north. “The fighter is after someone else!” He listened a moment more. “Whoever they are pursuing is refusing to turn. The fighter warned them again.”
“Bozhe moi! Look!” Khatuna pointed out her side to the left. 
Jack leaned down so he could see where she was pointing. Off in the distance, barely visible, he saw a thin white streak arrow down from high in the sky. Just when he was sure it was going to hit the ground, a tiny orange and black fireball appeared. 
Khatuna ripped her headphones off, and Jack heard the voice of the pilot of the plane that had been attacked, screaming. 
The fireball gave birth to a fuzzy trail of smoke that plummeted earthward. The scream suddenly ended.
* * *
 
The old Antonov droned north for what seemed like forever. As each barrel ran dry, Jack shifted the fuel hose to a full one. Then he went through the onerous task of opening the cargo door and kicking out the empty barrel. The first few times he’d done that, he’d felt an odd sense of wrongness, like he was dumping a huge pile of trash along an interstate at home. You just didn’t toss fuel drums out of airplanes. But here he was, doing just that.
After the third or fourth, he stopped caring. He and the others were thirsty and hungry. He just wanted the flight to be over. He wanted to be in Norway and find out what the hell was happening with Naomi.
By the time they reached Lake Ilmen and Khatuna turned the plane due north, they had heard intercepts of two other aircraft. One had quickly given in and diverted to the airbase the fighter had ordered them to. The other had refused. Fortunately, it had been too far away for Mikhailov and Khatuna to hear the pilot of the doomed plane when the missile hit.
Jack had tried to convince himself that maybe it had been a harvester. It was a convenient thought that he clung to.
The damnable thing was that the Russians pursuing them weren’t the enemy. He couldn’t hate or despise them. They were simply afraid and were leaping to conclusions, looking for someone to blame for the horror that had befallen them. 
He just wished he could have spoken to Naomi, both to know that she was all right, and to find out if what he knew was really as important as Mikhailov believed. Mikhailov, perhaps even Khatuna, might be willing to sacrifice their lives to get Jack out of Russia. Jack just wished he knew if such a sacrifice would be worth it, or if they were going through all this for nothing. What if the FSB had just wanted to question him, and would then have been happy to turn him over to the American Embassy? But both Mikhailov and Khatuna had dismissed the idea. If the FSB got their hands on him, he wouldn’t be seeing daylight for quite some time. And every minute he spent in custody was another minute the harvesters could solidify their hold on the world. 
No. What they were doing was necessary. The risks they were taking were worth it. They had to be.
Below them, the endless expanse of northern Russia swept by, uncomfortably close. It seemed to Jack that as they burned off the heavy barrels of fuel, Khatuna flew lower and lower. Three times he’d heard the thump of frozen tree limbs hitting either the landing gear or the lower wings, but he said nothing. He was terrified of crashing, but he knew that her skill at low-level flying was the only thing that had kept them all alive. 
Khatuna pointed ahead. “Lake Ladoga.” 
Looking out, Jack watched as the plane left land behind and flew over a vast sheet of ice that stretched ahead of them and to both sides as far as he could see.
“A man named Alexander Nevsky fought a famous battle here against the Teutonic Knights in the thirteenth century,” Mikhailov said. “The Battle of the Ice.”
Jack glanced at him. “Who won?” 
With a smile, Mikhailov said, “Nevsky and the Russians, of course. The Teutonic Knights were wearing heavy armor. They fell through the ice and drowned.”
“That’s not very reassuring.”
The An-2 droned northward across the lake for a full hour before reaching the other side, and Jack was relieved when they were again over land. Frozen and inhospitable as it might be, he would rather take his chances in the forests of northern Russia than the icebound wasteland of Lake Ladoga.
Khatuna turned to him. “Jack, check fuel.”
“Right.” Stepping into the cargo area, Jack rapped the side of the single remaining fuel barrel with his knuckles, trying to determine how much was left. It was nearly empty. 
He undid the strap holding the barrel in place, then leaned it over partway so the fuel would gather in the bottom corner. He guided the hose to the auxiliary pump into the remaining bit of fuel, waiting for it to run dry.
He called up to Khatuna. “That’s it!” 
In the cockpit, Khatuna turned off the pump. Now all the plane had left was the fuel in its main tanks. While it was technically a full load, they still had more than eight hundred kilometers to go.
Jack pulled out the hose, then wheeled the barrel aft. Bracing himself against the bitter cold, he opened the door, then kicked the barrel out. He watched to make sure it cleared the tail before he slammed the door shut. 
“Christ, it’s cold out there,” he muttered as he made his way forward again.
As they continued on, the earth below seemed to be made of nothing more than snow-covered forests and irregularly shaped lakes covered in ice. Had this been the first time he had ever set eyes on the world, he would never have known that humans existed.
“That does not look so good,” Mikhailov said. 
Ahead of them, dark gray clouds began to fill the horizon.
* * *
 
Starshiy praporshchik Pavel Ignatiev stared thoughtfully at his radar console. He was the senior operator on-board a Beriev A-50M “Mainstay” airborne warning and control system (AWACS) aircraft orbiting over the Kola Peninsula in northern Russia near the border with Norway and Finland. He was tasked with finding an aircraft bearing a fugitive who was attempting to reach Norway. For the last four hours, he and his fellow crewmen had been watching for any aircraft that matched the profile of the plane they were looking for, an antiquated An-2.
He knew that four planes had been intercepted to the south of their patrol area by MiG-29s that had been assigned to the hunt, but the powers that be had not been content to let the matter go. The MiGs, after having finished their search grid to the north, had been allowed to return to base. Now only the Mainstays like his and their assigned fighters maintained the vigil against the renegade aircraft.
The frustrating thing was that this sector had been entirely quiet. The hours had crept by as they watched their screens for any unauthorized aircraft, but there had been nothing. While the southern part of his country had fallen into chaos, literally overnight, and the Air Force was called to action, he and his fellows in the north could do nothing but bore holes through the frigid skies. 
The only excitement, such as it was, was the barrier patrols put up by the Finns and the Norwegians on their respective sides of the border. They would pose no real threat to the Russian Air Force if battle were joined, but it would have been something to focus on to help pass the time. Unfortunately, that task was assigned to another group of controllers on the plane, leaving him and the two other controllers of his section to look for phantom planes.
His only entertainment had been a possible contact that had first appeared roughly one hundred and sixty kilometers south of the Mainstay’s patrol station. He had initially filtered it out as most likely being a fast-moving automobile or a bogus return. But he saw a similar return over an hour later, fifty kilometers northwest of the Mainstay’s position. 
With a frown, he assigned the initial contact a target number, then associated the second contact with it, forming a track on his display. Looking at the plot, his frown deepened. If it was indeed an aircraft (although he could not imagine how low the pilot must be flying to avoid being classified as an aircraft by the Mainstay’s radar), it was heading on a northerly course that would take it straight to Norway near Melkefoss. Looking at the estimated airspeed, he saw that it was just shy of one hundred knots. Checking his aircraft guide, a shiver of excitement ran up his spine as he saw that it closely matched the economical cruise speed of an An-2, precisely the type of aircraft they were hunting.
* * *
 
“God, I think we might actually pull this off” Jack was looking over Mikhailov’s shoulder as the Russian captain held open the map, trying to figure out their location. 
“I think,” Mikhailov said uncertainly, glancing out his window to the right, “that is Lake Alla-Akkayarvi.” It was a long, narrow patch of ice, maybe two kilometers wide, that stretched off to the northeast. But it was very difficult to make out: the longer night of late winter was coming, the sky was filled with low, leaden clouds, and snow had begun to fall. “If so, then we are within fifty kilometers of the Norwegian border.”
Khatuna said nothing. Jack worried about her, although there was really nothing he could do. Her eyes flicked across the instruments, to the outside, then back again, never still for more than a few seconds. He knew she must have been exhausted from so many hours of low-level flying and the constant fear of attack by Russian fighters. And now the weather was turning sour. 
“We will have to fly higher,” she told them. “There are no large mountains here, but with snow, we will hit trees before I can pull up.”
Both men nodded. They knew that it would increase their chances of being detected, but the game would be over if they slammed into a tree or one of the low hills.
“Just do the best you can,” Jack told her with a gentle squeeze on her shoulder. “You’re doing great so far.”
“Thank you.” She stiffened. “Sergei! Switch to my frequency!”
Grimacing as he leaned forward to reach the radio console, Mikhailov switched over to the civilian guard channel and listened.
In Russian, a male voice said, “Unidentified aircraft proceeding on bearing three four nine, position six-nine zero-five North, three-zero two-four East, altitude five zero meters, this is a Russian Air Force controller. You are ordered to identify yourself immediately or you will be fired upon. Over.”
Mikhailov did a quick translation for Jack. 
“Dammit!” Jack cursed. 
“He is repeating,” Mikhailov said in a tight voice. “I do not think he will ask again.”
* * *
 
Polkovnik Dmitri Andropov, the Mainstay’s mission commander, looked at the track of their quarry on Ignatiev’s scope. 
“Give them a warning shot and order them to Kilpyavr Air Base,” the polkovnik said. “If they do not comply, shoot them down.”
“Yes, sir.” Ignatiev switched from the intercom to the control frequency for the aircraft assigned to him, two MiG-29s. “Tigr flight, you are cleared to fire a warning shot past the target’s nose.”
“Tigr lead, understood.”
* * *
 
Jack cringed as a stream of cannon shells blazed past the canopy, followed by a pair of fighters that thundered by, insanely close. They quickly disappeared into the slate gray clouds like great white sharks sinking into dark water.
“Jack!” Mikhailov had to shout over the An-2’s straining engine. Khatuna had pushed the throttle forward to keep the old biplane from falling out of the sky as it flew through the slipstreams of the two fighters. “They say they will shoot us down if we do not land at a nearby air base.”
Mikhailov’s face bore an agonized look, but it was not of physical pain. It was the anguish of failure. 
They had reached the end of the line, only spitting distance from their objective. But there wasn’t any point in fighting the inevitable. Jack had thought earlier that it would be worth any sacrifice to get out of Russia, but now that the time had come, he couldn’t bear to sacrifice his friends. Had it only been himself, it might have been different. He knew that, if he asked, Sergei would gladly go on and perish in the fireball of the missile that one of the fighters must even now have locked on this antiquated plane. Perhaps even Khatuna would. 
But he wouldn’t ask them to. “Do as they say,” he said. “Getting ourselves killed isn’t going to help anyone.”
Mikhailov nodded wearily, then spoke to the Air Force controller, informing him that they were turning toward Kilpyavr. “Khatuna,” he said, “bring us around to the east. Khatuna?”
She was staring straight ahead, a slack expression on her face. “I will not go back.”
The voice was hers, but something in how she said the words sent a chill down Jack’s spine. 
“We must turn about, or they will fire!” Mikhailov tried to turn the copilot’s wheel, but Khatuna’s grip was like iron and the controls didn’t budge.
Twisting in her seat, she turned toward Mikhailov. Jack let out a shout of horrified surprise when a stinger burst from her chest and shot across the cockpit to stab Mikhailov in the stomach. 
The Russian screamed, but it was as much in pain as it was in rage. His combat knife was suddenly in his hand, and with a savage slash he severed the stinger from the undulating tentacle connecting it to the Khatuna-thing. She/It, in turn, screamed, the shrill call of a wounded harvester.
Jack drew his own knife and drove it up to the hilt into the thing’s neck. 
With an ear-shattering shriek, it elongated one of its arms, then slammed a fist against his head, then again. Reeling from the blows, Jack lost his grip on the knife and fell against the bulkhead at the rear of the cockpit.
Mikhailov, the stinger still embedded in his gut, managed to release his harness and hurled himself at the creature, driving his knife into its head again and again. 
With a hiss, the harvester slammed Mikhailov backward against the instrument panel, one of its clawed appendages latched around his throat. In his struggles, he shoved the throttle to the idle position, and the plane shuddered as it lost airspeed.
Getting back to his feet, Jack yanked his knife from the thing’s neck and jammed it in again, twisting it savagely. 
It released its grip on Mikhailov, then slammed him back against the bulkhead with an elbow that hit him like inch-thick steel rebar. 
Jack sank to his knees, stunned.
“Get out, Jack!” 
He looked up at Mikhailov, who was still wrestling with the creature. The Russian was bleeding in a dozen places from where the harvester’s claws had savaged him, but he refused to give in. It tried to drive a claw into his chest, but he managed to deflect it with one hand while pinning the thing’s other claw against its chest with his knife.
Beyond the two struggling figures, Jack could see snow-covered trees through the windscreen.
Mikhailov screamed as the thing wrestled its claws free, then shoved one of them into his chest, deep into his rib cage.
There was nothing else Jack could do. He ran back toward the rear of the plane. As the thing in the pilot’s seat flung Mikhailov’s body aside and regained control, Jack swung the door open to the bitterly cold air outside.
“Jesus,” he whispered as he watched the ground flash by, maybe fifty feet below. Even shuddering in the air on the verge of a stall, moving just fast enough to stay airborne above the trees, the An-2 seemed to be moving as fast as a rocket sled.
He caught a glare out of the corner of his eye, and saw something streaking out of the darkness toward him.
A moment later, the warhead of the R-73 air-to-air missile launched by one of the MiG-29s detonated, blotting the old biplane from the sky in a fiery cloud of smoke and debris.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
Naomi stared at the monitors, watching the crippled harvester drag itself around the containment cell. It was obviously keeping its distance from the larva that mindlessly pursued its parent, which the larva viewed as nothing more than food.
Morgan had made his call to Richards, who had been stunned into momentary silence by the numbers Renee had come up with. Her projections had been checked by an analyst at FBI Headquarters and a team at the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta. All of them had come up with similar numbers. All of them had been scared out of their wits.
Richards had bumped the information up the line, and now they were waiting for a secure video teleconference call with the President. Morgan had wanted Naomi to come up and wait in the conference room, but she had preferred to stay in the monitoring room, focusing her thoughts and her hate on the harvester. Alexander and Koshka were with her. Koshka was in her lap, purring, while Alexander lay in a Sphinx position, his attention riveted on the thing in the monitor. She knew that normally he didn’t watch television, even when she turned on a nature program with birds or small rodents that fascinated Koshka. But here, the big cat somehow sensed that the thing on the screen, while not right there with them, was real. Every now and then a low growl escaped from his throat.
She knew that, as a scientist, it was wrong to hate the harvester and the others of its kind. Scientists were supposed to be objective, to make dispassionate observations of their subjects. These creatures weren’t inherently evil, nor did they bear any particular ill will toward humankind for what it was, any more than the average person despised a steer. The steer, however, did not realize its lot in life. Naomi and the others who now understood the full scope of the harvester threat, however, did. And she hated them for what they were, what they were now doing to her world.
Renee hadn’t helped lift her mood with what she’d told Naomi about what was happening in Russia. There had still been no word from Jack, and intelligence information that Naomi normally wouldn’t have been privy to indicated that the Russians were trying to find him because they believed he was the source of the harvester outbreak there. Naomi only hoped that Mikhailov and Rudenko could keep him safe. 
The rest of the world where the other harvester outbreaks had occurred were mirror images of what was happening in Russia and, in a smaller microcosm, Los Angeles. Very little news was coming out of China after the government had severed most of the connections to the internet and telephone communications, but it was clear from what the Intelligence Community was reporting that southern China was a massive battleground, far worse than in Russia because China’s outbreak had occurred earlier. Martial law had been declared in several states in India, where a massive military mobilization was taking place. In South America, Brazil was quickly falling into anarchy, and French Army troops were fighting for their lives in southwestern France from the Bay of Biscay to the Mediterranean.
In the United States, unconfirmed reports of harvesters had already come in from Seattle, Dallas, Las Vegas, Minneapolis, and New York City, and people across the country were starting to panic. 
Giving in to a sudden impulse, she reached out and activated the Taser in the instrument cluster at the top of the containment cell. It automatically tracked the adult harvester, and with a single press of her finger on the control it fired.
The weapon coughed as it spat its electrodes into the harvester’s flesh before hitting the creature with thousands of volts.
The harvester spasmed and went rigid. The features of the woman that it mimicked melted away to reveal its natural form. 
The larva reached its prize, and Naomi leaned forward, aroused by morbid curiosity as the amoebic creature flowed onto one of the adult harvester’s shattered legs.
Sooner than should have been possible, the adult harvester began to gain control of its body. It twitched, then began to thrash, and a high keening issued from its throat as the larva moved farther up its leg. 
Naomi watched as the limb began to disappear, dissolved and consumed by the larva. “The consumption rate is so fast,” she whispered, double checking that the system recorder was capturing the scene. 
The harvester was in a frenzy now. Unable to shake the larva from its leg, it swung out its cutting appendage and began to hack away at the damaged limb. But the wave-edged blade must have touched the larva, for a tiny part of it stretched away from the oozing mass and clung to the blade.
Pitching and twisting, the harvester did everything it could to dislodge its cannibal offspring, all to no avail. Its legs, then the rest of its body, disappeared under the cover of the mottled blue and yellow of its child.
In just under five minutes, the adult was gone. The larva, much larger now, paused a moment to excrete a small pool of dark liquid, then moved around the chamber, searching for more prey. 
Out of curiosity, she hit it with the Taser. The weapon had no effect. The electrodes disappeared into the mottled flesh and arced, but that was all. The thing continued to move about the enclosure, mindlessly searching for more food.
“Where’s the harvester?”
She looked up to see Renee staring, horror-struck, at the screen.
“Right where it belongs,” Naomi told her softly. “In Hell.”
“Come on kid.” Renee put her hand on Naomi’s shoulder. “It’s time.”
* * *
 
“I’ve been told the numbers, doctor, but frankly I’d rather hear them from you. Maybe your words will make more sense to me.”
President Miller looked as if he had aged a decade in the days since she had last seen him on television. In the high definition video teleconferencing display, he looked haggard. She couldn’t imagine the stress he was under, and little of what she had to tell him would bring any relief.
At the table beside him in the White House Situation Room were the vice president and several cabinet members, along with Carl Richards, who sat at the president’s right hand. All of them wore uniformly grim expressions.
“I’ll do my best, Mr. President.”
Miller nodded. “Then let’s get started, doctor, if you please.”
“Sir,” she began, “based on what is, as yet, a very small amount of directly-observed data, we’ve put together a rough projection of harvester population growth. While we need to refine our model with more detailed information, I think it’s close enough to give you an idea of the magnitude of the problem we face.”
Pressing a button on the computer beside her, she brought up a slide that showed an image of a harvester, and that would be projected on the president’s display. “The harvesters appear to be asexual, meaning that any harvester is capable of producing offspring by itself, without the need to mate. From what we learned in the confrontation with the first of these new generation creatures at Sutter Buttes, they also mature extremely quickly, and can transition from larva to adult in roughly twenty-four hours, perhaps less.”
“Christ,” someone muttered off-screen in the Situation Room.
“We don’t know yet for sure, but we’re assuming the worst at this point, that they’re able to reproduce as soon as they achieve their adult form. From what is admittedly still very sketchy data, it looks like they may be able to reproduce as often as once every hour.”
The vice president leaned forward. “That’s from your analysis of the creature from Kansas City?”
“Yes, sir,” Naomi said. “That and some other circumstantial data that one of our people,” she glanced at Renee, “put together. Again, it needs to be refined, but we believe it’s close.”
“All right, doctor,” the president said quietly, “I accept your assumptions. Now tell me exactly what it all means.”
“What it means, Mr. President, is that in just twenty-four hours, a single harvester could lead to a population of more than three hundred.”
On the screen, the chilling image of the harvester was replaced by an even more frightening chart that showed time along the horizontal axis and the number of harvesters along the vertical axis. For one day, the number of harvesters leaped from one to just over three hundred.
“In a week, the population that began with that single harvester would be more than fourteen thousand,” Naomi continued. “And in a month, there would be nearly two hundred and sixty thousand.” She paused, letting the numbers sink in. “This fits with what we saw in Los Angeles. We don’t have any way of knowing exactly when the index case, the first harvester, was created there. But my theory is that it was roughly a month ago, and that the first host was probably a mouse or rat that made its way to the sewer system where there would be an ample supply of organic material for them to live on. But with that sort of population growth…”
“They’d eventually have to move above ground,” Miller finished for her.
“Yes, sir. And I believe that’s why we saw such a sudden, overwhelming invasion of the city.” Turning back to the chart, she hit the forward button again, and the population leaped upward, going nearly vertical up the chart. “In a year,” she went on grimly, “the population would be more than thirty-eight million harvesters.”
“And all of that stemming from a single individual?” Miller looked like he was about to be sick.
“Yes, Mr. President.” She took a breath and pushed on. He has to know the whole truth. “But we’re not dealing with a single founding individual. We have six known initial clusters: Brazil, China, France, India, Russia, and Los Angeles, here in the U.S. We know for certain that India and Russia didn’t stem from single individuals: Jack Dawson reported that an entire village in India was exposed to infected corn, and the members of a research facility in Russia were similarly exposed. Each of those individuals would be an index case for an entire harvester population as I just described. As for Brazil, China, and France, we don’t have enough data to determine whether their infestations stemmed from a single individual or mass exposure.”
At the mention of Jack’s name, Carl looked up. He said nothing, but his expression was a mixture of sadness and pain that spoke volumes, and Naomi felt a worm of fear burrow its way into her stomach.
“So what are we talking about for longer term numbers? Doctor?”
She took a breath, trying to compose herself and set aside her instinctive fear. “Sir, the thirty day global estimate starting with the six initial hot zones is one point five million individuals. Minimum. In roughly five and a half years, the harvester population will exceed the current human population of the planet.” She paused. “If they breed unchecked, we’re looking at an extinction level event, and not just for humanity. The harvester larvae could eventually scour the planet clean of every form of life larger than a microbe.”
Everyone sat back, stunned. Several of them, including Miller, had already heard the numbers, but it had been impossible for them to grasp their sheer enormity and the terrifying implications.
“I must point out, however, that these figures are extremely conservative, and assume only a single initial harvester in each of those six countries. We know there were more, so the pace of their population growth is likely to be much higher.”
One of the others at the table in the Situation Room asked, “What about environmental impact?”
“Who gives a crap about the environment when we have people being killed?” The vice president shook his head in angry bewilderment.
“It’s actually a good question, sir,” Naomi said. “The harvester larvae eat nearly everything that isn’t based on something from the mineral kingdom, and can consume huge quantities of food before they molt into the adult form.” She suppressed a shudder as she remembered the enormous monstrosities they had seen coming from the race track at Santa Anita. “And since the ground zero for each infestation, with the exception of Los Angeles, is in the middle of the world’s largest grain producing regions, harvester larvae could devastate critical segments of our food supply, in addition to attacking people in those areas directly.”
The president’s fists clenched on the table. “So on top of everything else, we could be looking at an imminent famine?”
“Between destruction of crops and attacks by harvesters on people working in agriculture, yes, sir, I’m afraid so.”
“What about water?” The same person, a gray-haired woman with sharp blue eyes, asked. “Can these things thrive in freshwater lakes and streams, or in the oceans?”
The vice president frowned. “Again, who cares?” 
Naomi suppressed her irritation at him, and was heartened that the woman refused to be cowed. The President seemed content to let the conversation run its course.
“I’m asking, because even if we can somehow beat these things on land, if they can infest our fresh water supplies we won’t have to wait until the food runs out. And if they can destroy the native ocean life, our long term prospects for survival are nil.”
The vice president shut his mouth.
“I’m sorry, ma’am, but we just don’t know,” Naomi told her. “Based on testing we did when I was in the Earth Defense Society, the adult harvesters can survive in both fresh and salt water, but like us they require oxygen to breathe. As for the larvae, we’ll have to do tests. At this point we know terribly little about them, other than they eat nearly anything and are cannibalistic.”
“Cannibalistic?” Miller cocked his head.
“Yes, sir. The larvae are just as dangerous to the parents as they are to us. We’ve conclusively proven that.”
“How do we kill them?” That from the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
“We’re preparing a detailed package on that, general, and will be sending it out as soon as this meeting is over. But to summarize, you have to think of the adults and the larvae as two separate enemies that have different vulnerabilities. Both are highly susceptible to any type of open flame, although electric arcs, like from a Taser, don’t seem to harm them. Even something as small as a cigarette lighter will turn them into a torch. Incendiary rounds are also highly effective. High explosive, based on what we saw in Los Angeles, fragments them and creates more larvae.”
The vice president, whose fingers hadn’t been still since the teleconference began, looked aghast. “You mean to tell me that if you chop or blow one of these things up, it just makes more?” 
“That is correct, sir.” She frowned. “So far, fire seems to be the only real weakness of the larval form. They simply absorb bullets or other projectiles, and we haven’t had time to run tests on any other ways — poison, for example — to kill them. That will, of course, be one of our top priorities.”
After taking a sip of water, she went on. “Other than fire or incendiary bullets, the adult harvesters can be killed with conventional weapons, but standard infantry rifles and handguns aren’t powerful enough.”
The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs nodded. “I saw the footage of the National Guard troops in Los Angeles. We’re already looking at fielding larger caliber weapons with tracer and incendiary ammunition.”
“Their only other real weakness is one that we know of from one of the harvesters at Sutter Buttes before the base was destroyed, and that’s ionizing radiation.”
“What,” the president asked, “as in a nuclear bomb?”
“Yes, sir. Again, we haven’t tested this directly, but the last surviving harvester at the base could have escaped, but didn’t because it feared the radiation effects of the weapon that had been used on the base.”
“We’re back to neutron bombs,” the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs said quietly as he leaned back in his chair. Neutron bombs, also known as enhanced radiation weapons, were a product of the Cold War. Their primary lethal effect was radiation, rather than blast or heat. 
“Speaking of nuclear weapons, general,” Naomi said, “you need to put in place new safeguards for the nuclear arsenal, and make sure the other nuclear powers know what to do. What we’re seeing in Los Angeles and elsewhere, the larvae and harvesters swarming in their natural form, isn’t the greatest threat. What we have most to fear is this.” She hit the forward button, and an image came up of a young woman in her twenties who would have been attractive had her face not been twisted into an angry snarl. “This is a photo of the harvester we captured in Kansas City. Everything about her outward appearance, right down to her fingerprints and retinal patterns, and her behavior match the woman the creature killed and chose to mimic. There are likely dozens, perhaps hundreds or even more, of these doppelgängers now loose in our population. They could be anyone, anywhere, and even their closest friends and relatives couldn’t tell the difference.”
“We’re already working on that one, doctor,” the president said. “Assistant Director Richards here has been working hand in hand with the Departments of Defense and Homeland Security, but I’d appreciate it if you’d take a look at our protocols and make sure we didn’t miss anything.” He managed a grin. “I’ve always been a dog person, but when I came down here for this meeting I was greeted by half a dozen cats and a brace of Secret Service people wearing thermal imagers.”
Naomi smiled. She didn’t really care much for Miller, but the man was proving to be more capable and flexible than she initially would have given him credit for. “That’s all I have for now, sir.”
The grin faded from the President’s face. “I owe you an apology, doctor. Well, I owe it to you and Jack Dawson, both.” His face clouded. “I just wish I could tell him, too.”
“Sir?” Naomi could sense it coming, the way some animals knew that an earthquake was about to happen before it struck.
“Naomi, I’m sorry that I waited until the end to bring this up, but was compelled to do so by the extremity of the peril that faces us. I had to have your objective input. I can only beg you to forgive me for that.” He pursed his lips, then said, “I was told just before this meeting by the Director for National Intelligence,” he nodded his head at one of the men sitting at the table, “that a plane was shot down by the Russian Air Force near the Norwegian border. We confirmed that a Russian Army officer, Sergei Mikhailov,” he glanced at the DNI, who nodded, “was aboard, and Assistant Director Richards indicated to me that it would be almost certain that Jack would be with him. I’ve got the State Department working hard to confirm what happened with the Russians, and to bring his body home when it’s recovered. I’m terribly sorry, Naomi. You have my deepest condolences.” 
“Yes, Mr. President,” she said, her tongue a numb lump in her mouth. “Thank you.”
Miller looked around the table. “And now I think we all have a great deal of work to do.”
The screen went blank. The teleconference was over.
 



 
 
 
EPILOGUE
 
 
Adrian Kelso fled down the basement corridor, somewhere under the international terminal at Los Angeles International Airport. Above, in the main concourse area, a battle raged between the hopelessly outmatched airport police and the harvesters that had reached the airport. Kelso had tried to escape, but the roads in and around the airport were clogged with cars, many of them empty now. The only other way out was on foot, and Kelso was too old and out of shape to have made it far, and he knew that anyone fleeing through the army of approaching harvesters would be doomed. 
The others in the passenger lounge had tried to persuade him to come with them on their run to safety. He had told them they were insane, had tried to warn them that it was a hopeless endeavor, but they didn’t listen. Watching from the concourse windows, he followed their progress across the parking lot as they joined hundreds, thousands, of others fleeing from the airport’s terminals. He even rooted for them, hoping that someone might be able to be saved from the nightmare that he had created. 
His words of encouragement died on his lips as his almost-friends were torn apart by a fresh onslaught of the nightmarish creatures.
“No! No!” Kelso hammered his fists against the glass and his eyes misted with tears as he watched them die. 
As he turned away, a huge orange and yellow fireball erupted on the other side of the terminal, and the windows on that side blew in. Kelso fell to the floor as glass shards rained all around him. He was deafened by the blast, and the concourse was filled with smoke that carried the smell of burning jet fuel and plastic.
Staggering to his feet, he made his way to that side of the building and looked out. Two airliners had collided on the taxiway. He guessed that the pilots of one or the other, perhaps both, had decided to ignore the airport closure order and tried to get their planes into the air. Or, worse, they had been piloted by harvesters. They had crashed into one another while trying to reach the main runway. 
“It wouldn’t have mattered, you know.” His whisper was intended for the ghosts of the men and women whose bodies were now wreathed in flames, the fire burning so hot that it was melting the aluminum skin of the planes. He looked up as a pair of Air Force fighters thundered overhead. Even had the planes managed to take off, they would not have made it far.
It was then that Kelso heard the screech of harvesters as they entered the building, followed by a volley of shots from the airport police. Some had deserted their posts, but most had stayed. He gave credit to their courage as he himself fled.
With his lungs heaving with every breath, his heart hammering in his chest, Kelso ran as best he could, but there was nowhere to go. Every entrance to the concourse was now the scene of a firefight. He was trapped.
Then he found a nearby door marked “Authorized Personnel Only” that had been left ajar. Without hesitation, he pushed through it into a stairwell that led down into a basement service corridor.
Kelso had no idea where he was, but that didn’t matter. What did matter was finding a place to hide. He passed a set of bathrooms, but kept going, thinking that too obvious.
Then he came to a janitorial closet. Twisting the handle, he found that it was unlocked. He stepped inside and closed the door just as a blood-curdling screech echoed down the corridor from the stairwell he had just taken. He locked the door.
Not daring to turn on the light, Kelso inched his way back, deeper into the closet, using his shaking hands to guide him. He bumped into something, and there was a clatter on the floor. He stopped where he was and did his best to breathe quietly. His hands found what he suspected was a mop handle, and he drew it toward him. It was a pitiful weapon, but it was something to hold. From that, he drew some small comfort.
He waited.
In the corridor beyond came another screech. Then he saw shadows dancing in the light that seeped in under the door. He had no idea if there was only one of the abominations or more out there. He gripped his mop tighter.
A long, tearing-scratching sound came from the door, and Kelso nearly screamed in fright. The handle moved. Then stopped.
With a loud bang, the thing outside wrenched the handle from the door. Kelso bit his lower lip so hard that he drew blood, flooding his mouth with the coppery taste, but he remained silent. 
Outside, there was a strange grunting sound. Then the shadows under the door danced again, and he heard the harvester retreat down the corridor. 
It was gone.
Kelso stood there, shivering with the release of adrenaline as tears coursed down his face. 
He didn’t notice the small shadow that momentarily blocked some of the light from under the door.
It wasn’t until he felt a searing, burning sensation in his left foot that he realized anything was wrong. He reflexively reached for his foot, trying to get whatever it was away from him. His fingers pressed into something soft and cool, like gelatin. Then his fingers, too, began to burn.
With a scream, he pulled his hands away. His entire foot was on fire now, and he’d lost all sensation in his toes. 
Blundering toward the door, he tried to open it, but the handle came off in his burning hands, the other side having been ripped away by the harvester. He was trapped.
Brushing his hands along the wall, he found the light switch and flipped it on. The fingers of both hands were covered in what he instantly recognized as larval harvester tissue, with the main body of the horrid thing consuming his foot.
That was the last rational thought Adrian Kelso had before he collapsed to the floor, screaming in agony.
* * *
 
“I am not leaving!” Vijay Chidambaram struggled, but Kiran pushed him back down onto the gurney. Vijay’s cat was in its crate, sitting on top of his legs. Kiran watched it carefully: it had already warned them of two harvesters among the people swarming around Begumpet Airport in the northern part of Hyderabad. Kiran had initially been ordered to get Vijay out through Rajiv Gandhi International Airport, farther to the south, but the Army couldn’t hold it against the combined onslaught of harvesters and panicked civilians. Kiran, Vijay, and the soldiers guarding them watched with tears in their eyes as Indian Air Force Mirage 2000 and Jaguar strike aircraft bombed the airliners and smaller aircraft that remained intact to keep them out of the hands of the enemy. Huge pillars of fire and smoke rose into the night sky as Kiran ordered his men to turn north.
It had been a long, terror-filled trek back through the city to Begumpet Airport, which was being held by two battalions of the 50th Para Brigade. Kiran’s company of elite Black Cat special operations soldiers had been whittled in half during the fierce fighting of the last few days, and by the time they fought their way through to Begumpet, fewer than a dozen were left. He had been ordered to get Vijay, who was still recovering from his auto accident, out of the city. His commander had made it crystal clear that Kiran was to keep Vijay alive at any cost. As the only Indian who had any real knowledge of the harvesters, Vijay was considered a priceless national asset against the sudden holocaust sweeping through the southern part of the country and, as it happened, much of the rest of the world. His commander confided that he believed the plan was to send Vijay overseas to the United States, where he would rejoin his former comrades from the Earth Defense Society and hopefully find a way to stop these creatures.
And that is what had Vijay so upset: he didn’t want to leave his homeland.
“Yes, you are leaving!” Kiran told his cousin over the angry and terrified shouts of the crowd as the Army truck slowly bulled its way forward. His men stood along the side rails of the cargo bed, their weapons pointing into the river of people through which they passed. None of them wanted to shoot, but they would if they had to. They had done so several times already on this accursed night, and not all the targets struck by their bullets had been human. “Over half my men died tonight, protecting you. What you have in your head, not this,” Kiran brandished his rifle, “is the only thing that can defeat the enemy. If the Government tells you to go to America, you will. If they tell you to go to Hell, if that is the best place to put your knowledge to use, then that is where I will take you and that bloody cat of yours.” He took Vijay’s hand in his and squeezed it tight. 
After another hour, they reached the first barricade the paras had set up on Begumpet Airport Road. The commanding officer, a grim-faced captain, passed them through the barbed wire and past the machine gun emplacements. High-output lights on poles and powered by small generators illuminated the crowd, which roared in anger as the barricade was closed.
As the truck rumbled down the empty road toward the airfield, there was a sudden volley of gunfire behind them, and people began to scream. 
“Can’t they take anyone else?” Vijay was propped up on his elbows, looking back toward the barricade. “Are we going to leave all these people here?”
“We can’t take the risk. If we let some through, everyone will want through. It would start a stampede.”
Behind them, there was a sudden roar of voices over the gunfire. 
“I think we just did.”
In the stark illumination of the lights over the barricade, they saw a wave of people surge forward, hurling themselves into the barbed wire and the bullets fired by the soldiers, who were still screaming at the civilians to stop. Like a living organism, the entire crowd of tens of thousands of people shifted against the defensive line, which suddenly snapped.
In the blink of an eye, the road behind the truck was filled with people chasing after them toward the airport. 
“Bloody hell!” Kiran turned and yelled to the driver. “Hurry!” 
As the truck accelerated, Kiran left Vijay’s side so he could guide the driver. They passed by the trees of the airport’s park, but instead of heading toward the passenger terminal, the truck took the road that led to the left side of the complex, where they came to another barricade and stopped.
A lieutenant who wore the turban of a Sikh stepped forward. “Captain Chidambaram?”
Kiran leaned over the side of the truck to speak to him. “Yes, I’m Chidambaram. Pass us through, then get the devil out of here! The main perimeter’s collapsed and there’s a mob coming right behind us. Save yourselves if you can!”
“Go on, sir! We’ll try to buy you some time!”
The young man stepped back and gave Kiran a sharp salute. Silently damning the man for a fool, Kiran couldn’t help but admire his courage. He snapped a salute in return as the truck rumbled forward. “Jai hind!” 
The truck drove past the terminal complex and onto the tarmac, where a single Air Force Il-76 transport waited, its four jet engines already running. A cordon of paras stood around the plane, weapons at the ready.
Beyond the plane, the perimeter the para battalions had been holding along the northern part of the airport gave way, and thousands of people began pouring over the wall, running across the open fields toward the runway.
Kiran and his senior surviving NCO exchanged a look. “Allah help us all,” the older man said.
The driver brought the truck to a screeching halt near the rear of the plane and the cargo ramp, which was already lowered. Another young officer rushed up to Kiran as he and his men carefully lowered Vijay’s gurney to the tarmac. 
“Sir! I’m Lieutenant Kapoor, sir. I’m to place myself and my men under your command.” 
With those words, Kiran felt as if the weight of the entire world had fallen on his shoulders. He looked into the lieutenant’s eyes, and saw that the younger man knew what must come. 
As if reading his mind, Kapoor said, “I’ll take my men and keep the runway clear, sir, if that’s all right.”
With a heavy heart, Kiran said, “Carry on, lieutenant.” 
With a quick nod, Kapoor was off, ordering his men to the north edge of the runway. Like the other soldiers who had been guarding the airport, they would be left behind to suffer the less than gentle ministrations of the terrified mob and the harvesters.
“I’m sorry, Kiran.” Vijay gripped his cousin’s arm.
There was another round of automatic weapons fire near the terminal, and a few moments later the crowd that had pursued them down airport road flooded out of the side entrance onto the tarmac. 
Kiran leaned down over Vijay. “Stay well, cousin.” Then, to one of his junior NCOs, Kiran said, “Get him aboard.”
“Kiran? You are to come with me!” Vijay reached for his young cousin, but Kiran stepped away, shaking his head. “Your commander ordered it! I heard him!”
Shaking his head, Kiran said, “There are times when even proper orders must be disobeyed.”
“Very true, sir.” The senior NCO chopped his young commander in the back of the neck. As Kiran’s body crumpled, the NCO caught him, holding Kiran under the arms. “You lot, get the captain and the doctor aboard the plane. The rest of you, with me!”
“Thank you.” Vijay’s words didn’t reach the man who’d saved his cousin’s life at the cost of his own. All through this horrible night, the NCO had stood guard over Vijay, yet he had never even learned his name.
A pair of men pushed his gurney up the ramp and into the plane, while another pair carried Kiran’s unconscious body aboard. 
To the north, gunfire erupted as Lieutenant Kapoor’s men fought to keep the runway clear. A heartbeat later, the NCO and the remainder of Kiran’s Black Cats opened fire on the crowd approaching from the terminal building. Most of those they were shooting weren’t the enemy, only helpless and terrified civilians. Vijay knew then that the NCO’s sacrifice had not only saved Kiran’s life, but his honor, as well. 
With a roar of its engines, the Il-76 began to move across the tarmac, accelerating onto the taxiway. Vijay was facing the rear of the plane as the cargo ramp began to close. The mob barely paused before sweeping away the rest of Kiran’s soldiers and turning to pursue the plane. Some of the people were quick, fast enough to come within a few meters of the still closing ramp, which was guarded by the last survivors of Kiran’s company.
Vijay’s cat hissed in its crate, and he stared out the maw of the cargo door, a band of fear clutching at his heart. While it was difficult to tell in the lights that illuminated the tarmac behind them, he swore that he saw the face of his dead cousin Surya, just before the cargo ramp closed.
* * *
 
At Morgan’s facility in Nebraska, the former members of the Earth Defense Society and SEAL were rapidly being reunited by direct order of President Miller. More soldiers and equipment from the Army Corps of Engineers had come, and were quickly turning the lab into a self-sufficient fortress, far more formidable than had initially been intended. By the time they were done, it would be a small self-sufficient city. The soldiers of the Nebraska National Guard were to be relieved by a full company of Marines from the 1st Marine Division being flown out of Camp Pendleton. 
Carl Richards barely noticed the activity on the ground below as his helicopter settled in to land next to the main building. The landing pad was nothing more than snow over barren earth now, but by this time tomorrow there would be a full-blown helipad here, including a service bay and fuel depot.
As the Blackhawk settled to the ground, Richards followed the crew chief out the cargo door and ran, bent low, toward where Morgan and Renee waited for him in the bitter cold. The sun had long since set, but there were enough high-output floodlights around the perimeter to make it seem like daytime.
“Mr. Richards.” Morgan extended a gloved hand and Richards shook it. “Welcome to SEAL-2.”
“That’s what you’re calling this now?”
“We had to call it something,” he said as Richards gave Renee a quick hug, “and that seemed as good as anything else, especially since the original SEAL facility is being reopened for data backup and research that doesn’t involve viable harvester tissue.”
Richards followed Morgan and Renee toward the building. Behind them, the Blackhawk’s crew shut the bird down and a team of soldiers rushed to refuel it. Richards wouldn’t be here long. “How’s Naomi doing?” 
“How the hell do you think?” She gave Richards an angry look. “The girl just had her heart ripped out and you have to ask a question like that?”
“Right now I’m not asking as her friend,” he said, curbing the sharp retort that instinctively came to his lips. He’d prided himself for years on being the Bureau’s number one asshole, but he knew he couldn’t afford that prima donna luxury now, and certainly not with Renee. Her tongue could be just as sharp as his, and she never took any crap from him. That was one of the many reasons he loved her. “I’m asking because the President wants to know if she’s able to do the job that needs to be done, or if we need to replace her.”
Renee cursed under her breath. “Jesus, Carl.” 
The outer doors swished open to the weather vestibule, then they passed through another set of doors to the lobby area, which was manned by six heavily armed National Guardsmen and as many Siberian and Maine Coon cats. The soldiers did an identity check on all three of them, even though Morgan and Renee had just passed through here minutes before on their way to greet Richards. Then they were paraded by the cats, who seemed terribly bored by the entire affair.
That was always a good sign.
“You know how I feel about Naomi,” Richards said after he bent down to give one of the cats a quick scratch behind an ear. “I’d give or do anything for her, especially now that Jack’s gone. But too much is riding on this. On her. We need to know if she can hold up under the strain.”
“And if she can’t,” Renee snapped, “who can we replace her with? Nobody knows this shit like she does!”
Richards turned to her. “Don’t you think I know that? Right now, she’s probably the single most important human being on the planet. And the president needs to know that she can function.” He hated talking about, and treating, Naomi like a particularly important cog in a heartless machine, but that’s what they’d all have to become if humanity was to stand a chance of survival. Before he left Washington, Richards had seen the revised projections of harvester population growth and estimated current human casualties. Both sets of numbers had been staggering.
“Right this way.” Morgan led them down to the first basement level where most of the labs were. After Morgan passed them through the security door, he pointed out Naomi.
She sat in the far corner at a desk loaded with lab equipment, surrounded by four large computer monitors. Even at this distance, Richards could see data flashing and scrolling by on the screens as she stared at them. He caught a glimpse of something white and fluffy hanging off the side of her chair, twitching periodically: the tail of Koshka, sitting in her lap. Sprawled across the desk, taking up every inch that wasn’t devoted to lab equipment, was a huge tuxedo-colored cat. Alexander.
Catching sight of Richards, the big cat sat up and yawned, then hopped off the desk and trotted through the lab toward him. 
Richards felt a momentary twinge of guilt as he knelt down to stroke Alexander’s head: he’d forgotten to bring him and Koshka any treats like he used to when he came to visit Jack and Naomi in San Antonio. Alexander nuzzled and licked his hand. “Sorry, big guy. Maybe next time.” 
Seeing Alexander hammered home the reality of Jack’s death. Richards was suddenly struck by a deep sense of loss, even more acute than what he’d felt at the bedside of his former director when she passed away in the hospital a year ago, the victim of a particularly brutal murder by a harvester. Jack had been a good guy, and the closest thing Richards had ever had to a real friend. He’d also been a patriot and someone who did the right thing, who did his duty, no matter the cost, and that was something that Richards could identify with. He couldn’t even imagine what Naomi was going through. 
“I’m sorry, Alexander,” he whispered hoarsely as he picked the cat up in his arms and carried him to where Naomi was working.
She didn’t look up until he called her name, and it seemed like it took her a moment to recognize him.
She’s still in shock, he thought as he set Alexander back down on her desk. 
“Carl, what are you doing here?” She set Koshka down and stood up, facing him. 
“Naomi, I’m so sorry.” He stepped forward, intending to embrace her, but she held her hands up, gently but firmly pushing his arms away. 
“No, Carl. No. Thanks for your concern, but I’m fine. Just fine.” 
Richards looked at her. Her expression was perfectly neutral, revealing nothing. Her eyes were clear but unreadable. He may as well have been looking at an emotionless robot in the guise of a beautiful woman.
“Was there something you wanted me to show you?”
“In a little while. I just wanted to come down and see you first. I’ve got some things to talk to Morgan about, then maybe you can give me an update.”
She gave a small nod. “Just let me know when.” Then she sat back down at her desk and resumed her work.
Giving Alexander one last pat on the head, Richards made his way back to the door where Morgan and Renee had stood waiting. 
“Is this how she’s been since she got the news about Jack?”
Renee nodded. “She’s been like a goddamn robot. She won’t sleep except for quick naps. She’s eating, but not enough. And she doesn’t say diddly to anybody unless it’s about the lab work or testing on the harvester specimens.” She paused, sparing an agonized glance at Naomi. “She hasn’t had time to grieve, Carl. She never cried or cussed or anything after the president told her about Jack. She just got up and walked out of the conference room, went straight to the lab and went to work. She won’t do anything else.”
That’s exactly what we need, Richards thought grimly. A heartless, tireless robot genius that’s hell-bent on finding a way to defeat these damn things. 
With a final glance at Naomi, he followed Morgan and Renee out of the lab.
* * *
 
He was trapped in a nightmare. Horrible shadows danced and screams echoed in his mind. There was a bright light and fire, burning heat. Then he was falling, forever falling into the endless, bitter cold that was slowly choking the life from his body.
Jack’s eyes flickered open as his chest heaved. It was dark, pitch black, and his eyes felt as if someone was rubbing sand into them. His senses told him that his body was in an odd position, neither standing nor laying down, and that his extremities were pinned. But that was for later. Of more immediate concern to his muddled mind was the sensation of having something cold and wet lodged in his windpipe. He couldn’t breathe.
Snow. He remembered now. He had jumped into snow. And it was choking him to death.
As he coughed, trying to clear his airway of the snow that he’d accidentally inhaled when he hit, he twisted his body, drawing his elbows in close to his chest. Then he gradually forced his hands toward his face and began to punch the snow away to clear a breathing space around his mouth and nose. 
Gagging and wheezing, he cleared his lungs, gratefully sucking in fresh air from the pocket he’d created. 
He knew he couldn’t be too deep, or there wouldn’t be so much air. Using his already numbed hands to explore, he found a loosely packed channel of snow that he suspected had been left by his body when he plowed into the snow bank.
That was when the realization struck him that he had somehow survived the fall from the stricken An-2. When he’d seen the fiery trail of the approaching missile, he’d jumped. He had heard stories about Russian paratroops in the nineteen-thirties leaping from the wings of transport planes into deep snow drifts without using parachutes, but had written them off as urban legends. Maybe they were, or maybe they weren’t. Regardless, he’d been lucky enough to somehow survive the blast of the missile and the fall. For that, he gave silent thanks.
He wasn’t sure how long it took him to kick, claw, and dig his way to the surface, but he was gasping with the effort as he flopped out into the open air. 
It wasn’t snowing as hard now, and some distance away he could just make out a pillar of smoke rising from behind a stand of trees, marking where the An-2 must have crashed.
The Russians would come looking for the wreckage, he knew. Part of him wanted to just go to the wreck and wait for them to arrive. Even if they arrested him, at least he wouldn’t freeze to death, and the State Department might be able to free him.
He was about to start off toward the wreck when a sound carrying through the curtain of snow stopped him. It came again, and his gut turned over in fear. It was the sound of a woman crying out for help. The words, faint but clear now, were in Russian, but there was no mistaking the voice. 
It was the Khatuna-thing. It had somehow survived the explosion and the crash. When the Russians came, unless they knew what to look for, they would be caught completely by surprise. Or, worse, the thing would simply allow itself to be taken back to civilization.
There was nothing Jack could do, either to warn the Russians or prevent them from taking the harvester back with them. He couldn’t kill it before they arrived: even if it were injured, he had no weapons but his bare, frozen hands. And if it knew that Jack was alive, it would hunt him down and kill him.
No, going to the crash site and waiting for rescue wasn’t an option.
He looked around, trying to get his bearings. But in the dark and snow, without a compass, he had no idea which way was north. The only thing he could figure was that the plane had been flying on a northerly heading when it went down. In theory, the line between his position and the crash site should point northward. It sounded good, but he knew that even if it were true, the theory would be useless as soon as he hit the first tree line. From there on, he wouldn’t have any reference points to keep him on course.
“Well, there’s not much for it,” he said to himself as he started off toward a set of trees, sinking calf deep into the snow. His intended path would take him well away from the harvester, but hopefully would still be “North.”
With every step he took, the cold wormed its way deeper into his bones. The uniform and boots he wore weren’t intended for arctic use, and he had nothing to cover his head or his hands. On top of that, he was hungry and dehydrated. He was tempted to eat some snow to ease his thirst, but it would cost him body heat that he couldn’t afford to lose.
“Not good, Jack,” he muttered. “Not good at all.”
Time passed as he staggered forward. He left the wreck and the menace of the harvester behind as he passed through the first stand of trees, his original goal, and then another. And another. More trees and stretches of snow blended into an endless wasteland of torment as he lost all sensation in his feet, then his hands. His face and ears went numb, and his eyes felt as if someone was driving pins into them.
He had almost made it across another clearing when his legs collapsed beneath him and he pitched forward into the snow. He lay there for a minute, maybe more, his lungs heaving, his body completely exhausted.
“Come on, you bastard,” he rasped through frozen lips. “Get up. Get the hell up!”
He made it onto his hands and knees, then tried to get to his feet. But his legs were too exhausted to move, glued solid to the snow.
With a weary sigh, he sat back and stared at the shadows of the tree line ahead. It seemed so close, but his body had nothing left to give. 
“Shit.” He closed his eyes, wishing that he was home in bed, with Naomi’s warm body wrapped around him. 
He opened his eyes again, and noticed that some of the trees seemed to be moving. No, that’s not right, he corrected. Something in front of the trees was moving. Stealthy, almost invisible shadows.
Shadows in the shapes of men.
“Who are you?” Jack’s call was weak, and for a moment he wasn’t sure the shadows had heard him.
“Dawson? Jack Dawson?”
The largest of the shadows moved closer. As it did, the others, perhaps a dozen in all, seemed to melt away and disappear.
A man wearing an arctic camouflage uniform and holding a white assault rifle shuffled forward on cross country skis. Stepping out of them, he knelt in the snow in front of Jack. “Dawson?”
“Yeah,” Jack croaked, confused. “That’s me. Who the hell are you? You’re not Russian.”
The man pulled up his goggles and peeled back the white balaclava that covered his face under the hood of his parka, revealing a wide, toothy grin that glowed in the darkness. “No, I assure you we’re not Russians, and they would not be happy to know we are here. I’m Kaptein Frode Stoltenberg of the Forsvarets Spesialkommando, Norwegian Special Forces.” He made a signal with his hand, and two men materialized beside him. One of them, the team’s medic, opened a large satchel of medical supplies and began to wrap Jack’s hands, while another pulled over a rescue sled next to Jack before unrolling a thick white sleeping bag onto it. “Your Russian friend Mikhailov telephoned a mutual acquaintance, Terje Halvorsen, who raised a bit of a ruckus about your escape. With the rest of the world going to hell, our government also decided to leave sanity behind and sent us across the border to find you.” His grin widened. “I’ve always wanted to take a piss on Russian soil. And imagine my surprise when we discovered your tracks on our way to the crash site. You’ve been walking in circles, my friend. We just made some coffee and waited for you to come back around.”
“Glad I could make your job easier.” Jack tried to smile, but his face was a numb plaster mask. The medic daubed something on his face and ears.
Another soldier appeared and spoke to Stoltenberg in Norwegian while pointing off into the distance.
The big captain nodded. “It is time for us to go. The Russians probably won’t search this far from the crash site, but there is no point in pushing our luck with their helicopters flying about.” He took the balaclava the medic handed to him and gently pulled it over Jack’s head. “You’ve done enough. Just lay back, relax, and enjoy the ride.”
With the help of the medic and the soldier who had been pulling the sled, Jack gratefully crawled into the sleeping bag, which Stoltenberg zipped up. After patting Jack on the shoulder, he quietly gave a command in Norwegian, and the team began the trek to safety. 
Laying on his back, listening to the rhythmic swish of the team’s skis through the snow, Jack imagined he could see menacing shapes in the dark clouds above him. He closed his eyes, shutting out the phantoms before falling into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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Chapter 1
 
Samuel was dying.
We had left Bunker 114 and Cold Mountain behind hours ago and darkness cloaked the Wasteland. As we sped east toward Raider Bluff, I wondered if Brux’s parting shot meant our mission had failed before it even began.
Samuel’s eyes had remained closed for almost the entire journey. Wet blood soaked his right shoulder. The congealing agent had slowed the bleeding somewhat, but he wouldn’t last for long. We had to find someone who could remove the bullet and stop the bleeding. If we couldn’t, either Makara or I would have to do it.
The Recon’s bright blue lights pushed back the night, letting us see ahead in a wide arc. Thirty years of red dust covered most parts of the highway. We zoomed past decrepit buildings, ghost towns, and mangled road signs, the skeletal remains of Ragnarok.
Makara was speeding as fast as the heavy Recon would go – about fifty-five miles per hour, the wheels churning to get us to our destination.
I just didn’t know if it was fast enough.
When the highway turned south, a wide dark river became visible to our left, flowing south.
“We hit the Colorado,” Makara said.
It was more water than I’d ever seen in my life. I’d read about the Colorado River in the Bunker 108 archive. It had once been an important river in the Old World, but overuse had dried it up. Now the river was wide – so wide, in fact, that I couldn’t see the other side in the darkness. Above the river on the opposite bank, high up, rose Raider Bluff. The city’s yellow lights glowed dimly with distance, almost unmoving even with the Recon’s speed.
At last, the road turned left, toward the river. A bridge of tall arches spanned the water.
“Silver Arched Bridge,” Makara said. “The only crossing for miles.”
The giant rungs of the arch stretched from shore to shore with the road running straight underneath. The road itself was almost even with the river – maybe just ten feet above it. The pressure from the current must have been enormous. Two Raiders with rifles guarded the bridge’s front.
“Let me do the talking,” Makara said.
We pulled up, and Makara rolled down her window.
A hard-faced, grizzled man peered inside. His eyes widened as he saw who was driving.
“Makara?”
“Chris, step aside. I have a wounded man in here who will die without medical attention.”
“What?” Chris asked. He shined the flashlight inside the Recon, pointing the beam at Makara, Samuel, and then me. “What happened? Where’s Brux? Twitch? Tyson?”
“All dead. Let me through, and I don’t have time for these questions!”
“What happened?”
“Gunshot wound,” Makara said. “Now step aside unless you want me to run you over!”
“Not so fast,” he said. “I’m not putting my ass on the line until you answer some questions. First, who is this?” he asked, pointing at me.
“Look, Chris,” Makara said, “Just give me clearance to Char or I’ll have him wipe the floor with you. I promise, your not listening to me is more dangerous than this sixteen-year-old kid and a man dying from a gunshot wound.”
Chris sighed, his gaze doing its best to match up with Makara’s. But after a moment, he turned away and raised his radio to his mouth.
“Makara’s back. I’m sending her up. Have the gates ready, over.”
“Copy that, over,” the voice said from the other end.
“Welcome home, Makara,” Chris said sarcastically. “You’re clear. I hope you have a better story for Char than you do for me.”
“I don’t need a story, Chris.” Makara said. “I need a doctor.”
Makara was about to gun the accelerator when Chris grabbed her shoulder.
“What?” she asked, shrugging off his grasp.
“Be careful up there. Things have changed. An emissary from the Empire is in Bluff, talking with Char.”
“The Empire?” Makara asked. “What the hell is the Empire?”
Chris frowned. “You were gone longer than I thought. They’re based in Old Mexico. They’re big, powerful – tens of thousands of people.” He paused. “The emissary’s name is Rex. Just don’t get on his bad side. I know you can be mouthy.”
Makara shook her head. “I’ll say what I want, when I want, Chris. Is that it?”
“Yeah. You should head on. Just watch your back.”
Makara didn’t waste any more words on him. When Chris stepped aside, Makara floored the Recon, rocketing it into the night.
“The Empire,” I said. “That sounds sinister.”
“I’ve never heard of it before,” Makara said. “Gone a few months, and this is what happens. The game always changes every time I come back. That’s nothing new, though.”
Despite those words, I saw the worry in her eyes.
“It’s hard to imagine war at a time like this,” I said. “The world is being taken over by the xenovirus. Leave it to humanity to take itself out first.”
Makara sighed. “All the more reason to patch my brother up quickly and be on our way. We have a mission to finish.”
I looked at Samuel. He was out again. Hopefully, it wasn’t for good this time.
“Just a few minutes, Sam,” Makara said. “Hang on.”
 
***
 
We drove up what seemed an endless series of switchbacks before the land leveled and placed us before the wooden gates of Raider Bluff. These things were huge, probably three stories high. They made the gates of Oasis look like toys in comparison. A giant wooden palisade surrounded all sides of the town, maybe twenty feet high, as if the sheer cliffs weren’t enough. It must have taken an eternity to build. I wondered where they found the labor, until I realized Raiders were notorious for employing slaves.
At various points in the perimeter, large watchtowers rose. I had no idea where they had gotten the lumber to build these walls. Trees were growing somewhere, apparently, if not here. It was a testament to the citadel’s wealth and power.
The gates drew back, sliding into the walls on either side. Thick chains rigged to pulleys moved the massive fortifications. Even though I was about to enter the biggest den of thieves in all the world, I couldn’t help but be impressed.
Makara drove down the main drag. Wooden buildings and saloons lined either side of the dirt road. It was like entering an Old West town on steroids. Signs swung above the open doors – liquor, girls, and guns seemed to be the establishments’ main themes. Raiders dressed in dingy apparel flanked both sides of the road, making way for us as we came in. From their widened eyes, it was clear that none of them had seen a Recon before.
The Raiders tried to get the Recon to stop but Makara honked the horn and sped up when they got too close.
“They’re not going to hurt us,” she said. “They just want to check out the ride.”
Outside, I could hear them yelling her name.
“You seem to be pretty popular around here,” I said.
“They’re all idiots,” Makara said.
The road wound its way around the mesa. I saw we were not even close to the top. There were three levels, and buildings rose from all of them. The bottom, which we were on, was the largest. It seemed to contain all the places of business, the wide outdoor markets, the bars, pretty much anywhere you could buy something.
“We’re heading to the Alpha’s Compound,” Makara said. “It’s where Char lives. It’s at the very top of Bluff and exclusive. No one will bother us, and that’s where the clinic is. Char, in addition to being the Alpha, is also good at stitching a wound. Hopefully this isn’t beyond his expertise.”
“Char was the one you raided with, right?”
Makara nodded. “Probably the only decent person who lives here. It’s weird for a decent man to lead a bunch of scum. It’s a wonder he’s still alive.”
We entered the second level. We were halfway up the bluff. On either side were well-constructed wooden cabins.
Makara pointed out a small building we drove by. A sign overhung the door, reading “The Bounty.”
“That’s the Bounty,” Makara said. “It’s a bar run by my friend Lisa. I’ve spent many-a-night there.”
“I remember you mentioning it.”
We rounded the last bend. Over the wooden rooftops of Bluff spread the vast panorama of dark desert. The black Colorado River flowed south and the sky above was dark and void.
We reached a final gate. A Raider pulled it open from the other side, revealing a long cobblestone road that led into a grassy courtyard. The green grass must have been watered and cared for to flourish like that. Flanking either side of the road were tall pines. I rolled down my window, the trees’ crisp, sweet smell pleasant yet foreign to my nostrils. The stone structure of the compound was a U-shape, surrounding the courtyard. It had narrow slits for windows; open air, no glass. Ahead, the cobblestone drive ended in a cul-de-sac. A wide yet short stairway led to a pair of heavy wooden doors. Judging from the thick stone walls, the compound had been constructed to withstand an all-out siege.
“Fancy,” I said.
“It’s grown over the last few years,” Makara said. “Each new Alpha leaves his own mark. Char redid the courtyard. The pines were taken from mountains far to the east.”
“Why is he called Char?” I asked.
Makara smiled grimly. “You will see.”
Makara pulled to a stop in the cul-de-sac. She powered off the vehicle, the hum of the hydrogen pressure tank dimming to nothing.
We hopped out of the vehicle. The air was dry, cold, and sharp. It had definitely dropped a few degrees. We went to Samuel’s side and opened the passenger’s door. Makara and I lifted Samuel from the Recon.
He stirred a bit and groaned. It was good to know he was still alive, though pale as a ghost. Despite the sound he made, his whole body was limp. He was dead weight between us.
“Come on,” Makara said. “We’re going to have to drag him.”
We dragged him through the compound, to the large front doors. Makara didn’t bother knocking. She threw the doors open with her shoulder, revealing a wide, dark interior lit by torches. We dragged Samuel inside.
“Char!” Makara screamed.
No one answered her call. The entry hall was empty, lit only by two blazing braziers along the far wall and a few torches ensconced upon four heavy pillars supporting the room’s structure.
A shadow materialized in front of us, moving forward at lightning speed.
“Watch out!” I said.
Makara reached for her handgun with her free hand, never letting go of Samuel.
A thin, curved sword was placed at the base of Makara’s neck.
“Not so fast,” a young, female voice said.
 



 
Chapter 2
 
Standing in the light, the bearer of the sword was a black-haired girl, about my age, with green almond eyes. The eyes narrowed as she edged the blade closer to Makara’s throat. I saw that she was beautiful, with a short, yet curvy, figure. I berated myself for even noticing that at a time like this, but even at the threat of one’s life, guys couldn’t help but notice certain things.
“Who are you,” she asked dangerously, “and what are you doing here?”
Makara spoke first, making an effort to keep calm. “We’re here to see Char, girl. Put that thing away or there’s going to be trouble.”
“Char is not here.” The girl did not withdraw her sword. In fact, it looked as if it was more in her mind to use it. “If you had been cleared, I would be the first to know. I’ll give you one more chance. Tell me who you are, and why you’re here. This wouldn’t be the first assassination attempt I’ve stopped.”
“I don’t know who you think you are, but Char and I are old friends,” Makara said, never batting an eyelash. “I’m Makara. Ever heard the name? And if you don’t get us Char, then…”
The front doors banged open. I turned to see a grizzled man, probably in his fifties, enter.
“Makara,” he said, his voice gravelly.
There was no mistaking the man’s air of command. He was Char. He was tall with broad shoulders and a shaved head. Two guards flanked his either side, holding rifles. His sharp blue eyes surveyed us all calmly. He wore green camo pants and a thick black leather jacket. A tattoo of a snakelike dragon eating its own tail was emblazoned on his forearm. But his most striking feature was his face. A deep burn wound scarred his right cheek. That wound had happened long ago and would never fully heal.
No one said anything as the man stepped forward.
“I am sorry I was not here to greet you,” he said to Makara. “Politics.”
The girl glanced from Char to Makara, not sure what to do.
“Stand down, Anna,” Char said. “I appreciate your drive to protect me, but Makara is a friend.”
Anna pulled the blade back, sheathing it immediately. Those beautiful eyes stung with hurt. “Char, no one let me know of Makara’s arrival.”
“Your loyalty is admirable, but Makara is to be treated with the same respect you would give to any of my guests. More, in fact. But we don’t have time for hurt feelings, do we?”
He faced Samuel, who lay on the ground between Makara and me.
“Lay him face-up,” Char said. “I need to see the wound.”
We laid Samuel on the ground. Char walked forward and knelt beside him. He placed two fingers on Samuel’s neck.
He glanced sideways at Makara. “Is the bullet still in?”
“Yes. It happened about ten hours ago.”
“Humph.”
Char retrieved a knife from his belt and cut Samuel’s white tee shirt open at the shoulder. He pulled the fabric back tenderly to reveal the wound. Fresh red blood trickled out. The surrounding skin was black, purple, and green.
“He’s out,” Char said. “But he’ll be dead if I try to pull it out of him like this. He needs morphine.”
“You have that, don’t you?” Makara asked.
Char grunted. “A bit. I do not want to use it on an outsider.”
“My brother is not an outsider,” Makara said. “He is family, as much a Raider as anybody here.”
“Don’t worry,” Char said. “I wouldn’t let you bring him all this way to tell you no.”
“Good. You had me worried.” Makara’s eyes went up to Anna and narrowed, as if willing the katana-wielding girl away. Anna merely stood, meeting Makara’s stare without blinking.
“This is Anna, my bodyguard. You noticed her katana, I presume. She lives by the Bushido Code.”
“Are you a samurai?” I asked.
Anna gave a single nod, but no word for answer.
“I thought samurai were supposed to be Japanese,” Makara said. “And men.”
Judging from the look in Anna’s eyes, she stood ready to draw her blade again.
“Honor and principle go beyond the confines of gender and race.”
“She is deadly with a blade,” Char said. “Where she learned to use it like that, I don’t know. She’s most of the reason why I’ve stayed Alpha so long. Especially these days. But all this is idle talk. Your brother needs my help.” Char motioned to the Raiders nearby. “We’re taking Samuel to the clinic.”
The men gathered around. Together, they lifted Samuel up.
“Follow me,” Char said to Makara. He noticed me for the first time. “Who’s this?”
“Alex,” I said.
“He’s from Bunker 108,” Makara said. “Once we take care of Samuel, we’ll fill you in. It’s a long, long story.”
We followed Char and his bodyguards through the dark corridors and into the clinic.
 
***
 
Char and his men set Samuel up in a hospital bed. After washing his hands, Char found an IV and filled it with a dosage of morphine. He inserted it into Samuel’s arm. Samuel gave no reaction.
Slowly, Char pushed down on the syringe.
“The morphine’s in,” Char said.
Char took a pair of forceps and began to dig into the open wound. Samuel was completely out. If he had been conscious, that pain would have been near unbearable.
“Do you have medical training?” I asked.
“My training is more of the school of hard knocks than anything else,” Char said. “I’m the best in Bluff, that’s for sure.”
Samuel was still. It was as if he were already dead.
Makara watched, biting her lip. More blood oozed from Samuel’s wound, staining his shirt, the sheets. Char dug around, using his fingers to widen the puncture. We watched as he searched for the bullet.
A minute later, Char pulled it out.
“It didn’t fragment,” he said. “Your brother’s lucky.”
“Will he live?” Makara asked.
“There’s no reason why he shouldn’t. I just have to clean the wound and stitch him up. Obviously, he’ll need to stay in bed for a while and take it easy.”
“How long?” Makara asked.
“We can tell better over the next few days,” Char said. “The wound could have been a lot worse. If he’s lucky, I’ll let him out in two weeks. But that’s on the short end. It might even be months.”
Months? Samuel would never stand for that. He would be out of that bed the next day if it was at all possible.
Char applied some sort of cream to the wound, which seemed to slow the bleeding. He began stitching it shut. Then he grabbed a bottle of clear liquid and daubed a bit of it onto the wound. Next, he wrapped the wound with a bandage. Done with that, he washed his hands once more and went to the cabinet. From it he retrieved a sling. He placed it over Samuel’s neck and gingerly pulled Samuel’s arm through.
“He’ll need to wear that for a while. Months, likely, before I’d trust taking it off.”
“He’ll be fine though, right?” Makara asked.
Char gave a reassuring smile. It did little to soften his hardened face. “He should be. I’ve seen men live through much worse. He should come around in the morning. He’ll be in a lot of pain – but the worst of it is over. He just needs to eat, rest, and sleep.”
“I hope so,” Makara said.
“I’ll have Anna stay and watch him,” Char said. “You and Alex need to rest. You both look exhausted.”
“No need,” Makara said. “I can sit with Samuel.”
“No, I insist. I have guest bedrooms in the east wing. They are more comfortable than anything you will find in the city.”
“What about the Recon?”
“It’ll stay safe out there,” Char said. “No one can drive it, anyway.”
Makara waited for a minute. She didn’t want to leave Samuel with Anna. She and the samurai had gotten off on the wrong foot, that was for sure.
“Come on, Makara,” I said. “He’ll be fine.”
Makara relented. “Alright. I could do with a rest, anyway.”
“Anna,” Char said, “show them to the guest rooms.”
She looked at us. “Follow me.”
We left the clinic and walked the empty stone halls. We said nothing more as she led us to the east wing. We stopped before a door.
“This is it,” she said. “There’s another room just like this one across the hall. You’ll find the bathroom and showers down that way.”
“Showers?” I asked.
“Yes,” she said. “Be sparing with the water. It’s a pain to bring up here.”
She left me behind, walking back the way she had come. She disappeared into the darkness of the hallway.
“Don’t even think about it,” Makara said.
I looked at Makara innocently. “What?”
“You know what. I saw how you were looking at her. She’s crazy.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
She gave an exasperated sigh, then turned for the door and placed a hand on the knob.
“Get some sleep,” she said. “We’ll be out of here before you know it. You’ll see.”
She stepped into the room, leaving me alone in the hallway. I opened the door to my bedroom and slipped inside. I set my pack on the floor, took off my clothes, and set my Beretta on the nightstand nearby. I wanted that weapon always close. It felt right in my hands and had saved my life multiple times.
I meant to take a shower, but I really wanted to rest for a moment. I was asleep in seconds.
 



 
Chapter 3
 
I woke up with every bone in my body aching and every muscle sore. The last week had been sheer madness. I had lost my home, my entire life, and everyone I cared about. I had wandered alone in the Wasteland and had been chased around by both Raiders and monsters. Somehow I had met Makara and Samuel, and ended up here.
The fact that I was lying in a bed after a week of hell was surreal. It was as if all the sleep in the world wouldn’t be enough to melt the weariness from my body.
I fell asleep again, and awoke sometime later. I needed to get up. I had to check on Samuel and find some food. The thought of food set my stomach growling. I hadn’t eaten since the morning of the day before.
I got up, both my legs stiff and sore, as if I were sixty rather than sixteen.
I stepped into the hall and headed for the bathroom. I found it on the left. It was an open room made of gray stone. I stood under one of the two shower heads and let the cold water flow over me. Though the water was cold, feeling the layers of sweat and filth washing off made me feel as if I were a new person. I used a nearby bar of soap to scrub the grime off. Once done, I toweled off, grabbed my dirty clothes, and headed back to my room, suppressing shivers.
In my room, there was a mirror beside the door. I looked into it. I had lost weight. I had been skinny before, but now I was near skeletal. I hoped while we stayed here I could get some food in me.
I changed into a clean set of clothes – desert camo pants and a white tee. I would’ve put on my hoodie, because the air was cool, but the clothing was matted with dirt, and worse, from the horror show that had been Bunker 114. I decided to go without. Hopefully someone would clean it.
I wandered down the hall toward the clinic because I didn’t know where else to go. I looked around at everything. The stonework must have taken forever to shape and put together. The interior was dim, even though it was morning. Torches gave off dancing light at regular intervals along the hallway. The entire building was U-shaped – there were two parallel wings, one of which I was in, connected by the entrance hall. I could walk from one end of the wing to the other in about a minute. It obviously wasn’t just Char living here – it was his personal guards, cooks, slaves, and guests. It was a massive facility. Part of the building, if not most, had to have existed pre-Ragnarok.
As I made my way to the clinic, I passed the compound’s occupants – Raiders with guns, slaves hurrying to clean. It was very different from what I was used to, and it was hard not to feel guilty that slaves were needed to keep a fortress like this running.
I passed by an open window to see Anna practicing the sword in the courtyard under a tall pine. Her movements were quick, fluid, and repetitive. I could hear the blade whirring even from my distance. Her skill was amazing. It was hard not to stand there and watch. Her constant workouts had honed her body of any extraneous fat. Though small, she had curves that made it very difficult to look away.
I turned from the window to walk to the clinic. When I entered, I found Makara already there.
“Is he awake?” I asked.
Eyes heavy, Makara shook her head. It looked as if she hadn’t slept at all.
Samuel’s eyes flickered open.
“Sam?” Makara asked.
“Hey, Makara.”
His voice was parched. Makara reached for a glass of water nearby and held it to his lips.
“How are you feeling?” Makara asked.
Samuel took a swallow of water. He took too much, though; he coughed and winced in pain.
“Easy,” Makara said. “There’s no rush.”
“Where am I?”
“We’re in Char’s compound,” Makara said. “We made it to Raider Bluff. He saved your life.”
Samuel closed his eyes. I could not tell if it was out of relief or dread. He opened them again, and turned his head for the window. He stared at the red clouds outside.
“Are you hungry?” Makara asked.
“Yeah, I could eat.”
“I have a servant getting us food, so she should be back with it soon.”
Samuel closed his eyes again. “It hurts.”
“I’m sure,” Makara said. “That was a nasty hit you took.”
“I just hope it doesn’t keep us here long.”
“We need to get our strength back, anyway.” Makara stood and stretched. Her eyes looked distant for a moment.
“We got to leave as soon as we can,” Samuel said. “Maybe sooner.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
Samuel’s eyes drifted to me. “I don’t remember the exact date, but it’s already October. The first snows will have fallen in Cheyenne. A month from now, the land will be impassable.”
“It’s that cold there?”
“Colder than you realize,” Samuel said. “The world is much colder than it used to be.”
Samuel coughed, and Makara put more water to his lips. He drank.
“Don’t strain yourself, Samuel,” Makara said.
Samuel settled back into his pillow. “If anything happens, you will have to go on without me.”
“Don’t say that,” Makara said. “That’s not going to happen. We’d be useless without you.”
Samuel didn’t respond. He only closed his eyes.
A middle-aged woman with dark brown hair walked in, carrying a tray that held a large pot of stew, wooden bowls and spoons, and a plate stacked with flatbread. The steaming pot gave off a spicy, savory aroma that set my stomach growling. She set the tray on an end table. After giving a forced smile, she left the room, her footsteps fading down the hallway.
I tried to pretend that she was only a servant, and was getting paid for this work. But I couldn’t. I knew the truth. She, along with all the other “servants” I had passed in the hallway, were slaves.
“It’s awful,” I said.
Makara took a bowl, and filled it with stew. “It is what it is.”
“I know I can’t change anything. It’s just that the world is harsher than I thought.”
Makara took the bowl of stew, not for herself, but for Samuel. She pulled up her chair beside him.
“Makara, no,” he said. “I can handle this.”
“Samuel, don’t be stubborn. You only have one good hand, so you’ll spill it.”
“No, I won’t.” He glared at her. “Hand me that bowl.”
Makara held onto it. “If you want to eat, it will be with me feeding you.”
“Makara…”
She arched an eyebrow.
Seeing he was not going to win, Samuel sighed. “Fine.”
Taking that as a sign of her victory, Makara jabbed the spoon into the bowl and forced it to Samuel’s lips. He begrudgingly took a bite.
I helped myself to the stew. It had a reddish-brown hue, was filled with potatoes, carrots, onions, and leeks, and had small cuts of meat. After filling my bowl nearly to the brim, I chowed down, not minding how hot it was. The stew was thick, dark, and filling.
“What kind of meat is this?” I asked.
“Camel,” Makara said.
I nearly spat the food back out. “Camel?”
I had never even considered that camel could be eaten – though it would make sense, given how numerous they were. The meat was cut into thin slices, spiced, and was red in the center. It was tough, like jerky.
Despite the strange taste, I decided that camel wasn’t that bad, though that could have just been my hunger. I filled up a second bowl and ate until it felt as if I would burst.
As Samuel ate, Makara grabbed bites from her bowl when she could.
Anna entered the room, her face covered with a thin sheen of sweat, her katana sheathed on her back. Her thin white shirt clung to her curves, slightly damp from her workout. I tried not to focus on that too much.
I would have thought she wanted to speak to either Samuel or Makara, but it was me she looked at. “I am to take you to Char.”
“Char?” I asked. “What does he want with me?”
“I’m not sure. You’ll find out soon enough.”
Anna turned, and headed out the door, expecting me to follow.
I looked at Makara. “What does he want?”
“I don’t know. It’s best not to keep him waiting.”
“I don’t see why he just doesn’t ask you.”
“Because she’s Makara,” Samuel said. “She’s difficult.”
“What if he asks about our mission?” I asked. “What do I say?”
“Don’t lie,” Samuel said. “But at the same time, don’t volunteer everything. Remember, he’s the most powerful man in the Mojave. Don’t make an enemy of him.”
Makara held up another spoonful of soup to Samuel’s mouth.
“Go, Alex,” Samuel said. “Don’t keep him waiting.”
I walked out of the clinic and followed Anna to the entry hall.
 



 
Chapter 4
 
I did find Char in the entry hall. He was busy speaking with someone who appeared far more important than me.
The man had a full, black beard, and wore a smooth, brown cloak with a hood. The clothing and facial hair instantly reminded me of the slavers Makara and I had found on the road a few days ago.
I put two and two together and guessed that this man must be Rex – the emissary from the Empire. And Char did not look happy to be speaking with him.
Rex was alone. He did not have any bodyguards, or any visible weapons. Walking into the central headquarters of the Raiders with nothing but the clothes on your back took either a lot of gall, or a lot of foolishness.
I waited some twenty feet from their conversation. Char glanced me over, but Rex never took his eyes from Char.
“Just think of the possibilities that an alliance between Raider Bluff and the Empire might hold,” Rex said. “Already the trade between our peoples ties us economically. Why not further cement that bond with a treaty?”
Char scowled. “Trade, yes. But we Raiders are independent. This is our land, from here to L.A., all the way north to Vegas. And it will always be our land.”
Rex smiled, as if he understood that sentiment. “All citizens of the Empire have freedom. Most wish to join us. We offer protection and resources to all our provinces. Raider Bluff would see the same benefits.”
Char said nothing.
“You would rule with complete autonomy,” Rex continued. “New Rome is far to the south – if an arrangement could be made, your people would be given a great deal of latitude. There is great wealth to be had by both of us if we were to ally, Char. And now, more than ever, we need to ally, with the Blights ever encroaching.”
“Yes,” Char said. “You say alliance when I know you mean annexation. That’s what happens to any city that ‘allies’with you. The Empire does by the knife what it can’t do by the pen.”
Rex smiled, but his face went dark. “I am sorry to hear that.”
“I am not interested,” Char said. “If you will excuse me, I have an appointment to keep.”
Char motioned me over, and Rex smiled thinly, eyes amused.
“An appointment with a child? The Empire will not suffer such an insult!”
“Take it however you wish. You are in my city, so you play by my rules.”
Rex frowned. “I see. I’m sorry we could not come to a settlement that was more agreeable.”
Char said nothing. He only stared at Rex, willing him to go away – not just from his presence, but from his city.
“What am I to tell the Proconsul, Alpha Char?”
Char narrowed his eyes. At this point, Anna left my side and stood by Char, keeping her right hand over her sheathed katana.
“Raider Bluff will not become part of the Empire,” Char said. “Our freedom is not something to be bandied about. We bow to no one.”
Rex frowned. “I was afraid you might say something like that. Very well. I am afraid I must leave immediately. The Proconsul is a man who insists on hearing bad news immediately.”
Several Raiders flanking the doorway stepped behind Rex, barring his exit. Rex took a step back, running right into them.
“I don’t think you understand how things work in the Wasteland.”
Rex’s face reddened. Slowly, he realized what was happening.
There was fear, and not superiority, in those eyes.
“If I am not back at Colossus at my appointed time, you will rue the day you did injury to me. By killing me, you will make a mortal enemy of the Empire.”
Char eyed Rex up and down, and laughed. Rex paused, unsure. That’s when Char snapped. He drew Anna’s katana from its sheath and swung the blade to within an inch of Rex’s neck.
Finally, Rex spoke. “Very well. You will have your war. By next year, the Mojave will be part of the Empire, not as citizens – but as slaves.”
With a roar, Char drew the blade back and swung it at Rex’s neck. Rex’s eyes widened the moment before the blade made contact, slicing through the flesh and bone. The head flew through the air as a fountain of blood spewed from the neck. The head arced through the air, bouncing off a stone column. Rex fell to his knees and onto the stone floor.
Rex’s expression on the severed head was a horrible etching of fear and pain. The eyes remained open, staring vacantly ahead.
Char handed the blade to Anna, who, without batting an eye, wiped it on Rex’s clothes. Char turned, facing everyone in the room.
“Throw this scum’s body off Vulture Rock.”
The Raiders nodded and lifted the headless body. Another took the head – probably to find a nice pike to stick it on.
I didn’t say anything. Char was eerily calm. I was anything but. I just wanted to get out of there as soon as I could.
Makara entered the room.
“What the hell is going on?”
Char didn’t answer her, but Makara got her answer when she saw Rex’s head and body being taken from the room.
“Who was that? That wasn’t Rex, was it?”
Char gave a slow nod. “It is done.”
Makara’s face went white. “Char…”
“He wanted to make us slaves of the Empire,” Char said. “That is something that will never happen.”
“Yeah,” Makara said. “I can see that.”
“Both of you, come with me,” Char said. “Since you are both here, I might as well make use of you.”
Makara walked forward. “What do you need?”
“Answers.” Char gestured toward a long table in front of a fireplace. We followed him there and sat down. It was all I could do to stop myself from shaking at the barbaric display I had just witnessed.
The same servant who had brought us food earlier came, offering water and some flatbread. I grabbed a piece of bread and took a bite. Even if I felt guilty knowing how the food was prepared, I was starving. 
“Tell me, Makara,” Char said. “What became of you since last you left Raider Bluff?”
Makara told him everything that happened – her escape from Brux and the raid group, meeting me, and finding Samuel. She also told him about our mission – to head to Bunker One to discover the origins of the xenovirus, and how we hoped to find a cure for it. It took almost an hour of continuous talking. Char ate and drank, nodding from time to time, and only interrupted with a few questions. Finally, Char was up to speed as much as any of us were.
“We have noticed the Blights,” Char said. “There are several growing near here. Last you were here, Makara, there were none. But we have lost some men to attacks. Monsters that look like lizards, with sharp teeth, that can run as fast as a vehicle.” Char sighed. “The men have taken to calling them ‘crawlers.’ There are much worse that have no name. And there are also the Howlers. They are the human kind, and are the newest addition to Ragnarok’s bestiary, named for the awful howling sound they make upon attacking. We don’t send patrols that way anymore. In the east is death. And the farther east you go, the worse it gets. The monsters only get bigger.”
Makara did not say anything. “We have to go there.”
“Say you do find the answer – the cure to the xenovirus,” Char said. “What then?”
Makara shook her head. “I don’t know. But we have to try something. Samuel will not stop until he has answers. This is his mission, really. Alex and I are just along for the ride.”
Char looked at me, his eyes weighing us. “If that is true, there’s more to you than meets the eye, Alex. I could use someone like you around here.”
I accepted the compliment, but didn’t show any outward sign of appreciation. “We have to leave as soon as we are able. Winter will be coming on soon, and if what you say about the Blights is true, we will have to be even faster.”
“When you leave these walls,” Char said, “you both know you probably will not be coming back, right?”
“Why do you say that?” I asked.
“Even if you make it that far, against all odds, what are the chances you can make it back?”
“Yes,” Makara said. “We know.”
I gave no reaction, but it was not something I had given much thought. It made sense, though. We would not be coming back. It seemed strange to think that. We might not even make it in the first place.
“The only reason I say that is because of the Great Blight – the one that starts, and doesn’t end.”
I frowned. “What is the Great Blight?”
“Just like it sounds,” Char said. “It starts at Ragnarok Crater – or at least I assume it does – and spreads hundreds and hundreds miles outward in each direction. It grows every year – our last patrol reported it starting somewhere a little ways into what used to be New Mexico. It’s probably farther by now; that was last year.”
“If we don’t do anything,” I said, “one day everything will be the Great Blight…Raider Bluff included.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Char said.
He sat quietly for a few minutes, thoughtful. It was hard to read what was going on inside his head.
“I hate to see you go, so soon after getting back,” Char said to Makara. “It’s good, what you did to Brux. No one liked him, anyway. He had it coming, although you should probably keep what really happened between us. Mutiny is mutiny, and someone who has it out for you could make trouble if they found out.”
“Humph,” Makara said. “You think I don’t already know that?”
Char rose from the table. “Thank you for your information; it was most useful. I’ll go check on Samuel.”
Before Makara could answer, Anna rushed in, her eyes wide.
“What is it?” Char asked.
“Trouble, at the Bounty,” she said.
Makara stood. “Why? What happened?
“Some men loyal to the Empire heard about Rex,” Anna said. “They’re holding Lisa hostage. They’re hoping to use her to get out of Bluff somehow.”
“I have to get down there,” Makara said.
“Makara, wait!” I said.
But my words went unheeded. Makara took off for the doors.
“Anna, go with them,” Char said. “I will join you soon.”
Anna turned to me, drawing her sword. “Let’s go.”
 



 
Chapter 5
 
Anna and I ran into the courtyard, chasing after Makara. We rushed out the compound gates. The Bounty wasn’t far – maybe half a mile down the winding dirt road.
A few minutes later, we were there. The crooked frame of the building looked as it were barely holding together. White paint peeled from years of the relentless wind. The front door was wide open in front of us, revealing several upturned barstools and glittering broken glass. No sound came from within. It might as well have been abandoned.
Makara pushed her way through a small crowd that had gathered outside the Bounty. She stopped before the front door.
We caught up to her.
“Makara…” I said.
“Look out!”
Someone had yelled from behind. A man appeared in the top window, aiming a rifle down at Makara. But instantly every Raider in the area aimed his gun at the man and shot, the gunfire shocking my senses. The man screamed, slumped from the window, and crashed into the dirt below.
“Well, there’s one less now,” Makara said. “We can’t hope any of the others are that dumb.”
“What do they even want?” I asked.
“I don’t know the whole situation,” Anna said, “but somehow Lisa found out that these guys are traitors working with Rex. She raised the alarm, so they ended up taking her hostage. They want out of the town in exchange for her life.”
“Char won’t let that happen,” Makara said. “He doesn’t want a single one returning to Colossus to tell the Empire.”
“That’s what I was thinking,” Anna said.
As if mentioning Char were a summons, I spotted him walking down the road from the direction of the compound, surrounded by a contingent of Raiders. He appeared calm, in control – Makara and I were anything but.
Char approached us. “What’s the situation?”
“They’re still holed up in there,” Anna said. “Two, maybe a few more, are on the top floor. They want out of Bluff in exchange for Lisa’s life.”
Char faced upward. “Alright,” he yelled, “I’m here. What do you want?”
Everyone quieted. Only the wind blew through the dust-strewn street. The people in front of the Bounty began to murmur.
A full minute passed with no response from the bar.
“I demand an answer!” Char bellowed.
“Let us out of here,” a voice said. “You know what happens if you don’t.”
“You kill her, then what?” Char asked. “You die.”
“We’ll do it if you leave us no choice.”
“There is no need for that,” Char said. “I am glad to let you scum out of my town if it means saving Lisa.”
It was quiet. I could imagine the men in that upstairs bedroom, debating quietly what they should do.
“How can you guarantee our safety?” the same one said.
“I promise, none of my men will lay a finger on you. I’ll have them set down their guns when you come out. We can escort you by Recon on your way out, which should protect you if anyone decides to go commando on your sorry asses.”
“I never agreed to that,” Makara said.
Char held a hand up, silencing her. “Work with me, Makara.”
The men on the second floor were quiet.
Then: “Have everyone drop their weapons,” the man said. “We agree.”
Char scowled, and waited a long moment. I didn’t see why he hesitated – this seemed like the best deal he could get. Finally, he answered.
“Alright. In another minute, everyone outside will have dropped their weapons. All of them.”
“How can we be guaranteed of that?” the man asked.
“I guess you’re just going to have to trust me on that one, aren’t you?”
Char waved for everyone to set their guns down. Grumbling, the men did as they were told. Makara seemed least happy of all to do it.
Nothing happened for a long while. It was hard to tell whether they had accepted or not.
“Are the weapons on the ground?” the man asked.
Char grunted. “Yeah.”
The shutters of the window upstairs slammed open. Inside was a man with a rifle, aiming right for Char.
“Get down!” Makara yelled.
But no shot came. Instead, the man screamed. Inside the window stood Anna, her blade slicing toward the man’s neck. It cut through, severing the man’s head from his body. The head flew out the window, landing at Char’s feet.
Anna turned quickly, slashing her sword. Another man cried out. She raised the blade above her head, and stabbed downward.
Anna sighed, wiped off her blade, and sheathed it. She came to the window and looked down. “They’re all dead.”
Makara stood silent. It was hard to tell if she was relieved, or angry. Maybe she was both.
“I didn’t even see her leave!” I said.
“That was the point,” Char said. “Neither did those scumbags up there.”
Makara went into the building. I followed her in. The wooden interior was dark, and crowded with round circular tables. The room was narrow, but long. The bar itself sat on the right-hand side.
Two pairs of feet pounded down the steps. Anna was the first to appear. She passed us and walked outside. The second was Lisa. She was tall, slender, and had long wavy brown hair and blue eyes. Her skin was tan and slightly freckled.
Makara ran forward and embraced her. “Lisa, it’s so good to see you.”
Lisa smiled. “Why did it take a hostage situation for you to come down and visit me?”
Makara pulled back. “I’m sorry. It’s been so busy, with my brother’s condition. I guess you’ve heard about that.”
Lisa nodded. “Yeah. Bad luck. But it’s good you found him.” Lisa’s eyes turned on me. “Who’s this?”
“This is Alex,” Makara said. “He’s from Bunker 108, out San Bernardino way.”
“Long way,” Lisa said. “You’ve been taking care of Makara?”
“More the opposite.”
Lisa eyed me up and down. “I believe it.”
“Hey,” Makara said. “He’s come a long way in the week he’s been out. Holding up better than I expected him to.”
Lisa didn’t say anything: instead she stepped behind the bar. She picked up a dirty mug and began to wipe it clean.
“Lisa, stop working,” Makara said. “You were just now being held hostage.”
“This place isn’t going to clean itself. You can talk while I put this place back together.”
Makara turned to me. “I want to catch up with Lisa. Go check on Samuel?”
I knew I was getting kicked out, but I nodded. “Sure. He’ll want to know what happened here, anyway.”
I walked out of the Bounty. I found Anna standing outside.
“Heading back?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Mind if I join you?”
“Not at all. That was pretty cool, what you did. How did you sneak in there?”
Anna shrugged. “I have my ways.”
“Are you a ninja?”
“Are you just asking that because I have a katana?”
“Pretty much.”
“If there is a way to describe me, it’s ‘adaptable and fluid.’ It’s how I’ve survived this long. It’s how I’ll continue to survive.”
We were approaching the compound gates.
“So, where did you learn how to handle a sword like that?” I asked.
“It’s a long story, so I’ll keep it short. My mom taught me to read. And there are still real-life books out there, if you can find them. Wherever we holed up, my mother would read to me. When she came across a book she liked, she stored it in her pack for later. One day, when I was a kid, my mom came across a book about a samurai named Hideyoshi. He was a real person who lived in Japan, born to peasants, who was not strong but was able to outsmart and outmaneuver his opponents with only his mind. He became one of the best samurai in history, not only on the field, but in politics.
“More than anything that story gave me hope. If Hideyoshi could rise above his circumstances, so could I.
“I kept that book and read it so much that it became a part of me. Later on, I found this blade and some books on swordplay. I don’t use just samurai forms. Sort of a mix and match of things that fit my style.” She paused. We were in the courtyard. “But fancy swordwork is only ten percent of being a samurai. The rest is honor, manners, principle, and heart.”
“So how did you, a person of honor, end up in Raider Bluff?”
“Well…anyone who wants to live needs to go where the people are. Where the money is.” She stared ahead. “I know this place is not perfect. Far from it, actually. But it’s better than working for the Vegas Gangs or one of the settlements that could be wiped out at any point. Besides, for a Raider and an Alpha, Char is good enough. With him in charge here, this place is much better off than it would be.”
“I guess that’s true.”
“Look, I have to get going. Take it easy, Alex.”
She turned and walked toward the front doors. I supposed she was a samurai, for what a samurai was worth in twenty-first century post-apocalyptic America. I just wished I could use a sword like that.
I turned from the courtyard and made my way to the clinic. It was time to report to Samuel.
 



 
Chapter 6
 
Samuel looked even better than he had a few hours ago. He sat up in bed and fed himself some more of the leftover stew.
“Good to see you up,” I said.
Samuel smiled. “If Makara feeds me one more bite, I’ll scream.” He paused. “One of the Raiders came in and told me what happened. Is everyone alright?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Anna saved the day. She snuck into the building and assassinated the two guys holding Lisa hostage.”
Samuel smiled and shook his head. “You need to watch out for that one, Alex.”
I frowned. “Why does everyone keep saying that?”
Samuel ignored my question. “And Lisa?”
“She’s fine,” I said. “She seems a bit quiet, though. Pretty much your type all around.”
Samuel chuckled. “I guess we’ll see about that later. And Makara?”
“She’s fine, too. She didn’t look happy about Anna getting all the glory.”
Samuel shrugged and took another bite of stew.
“Char mentioned something about a Great Blight,” I said. “What is that?”
“Yeah,” he said. “It’s the biggest obstacle we face reaching Bunker One. Hundreds of miles of old-growth Blight. I bet the monsters in the Great Blight will make Kari look like someone’s lost pet.”
It was hard to imagine any monster getting bigger than Kari. That giant had been at least three times the size of a normal human, but at least we had escaped her.
“Great,” I said. “Tell me, why are we going through that? Char mentioned something called crawlers, and from the way he described them, I’m thinking we need to come up with an alternate route.”
“That’s the way we have to go,” Samuel said. “Nothing we can do about that. We’ll just have to hope the Recon is faster. We have the turret and thousands of rounds of ammunition if things get dicey.”
“Hopefully, that’s enough,” I said. “How’s the shoulder?”
“Feels like hell,” Samuel said. “But I’ll manage. I’ve been doing some prelim scouting.”
Samuel reached for his bedside table and picked up a tattered, folded piece of paper. He unfolded it, revealing a map of the United States, along with its cities and highways. Several points on the map had been marked already – mostly in the Mojave area. In thick, red marker, a line had been drawn from Raider Bluff to Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado.
“I’ve been considering the most efficient route to Bunker One,” Samuel said. “We’ll be taking I-40 east most of the way. As we travel further east, it will get drier and drier. Our first obstacle will be a giant desert called the Boundless. Most who try to traverse it aren’t heard from again. Then again, most don’t have a Recon at their disposal. There will be a lot of empty, uninhabited land. And mountains. Lots and lots of mountains. But as long as we stick to the line of the old highway, getting there shouldn’t be an issue. We’ll take plenty of food and water; water both for drinking and to recharge the hydrogen cells. My main worry is the Great Blight – which starts somewhere in New Mexico.”
“How do we get through that?”
“Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t know what to expect. It’s not as if we have satellite imagery of the Great Blight, so everything is up in the air once we make the border. No one even knows where it begins, exactly. All the same, we have to go through it, all the way to Cheyenne.”
I thought of the Blight that Makara and I went through while trying to find the entrance to Bunker 114. It was hard to imagine hundreds of miles of it at a stretch. The xenovirus would have had a chance to evolve a lot of deadly monsters in an ecosystem like that.
“Somewhere in there is the city of Albuquerque,” Samuel said. “There, the road turns north. We’ll be taking I-25 almost all the rest of the way to Cheyenne. After that, it gets a bit trickier. We’ll have to find the right roads to make it to Bunker One. If we’re lucky, we’ll find some signs pointing the way. If not, we always have a compass and landmarks to go by.”
“How long should all that take?”
Samuel shrugged. “In the Old World, two days at most. Now, who knows? It could take anywhere from a week to a month.”
Anna charged into the room, out of breath.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“You won’t believe this, but it isn’t over.”
“What isn’t?” Samuel asked.
“There were a group of Imperials camped out to the south. They’re torching the farms. Without that harvest, the city might starve come winter.”
“What do we need to do?” I asked.
“Char wants everyone at the front gates, pronto. You included, Alex.”
My heart pounded. Here I was, not even a Raider, about to go fight their war.
“Come on!” Anna said. “He wants us at the bottom of Bluff in ten.”
Anna shot out the door. I looked at Samuel.
“Don’t get yourself killed. Stay with Anna and don’t take any risks. Makara should be down there, too; find her and tell her the same. Our mission is greater.”
I nodded. “I know that. I’ll find a nice rock to hide behind.”
“Good boy.”
I walked out of the room, Anna frowned.
“You’re a Raider now,” she said. “You better fight like one.”
“I could compromise, I guess,” I said. “Take out a couple Imperials and then find a nice rock to hide behind.”
Anna shook her head. “The gate’s only a couple miles down the road. I suggest we run.”
As Anna took off, I shook my head.
“Great,” I said. “I love running.”
 
***
 
By the time we made it to the gates I was, unsurprisingly, out of breath. The fact that we went downhill the whole way worked in my favor, but still, two miles in ten minutes was not a good thing in my book. We had gone down countless switchbacks to get to the desert below. The whole time, smoke poured into the sky from the fires consuming the farms. There was still time to save the greater part of the crop, but a lot of damage had already been dealt. I guessed Rex had an ace up his sleeve after all.
At the bottom of the bluff, Anna and I ran to join a group of about twelve Raiders. Among them were Char, Makara, and Lisa. Lisa held a sniper rifle, complete with scope, in both hands, and wore a grim expression to match.
“Good, Anna’s here,” Char said. “Here’s the full situation. There are five or six Imperials trying to escape along the river. We outnumber them two to one, but there are still enough to do damage. It’s likely they’ll take cover and fire on us as we approach. You know the drill, so don’t do anything stupid. They’ve already killed several of the slaves who weren’t quick enough.” Char looked around at everyone. I wondered what “the drill” was, but was too afraid to ask. “Keep low, form a half-circle and flank them in. None of these Imperials need to make it home. Right, let’s go!”
Char turned and ran for the river. Everyone followed.
I ran beside Makara.
“Samuel told me to tell you not to die.”
Makara smiled. “I’ll try, Alex. Stick by me.”
We ran for at least a mile. As we got closer to the action, I could smell acrid smoke in the cold, dry air.
We ran up a small incline. Cresting the rise, we saw them beyond, waiting for us. There were five Imperials lying on the ground, rifles pointed at us. They fired.
Bullets whistled above and beside us. The Raider on my right fell, hard. As I collapsed beside him, I knew he would not be getting back up. He had been shot in the forehead; blood trickled down.
Makara pulled me behind a large rock.
“I thought you were supposed to stay alive.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “Wasn’t expecting that.”
She stayed on her stomach and kept her head below the rim of the hill.
“Just wait here,” Makara said. “We can’t charge them or we’ll get killed.”
Every Raider was planted on the safe side of the ridge. The gunfire had faded, leaving only the wind and the sand in their interminable dance. The sand hit my face, collected on the windward side of my body. I imagined if I lay out here for a few hours I could collect a lot of it on that side. Because, from the way it looked, we were going to be here for hours.
And then…
Crack.
It was a single, distant shot reverberating through the desert. Whether it came from the north or south, east or west, I couldn’t tell.
I heard screams. At first, I thought they were on our side. It took me a moment to realize they were coming from the river.
Crack.
Another shot. More cries of panic.
Makara was looking toward the other Raiders. They were all lying in place, as before.
Char raised an arm. Silently, all the Raiders stood, then charged down the ridge.
I rushed to join them. Two dead Imperials lay at the bottom of the hill. The remaining three were running for the cold Colorado River.
The Raiders fired their guns, yelling, surrounding the Imperials on three sides. The Imperials ran into the water and started swimming. Even if they did have the strength to make it across, they would be so cold and exhausted that they would be dead by nightfall.
The Raiders didn’t want to take any chances. They aimed and fired into the water, downing two of the men. Their bodies floated downstream. The last made a dive, vanishing below the surface of the dark blue water. We waited for a good thirty seconds before he came back up. When he did, he appeared distant, about a quarter of the way across the river.
The Raiders took aim again. But before any could take a shot, another crack sounded in the air. The man stopped swimming, and floated downstream like the rest.
They were all dead. And I had no idea who had killed three of them. I saw all the Raiders looking northward along the rise. At a high point, a figure stood with a long rifle held aloft.
Of course. Lisa had sniped them all out.
I had no idea how I missed that one.
After she joined the rest of the group, we headed back to Bluff. Though the Imperials were all dead, that didn’t stop the fires they’d set from burning.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
It was evening. We had spent the rest of the day putting out what fires we could. Not just us, but every person that could be spared in Raider Bluff, slave or free. We worked hour after hour, throwing water gathered from the irrigation canals and river onto the stubborn flames. Often, it felt as if we were making no progress.
Finally, the last of the fires had burned out, leaving a good thirty percent of Raider Bluff’s farmland a smoking ruin.
Though I didn’t say anything about it, I wondered how Char felt about killing Rex. It was only a matter of time until the Empire came back. Next time, it would not be six men. It would probably be more like six thousand.
We stood in the clinic. Samuel had called this meeting to make an announcement. Makara had brought Lisa, for some reason. Char had come to hear what Samuel had to say; Anna was there because Char was there.
“We’re leaving tomorrow,” Samuel said.
He couldn’t be serious. He had been shot in the arm just yesterday. It was a while before anyone spoke.
“Absolutely not,” Makara said. “You need more time to recover.”
“I will have to recover on the road,” Samuel said. “This attack has convinced me. I will not be caught in Raider Bluff in a war. Moreover, Bunker One will be buried in snow if we wait until I recover. By then it will be too late. I will not be delayed any longer.”
Makara opened her mouth, but Char held a hand up.
“Listen here,” Char said. “I know you’re a tough guy, but this is nuts. You leave now, that thing will open up and get infected. You want to go through the Great Blight with an open wound like that? The Empire will be back, yes. But not tomorrow. Not even in one month.”
“I’ll do what I must to get those Black Files,” Samuel said. “Even at the risk of my own life.”
“Yes,” Char said, “but does your sister feel the same way?”
From the look in Makara’s eyes, it was clear that she didn’t. She took a step forward. “Samuel, you’re not thinking straight. Like Char said, the Empire won’t be here for months, probably, and…”
“I know,” Samuel said. “This is crazy. But this mission is happening, and it is happening tomorrow. The longer we stay here, the more things will fall apart. The Empire attacked Raider Bluff today, and who’s to say they don’t have an army camped a day’s march away?” He looked at each of us in turn. His brown eyes were fierce and determined. “No, it must be tomorrow, or it might never be at all. As soon as we can get outfitted, we’ll be out of here. As for my arm, it’s a risk we’ll have to take, because we’re not risking just my life here. We’re risking the fate of the world.”
Everyone was quiet as we thought about this turn of events. Samuel was our leader; wherever he decided to go, I would follow him. It was Makara I was worried about. She had a good point. Samuel was not one hundred percent. He was not even fifty.
“Then we’ll leave tomorrow,” Lisa said.
Everyone stared at her.
“Wait,” I said. “You’re coming?”
“Makara and I talked it over when you left. You guys will need me out there.”
“Yeah, you’re coming,” Makara said. “But not tomorrow. Sam isn’t…”
“Makara,” Samuel said. “I appreciate your concern, but as long as I don’t put stress on my arm, I should be fine.”
“Stress that is guaranteed to happen,” Makara said. “We can’t predict what will happen out there.”
“But we can predict what will happen if we stay here,” Samuel said. “An all-out siege by the Empire and no hope of making it to Bunker One. That’s all that matters.”
Makara sighed, clearly unhappy. “I’m not going to win this one, am I?”
“Makara…”
“No. It’s fine. You’re our fearless leader. We’ll follow you to Bunker One, even if it means you’ll probably kill yourself in the process. I just hope those Files are worth the price.”
“They will be,” Samuel said. “I’m sure of it.” His eyes turned to Lisa. “Are you sure about this? There’s a good chance we won’t make it back. We could sure use someone like you, but no one’s forcing you to do this.”
“When Makara told me about what you guys were doing, I wanted to help. I’ve been cooped up in that bar too long, and I’ve never been one to ignore the call to adventure. That’s why I became a Raider in the first place.”
“We have a mission to accomplish,” Samuel said. “As long as you know how serious this is, we’ll all get along fine.”
“I’ve been nothing but serious my whole life. I’m ready for this.”
Samuel’s and Lisa’s eyes met and locked for a moment. I wanted to smile. It was clear that they each liked what they saw. Turning away, Samuel cleared his throat.
“Anyway, we’ll head out tomorrow morning, before sunrise. I want to make it at least to the Boundless by tomorrow night, which shouldn’t be a problem, barring difficulties.”
“Great,” Lisa said. “I’ll get my stuff ready.”
Char shook his head. “I don’t like this, but I won’t be stopping you. You make some good points, Samuel, but it is my medical opinion that you should give the wound another week to heal. Another week and the chance of infection will go way down. You’re asking for trouble if you head out tomorrow.”
Samuel listened. I could tell that Char’s words carried a lot of weight, but Samuel remained resolute. “No. It’s now or never. I can feel it in my bones. I wish I could wait that long. But I can’t.”
Char nodded. “So be it.”
Anna, who had been quiet the whole time, looked between Char and Samuel. I wondered what she was thinking. If only she could come with us…I almost wanted to suggest it, only I knew Char would want to keep her in Raider Bluff. Besides, she and Makara had gotten off on the wrong foot.
“If there is anything you can’t find in the stores, come see me and I will supply it myself.”
With a nod, Char left the room, Anna in tow.
“I’ve already mapped our journey,” Samuel said. “I don’t know how long it will take, but I expect plenty of roadblocks along the way, especially once we make it to the Great Blight. You guys can spend the rest of the day figuring out what we need. Alex has all the batts to buy supplies– we just need plenty of cold weather gear, as well as ammunition. Maybe some spare guns, just in case. Makara, you’re good at that kind of thing, so you’re in charge. Take the batts and make sure we’re stocked for the journey. I’ll check on you guys later.”
“Lisa and I will take care of it,” she said.
“What can I do?” I asked.
“Get the Recon prepped. Have someone who knows what they’re doing take a look at it to make sure it won’t break down on us. Extra water might be good in case we can’t refill somewhere in the desert.”
“How much water?”
Samuel paused. “As much as you can fit in the back. Once you’re done with that, help out where you can.”
“Sounds good,” I said. “I’ll get started.”
“Take care out there,” Samuel said.
That was it. We were leaving tomorrow.
 
***
 
The next morning hadn’t even dawned, but we all stood in the courtyard in the dry cold, making last-minute preparations on the Recon. I stood bleary-eyed, grumpy, cold, and hungry, every bone and muscle aching in my body. It was a bad combination. I had spent half the night making sure Khloe was working fine, as well as helping Makara and Lisa pack everything away. After that, we triple-checked that we had everything we needed. We weren’t coming back for anything.
After asking around a bit, I had found a guy named Tony, the Alpha Compound’s garage head. He checked the hydrogen fuel cell and pressure tank, the thick all-terrain tires, the engine – everything that could be checked in the limited time we had. He didn’t mind staying up late; he was just glad to get the chance to peek under the hood of a vehicle he had only heard of, and never seen. Tony made recommendations for spare parts and, once Makara returned from shopping, showed her how to replace these parts in case they broke down.
Besides the Recon, we had stocked food for a month, 250 gallons of water (mostly for refueling), cold weather gear including snow boots and thick clothing, face masks, medicine and bandages, cooking equipment, a few extra rifles, and plenty of ammunition. We had spent every last batt to get all these things. Makara had been right, out in the Wasteland. A few batts could go a long way.
Fifteen minutes after reconvening, we had crossed out everything on the checklist. We were ready to leave.
We had been in Raider Bluff only a few days, yet so much had happened in that time. I looked for Anna among the small group of Raiders gathered to see us off. I was a little disappointed that she wasn’t there.
Char stood before Makara. At first, they grabbed each other’s forearms with both hands – a typical Raider gesture, I guess. Char broke and hugged Makara tightly.
“Be safe out there, kid,” he said. “Come back in one piece.”
“I’ll try, Char. Believe me.”
Char pulled back, and we got in the Recon. Makara settled behind the wheel, already turning the key.
The engine roared to life and the needle on the dash climbed as pressure built in the hydrogen tank. For some reason, that familiar hum that came from the cargo bay was comforting.
The wheels moved, and we drove to the gates of the compound. We were finally off.
No one said anything as we navigated the city’s dirt roads. In a matter of weeks, maybe days, we would be in Bunker One – assuming we didn’t die before that. I couldn’t think about that, though. Not now.
We had brought antibiotics in case Samuel’s wound acted up. So far he had given no signs of distress. I didn’t know if it was because he was truly okay, or because he was hiding the pain. Probably the second one. His left arm would be in that sling for a while, but his right hand could still aim and shoot.
We were on the bottom level of Bluff. The streets were mostly empty.
“Oh no,” Makara said.
“What?” I asked.
“It’s…her!”
I looked out the windshield. It was Anna, standing in front of the city gates with her katana drawn.
 



 
Chapter 8
 
Makara stepped on the accelerator.
“Makara, what are you doing?” I asked.
“She is not coming with us.”
“Well, she definitely won’t if you kill her.”
“Makara, stop!” Samuel said.
The words went unheeded. Anna stood her ground, staring defiantly at the oncoming Recon. Makara was not slowing down. In fact, she sped for the open gates.
At the last moment, when it looked as if Anna was going to get run over, Makara slammed on the brakes. Still, Anna stood firm.
The vehicle skidded to the right, nearing the cliff edge. Finally, at the last possible moment, Anna jumped out of the way. The Recon was about to fall off the cliff and into the desert below.
Makara regained control, flooring it. The gates of Raider Bluff were left behind as we sped down the narrow road.
“Slow down, Makara!” Samuel said. “You’re going to kill us all!”
“Thought she could stop us,” Makara said. “I guess I proved her wrong.”
“Makara, that’s enough,” Samuel said.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “It’s done.”
“You really don’t like her, huh?” I asked.
My question went unanswered when I heard the roar of an engine behind us. A single headlight materialized in the dawn darkness.
Clearly, it wasn’t done yet.
“She’s following us,” Makara said.
Makara flipped on the LCD screen in the center of the dashboard. It revealed the dirt road behind us, and a single headlight, growing larger and brighter. The shape of a motorcycle appeared, and the shadowy form of its rider: a woman with black hair blowing in the wind.
“When we get to the bottom, I’m gunning it,” Makara said. “We’ll leave her in our dust.”
“Makara, just stop the car,” I said. “That thing can go faster than us, and you know it. She might have something important to say.”
“She wants to come with us,” Makara said. “I’m not having it.”
“I don’t get it. She’d be useful. You saw what she did with that sword.”
She ignored me as the two vehicles kept an even distance. We snaked back and forth down the mesa. When we reached the bottom, Makara sped up, heading due east toward a brightening crimson sky. Anna matched our pace. That motorcycle could go faster than us, easy. But still, Makara pressed the accelerator until the Recon’s engine was roaring, until the hydrogen fuel tank gave a miserable high whine. The pressure needle climbed and climbed, into the red. She was going to make the thing explode.
“Makara, pull over!” Samuel said.
“No.”
“Pull over, goddamn it! She’s coming with us whether you like it or not!”
Makara slammed on the brakes, causing us all to rock forward in our seats. The seatbelt pressed into my neck, constricting my breathing. On the LCD screen, the headlight grew brighter and brighter.
Anna was going to crash into us.
Anna veered off and flashed by the Recon’s right side in a speedy whir. She circled around to the Recon’s driver’s side and halted, shutting off the engine. Her face was calm and implacable. To her, a couple brushes with death in ten minutes’ time were all in a day’s work.
Samuel and I got out of the Recon, but Makara and Lisa stayed in. Outside, the air was sharp and dry. The sun had lit the land dull red from behind the equally red clouds. The mountains towered in the distance to the east, and the desert of rock and sand stretched flat to meet them. Behind us, Raider Bluff sat on its cliff, dark and brooding in the early hour.
“I’m coming with you,” Anna said simply.
Her eyes flicked up to meet mine. In them I saw determination, and the unwillingness to take no as an answer.
“You know,” I said, “if you wanted to come with us, all you had to do was ask. You didn’t have to audition or anything.”
“Did Char send you?” Samuel asked. “Makara will give me hell if I let you into the Recon.”
“No, Char did not send me. That’s why I met you at the gate. He wouldn’t want me to come. But Char is selfish, and you guys need me. The terrain is dangerous, and I’m the only one in Bluff who can lead you to the Great Blight.”
“And nearly got yourself killed in the process,” I said.
“I’m hard to kill,” Anna said. She turned to Samuel. “I’m telling the truth. You’ll die without my help. My bike can be stored in the cargo bay until I need to return home. It’s capable of high mileage, so getting home shouldn’t be an issue, even if I can’t find water.”
At that moment, Makara jumped from the Recon and walked up to Anna.
“You are not coming,” she said.
“You are wrong.”
Makara’s eyes cut dangerously at Anna. It looked as if things were going to come to blows.
“I don’t want you here,” Makara said. “End of story.”
“You do want me here. You just don’t realize it, yet. As I was telling Samuel, you will need a guide to get you across the Boundless. Before I moved to Bluff, the Boundless was my home. I survived there for years, even with the hostile Desert Tribes roaming around. Trust me, you’ll want my guidance.”
Makara’s face reddened. Her hand, out of habit, made its way to her holstered handgun. The movement didn’t escape Anna’s eye.
“Don’t even try it,” Anna said. “I’m here for one reason and one reason only. You’ll never make it past the Boundless to the Great Blight without my help. It has nothing to do with annoying you, I promise.”
“We don’t need your help.”
Anna stepped forward, her eyes challenging. “You don’t? Spoken like someone who has never seen the Boundless. Do you know where the Desert Tribes camp? Do you know where to find water? Do you know which mesas are safe to hide behind in a dust storm? A dust storm in the Boundless is a thousand times worse than one in the Wasteland.”
It looked as if Anna could go on, but Makara held up a hand. “I admit, you might have a point. But I promise you this. If you don’t leave voluntarily by the time we reach the Great Blight, I’ll make sure you leave by compulsion. Is that understood?”
Anna gave a slight smile. “If this mission is anything like what Char says it is, trust me; I’ll be out of your hair by then.”
“Fine,” Makara said. “Let’s move out.”
Makara went back into the Recon, followed by Lisa.
“Don’t say anything to incite Makara,” Samuel said to Anna. “If you’re going to be with us for the next few days, I want the trip to be as peaceful as possible.”
Anna nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. I know this is last-minute, but I believe you guys will need my help. But after the Great Blight, you’ll be on your own.”
“We need to get moving,” Samuel said. “We can’t get bogged down on who doesn’t like whom. We have a mission to finish.”
Once the cycle was stowed, the rest of us piled into the Recon and we continued our journey. As the day brightened, the crimson Wasteland fell speedily behind us. It was amazing how fast this thing could go.
“We should be there in a few days, right?” I said.
“Now is the easy part,” Makara said.
As the day wore on, large dunes replaced the flat and rocky ground. It was difficult to pick our way past them. Anna pointed the way. I could not tell how she discerned one dune from the other.
By midday, our progress slowed to a near standstill. We were doing twenty-five miles an hour over the dunes, Makara doing her best to keep us going east.
“We made it to the Boundless,” Anna said. “No trick here, just keep heading east.”
After we slogged through the dunes a couple more hours, I saw a long jagged line in the distance.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Looks like a canyon,” Makara said. “Does it head the right way?”
Anna didn’t answer for a bit. “I’ve never seen it before…”
“You’re the expert here,” Makara said with biting sarcasm. “Are we going in, or what?”
Anna hesitated a moment. “Yeah. Go in. My mind’s eye was just ten miles north of where we actually are.”
I spoke up. “I don’t know if it’s from some book or a movie I saw, but I think going in there is a really, really bad idea…”
No one answered me. Makara headed for the canyon. A few minutes later we entered its gaping entrance. As we headed deeper within, the jagged brown rock on either side rose higher and higher. It zigzagged back and forth, making it difficult to see too far ahead. We were doing forty miles an hour. Finally, we made a turn, entering a long, wide stretch where sheer cliff rose up on either side.
I guessed this might have been a good idea.
Just as I thought that, a bullet splattered into the Recon’s windshield.
 



 
Chapter 9
 
Wild-haired men appeared along the rim of the canyon, aiming rifles down at the Recon. Bullets dinged the metal and cracked the windshield. Makara sped up, weaving through the canyon.
A bullet hit where it shouldn’t have – one of the back tires. There was a pop as the thick rubber was reduced to uselessness. As the Recon ground to a halt, I reached for my Beretta.
“Hold on!” Makara yelled.
Makara spun the wheel, facing the vehicle sideways to our attackers. More bullets riddled the frame on Anna’s and Makara’s side. The other side would offer us cover.
“Get out the other side,” Makara said.
We rushed to get out as more bullets ripped into the Recon’s side. Beside me, Lisa knelt on the ground and snapped a scope onto her sniper rifle. Once done, she put it to her eye, scanning the rim of the canyon on the Recon’s safe side.
“This side looks clear,” she said.
Anna peered through the Recon’s windows to the other side. “It looks as if some of them are coming this way.”
“Who the hell are these people?” Makara asked.
“One of the Desert Tribes,” Anna said. “Not sure which.”
“Really?” Makara asked. “I wouldn’t have guessed that. I thought you were supposed to be our guide.”
“Usually Char keeps this area clear,” Anna said. “Normally, the Tribes wouldn’t attack outright like this.”
“Stop fighting,” Samuel said. “It isn’t helping.”
At the top of the canyon, a man showed himself from behind a rock, aiming his rifle down. My ears nearly split when Lisa’s sniper rifle fired. The man’s head burst like a melon and his body plummeted into the canyon.
Makara looked at the mangled tire doubtfully. “The jack and the spare are both in the cargo bay. If we go in through the back we’ll be out in the open.
“So how do we get that tire out?” I asked. “It won’t fit through the cab.”
Everyone thought for a moment. Thinking, however, was a difficult thing to do under enemy fire.
“We need to get that tire and not get killed in the process,” Samuel said.
“Maybe Lisa can snipe them all out,” I said.
“Yeah?” Lisa said. “By the time I set up a position they will have sniped me out.”
“Not if you’re inside the Recon, with the window cracked just enough to aim your gun out. The glass is bulletproof. As long as you can look out the glass with your scope, you should be safe and able to fire on them. That should give everyone else enough cover to get the tire.”
Lisa thought a moment. “That…might actually work.”
“Get to it,” Samuel said. “And be careful.”
Lisa jumped into the Recon and took up position behind the second window. A few bullets were fired from the rim of the canyon. A moment later, the loud crack of the sniper rifled echoed off the rock walls. Lisa fired again, again, again…
The bullets from above stopped raining down.
“They’re hiding,” Lisa shouted. “Now’s your chance!”
Makara and I ran around the side of the vehicle, only to have a bullet ricochet off the ground at our feet. We hopped into the cargo bay before any more could fire at us. The tire was mounted on the wall on the right side. We grabbed the tire and jack. We quickly jumped back out with the tire, dropping it next to the group.
“Let Makara work,” Samuel said. “You stand guard.”
From time to time, Lisa’s sniper rifle fired, sending a deafening blast throughout the canyon. Anna stood nearby with a pistol out, looking unsure. She was much more at home with the blade still sheathed on her back.
The Recon was already lifted from the ground. Makara had the mangled tire off in less than a minute. She was fast.
“Brings back old times in L.A.,” Samuel said.
“They’re running away,” Lisa said, jumping out of the Recon, sniper rifle pointed skyward. “I think they’ve given up.”
Makara was lowering the jack. The new tire was on, and we were ready to resume our journey.
“All done,” she said. “Get back in so we can…”
An otherworldly bellow permeated the canyon, causing me to cover my ears.
“What the hell was that?” Lisa asked.
“In the Recon, now!” Samuel yelled.
We rushed to get inside. Makara turned the key in the ignition. Behind, I could hear the ground shake. Something really big was charging for us.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Just go, go!” Samuel said.
As the Recon tore through the dirt, Makara clicked on the LCD screen. It revealed a giant creature, at least fifteen feet tall. It had a stooping frame and ripped muscles. Its sickly pink skin gave away where it had came from – the xenovirus – but it was like nothing I had ever seen. It was bipedal and had angry narrow slits for eyes. It reminded me of Kari, the giant creature we had fought at Bunker 114. Only this one was bigger. And angrier.
It charged forward, nearing the vehicle.
“Alex, do something!” Makara yelled.
“Do something? Against that thing?”
“The turret!”
The Recon surged ahead as the creature’s extended claws scratched the back of the vehicle. We gained a bit of distance, but the respite wasn’t to last. The creature closed the gap, nearing the Recon once more.
“Alex, man the turret!” Samuel yelled. “Go, now!”
I got up and ran to the back, climbing the short ladder to the turret. I opened the hatch and stepped through, trying not to let the bumps throw me off balance.
The giant machine gun was waiting for me.
It was pointing ahead, so I wheeled it around. The monster was closer than ever, just a few strides away. Its grotesque face was open, revealing rows of razor-sharp yellow teeth. Its all-white eyes burned fiercely. Upon seeing me, it gave a roar and charged forward, faster.
I had a few seconds to figure out how the turret worked, or the monster would kill me.
“Here goes nothing.”
I squeezed the trigger.
Nothing happened.
The Behemoth reached an arm back, its eyes igniting in bloodlust.
Anna popped out next to me.
“Try turning the safety off.”
She clicked it off. I squeezed the trigger.
A hail of bullets issued from the end of the gun, splattering the legs and abdomen of the monster. It bellowed in pain, but the skin was thick. I only seemed to piss it off and make it charge for us faster.
“Aim for the eyes!” Anna shouted.
I swiveled the weapon upward, holding it steady. I let the Behemoth have it again, and the bullets entered its neck and face. It gave a horrible wail, falling to its knees. I kept shooting. Somehow, I was able to train the gun on its face, and more bullets entered its head. The thing fell into the dirt and was inert. I didn’t stop shooting. I wanted to be sure it was really dead.
Anna grabbed my arm, making me release pressure from the trigger.
“It’s dead,” she said.
Indeed it was. The thing was slumped on the ground, purple, sticky liquid gushing from the holes I had made in its face.
We stood there a moment as the Recon kept driving. The cold wind chilled my face. My hands were still glued to the gun.
Anna put her hands on mine, and one by one released each of my fingers from the grips. She held them for a moment, looking into my eyes.
“You alright?”
“Yeah. Fine.”
“Let’s get inside,” she said. “Don’t want Makara to get lost.”
After I clicked the safety back on, we went back into the cargo bay and closed the hatch above us.
When we reentered the cab, everyone was ecstatic.
“Good job,” Samuel said. “Couldn’t have done it better myself.”
“Yeah,” Makara said. “Hopefully it’s clear sailing.”
The ground rose, leading us out of the canyon and back onto the arid, dune-ridden Boundless. Hundreds of dunes spread in all directions, stopped only by lines of jagged mountains far in the east. It would be hell trying to get through those. It was late afternoon, and the light was already failing.
But the dunes were not what worried me most. In the distance to the east a low, menacing wall of cloud tumbled toward us.
“Dust storm,” Lisa said. “And nowhere to hide.”
“First an ambush,” I said, “then a troll thing, and now a dust storm? It’s as if something doesn’t want us to get there.”
“Just bad luck,” Anna said. “Dust storms become more common the farther east you go. More sand, and less water.”
“Where do we wait it out?”
Samuel pointed toward the left. “Let’s head to that mesa. It’s maybe a klick out.”
“That’s fine,” Anna said. “We’re out of options, anyway.”
“Good to know they have Devil’s Walls out here, too,” Makara said. “Hopefully we’re not too late.”
“If we stay on the mesa’s leeward side, we should be safe,” Anna said.
Makara was going full throttle, racing against the cloud advancing toward us. The red, bulbous mass expanded ever outward, stumbling over itself. It seemed malevolent, as if it existed only to harm us, thundering and crashing with Jovian force. Lightning flashed in its interior. It was still about a mile out, and would be our deaths if we were caught in it.
One by one, the dunes in the distance were lost as the wall of cloud overtook them. We were close to the mesa. Only I didn’t know if we were close enough.
Finally the dunes ended, and a large flatland separated us from the mesa. The dust was on our right, shooting toward us, just seconds away.
“We’re not going to make it,” Lisa said.
“Hold on tight,” Makara said.
The Recon’s headlights clicked on. The land before us was eerily calm and quiet. On our right was the thrashing maelstrom.
With the force of a colossal hammer, the wind slammed into us, nearly upturning our vehicle. It spun us toward the south, forcing us to follow that direction.
“We have to make it to the mesa,” Samuel said. “That wind will make us crash into something.”
“Almost there,” Makara said.
I couldn’t see anything out the windshield, so I knew Makara couldn’t, either. She kept the compass on the dash pointed northeast – the direction we had been going earlier to hit the mesa. The wind pummeled the side of the Recon and lightning crackled around us.
That was the worst part – the lightning. I tried not to picture myself getting fried to a crisp from it.
The wind died as we reached the leeward side of the mesa. Makara slammed on the brakes. We slowed to a stop right in front of a wall of rock.
“Well…we made it,” Makara said.
“What now?” I asked.
“It is near nightfall, anyway,” Samuel said. “It’s best just to eat and sleep.”
It was hard to switch gears from running and fighting for our lives to the more mundane activity of eating, but it was a welcome change. I was hungry and exhausted in equal amounts. Makara hooked up a stove to a power source and got started on dinner. While it cooked, I closed my eyes in my seat, not even bothering to take off my seatbelt. The sounds of the raging storm, just inches away through the pane of glass, lulled me into a doze.
The smell of cooking vegetable stew roused me from sleep. Outside, it was dark, windy, and cold. The only light came from the inside of the vehicle.
We ate, the hearty stew warming me. Makara started the Recon again, to charge the battery a bit. Lisa went to the back with her blanket, her wavy brown hair falling before her face, and she ducked into the cargo bay. After a minute, Makara went back to join her, heavy-eyed. Anna was already fast asleep, leaning against the window.
Only Samuel remained awake.
“Get some sleep, Alex.”
“What about you?”
“Don’t worry. I’m fine.” He paused. “What a day, huh?”
I didn’t answer, though. My stomach full, the events of the day had caught up with me. I fell right asleep.
 



 
Chapter 10
 
We had been traveling east for an hour when we noticed a cloud of dust following us.
“It’s not a dust storm,” Makara said. “It’s something else.”
Anna gazed out the window. “Something’s moving inside of it.”
“What is it?” I asked.
“Just give it a moment,” she said. “It’s coming closer.”
A sound soon accompanied the dust – the roar of engines. Within the dust cloud were about a dozen gleaming vehicles moving across the desert flatland. They were too small to be cars.
“Motorcycles,” Anna said.
“Great,” Makara said. “Whose turn is it to man the turret this time?”
“They might be friendlies,” Anna said.
“They might not,” Samuel said. “But whoever’s on the turret will be exposed. I won’t take that chance.”
“What should I do, stop?” Makara asked. “They’re faster than us.”
“Is there a good position nearby?”
“No,” Makara said, with a sigh. “It’s all flat out here. There’s some dunes farther east, but we won’t make it in time.”
“Just stop. And be ready. Let’s see what they want.”
Makara slowed the Recon. It took a couple minutes for the bikers to catch up, the roar of their engines growing louder as they neared. They encircled the Recon.
Finally, their engines were cut. No one moved. One of the men motioned us to come out.
“Stay here,” Samuel said. “I’m going out to meet them.”
“Sam,” Makara said. “I won’t let you go alone.”
“You’re needed to drive in case things go wrong. No need to risk more than one life. If it’s alright, you guys can join me.”
Before anyone could protest further, Samuel stepped outside. His form was lost in the dust the bikes had kicked up. I didn’t know if he was brave or stupid.
“Stubborn,” Lisa said.
Slowly, the fine dust settled back into the land, revealing Samuel talking to a bearded, tattooed man astride a black chopper. All the bikes were remnants of the Old World, and these had seen more miles than they were designed for. They were dusty, beaten, and definitely looked the worse for wear. Still, any sort of bike was a prized possession.
Samuel turned, signaling us to come out. I exited the Recon and stood beside Samuel. The biker leader, whom Samuel faced, had a long red beard that came down to his chest, and a pockmarked, weathered face. His sunglasses were so dark that I was surprised he could even see out of them.
Makara, Lisa, and Anna stepped out to join us. Makara kept her hand on her handgun and Anna looked ready to draw her katana.
“Don’t,” the man said. “That would be very foolish.”
Slowly, Makara and Anna took their hands from their weapons.
“I am Samuel. This is Makara, Alex, Lisa, and Anna. We need to travel across this land.”
“Anyone who wishes to cross the Boundless must speak to us first.”
“Was it your men who attacked us in the canyon?”
The man shook his head. “No. There are those who dwell in the Boundless that attack anyone on sight. We are not savages.” The man paused. “You have told me you need to travel through our lands, but not why. There is nothing in the east but the Great Blight. Your course will take you there within two days. What then?”
“We mean to head east,” Samuel said. “Across the Great Blight.”
The man gave a bitter laugh. “You are fools. Even before you reach the border, you will meet the crawlers.”
“It is our mission,” Samuel said.
“And what mission is this, might I ask?”
There was nothing for Samuel to do but tell the truth. “I’m sure you have noticed the infestations plaguing the land, among which the Great Blight is the largest. We mean to stop them.”
The man’s brows knit together as he leaned forward. “Really. And how would crossing the Great Blight, a span of a thousand miles, achieve this aim?”
Samuel explained what the xenovirus was and how it worked. He said that we were all scientists (more than a slight exaggeration) trying to discover a way to stop it, and that we thought Bunker One contained information that might help us. The man listened the entire time, not saying a word, his expression switching from incredulity to curiosity.
When Samuel was done, the man nodded slowly. “You certainly don’t look like Raiders.” He looked at the women. “These three do. They have their dress.”
“I am their security and guide,” Anna said. “Along with Lisa here. Char of Raider Bluff sanctioned this mission.”
“Char,” the man said, with a low, threatening growl.
“You know him?” Makara asked.
“Yes,” the man said. “What has become of him?”
“He has his plate full, that is for sure,” Samuel said. “There will be war with the Empire soon.”
The man gave a soft, grim laugh. “I hope my brother can survive their onslaught.”
My eyes widened in surprise. At first I was skeptical – but I saw that the man and Char were around the same age and shared many of the same features – broad chin, dimples, a solid frame.
“Char has never mentioned having a brother,” Makara said.
“That does not surprise me,” the man said. “I am Marcus, and we are the Exiles. Twelve years ago, we split from the Raiders over a disagreement. We were the loser of that controversy, so we were exiled to the Boundless. We were much greater in number, once. Now we are only thirty-two. I am surprised we are that many. This is a harsh land, and there is no mercy for the weak.”
“What was the disagreement about?” Samuel asked.
“It was long ago, but it changed Raider Bluff forever, into what it is today. Twelve years ago the Raiders blew up Hoover Dam, causing a flood. It wiped out many settlements along the river.”
“Why did they do that?” I asked.
“There was a rival city of Raider Bluff, across the water on the Colorado’s western shore,” Marcus said. “It was called Rivertown. The Raiders believed blowing up the dam was the easiest way to destroy them. What they didn’t foresee, however, was just how much death there would be. Char was young at the time, and brash. He was for the plan, and was chosen to lead the group that destroyed the dam. I fought with him to keep him from going. We fought, and in my rage, I threw him into the fireplace. He landed face first.”
No one said anything in the silence that followed. Char had received his burn from his own brother, no less.
“It is no wonder that we are out here,” Marcus went on. “I was exiled. But I did not go alone. Fifty Raiders followed me into the desert. It was our intent to cross the country and begin a new city. We wanted to settle on the Mississippi, far to the east.
“We never made it that far. We were attacked by crawlers halfway there. Many died in the attack, and there was nothing we could do but turn back. We tried to cross, once more, years later, but the Blights barred our path. In the north, we were locked in by cold and snow; in the south, by the Empire, who promised us passage in exchange for military service.” Marcus shook his head. “They did not keep their word.”
“Raider Bluff is different,” Makara said.
“I swore a time would come in which they would need us. And I still believe that. I am too proud to return. We are the Exiles.” Marcus paused. “Raider Bluff will lose against the Empire. Anyone who stands against them will fall. Their army numbers in the thousands. They already control much of Mexico, and are extending their way north.”
“Where did they come from?” Makara asked.
“When Ragnarok fell, the world became colder, as you know. The people went south. Mexican, American, it didn’t matter anymore. What few survived banded together. The climate changes were kinder to Mexico than the United States. The land there is temperate, good for crops, and there are still many untapped resources and plenty of water. It is not like here. For the decade after Meteor, hundreds of city-states flourished, on the coasts, on the rivers, in the forests. They warred and fought, their wealth fueled by slavery, guns, and bullets. When one city lost, they became the thrall of another.
“But then the Empire came, based in the city of Nova Roma. It was once a collection of huts on a series of hills, like the Rome of old. Perhaps by borrowing their name, they hoped to capture some of the magic. But their people were strong, and they subjugated their neighbors, led by a man calling himself Augustus. Instead of enslaving their neighbors, they annexed them, upsetting the normal balance. More people flocked to the Empire as they gained wealth and power. The Empire offered safety, comfort, law in a land of lawlessness. Soon, half of Mexico was theirs, and any who challenged them faced slavery, or worse.
“And now, with most of former Mexico in their sure grip, they are turning their eye north.”
“Why?” Samuel asked, intent on Marcus’s answer.
“Do you not know? They seek the Bunkers.”
“The Bunkers?” I asked. “Why would they want them?”
“The Empire is very interested in any technology they can acquire. And not just technology, but information. There are weapons, vehicles, fuel, supplies, medicines, all of which can simply no longer be made. And it’s all for the taking, whether or not covered by Blights. They’ve already raided the Bunkers close to home, but their main prize is Bunker One…and if it weren’t for the hostility of the environment, they would have raided it long ago.”
“How do you know all this?” Makara asked.
“Like I said, we Exiles wander where we please,” Marcus said. “We have on occasion hired ourselves out as mercenaries. We keep our ears open, wherever we travel.”
The Empire’s wanting to find Bunker One put them in direct competition with us. Did they know about the Black Files? If they did, would they want to keep them? My gut intuition said almost certainly.
“So you really think Raider Bluff will lose?” I asked.
It was hard to imagine that city falling to anything. They had all those people, plus those walls on top of the bluff. A giant army would be needed to crush that.
“Raider Bluff is only a few thousand,” Marcus said. “The Empire is many thousands. Their lands are still green and warm. They call this the Wasteland for a reason. They see you as barbarians.”
Here I was, thinking that the entire world was a desert. Just hearing that there were trees growing somewhere made me want to check this Empire place out. I still had a hundred questions – after all, how often was it that you met someone who had traveled outside the Wasteland?
“So – we can pass your lands in peace?” Samuel asked.
Marcus nodded. “I would normally exact tribute, but I believe in the importance of your mission. The Blights have not yet touched the Empire, but they will one day, soon. Maybe the time of the Raiders is over, but at least others might be saved for a future age.”
“Hopefully, everyone can be saved,” Samuel said. “But only if we make it.”
“The Great Blight is dangerous,” Marcus said. “You will travel upward into the mountains to the east, past the ruins of Flagstaff. It will only be another hundred miles to the border. You will not be attacked by us or anyone else on the way there. But once you cross that line, no one can help you. There are only the countless monsters that call that land their home. Crawlers will be the least of your worries.”
“We fought one of them, yesterday,” I said. “It was a giant.”
Marcus nodded. “Yes, you speak of the Behemoth. Nasty, those. All you can hope is that you are faster, or have a weapon powerful enough to pierce their skin. They make their home in the mountains and canyons of the Boundless. Even here, Blights crop up seemingly overnight. We burn them where we can. It’s possible to kill them if you get them early enough. But there is little we can do but run and find somewhere untainted.” He looked hard at Samuel. “We must be off soon, but before I go, a warning: don’t think that Bunker One isn’t on the top of the Novans’ list. I’m telling you this, so that you are not surprised if they beat you there.”
Marcus started his engine. The rest of the Exiles followed suit, sending a roar across the desert.
Marcus gave a salute before wheeling around, hitting full throttle as he blazed into the desert. The rest of the bikers followed him, spewing a cloud of both dust and exhaust that left us hacking and coughing.
When it was finally quiet, Lisa spoke. “At least we’re still alive.”
“Yeah,” Makara said. “Smooth talking there, Samuel.”
Samuel didn’t respond. “He gave me much to worry about, I think. This Empire worries me greatly. I thought it was only the winter snow and crawlers we were contending against. Human opponents are much more dangerous.”
“One day at a time, brother,” Makara said. “One mission at a time.”
“I suppose you’re right.” He turned away from the train of bikers, for the Recon. “It’s time to get moving.”
 
***
 
That night we camped north of the ruins of Flagstaff. We went off the road a fair distance to avoid the town, since we didn’t know what might be waiting there.
We found the perfect hideout – a shallow cave inside one of the rocky hills below the base of a tall mountain, the cap of which was lost in red cloud.
The landscape had changed greatly with elevation. Besides the drastic temperature drop (the thermometer in the Recon read -12º Celsius), I saw my first trees – at least, the first trees that hadn’t been turned by the xenovirus. They were pines, mostly, and most had been long dead. What few were left alive had the barest tufts of green needles on their branches, indicating that soon they would be joining the rest.
After we stopped, we collected a lot of dead wood for a fire. Once we had the fire roaring, the natural warmth felt good, and the sticky pine aroma was pleasing in the air. It was nice to smell something natural for once, and not the emptiness of the mostly dead world.
Though the fire was warm, the night outside was bitterly cold. Anna cooked the evening meal – the same stew we had eaten last night, with the veggies and potatoes taken from Raider Bluff.
After she gave the stew another stir and covered it, she came to sit next to me.
“You alright?” I asked.
“I think so. Saving the world…exhausting business.”
“What’s your story, anyway?”
She didn’t answer for a moment. “My story?”
“Yeah. Everyone has one, right?”
It seemed as if she didn’t want to talk about it. And if her story was anything like mine, that was understandable.
Eventually, she did start talking. “I grew up in a settlement east of L.A., in the mountains. It was called Last Town. The man who founded it truly believed it was the Last Town. Even when he found out it wasn’t, the name stuck.”
“How big was it?”
She shook her head. “Not big at all. Last Town had maybe three hundred people. Not like some of the other settlements. It was located on I-10, between L.A. and the Mojave. The city survived off trade for the most part. Me…I was just a kid there. My parents were scavengers, mostly. They went around and found useful items in the Old World ruins, like batts, machines, weapons, and metals, and tried to sell them. As the years wore on, business got worse and worse. All the valuable items had been snatched up. When supplies started getting low, people formed groups to fend for themselves. That’s how the first Raiders came about. All the little towns, like Last Town, didn’t stand a chance. We were taken over. Like locusts, the Raiders stayed until they sucked the place dry, and then moved on. By the time we rebuilt, they would come back.”
I didn’t say anything. Despite the distance in her voice, I saw pain in her green eyes.
She went on. “I was twelve when the big attack came. Only this time, they weren’t Raiders. It was one of the L.A. gangs. They called themselves the Black Reapers.”
“I’ve heard of them before,” I said. “Makara was a Lost Angel.”
Anna smiled. “I did not know that. It was the Angels that kept us safe, for the most part. But the Reapers were more numerous. It was at the height of the Five Years’ War that they took over Last Town. It was a key spot, because of where it sat on I-10 through the mountains. Rather than be taken, my mother and I fled east into the Wasteland, my dad having died in the battle. The only other choice was slavery. Being a slave of the Reapers is said to be worse than death.
“We wandered for countless nights, taking food where we could get it, and shelter where we could find it. Even in those days, the settlements would let hardly anyone in. We wandered north and south, east and west, until I knew the Wasteland like the palm of my hand.
“My mother was very learned, and she enjoyed reading. Books became an escape from our harsh reality.”
“What kind of books did you like?”
Anna smiled. “I have not read in a long time, but I liked fantastical stories, since they did not even take place on Earth most of the time. Of course, anything to do with swords, or the samurai, I read cover to cover many times.”
“Where did you find that katana?” I asked.
“I found it in a home, one day. The place had been picked over already by someone else, but strangely that weapon had been left behind. I took it and it became part of me the moment I touched it. I had already read about Hideyoshi. I also found a book about swordplay. I guess whoever lived there collected swords as a hobby – there were slots on the wall designed to display blades, but the katana was the only one left behind.
“The book I found was an overview of many different schools. I practiced. I was my own teacher. Soon, sword forms became my new escape. Besides, it was a useful skill to learn to keep people from taking advantage. Later on, I found a university library, where I learned even more. When I wasn’t sleeping, eating, or walking to the next place, I was practicing the sword. I started training at the age of thirteen.”
“What happened to your mother?”
Anna’s face grew still. “I missed that part, didn’t I? She died. She got sick with a wasting illness. She was dead within a week.”
“I’m sorry.”
The words sounded so trite for something so horrible. I didn’t know what else to say, though.
“After that, I wandered for another few months. It became unbearable to wander any longer. I headed for Raider Bluff, with the intent of finding my way there somehow, of becoming a Raider. I was hoping a raid group of some kind would take me on, preferably one that would raid in Black Reaper territory. I wanted vengeance, ever since that day, and wanted to kill as many of them as possible. I hope someday I can bring about that gang’s end.”
“You and Makara are alike, there,” I said.
Anna nodded. “Soon, in Raider Bluff, my skill became apparent. Char recruited me as his personal bodyguard. This was four months ago. In Raider Bluff, I had food, a bed, and other people to talk to, even if they were Raiders. And I had full license to practice my craft in my off time, when not running errands for Char.”
“What kind of errands?”
Anna shrugged. “I’m sort of like a spy. Many would try to kill the Alpha to take his place. It’s my job to prevent that happening.”
“I bet you have some interesting stories there.”
Anna gave a half smile. “Maybe. But now is not the time. I have talked enough, and dinner will burn if I do not attend to it.”
She got up, and lifted the lid off the pot, filling the cave with the mouthwatering aroma of stew.
She had given the stew a few stirs when, from nowhere, a shadowy form of a man entered the cave.
Everyone stood and drew their weapons.
 



 
Chapter 11
 
The shadow stepped into the light, revealing itself as a short, stooped old man wearing a cloak with hood. He had no weapon other than a gnarled walking stick.
“Who are you,” Samuel said, “and what do you want?”
He was old – very old. He had wrinkled, weathered skin that had seen many Wasteland winters. His eyes were soft and intelligent, belying the toughness of the rest of his face. By the firelight, I noticed something strange about those bright, gray eyes. They were clouded.
He was blind.
“I felt the warmth of the fire from afar,” the man said, “and heard voices, and smelled the food. I’ve been wandering for days, and was wondering if I might have a bite and a rest.”
No one said anything, suspecting a trap. Raiders did this, sometimes – used a distraction to catch groups unawares. If only he knew about the weapons pointed at him, would he have been so calm?
“You are blind,” Samuel said. “No blind man can survive alone. Not out here.”
The man smiled, as if he had heard this many times before – but no matter how many times it was said, he knew it was wrong all the same.
“I have made these lands my home for two decades without my sight,” the man said. “Every tree, every rock, I know from memory. Men do not pass this way. Not anymore. They have all gone west, or south. The rest were taken by the Blight.”
“You are alone?” Samuel asked.
The man nodded. “I am. If you do not believe me, there is nothing I can say to convince you.” He gestured to a spot near the fire. “May I sit? These knees are not what they used to be.”
Samuel paused, unsure. “You may sit. Be warned; we are watching you.”
“There is no need to fear,” the man said. “I simply take food where I can find it, and sleep where I can get it. I am the Wanderer.”
Samuel nodded toward Makara. She grimaced, and found a bowl and a spoon for the old man. She ladled some stew in – two healthy scoops. Samuel eyed her. She scowled, and ladled another small scoop in. Satisfied, Samuel nodded again. Makara handed the old man the stew.
Somehow, he knew it was there, because he reached out and took it.
“It’s hot,” he said, with a smile. “Good, for a cold night like this.”
Everyone watched the old man. Anna was wary and had a hand on her blade the entire time. I didn’t blame her. Personally, I didn’t think the old man was any harm. I just wondered what he was doing here, and how he survived in the wild without his eyesight.
The old man ate several mouthfuls. He did not seem to mind that it was near scalding.
“Who are you?” Samuel asked. “What brings you to our cave?”
The old man chuckled. “Your cave?”
Samuel frowned. “Well…maybe it is yours. I don’t know.”
“Nothing is anybody’s,” the old man said. “Not anymore. In the Old World, they had mountains of paper deciding who owned what. All that is irrelevant. In the Old World, I owned much of this land here, by Mount Elden. I was a very rich man. But I suppose you do not care about that, either.”
“I hope you don’t mind us staying here,” Samuel said.
“Oh, no. I welcome visitors. It’s been so long since anyone has been out this way. I stay away from the city. For a long time, there were people there, even after the Rock fell. They are all gone – either dead, or relocated to the south. I was the only one who stayed.”
“Relocated?” I asked. “By who? Where?”
“By the Novans,” the old man said. “I have talked to their kind before. A group passed this way, about a month ago. Asking about Bunkers.”
“Novans,” Samuel said. “How many?”
“There were six or so,” the old man said. “They are long gone, into the Great Blight. Who knows what became of them?”
We all looked at each other. As long as it was not our Bunker, Bunker One, there was no problem. But hadn’t Marcus said that was on the top of their list?
There was no way to know for sure without asking the man. I didn’t think Samuel would want to give that away. Not yet, anyway.
“Why did you stay when everyone else left?” Anna asked.
“This is my home. And I am far too old for moving. Here I have stayed ever since Dark Day. The government would not let me into Bunker 88, in the mountain. So I made my own bunker. That was long, long ago. Thirty years ago. I would have been fifty.”
“What is your name?” I asked.
The man smiled. “I don’t remember what it was people called me. I am different. I have been preserved for a purpose. I have seen you coming.”
“But…you can’t see,” I pointed out helpfully.
The man took another bite of stew. He was slowing down, and the bowl was nearly drained. 
“This is what I do remember. My family and I survived for nearly a year in my underground bunker. It was a horrible experience. We ended up coming out a year after. My wife, two daughters, and their husbands, and two children. That was 2031. Those days were bad.”
The man did not speak for a while. He finished eating.
“I remember watching the sky every night since Ragnarok first became visible. It grew and grew, redder and brighter each night. It is a strange thing to watch your own death approach you, and not do anything about it. You cannot imagine the terror of those times. ‘The Dark Decade’ does not even begin to describe it. It’s a wonder the world didn’t blow itself up with nuclear war before Dark Day.”
“And you have lived out here for all this time?” I asked.
“More or less,” the man said. “But I have wandered many places – north, south, west, and east. I am the Wanderer.”
“How do you survive?” Samuel asked. “No weapon, no vision…and forgive me for saying, but you’re old.”
The Wanderer chuckled. “Yes. I am old. Too old for this world, that is for sure. But I have another kind of vision. A vision of the mind, that allows me to see what needs to be seen; even things that are not visible, such as thought and intent.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“It was not always this way,” the man said. “But I have an inner feeling that I have learned to trust, and it directs me in the right way. Just as it directed me here, to this cave. Go to the cave, it said. I did not question. I went. Maybe it is God. Maybe it is something else. It is there, all the same.”
“That makes no sense,” Makara said.
Samuel held a hand up. “And you are alone?”
The Wanderer gave a single nod. “I have been alone for years. This land is empty. Not even the Raiders come this far. There is no reason. This is the eastern fringe of the Boundless, and beyond that is the Great Blight – where no man goes. I lived in the east, for a time. Now, the Blight is a wall, and east and west will never speak again – unless one were to stop the Blights.”
We all looked at each other. This man pinpointed our exact mission, without even knowing us.
He smiled in satisfaction. “Do you believe?”
“How do you know the reason we have come?” Samuel asked.
“I know many things – Samuel.”
Everyone gasped. I wasn’t convinced. He could have overheard someone saying the name, if he had been hiding outside for a while.
“Are you some type of mind reader?” Lisa asked. “I have heard of such things.”
“I am the only one I know of,” the Wanderer said. “With my mind, I see many things that are hidden. If I look into your eyes, I can see your fate.”
I was skeptical. “A mind reader, and a prophet. Can you tell us if we will succeed?”
The old man didn’t say anything to that. “No, I cannot tell you that. No one can. But I can tell you what you must do lest you certainly fail.”
That got everyone’s attention. Everyone waited for the Wanderer to speak.
“What must we do?” Samuel asked.
“Everyone’s individual part is different,” the Wanderer said. “And I must tell you each in turn. After I have told you, you cannot tell any other person, or it all falls apart.”
“Clearly,” I said.
Everyone looked at me, urging me to be respectful. It was hard. I wasn’t buying it.
The Wanderer paid me no heed, however. It was a bit irritating. Instead, he turned to Lisa.
“Lisa.”
She jumped when he said her name.
“You first.”
The Wanderer stood, and Lisa looked up at him.
“Now?”
“Yes. Yours is short, but important.”
Lisa walked over to the Wanderer. Fear was in her eyes, even if she hid it well in her composure.
The Wanderer spoke softly, and Lisa listened. Whatever the Wanderer said, however important, she kept her face unreadable. He said maybe two sentences before she turned away and sat where she had been before.
Next, he looked at Samuel. Samuel stood and walked immediately to the Wanderer. The Wanderer drew him away from the fire, toward the mouth of the cave. They talked for a while – maybe five minutes. Samuel asked a question here and there, but was mostly quiet.
It seemed strange to me that these two could soak up this man’s words and take them at face value. Who was he? There was no such thing as prophecy or mysticism. There was only science and brute fact. My father had taught me as much, and the world we lived in only solidified that stance. If there were a God, if there were anything – why would he have let this happen?
Yet, the man had known much – things that weren’t necessarily impossible for him to know, but things that were very good guesses, nonetheless.
Samuel returned to his spot by the fire. The Wanderer stood, looking at Anna.
She rose and walked forward, as if meeting her death. The Wanderer spoke to her for maybe half a minute – after which she nodded once. She stood there a moment, and then came back. She did not meet my eyes when she sat.
It was just me and Makara. The Wanderer shifted his gaze between us, as if wondering who should go first. Finally, his eyes rested upon Makara.
“Come, Makara,” he said.
Makara got up and went to the Wanderer. He spoke to her in much the same way as he spoke to anyone else. I could tell she was fighting back tears. It was not as if the Wanderer said anything unkind to her – Makara would not have cried about that. It did make me wonder what he had said, though.
It was my turn. I had never felt more afraid in my life. I was starting to doubt myself. At first, I hadn’t thought this man had any ability to see the future, at least no more than I did. Now, I wasn’t sure.
I walked past the fire, and stood in front of the Wanderer, as the rest had. His eyes were filmy. They spooked me. Cloudy and gray, they were bright and reminded me of their eyes. It was as if I were staring into the eyes of a ghost.
For some reason, it felt as if he were much older than he had let on.
“How are you, Alex?”
“Don’t you know already?”
I knew I shouldn’t have been cheeky, but I couldn’t help it. The man paid no heed – he only smiled.
“Just like your father,” he said. “He never had the stomach for any of that mystic crap, did he?”
My eyes widened. How could he have known about my father?
I tried to find some explanation, some excuse. A lucky guess here just didn’t seem to cut it.
“Did you know my father?” I asked, in a whisper.
“Maybe. It is doubtful. I will tell you what I haven’t told the others.”
I took a step back. I didn’t know what to say, but I wanted to know what he meant.
“Years ago,” he said, “I became lost in a Blight. There was something in the air that made me fall asleep. I woke up insane, and I became the Wanderer. I was blind, but I began to see things with my mind. Something happened to me, out there…and now I can see everything. I know everything. Only I can’t speak it. I am not allowed. Something beyond stops me.”
“None of this makes any sense.”
“Sometimes, it doesn’t have to.”
I tried to make sense of that one, but it only left me more confused. I willed my brain to shut itself off.
“I will tell you what I can, Alex. All of this is bigger than any of you realize. It will all be made apparent, soon – and all of you can decide what to do about it. At least, the ones of you who survive. It was written that there will be wars and rumors of wars when the end comes. Maybe the end isn’t coming – but an end surely is. And it is an end none of you will want to face.”
“Some will die?”
“Some?” the Wanderer whispered. “Maybe all. As soon as you cross the border, into the Great Blight, everything will change. You will be fighting for your very lives, every second, every breath.”
“We already are,” I said.
“You think you are. Something is out there, far more sinister than the crawlers, far more ancient, far more powerful. Something wants you dead.”
“What is this something?”
“I don’t know it, but I can hear it in my dreams. A Voice. A Song, which encompasses the whole world. It will enthrall all life unless you can silence it.”
There was no way I was getting anything out of that, so I decided to ask questions that required a straight answer. “How soon until we get there?”
“Tomorrow evening will be your last night on this side before you stand before the Gates of Hell.”
“You say that as if it is an actual place.”
“It is.”
The Wanderer grabbed my shoulders, causing me to nearly jump out of my skin. “It all hinges on you, Alex. You have wondered, more than once, what your place is here. I am telling you now. Without you, this mission will fail. Without you, the world will fall and everyone will die.”
“What is the xenovirus?” I asked. “Why is it killing us?”
“I can only say so much, Alex. The rest you will have to discover on your own. But there is something out there trying to stop you. Something does not want you reaching Bunker One, and it is not just the Novans.”
The fact the Wanderer knew where we were headed did not surprise me. This man finally had me convinced.
“What do I have to do? Just tell me, and I will do it.”
“You must be ready. I have told everyone else what they must do. There is a sacrifice you must make. You will know it when the time comes. That is remote yet, but never forget my words. You must make it, or all shall crumble to dust.”
I remained silent. The Wanderer had more to say.
“You have a gift no one else here has. If this group can’t come together, you all might as well leave and return to Raider Bluff and wait for the end. Because the end is coming. I always thought Ragnarok was the end. No. Ragnarok was only the beginning.”
The Wanderer’s warning sent chills down my spine.
“The beginning? What’s going to happen?”
“I cannot see that far. There are too many strings. It all depends on you, though; I can see that much.”
I looked away. No pressure at all.
“Just tell me what I must do.”
“You will know, in time. Just remember my words.”
“I don’t even know how to interpret that.”
The Wanderer was still holding onto me. He had not let go for two minutes. He did so now.
“Your potential is far beyond what you even realize. There is always something we can do to make another’s day brighter – a smile, a kind word or gesture – the small things give us the strength to do the big things.”
The Wanderer turned from me and faced the fire, its orange glow reflecting off his face. He went off to sit where he had eaten. Everyone watched him quietly.
“I have said all I came to say,” he said. “I just need to have a bit of a rest and I’ll be off.”
“I’ll bring you a blanket,” I said.
The Wanderer smiled. “That would be good.”
I went to the Recon, and found him something to cover up with, my mind a blur. Once I’d grabbed a thick blanket, I returned and handed it to the Wanderer. He accepted it, wrapped himself up, and lay with his back to the fire. Within moments, his breathing was even with sleep.
No one said much of anything after that. I lay down and wrapped myself in my blanket, thinking on what he had told me.
It all hinged on me. What did that mean? And I had to sacrifice something, and I would know what that was when the time came?
I only hoped it wouldn’t be my life.
 



 
Chapter 12
 
When we awoke the next morning, the Wanderer was gone. He must have left sometime in the night, but his words had remained. The blanket I had loaned him was left behind, folded neatly on a nearby rock.
Everyone worked to break camp quickly, packing the Recon with purpose. Anna seemed distant, so I decided to see what was up.
“You alright?”
She paused after spreading the ashes of last night’s fire. “It’s nothing.”
“Nothing always means something, right?”
She looked at me with a mixture of annoyance and softness. “That man told me something. I guess I can’t tell you what it is, since he told me not to…”
She sighed, and I waited for her to go on. She said nothing more.
“Whatever it is, we’ll get through it, right?” I asked.
She smiled sadly. “I hope so. It wasn’t good news, I’m afraid.”
“You’ve got me worried.”
Anna looked toward the Recon. Everyone else was already getting in. Makara turned on the engine and it roared to life in the thin mountain air. The headlights clicked on.
“Time to go,” Anna said.
Makara honked the horn, and leaned out the window. “You two, hurry up! We’re burning daylight.”
We went to the Recon, and got into the cab. I looked over at Lisa. She stared out the window as if it were her life’s mission.
Everyone was quiet and contemplative. Both Anna and Lisa on either side of me had dozed off. Makara kept the Recon on a steady course east. The blackened, dead trees on either side of us looked gloomy in the red early-morning light. The ground was bare, bereft of any life. Above the clouds churned, holding more dust than rain. The scene was depressing.
Makara navigated the rocky, dry earth slowly. It sloped downward. Ahead lay a wide, desert vista, rocky, filled with dune and mountain. A thin line, barely discernible, marked the highway that headed east. In the far distance the sky was a bit brighter, but the sun was still too weak at this hour to force much of its light through.
Samuel pored over the map, his eyes squinting in concentration.
“How’s your arm holding up?” I asked.
“Much the same,” he said, without taking his eyes off the map. “Feels the same as yesterday.”
Makara said nothing, concentrating on the path ahead of her.
“Get on the highway?” she asked.
“That would be easiest,” Samuel said. “At this rate, we’ll be on it in a few minutes.”
Anna turned from the window. “The highway should take you the rest of the way there.”
Anna’s words reminded me of the fact that she would not be with us much longer. We still had the rest of the day, and part of tomorrow, before she was gone.
“Are you sure you’ll make it back alright on your own?” I asked.
She looked at me pointedly. “I can handle myself. Besides, my odds of making it back are far better than yours.”
She had a point. I decided to hold my peace, though somehow the prospect of her leaving felt wrong.
The next few hours passed in silence. Everyone was tired, and Samuel and Makara were intent on navigating the Recon. Anna had not been out this far before, so her guess was as only good as theirs. Though she no longer knew the way, she decided to stay until the Great Blight.
Ahead were two great rocks the highway passed between. Makara went through the gap.
It was upon leaving the other side that something big pummeled the side of the Recon.
The Recon spun out, and Makara slammed on the brakes. When the Recon came to a standstill, we were facing the direction we had come from.
That’s when we saw them.
Several creatures shot in front of the Recon. They were low to the ground, pink, and had many scuttling legs. They had long faces with snakelike white eyes, and looked like a cross between a lizard and a serpent.
“Crawlers,” Anna said.
Makara floored the accelerator – as she did, two of the things sailed through the air toward the windshield, their long bodies wriggling back and forth while in the air. Makara spun to the right, the crawlers slamming into the Recon’s side.
“The turret!” Samuel yelled. “Get to the turret!”
I forced myself up, trying not to crash from all the bumps. I made it to the ladder in the cargo bay and hauled myself up. Hitting the cold desert air was a shock. I snapped the gun into position, and clicked the safety off.
Those crawlers moved fast. There were four of them, and they easily matched the Recon in speed. They scurried across the ground, their forms a blur.
In the far eastern distance, a line of pink and purple mountains edged along the horizon. Pink and purple…we were nearly there. The border of the Great Blight.
I fired, hitting one of the monsters. It gave a wretched squeal as it tumbled from its own velocity, sliding and rolling through the dirt to its death.
Lisa popped up next to me, aiming her gun upward.
“Need a hand?”
I didn’t answer as I started firing at another one. This one dodged my bullets, but Lisa was already aiming. Within seconds, she found her mark. She fired, the sound so loud that it temporarily deafened me. I saw the monster crash and roll over like the other one had.
The remaining two backed off. In tandem, they slowed down, allowing the Recon to get away. In the distance, the mountains were slightly larger, glimmering in the late morning light.
“Looks like they’re giving up,” I said.
They sped up again, running insanely fast.
“Watch out!” I said, taking aim.
They took to the air, sailing through it, their long mouths open and revealing razor-sharp teeth. They crashed on top of the cargo bay, their paws sticky and clinging to the metal. They scuttled toward us like insects. I fired, blasting one of the snakelike things off the Recon. It flew into the air and crashed into the dust.
The other was close. It was nearly on top of me and Lisa. Its mouth widened, discharging a rancid stench from within.
The crawler struck, its nasty paws pinning me to the top of the Recon as Lisa retrieved a knife. The thing smelled of decay and rot – thick purple ooze dripped down its slimy skin.
My arms grappled its neck – but the thing had a lot of strength I hadn’t counted on. Its mouth neared my neck.
“Kill it!” I yelled.
But the crawler, with its rear legs, kicked Lisa, causing her to sprawl over the gun. It was just me and the monster.
That’s when Anna showed up, her katana flashing. With a scream, she severed the monster’s head from its torso, sending a spray of purple ooze gushing from its neck. I jerked to avoid it, and it missed me by inches. The head rolled off the side and crashed onto the ground.
The crawler’s body rested against me, constricting my breathing.
With her leg, Anna forced the heavy body up enough for me to slink out from under it. Together, we pushed the thing off the Recon. It tumbled onto the dusty ground below.
Lisa struggled up from where she had fallen.
“You alright?” I asked.
She winced in pain. “That shit hurt.” She got up, rubbing her side. “It wasn’t the kick so much, but my back slammed right into the gun. It’ll leave a nasty bruise.”
“Take it easy,” I said. “At least we still have our lives, thanks to Anna.”
Anna cleaned her weapon with a rag, wiping her blade clean. Scrunching her nose at the dirty cloth, she threw it over the side. “It was nothing.”
“I think I’m going to stay up here a while,” I said. “There should probably be someone up here at all times to keep watch.”
“Be careful, Alex,” Lisa said. “Come down if more of those things are out there.”
“Don’t worry. The land’s flat, so I can see anything coming from a mile away.”
“Still,” Lisa said. “I better go check on Makara and Samuel. They’ll want to know that everyone’s okay.”
Lisa climbed down the ladder and back into the Recon.
Anna looked at me. “You alright?”
“Yeah. I thought I was dead.”
“I should have come up first thing,” Anna said. “I’m sorry.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“I had no idea they could get up there. I thought I’d be useless with my sword.”
I laughed. “I’m glad you were wrong. I wish you’d stay, though.”
She turned away, her head down. Her black hair blew in the wind.
“I…I don’t know. I’m still thinking.”
“What did the Wanderer tell you?”
She didn’t answer. Of course she wouldn’t. She wasn’t supposed to tell me. She looked at the hatch on the ground, as if considering leaving me up here.
“You don’t have to stay,” I said. “I just don’t know who will save my life in the nick of time if you go.”
Anna turned back around, with a smile. “I’m glad I got to know you, Alex. Whatever happens.” She looked at my shirt. There was a purple stain on it from earlier. “Stay here. I’ll go get you another shirt.” She touched my arm. “And a jacket.”
She turned to go, my eyes never leaving her. Alright, after that, I definitely had to do what I could to get her to stay. But still, did I really want that? Going to Bunker One could be sure death. It probably was sure death. Anna would be better off leaving when she could. And yet, I couldn’t help but feel a spark when she was around. It was shame, then, that she had to leave. It felt sad to think that I might never see her again.
I looked at the mountains. It wouldn’t be long, now. That line of orange, purple, and pink glimmered, seeming to absorb the suns’s paltry light and burn with unnatural luminescence. I had no idea how we were going to cross all that, all the way to Cheyenne, Colorado. Hundreds of miles of Blight seemed impossible to fathom.
The first stretch of our journey had ended. The second, worse one, was about to begin.
 
***
 
It was getting dark by the time we saw the first twisted trees. Seeing them again was a horrifying sight as it was only a sign of much worse things to come. They were stunted, leafless, and had become vessels of the xenovirus, dripping the slime. I didn’t know what else to call it but “the slime”; that pink, organic liquid that carried the xenovirus and allowed it to spread.
About a mile to the east was the border of the Great Blight. It was chilling to look at: a giant wall of purple and pink, stretching from north to south, horizon to horizon, maybe as much as one hundred feet high.
Makara pulled to a stop, still a fair distance from the border. Darkness was quickly cloaking the land. Trying to find a way in tonight would be madness.
We were the only blot on the windswept desert flatland, other than the occasional dune.
“We camp here tonight,” Samuel said.
We were a little exposed, but anything resembling cover was twenty miles back. We would just have to risk the threat of attack. I shuddered to think of more crawlers out there in the night. Could they see us? Hear us? Smell us? Or were they waiting for us to cross into Hell?
Despite my trepidation, nothing happened that night. We all slept soundly, except Samuel and Lisa, who were on watch.
It would be my last night in the Wasteland for a while.
 



 
Chapter 13
 
We left at sunrise after a quick breakfast and headed the final mile to the Great Blight.
It must have been my imagination but it seemed a bit…closer than yesterday. Maybe it was just the light, because I could not see how it could have possibly grown that much. Seeing that pink wall stretch from north to south in a near perfect line was damn unnerving. It was as if something had built it. What that something was, I didn’t know. It was all encoded into the genetics of the xenovirus, I supposed.
We approached within a hundred feet of the wall, and we had to crane our necks to see the top of it. The twisting pink, purple, and orange growth was thick, gnarled, interlocking. It was impenetrable. The wall cast a long, pinkish shadow from the low morning sun. There was no telling how thick the wall was, or even how to pass through. Makara turned north, driving the Recon alongside it for a good hour.
“There,” Samuel said, pointing.
Makara turned. “I don’t see anything.”
“You can barely see it because the colors mess with your eyes.”
Makara’s eyes narrowed. She nodded grimly. “Yes. I see it.”
Anna drew closer to me, our shoulders touching. I turned to her.
“You alright?”
She nodded. “I think so.”
“I guess you’ll be leaving soon, huh?”
She didn’t answer for a moment. Her face appeared troubled.
“You can talk to me,” I said. “What’s going on?”
“I can’t leave,” she nearly whispered.
Makara’s eyes flicked to the rearview. “What do you mean? That was the agreement.”
Anna sighed. “Yeah. I know. But the Wanderer said I would have a choice, and I’m making that choice now. My role here isn’t done. Without me, you guys won’t make it. If you guys will have me, I’d like to join you, the rest of the way to Bunker One.”
No one said anything. Samuel turned around.
“You realize what this means, right?”
Anna nodded slowly. “Yeah. I know. We might not be coming back. It’s important that I go on. That is my choice. If I don’t…I will regret it.”
“Well, I don’t think anyone else would be against it. You’re a good fighter and we could sure use someone like you,” Samuel said.
“What will Char say?” Makara asked.
“Char will be made to understand, if we ever see him again,” Anna said. “This is bigger than Char. This is my chance to do something for once.”
“Let her come,” Lisa said. “Like Samuel said, she will hold her own and be useful. Besides, I don’t want to go against what the Wanderer said.”
I was ecstatic, though I hid my feelings
“So you’re really staying?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Are you sure?”
She turned to me, her eyes fierce. “This is my mission too, Alex. Don’t try to stop me. You guys need me.”
She held my gaze. There was no faltering in it.
“It’s decided, then,” Samuel said.
Makara pressed the accelerator, and we rolled forward, toward the entrance of the Great Blight.
 
***
 
Makara slowed the Recon as we approached the opening of the Great Blight. The opening was a giant archway of fungus, where the hard rock of the ground was replaced with the pale, sickly pink of the xenofungus. As the vehicle transferred from the hard surface to the soft one, the ride became eerily smooth. The fungus sloped upward. On our either side were tall, organic walls, twisted and dripping with slime. The tunnel cast pinkish shadows on the vehicle, on its inside, even on my skin.
This must have been what the Wanderer referred to as the Gates of Hell.
Now that we were in, I wanted back out. The puffy fungus extended up a hill, its multicolored hues blinding to the eye. Twisted columns rose from the ground, spreading in a series of hanging tubes that all dripped slime. The slime collected at the bases of the columns, forming pools and icky streams. Clouds of insects swarmed above the pools.
A couple minutes into the Great Blight, I could feel the hostility of the landscape. I used to think we weren’t coming back. Now, I knew. Something dark was behind all this. It went beyond the xenovirus and Ragnarok. But that’s why we were here. We had to figure out why this was happening and how to stop it.
Finally, we made it to the top of the incline. It was hard not to get depressed at the sight. In all directions was something that could only be described as a xenofungal forest. There were thousands upon thousands of trees, alien to behold, spreading in all directions. The trees’ foliage was afire with blinding orange, shining from the feeble rays of sun that found their way through the red-clouded sky. The trees were so thick that it seemed impossible that we should ever get through them. They extended all the way to the far horizon, and there was no telling where they ended. That is, if they ended. Some of the trees were tall – maybe a hundred feet high – and the biggest ones had offshoots of their own that connected to other trees in a spidery labyrinth. I thought of the creatures that had attacked us, and how many would be lurking in the shadows within.
In that forest we would be reduced to a crawl. The Recon’s speed would be no advantage. It was a good thing the Recon had a compass, or we would surely get lost in that maze.
We paused on the hill. No one said anything for a long time. I seriously wondered whether Makara was going to turn back. It never seemed more hopeless.
Only she didn’t do that. We were in this to the bitter end.
“Kind of makes you wish we could fly, huh?”
She drove down the hill toward the forest.
 
***
 
When we entered the first line of trees, the entire sky was nearly blocked out. Makara turned on the headlights, revealing a web of trees and branches. Soon, the strange life-forms became so thick that it was less like a forest and more like a cave. We didn’t find anything living other than the plants – at least, not yet. It seemed as if something sinister was hiding, waiting to jump out around every bend.
At points, the slime dripped and splattered onto the windshield. The washer fluid and wipers could only get so much off. The rest stuck in a thin film that, while not impossible to see out of, made the windshield a bit blurry.
We continued for an hour like this. Nobody spoke. The landscape darkened, became more twisted, more terrifying.
Through the windshield, a small circle of natural light materialized in the distance, like the exit of a cave.
“I think that’s the way out,” Makara said.
I checked the compass to make sure we hadn’t got turned around. We were still heading east. The circle of light grew in size. It was definitely a way out of this horrible place. I watched as the Recon’s headlights illumined the thick, gnarled tree trunks embedded in the xenofungus, their roots like tentacles, as if they were absorbing some energy or essence from it.
We emerged from the forest and everyone heaved a sigh of relief. We had entered the Great Blight’s equivalent of a meadow – a wide, open space carpeted by the pink and purple xenofungus, flanked on all sides by the grotesque trees. The clearing was only a temporary escape from the xenoforest, but all the same, it was good to see the sky again, even if it was the same menacing red it had always been.
In the center of the meadow, Makara pulled to a stop. It was midday, and we had probably gotten ten miles closer to our goal.
Her head fell on the steering wheel, and she closed her eyes. “I can’t go through that again.”
“Makara,” Samuel said. “We need you here. We can’t just sit out here in the open.”
I saw something moving among the trees. It was just one at first, then another, and another…
“Guys…” I said.
Everyone looked toward the south, where I was pointing. There were dozens of crawlers appearing from the trees in all directions. Some were big, some small – but all of them had those creepy white orbs for eyes. Their wails and screeches pierced the air, sending chills down my spine.
“Go!” Samuel said.
The Recon’s engine roared. The monsters charged. Even as we slogged through the fungus, it seemed to not affect the speed of those things.
Lisa forced her way toward the turret.
“Go with her,” Samuel said to me and Anna. “Give her cover and bring down as many as you can.”
By the time Anna and I got to Lisa, the monsters were maybe fifty feet away.
We were near the eastern edge of the forest. Closer, I saw that a narrow trail led through the xenofungal growth, flanked on both sides by the blighted trees.
If we could get on that trail, there would be no need to go back into the xenoforest.
Before I could even go back into the Recon to tell Makara, the vehicle started heading that way. She had seen it. As we entered the trail, the creatures fell in behind us.
Lisa aimed the turret behind us. The monsters filled the trail, tumbling over each other in a mad attempt to get to us. It was like a tsunami.
Lisa fired at the teeming mass, and couldn’t have missed any to save her life, there were so many. The creatures screamed as the powerful bullets entered them. She waved the gun back and forth, doing whatever she could to stop the wave. But there were so many that it had almost no effect. The ones that died were only buried as the rest stampeded over them.
The trail weaved back and forth. Anna tumbled, falling toward the side. I grabbed her by the waist, pulling her back into me.
“This is doing no good,” I said. “We need to get back inside. We’ll get thrown off if we stay up here any longer.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something pink flying through the air. I turned to see a long-limbed creature falling from a tree above.
“Look out!”
The monster crashed on top of the cargo bay, making a dent in the roof. It turned and snarled. It had long arms and legs and was ripped from head to toe with muscle. Its shape resembled a gorilla, but who knows what it had been before? It had no hair, and sickly pink skin coated in slime, just like the rest of them. The way those white orbs burned into me was paralyzing.
A metallic ring filled the air as Anna drew her katana. I took out my Beretta, aiming for the head. I fired, three times. Two of the bullets entered its shoulder. It roared in pain, and hurtled forward, readying one of its long arms to swipe. Its long claws curved outward.
I ducked just in time, and so did Anna next to me. Lisa swung the turret around, and it stopped right over our heads.
She fired.
Deafening blasts emanated from above, but even over that noise I could hear the creature’s roar of pain. I covered my ears and saw the monster fall backward from the power of the bullets entering its chest. It hurtled from the Recon and crashed into the fungus-covered ground below. The crawlers overran the monster’s body like a raging river.
My ears rang and my head felt as if it were going to split open. I couldn’t hear a thing.
Lisa hopped off the turret, and pulled me to the ladder. Anna appeared unaffected – apparently, she had escaped the worst of the noise.
They both pulled me down the turret as the first creatures hopped on top. Two pairs of hands pulled me inside and the turret door above was slammed shut.
Inside, the bumpy cargo bay made me feel like puking. I saw Anna’s face in front of mine, but I could barely focus. As I sat there for the next two minutes, feeling more dead than alive, the world slowly righted itself.
“Alex…Alex!”
“Yeah. I’m here.”
Relief filled her face. “We thought you had gone deaf.”
My ears still pounded. I hoped there wouldn’t be permanent damage.
“Come up front,” Anna said. “We found something.”
When I entered the cab, I saw that the forest had fallen behind. But that was where the good news ended. Before us was a large, open valley of pink and purple, pockmarked with gnarled trees. Mountains surrounded the valley on all sides, and behind, the monsters were still coming.
Anna pointed ahead. I squinted. It looked like a tall, thin mesa at first, coated in pink fungus. But as we got closer, I saw that it wasn’t a mesa. There were rectangles along the outside surface, faded beneath the fungus.
It was a skyscraper, out in the middle of nowhere.
 



 
Chapter 14
 
As we made our way to the building, it was as if the ground itself came alive. Monsters squirmed their way through the xenofungus and charged for the Recon. Makara swerved left and right to avoid them, all the while making for the tall building.
“Are we going inside that thing?” I yelled.
“What choice do we have?” Makara asked. “It’s either that or get buried alive under these things.”
As she said that, one of the creatures leaped through the air, crashed into the windshield, and rolled off to the side. Purple ooze splattered on the glass. Makara turned on the wipers, but that only made it worse.
“Can’t see a damn thing,” she said.
“We’re almost there,” Lisa said. “Just keep going!”
The evening was filled with the cries of the infected monsters, making my blood run cold. The building was getting close. It was tall, and completely out of place in this secluded valley. Whatever it had been in the Old World, it was a monolith from another time.
“Pull in there!” Samuel said, pointing to an opening in the ground. “Looks like a garage.”
“Who knows what could…” Makara began.
“Just do it!” Samuel said. “It’s our only option.”
Makara scowled. “Fine. But if we die, don’t blame me.”
She pulled into the opening. The creatures followed us in. Makara turned on the headlights, revealing the road curving downward and to the left. The tires screeched on asphalt. 
Where the road straightened, we were greeted by rows and rows of parked cars, rusted with time and lack of use. They had been here since Dark Day thirty years ago, and it looked as though they hadn’t been touched since. Most were buried beneath the fungus. The Recon’s headlights lit the ceiling, sending strange tiny creatures scurrying upside-down along the fungus-covered ceiling.
“Not looking good,” Makara said.
“Just trust me,” Samuel said. “There’s a door over there. It should lead inside.”
“How do you know…?”
“Just park in front of it. We’ll use the Recon as a shield to block them from coming after us.”
Makara made for the door, parking the Recon sideways against it.
“Everyone out, move, move, move!” Samuel said.
“Through my door,” Makara said, “unless you want to get killed.”
Makara opened her door and stepped out. She opened the door into the building. The rest of us crawled over into the front seat, and out the driver’s side door. Makara was already inside the building. Lisa was the last out. She shut the Recon’s door, and headed inside with the rest of us. Samuel slammed the building door behind us, shutting out the monsters and their horrible cries.
It was pitch back inside, and cold. Several flashlights clicked on, revealing a long hallway that led into further darkness.
“What now?” Makara asked.
“I don’t know,” Samuel said. “Let me think.”
“We should probably get higher up,” Lisa said. “Might be safer.”
“That’s a good idea,” Samuel said. “Find a room and set up a perimeter.”
“Then what?” Makara asked. “We’re stuck in here with no way out.”
“We’ll figure that out later,” Samuel said. “Let’s get moving. We’re killing time.”
Anna and I hadn’t said anything. I was just trying to follow orders and not get in the way. I agreed with Makara; we should have never come in this creepy place. Something about it felt off. Sure, the creatures weren’t inside. At least, not yet.
The darkness didn’t help. Now that we were stuck here, we had no choice but to stay.
Samuel took the lead, shining a flashlight with his good arm. The fact that he was able to push himself so hard and lead the group was amazing, but we may have just met our match. Makara followed behind, alongside Lisa. Both had their pistols out, ready to go. Anna drew her katana, the sound of metal echoing off the walls. Bringing up the rear, I drew my Beretta.
No one said a word as Samuel led us up a stairwell. The sounds of our footsteps clanging in the darkness shattered the silence.
We had gone up four flights of steps when we heard a gunshot, distant.
Everyone stopped.
Samuel held up a hand, and cocked his head to listen. We waited one, two, three seconds. Nothing.
“Someone else is here,” Lisa said, voice low.
“Whoever they are, they probably know we’re here,” Samuel said. “We brought a whole army of monsters to their doorstep.”
“That probably won’t make them happy,” Makara said.
“No,” Samuel said. “No, it won’t.”
Footsteps ran up the stairs behind me. I immediately fell to the ground. And just in time – a gun went off, and I heard the bullet ding off the metal next to me.
More shots filled the air – some from us, some from them – whoever they were.
“Run!” Samuel said.
I got up and chased everyone up the stairs. Footsteps, yells, and more shots followed us up from below. There were maybe three or four of the others. I charged upward, rounding the bends of the stairs.
Out of breath, we reached the top floor. Samuel ran across the hall and threw a metal door open. Everyone followed him in. I was the last one through. A bullet zinged off the door. I slammed it shut, finding the latch and locking it in place. Just in time, too. A body slammed against the door, followed by a male cursing.
I looked around. We were in a dark room that contained a desk piled with papers, a file cabinet, a trash can, and a broken computer. Weak sunlight filtered, faded and pink, through the fungus-tinged window. It tinted the room and its articles in an eerie pink glow. 
“Great,” I said. “There’s no way out.”
Voices spoke from the other side of the doorway. They had us cornered in this room, and there was no way out except the window – and I didn’t want to fall a dozen floors to my death.
“Who are you?” a male voice demanded from the other side of the door. “What are you doing here?”
Samuel stepped forward. “I could ask you the same.”
The man guffawed. “You do not own this place. It is our territory, and you are infringing on it.”
“Look,” Samuel said, “I don’t know who you think you are, but those things are out there and we had nowhere else to go. If you’re telling us to leave, you’re just going to have to make us. It’s five against however many you have, and we all have guns. Your call.”
That shut the man up. I heard two more voices whispering out there, one a woman’s. We all had our guns out, ready to go.
“Look,” Samuel said. “There’s no point in fighting. We don’t want to harm you, and we hope you don’t want to harm us. We’ll just wait for these things to go away and we’ll be out of your hair.”
“The monsters you brought to us,” the man outside said. “They’re not leaving. All of us are stuck here, thanks to you.”
“We had no choice!” Samuel yelled. “What would you expect me to do, drive out there until they overwhelmed us?”
“That would have been nice,” the man said.
“I’m tired of this,” Lisa said, taking out her handgun. “Let’s just kill them while we can.”
Apparently, the man outside heard that. “That door moves so much as an inch, we’re firing.”
“Lisa, take it easy,” Samuel said. “Let me handle this.” Samuel turned back to the door. “Maybe we can work together.”
“I want to know who you are first, Raider,” the man said, “before I even entertain that notion.”
“We are not Raiders,” Samuel said.
“Really. Who are you? You’re Wastelanders, with guns and attitudes. That makes you Raiders to my eyes.”
“We are on a mission sanctioned by the United States government,” I said.
That made the man go quiet. There were more whispers.
“There is no U.S. government,” the woman said. “All the Bunkers are gone.”
Maybe that was true. Two of the remaining four had fallen in the last month, including Bunker 108, which had once been my home.
“There are two Bunkers left,” I said. “As far as I know.”
“Like I said, there is no United States,” the woman insisted. “The United States fell with the death of President Garland in 2048. There is only the Empire.”
“Quiet,” the man outside growled.
“So you’re with the Empire?” Samuel asked.
“It does not matter who we’re with,” the man snapped. “We’re the ones asking the questions.”
“We have more guns,” Samuel said. “We ask the questions.”
“You’re locked in,” the man said. “I’d like to see how your ‘more guns’ works out.”
“This is pointless,” I said, only loud enough for those with me to hear. “We need to get them on our side somehow so we can get out of here. Empire or not, all of us are surrounded by an army of monsters.”
“What if they’re going after the Bunker?” Lisa asked. “You remember what the Wanderer said.”
“I’m working on that,” Samuel said. “But we cannot appear weak. We have the numbers advantage.”
Samuel turned back to the door.
“Those things are outside, and we’re not getting anywhere by fighting. We need to work together. As soon as we can clear these monsters off, the sooner we can leave.”
The man laughed. “Clear them off? Maybe you haven’t noticed, but there are thousands of them out there. You’re stuck here, just like us. Coming into the Great Blight was a mistake. We’re all in so much shit that there is no hope of getting out.”
“Maybe working together isn’t such a bad idea,” the woman said.
“How many of you are there?” Samuel asked. “Sounded like more than just the two of you.”
“We’re three,” the woman said. “Drake doesn’t talk much.”
A deep grunt answered that statement – I assumed from Drake.
“So, we’re cool?” Samuel asked. “Are we working together?”
“Fine,” the man said. “There’s no point in fighting. Just know that when you came in here, guns blazing, I erred on the side of shooting first.”
“That’s understandable,” Samuel said. “Am I good to open the door?”
“Go right ahead,” the man said. “We won’t shoot. Just keep your guns to yourself.”
Makara grabbed Samuel’s arm. “No.”
“Makara, I have to do this. Otherwise there’s no other way out.”
She bit her lip. I didn’t blame her for being worried. This could all be a ruse. Then again, what choice did we have?
“We’re here to back you up in case anything happens,” I said.
Samuel nodded. “Thanks.”
He turned to the door, holstering his pistol.
“Alright,” Samuel said. “My gun’s at my side, and I’m opening the door.”
He unlatched it with a clang. After taking a deep breath, he pulled it open.
For a few seconds, nothing happened. There was a moment of tension as we all watched to see what came next. Nothing did. A hand reached across the door’s threshold.
“I’m Harland,” the man who had been talking said. “This is Kris, and Drake.”
Samuel didn’t react much, not taking the offered hand. “I’m Samuel. There’s Makara, Lisa, Anna, and Alex.”
Samuel looked at us, motioning us to stand by the door.
Makara holstered her pistol, and the rest of us followed her lead. Lisa put her handgun away with a scowl, her sniper rifle still latched onto her back. Anna sheathed her katana, not looking too happy about it.
“So is there any way out of here?” Samuel asked.
“Not that we know,” Harland said.
Now that the door was open, I saw what each of them looked like. Harland was a black man, well-muscled and garbed in desert camo. He looked more government than I did. An AR-15 was slung across his back, and his face carried a hard and determined expression. Kris was a short yet pretty woman with blonde hair and blue eyes, also dressed in desert camo. Drake was large, muscular, and white as a ghost, wearing a stained white tank top and camo pants. He had two pistols holstered on either side, and, curiously, three long javelins pointing up from his back. His left arm bore a tattoo with simple Roman numerals: “XIII.” His face was tough, solid, and carried several deep scars.
They were sizing us up, too. I’m sure they thought I wasn’t tough, based off my age, but I had learned a lot in the past three weeks. I’d grown tougher in the past three weeks than in the past three years.
“How long have you guys been here?” Samuel asked.
“Two weeks,” Kris said, shaking a blonde bang out of her eye. “And we’ve been trying to figure out how to get out ever since. The land will look empty occasionally. But every time we try to leave, they come out, sending us back here.”
“You guys Empire?” Samuel asked.
The three looked at each other for a moment.
“Yeah, we are,” Harland said. “No point in trying to hide it.”
“Bunker crawlers, are you?”
“What does it matter?” Harland asked. “I can see you guys are the same. No other reason for you to be here. I don’t know if you are working for the United States, as you claim, but whatever we find in the Bunker is ours.”
Anna, Lisa, and Makara stepped forward, reaching for their weapons. The three Novans backed off, reaching for theirs.
“Stop!” I said. “You all are going to kill each other – over what? No one’s making it to the Bunker anyway unless we can get out of this.” I looked from our group to the other. “Maybe we can help each other out.”
“Well,” Harland said, “the Bunker isn’t far. Just downstairs, in fact. You guys were right on the money as far as making it.”
“Wait,” Samuel said. “What do you mean, right downstairs?”
Once again, the Novans looked at each other, confused. An uncomfortable silence hung over the two groups.
“Yes,” Harland said. “There is a door, in the basement. Only we can’t figure out how to get it open.”
“A door?” I asked. “What kind of door? I might be able to help.”
“I doubt it. It’s the entrance to Bunker 40. I’m sure you guys know about it, if you’re already here. One thing is for sure: whatever’s in there doesn’t want anyone else coming in.”
“There’s probably no one inside,” I said. “Might just be locked from the inside. If there is, no one would be there to open it.”
Harland shot me an annoyed look before turning back to Samuel. “If we could somehow bust that thing open, we might have a shot of getting out of here. There could be an exit somewhere outside where the monsters aren’t. Meanwhile, we could just split whatever we could carry. Only we’ve been trying to open that door ever since we got here. It’s sealed tight.”
“No harm in our taking a look,” Samuel said.
“No chance of blowing that thing off,” I said. “It was designed to withstand a hydrogen bomb.”
I noticed Drake was staring at me. If he was trying to get to me, it wasn’t working. I stared back, letting him know he wouldn’t intimidate me.
“Alex,” Samuel said. “You’re from 108. Any ideas on how to get into this one?”
I shook my head. “Unless they’re opened from the inside, there is no way to get in.”
“So we’re really stuck here,” Makara said. “Still hundreds of miles left to go.”
Makara realized her slip, but showed nothing on her face to reveal it. The Novans knew we weren’t here for Bunker 40, but something else.
“Where are you headed?” Harland asked casually.
“That’s classified,” Samuel said. “Besides, even if there were a way out through this Bunker, we’d still need to get to the Recon. There would be no way to cross the distance we need without one.”
“Recon, huh?” Harland said. “You guys’ve got lots of fancy toys. Maybe you really are government.”
I gave the man a hard stare. “As such, whatever’s in that Bunker belongs to us.”
Harland smiled. “We’re working together. Why not reap the spoils together?”
I turned from Harland to Samuel. “What do you propose? The Recon is in the garage, surrounded by hundreds of monsters. There’s no busting out unless they leave.”
“If they don’t get in first,” Kris said.
“All the ways out are shut off,” Harland said. “You guys were lucky to try the garage first. That was the only way we left open.”
“We could at least try to get into the Bunker,” Anna said. “See what our options there are.”
“Regardless,” Makara said, “we’re not getting out of here unless all those things outside die. There’s eight of us, and thousands of them. This might sound crazy, but I think we can do it.”
“How?” both Harland and Kris asked at the same time.
“We fight,” Makara said, simply. “But we’re going to need more than what we have here.”
“Bunkers are loaded with weapons and supplies,” I said. “If we could get in…”
Harland and Kris looked at each other. Drake grunted, squinting an eye. I guess that was his way of agreeing.
“Let’s try to figure this out,” Harland said. “Maybe you will have more luck than us. Follow me.”
 



 
Chapter 15
 
Harland led us downstairs. The only sound in the building’s cold halls was footsteps echoing off metal. I could hear the muffled wails and screams of the monsters outside. I tried not to think what would happen if those thousands of creatures somehow found their way in.
We reached the ground floor we had come in. Still, Harland kept going down to the building’s basement. The air grew wet and dank. Once we reached the bottom, we followed Harland down a dark hallway, my footsteps splashing through puddles. This would be the perfect time for them to ambush us, but our hands were not far from our weapons of choice.
“Keep moving,” Drake said, in a deep, gravelly voice.
The hallway opened into a large room. We shined our flashlights around it. The room was empty and square-shaped, the walls of gray brick. The only feature of any importance was a large, circular vault door, made of thick metal, set into the brick wall. The number 40 was impressed in its center. The door was smooth. There was no mark or scratch on it, nor any handle. The crack between door and wall was the width of a human hair, so exactly measured that the door could open and close, but only from the other side. That door was never meant to be opened from our side.
“This is it,” Harland said. “Bunker 40.”
Samuel stepped forward and placed his hand on the smooth metal. He did not speak.
“Any ideas on how to open this thing?” Makara asked.
I walked up to the door, joining Samuel. There was no secret way to open the door – at least, not that I knew of. Like Samuel, I ran my hand across the cold metal, as if that might give me some clue in opening it. Everyone looked at me as if I were performing voodoo magic on it.
“These things were designed to never be opened,” I said. “Except from the inside.”
My statement was met with silence. I looked around the door, and noticed a camera sitting above the bunker door. Its lens gazed down at me.
I pointed to it. “That thing still work?”
Harland shrugged. “I’d be surprised if it did. We’ve tried talking into it, but nothing happened.”
I looked into the camera. Bunker 108 had a similar camera, though it was not as conspicuous as this one. Ours had been built into the rock, and could not be found by the casual observer. The camera was how the doorman knew whom to let in, and out.
If there were a doorman for Bunker 40, I had to try speaking to him.
“Bunker 40,” I said to the camera, “this is Alex Keener, son of Dr. Steven Keener, deceased, of Bunker 108 in the Mojave Sector. If anyone is in there, we are on a mission from the United States government, sanctioned by Chief Security Officer Chan, now deceased.” I paused, and waited for a response, if any. When nothing happened, I continued. “We are on a mission to find Bunker One,” I went on. “We are surrounded by monsters on all sides, and we could use your help. If anyone is in there, please open the door. We are not hostile. We only need your help.”
I didn’t know what else to say. I knew Samuel didn’t want me to give away the mission, but if this was our only shot of getting inside the Bunker, I had to say the money words that would get the door to open.
“This isn’t working,” Makara said. “No one’s in there.”
“We are looking for the Black Files,” I said. “We want to stop the xenovirus.”
“Alex,” Samuel said sternly. “Enough.”
I had given away our mission, and the Bunker door still wasn’t opening. I felt like a complete fool.
“Well,” Harland said, “looks as if you won’t be getting those Black Files. Whatever they are.”
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’re trapped in here. Like I said, unless someone opens that door, we’re stuck here.”
At that moment, a loud thump sounded from the door, causing me to jump back. A thunderous echo reverberated throughout the room. Anna crouched beside me, drawing her katana. The echo faded, and the door was still.
“It’s unlocking,” Kris whispered.
From the other side of the Bunker door, I could hear a low screech as the wheel on the other side turned. The door was opening, and as it did so, cold sweat bathed my skin. Now that it was opening, I somehow didn’t want it to.
“Be ready for anything,” Samuel said.
The wheel stopped turning, and the room went quiet. All I could hear were the breaths of the eight people standing before the Bunker door, weapons ready. The circular vault door cracked open with a groan, revealing a sliver of darkness within. A wave of fetid, stinking air issued from the gap, like the opening of a fresh crypt.
That’s when the Howlers came out.
 
***
 
Stumbling from the darkness came two human forms. One was male, and one was female, their forms rotted and coated with slime. Their clothes were in tatters, revealing their pale nakedness. They screeched as they shot forward, reaching for me with gnarled, clawed hands.
I raised my Beretta at the male, right in his face as his open mouth went for my neck. I fired. A hole opened through his forehead, and his body fell backward as brain matter spewed from the opposite side of his skull, plastering the Bunker door. He crumpled to the ground in a heap.
The woman went after Anna, who sidestepped her deftly. Anna slashed the Howler woman in the back with her curved blade. The Howler woman wailed in pain, falling to the ground. With her boot, Anna stomped on the Howler woman’s back, pinning her to the ground. I could hear the woman’s skull crack as her face planted on the floor. Anna stabbed downward, right through the back of the woman’s head below the skull.
More Howlers poured from the open door, about a half dozen. Shots were fired, and one of them was felled. But two, one a man and another a child, snuck by and tackled Kris. She screamed as they buried their faces in her neck, ripping still-living flesh from it in quivering gobbets. Blood spewed into the air as her screams became bloody gurgles.
Yelling, Harland pulled one of the monsters off Kris as Anna came forward to sever the adult male’s head from its body with a clean, expert swipe. Lisa handled the child Howler with a look of revulsion on her face, stabbing it in the back of the neck with her combat knife.
In front of me Drake dealt with two Howlers. He pulled a javelin from his quiver and launched it. The javelin speared the head of the Howler, going clear through to the second, skewering them both.
I faced another Howler, a fat male with blackened veins on his pink and cadaverous face. His wide-open white eyes bored into mine as he gave a baleful roar. His hands grabbed my shoulders, causing me to drop my gun. I shook him off, reaching for my knife. I gave a few swipes, hitting only air. The fat Howler leaned forward, backing me into the wall. Desperately I slashed again, spilling his guts. The Howler fell to his knees. I kicked him with my boot, sending him backward to the floor. Samuel, after dispatching the last Howler still standing with a point-blank shot from his handgun, gave another shot to the sprawling fat Howler.
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that the downed Howlers were bloating. They would explode, coating everything in this room with purple slime infected with the human strain of the xenovirus.
“Run!” I yelled.
Kris convulsed on the floor as we all ran for the hallway to take shelter from the explosions. Drake was the last one out of the blast zone. As soon as he rounded the bend, two gushy plops sounded from the room, followed by several more. Walls of purple slime shot past, splattering against the brick and filling the room with a horrible reek that made me want to throw up.
We waited. When we were sure the bodies were done rupturing, we went back to survey the damage. Mangled, torn bodies littered the room, along with pieces of flesh, bone, and organ that had been propelled by the explosions. The stench was unbearable, one of raw sewage and organic rot.
“Kris…” Harland said.
Harland ran from us. We followed him back to the entrance to the bunker, ready for more of those things to come out. For now, that black entrance was quiet as the grave. Kris was still convulsing, blood coursing from the bite wounds on her neck.
Samuel looked grim. “There is nothing we can do for her.”
Harland was quiet, his eyes burning and unaccepting of the facts.
“She’s infected with the xenovirus,” I said. “She will turn into one of them.”
“Look,” Makara said, walking up with her handgun. “Let me take care of it. Before more of those things come out.”
Harland’s eyes narrowed at her with hatred. “Stay away from her.”
He turned to me.
“You. This is your fault. If you hadn’t opened that door…”
“Back off, Harland,” Makara said. “You don’t want me to get angry with you.”
Drake pulled one of the javelins from his back, arching his arm back.
“Stop!” Samuel yelled. Everyone turned to him. “Kris is gone. I’m sorry, but it’s the truth. How long have you been in the Great Blight? Surely you would know about the new strain of the xenovirus that targets humans. And from what you saw back there, I’m sure you know how dangerous it is.”
Harland said nothing, his eyes dark and vengeful. Anna stepped forward.
“Leave this to the pros,” she said.
With that, she arced her blade down in a blur. Kris’s head was promptly sliced off.
Harland roared, turning to Anna. Drake ran forward, grabbing Harland’s arms with his meaty hands.
“Boss,” he said in his deep bass voice, “calm down.”
Harland was livid. It looked as if he wanted nothing more than to murder Anna.
“I did what I had to,” Anna said. “She could have come back any minute as one of them.”
“Won’t she explode?” Makara asked.
I shook my head. “Seems they have to come back to life first. It’s when they get the white eyes that you’ve got to be careful.”
“How do you know that?” Samuel asked, eyes hard.
“Because my friend died before she turned. She…” It was hard to make myself go on. I tried not to think about Khloe, but it was hard. “One of those things bit her back in 108. She died, but I buried her before she turned.”
I left the rest unsaid. I didn’t want to bring that nightmare up again. I didn’t want to think of her buried in the harsh red sand outside Bunker 108 and moving underneath. I liked to think that she rested in peace, and was not one of those monsters.
“Well, I’ll trust you on that one,” Samuel said. “We’ll keep an eye on this body, and make sure nothing happens.” He eyed everyone, including Harland and Drake. “I need you two to help. I don’t know how many of these things are in here, but I need fighters. Are you two good to do that?”
“You’re going in there?” Harland asked. “After all of that?”
Samuel got in his face. “Don’t push me, Imperial. I will do whatever it takes to get my team and myself out of here alive. If you two want to be a part of that, I suggest you help out. You can grieve for your dead later, but everyone will be dead unless we can find an escape through here.”
Drake scowled, but looked to Harland for direction. Harland did not say anything for a long moment. He nodded grimly.
“Lead on.”
Samuel’s eyes narrowed. “We can’t let anything slow us down. They might break in upstairs for all we know.”
I did not want to question Samuel. I really didn’t. I couldn’t contradict him in front of these two. But if what happened at Bunker 108 was any indication, we had no shot at clearing this place out and finding what we needed.
“After you guys,” Harland said. “Drake and I will bring up the rear.”
“That’s fine,” Samuel said. “Just do your job.”
In a swift movement, Drake retrieved his javelin. The two bodies it had pierced crumpled further to the floor.
Harland gave a sneer of a smile, but Samuel ignored it, pressing himself into the darkness of the bunker.
We all followed.
 



 
Chapter 16
 
My stomach twisted as we entered the dark Bunker. With the smell of rot intermixed with the sting of metal, it was hard not to think of that horrible night at 108 that had changed my life forever. The atrium looked nearly the same as the one in my old home. There was a half-circular desk close by the right wall. That’s where Deborah Greene would have sat, back in 108. Deborah was dead, along with everyone else in Bunker 108, my father and best friend included. I half-expected ghosts to float down the halls. I had to do my best to keep it together.
There was a thick metal door behind the desk. I knew what lay beyond it.
“Might not have to go too far after all,” I said. “That door leads to the armory.”
“Nice work,” Samuel said.
Makara hopped over the desk, and gave the door a try. The latch wouldn’t budge.
“Figures,” she said.
Harland had wandered from the group, and was shining his light on a directory on the wall.
“This might help,” he said. “If anyone cares to look.”
Everyone gathered around the map. This bunker was smaller than 108 – I saw that much. It had five levels – 108 had seven – but the layout was much the same. Cafeteria. Commons. Dormitories. An Officers’ Wing. Hydroponics and fusion reactor on the bottom floor.
There was one major difference – there were no labs. Instead, a long tunnel led to the edge of the directory, cutting off there. An arrow pointed upward, off the map. Beside the arrow was the word, “Hangars.”
“Hangars?” Anna asked. “Was this place an airport?”
“Could be,” I said. “Each Bunker was assigned a specialization. 108 and 114 were both medically and research oriented. I don’t know Bunker 40’s designation, but this could have been where planes were kept.”
“Would be nice, just to fly out of here,” Harland said.
No one answered him.
“Nice thought,” Lisa said. “But none of us can fly.”
Harland turned to her, eyeing her up and down. “Now, you’re not bad-looking. What’s your name?”
Lisa shot him a venomous glare. “Done grieving already?”
Harland grinned unashamedly. Lisa turned away with a disgusted look.
“What now?” Makara asked.
“The armory’s accessible from the Officers’ Wing as well,” Samuel said, turning from the map. “So that’s where we’ll go. We can resupply whatever we didn’t have time to grab from the Recon. After that, we can find a way out.” He gestured down the hall. “Let’s go.”
As we walked down the deserted corridors, I noticed that the Bunker was surprisingly clean for something that had been infected with the xenovirus. No xenofungus stained the wall, as it had in Bunker 114. There was only the foreboding smell of decay that promised more trouble ahead.
We came to an intersection. Samuel pointed left, and we followed him.
We walked deeper into the cold bunker, our flashlights bouncing off the walls and corners. It felt as if we were being watched, or that Howlers were waiting for us around the next bend. The fact that we couldn’t see anything past our flashlight beams, nor hear anything, made it worse. There was only the smell.
Soon we stood before an arch in the hallway. Bold letters above read “Officers’ Wing.” Hopefully we could find what we were looking for here.
Samuel motioned me to take the lead. The layout of 40’s Officers’ Wing was basically the same as the one in 108. There were some slight differences I couldn’t explain, but could feel.
I pointed to a nondescript metal door on the left. This one stood half open.
“This is it.”
We turned the corner. Half the guns had been looted, but there was still plenty of firepower left.
“Jackpot,” Makara said.
In addition to the expected handguns and rifles, there were also batons, body armor, grenades, heavy machine guns, and submachine guns. We each already had weapons but we were light on ammunition. I had brought my pack, but the rest hadn’t had time to grab theirs. I rummaged through boxes of 9-millimeter ammo, taking as much as I needed.
“Grab all the ammo you can,” Samuel said. “Alex can carry extra.”
Lisa sorted through packs and boxes until she found .308 rounds for her sniper rifle. She cracked a rare smile. Those rounds were rare, so finding them was a huge boon.
I waited while everyone else loaded up. The plethora of guns before us was tempting, but I liked my Beretta. It felt right in my hands and I wouldn’t dream of replacing it. 
It was then that I noticed something was off.
“Wait,” I said.
“What is it?” Samuel asked.
All at once, we realized what was wrong. Harland and Drake were missing.
 
***
 
“Hey!”
Samuel’s voice boomed into the corridor outside. He ran out, pistol in hand. He scanned left and right, and looked back at us.
“They’re gone. They’re really gone!”
We all hurried out of the armory. Down the hall was an open door. I could have sworn it had been closed a minute ago. A stairway led down into darkness.
“What the hell are they doing?” Samuel asked.
“I don’t know,” Lisa said. “Maybe they went on without us.”
“Something could have snatched them, or drawn them away,” Samuel said. “I am not leaving anyone behind. Even those two.”
“They left us behind,” I said.
“Snatched them?” Makara asked, with an arched eyebrow.
“I don’t know!” Samuel said. “Just let me think.”
“No,” I said. “Let me. They’re trying to trick us.” Everyone looked at me. “They want us to go after them, so they can ambush us.”
Before anyone could respond, we heard two screams coming from the direction of the stairs. It sounded like Harland and Drake.
“We should just leave them there to rot,” Makara said. “Shut the door, bar it, and find another way out.”
“I said, no!” Samuel yelled. “They need our help. No one deserves to be left in here. Not even them.”
Anna brushed a strand of hair from her eye. “Fine,” she said. “But I think you’re making a mistake. Let’s just finish this quickly.”
“Lead away,” Lisa said.
Samuel strode to the door. He pointed the gun down the stairwell. Makara came from behind and shined her flashlight down. The light revealed nothing but thirty to forty steps descending into a dark, claustrophobic corridor. I knew going down was a bad idea, but I kept my mouth shut.
Samuel started down, and the rest of us followed, our feet clanging off the metal. The stench of death became more pungent as we descended. We reached the bottom of the steps, and there the odor of death in the cold air was nearly unbearable. The corridor opened up into a room.
“Quiet,” Samuel muttered.
The three flashlight beams shot around the chamber, revealing the vertical metal bars of prison cells. We were in the detention center. This one was much larger than the one in Bunker 108. There were twelve cells, six on either side.
And all of them were piled with corpses.
“We need to turn back,” I said.
The door above slammed shut and locked from the outside. The slamming echo thundered throughout the cells.
“So I was right,” I said.
The bodies stirred, convulsed, and began writhing like worms in their piles. The ones that broke free shambled up and charged for the bars, their white eyes glowing and soulless.
“Hold your fire!” Samuel said. “As long as they’re in there they can’t hurt us.”
His voice was barely audible above the din of groans. The Howlers slammed into the bars and doors like wild animals desperate to be free.
One of the cell doors crashed open. Several Howlers lumbered out, moving as fast as their unsteady legs could carry them toward us. Another door crashed open, flooding more Howlers into the corridor.
“Samuel, we have to do something,” Makara said.
They howled in unison, moving as one toward us. They were closer – just feet away.
“Samuel!”
“Fire.”
He ducked, and we unleashed our bullets into the infected people. They roared in pain as the bullets entered their chests, their necks, their heads. They dropped, one by one, but more were coming out of the cells.
The first to fall were already bloating.
“Back!” Samuel said.
We moved as far from the bodies as we could. The first of them exploded by the time we reached the stairs. We were well out of range of the splash zone, but we were running out of space to retreat into.
“Fire!” Samuel yelled. “They can’t get close to us! They have to fall where they stand!”
We fired. I reloaded my Beretta, and shot again and again. About two dozen bodies lay piled on the floor. Some were beginning to inflate.
“Back again!”
We retreated up the steps, about halfway. The bodies exploded, sending streams of goo sailing for the bottom of the stairs. The smell was like raw sewage, and it was all I could do not to gag.
“I think that’s all of them,” Makara said.
That was when the heavy sound of breathing filled the chamber. It was coming from something big.
“The hell is that?” I asked.
A giant, freakishly large Howler appeared at the bottom of the stairs. He was at least eight feet tall and twice as wide as a normal man. His thick muscles bulged under thin pink skin. His head was hairless, and his eyes burned like white fire.
Samuel charged forward with a yell. He pointed his gun at the giant’s face, unleashing the rest of his bullets into him. Even after several bullets, the thing didn’t slow. Finally it reached Samuel, grabbing him by the neck. It roared in his face, revealing rows of yellow, razor-sharp teeth.
Samuel aimed right into the giant Howler’s mouth, and fired.
The creature groaned, and loosened its grip. It tumbled to the floor, landing at Samuel’s feet with a crash.
I looked behind. There was nowhere left to run.
I watched in horror as the thing inflated, the liquid surging beneath the skin, building pressure.
The coming explosion would turn us all into these horrible monsters.
 



 
Chapter 17
 
“Run!” Makara yelled.
Everyone ran forward, past the giant, past all the bodies that had just exploded. The entire floor was soaked with purple slime. I slipped across the floor, only saved from falling by Anna’s catching hold of me.
The giant Howler behind us exploded. I kept running, the tail end of the slime splattering where my feet had been just a second before.
I slid to a stop in front of the others.
“Did anyone get hit?” Samuel asked.
Everyone shook their heads.
“Let’s go,” Samuel said.”
“Go where?” Lisa asked.
“Forward. The only way there is to go.”
We followed Samuel into the darkness. Why would they have betrayed us like that?
“They had to have been the same Imperials the Wanderer spoke of,” Lisa said. “I bet they are after the same thing we are: the Black Files. Or, at the least, they are after something in Bunker One and don’t want us to have it.”
“So they used us long enough to get the door open?” Makara asked.
“Yes,” Lisa said. “It’s still hundreds of miles to Bunker One. If we hurry, we can catch up.”
“If we can make it back to the surface,” I said.
“We will,” Samuel said. “I want to teach them a lesson they won’t forget.”
“A bullet in the head will make them forget pretty damn quick,” Makara said.
The corridor ended in another stairwell, spiraling upward. It led to a hatch. Samuel unlatched the door, and pushed it out. We found ourselves in a circular, vertical tunnel. A giant ladder crawled up the side into the darkness above.
“Nowhere to go but up,” Makara said.
“What is it with these Bunkers and really, really tall ladders?” I asked.
No one answered me as Samuel took the lead. Over the next five minutes, we climbed, hundreds upon hundreds of rungs. I tried not to look down. Looking down was like staring into an abyss. It was so dark that I could not tell how high we had climbed.
At last, the group came to a stop. Samuel struggled with the latchwheel at the top – I heard it squeak as he turned it. With a grunt, he forced the hatch open with his powerful shoulders.
Above, the cold wind howled.
We were going back outside.
 
***
 
I was the last one to crawl out of Bunker 40. As I stepped into the cold elements and slammed the hatch shut behind me, the squish of the xenofungus below my boots was not exactly a welcome change.
It was evening, and the skyscraper to the south was blazoned orange by the sunset. Unearthly screams and howls emanated from the distance. The monsters surrounded the building, thinking we were there. I didn’t want to stick around to find out how long it would take for them to figure out we weren’t.
We had nothing but the clothes on our backs, our weapons, and copious amounts of ammunition we no longer necessarily needed. Our Recon and supplies were back at the building, surrounded by monsters that we could never hope to break through.
Our choices were fighting our way through, or going on.
“What are we going to do?”
My voice sounded more hopeless than I’d intended. As the others talked about what to do next, Anna stood next to me and grabbed my hand. One by one, her fingers intertwined with mine, and the feeling of her warm hand there made me feel weak. The action surprised me for its boldness. I turned to look at her, but she merely gazed intently at the building, tinted orange from the dull sunlight fading behind the clouds.
“We’ll find a way,” she said. “Just don’t give up.”
What was left of the sun descended behind the western mountains, plunging the valley into darkness.
Anna let go of my hand as the others turned around.
“What did you guys decide?” Anna asked.
Samuel said nothing, and merely shined his light down on the xenofungus. The layer here was thin, and beneath it was tarmac.
“A runway?” Makara asked.
“Yes,” Samuel said. “If there’s a runway here, there should be hangars somewhere nearby. We’ll freeze if we have to stay out here for the night.”
“I don’t see anything resembling a hangar out here,” Lisa said.
“We’ll just have to follow the runway and look,” Samuel said.
“What about the Recon?” I asked.
“One thing at a time,” Samuel said. “I just need to make sure we don’t die from exposure or the crawlers.”
Something caught my eye. A vertical sliver of light appeared in the direction of a nearby hill.
“I think we found our hangar,” I said.
The sliver grew wider and wider, revealing more light.
“It’s built into that hill,” Samuel said. “I think we found our friends.”
“Are they flying a plane?” I asked.
“I don’t care,” Makara said. “It’s payback time.”
Everyone ran ahead, and it was all I could do to keep up. As we got closer to the light, I could make out the shape of a low, sleek jet. As it rolled out of the hill and into the valley, the roar of its engine filled the valley with pulses of sound. That sound would draw every one of those creatures in this direction.
The plane took on a sudden burst of speed. It rocketed toward us, quickly closing the distance.
“Out of the way!” Samuel yelled.
Everyone dived out of the plane’s way as it screamed past us. I turned to watch its six thrusters, arranged in the shape of a circle, burn a fiery blue as the plane arched up from the ground and streaked through the sky. The plane’s sound waves thundered against the ground as it disappeared into the night.
When the noise died, it was replaced with another one – the monsters, screeching and wailing. They were coming this way.
“Let’s move!” Samuel yelled.
Samuel sprinted for the open doors of the hangar. Behind, the creatures’ unearthly screams came closer.
We entered the hangar doors. We had to find a way to close them before it was too late.
“Search for a switch,” Samuel said. “Anything!”
My eyes scanned the walls. These doors had to close, or we would be overwhelmed. I saw a silver box affixed to the wall. I opened the box and saw the words “Hangar Doors” above one of the many red buttons. I pressed it.
The doors screeched, forcing themselves shut ever so slowly.
I ran back to the front, where the rest of the group stood. Lisa had taken a position on top of some nearby crates, and was readying the scope of her rifle. Anna stood with her katana in front of her, as calm as if she were doing one of her meditations. Makara held her pistol with both hands, facing outward. Samuel and I took our positions beside her, pointing our guns into the darkness.
A large, lumbering creature that might have once been a bear charged between the closing doors, going right for Makara. We unloaded into it, and it gave out a baleful roar as it snapped its jaws. With a long, fleshy arm, it began a swipe of its scythe-like claws at Makara. But a loud crack sounded in the hangar and the beast fell dead. Lisa had shot it in the head.
The doors were almost shut, but before they closed two more crawlers slipped in. They slithered along the ground with their bowed legs. Long, curved teeth lined the insides of their powerful jaws, and their all-white eyes burned fiercely.
They circled around us, waiting to strike. We fired at them, but it was as if they could anticipate our movements. At every shot, they danced out of the way.
Lisa, from above, aimed at one of them, and bided her time for the perfect shot.
One of them broke, going straight for me. Anna stepped in front of me, using her blade as a shield. The creature screamed as its neck was ripped open by the blade, and purple liquid oozed from the gash as the crawler crashed into the floor next to me.
The other one hissed, and fell upon Samuel like lightning. He was tackled to the floor, but before the creature could sink its teeth into his neck, Makara and I pulled it off. The thing was slippery, and the slime on its skin burned on contact. The crawler slipped through my hands, targeting me. Makara tried to hold it off. I could feel its drool dripping on my neck.
Bam.
The creature collapsed on top of my chest, knocking the wind out of my lungs. Anna had shot it with her sidearm.
The others pulled the monster off me. It took a moment before I could breathe again.
“Alex, are you alright?” Makara asked.
“Here,” Samuel said, handing me a canteen. “Wash off with this. It probably doesn’t have the human strain in it but it pays to be careful.”
“Thanks,” I said, my voice raspy.
I washed off my hands and neck, and stared at the three bodies on the floor. I didn’t know why it was only the human ones that exploded. I was thankful we didn’t have to worry about it.
Everyone stood for a moment, catching their breath. Outside, we could hear the horde screaming and howling.
“We need to secure the perimeter and come up with a plan,” Samuel said.
We walked around the large hangar, checking for any doors, holes, or cracks where anything could slip through. There seemed to be no entry except for where we had come in. Soon I found myself focusing on the cargo plane that was still parked in the far corner of the hangar.
If they could fly a plane, who was to say we couldn’t?
“I want to check that plane out,” I said.
“Good idea,” Samuel said. “There could be food, water, or other supplies. Why don’t you and Anna do that?”
Anna nodded toward the plane. “Come on.”
A boarding staircase led up to the door. I was afraid it might be locked, but the door opened right up when I tried the latch, revealing the plane’s interior. Anna stepped inside, pointing her flashlight left and right. In the back of the plane were crates of MREs. Looking at the dates, I saw they were long expired.
We walked into the cockpit. I noticed two large pilot chairs, and behind each of them additional chairs. There were hundreds of buttons, a control stick in front of the pilot’s chair, and a large LCD screen set in the control panel, midway between the pilot’s and the copilot’s chairs.
“Cool.”
I stood there a moment, and the LCD screen flashed on automatically. It startled me; it must have sensed our motion. The screen displayed a map of the United States, and several red circles, each marked with a number – 21, 33, 105. I didn’t see the point of any of it. I saw 108, right there in the San Bernardino Mountains. 114 was not too far northwest of it. I realized that these were Bunker locations.
I searched for 40. I found it in northeastern Arizona, near the border of New Mexico.
“Do you think this plane works?” Anna asked.
“It did for them,” I said. “But maybe Harland is a trained pilot. None of us could ever fly this thing.”
It was too bad. Taking this plane would cut an enormous amount of time on our journey. We might even make it to Bunker One tonight, if only we had someone who knew how to fly.
I turned my attention back to the screen. Most of the numbering was gray. Bunkers 23, 40, 76, 88, 108, 114 had red lettering. I guessed that the gray meant that the bunker was no longer operational. At the time 40 had fallen, which must have not been too long ago, there were still six bunkers left. The only ones unaccounted for were 76 and 88. They were both located on the West Coast – one near San Francisco, and the other near Portland. Not far enough for the Blights to have reached them. I wondered if they were still operating.
My attention homed in on Bunker One. There it was, right there…Cheyenne, Colorado. According to the map, we were at the halfway point.
I touched the red dot of Bunker One. The screen responded, and flashed.
“Location selected,” came a female voice from the dash. “Initiating launch sequence.”
“Oh, shit,” I said.
I searched the screen madly for some way to abort it. But the screen had faded, and I could feel the plane thrum as the engines roared to life.
Samuel burst into the cockpit.
“Alex, what the hell is going on?”
I turned around. “I…I don’t know. I just pressed it, and it looks as if it’s going to take off.”
Samuel scanned the screen. It had come back on, showing the map again. On top of the screen, it read, “autopilot engaged.”
“Autopilot,” Samuel said. “They weren’t flying it at all. The plane’s computer was doing that.”
“Is that where they’re going?” I asked. “Bunker One?”
Everyone else ran into the cockpit.
“Alex, what the hell did you do?” Makara asked.
“I don’t know, I…”
“Wait,” Lisa said. “This might be our way out. We have no other chance with those monsters out there.”
“Shit, the hangar doors!” Samuel said. “They’re still closed. We can’t leave if someone doesn’t open them…”
“Whoever does that might die,” Makara said. “They wouldn’t be able to get back on the plane.”
The plane started moving.
“Well,” Samuel said. “We’re screwed.”
The plane wheeled toward the doors and stopped before them. Slowly, they rolled back on their own.
“They’re opening!” Samuel said.
“Must have been programmed into the hangar somehow,” I said.
As soon as the doors opened even a crack, the monsters started pouring into the hangar. They could do nothing to us as the plane wheeled forward, crushing them beneath the front wheels.
“We can’t take off as long as any of them are blocking the runway,” Samuel said.
The plane’s landing lights flashed on, revealing a sea of crawlers, their white glowing eyes staring back at us from the darkness. They pushed toward the plane as if of one mind.
“We’re not going to make it,” Makara said.
As soon as she said that, the plane stopped. In the back, I could hear something moving.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Obstruction noted,” the voice said. “Engaging in vertical launch mode.”
We all fell to the ground as the floor lifted up from under us.
“Find a chair and strap in,” Samuel said. “We’re taking off!”
I found the seat behind the copilot’s chair, and strapped myself in. As everyone else found seats, the plane paused, levitating in midair. The thrusters turned again and engaged. We surged forward, the acceleration pushing me back into my seat.
We arced upward, toward the night sky, leaving the Great Blight under us. I looked out the window to see the dark world fall away.
I could only hope there was a runway to land on when we got there.
 



 
Chapter 18
 
We had been on the plane an hour. I headed to the back, out of the cockpit and into the cargo area. I found a seat where I could get a moment of peace before the plane descended.
Next to me was a circular window, and I could not stop looking out of it. For the first time in my life, I saw the moon and stars. They sparkled, countless, dotting the midnight sky. I never imagined there would be so many. Though beautiful, they made me feel sad, in a way. We had lost so much because of Ragnarok. It would take decades for the fallout to dissipate enough for them to be seen again from the surface. How many generations would that take? Would there even be another generation to watch them?
“You look quite pensive.”
I nearly jumped out of my seat. It was Anna.
“You snuck up on me.”
She sat next to me. My heart raced as I felt her shoulder touch mine.
“Sorry if that was weird, earlier,” she said.
It took me a moment to realize she was talking about holding my hand.
“No, it wasn’t weird at all. I guess I just didn’t realize...”
I trailed off, and looked into her eyes. She wanted me to go on, but I couldn’t bring myself to. I didn’t want to assume too much.
“I almost wish we didn’t have to go back down,” Anna said. “The stars are better company than those monsters.”
Anna seemed distant, for some reason.
“You alright?” I asked.
She sighed. “I don’t know. Guess we’ll find out here in a few, right?”
I smiled. “Guess so.”
She smiled, too. I felt a moment of tension, of expectation. I really wanted to hold her at that moment.
“Anna, I just wanted to say...it wasn’t weird at all. In fact, I....”
She waited for me to finish. Why were these things always so hard?
“I’m glad you decided to stay,” I said. “Because...”
Anna smiled. She touched my face with her right hand, and I was glad for the darkness, because it felt like my face was on fire from blushing. That was when I wrapped my arms around her. She leaned into me, the warmth of her body nestling into mine. My heart raced; I couldn’t believe it was happening, that this beautiful girl might actually like me.
She leaned her head against my shoulder and closed her eyes. She seemed content to just be held.
I held each of her hands with my own, and rested my head on top of hers. As I felt myself dozing off, I felt happy and peaceful for the first time in a while. I just hoped we survived whatever it was that waited down there, because I didn’t want this to be the last time I held her.
 
***
 
My stomach suddenly lifted as the plane descended, rousing me from sleep. Bleary-eyed, I saw Anna next to me also getting up.
“Already?” she asked.
“We should probably go back up front,” I said.
We both stood, but Anna did not take her eyes off me. She stared into me, as if searching for something. I brushed a strand of her hair from over her eye. I grabbed her hands, and was about to lean in and kiss her...
Some turbulence rocked the plane, sending us both to the floor. The plane rocked for the next few seconds before it steadied.
Anna heaved an exasperated sigh. “We better get up there.”
I was frustrated that the moment was shattered by something as mundane as turbulence. My main fear was that we would all die down there before I even had the chance to kiss her.
Anna and I stood and went to the cockpit. We strapped ourselves in, and readied ourselves for what promised to be a rough landing.
Within fifteen minutes we would know whether we were going to live, or die.
 
***
 
We entered a layer of red clouds, and the stars above were lost for good. I didn’t know if I would see them again.
The LCD map showed that we were above Bunker One. I had no idea how that thing could even position us. I thought that most, if not all, satellites were no longer operational. But apparently there was something up there positioning us.
The clouds broke and there was a mountain right in front of us, coated in snow. We would hit it in seconds.
“What the hell?” Samuel grabbed the control stick and tried forcing it left. But the control stick was locked in place.
Makara grabbed his hand. “What are you doing? You can’t fly this thing!”
“Better me than crashing into that mountain.”
“Stop,” Anna said. She pointed. “I see something.”
There was a straight line on the mountainside. At first I couldn’t see what it was. I realized that a long landing strip was built into the side of the mountain. It was illuminated with lights along its length.
“It’s taking us there,” I said. “It was right all along.”
Samuel let go of the control stick. The plane veered to the right, arcing toward the runway.
“I can’t believe we’re back,” Makara said. “It’s so long ago that it happened.”
“Yeah,” Samuel said.
Makara and Samuel were both from Bunker One. They had escaped it as kids from this very landing strip, back in 2048 when it fell to an attack of monsters. During the attack, both of their parents died, as well as most of the other Bunker inhabitants who could not escape.
The landing strip was empty. The lights suggested that someone was inside.
“Looks like they’re already here,” Samuel said.
“I wonder if they know we followed them,” I said. “Did they go to Bunker 40 because they knew about the planes?”
“Maybe,” Lisa said, “but we need to get ready. We’re almost there.”
The long runway stretched out before us. I could hear the plane’s wheels deploy from the bottom of the hull. We descended toward the mountainside.
That’s when I saw that the runway was not completely empty.
A few crawlers covered the runway. We landed with a thud, the skidding wheels nearly sending me out of my seat.
The brakes automatically slowed the plane, but from time to time a crawler crunched under the wheel, rocking the plane and throwing it off-kilter.
The edge of the runway was fast approaching, and there was nothing but darkness beyond. We were slowing – but it would not be enough.
“We need to jump out,” Samuel said. “Come on!”
We got up and struggled our way to the door. Samuel reached it first and popped it open. Below the plane, the tarmac glided by. We were still going too fast.
But the plane tilted forward. We all had to jump.
“Here I go!”
Makara hopped, tucking in and landing with a roll. Anna followed after her, then Lisa.
Samuel nodded. “Go, Alex!”
I jumped, feeling the cold wind rush past my face and butterflies rise in my stomach. God, this was going to hurt. I landed with a thud, tucking in like Makara, rolling forward to break my fall.
Surprised I was still in one piece, I stood, finding myself at the edge of the runway, mere inches from the cliff. I saw Samuel, to my right, roll to a stop.
With a thunderous creak on my left, the plane tilted forward, sliding down the mountainside. The giant vehicle crashed into the rocks below, sending up an enormous plume of flame. The reek of jet fuel stung my nostrils and lungs, the fire heating my face with its glow.
A hand pulled me back.
“Stay alive,” Anna said. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”
“The colors were too pretty, I guess,” Lisa said.
“We need to get inside,” Samuel said, stepping forward. “Those crawlers are on the way.”
He pointed toward an open door built into the mountain. In their haste, Harland and Drake had not even seen fit to shut it. Their plane was parked neatly just a few feet away.
“We have to reach the Black Files before they do,” Makara said.
“We know this place like the back of our hands,” Samuel said. “We have to make it to the research lab and access the computer.”
The cold ring of steel echoed in the air as Anna drew her blade. “We have company.”
Three of the crawlers loped toward our position. Their long necks and heads undulated back and forth, and jagged teeth jutted from their mouths. Their white eyes burned. I would never get used to seeing those.
The first crawler shot for Makara. Anticipating its move, she dodged to the side in a fluid motion, arching back her knife to deliver a killing blow in its neck. The monster squealed as purple goo sprayed from the wound. It convulsed before growing still.
Anna charged for the other two. They broke, surrounding her on both sides. I ran forward, Beretta in hand, firing at the one on the left. It hissed, and charged after me.
Samuel stepped beside me. The crawler ran toward us, and together, Samuel and I fired at it. With a shriek, the crawler fell dead, its momentum carrying it forward before it stopped at our feet.
Several of the bullets connected. The creature went limp, rolling on the ground with its momentum and stopping dead at our feet.
Anna handled the last one with an expert swing of her blade, severing its head from its body.
“That takes care of that,” she said.
“Inside!” Samuel said.
We ran for Bunker One across the tarmac. The cold wind tore at my skin. It must have been way below freezing in the frigid mountain air. If we were out here for even an hour, we’d die of exposure.
We stepped inside the darkness of the Bunker and slammed the metal door shut behind us. Samuel latched it, and a few seconds later the creatures that had been chasing us slammed against the door.
“I can’t believe it,” Makara said. “We’re actually here.”
Someone had left the lights on in here, too. Before us was a long hallway, with no doors on either side.
“This tunnel goes on for a while,” Makara said. “It leads to some stairs and a bank of elevators.”
“Is this the only way to the runway?” I asked.
“There’s a large hangar, but this is the way Samuel and I came when we escaped. More of a side entrance.” She paused. “Ten thousand people used to live here, and not even ten percent of them survived that night.”
Her eyes were distant. I knew what she was thinking – her parents might be in here, somewhere. Hopefully, they rested in peace and hadn’t turned into Howlers.
“We have to go,” Samuel said. “Get the Files, and bury the past once and for all.”
Samuel headed forward, into the tunnel. We followed.
 



 
Chapter 19
 
Makara was right; Bunker One was huge.
We made it to the elevator bank, continued on to the stairwell and descended…down and down and down. I stopped counting after twenty flights.
“There are fifty-two floors,” Makara said. “Not counting the L Levels.”
“L Levels?” I asked.
“The labs,” she said. “Only scientists were allowed in. It is protected by a huge vault door, not unlike the ones that guard a typical Bunker from the outside. They didn’t want anyone getting in that wasn’t supposed to be there.”
“I wonder what they were hiding,” I said.
“We’re about to find out,” Samuel said. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this moment.”
“It’s too quiet,” Anna said. “I don’t like it.”
“Yeah,” Lisa said. “Would have expected something to be attacking us in here. But it’s as if someone came in and cleaned everything up.”
“The lights are on, too,” Anna said. “Someone’s keeping house.”
Well, if anyone was here, they sure were keeping quiet.
Finally we arrived at the first floor.
“Well, we made it,” Makara said. “Thought all along we would have to bust in through the front.”
“It’s better this way,” Samuel said. “Stay alert. Who knows what surprises our friends left for us?”
Samuel forced the door open, and my breath caught. “Giant” did not even begin to describe the room we had entered. No, not a room. A chamber, a cavern, though manmade. It must have taken years to carve out.
It was basically a gigantic vertical tunnel. I looked up and saw the rock ceiling hundreds of feet above. It probably would take at least a minute to walk across the chamber’s entire diameter. The railed edges of floor upon floor ringed the tunnel’s circumference. It was like a circular skyscraper, only underground. Lights lit the place only dimly, so I couldn’t see its entire scope. Hundreds of doors and openings and archways lined the floors – things that looked as if they had once been stores, restaurants, dorms, places to relax.
This hadn’t been a Bunker. It had been an entire underground city.
“Home sweet home,” Makara said.
In front of us was a red stain on the rock floor, the remains of someone’s grisly death years ago. The body was gone.
“Labs are this way,” Samuel said.
We followed Samuel across the massive chamber, but I couldn’t keep from looking up. It must have taken an army of thousands of turned creatures to bring down a place like this. That army must have been controlled, somehow. I wondered what could be powerful and intelligent enough to do that. I didn’t want to think of the answer.
Samuel went through a large opening into a wide corridor. The corridor sloped downward. The echoes of our footsteps were painfully loud. Anyone or anything would hear us coming from a mile away.
A bullet whizzed past my head, forcing me to the ground. Falling to the ground had become an ingrained habit of mine.
“They’re right ahead of us,” Samuel said.
I looked ahead. Both Harland and Drake were kneeling behind a railing that served as a barricade. They were right in front of the vault door marked “Lab Levels.”
“Damn it, they’re guarding the entrance!” Samuel said.
“Because they can’t get in,” Makara said. “That thing is locked tight.”
“If they want me to open it again, they have another think coming,” I said.
“I don’t think anyone could open that, other than with brute force,” Samuel said.
“Well,” Makara said, “let’s take care of these guys, first.
“Wait,” I said. “Something’s wrong. They’re not doing anything.”
Silence. Then an explosion rocked the entire tunnel. It shook the ceiling, the walls, and the floor. Rock cracked and fell from the ceiling, threatening to bury us alive.
We all ran forward under a hail of bullets. They were forcing us out of the tunnel, out of cover, right into their sights.
A bullet nicked my boot and, lucky for me, it didn’t hit anything. But with a few more seconds of this, one of us would be dead. Maybe all of us.
I fell to the ground behind a rock that had crashed against the floor. Everyone else took their places beside me as the tunnel behind continued to collapse on itself.
I looked into the dark tunnel we had just run out of. Rocks buried the entire thing. That’s when I noticed there were only four of us.
Lisa was gone.
“Lisa?” Makara shouted.
“I don’t think she made it,” I said.
Makara shook her head in denial. Her eyes watered as her face turned red.
Samuel grabbed her shoulder. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
“Lisa!” Makara screamed.
She stood up and ran back to the tunnel. More bullets filled the air, threatening to end her life.
I jumped from cover, and landed on her, bringing her to the ground.
She turned around, and was so pissed that she actually bit me. Tears were in her eyes as she fought back. I pulled her back to the rock. She went limp.
“She’s gone,” I said. “I’m not letting you die, too.”
“We have to stay alive,” Samuel said. 
Even if we got out of this one alive, we were stuck. The tunnel behind us had collapsed, and there was an inaccessible vault door in front. We were trapped in here, along with the two idiots who cut off the only escape.
Makara reached into her pack. Tears in her eyes, she held a grenade.
“This might work,” she said. “As soon as it goes off, charge the bastards and finish the job.”
She pulled the plug, waited a second, and lobbed it overhand. She closed her eyes, waiting for the boom.
Nothing happened. It was a dud.
No one said anything. It was as if everyone had given up.
“Nice try,” Harland said. “Just open the door, like last time. We’ll spare your lives.”
“I’m not opening that damn thing for you,” I yelled. “You just killed one of our own.”
“Those Black Files are ours,” Harland said. “This is the sovereign territory of the Empire, and anything in it belongs to us.”
“You’ll have to kill us first,” I said.
“We’re working on that,” Harland said. “Serves you right for Kris earlier.”
“That was no one’s fault, and you damn well know it,” Samuel yelled.
Harland didn’t respond to that. It was another moment before he spoke.
“It seems we have reached an impasse. One of us is going to have to back down. Those Black Files are not going to be yours.”
“We need them,” Samuel said. “With that info we can find out how to stop the Blights. Maybe even the xenovirus. You have no idea what you’re doing by taking those files back to the Empire.”
“I don’t understand,” Anna said. “Aren’t the files digital? Why can’t we both have them?”
“The Empire doesn’t want anyone privy to that info,” Harland said.
“Well, you can’t get in there unless we open the door,” I said. “You need us, and you’re not getting anywhere without us. And guess what? We’re not helping you. If you had joined up with us like we had planned, we wouldn’t be dealing with any of this, and our friend wouldn’t be dead.”
“I’m tired of this,” Makara said. “They die.”
“No,” I said. “You’ll get yourself killed.”
Makara sighed. “I don’t care. Someone has to attack them. There’s four of us and two of them. No one’s getting out of here alive, so we have to make a move at some point.”
A loud shot rang out in the room. It came from the rubble in the tunnel. I heard Drake scream from behind the barricade.
“Lisa,” I said. “She’s alive!”
Another shot fired. It zinged off the metal. I heard Harland curse from the direction of the door.
“Now!” Samuel said.
We all followed Samuel’s lead as he ducked from behind the boulder and charged for the door. Harland was still in shock at being sniped at, so he didn’t react fast enough. As he was raising his gun, Samuel, Makara, and I all shot him. He gave a raspy groan as his eyes widened. He fell to his knees, right beside Drake, who had a bullet in his forehead.
We all turned around. Lisa was not in sight. We ran to the tunnel and saw her.
She was lying on the ground in a pool of her own blood. A sharp rock had gashed into her from above.
Makara ran and knelt beside her, putting a hand on her shoulder.
“Lisa…Lisa, you hear me?”
“Yeah. I’m here. I’m alright.”
She was not alright. She was battered and bruised all over, and her blue eyes were shut in pain. Her rifle was cradled in her arms.
“Lisa…”
Samuel took a shirt from his pack and placed it on a nasty gash on Lisa’s abdomen. She hissed in pain as pressure was applied. Too much blood was pouring out.
“Don’t bother,” she said. “I don’t have long. The old man was right.”
“What do you mean?” Makara asked. “You can’t die. I need you.”
Lisa smiled. “He said there would be a time where I thought I was done. He said that was when I had to try harder, or everyone else would die. I tried, Makara. I got strength from I don’t know where to finish the job and crawl out of those rocks. I have no strength. I can’t go on.”
Her voice was raspy. Makara shook her head fiercely.
“No. You’re wrong. You still have to try. You can’t give up.”
Samuel’s face was pale. Lisa looked at Makara, tears in her eyes.
“Take my gun,” she said. “Don’t leave it here with me, in this place.”
Makara shook her head again. “No. You’re not going to die. Quit saying that.”
“The old man was right. I did my part. Finish…”
“Lisa, no…”
Lisa’s haunting blue eyes stared upward. She did not complete her sentence. She relaxed against the hard ground, her wavy brown hair fanned and matted to the floor from her blood.
Makara’s shoulders shook. Her face was a mixture of anger and devastation. She still held Lisa’s lifeless hand. It looked as if she would never let it go.
No one said a word. No one knew how Makara would react. I just stared at Lisa, tears in my eyes.
Finally, Makara stood, her face hardening. She grabbed the sniper rifle. No one knew what she was going to do with it.
“Makara.”
She turned to face me. Her face was harder than the rock of the walls. She didn’t say anything. She strapped the rifle to her back.
“Let’s go,” she said.
She looked at Lisa one last time. For a minute, it seemed her composure would break. Her lips quivered before they stilled. She knelt down one last time, and closed Lisa’s eyes, her hand shaking.
We watched as she walked to the vault door. She ignored the bodies of Harland and Drake, not even minding their blood. Her boots made a sticky sound as she stood before the door.
“This is Makara Neth, citizen of Bunker One. Open.”
The doors did not respond. Makara stood, her arms flexing. The doors stayed shut, immovable as mountains.
“It’s no good,” Samuel said. “We don’t have clearance. None of us do.”
Makara pounded on the door. “Cornelius Ashton, I know you’re in there. I know you didn’t die. You need to open this door. Now.”
Anna and I looked at each other. Cornelius Ashton, author of the Black Files…was he still alive?
“Cornelius?” Anna whispered.
“Dr. Cornelius Ashton,” I said. “But he’s dead. He’s not here…”
“Someone’s here,” Samuel said, almost in a growl. “Someone has the lights on. Someone cleaned up all the bodies.”
Makara was screaming. “Open this goddamn door or I’m going to…”
The vault door hissed, creaking open inch by inch. The lab within was dark. Makara continued standing in front of the door, not seeming to care that her voice command had actually worked.
She turned to us. “Come on.”
She walked into the darkness of the labs. We rushed to join her.
Lisa’s body was still. It seemed so wrong to leave her here, but we had no other choice.
The Black Files awaited us. But to Makara, they would never be worth the price.
 



 
Chapter 20
 
We entered the main part of the lab. Hundreds of computers, powered off, sat in long lines in the middle of the room. Chairs still sat in front of most of them. Unlike the rest of the bunker, this part was clean. No one had been in here since it had been evacuated. Or someone had been in here and had been keeping things tidy.
Against the far wall was a large screen. As soon as we entered the room, a computerized female voice spoke.
“Powering on.”
In a flash, the fluorescent lights powered on, temporarily blinding me. The computers in their long lines snapped on one by one, filling the room with an iridescent glow. Large machines against the walls – probably more computers – powered on with low hums. The entire lab was starting up. I wondered where the power source was, and how it was still running after all these years. Maybe it had been designed to do so.
Samuel walked to the big screen, and stood at a terminal before it.
Of the doctor, there was no sign. The lab looked as empty as it probably had for the past twelve years.
“He’s not here,” I said.
“It doesn’t matter,” Samuel said. “The Files are ours.”
The computer was already on, ready to go. All Samuel had to do was do a search for the Black Files. He would have them in seconds.
Samuel typed “Black Files” into the computer’s search bar. Instantly, a link appeared: Black Files, The. Dr. Cornelius Ashton. Compiled Xenobiological Research, 2042-2048, property of the Government of the United States of America. CLASSIFIED. Security Clearance Omega.
“Security Clearance Omega?” I asked.
“It means the U.S. does not want us accessing these files,” Samuel said. “But I’ll try.”
Makara watched, not speaking. Anna stood nearby with katana in hand.
“I’ll try my log-in credentials from Bunker 114. Maybe that will be good enough.”
Samuel logged in. The computer paused for a moment, as if thinking. It flashed its message across the screen: Access granted. Welcome, Assistant Chief Scientist, Samuel Neth.
“Assistant Chief Scientist,” Anna said. “Sounds serious.”
“That was not my station,” Samuel said. “Someone’s updated this to recognize my name. Or maybe the computers at Bunker 114 recorded the deaths of the scientists there, so it automatically gives me clearance to these files.”
“Congrats on your promotion,” I said.
Makara remained silent, her face like stone.
They were on the screen: the Black Files we had all been waiting for.
“They are only eighty pages long,” Samuel said, with a frown. “I was expecting more. Much more.”
“You sound disappointed,” I said.
Samuel shrugged. “Just not what I expected at all. Then again, a lot can sometimes be said with a little, but that’s typically not the case with research papers.”
“Read it,” Anna said. “This is what we’re here for. Let’s see how to beat this thing.”
Samuel sighed. “Alright. Reading.”
Samuel scanned the pages furiously. He showed no reaction as we waited. Occasionally, he mouthed something to himself. At the end of ten minutes his face darkened.
“What is it?” I asked.
Samuel held up a hand. As he read, his expression became more and more disturbed.
“What’s going on?” Anna asked.
“Did you finish reading?” I asked.
Samuel nodded. “Yeah. You’re not going to believe where the xenovirus came from. Well, maybe you will, because I suspected it all along. But you will definitely not know why it’s here.”
“Well,” Makara said. “We have time. Tell us what you found out.”
 
***
 
“As I suspected,” Samuel said, “the xenovirus is not of Earth origin. Looking at the flora and fauna it creates should be enough indication of that.”
“It was inside Ragnarok, wasn’t it?” I asked.
Samuel nodded. “Yes. That’s the only way it could have come. In the Old World, NASA did experiments on how long bacteria and viruses could last in the vacuum of space. In some cases, it might be years or longer. The xenovirus was inside Ragnarok, and the rock protected it from the cold vacuum of space. That’s not all, though.”
“What else is there?”
Samuel sighed. “A lot.”
He paused a moment, as if collecting his thoughts. I had a feeling we were about to get a huge dose of information.
“Are you familiar with the Guardian Missions?” Samuel asked.
It sounded familiar, but it was a moment before the memory returned to me.
“There were three,” I said. “They were the world’s attempt to stop Ragnarok from destroying Earth. All of them failed.”
“That’s right,” Samuel said. “Each Guardian Mission had a name, also the name of the ship launched. The first, called the Archangel, was launched in 2024. It reached Ragnarok after a flight of six months. The story is that something went wrong with the landing gear, which caused the ship to crash.”
“Okay,” I said. “So what really happened?”
“There’s only a few paragraphs of it in here,” Samuel said. “But apparently it was something else. The ship landed fine. They were even able to install the rockets on the surface. But they were attacked.”
We looked at each other.
“Wait,” Makara said. “I can understand viruses and microbes surviving. But attacked? Anything capable of harming a person couldn’t withstand space. It’s impossible.”
“Whatever it was, it wasn’t built like we are. There are pictures, even. One of the astronauts managed to get a photo but it didn’t turn out well. You can only see a worm-like creature.”
We crowded around the computer. Indeed, there was a picture of something, probably living.
“Creepy,” Makara said.
“Looks like a crawler,” I said. “The shot is blurry.”
“Information about the attack was held back in order to prevent panic. Another mission was planned, with more people. This one was called Reckoning.”
“I always did think that name sounded funny,” I said.
“They sent soldiers with this one, along with the crew. They had guns. Only this mission never made it to the asteroid in the first place. The story was that it was lost en route, and that one appears to be true, if what I read here is correct. Perhaps hit by a stray piece of rock or debris, or something wrong with the engine or hull.”
“No reckoning, then.”
“No,” Samuel said. “There was the last mission in 2028. The one that appeared to succeed, but didn’t. The Messiah mission.”
We all waited for Samuel to go on.
“Messiah made it to Ragnarok, and landed without a hitch. The rockets were attached to Ragnarok. Like the Archangel mission, it seemed to work. When the crawlers or whatever they were came, they were driven back. Eventually, the astronauts were overwhelmed – but not before the rockets began to go off, doing their job in pushing Ragnarok off course.”
“Why didn’t it work?”
“Because the rockets needed a full week to do their job effectively. The astronauts did all they could – but they fell, one by one, to endless waves of attackers. Whatever was on the asteroid, it had planned on being able to defend it.”
“Defend it?” Anna asked. “Why? Did it want to attack us?”
Samuel nodded. “Yes. After this mission failed, the government said that they thought the mission was a success, but for reasons unknown, it didn’t work. From the Files, we know why. Ragnarok was pushed off course, but not by much. Not by enough.”
A horrible dread twisted my gut. I knew all this happened thirty years ago, but it was hard not to imagine how everyone must have felt as these missions failed, one by one.
“The Bunker Program began immediately in 2020, the beginning of what came to be called the Dark Decade. Ragnarok was to hit Earth on December 3, 2030 – Dark Day. The Bunkers were never meant to be a reality. They were only a fail-safe. The government believed that if Ragnarok did impact Earth, they needed enough people underground to come up and rebuild once it was all over. The key to this was making well-trained soldiers of all underground U.S. citizens. The Bunkers altogether, assuming no losses, had enough space to hold close to 60,000 people. Given they were all well-trained, that’s still a sizeable force for an army. But as we all know, that wasn’t to last. The world became much darker than anyone expected. Things broke down. As far as we know, there are only two Bunkers. Maybe even they are gone.”
“How come Ragnarok took so long to detect?” I asked. “You’d think they would have found it much earlier than they did.”
“In the Old World, NASA funded the NEO Program – the Near Earth Object Program, designed to do just that. Asteroids the size of Ragnarok or larger were all accounted for, but Ragnarok went rogue, somehow. It changed course in what seemed to be an impossible manner. No one knows exactly when this occurred, but it took a while before people noticed. To this day, no one knows how it was done. But we know why it was done.”
“Why?” I asked, dreading the answer. “Why did it change course?”
“Don’t you see?” Samuel asked. “We’re being invaded.”
 



 
Chapter 21
 
“Aliens?” Anna asked. “Real-life aliens? I can buy a virus. That makes sense. That is clear…”
“Nothing else explains the attacks on Ragnarok’s surface while it was still in space,” Samuel said, “or how something the size of Ragnarok could suddenly change course like it did.”
“Maybe something else hit it,” I said. “Another asteroid. It’s possible, right? It could have been hit and been put on a course to hit Earth.”
“The odds of that are so small that the alien scenario becomes much more likely. Given enough energy, Ragnarok’s course could have been switched. It’s mind-bending mathematically, but maybe they
could do it.”
“And who are they?” Makara asked. “Those creatures that have been attacking us? Because they don’t seem to be that smart. Their strength is in numbers.”
“I don’t know everything, and the Black Files don’t speak to that. But there does seem to be something that demonstrates intelligence, something referred to in the Files only as ‘The Voice.’”
“‘The Voice?’” Makara asked. “Are you kidding me?”
Samuel shook his head. “This is the meat of the Black Files. Everything I explained was only the first twenty pages. The rest of it is about this – the xenovirus, the xenofungus, and the Voice. And a day in the future called Xenofall.”
“Xenofall?” Makara asked.
“Xenofall,” I said. “Is it what I think it is?”
“Explanation, please,” Anna said.
“Let me start at the beginning,” Samuel said. “Ragnarok hit in 2030, as you all know. Almost immediately the virus took effect. The first instances were noted as early as 2031, in Bunker 23 out in western Nebraska. It was the Bunker closest to Ragnarok, and it was the first to go offline in 2034.”
“It wouldn’t be long until others went offline, too,” I said.
“That is true,” Samuel said. “And most Bunkers failed for reasons having nothing to do with the xenovirus. Interestingly, the xenovirus’s main job is not to infect life-forms on Earth. It’s to create xenofungus.”
“Why?” I asked.
“It’s the food source for all xenolife,” Samuel said. “Yeah, xenolife will eat animals, or even people, from time to time. There are nutrients there. But even I noticed in my research that xenofungus is nutrient and calorie heavy. It is death and poison to any of us, but it sustains anything infected with the xenovirus. It could be that the xenovirus is as much an enzyme as it is a virus, an enzyme that can process the fungus and make it edible.”
“So the xenofungus is like…alien farms?” Anna asked.
“Yes. That’s a good way to think of it.” Samuel paused. “It also does other stuff. It reproduces rapidly, and can survive in very harsh environments. It doesn’t need much water. It doesn’t mind the cold, or the dryness of the Wasteland. It’s as if it’s been engineered to survive almost any sort of environment, and especially environments without much sunlight. It’s perfectly adapted for surviving in a world that is cloaked from sunlight by meteor fallout, which explains how it is able to spread so easily while everything of Earth origin dies off. We’re in the process of being transformed from Earth into something not-Earth.”
“What about the monsters?” I asked. “How does the xenovirus do that?”
“It’s all encoded in the xenovirus’s DNA,” Samuel said. “It does not have a double helix, like Earth-based life. It’s a very complicated cloverleaf structure, something that is very hard to imagine evolving in the wild – at least on Earth – which is also evidence in favor of the xenovirus’s being designed. But the cloverleaf lends certain advantages. It can hold more information. It’s more adaptable. It has the capability to mix and match genes of Earth creatures, creating entirely new forms of life – hence the crawlers. The xenovirus was created.”
“Created by whom?” I asked.
Samuel shook his head. “We couldn’t have done this. We don’t have the technology. It must have been created by an alien intelligence.”
“So you’re saying the xenovirus was planted in Ragnarok?”
“Exactly,” Samuel said.
“What about this Voice thing?” Makara asked. “You didn’t explain that.”
“It’s hard to explain. It’s like a sentience for all life-forms infected with the virus. It’s all based on the fungus, somehow. The fungus, in addition to being food, is also like a giant network. Fungus in one part of the world, as long as it is connected, can communicate with fungus in another part. It’s like a giant brain that can think – and yes, speak.”
“Speak? How?”
“Most of it is internal, and can’t be heard. The communication can’t be deciphered, much less translated in any way humans can understand. But nonetheless, it takes place. It creates sound waves, sound waves that directly affect the behavior of xenolife. During the attack on Bunker One, for example, the sound waves escalated as the Bunker began to be attacked. The Voice lends sentience to the entire invasion.”
“Can the Voice be killed?” I asked.
“You’d have to kill the xenofungus,” Samuel said. “Whether the Voice is actually connected with a physical form, the Black Files don’t say. I guess they didn’t get that far.”
“There is still so much we don’t know,” I said. “We don’t even know if we can stop this.”
“Yeah, that’s the bottom line,” Makara said. “Can we stop this? What’s the next step?” She pointed outside the lab. “Because if you tell me Lisa came out here and died, and those Files don’t tell us how to proceed, we wasted our time. We wasted a life.”
“I honestly don’t know,” Samuel said. “If this sentience, this Voice, were somehow destroyed, I guess that could make all xenolife directionless. I don’t know how we’d go about doing that.”
“Great,” Anna said. “This just gets more and more impossible.”
No one said anything. It was a lot to take in. Even though we knew where it came from, even why it was here, we were no closer to knowing how to stop the xenovirus. Nothing definitive, anyway. Kill the Voice – but how do you kill something that isn’t attached to a corporeal form?
None of this made sense. I was expecting the answer to be obvious. I was expecting something like a chemical or a drug that would kill anything that had the xenovirus – an actual cure that targeted the xenovirus, and eradicated it.
Knowing how something existed didn’t tell you how to make it no longer exist.
“Do the Files say anything else?” I asked. “Anything at all on how to kill this thing?”
“No,” Samuel said.
So that was it. If these researchers couldn’t figure anything out – in the Bunker with the biggest labs, the most computers, and most expertise – what shot did we have? We were only four. Other than pure guesswork, there was almost no hope.
Within a certain amount of time, the world would be covered with Blights. There would only be one Blight, and humanity would no longer exist.
We were facing extinction.
 
***
 
“There is one thing you didn’t explain,” Makara said.
Samuel looked up from where he had been hanging his head. His form was hunched in near defeat – it was disconcerting to see that in our leader.
“Explain what Xenofall is.”
“Xenofall is what it sounds like,” Samuel said. “Ragnarok was only the beginning. The writers and moviemakers in the Old World always thought aliens would attack with giant ships and lasers. Nothing is further from reality. It’s all biological warfare, and the most brilliant kind there is: the kind that harms your enemy, and only helps you.”
“So when Meteor fell, it was only clearing the way,” I said. “When the rest of them come, the natives will be gone, so to speak.”
Samuel nodded. “Earth is being terraformed. Not by giant machines of metal, but by tiny machines of life. When they’re through, Earth will not be ours anymore. We will have been long dead, and the planet will be ready for them to use. We are being colonized.”
“When will this ‘Xenofall’ happen?” I asked.
“The Files don’t say,” Samuel said. “However long it takes for us to die out, and however long it takes for the Blights to cover the Earth. But we’re the only ones who can stop it. That is, if it can be stopped.”
Samuel walked from the computer. In that lab, with the hundreds of computers humming around us, Xenofall seemed like a date that would never happen. But it was real. It was coming. And we had no way to stop it.
“We need more information,” Samuel said. “But this…” He waved his arm around, indicating the entire room, “this is all there is. We know more than anyone else on Earth knows, and still, it’s not enough.”
“So what more can we do?” I asked. “We’re stuck here in the Bunker, surrounded by hundreds of miles of Blight and monsters, with winter coming on and no way out. And probably no food or water. Looks like we’re as good as dead.”
Samuel ignored my cheery assessment of the situation. “The only thing I can think of is going to Ragnarok Crater.”
My insides lurched at the thought. We had just gotten here, of all places, and Samuel was talking about picking up and going to the Ragnarok Crater, another thousand miles away?
“Why there?”
Samuel shrugged. “This is pure speculation, but it makes sense to think the Crater would be the center of it all. It’s where Meteor landed and began its work. There might be some central hub where everything communicates with each other.”
“Key words: pure speculation,” Makara said. “We came here. We found nothing. We lose. We found our answer. The answer is: there is no answer. This was all for nothing. All we can do is hope to get out of here, find the safest place we can, and wait for the end.”
“We’re not getting out of here,” I said. “Our ride blew itself up. It was a miracle that thing even flew.”
Something quite unexpected happened. A voice came from every speaker in the lab, booming from the walls.
“Apocalypse Team,” the voice said, “this is Dr. Cornelius Ashton. Can you hear me?”
We stared at each other in shock. So he was here.
“Yes!” Samuel yelled. “Dr. Ashton, where are you?”
“I am not in Bunker One,” Dr. Ashton said, “but there is little time to explain. With luck, there will be time for explanations later. You all will die if you stay in this lab a minute longer.”
“Die?” Anna asked. “What do you know? How are you even communicating with us?”
“Never mind that. I will explain later. All that matters is getting out of here alive. It knows you’re here. The Voice. Every turner within a hundred-mile radius is converging on this point. It never wanted you to know what you have learned here today. Remember that the old axiom is true: information is power. The Voice does not want you to have it.
“There will be time for answers soon, but for now, you must escape this place. Already they are inside.”
As soon as those words were said, there was a crash against the vault door. I could hear the creatures’ screams and wails coming from the other side. If they could get in the tunnel when it had collapsed, they could probably get in here, too.
“Go to the runway,” Dr. Ashton said. “I will provide your escape.”
With that, the voice cut off. The silence that followed was pierced by more screams from infected creatures.
We could hear groans. They were coming from within the labs.
Howlers.
I guessed that was where all the bodies had gone.
 



 
Chapter 22
 
Howlers charged from two corridors into the main lab. Their clothes had long since rotted from their bodies. They slunk toward us, flesh pink and thin, coated with purple slime.
“Don’t shoot!” Samuel said. “Head for the stairs!”
We followed Samuel away from our attackers to the staircase that led to the lab’s second level. I didn’t know if there was a way out up there, but there sure wasn’t one on the bottom floor.
We reached the landing and found no way out. The second floor was just a balcony that surrounded the entire lab.
“That vault was the only way out,” Makara said. “We’re trapped.”
“There has to be another way,” I said. “Let’s just keep looking.”
Some of the Howlers charged for the stairs. We had to keep moving.
We followed Samuel around the balcony, until we had reached the other side. We were above the computer where we had searched for the Black Files – there were no doors, no windows, nor any other way back down to the lab floor. And now Howlers spilling from the balcony doorway cut us off on both sides.
This time, Lisa wouldn’t be here to save the day.
“We’re going to have to kill them,” Anna said. “Explosions or not, we’re dead either way.”
“Kill these,” Samuel said, pointing to the left. “We’ll bring ‘em down quick and jump off for the floor, and run deeper into the labs. I can see no other way.”
We rushed to do just that. I aimed my Beretta, firing it into the oncoming infected. They shrieked as my bullets connected. I was getting much better at aiming the thing. I hit one creature in the head, and it crashed to the floor; the one behind stumbled over its body. In quick succession, Anna sliced one of the Howlers in half, and beheaded another. Makara fired, each shot finding its mark right in the head.
They were starting to swell. They would explode in moments.
“Now!” Samuel shouted.
We hopped over the railing, landing atop what seemed to be a large computer. We jumped the rest of the way down. Though not as dangerous as the plane jump, the falls were a shock to my knees. I forced myself up, hoping I could run the pain out.
I hobbled after the others as they went to the empty corridor. Above us, the bodies popped, and purple goo rained down, drenching the floor. We made it into the corridor, following it as it circled downward.
“We do not want to be going down,” Makara said.
An infected man emerged from a nearby door, his mouth agape and dripping slime. Quickly, Anna stabbed him through the heart, retrieved the blade, spun, and sliced off his head. She kicked the torso into the room from which the Howler had come.
“There has to be some other exit,” Samuel said.
We followed the corridor at a near sprint. The infected were falling farther and farther behind, but their howls still pierced the air. The hallway ended in a giant chamber filled with large machinery. It reminded me of the nuclear reactor we had come across in Bunker 114. This chamber was much larger, though, which was saying a lot; that one had been big. Four reactors rose from the floor, the power source for all Bunker One. Only one was running – likely the only one that still worked.
“These things can run forever if maintained properly,” Samuel said. “Or maybe not even maintained properly. It explains how this place still has power.”
“This isn’t time for a lesson, Samuel,” Makara said. She pointed. “That ladder. If we can reach the top catwalk, we might find a way to make it to the runway.”
We ran for the ladder, which was on the other side of the chamber. We began our long climb. I felt dwarfed by the gigantic size of all the machinery in the room.
We had reached about two-thirds of the way up when the chamber was filled with echoes of hundreds of horrifying shrieks. I could not see where they were coming from, but looking up, I saw them.
Entering through the ceiling, through air ducts and hidden openings, came hundreds upon hundreds of birds. Turned birds. They swarmed for us like locusts, their white eyes glowing and their wings beating madly.
“Hurry it up, Samuel!” Makara yelled.
The swarm of birds homed in on our position. There were hundreds – big, small, but they all had one purpose – to kill us and keep us from reaching the top.
There was no way we could fight these. We had to get out of here.
Makara fired into the mass from the ladder, and a couple of the flying things plummeted toward the floor.
Hurriedly, we reached the top. We ran away from the avian swarm, making for a nearby door.
“Inside here,” Samuel said.
We rushed in, finding ourselves in another corridor. Samuel slammed the door shut, locking it against the birds outside. They slammed into the door, pecking it, to no avail.
“Glad we got out of that one,” Anna said.
“Yeah,” I said. I turned forward, and wanted to scream.
After seeing what was ahead of us, I almost wanted to try my luck with the birds.
 
***
 
Before us stood a creature at least twenty feet tall, with three heads on snakelike necks, and a long, spiky tail – a creature that could only be described as a Hydra.
It was the most alien thing I had ever seen, and each of those mouths bore long, sharp teeth that dripped purple saliva. It walked on four muscular legs, and its scales were the color of crimson blood. Its necks stiffened, and the three heads opened their mouths to scream, each a different pitch, producing the most horrifying, discordant noise I had ever heard.
It charged forward, lightning-fast. We didn’t even have time to shoot before it slammed all four of us back into the door from which we had come.
One of the heads was in front of me, snapping around my face. I dodged it, again and again, but I couldn’t keep it up forever. The head reared back on its stalk. I took the chance to grab the neck. I could feel the hard scales and the muscles bulging beneath. I slammed it with the butt of my Beretta. The thing screamed, hacking up purple phlegm that spewed onto the wall behind me.
I aimed for the neck, and fired.
It screamed again. I was hurting it, but I had made no visible wound. Those scales were strong if bullets couldn’t pierce them. All I had managed to do was piss it off.
Its head reared back from me again. It shot forward, nearly sinking its teeth into me. Instead, its face slammed against the door, making a dent in the metal.
I grabbed the Hydra in a chokehold at the top of its neck. I had no idea if it was working. I noticed Samuel and Makara were each busy with one of the heads, while Anna was behind the Hydra, dodging its swiping, spiky tail. She was trying to find an opening to stab it with her katana.
I screamed as the neck shook me loose, sending me spiraling horizontally through the air. Disoriented, I got up, only to knock my head on the creature’s belly. I had somehow ended up underneath it.
But when my head hit it, I realized this part of it was soft. Taking my chance, I took out my gun and fired.
It clicked. The magazine was empty.
A head snaked under its body, searching me out. I scrambled away, reaching for my combat knife. It wasn’t often that I used it. I hadn’t had the need.
Now I did.
I took it out, and stabbed the blade upward into the creature’s gut.
It gave a horrible wail, and purple gunk spewed onto the floor, covering my legs. Disgusted, I drew back, but I couldn’t stop. Infected or not, I had to keep gashing it. I stabbed it, again and again. Its tail behind slashed wildly, nearly hitting Anna. She slid on the floor, through the puddle of goo, holding her katana up as she slid. The blade sliced through the stomach, making a deep wound – so deep that it couldn’t support the creature’s bowels, which tumbled out and plopped on the floor right in front of me, causing me throw up on the spot.
The Hydra’s legs gave out. I had to move before it crushed me. I slid out of the way just as it came down, Anna doing the same thing on the creature’s other side. It crashed to the floor. Its tentacle-like necks quivered and grew still.
I was covered with purple goo and monster excrement. I felt as if I could wash myself for the rest of time and never be clean.
“Gross does not even begin to describe this,” I said.
“Come on,” Samuel said. “Stairs are over here.”
I followed the others, looking and smelling like death.
“You alright?” Anna asked
“Yeah. That was a slick move there. Wish you could have done it in a way that didn’t involve me smelling like sewage.”
She cracked a grin. “I try.”
We ran up the stairs. Somehow, the monsters had gotten in. They chased us upward through the flights. Looking down, I saw them two floors below us.
We were on floor twenty. We still had thirty to go.
I picked up the pace. I was dying from exhaustion, but if I died from this running, it would be better than letting those bastards get to me. We took the steps two and three at a time, never letting up. I thought I needed to grow a third lung to get enough air.
Finally, with ten floors left, Makara collapsed. The monsters were just one flight down. And unlike us, they didn’t get tired.
“Come on!” I yelled. “Up, let’s go!”
I remembered all the times Makara had forced me to go on. It was my turn to return the favor.
I grabbed her with my stinky hand and pulled her up. We ran the rest of the way. There were dozens of crawlers slithering their way upon their squat, bowed legs.
Finally, we made it to the tunnel that led to the runway door. The temperature up here was cold, and the monster fluids covering me from head to toe certainly didn’t help matters. We ran at a sprint. The door came into view.
Unlatching it, Samuel pushed it open. The rush of subzero wind would freeze all the liquids on my body within moments. Crying from the pain of it, I ran with the others across the runway, wondering first why we were even here, and second, how long it would take us to die, either from monsters or the cold. There was nothing waiting for us as the doctor had promised. There was only a sea of crawlers closing in from every direction. There was no airplane, helicopter, nothing that I expected. Whatever was supposed to be here was not.
Monsters flooded the runway from all sides, including the door we had just left.
There were hundreds – maybe thousands. Even worse, even the skies were clouded with swarms of infected birds.
We weren’t going to get out of this one alive.
 



 
Chapter 23
 
That was when a blinding light flew over the top of Cheyenne Mountain. And I mean, flying. The engine roared, drowning out even the noise of the monsters. Even they paused a bit at the approach of the giant, flying machine. The machine flew closer, along the side of the mountain from where it had been hidden, floodlights illuminating our shivering bodies on the runway.
Is that...a spaceship?
I had little time to be surprised. The monsters regained their focus and closed in as the ship descended and hovered above us. Anna sliced a couple crawlers open as they neared, and the rest of us fired into the braver ones edging closer. A porthole opened on the ship; a synthetic rope ladder descended.
“Go!” Samuel said to me.
I hopped on, scrambling upward to make room for the others. Anna came after me, then Makara. Finally, even with only one good arm, Samuel hopped up, forcing his legs up the ladder.
The ladder was unwieldy, swaying back and forth in the bitterly cold wind. My vision darkened.
Anna pushed me up from behind.
“Go, Alex!”
I forced myself up the ladder. I didn’t have any strength left. The cold was sapping it out of me.
It was all I could do to hold on as the ship lifted up from the ground. The monsters below closed around where we had been standing, howling at seeing their prey escape.
The birds, however, could not be so easily avoided.
The ladder began retracting into the ship, carrying all of us with it.
Just hold on…
We neared the porthole. Finally I entered it and was inside the ship. I fell onto the cold deck. I was freezing cold. The others pulled themselves through and piled next to me. Samuel entered last, and then the porthole slammed shut.
In the pitch black, the engines of the spaceship roared. We were moving upward.
 
***
 
I lay on the deck, shivering and cold. The ship hummed beneath me. I heard the rush of wind outside.
There was a heaviness all over that I couldn’t explain. I realized that it was Samuel’s jacket.
“We made it?” I asked, shivering.
“Yes,” Samuel said.
“I guess we’ll meet him soon,” Anna said.
As we sat there in the dark compartment we had entered, no one said anything. We only shivered and huddled together for warmth. The gunk on my clothes and skin had frozen from being outside for a mere two minutes.
A nearby door hissed open. We all turned toward the light. But no one appeared.
Then the man’s voice came from the intercom.
“Come on,” he said. “Step inside. It’s warmer in there than the cargo bay. Welcome aboard the Gilgamesh.”
The intercom clicked off.
“Is this really a spaceship?” I asked.
“Looks like it,” Samuel said.
“Did you read anything about that in your Black Files?”
“Nope.”
Warm air gushed out of the door. That was enough incentive for me to stand on unsteady legs and make my way forward. The others followed me. I stepped into the light, and the door hissed shut behind.
The surfaces were all gray. The corridor we were in led straight forward. From somewhere to our left came a low hum – the engine, probably. The bridge would probably be to our right.
We walked forward, unsure of our surroundings. The corridor was narrow. We passed an open door that led to a couple of bunks. We passed a circular table against the wall, went through a small kitchen. We entered a narrow corridor. Ahead were controls, LCD screens, and a pilot’s seat. Above the rim of the seat was a head of wild, white hair.
We entered the bridge. The man remained seated. We stood there, shivering and cold.
None of us said anything. Ahead of the ship, it was dark. I couldn’t see the land or mountain below. 
The man swiveled in his chair, revealing his wrinkled face, sharp blue eyes covered by glasses, and thin lips. Long white hair descended to his shoulders. He wore khaki pants, a long-sleeved green shirt, and a thick brown vest.
“My God, you could have at least cleaned up a little before coming in here.”
No one said anything. We were cold, exhausted, and had nearly died a dozen times in the past hour. We weren’t exactly in the mood for humor.
“As you might have guessed, I am Dr. Cornelius Ashton. You can call me Ashton; not quite as bad as Cornelius. And this is the Gilgamesh – one of several advanced spaceships built by the U.S. government during the Dark Decade. S-Class. It runs on a prototype miniature fusion reactor. It has a titanium and carbon nanotube hull – light as a feather, stronger by many factors than steel. It can carry up to twelve crewmen, and as far as I know, it is one of four spaceships operational in the world – or out of this world, if you prefer it.”
“And where are we going, in this spaceship?” Samuel asked.
“You must be Samuel,” Ashton said. “You look just like your father.” The man turned to Makara. “And you must be little Makara. Not so little, anymore. You were probably too young to remember me. And you two, I don’t know.”
“That would Alex, and Anna,” Makara put in quickly. “And Lisa…Lisa is gone.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Ashton said. “We don’t have much time, in any sense. I can explain it all later. Right now, we need to get home.”
“Home?” Samuel asked. “What do you mean, home?”
“You don’t know about it yet,” Ashton said, “but you will. This place was known to only a few on the surface. I was one of the few, among the President and others – before they all died.”
What place was this man talking about?
He pressed a button on the dash. “Gilgamesh…take us to Skyhome.”
A deep, computerized male voice responded. “Destination: Skyhome.”
The ship shifted below us, aiming upward.
“Strap yourselves in,” Ashton said. “We’ll be there in mere minutes.”
“Skyhome,” I said. “Is that a space station?”
“Yes. The Skyhome Program was the other side of the coin from the Bunkers. The government planned to build more – but funds ran out, so Skyhome was the only one to be completed.”
By this point, we had strapped ourselves in. The ship paused. The floor vibrated beneath me, intensifying. Finally, we were pointed at a 45-degree angle upward.
“Here we go,” Ashton said.
The ship moved as I was pushed back into my seat. Someone screamed – either Anna or Makara, I couldn’t tell. Suddenly, there were stars as we broke through the clouds. Just as I was on the verge of losing consciousness, the ship slowed. The stars grew in intensity. A minute later, I was floating upward in my seat, restrained only by my seatbelt.
We had escaped not only Bunker One, but Earth’s gravity. Sickness came over me, but I had already thrown everything up down below.
Down below; it seemed strange to think those words. The ship pointed downward, away from the stars. The surface of our planet curved below – dark, shaded in night, surrounded by an aurora of violet blue. Straight ahead was the moon, unbelievably bright and clear without any atmosphere to mask its grandeur. Stars studded the black void, steady and eternal in their myriad thousands.
No one said anything as we took in the vista. So much had happened that it was hard not to believe it was all a dream – the dreamlike quality enhanced by the fact that none of us had weight. When I was young, I thought I would go my whole life without ever riding in a car, much less a plane. Now, I was flying in a spaceship. Surreal did not even begin to describe it.
Ten minutes later, a shape formed in the distance. Three rings spun around a large central hub. Branching out like giant arms were solar arrays, capturing unfiltered sunlight to power the station. Flecks of green colored the windows of one of the spirals – plants being grown?
“There she is,” Ashton said with pride. “Skyhome.”
I never thought I would see anything like it. We were going there, and I wondered if it would be our new home. Would we stay there? Would we be safe from the xenovirus, or would it touch us here, too?
Out there, in the black void of space, maybe not even all that far from us, our doom lurked. We knew what was coming after us, and the knowing somehow only made it worse. I had no idea how we were going to stop this, or even if we could. Maybe Ashton had a plan. But first we would have to rest, recoup. God knows I needed a hot shower that would last for eternity.
All these questions would remain unanswered…at least for a while. Even as I beheld the wonder of that floating city, I couldn’t help but feel sick at what we had learned: that Ragnarok truly was only the beginning.
 



 
Chapter 24
 
There was nothing to do but wait.
We had been in Skyhome for a full month, and it had taken me a week just to get used to the dizzy spinning of the stars from the three rotating rings. The fact that we were here, in space, never ceased to be mind-blowing.
Beginning in the Dark Decade, NASA devoted all of its energy to the Skyhome Program. Skyhome 1 was the only one to ever be completed. It had taken ten years, hundreds of launches, and billions of dollars just to get it livable. Skyhome was designed to be self-sufficient, but in the rare case that a spare part or supply was needed, the Gilgamesh could easily travel between Skyhome and one of the Bunkers. Odin, a second, smaller ship, was also docked in Skyhome’s hangar.
The Gilgamesh, as well as the Odin, had been constructed during the Dark Decade, along with two other ships. It was clear that launching rockets into space was inefficient – an advanced, reusable spacecraft was necessary. During the 2020s, huge advances were made in fusion power. These advances made it possible to equip the four under-construction spaceships with a fusion drive. Though the drive was massive, the enormous amount of energy produced was more than enough to make up for it. And to refuel, the ships would not need complex rocket fuel, a commodity that would not have existed for long post-Ragnarok. All they would need was hydrogen, the most abundant element in the universe.
Unfortunately, Gilgamesh and Odin were the only ships that were operational. The other two, Orion and Perseus, were still docked in Bunker Six, a massive complex not too far from Bunker One. Of course, it was covered with the Great Blight, so getting in and liberating the ships was extremely risky. Skyhome just did not have the manpower to do it.
In that first month at Skyhome, we all got the chance to think, finally. We ate fresh fruits and vegetables, and there was even chicken. The Outer Ring, the largest of three, was entirely devoted to food production. The plants produced oxygen, and the humans and animals in turn produced carbon dioxide. All water was recycled within the closed environment, and there was plenty in reserve in case something went wrong. And of course, the sunlight provided more energy, both for electronics and plants, than Skyhome would ever need.
Living in space, however, brought two great risks, and Skyhome had so far been spared from both. The first was radiation. While Skyhome had normally adequate radiation shielding, a sudden solar flare would douse the station with unhealthy levels of radiation. It would fry electronics as well as anyone exposed to the harmful rays. There was also the threat of stray rocks and debris striking the station. Skyhome had a tracking system that monitored space debris orbiting Earth, but the system wasn’t perfect. There had been a couple times in Skyhome’s history where its occupants had to do an emergency EVA to change the course of debris on a crash course with the station. If good-sized debris
hit, it could poke a hole large enough to depressurize the station in minutes.
Hits by smaller debris were a somewhat common occurrence. Usually, the pieces were not large and fast enough to go through the station’s shell, but if they were, there was a system in place within Skyhome that detected leaks. After the leak was discovered and pinpointed, it was a simple matter of covering the whole with resin until a more permanent repair could be implemented.
While living in space might seem as if it was safer than the surface, this was far from the truth. Solar flares were never a question of “if,” but “when.” And one day, a big rock or piece of space junk could hit the station and end it.
But for now, Skyhome operated, and within its three rings people lived and worked. It was strange, seeing so many people again. About eighty lived here. The entire community had reacted to our coming with a mixture of fascination and fear. The citizens of Skyhome treated us in much the same way as a Bunker resident would treat a Wastelander. None of them had seen anyone who had lived and survived on the surface. We had been the stuff of speculation, and even legend.
After the fall of Bunker One, Dr. Ashton and several Bunker One refugees had managed to pilot the Gilgamesh to Skyhome. There were already survivors from Bunker Six living on the station, who had used Odin to escape. Sadly, none of the survivors knew Samuel or Makara.
After a week of our presence, a week of nothing but eating, sleeping, and showering, the people of Skyhome grew used to our presence and asked us countless questions about living on the surface, life in the Bunkers, and what people were like below, all of which we answered. In turn, I learned about life here. I liked tending the plants, most of all. They grew lots of different fruits and vegetables: potatoes, carrots, corn, wheat, tomatoes, broccoli, lettuce, cucumbers, apples, bananas, even lychee and dragon fruit, the lychee becoming a personal favorite of mine. There was enough to feed Skyhome’s population, and there was capacity for more growing space should the population increase.
We had countless questions of our own to ask of Dr. Ashton, from how he had contacted us in the first place, to what to do about the coming invasion. The doctor said that resting and regaining our strength was more important for the moment. None of us argued with him there.
After the first couple of weeks, though, Anna was stewing. She practiced her forms, much as she had done before heading to Bunker One. Though we had nothing but time up here, she had somehow grown more distant from me. I think the journey to Bunker One had taken more of a toll than she let on.
If Anna had grown a bit more distant, Makara had grown light years away. She was still reeling from Lisa’s death. Bunker One had been more than we all had bargained for, and it had cost us all something. But it cost Makara the most of all. Any attempt of mine to talk to her ended with her brushing me off. It got to the point where I just stopped trying, and ended up getting involved in my own activities.
I still felt the shock of it all. My life ever since Bunker 108 had been nonstop action; hunger, cold, being chased, and nearly getting killed hundreds of times had transformed me from an innocent kid into an adult. My face in the mirror looked tired, but tough. I had been scrawny before, but since Bunker 108 I had gained a lot of muscle, especially since starting to recuperate at Skyhome. I ran the rings every other day for an hour straight, sprinting during some of the stretches. I lifted weights, did pushups, ate until I almost burst, and slept. I threw myself into it, and even started practicing my hand-to-hand combat with Samuel.
Within a few weeks, Samuel’s sling came off. Being in Skyhome with the good food, warm sun, and close-knit community did wonders for his health. Though I still had to take it easy on him, he was a good teacher.
Up here, I finally had time to think. I thought about my dad, Khloe, and everyone I had lost back in Bunker 108. It got to the point that I didn’t even know who I was anymore. That was why I threw myself into my workouts, my reading, and my farming. It was as if everyone had their own sorrows to deal with. The sorrows were like walls that kept us on our separate islands. Maybe that was why Ashton wanted us to stay here awhile before continuing with our mission – whatever our mission was, these days.
As for Samuel, he was gone a lot. He and Ashton spoke every day, sometimes for hours. It made sense, because they were both scientists, and they were probably sharing information they had learned about the xenovirus. I hoped that, together, they could come up with some idea of how to stop it. Every day, when I saw Samuel at dinner, I asked him what the next step was. Finally, he told me to just chill out and relax.
I told him I didn’t remember what that was.
My nightmares returned up here, this time featuring crawlers, Howlers, and the monsters we fought with no name. Worse, I’d dream of my father and Khloe. With nothing to do, I had all the time in the world to process what I had just gone through. I tried to keep as busy as I could. I got back into my drawing. We each had our own rooms up here, and I kept the artwork in a drawer. I drew people, mostly. Anna let me draw her while she was practicing, although she had not been too happy about it. Said it made her feel self-conscious.
As much as it creeped me out, I also drew the monsters we had found. I thought they might be educational for Ashton in some way. I named some that had no names. The three-headed one we fought in the hallway on our way to the runway I called a “Hydra,” the birds I called “Flyers,” and the giant humanoids I called “Behemoths,” since that is what Marcus the Exile had called them. And, of course, there were the crawlers and the Howlers. I wondered how many other types of monsters there were.
And Makara…she just stayed in her room, mostly. We did what we could to draw her out, but she wasn’t biting. Somehow, I think, she blamed herself for Lisa’s death. She came out to eat, and she kept herself in shape as much as the rest of us, and had a job monitoring solar equipment. But she just wasn’t there. It was both scary and saddening to see something finally breaking her, and it wasn’t from the outside. It was from within.
Once we got back to the surface, Makara would probably be better off. Hell, all of us would.
All the sitting around had gotten me thinking too much. It was better than getting shot at, or surrounded by turners. But it didn’t feel like reality anymore. Skyhome was enormous. The three rings combined had a walking distance of a mile and a half. That accommodated a lot of people, and was a lot of space to move around in. It was an amazing feat of engineering. Actually, amazing was an understatement.
Still, Skyhome wasn’t Earth. I felt like a rat in a cage, and I was itching to go back home, as crazy as that sounded.
Skyhome was safe. But maybe I didn’t want safe, anymore.
 



 
Chapter 25
 
The day finally came.
Ashton called us to his office. It was his first time meeting with us since Bunker One.
Ashton was not only Chief Scientist of the United States; he was its top-ranking official. That technically made him the President, but he didn’t call himself that.
“At current expansion rates, the xenovirus will have taken everything over in twenty years,” Ashton said. “At which point, the human race on the surface will most likely be extinct.”
We stood silent as he faced us. Beyond the ports was the blue-green glow of Earth, swathed with pink and white cloud. Bright bands of stars streaked the cosmos. Ashton looked at each of us in turn.
“So, what do you want us to do about it?” I asked.
Ashton let the question fall to the wayside as he steepled his fingers. “With you and your team, I can finally get started on that.”
“Get started on what?” Anna asked. “Why can’t someone else in Skyhome do it?”
“Because no one in Skyhome is capable of what you guys have done,” Ashton said. “You crossed the Great Blight, raided Bunker One, and retrieved the Black Files – among other things, I’m sure. No one here could have done as much. None of us would have dared to do it, because we all knew just how bad it was. You and your team have been to the surface and have survived there for years. No one here has that kind of experience. In short, I need you. The world needs you. You are the only people who even have a shot of pulling off what I have in mind.”
Anna sighed. “No pressure, then.”
“Before you go on, there is something I need to know,” I asked. “Was it you who opened the door to Bunker 40?”
Ashton nodded. “I heard your voices through the camera there. While I could not communicate with you, I heard you clearly. All the Bunkers’ security systems are linked to Skyhome, and Bunker 40 is one of the few we still receive feedback from. It recently went offline, so its critical systems, such as Bunker security, run on backup battery power. When you mentioned Chief Security Officer Chan, the xenovirus, and the Black Files, I decided to open the door. The Imperials had been trying the same thing for months, but I wasn’t going to let them in.”
“What about the plane?” I asked. “Were you controlling that as well?”
“I did not control the plane, though its course to Bunker One was plotted through Skyhome’s navigational system. It was sheer luck that the station was above North America at the time; otherwise we would not have been able to communicate. I knew as long as you guys made it to the Bunker One labs, I could radio you there.”
“Was there not a radio on the plane?” I asked.
“There was,” Ashton said. “Unfortunately, I could not figure out how to contact you, as much as I tried. The radio in my lab at Bunker One – I do know how to communicate with that. The Imperials got there first, however. I could not open those doors until they were dealt with.”
Makara turned her head away. The deaths of Harland and Drake had cost Lisa her life, and that fact wasn’t lost on any of us.
“Finally,” Ashton said, “when Makara mentioned my name, I let open the doors.” Ashton paused, as if to collect his thoughts. “Rather than surprise you all with my voice, which would have distracted you from finding the Black Files, I instead rushed to upgrade Samuel’s clearance remotely so that he would have no trouble accessing the Files. I waited, and listened to your conversation, hoping that Samuel would explain everything adequately. I was prepared to fill in any missing information, but he explained it all rather well.
“However, it became clear that you could not remain in Bunker One long. Skyhome’s surface monitors intercepted a sound wave from Ragnarok Crater indicating that the swarm was on the move. In connection with what you just learned in Bunker One, I surmised that the Voice had discovered your presence, and was calling for anything controlled by it to converge and attack you.
“That was when I spoke to you all, from this very office, warning you to get to the runway. After that, I rushed to the Gilgamesh. I could be at Bunker One within thirty minutes. I didn’t think you would have that amount of time. Turns out, I made it to the runway just in time.
“And we’re here,” I said.
“Quite the story,” Makara said.
“Indeed,” Ashton said. “But now that we’re all here, and you know how you came to be here, we can focus on what needs to be done. You have had a month to rest and gain a sense of normalcy in your lives, such as normalcy counts. We must plan for the future.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Xenofall is coming,” Ashton said. “And you are going to be the ones who stop it.”
“How?” I asked.
Samuel turned to face us. “Back in Bunker One, I talked about there being a central hub that communicates with the xenofungal network. Ashton came up with much the same idea, and we think there might be something to it. However, we can’t know anything unless we have feet on the ground.”
“You need someone to investigate Ragnarok Crater, don’t you?” I asked.
Samuel nodded. “That’s right. The only thing is, it’s the oldest part of the Great Blight. The turners will be thickest there, especially if there is some sort of central hub controlling everything. They’ll want to protect it.”
“What makes you think there is a central hub?” Anna asked.
“The question isn’t ‘is there one’,” Dr. Ashton said. “It’s a question of where it is. The wavelength monitor picks up a frequency coming from the Crater, so that’s where it is. The question is getting there to destroy it.”
“And what will it
look like?” I asked. “Is it a brain, or…”
“We don’t know,” Samuel said. “That’s what we need to find out.”
“So how do we get in there without being seen?” I asked.
“There’s probably no way to get in there without being seen,” Samuel said. “It’ll be an all-out battle.”
“There’s four of us,” I said, “and you want us to fight a battle against everything? I don’t think so.”
“That’s where the first part of our mission comes in,” Samuel said. “We’ll need reinforcements.”
“And where are we to find these reinforcements?” Anna asked.
“Down there,” Samuel said, pointing to Earth. “We have two spaceships up here, the Gilgamesh and the Odin. We can take Odin.”
“Who’s going to fly it?” Makara asked.
“Please, pick me,” I said.
“Makara is,” Ashton said pointedly. “I will show her everything there is to know.”
Makara’s eyes widened. It was the first time I’d seen them light up in weeks. “I could learn that.”
Samuel smiled. “I thought you might like that. Once we get situated, there are still a few things we need to take care of. Number one on our list is stopping the war between the Empire and Raider Bluff. This will mean contacting both Char and Augustus. We will need both if we are to take the fight to Ragnarok. We also need to locate Bunkers 76 and 88. After soldiers, we want their weapons and supplies. And it would be good to find out if they are still around.”
“Alright,” I said, “stop a war and find a couple Bunkers. Should be easy.”
“We should also go to L.A. and Vegas,” Samuel said. “It’s a long shot, but they are the most populous cities in America at the moment. If we can get any of the gangs interested, they could join us in the attack.”
“They’ll be too busy being at each other’s throats for that,” Anna said.
“We have to try,” Samuel said. “I’m sure they are worried about the Blights as well. Who wouldn’t be? When we offer a plan that could destroy the Blights, they’ll listen.”
“How will we get everyone to the Crater?” I asked. “Odin, from what I understand, is smaller than Gilgamesh, and even Gilgamesh and Odin together wouldn’t be big enough to transport everyone. Not by a long shot.”
“Odin is S-Class, but is the oldest of the four ships,” Ashton said. “And yes, it is smaller than Gilgamesh. It holds eight crewmen. But that is for long-term flight. Together, I’ve calculated that both ships together can carry well over a hundred passengers. It’ll be like sardines, but it could be done, no problem.”
“So we will board both ships with a strike team of the very best,” Samuel said. “Meanwhile, the vast majority of the army will enter the Great Blight from the southwest, near where we entered it. Hopefully, that move will draw the attention of the turners and the Voice that commands them. With luck, that will leave the Crater undefended. That’s when we drop in, find the hub that controls the Voice, and kill it.”
“Alleged hub,” Makara said. “We still have no idea if it exists or not.”
“It does,” Ashton said. “Something is behind the Voice. If that can be destroyed, the entire invasion will be directionless. It is something we must do before the second wave comes.”
“Even if we manage all that,” I said, “even if we kill off this Voice thing and stop the xenovirus from spreading…what do we do when they come?”
Ashton answered. “No one knows what that will be like. We can’t predict what their numbers will be, or what fighting capacity they will have. I will communicate with you all from Skyhome while you’re on board the Odin. I’ve been pointing Skyhome’s telescope into space constantly, but have yet to discover anything.”
“Seriously, you’re giving us your ship?” Anna asked.
“I wouldn’t unless the matter called for it,” Ashton said. “Odin is all yours. Gilgamesh will stay here.”
“How long will I need to be trained to fly it?” Makara asked.
“There’s not much to it,” Ashton said. “I learned the controls within a month. In the meantime, Samuel, your team can continue to recover here while Makara trains.”
“So I guess a month from now, we’ll be starting,” I said.
We had our work cut out for us. We would know, very soon, which of us would be extinct: us, or them. After what I had seen of what the xenovirus could do, I didn’t think the odds were in our favor.
Xenofall was coming.
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Foreword
 
Let’s start with a thanks, a pre-apology, and some apologies.
Fellow Longhorns, thanks for being cool about all the liberties I took with the UT campus in Slow Burn: Book One. I’ll continue the abuse here.
Texas (you’ll see which parts), gosh, I’m kinda leaving the place in a mess. Sorry about that.
Gun owners and enthusiasts. Okay, it’s obvious now that I don’t know anything about guns. I really did try to learn by watching hundreds of YouTube videos. Thank you, everyone who said something about my weapon faux pas (what’s the plural of faux pas?). There were things I got wrong, and most of the feedback was constructive and some of it very helpful. That inspired a few pages in the book. You’ll see when you get there.
Prior to writing book one, I gave some thought to the question of who I knew that I could ask about the gun thing. My only previous experience with guns was minimal. I earned a pretty high level of marksman thingies with a .22 caliber rifle when I was in the scouts. I even owned a .22 caliber target pistol some years ago. But I never used it, so I eventually traded for a bicycle.
As I’m writing this, I now recall that my ex-wife’s boyfriend is very knowledgeable, and even showed me his AK-47 once. No, not like that! It was oddly thrilling to feel the weight of it in my hand and look down the barrel and know what kind of power it possessed. If he has the time, I’ll try and get him to look over this book prior to publication. If not, please forgive me, I’ll get a gun guy/girl involved a little earlier in the process next time. But feel free to jump on my Facebook page and let me know where I’ve got it completely wrong.
One of my fiancée’s best friends was in the military and so was her husband. I thought about asking him to review my characters’ gun usage but we had a bit of a tiff on Facebook a year or two ago. It ended with him telling me I was a pompous troll. I can see how some folks might see my writing as pompous (in social media, anyway) from time to time but I didn’t agree with the troll thing. Anyway, the fiancée’s friend is one of those people who takes wonderful photographs and always has something positive to say. I honestly don’t know the husband at all, aside from our Facebook exchange. So when I considered checking my gun facts through him, I wondered, would he purposefully lead me astray? I might end up writing something like, “Murphy changed the oil filter in his Glock because everybody knows that if you don’t do that and refresh the injector polarity then the fringleshmank gets inverted and you risk an upsurge backfire.” Which you’ve got to admit, if published, would be freakin’ funny. But in the end, I didn’t feel comfortable making the request given how we ended our last conversation.
It’s unfortunate, and underscores one thing that I’ll get on a soapbox about. We’re all guilty of saying things, especially on social media, that hurt one another, that leave scars, and damage relationships. As I stumble over my mistakes in this area, I’m coming to realize that relationships with good people are precious things that should not be taken lightly. They are never worth risking for the sake of being right about some triviality that won’t be remembered a month or a year from now. 
On a technical note, I’ve read a lot of series over the years and, a common technique at the beginning of all but the first book is to wrap a bit of a recap into the story to catch readers up with where everything left off. I always find that kind of irritating because I want to get right into the story that I’ve been anxiously waiting for. I don’t want to figure out which pages I have to skip. So I haven’t done that with this book. If all of you out there feel differently, let me know. If I’m in the overwhelming minority, then I’ll weave in a recap going forward.
Another technical note. Some of the characters use their phones to text one another. I considered making those texts life-like. I chose not to. The text-speak language is rapidly changing and always has been. If this book is being read 5 or 10 years from now, I don’t want those sections to use so many out-of-fashion abbreviations that they become indecipherable. So I treat the text messages with the same grammar rules that I use on conversations. I’ll let the characters speak colloquially, with poor grammar. I’ll leave some LOLs and some OMGs, but not much else.
Then there’s the ambiguity. Kat and I met an elderly woman at an arts & crafts show in Houston about three years ago. The woman’s son had, a few months previously, bought her a smartphone and had taught her how to text. She told us that she thought LOL meant Lots of Love rather than Laugh Out Loud, so she’d end all of her text message conversations with LOL. All was fine with that until she passed along her condolences to a friend whose mother had died. LOL. 
On the proofreading and the timeline: If there are any proofreading errors, missed words, or inappropriate punctuations, please blame me, not my editors and proofreaders. My September release date was a little ambitious for Book 2. At the end, it put the editors and proofreaders under a heavy time crunch to meet a September 30th deadline. So readers, please accept my apologies on that one. If anything particularly peeves you and you feel compelled to rid the world of bad grammar one error at a time, go to my Facebook page and leave me a note. I’ll include the update when I publish a revised edition.
Of course, no book would be complete without an acknowledgement of some sort. Thank you Tanya Soans. Tanya is one of those dedicated folks you see on TV every summer, fighting wildfires on our mountains and in our forests. She very patiently answered about a thousand fire-related questions. If it turns out that I got it all wrong, then I’ll take the blame for that. She proves she knows what she’s doing every day. 
I’d like to thank Dusty Duffield, who spent a good long while in Iraq, not in a military role but certainly around the military quite a bit, for some insight into military equipment. Also a big thanks for kicking around some ideas and providing some on the plot and direction of the book.
On Book 3, I’ll shoot for the end of November, but I’ll promise the end of December. That’ll give us an extra month if we need it.
Finally, thank you so much for picking up a copy of Slow Burn: Infected. I hope I’ve written a story that keeps you riveted to the page, emotionally involves you, and makes you think about some of the characters’ dilemmas in the larger context of the world we’re all actively involved in building every day. But let’s be honest—mostly I hope you like it enough to read the next book in the series.
I’m really starting to like some of the characters in the story and I really enjoyed writing it. Enjoy reading! If you do, please feel free to share that with your friends. If not, please feel free to keep it to yourself. ;-) 
…although constructive criticism is always appreciated. 
On to the story!
Bobby
 



 
Chapter 1
 
Mid-afternoon in August is not a pleasant time to be outdoors in central Texas. The sun scorches anything foolish enough to leave the shadows and risk its wrath. Humid air flows north off of the gulf and heats to an angry, gaseous broth, in league with the sun to punish any soul it catches outdoors.
Every patch of unirrigated grass gets baked to crisp hues of tan and brown. Every concrete sidewalk and stretch of bleached asphalt shimmers radiated heat. 
And, as if adding a million mindless infected to Austin’s empty streets wasn’t enough to make August suck more than usual, the smoke and ash from the fires devouring east Austin tainted the hot air. Great gray columns of smoke rose a thousand feet into the sky, boasting of destruction before drifting to the northeast.
Jerome spoke quietly, “We need to go somewhere and talk.”
Staying in the shadow of the ROTC building as we walked away from the dorm, Murphy said, “There’s nothing to talk about. I told you guys what I’m going to do—go find my mom and sister. Come if you want. Stay if you don’t. I don’t really give a shit.”
One of the things I’d learned about Murphy was that he had the ability to tell you he didn’t give a shit in a way that didn’t leave you offended. But that was irrelevant to my mood. I was already livid over getting evicted by Mark and his ROTC boys, and I needed to make a choice: go with Murphy, squat in a shadow across the quad from the dorm and think about revenge, or some other thing I hadn’t thought of yet. Long experience told me that choosing while angry, more often than not, led to bad outcomes. But that never stopped me from doing it anyway. 
I continued walking. “I’m going with Murphy.”
Jerome was miffed. “How can you just walk away? Mark and those guys hate us. They kicked us out of our own dorm for…for…”
“For being white?” Murphy laughed.
“For being infected,” Jerome answered, weakly.
So Jerome was seething as well. It seemed only Murphy could smile and let the eviction roll off of his back.
Not me. Oft times, anger was all I had, my sole defining characteristic. It clung to me like an insecure girlfriend, and I put as little effort into sloughing it off. Perhaps I could learn from Murphy.
Jerome sulked, but came along.
We followed a wide concrete staircase down past the east fountain, skirted along a tall wall to keep out of sight of our old dormitory, and turned left past the drama department. If the ROTC guys had entertained any ideas of taking a shot at us as we left, they’d lost their chance.
Long minutes in the debilitating heat ticked by and took the edge off of my anger. We walked on a winding, shaded sidewalk that followed Waller Creek’s course north.
“That Mark guy was nuts,” I finally said.
“Yeah,” Murphy agreed.
Numerous infected squatted in the shadows of the trees and the bushes all along the creek. I lowered my voice, “You saved us back there, Murphy.”
“I know.”
“How did you know what was going to happen?”
“That things were going to go down the way they did?”
“Yeah.”
“Zed, I didn’t. I just got a bad vibe from those dudes. That’s one of the reasons I didn’t want to waste any time getting out of there today. That’s why I went to Wilkins’ meeting geared up. When I saw things starting to turn in the wrong direction, I took a chance while everybody was watching Mark and Wilkins go at each other.”
“It worked.” A few steps later, I added, “I wonder if this is how it’s going to be now.”
Murphy asked, “What?”
“I don’t know. I feel like a drama queen when I say it. But it seems like every time I turn around, I’m on the verge of getting killed by something.”
“Is that why you’re so stressed out?” Murphy asked.
I stopped and gestured at the world around us. “Really?”
Murphy stopped and looked at me. “Yeah, that was a stupid thing to say. If we’re not careful, we may need to go see a shrink one day. Heh, heh, heh.”
“What’s up with that laugh? Did you have a favorite cartoon character or something that laughed like that?” I asked.
“No, man, that’s just my laugh. Heh, heh, heh.”
Jerome came up and positioned himself in the middle of the wide sidewalk, with Murphy and me on either side. He looked around cautiously, but kept his mouth pinched shut, so that we’d know he was still pouting.
The ringing of a telephone caught everyone’s attention.
Murphy looked at me with a question on his face.
I had no phone. I looked around. 
A moment later, it rang again.
All of the infected within earshot showed an interest.
On the third ring I identified a scatter of shredded, bloody remains by a building a short distance away. 
The infected were on their feet and looking for the source of the sound.
“We should go,” Murphy whispered.
Jerome shuffled nervously. I nodded up the path and we moved away. 
On the fourth ring, the infected swarmed over the clothes and bones.
The phone didn’t ring again.
Once we got thirty or forty feet away, I had a change of mind and announced, “I’m going to go back for the phone.”
Jerome shook his head, “When the networks go down, that phone won’t be worth anything.”
“They’re not down yet,” I hissed. “Murphy, do you mind waiting a few minutes? Once the infected calm down a bit and start to disperse, I’ll go over and find the phone.”
Murphy made a show of looking at a watch that wasn’t on his wrist. “Cool, man, just don’t take too long. I’m gonna head up the trail and see what I can see.”
Jerome said, “I’m going with Murphy.”
“Don’t go too far,” I told them.
“No sweat,” said Murphy.
I watched the infected rip through the clothes looking for something to eat. Keys jangled out. A billfold hit the ground. A pair of torn jeans was cast aside and out of those jeans, a cell phone flew in a long arc.
Crap.
It landed in the grass and bounced.
Opportunity?
Keeping an eye on the squabbling infected, I walked over, picked up the phone, and quickly put some distance between them and me.
A half block away, I came across a shaded bench along the trail. 
I sat down and examined the phone. It was the same brand of smartphone that I had before the police emptied my pockets during my arrest earlier in the week. I turned off the ringer. The infected had damaged brains, but they weren’t so damaged that they didn’t know which sounds to associate with people, with food. I checked the battery. It still had most of a charge.
I recalled the number that Felicity had given me for Amber’s phone the day before. Or was it two days before? So much was happening so fast that I was losing track. I opened up a text message window.
Me: This is Zed
I only had to wait a moment.
Amber: Zed…sorry.
Me: Nothing to be sorry for.
Amber: You saved our lives. I didn’t know what to do.
Me: NP. I won’t hold it against you. You did the right thing. Staying there is safer for you.
Amber: I’m worried. Mark frightens me.
Me: That was some crazy shit but your chances are better if you stay together than if you split up. Wilkins is a solid guy. He’ll keep Mark’s crazy ass in line. Stick with him if anything happens.
Amber: Okay
Me: You have weapons and food enough to last a good long while but feel free to text me if you run short of anything. I don’t know if I’ll be able to help but I may. I have a lot more freedom of movement than you guys do.
Amber: You’re a good man Zed : )
Me: I have to go. The guys are waiting on me. I’ll try and find a charger for this phone. Keep in touch, if you want to.
Amber: I do.
Me: Me too.
Amber: Be careful out there. Please stay safe.
Me: Safe is my middle name.
Amber: LOL! I KNOW that’s not true.
Me: Gotta go. Bye.
Amber: Bye.
Stay safe? I hoped.
 



 
 
Chapter 2
 
When I caught up with the guys, I said, “There’s a University co-op up on the north side of campus.”
“You want to go shopping?” Murphy asked, letting his surprise reveal how bad he thought the idea was.
I said, “I keep getting ignored when I bring this up, but I need a computer and a flash drive.”
Both Jerome and Murphy made a point of ignoring what I’d just said.
I told them, “It’s only a block or two out of our way. It’ll take a few extra minutes.”
“Fine,” Murphy said. “It’s probably a good idea, but don’t be asking me to stop at an internet café along the way. You can have all the time online that you want after we get to my mom’s house.”
“I think it’s a waste of time,” Jerome butted in. “We probably won’t live long enough to run out of food, or electricity, or anything important.”
“Oh, you’ll live,” Murphy said. “I have no doubt.”
“Really?” Jerome asked, real curiosity in his voice. “What makes you think I’ll last?”
“Because you’re a pussy!” Murphy’s big laugh caught the attention of every infected in sight.
I shushed them both as I looked around. All of the infected were staring, but none were yet moving. 
We walked the next block in silence and the infected along the way lost interest. I stepped out ahead of the guys and made a left turn onto the cross street that would take us to the co-op.
Through clenched teeth, Jerome told Murphy, “I am not a pussy.”
Murphy asked quietly, “Oh? Who went out to get the guns while the other one sat in the room?”
“It wasn’t like that,” Jerome responded.
“It sounded like that when Zed told me about it. Did I miss something?”
Jerome said nothing.
“So I didn’t miss anything,” Murphy continued. “Let me ask you, did you help Zed rescue those sorority chicks that were stuck in the other dorm?”
“They weren’t sorority chicks,” Jerome corrected.
“Are you saying that you did help rescue those chicks?”
“I didn’t say that.”
We walked another half a block in silence before Murphy added, “Sounds like you’re a pussy.”
Jerome shot Murphy a withering look and hurried ahead.
I shrugged. 
Murphy grinned.
Another block passed and Murphy said, “Man, I didn’t thank you for getting me away from the jail after we busted out.”
“I think you did. Besides, we helped each other that day.”
“How’s that?”
“You know.”
“No.”
“You know,” I repeated. “When we were crossing the street when Earl got shot. I froze. You pushed me across. You probably saved me from getting shot, too.”
“Man, you were just in my way.”
“Whatever.”
Sweating heavily in the heat, we reached the university building across the street from the co-op and came to a stop in a shady spot behind a limestone block wall. I knelt down behind the short wall and scanned the broad intersection. 
Two military Humvees sat in the middle of the intersection, empty. Bodies lay strewn about at random angles all over the asphalt, on the curbs, in the surrounding lawns, and in the parking lots.
“I guess there was a battle here,” I said.
“Do you think those Humvees have the keys in them?” Jerome asked.
That was the question on my mind as well.
Murphy said, “Humvees don’t have keys, dumbass.”
“I’m not a dumbass.” Jerome was irritated and probably regretting his decision to come along with us.
Murphy asked, “Did you lie about being a CDC scientist, when you really just owned a sub shop five blocks away?”
“That doesn’t make me a dumbass,” Jerome told him.
“No, but it does make you a pussy,” Murphy snickered.
Jerome fumed, “I’m not walking all the way across town in this heat. I am not a pussy. I’m getting a Humvee.” Jerome stepped out from behind the wall and with a determined look on his face, made his way through the maze of the dead toward the middle of the intersection. 
“The infected don’t care if you step on them,” Murphy called to him.
“Quiet,” I told Murphy. “I’m not saying that Jerome doesn’t deserve it, but lighten up on him a bit.”
As Jerome neared the Humvees he slowed and glanced around.
To Murphy, I said, “I don’t know if driving is a good idea.”
Murphy said, “Those are up-armored Humvees. They’re a lot more durable than that Toyota you totaled.”
“Okay.” I didn’t really agree, but I didn’t want to disagree either. I had no desire to walk six or seven miles in the heat, especially not knowing what dangers awaited us.
After a few moments of watching Jerome, Murphy looked back and forth across the wide intersection and said, “I don’t like this.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Look around, man.”
“Yeah?”
“All those bodies lying around. Where are the dead soldiers?”
I looked. I didn’t see a single uniform. “Maybe they all got infected and wandered off.”
“All of them? Wouldn’t at least some of them have gotten killed? I mean, look how many dead infected are out there.”
“It’s a mystery,” I said, dismissively.
Jerome arrived at the nearest of the two Humvees, opened the driver’s side door, and peered inside. 
“And those doors will keep out the infected?” I asked.
“Unless they have a rocket launcher,” Murphy answered.
“So driving one of those might really work out for us?”
“Depends.”
“On what?” I asked.
Murphy answered, “What are you going to do when you get to where you’re going and your Humvee is being swarmed by frenzied infected?”
“I don’t know. I suppose we could just wait for them to get bored and wander away. They eventually do.”
“So we wouldn’t want to use it for short trips,” said Murphy.
“No, I guess not.”
Movement from the opposite corner across the intersection caught our attention.
Two soldiers in gas masks stepped out of some bushes and moved cautiously toward the Humvee into which Jerome was leaning. From Jerome’s position, his view of them was blocked by the other Humvee.
“MOPP gear,” said Murphy, softly.
“Mop?”
“The military protective gear. The gas masks, hoods, gloves, and stuff.”
“Oh.”
“That’s why they’re not infected, but it doesn’t explain why they weren’t killed by the infected, like everybody else.”
“They may be able to help us,” I said, as I started to stand, but Murphy put a restraining hand on my shoulder.
“What?” That annoyed me.
Murphy put a finger to his lips and shook his head. He hoisted his weapon.
I didn’t know what to think. I couldn’t see the danger he saw. What danger could there be? This was the Army. They’d been only six blocks from the dorm the whole time, and doing fine against the infected. Things weren’t as bad as Wilkins and crazy Mark thought they were.
The soldiers came up on Jerome from behind and startled him. One of the soldiers said something harsh, but with the distance, I couldn’t make it out.
Jerome stiffened, dropped his weapon, and raised his hands.
One of the soldiers took a defensive position at the rear of the Humvee and the other stepped up toward Jerome, stopping several feet away.
There was talk.
Jerome made some excited gestures and spoke loudly.
The soldier said something else, and Jerome opened his shirt and showed him his chest, leaning forward with eyes wide open.
The soldier spoke into a radio headset.
Jerome started talking again, but in a different tone of voice. He was pleading. That worried me for a second, but then again, he was a pussy. For his sake, I hoped he didn’t wet his pants.
Three distinct clicks echoed as fire spat from the end of the soldier’s gun.
A bloody mist erupted from Jerome’s back. For the smallest fraction of a second, surprise froze on his face.
I gasped.
“We gotta go!” Murphy said, as Jerome crumpled to the asphalt.
“Fuck that!” I threw the barrel of my M-4 over the wall and pointed it at the soldiers. Before I could pull the trigger, Murphy grabbed my shirt and pulled me into the shrubs and mulch. Shards of limestone exploded off of the top edge of the wall and stung my skin.
“What the hell?” I didn’t hear any gunshots. Everything was very suddenly going to shit, and I wasn’t putting the clues together fast enough.
“C’mon,” Murphy hissed. Bent over as short as he could make himself, he ran away from the wall, back the way we’d come, back to where there was plenty of cover.
I crouched and ran as fast as my legs would carry me. 
We got to a row of tall bushes and rounded a corner, putting an entire building between us and the intersection. 
Murphy stopped at the corner and cast a quick look back.
“Anything?” I asked.
“Not yet. Run!”
Murphy took off at a full sprint under the sprawling branches of the old campus oaks. He angled toward a building across a street and ran further into campus. I matched him stride for stride past one building, a second, and a third, arousing interest from the infected as we sped past. Thankfully, none gave chase.
When Murphy decided that we’d put enough distance between us and the soldiers at the intersection, he found an unlocked door and slipped inside. Welcome air conditioning washed over us, but I had not a moment to appreciate it.
We bounded up a staircase to the second floor and ran down the length of the building. We glanced through the glass door windows into each classroom we passed. The floor was deserted. We entered a classroom at the end of the hall and closed the door quietly behind us.
I caught my breath. Murphy did the same.
 



 
 
Chapter 3
 
It took a few minutes for us to recover enough to speak easily. Murphy gasped, “Shit. I should have seen that coming.”
“What the hell just happened?”
“We got ambushed,” Murphy told me, clearly distressed. His absent smile and vacant eyes told me he blamed himself.
“They killed Jerome, for no reason.”
Murphy peeked out one of the classroom’s large windows, careful not to expose himself more than was necessary. “Yeah, it would seem so.”
“That doesn’t make any sense to me, Murphy.”
“He was infected. They probably shot him because of that.”
“But he was a slow burn. He was talking to them. He wasn’t a danger!”
Murphy shrugged, shook his head, and said nothing.
“Is it open season on all of us?”
“I don’t know man. Maybe they were nervous. Maybe they were trigger happy. Maybe they just like killing. With all of those dead infected laying around the intersection, they were definitely good at it.”
“Maybe they weren’t the Army. Maybe it was just some guys…” I trailed off.
Murphy shook his head emphatically, “They were soldiers.”
I sat down at one of the desks bolted to the floor in neat rows, and stared out the windows at the oak branches and leaves that dappled the view of the buildings across the street.
It was murder.
Those soldiers murdered Jerome.
As that sank in, I muttered, “Fucking assholes.”
“We shouldn’t be surprised,” Murphy said. “The cops, the doctors, the Army, nobody has been sympathetic, if you know what I mean.”
“I’m angry, Murphy. I’m really fucking pissed. That was such bullshit. I mean he was standing there with that stupid pussy-ass look on his face, with his arms in the air and that dickhead just shot, shot him three fucking times. Fuck!”
Murphy said, “I was there, man.”
Murphy left me to my fuming and took up a position by the wall where he had a clear view out the window. Murphy was getting over Jerome’s death, or at least getting past it. He was looking out for pursuers. He was looking out for our safety. And I was having a tantrum.
I needed to get control.
The Ogre and the Harpy.
I breathed deeply and relaxed my clenched hands, then watched my palms as the blood flowed back in and filled the indentations left by my grip on my rifle.
The Ogre and the Harpy.
Anger would kill me if I didn’t get it under control. Clear thinking would keep me alive. I needed to follow Murphy’s example.
I stood and went over to check the window into the hall. No one and nothing. I nudged the door open and listened. Silence.
Minutes passed with no change; I let the door close and went to stand beside Murphy.
I asked, “So were those silencers on their guns?”
“Yup, suppressors.”
“I think that’s why they’re not already dead. If the infected don’t hear them, they can stay hidden while they shoot. They don’t have to worry about drawing in more than they can handle.”
Murphy nodded, “That’s pretty much how I see it.”
I said, “I think that if these guns are going to be good for anything but a last resort, we need suppressors.”
“Yeah.”
“Where can we get those, Murphy?”
“We could check gun shops or find the house of some gun nut and go through his stuff. But with all the shit going on, who knows? I’m guessing all the gun shops are cleaned out already.”
“Well, that doesn’t sound good.”
Murphy offered, “We could come back in a few days and take theirs.”
“I don’t follow.”
“C’mon, man. Those guys can’t keep their MOPP gear on forever. They’ve got to take it off sooner or later. They’re probably camped out in a building around here somewhere. And every time they go in and out, they risk tracking in the infection with them. Hell, that guy that shot Jerome today probably got at least a little blood on his gear. He was close enough for it. He probably doesn’t even know it. So, when he goes back to wherever him and his buddies are hiding out, he might touch it or his buddy might touch it.
“I don’t know how long the virus can live outside of the body but I’m guessing that if it’s in blood, it has a better chance of staying alive than if it just gets sneezed out or something.”
“So you think that by killing Jerome, those soldiers are going to wind up infected.”
“Yes, Zed, I do.”
“I like the karma of it.”
“Zed, if they get infected, the odds are that none of them will be immune. In a few days they’ll be wandering around here like the rest of the infected, if they don’t kill each other first.”
“I’m good either way. Do you think they’re coming after us?”
“Nope.”
“Why?” I asked.
“If they were coming, I think they would have by now. Besides, I think they’re doing pretty well ambushing the infected where they are. They don’t need to hunt. Whitey just wanders by. I’m not sure they were trying to kill us as much as scare us away. After all, they knew Jerome was infected when they killed him. They didn’t know if we were.”
“Whitey?”
“I’m tired of saying infected. Three syllable words suck.”
“You know, you’re practically white now, Murphy.”
“I’m mocha frost, man.”
“Mocha frost?”
“Yeah.”
I asked, “So we have mochas and whites. Any other color distinction?”
“You tell me, you’re the one with the hang-up about it.”
I took another long look out the window. “Murphy, you’re just trying to keep my mind off of Jerome, aren’t you?”
“Yeah man, you dwell on shit too much. I know everything sucks and all, but we can’t do anything about that. Lighten up, man. It’s better to die with a smile on your face than a frown.”
Time to change the subject. I asked, “Do you think those soldiers were an isolated group who just had the right equipment and the good fortune to figure out effective tactics, or do you think the whole Army is just around the corner and heading this way, cleaning up as they go along?”
“Isolated,” Murphy answered.
“Why?” I asked.
“If there was a big force coming in and clearing out the infected, we’d have heard the gunfire when we were outside. We didn’t hear any of that.”
I said, “I guess we didn’t.”
We watched silently out the windows for a while longer and periodically checked the hall.
When the conversation started again, I asked, “What should we do next, do you think?”
“I hate to say it, but I think Jerome was right.”
“About what?”
“We need a better plan than just walking to northeast Austin. I’m going there. I have to. But if I want to get there alive, then I need to think it through.”
I said, “We need to think it through.”
“Yeah, let’s talk about that for a second.”
“What?” That surprised me. What was that supposed to mean?
“Zed, I’ve been thinking about this a lot while we’ve been in here. You almost got yourself killed out there when Jerome got shot. If I didn’t pull you down, those snipers would have got you.”
“Thanks for that, Murphy.”
“I’m not looking for thanks, Zed. I want to know what you were thinking.”
My defenses flew up. Interrogatives always rubbed me the wrong way. My anger boiled for a second. I repressed it and calmly asked, “Why does it matter?”
“Let’s face it—we barely know each other, Zed. I don’t know you well enough to understand why you do what you do. I do know that your behavior is probably going to get you killed. I don’t want to be standing in the wrong place when that happens, because I might get killed too.”
“I don’t have the military training that you have, Murphy. When those soldiers shot Jerome, I didn’t think. I reacted. What they did was wrong.”
“And you were going to make it right?”
“No, honestly, I didn’t think about that. Not consciously anyway. Maybe I was just angry. Maybe…I don’t know.”
“Let me ask you about what you did for Felicity, Amber, and Marcy. What about helping me when I was delirious? I mean, I’m thankful. I’m grateful. I know I owe you my life. But Zed, it’s like you’ve got some kind of hero complex or something.”
My simmering anger turned to laughter. “Sorry Murphy, you’ve got the wrong guy on that. I’m not a hero. I don’t want to wear a cape or have a secret identity, and I don’t need to hear anybody’s applause. I don’t even want a Batmobile. Well, maybe a Batmobile. I’m just trying to do the right thing.”
“But you keep trying to do all this heroic shit, Zed. It’s like you think you’re invincible.”
“I definitely don’t think that, Murphy.”
Murphy turned and focused his attention back out the window, leaving me with my thoughts.
I recalled what happened with Felicity. I didn’t think then. I reacted. I’d heard her scream and saw her running. I knew she was going to die if I did nothing. I wanted to run back to the safety of the dorm, I really did. But something in me wouldn’t let that happen. I made a split-second decision and just got lucky after that. We both lived.
The choice to rescue Amber and Marcy was made with a lot more forethought, and was based on a ton of inaccurate assumptions. None of us expected the amount of danger that I’d put myself in. But why did I do it? I didn’t know them or anything about them. Yet, I’d risked my life to help them.
And Wilkins and the ROTC boys; what about them? I’d helped them too, but why?
I wasn’t a hero. I wasn’t a soldier and I wasn’t a boy scout. But still, I did what I did, and would likely do it all again. Perhaps I was trying to live up to some image I had of myself, and living up to that image was more important than staying alive if I failed. Or maybe it was all just a big basket of psychological Easter eggs left in my brain by the Ogre and the Harpy.
When I looked up from my thoughts, Murphy was looking at me. “Before I say what I’m going to say, Zed, I want you to know that I appreciate your offer to help me find my mom and my sister, even though the odds of me finding them alive are pretty much zero. But they’re my family, Zed. It’s my duty to go, no matter how small the chances of finding them. Hell, I might get killed before I make it across the highway. You know what I’m saying, Zed?”
“Yes. No. Not really.”
“Zed, I don’t know why you’re helping me. I don’t understand it. But I don’t want you to get killed trying to save some people who are probably already dead, or worse.”
I stood up and paced around the floor. I took my time collecting my thoughts before I responded. “Murphy, I don’t know about your hero theory. Maybe right, maybe wrong. I don’t know. What I do know is that I’m just trying to do the right thing. It’s just that simple.
“Last week, I would have told you that the world couldn’t get any more fucked up than it was. Then it did. Last week, I made a living just rolling down the hill with all the. I’d get drunk and I’d get high just so I wouldn’t have to think about it. And you know why, Murphy?”
Murphy said, “I don’t think I want to know.”
I told him anyway. “Because I didn’t know who I was. I was just trying to be whatever I thought I was supposed to be and not trying very hard to do that. Well, I’m not doing that anymore, Murphy. I’m tired of taking the easy way out of everything. I’m tired of being ashamed of who looks back at me in the mirror. It’s just that simple. If that gets me killed, then I just don’t give a fuck about that. At least I’ll die proud of myself for a change.
“As for why I’m tagging along with you? I’ve got no family. All of my friends are probably dead. And if they weren’t they’d probably care as little about me as I do about them. As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t even call them friends. They’re circumstantial companions. We all have crappy jobs and no girlfriends but we don’t like to drink alone. So, we hang out together and bitch about life. But none of us was ever going to do anything about it. It was always easier to just take another drink. 
“On top of all that, you and I are the only people we know who are like us. I’m sure there are more out there, somewhere. There have to be. But in case you haven’t noticed, people like us are getting ostracized and killed just because we’re infected and we’re scary. Murphy, you and I are a persecuted minority.”
Murphy’s big laugh reverberated through the empty classroom. “Ain’t that a hoot? I go from being a mildly repressed minority to being a persecuted minority just because I got whiter.”
I laughed along with Murphy. 
When we’d laughed ourselves out, Murphy said, “Zed, I think you’re right. Man, I think you’re a good guy, I mean, there’s a little bit of craziness in you, but maybe that’s what it’s gonna take to live in this fucked up world. I’ll stick with you if that’s what you want to do. We’ll have a better chance together than alone.”
Murphy reached out to shake my hand.
His hand engulfed mine and I nodded.
“And I’m giving you a superhero name.”
“What?” A protest, not a question.
Murphy announced, “Null Spot.”
“What?” A question.
“That’s your superhero name. Whenever you go off thinking about doing some superhero shit, I’m gonna call you Null Spot.”
“Whatever.”
 



 
 
Chapter 4
 
Murphy and I spent a long while talking about what we needed to do to get to his mom and sister, and what we needed to do to survive. Unfortunately, stealing an armored Humvee, if we could find one sitting around, seemed like the best idea considering all the other risks.
I said, “Murphy, I could check with Steph, if she’s still alive. There might be a Humvee over by the hospital that we could swipe.”
Murphy asked, “Who is Steph, again?”
“She’s the nurse we saw when we went to the hospital the first night. You were too delirious to remember her.”
“Is she cute?”
“I don’t think that should be your top concern anymore.”
“It’ll always be my top concern.”
I said, “No, that’s not what I mean. I think your first question should be whether a girl is going to chase you and eat you for dinner or whether she’s going to shoot you and run away. I don’t think you’ll have the luxury of picking the cute ones anymore.”
“Yeah, man, I heard that.”
“Oh, and do you know which uses less power on a phone, calling or texting?”
“Man, do I look like I work at Best Buy?”
“At the one by my house, it looks like they like to hire the white kids.”
“Mocha frost, buddy.”
I shrugged. “So you don’t know.” 
“Texting.”
I asked, “Really? How do you know?”
“I’m guessing.”
“Sounds right to me.”
Murphy asked, “Wait, how do you know Steph’s number?” 
“She gave it to me.”
“You’re a lot smoother than I thought, Zed.”
“I hear that a lot.”
“I doubt that. Hey, while you’re playing on your phone, why don’t you follow me downstairs and let’s see if we can raid any vending machines before we head out?”
I nodded and followed as I texted. 
Me: Steph, this is Zed. Are you there?
Steph: OMG, you’re alive!
Me: Yes. Hey, are there any Humvees still parked around the hospital grounds?
Steph: Yes. Lots of Army trucks and stuff.
Me: Great! Any soldiers out there with them?
Steph: No. Why?
Me: I’m going to steal one.
Steph: Where are you?
Me: In a building up on the north end of the campus. How are things over at the hospital? I heard a lot of gunfire from over there the other night.
Steph: What do you know about what happened?
Me: Nothing. I’ve been hiding in a dorm since we escaped from the gym.
Steph: We?
Me: Murphy and I both made it out. He’s like me, infected but normal.
Steph: That’s great! There aren’t that many. The infected overran the hospital a few nights ago. That’s probably what you heard.
Me: Where are you now?
Steph: Those of us that could get away retreated into the hospital. We’ve got it sealed off from the fifth floor up.
Me: We?
Steph: The soldiers barred the doors on the first floor but that didn’t last long. The infected came in through the windows and we lost a lot of people. We went up to the second but couldn’t hold there. There were lots of people among us who were exposed who started to turn. We tried to hold on to the third floor by blocking the stairwells but they found their way through somehow. We thought we had the fourth but some of us were infected and started to turn and we lost it. Now we have five and up but we keep losing people as we retreat from floor to floor.

Me: How many of you are there?
Steph: Hard to say. 30-40 soldiers. 40-50 of us. 150 patients that we’ve mostly moved to the upper floors. But anybody who starts to show symptoms, we’re putting on five. When we get to be too many, we’ll abandon five and move up to six.
Me: The soldiers aren’t shooting the infected?
Steph: The soldiers want to shoot anybody who shows symptoms but the doctors won’t let them. It’s tense.
Me: I’ll bet.
Steph: There are ideas being discussed on what to do about the infected.
Me: The Army has already decided. They’re shooting anyone that even appears infected.
Steph: That seems to be the universal solution. Did that happen at the gym?
Me: Sort of. It was a battle zone. All of the soldiers around the gym got killed when the infected broke out.
Steph: That’s awful.
Me: It was. Your situation doesn’t sound any better. Are there a lot of infected trying to get into the hospital?
Steph: They’re swarming everywhere. As far as we can tell, the lower floors are full of them. Outside, we can see thousands of them on the grounds. The soldiers think they were drawn here by all of the shooting.
Me: Thousands outside?
Steph: Too many to count.
Me: Do you guys have an escape plan?
Steph: Escape? Where to?
Me: I don’t know. I guess everyone is asking themselves that question right now.
Steph: I don’t think anywhere is safe.
Me: We’ve got a line on a place but who knows.
Steph: I don’t think escape even matters anymore.
Me: Why?
Steph: The virus is airborne. Nearly everybody who gets exposed, catches it.
Me: But some are immune, right? I mean completely immune.
Steph: Yes, very few. But with the infected killing everyone who isn’t also infected, what’s immunity worth?
Me: You sound like you’ve given up.
I waited a long time for a response after that.
Steph: Zed, are you there?
Me: Yes.
Steph: The truth is, we’re losing this fight. We all know we’re going to die. It’s just a matter of time. It’s a matter of the number of floors we have to retreat to.
Me: You’ve got lots to go, Steph. The Army could still come. There’s still hope.
Steph: You’re obviously not keeping with what’s going on everywhere else.
Me: I just know what people tell me. If I’m not running, I’m shooting. If I’m not shooting, I’m hiding. What’s the situation?
Steph: Every time we find a city or a region that says that it has the virus in hand, it seems like they collapse a few hours later. Dallas, Fort Worth, Houston, and San Antonio are no better off than we are. Lubbock and Amarillo are a mess. Waco is holding out but we’re getting fewer and fewer contacts from there. The only city we’ve even heard about where there is no infection is Leadville.
Me: What’s a Leadville?
Steph: Some place way up in the mountains in Colorado.
Me: Why are they safe?
Steph: Remoteness? Easier to quarantine? I guess there aren’t too many ways in or out of a place like that.
Me: You wanna run off to Leadville with me : )
Steph: That’s sweet. But I don’t think you’re their kind of people, Zed.
Me: Too white?
Steph: That’s one way to put it.
Me: Leadville pipe dreams aside, what will you do? How long can you hold out?
Steph: Everything is working against us.
Me: How so?
Steph: To start with, all of the stairwells are full of infected. The elevators are useless. The infected are always there when the doors open. There’s no way for us to get out. We’re stuck. But we’re dependent on the utility system. Once electricity goes, we’ll lose water. Once the water stops flowing it’ll only be a matter of days. So, the food shortage we’re having is problematic but we’ll all be dead long before we starve. If the infected don’t get in and kill us all.
Me: I can see why you feel hopeless.
Steph: There is half a hope, maybe less. It’s brutal and it feels wrong but no one here can think of anything else. I feel bad thinking about it. I feel worse talking about it.
Me: What?
Steph: Help me with my decision, Zed. You’re a disinterested third party.
Me: Not disinterested.
Steph: You know what I mean.
Me: Whatever.
Steph: We think we can fortify the top floors and keep the infected from getting in. If we had enough food and water, we might hold out for a long time after the utilities go.
Me: You said you didn’t have enough water…
Steph: Let me finish.
Me: K.
Steph: People inside get infected. It gets chaotic when they turn symptomatic and then we lose people and we lose a floor or two. Then we have to try and reconsolidate a few floors up. We’re killing ourselves from the inside. The infected outside just exacerbate the situation.
Me: Ok.
Steph: One of the doctors came up with an idea.
Me: Which is?
Steph: He thinks that in the general population the infection rate is nearly 100%. But for us, it’s got to be way lower.
Me: That sounds like wishful thinking to me.
Steph: No, I don’t think so. Hear me out.
Me: K.
Steph: There are a lot of healthcare workers and soldiers here. We’ve all been on the front lines of this outbreak from the beginning. We’ve seen most of our friends and colleagues get infected and turn.
Me: I’m with you so far.
Steph: Just because we’ve all been at risk of exposure so long and we haven’t been infected yet suggests that many of us may be immune.
Me: Or cautious.
Steph: Yes, maybe. But Zed, there were a lot of us at first between nurses, doctors, patients, and soldiers. If only ten out of a thousand were immune and nine-hundred of those got infected while the other hundred didn’t, in the remaining pool of a hundred, the immunity rate wouldn’t be 10 in a thousand anymore, it would be the same ten, but in a group of a hundred. So, if you’re in that last group, your odds of being immune go from a nearly zero chance to ten percent.
Me: Sure, the math works, but there are a lot of assumptions built into that. Where is this going?
Steph: Where we’re at right now is that we all know we’re going to die. That is a certainty. We’re either going to get infected, get killed by the infected, die of thirst, or if some fortunate miracle happens, die of starvation.
Me: Such a wonderful world we’re in now. Escape then. There’s got to be a way.
Steph: There are too many infected below. We can’t escape.
Me: What then?
Steph: We have a few infected people strapped into beds in a room at the end of the hall. We’re going to hoard all of the water and food we can on the top floor and then fortify it. Then we’re going to use our infected to infect ourselves in groups of ten or twenty.
Me: Say what?!
Steph: A saliva swab from the mouth of an infected for each of us. That’s a very reliable transmission pathway. 100% reliable.
Me: Not exactly sanitary.
Steph: Exactly not sanitary. I just hope none of them has AIDS or herpes or TB.
Me: That sounds like suicide.
Steph: No. Some of us will be immune. This gives us a way to sort out who is and who isn’t in a controlled fashion. The ones who are immune will take the top floor and might be able to hold out with the supplies we have on hand.
Me: Everyone is okay with this?
Steph: No. Everyone is taking it pretty hard but if we don’t do something we all know that we’re dead. ALL OF US. This was the only idea that we had that might give some of us a chance. We are going to vote on it in a few minutes.
Me: What will you do with the ones that show signs of the infection?
Steph: Shoot them.
Me: I don’t know what to say…
Steph: It’s a hard choice. We’re doctors and nurses. We’re supposed to help people.
Me: What about the slow burns? They’ll show signs of infection but might turn out like me.
Steph: It doesn’t matter. Same solution.
Steph: Zed?
Steph: Zed?
Steph: Are you still there?
Me: Yes.
Steph: Are you angry that some slow burns like you will get killed?
I didn’t answer at first because the answer was yes, but I was more angry because I couldn’t think of a better solution.
Me: Take the infection. Kill the infected. It’s your only chance.
Steph:  Thanks for being honest.
Me: How will the vote go?
Steph:  We’ll vote to infect. It’s our only choice.
Me: Tell me before they infect you?
Steph:  I’ll give my phone to my friend Liz. She’ll let you know if I don’t make it.
 



 
 
Chapter 5
 
Crowded isn’t the first word I’d choose to describe how many infected were in the dimly lit tunnel system beneath the campus, but there were a lot more loitering around inside than I would have preferred. There were places on our lengthy trek where we had to squeeze past groups of infected squatting and resting or others trying to push their way through a door to gain access to one of the university buildings.
It was a stressful hike, but at least the tunnels were cool and the infected showed little interest in us.
When we finally arrived at the door we were looking for, we exited the tunnel into the bowels of the university’s twenty-thousand seat basketball arena. We were just north of the hospital complex. We found a staircase that led up to the ground-level concourse that traced a path around the circumference of the circular building. Without speaking, we followed the echoes of our footsteps around the wide, deserted circle.
The ground floor concourse was walled in glass, so it was easy for us to gauge our location simply by looking outside. 
When we arrived at the south side of the arena we saw the hospital complex across a concrete plaza and a lawn of dying grass. 
Carnage left by the days-long battle with the infected was everywhere.
Military vehicles were scattered about. A few were burned. Most were just abandoned, some with heavy doors swaying in the breeze. The triage tent that Murphy and I had been in a few days earlier had fallen. The barricades were in shambles. 
In the streets, all over the parking lots, and on the lawns, lay the dead. Brutal evidence of the efficacy yet insufficiency of military firepower. The live infected were everywhere, walking, squatting in the shadows, or running toward the hospital’s main building. The lower floors of the hospital were swarming with them.
Muffled gunfire sounded from the hospital, punctuated by occasional explosions. A window blew out and a shower of glass rained on the infected trying to get into the building. The soldiers inside were losing another battle. The hospital staff was losing another floor.
I stared at the upper floors of the westernmost building, wondering what would become of Steph. I tried to squeeze some inspiration for a rescue plan out of my brain, but all I got were thoughts of helplessness and frustration.
Murphy gave me a shove in the shoulder to get my attention. “Forget it, Null Spot. There’s nothing we can do for them.”
“I wasn’t…”
“Whatever, man.”
There was no point arguing. Murphy was right.
“If we want an armored Humvee, this is the place,” Murphy said. “The soldiers are too busy staying alive up there to stop us. Whitey might be a problem though. He gets mad when you steal his cars. Heh, heh, heh.”
“Murphy, if you’re trying to piss me off with your Whitey remarks, you know, I don’t care about that stuff, right?”
“Man, I’m just trying to get you lighten up a bit.”
“Murphy, we’re looking at a thousand rotting corpses. Lighten up?”
“Life is what you make it, man.”
I gave it a derisive little headshake. 
“All these infected wandering around might be a problem.”
“Yeah,” I agreed, “But like we talked, once we’re in a Humvee, an armored one, I don’t think they can do anything to get at us.”
“But if they swarm us like they swarmed Wilkins’ car…”
“Yeah?” I asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Murphy, if we’re going to back out, now is the time to do it, because once I open this door, who knows what happens. It’s all a gamble.”
“Yeah, man, I know.”
“One of those Humvees could come in real handy. We could be at your mom’s house in twenty minutes.”
“Yeah, Zed, but I’m still worried about getting out once we get where we’re going.”
“All we need is patience. They’ll get bored and wander off.”
Murphy stared at the scene before us, but remained silent.
“Murphy if we’re going to do this, we need to move it along. What do you wanna do?”
“All right. If we’re gonna do this, then let’s do it.” Murphy pushed the glass doors open and walked out into the full sun, without looking to make sure I was behind. Over his shoulder, he whispered, “Damn, it’s hot out here.” 
I nodded. It was damn hot. We walked toward the nearest armored Humvee that appeared to have an obscured view from the hospital windows, just in case.
The smell of all of the dead bodies rotting in the sun was overwhelming, but the smoke in the air helped to mask it. 
Thick clouds of flies swarmed us. 
Smears and pools of bodily fluids, not quite dry, made the footing treacherous.
“This is disgusting,” Murphy said.
“Yeah.” I opened my mouth to stop breathing the rancid stench into my nose, but when the flies tried to land in my mouth I felt like I could taste the corpses on my tongue. I felt nauseous.
Bodies lay about, ripped open by bullets. Bellies were distended where the gases of rot had no hole to escape. Faces were stretched in agony.
“Can people eat rats?” I asked.
Murphy stopped and looked at me. His expression told me that he thought I might be cracking up. “What are you even talking about?” 
“I’m just thinking that this place is going to be infested with rats pretty soon. The whole city will be. They’d be a plentiful food source.”
Murphy shook his head, “I’ll learn how to grow potatoes or something long before I eat a rat.” He turned and hurried across the distance to the Humvee we’d selected.
The vehicle was empty. That was good luck. Rotting corpses baking in the heat of a closed vehicle might have made it unusable.
I looked around at the infected nearby. They were either rummaging through bloody scraps or focused on the gunshots coming from the hospital.
Murphy jumped into the Humvee’s driver’s seat. I got in on the passenger side.
Murphy looked at me. “It’s do or die now, buddy. You sure you wanna do this?”
I shrugged. “You know, in this armored Humvee, we can probably drive around here a bit and maybe draw some of the infected away from the hospital. You know, give Steph and the others a chance.”
Murphy shook his head, but didn’t look at me. Without a word, he slammed his door shut, catching the attention of all the nearby infected.
“Damn!” I quickly yanked my door shut as Murphy cranked the starter. 
The Whites ran at us from all directions.
As soon as the engine fired, Murphy floored the accelerator and we raced away from the hospital.
We ran over one bump, then another. I knew what those bumps were, but put the thought of it out of my mind and focused on the clear pavement ahead.
The Humvee shuddered with the impact of an infected body running into the side at full speed. A few found a grip on the rear and were trying to climb on. The infected on the side slid away as Murphy pushed the truck to go faster.
When we hit clear asphalt, Murphy ran the Humvee up past forty and said, “Null Spot. Heh, heh, heh.”
“What’s that even supposed to mean? Null Spot.”
“You’re all kind of whited out, man. It’s like you’re not there. Like a spot with nothing in it. Null Spot.” Murphy’s big laugh filled the vehicle.
“Whatever.”
“Null Spot. You and your stupid superhero shit. Man, did you watch too many Star Wars movies as a kid, or what?”
I said, “I just thought we might be able to help them, that’s all.”
Murphy changed the subject with a hard swerve. The Humvee almost hit a curb. At the last second, Murphy angled back for the center of the street.
“What the fuck, man?”
Murphy said, “Dude, did you see that?”
“What?”
“That White was right in front of me and he jumped out of the way. So I tried to get him anyway. Heh, heh, heh.”
“Maybe he was smarter than the others.”
“I think he did it on purpose.”
“Whatever.”
“My mom always said, ‘Never trust Whitey.’”
“Murphy, does anybody actually think you’re funny?”
“Everybody but you.”
“Did she really tell you that?”
“No, man, I’m just fuckin’ with ya.”
Without warning, Murphy slammed the brakes hard. The Humvee skidded to a stop. He threw the transmission into reverse and mashed the accelerator to the floor.
“God damn! You drive like shit!” I pushed myself away from the dashboard and back into my seat.
“That bridge over the highway back there was clear. I think we can get across.”
The infected were swarming up behind us. “Hurry!”
The brakes locked. Tires skidded again. More infected pounced on the Humvee.
“Shit!”
“Zed, don’t worry, man. They can’t get inside.” Murphy turned the Humvee and maneuvered between the cars on the road leading to the bridge.
The infected above us beat loudly on the roof.
Murphy looked over at me, then laughed. “Heh, heh, heh.” He slammed the brakes hard, and a body rolled off the roof and down over the hood, just as he pushed the accelerator again. The Humvee bounced over the body. We crossed over the bridge.
“I’ll get the others off on the next turn. Heh, heh, heh.”
 



 
 
Chapter 6
 
The further we rolled into east Austin, the thicker the smoke got and the fewer infected we saw. Those that we did see were headed away. Our hitchhikers chose to join them. They were all brain-fried monsters, but they still knew enough to fear the fires that were burning their way across the eastern half of the city.
My phone buzzed and I gave it a look to see who was calling. It was a text message from Amber. I smiled.
Murphy said, “Man, you’re worse than a teenager.”
“It’s Amber.”
“She was the cute one, right?”
I shrugged.
“How many women is that?” Murphy teased. “Player Zed.”
I ignored him.
Amber: Are you there, Zed?
Me: Yup. What’s up?
Amber: Are you at Murphy’s mom’s house?
Me: No. We got hung up.
Amber: Anything bad?
“Murphy, Amber just asked me if anything bad happened.”
“What’d you say?”
“Nothing yet.”
“No point in sugarcoating it. I have a feeling we all need to get used to bad news.”
Me: Jerome got shot.
Amber: Oh no. Bad?
Me: He’s dead.
No response.
Me: How are things there? You guys sitting tight? Any news?
Amber: Tense : (
Me: What happened?
Amber: One of the guys, Darren, I think, is infected.
Me: What happened?
Amber: He was lethargic for a while after you left. Nobody thought much of it but then he started acting weird. Now we think he’s infected.
Me: Did you take his temperature?
Amber: We don’t have a thermometer. They locked him in one of the dorm rooms. After they locked him in he screamed crazy gibberish for a while. He’s quiet now. Mark is sure he’s infected. But he has a gift for certainty. 
Me: Those kind of people worry me.
Amber: Me too.
Me: Maybe Darren couldn’t take it all and just went nuts. Maybe all he needs is a Valium.
Amber: Mark wants to shoot him but nobody wants to open the door and go in. Wilkins is against that but again, nobody except Wilkins wants to open the door to find out for sure. Every time Wilkins brings it up, Mark goes ballistic.

Me: Not good.
Amber: I think Mark is really insecure. I don’t think he’s handling all of this very well. I think he and Wilkins are going to have it out at some point.
Me: Why do you say that?
Amber: It’s like every time they talk, Mark seems less respectful, more assertive. He doesn’t want to be a team player. He wants to be in charge.
Me: What did he say, exactly?
Amber: Mostly it’s subtle stuff. Maybe I’m wrong. I’m just worried.
Me: I don’t know what to say.
Amber: You don’t have to say anything. I’m just telling you because I need somebody to talk to.

Me: What about Marcy and Felicity?
Amber: Felicity has been sleeping on the couch in the lounge most of the afternoon.
Me: She’s not infected, is she?
Amber: No, she’s just tired. Marcy is following Mark around like she’s a puppy. I’m embarrassed for her.
Me: Sounds like junior high for grown-ups. I’m almost glad we got evicted.
Amber: Except for Jerome, I guess.
Me. Yeah.
Amber: Yeah.
Me: Well, like I said before. Wilkins is a good guy. He’ll keep it all under control.
Amber: I hope.
Me: Can you do me a favor if you’re not doing anything else?
Amber: You saved my life. You know I will.
Me: You know that stuff I talked about? That stuff about downloading whatever we could about farming, and solar power, you know, anything about how things work, or how to treat people when they’re sick. Anything about survival.
Amber: Yeah.
Me: Could you download as much as you can from the internet, please?
Amber: Sure. I’ve got a 64 gig flash drive. I can save it there. How will I get it to you?
Me: We’ll work something out. I’ll talk to you later on, okay?
Amber: Okay. Bye.
Murphy said, “Man, don’t look so down. What’s going on over there?”
I told Murphy about the conversation.
 



 
 
Chapter 7
 
The smoke thickened and reduced visibility down to several car lengths. The air got hard to breathe. Nothing was moving anywhere.
“The fire must be close,” I said.
“Yeah,” Murphy agreed.
“Do you know where we are?”
“More or less.”
“Well, it seems like we’re headed right for the fire.”
Murphy shrugged. “I’m just looking for a wide street to head north again.”
“Okay, because I don’t think I want to get roasted or suffocated.”
“I hear you, man.”
A few minutes later, Murphy made a slow left turn onto a wide, car-strewn boulevard.
“Murphy, what are we going to do after we find your mom’s house?”
“Well, I’m not going to be your superhero sidekick if that’s what you’re going to ask me, Null Spot. Heh, heh, heh.”
“Whatever.”
“So, Zed, tell me about this peaches and cream world that you grew up in that made you wanna go and help everybody. It’s like you’re a Boy Scout trying to earn that merit badge you missed out on when you were fifteen.” Murphy laughed again. He always found himself funny.
“Not even close. I was never a Boy Scout. We spent all of our time at church.”
“You didn’t ride a bicycle around to people’s houses did you? Heh, heh, heh.”
I shook my head. “Definitely not. I never really bought into any of it.”
“I’ll bet your parents didn’t dig that. Did they know?”
“Oh, yeah. I told them.”
“What’d they do about that?”
“My stepdad thought he could beat the Jesus into me.”
“How’d that turn out?”
“Just like you’d expect.”
“I heard that, man. So, no brothers? No sisters?”
“Nope, just me. My real dad has family around town. I never met any of them. My mom hated them all.”
“Your folks sound like real nice people.”
I shrugged.
Murphy said, “So you’re more of a Batman superhero, then.”
“What?”
“You know. Childhood trauma makes you want to go out and do good in the world.”
I ignored Murphy and looked out the window into a dim gray bubble a few hundred feet wide. Nothing moved. Nothing attacked. Abandoned cars littered the road. Human remains lay here and there. Doors on houses hung open. Windows were smashed. Human clutter littered the streets, lawns, and parking lots.
Everything had changed so fast. 
I wondered if each of those houses had their dead owners inside. I wondered if the occupants became infected and went rampaging into West Austin to kill and kill and kill. I wondered how many children’s bodies were lying under their beds or in their closets.
Those kids never knew that evil found you wherever you hid. Running and fighting were your only real choices.
I was getting depressed.
That was an emotional indulgence I couldn’t afford.
The Ogre and the Harpy.
Breathe.
Move ahead.
Suck it up and don’t be a pussy!
We passed through a flashing red light at a large intersection.
“I know where we are now,” I said.
“Yeah. If we’re lucky, it’ll be smoky when we get to my mom’s house and we won’t have a swarm of the infected on us.”
“If they’re not there, then what?”
“My mom and sister?”
“Yeah.”
“I don’t know,” Murphy answered.
“Do you have other family around?”
“Oh, yeah, man. Aunts, uncles, cousins. Most live close by. My mom is pretty tight with my uncle. He lives a few blocks over. She could be at his house. Who knows?”
“I assume you tried calling him.”
“Yeah, Zed. I tried calling everybody.” He sounded irritated by my query. Murphy’s face sagged. He looked much older without his smile.
“Your family means a lot to you, doesn’t it?” I asked. It was obviously true. But I thought Murphy might need some urging to talk about it.
“Yeah.”
“With all the smoke chasing the infected away, we can probably check all of your relatives’ houses, Murphy.”
With no enthusiasm, Murphy said, “Null Spot rides again.”
I ignored the comment. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find somebody.”
“Yeah, maybe.”
 



 
Chapter
8
 
What little I could see of Murphy’s neighborhood through the smoke didn’t bode well. There were bodies of the infected scattered everywhere. Car windows were smashed. The small old houses had belched their contents and dead occupants out onto the lawns.
Under the boughs of the grand old oaks that had shaded the streets for decades, Murphy’s neighbors had fought the infected, and the guns they used to defend themselves drew more infected in. It was a difficult first lesson to survive. Dried blood, torn clothes, and gnawed bones marked the places where men, women, and their kids had learned that lesson too late.
In spite of the body count, I saw no firearms among the dead. Someone had lived through the battle. The area had been scavenged. That was a hopeful sign.
Murphy stopped the Humvee by the curb in front of a house that looked like all the rest. Through the thickening smoke, I could barely see the front door.
Murphy turned to me with his mouth in a resolute crease. “Zed, you can stay here if you want. You don’t have to come in.”
“We’re in this together, Murphy.”
Without another word, Murphy opened his door and climbed out. I did the same.
When I came around the back of the vehicle, Murphy was halfway to the front door.
I hurried my pace.
The front door was ajar. Murphy cautiously pushed it open as I came up to watch his back.
I checked our flanks, a lesson I learned from watching the soldiers die on the quad by the dorm. They didn’t understand their adversary. They got sloppy and they paid for their mistakes in the only currency this altered world seemed content to accept. Blood.
Murphy stepped into the house. He was tense. He was tentative.
He feared what he might find.
His breathing was ragged, but we hadn’t exerted ourselves. His smile, a dam that held a back a river of emotions, crumbled in the flood.
I paused halfway in and listened. There was a noise coming from somewhere inside. I didn’t know where, but I guessed what.
Murphy crossed the living room and leaned into the kitchen as I closed the door behind me.
The furnishings were thirty years out of fashion and worn. The carpet was its own kind of ugly.
A wall covered with framed photos chronicled the lives of Murphy and his sister. Murphy was a Boy Scout. Murphy played football. A younger, thinner Murphy stood proud and stern in an Army uniform. 
Murphy’s sister, sitting on a pony at a young age. Pirouetting as a third grader at a dance recital. The camera caught her, clad in a cheerleader’s uniform, high in the air in a gymnastic bounce. She wore a cap and gown with a big grin in two separate photos from two different graduations.
Murphy’s mom was in some of the pictures, arms around the kids, always smiling. No picture of any father, anywhere.
Murphy’s mother and sister came to life on that wall even as their deaths were about to be confirmed.
Murphy looked back at me, his face taut, and his jaw clenched. He shook his head. 
The kitchen was empty.
I followed him across the living room to the hall.
The sound was louder. Just as I became certain what it was, Murphy bolted up the hall. He must have figured it out as well.
It was the infected.
I hurried to follow.
A closed bedroom door at the end of the hall proved no obstacle for Murphy’s momentum. It cracked and splintered. Hinge screws ripped through wood as Murphy’s wrath exploded into the room.
Murphy’s fury found voice in a primordial scream that was seconded only to the shots exploding from his rifle.
The house fell suddenly silent.
The ugly business in that room was finished. Only sorrow and rage remained.
In the hall, I froze in my footsteps.
In that room, heavy feet pounded the wooden floor. Furniture bounced against walls. Trinkets shattered. A beast fought with its grief.
I wondered, was Murphy’s smile dying while I listened, while I cringed? Would he now wear the frown of the emotionally damaged, the same one worn now by so many?
There was too much emotion in that room for me to enter the fray. I’d rather face the infected. I withdrew past the only other door off the hall. It was also closed. If something was inside, I’d know soon enough.
I took up a position in the living room at the entrance to the hall. From there, I could see the front door, the back door, and of course, the hall. Nothing moved.
Moments later, Murphy burst from the room with a grimace on his face and tears in his eyes.
I looked toward the second hall door, and in the time it took me to focus my attention there, Murphy crossed the distance and smashed through it.
Half in the hall and half in the room; Murphy looked back and forth across it several times and then froze.
After a time, I softly asked, “Murphy?”
Murphy didn’t move.
I listened for movement in the house. I heard only silence.
The only infected in the house were those Murphy had killed in the back bedroom. Whether those infected had killed his family or whether they were his family was the burning question.
I shuddered at the thought. Murphy wasn’t like me. He loved his mother.
For the moment, Murphy was frozen by grief. 
Shots had been fired. If any infected were near enough, they would hear, and they would come. One of us needed to get back in the game and that had to be me.
I hurried into the kitchen, stepped across the avocado-patterned linoleum floor and peeked through the window above the sink. There was no movement on that side of the house.
I hurried to the front of the house and pushed aside a homemade curtain to get a view of the street. “Mother fucker!”
Our Humvee was rolling away from the curb.
I ran to the front door and flung it open.
From behind, Murphy called, “What?”
I ran into the front yard and saw the Humvee disappear into the smoke. “God damn it! God damn motherfucking criminal bastard fuck-shits!”
Then Murphy was beside me. He bellowed curses up the street and pointed his weapon.
I put a hand on the barrel and pushed it down. “Don’t. It’s pointless.”
I looked around to see if we’d drawn any attention. In the small circle of the world that wasn’t obscured by smoke, I saw no movement. I heard none of the infected’s usual noises but I heard something. I heard a noise that didn’t belong.
With neither of us swearing at the moment, Murphy heard it too. “What’s that?”
I looked south, toward the sound. It was a combination of a rumble and a rush of wind, growling and coming closer. The uniform gray smoke hanging over the houses started to glow in patches of orange and red.
“Shit! Murphy, we need to move! The fire is coming!”
I ran a few steps and noticed that Murphy wasn’t following. I stopped. “C’mon, Murphy! What the fuck?”
Murphy was fixated on the glow of the fire through the smoke. “We can’t outrun that.”
His voice was flat. Despondent.
Oh, no!
“I’m not quitting now, Murphy! I’m not dying here! Let’s go!” I took a few more steps.
Nothing.
Fuck!
Suddenly, Murphy was back. He shouted, “We need a car!”
“No time!”
“It’s our only chance!”
Damn!
Murphy was right.
I ran toward a car that sat in a neighbor’s yard with the driver’s door swung open. The front seat was a gory mess, but I jumped in. The keys were in the ignition. The windshield was spiderwebbed with cracks.
 I cranked the engine. The starter groaned rhythmically, but the engine didn’t fire.
“Shit!”
I cranked again.
Nothing.
It must have run out of fuel with the engine running after its driver had died. I was out of the car in a snap. Murphy was nowhere to be seen.
I looked around.
I heard a car engine crank and made out the shape of another car through the smoke across the street. I ran toward it and saw Murphy’s big silhouette through the shattered driver’s side window.
Just as my feet hit asphalt, the engine rumbled to life.
Murphy spun the wheels as he backed the car off of the curb.
I jumped and slid over the hood as the fire ignited the leaves of the oak tree shading above me.
A billow of heat singed my skin and seared my throat. Every tree I could see was engulfed in flames.
Beneath that flaming sky, I landed in the passenger seat and Murphy stomped on the accelerator.
The car fishtailed up the street. Embers from trees rained down from above. Lawns, bushes, and houses ignited.
Murphy pulled the car through the first left-hand turn and plunged us into thick smoke at thirty, forty, then fifty miles-per-hour. The oaks’ thick foliage crumbled into embers as the fire raced through the treetops in front of us. Visibility shrank to a deadly small margin for the speed we were moving. But with death’s greedy hands grasping at our flesh, wild-eyed flight and long odds were our only chances for survival.
Murphy kept jerking the car from side to side to get past obstacles seen at the last moment. Four blocks passed before we got out from under the racing blaze.
I cast a morbidly curious glance at the conflagration behind us. “Jesus!”
Murphy hit a hard right turn and then a quick left, angling across the path of the fire, but still moving away.
I was nervous about the choice. “Do you know a way out?”
“That dude with the bunker, his house isn’t far. If we can get there ahead of the fire, we’ll be safe.” Murphy was tense. We weren’t out of danger.
“There’s a lot of hope in that plan, Murphy.”
“Do you have a better idea?”
“Drive like a mother fucker ‘til we run out of road?”
“Once these streets burn, we’ll never find that bunker in the mess.”
“Shit.”
 



 
 
Chapter 9
 
Murphy stopped the car in front of a dilapidated two-story house with a chain-link fence falling down around it.
I looked back in the direction of the fire. Knowing what to listen for, I heard the distant roar but I saw no evidence of the glow. We had time—not a lot, but some.
Murphy grabbed his rifle and jumped out of the car.
I hurried behind. “Are you sure this is the place?”
“Yep.”
The front door of the house was hanging on a single hinge. We ran inside.
The house had been vandalized to the point of worthlessness. Every window was shattered. The carpet was ripped from the slab. There were holes in the walls and holes in the ceiling large enough for someone to fall through. There were dirty, worn cushions on the floor, and graffiti on the walls.
There was trash. There were clothes and there were bones. It stank like an overflowing port-a-potty.
We passed through the kitchen, which had been destroyed by vandals and copper tubing thieves.
Murphy flung open a door that led into the garage.
Infected!
“Shit!” I stumbled over my feet trying to back away.
Murphy, still full of pent up rage, wasn’t fazed. He barreled forward and popped off three rounds before swinging the butt of his gun around and to work on the skull of one who was close enough to catch his fury.
I regained my footing and fired six shots at movement in the darkness.
 
Then it was still. My eyes adjusted and I saw eleven dead infected among the junk. That didn’t make sense. Some of them must already have been there. I also saw something very unusual. In the floor, there was a heavy, misshapen steel door. The rusty lock and handle had the look of having been pried open.
Murphy, pointed to my rifle, and pointed at the door in the floor.
I stood back and aimed my M-4 at the door.
With one hand on his weapon, Murphy bent over, grabbed the door, and pulled.
It clinked on something, but it didn’t open.
Murphy pulled on it again. It rattled in its frame.
It was jammed or locked.
Damn it!
How much time could we have?
He kicked it hard, and yelled, “If anyone’s down there, get back! I’m blowing the door and then I’m coming in.”
Murphy pulled a hand grenade from his MOLLE vest and placed it with both hands near the door’s locking mechanism.
He looked up at me.
I needed no instructions. I ran back into the house and headed for the furthest end from the garage.
Murphy’s heavy breathing behind me told me that I understood what was going to happen next.
We got to the end of a hall, and before I could get into the bedroom, the grenade’s blast rocked the house.
I stopped and turned.
Murphy was already running back toward the garage.
As we passed the open front door on our way back, I saw the orange glow of the fire above the roofs of the houses across the street. All of our chips were on this one bet.
Time for delays and caution were gone.
If the grenade had failed to do its work, we were dead.
The garage was full of floating filth and rearranged junk.
I coughed, inhaling more dusty crud.
It was hard to see. We made our way toward the center, where we knew the door lay on the floor. It was swung open by the force of the blast, more bent than before.
Murphy looked at me for confirmation.
I nodded. What other choice did I have?
The first step creaked under his weight.
 



 
 
Chapter 10
 
No surprise; it was dark.
I’d expected a doomsday bunker that would generate its own electricity. It either wasn’t doing that, the light bulbs were shattered by the grenade’s concussion, or an ambush awaited us below.
The darkness implied only negative outcomes, hence my lack of surprise.
Murphy flicked on the flashlight mounted on the barrel of his M-4, pointed the weapon into the gloom, and hustled down the stairs. 
I let my M-4 dangle from its harness, drew my Glock, shined my light over his shoulder, and followed.
The room was maybe a dozen feet wide and twenty or thirty feet long. It had a concrete floor and shelves with dusty boxes and unidentifiable equipment stacked within. At the far end of the room on the left wall, another door was shut. The mechanism was torn up. Someone had gone through that door as well.
And there were bodies. Some were clearly infected. Of others, I couldn’t be sure.
Murphy looked back at me. “If we can, we need to close that outer door. The fire will be here soon.”
“Yup.” I bounded back up the stairs, positioned myself on one end of the door, and lifted. Good God, it was heavy.
Murphy came up to help.
The hinges had been bent by the explosion, making it very difficult to swing the warped door up off of the garage floor.
As we got it back over the hole, in a position where gravity would close it once again, Murphy and I hurried down the stairs, chased by the roar of the approaching fire.
We ran to the far end of the bunker.
The second door hung slightly open, a fact I hadn’t noticed moments before in our hurry to check the room and reclose the outer door. We were carelessly racing into uncertainty, betting our lives on a guess that the bunker was safe.
We had no choice. The alternative was immolation.
Murphy took up a ready position outside the door. I put a hand on the handle. He nodded twice and on the third nod, I swung it open.
I jumped back and looked for movement in the blackness. I listened for sounds.
Nothing.
No, wait…I heard something.
I cast a fearful glance at Murphy. He looked back the way we’d come. The fire had to be on the house. Its roar filled the room.
Necessity drove us down the stairs.
In the beams of our lights, the room appeared to be a match for the one we’d just left, ten feet deeper in the earth, and set at a perpendicular angle. 
No movement. That was good.
Murphy stopped at the bottom of the stairs and kept his rifle pointed down the length of the room.
I pulled the door shut behind us.
“Don’t worry about that,” Murphy said.
“No, we need to seal it if we can.”
“The fire?”
“I don’t know if it’ll suck all the oxygen out when it passes over, but I don’t want to find out the hard way.”
“Do what you need to do.”
The door appeared to have a good rubber seal, but the door handle was missing and the metal around the hole was bent. That left a large gap for air to escape.
I shined my light on a nearby shelf and grabbed a handful of a rotten sleeping bag material and stuffed it into the hole. A fortuitously handy cinder block served to keep the door closed. “That’ll have to do.”
With the door sealed, the fire’s roar diminished significantly. I heard disturbingly familiar noises from the far end of the room.
Suddenly frightened and angry for having missed the infected in the darkness, I shined my light down the length of the room.
The room had rows of bunks along one wall, what appeared to be a kitchen area at the end, and the remains of some living room furniture in the middle. I counted three bodies but I saw no movement.
Where were they?
I scanned the room again, ready to shoot anything that wasn’t Murphy, but my light revealed nothing in the dark corners that it reached. No movement at all.
Still, I heard the sounds of the infected.
“There.” Murphy shined his light on the far end of the room, near the left corner. “Another door.”
“How big is this fucking place?” I asked, out of frustration.
But with the fire roaring overhead and our situation stable for the moment, I should have been relieved, at least.
The door jiggled in its frame and the animal sounds of the infected behind grew louder.
They knew we were there.
I laid my flashlight on a shelf and pointed it down the length of the room. I ran a reassuring hand across the full clips stored in my vest. I holstered my Glock and in a smooth, comfortable motion, I raised my M-4 to a firing position.
I told Murphy, “We can’t beat that fire outside, but I’ll bet my ass that we can kill every brain-fried infected that funnels out of that door.”
“Make your shots count.”
“Murphy, at this range, I can hit anything.”
The Ogre and the Harpy.
We stood in our ready poses for at least five minutes while the door rattled, the infected moaned, and the roar of the fire crescendoed above.
As time passed, I grew impatient. “I wish they’d just open the fuckin’ door and come out.”
Relaxing his stance, Murphy looked at me and in a hushed tone said, “I wonder if they’re locked in.”
I shrugged noncommittally.
Murphy said, “I’ll bet those are folks from the neighborhood that hid down here when everything started. I’ll bet they bolted the door shut, not knowing that some of them were infected already, and now they’re all too stupid to figure out how to open it.”
I said, “If I say I agree with your deduction, don’t call me your dear Watson.”
“Who’s Watson?”
“Murphy, there are some cultural gaps in your education that we need to discuss some time.”
“I take it Watson’s not a rapper.”
“Whatever.”
Murphy said, “That must have been a nightmare when it all went down.”
“Yeah. The next time I start complaining, remind me about this and about how good I have it.”
“I will.”
“I know. So, what are our options, do you think?”
“We could stand here and wait for Whitey to come out. That might take a few minutes or it might take a few days. They might never come out.”
I asked, “Any other ideas?”
“Just bad ones.”
I asked, “Like?”
“We could try the grenade thing again, but if the shrapnel didn’t kill us, we’d get knocked senseless by the blast. Then, if we regained our senses in time, we might get to die while the infected down there eat us alive.”
I agreed, “Yeah, I’m not a fan of that one. I’ve got an idea.”
“Yeah?”
“We could block the door.”
“Not we,” Murphy corrected.
“Murphy, this isn’t a good time for you to get lazy.”
“Not lazy, Zed. Smart. One of us can pile enough of this junk between the wall and the door to keep it jammed shut. The other one needs to keep a rifle trained on that door in case the infected figure out how to get it open. Having us both standing around with boxes of crap in our hands when a hundred infected come pouring…well, that won’t have a happy ending.”
“Not for us, I guess.” I said.
“Nope, not for us, heh, heh, heh,” Murphy agreed.
 



 
 
Chapter 11
 
The door was blocked.
I was exhausted.
Murphy and I made ourselves comfortable at the opposite end of level two, at the foot of the stairs that led up to the first level. The infected finally calmed down, and not much noise came from beyond the door. After what sounded like the collapse of the house above us a few hours before, all the noise of the fire had gone as well.
I left my flashlight turned on and sitting on a shelf to provide some light in the gloomy space. At least it provided enough light so that I could see whether the bag of chips I pulled of my bag were potato or corn.
“What do you got there?” Murphy asked.
I looked back in my bag. “Mostly chips, soda, and some donuts for breakfast.”
“Man, all I have are cupcakes, Peanut M&M’s, and three Dr. Peppers.”
“I’ve got like six bags of chips. I’ll trade some for M&M’s.”
“Cool.”
“I need to find a watch,” I said, through a mouthful of corn chips. “I don’t want to burn up the battery on my phone by checking the time, but I hate not knowing what time it is.”
“There’ll be plenty around,” Murphy responded. “The trick is getting one that doesn’t require a battery.”
“Yeah. How do you tell?”
“I don’t know. Find one that looks old, I guess. Speaking of which, how’s your battery holding up?”
“Less than half. I need to get a solar charger for it.” 
“That’s pointless, Zed. I don’t know when the cellular network will fail, but I know it will. I doubt that there’s anybody interested in keeping that stuff running anymore. The electric grid will fail, too. You can charge your cell phone in a wall socket until then. Besides, when the electric grid fails, the cellular network will go at the same time. So a solar charger for your cell phone is pointless.”
“Yeah, but I still need a solar charger for a computer.”
“Assuming you can get that flash drive from Amber,” said Murphy.
“I need to text her.”
“You’re worried,” Murphy observed.
“Yeah, of course. She said Mark was going nuts.”
“He was already nuts.”
“Yeah, that’s true.”
“Does the Null Spot want to go back and save her?”
Fuck your Null Spot, Murphy. 
I knew that if I ignored the Null Spot comments long enough, Murphy would give up on them. “I don’t know what we should do about her.”
“Or even if we have any responsibility to her, Zed. You need to remember, we took them in and helped them, and they kicked us out.”
“It wasn’t a unanimous decision.”
“What you don’t seem to be getting here, Zed, is that we’re different. You can think all of the ‘We Are The World’ thoughts you want, but we aren’t part of that club anymore.”
“Murphy, once things settle down…”
“No, Zed. Once people get a belief in their heads, it’s damn near impossible to change their minds. Once they decide that all of us infected are a danger, they’ll always believe that, no matter what. Fear makes it all worse. Fear cements belief into people’s heads better than anything else. Right now, people are scared, right? As they should be.”
“That’s cynical.”
“Heh, heh, heh. That’s what I like about you, Zed. You can call me cynical and not see the irony in it. Heh, heh, heh.”
It was time to change the subject. “Murphy, do you mind if I ask what happened at your mom’s house? Were they both there?”
Murphy’s facial expression instantly changed. The deep smile lines on his face morphed into a furrowed frown.
Murphy stared at a shadow on floor for a long time.
I said, “Murphy, we don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”
It took a little time for Murphy to answer. “There were three infected in my mom’s room. My mom was dead. Zed, it was a hard thing to see.”
“Yeah, I’ve been there.” It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t true. “And your sister, was she in the house?”
Murphy shook his head and refocused on the shadows. “I don’t know if she’s alive or turned infected or what. I’ll probably never know.”
“What about your relatives’ houses?” I asked.
“Anybody I can think of probably got their houses burned down when the fire blew through.”
“Oh. What do you want to do, then?” I asked.
“Sit in this bunker tonight and get some sleep.”
“No, I mean, after that.”
“I know what you mean, Zed. I don’t know what to do after that. You got any ideas?”
“I don’t know, Murphy. Since this all started, I’ve been mostly just trying to stay alive for the next five minutes. I mean, I keep thinking that we need to plan. We need to think through these problems. But everything we plan for keeps falling to shit. We got a place set up in the dorm and got kicked out. We went to your mom’s house…I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought that up again. We stole a Humvee and some fuckers re-stole it. Jerome got shot for no good reason at all, except to teach us both a lesson that might keep us both alive for another day.”
Murphy cut in. “That’s what I’m saying. We need to expect that from the uninfected. Or at least be ready for it.”
I went on, “And now we’re in a bunker that we hoped might be a safe place for us to ride this whole thing out, and it’s a junked out shit hole full of the dead and infected.”
Murphy said, “It did save us from that fire.”
“Yeah. Maybe I’m just being a whiny ass.”
I took a long drink out of a bottle of soda. “Murphy, you know all that stuff I keep talking about? We need it. We need to know what to do to survive. The only things you and I really know are the stupid things we’ve seen in movies.”
“Zed, I was in the Army.”
“Yeah man, you know I mean besides that.”
“Zed, you think too much. You’re still alive. That’s better than I can say for damn near everybody else. So, yeah, you are being a whiny ass. I’d say things have worked out pretty good for you so far.”
“I wouldn’t say pretty good.”
“Well, I sure as hell would, Zed. You could be a brain-fried cannibal, but you’re not. Life is gonna be hard now. Get used to bad shit happening. If we want to make it, we need to suck it up and move on.”
“I didn’t realize that you were such an optimist.”
“I’m a pragmatist, man. I think I’ve got a reasonably safe place to sleep tonight. I know I’ve got a pretty good load of ammo, an M-4, and a Glock. I avoided getting barbecued. I’ve got a full belly and enough food and water to get me through breakfast. Hell, by today’s standards, I’m a rich man. If I had some fucked up hair, I’d be the new Donald Trump. Heh, heh, heh.”
I laughed along, and our laughter disturbed the infected in the lower level. They pushed on the door and it rattled. Too bad for them. It wasn’t going to open.
“Do you want first or second watch, Zed?”
“I’m still on an adrenaline rush. I don’t think I can sleep just yet. Besides, I want to check in with Amber and Steph if I can get a signal down here.”
“Fine. I’m dead tired. You take the first watch. Wake me when you get sleepy.”
“Will do.”
Murphy made himself comfortable on his pallet and closed his eyes. I checked my phone’s signal strength. One bar. 
I texted Amber and hoped for the best.
Me: Amber, it’s Zed. Are you there?
I waited for an answer for a bit and tried again.
Me: Amber?
I wondered whether she was sleeping, and I worried about other possibilities. Thankfully, before I could spin up too many horrible scenarios in my imagination, the phone displayed a response.
Amber: Hey.
Me: Sorry if I woke you.
Amber: I’m guessing there was a delay between your texts but they both arrived at the same time on my end.
Me: Ah. I was getting worried.
Amber: I would say not to, but I guess there’s cause.
Me: Yeah.
Amber: Did you get to Murphy’s mom’s house?
Me: Yes.
Amber: And?
Me: The mom was dead.
Amber: And his sister?
Me: Don’t know.
Amber: Are you guys staying there tonight?
Me: That’s a long story but we’re holed up in some abandoned survivalist’s bunker.
Amber: That sounds promising.
Me: It’s not. It’s pretty much just a hole in the ground right now but at least we’re safe for the night.
Amber: That’s something.
Me: How are things on your end? Did you get a chance to download any of that stuff?
Amber: Grim and yes.
Me: What? 
Amber: I downloaded a ton of stuff today. I’ve stayed in my room, most of the day doing that. I’ve got it on my flash drive.
Me: You said, grim.
Amber: Felicity and Major Wilkins are down with the fever.
Me: Shit.
Amber: They’re in another room. The guys are guarding the door. There’s talk of shooting them now.
Me: What ever happened with Darren?
Amber: Nothing yet. The door is still locked shut. He stays quiet most of the time but gets loud and violent when he hears us in the hall. There’s no doubt he’s infected.
Me: Do you have a gun?
Amber: Yes. I’m in your old room by myself and I’m keeping the door locked. But Mark has the master key that he found in the office so he can lock or unlock any of the rooms.
Me: Is that something to worry about?
Amber: I don’t know. I only go out into the hall when I have to go to the bathroom and I bring the gun with me. Mostly I hear what’s going on with the others through the door.
Me: What do you think is going to happen?
Amber: It’s like Blanton all over again. I think a couple of the guys have sequestered themselves in another of the rooms like me. Marcy and Mark are parading around like the king and queen, but only one of the guys is out there for them to boss around. It’s surreal.
Me: I’m sorry.
Amber: When I got here this place seemed like a refuge. Now I don’t know what it is.
Me: Do you want me come and get you out? I can’t come tonight, but I could try tomorrow.
Amber: Not a good idea. Everybody thinks you guys are the cause of the infection in here. They think you’re carriers. If they see you, they’ll kill you.
Me: What do you think?
Amber: I don’t know. There’s speculation about it all over the internet.
Me: If that’s true, then I’m truly sorry. I didn’t know. By getting you from the dorm, I may have condemned you.
Amber: We were going to die there anyway. It was just a matter of time.
Me: I’m sorry.
Amber: Don’t be. Things are how they are now.
Me: Don’t give up hope, Amber. We’ll work something out.
Amber: Hope is irrelevant. The infection is spreading among us. It’s only a matter of time before all of us here get exposed, if we’re not already. The internet says that exposure is inevitable. The virus is too resilient, too contagious.
Me: Still, you might be immune. You haven’t contracted the virus yet. If the others were exposed, then you were too. Or you might end up like Murphy and me.
Amber: Those are very slim chances, Zed.
Me: Not really. For as much as you’ve been around the virus, especially at Blanton, and you haven’t come down with any symptoms yet, I think there’s a good chance that you’re immune.
Amber: Thanks for the sunshine doctor Zed.
Me: I’m not a doctor but I’m in contact with some people over at the hospital and that’s what they think.
Amber: What?
Me: That the longer you go without catching the virus, the higher the chances are that it’s because you’re immune.
Amber: Really? The doctors said that?
Me: Yup.
Amber: Okay. I’m going to keep the flash drive in my front pocket. That way, if I get infected and I turn and they shoot me, you can find it there.
Me: Amber.
Amber: It’s reality, Zed. That’s how it is now. Get some sleep. I’ll talk to you in the morning if you want.
Me: Absolutely.
I stared off into the darkness for a long time after my conversation ended while I ruminated over my choices. It was hard to tell which were good choices and which weren’t. They all turned sour at some point. They all seemed like mistakes.
Perhaps good needed to be measured in a new way. Perhaps good was just another day or hour of life. Was that as good as it was going to get? I wondered how Murphy would look at it.
It was time to check on Steph.
Me: Steph, are you there?
Steph: Will you be offended if I say again, wow, you’re still alive?
Me: It’s the new hello LOL.
Steph: Wow! You’re still alive!
Me: Wow! You’re still alive!
I took a few moments to convey my situation to Steph before proceeding.
Me: What’s the story at the hospital? Did you guys start infecting people?
Steph: Yes : (
Me: I’m sorry, but like you said before, it’s the only choice that gives some of you guys a chance.
Steph: That’s the logic but that doesn’t make it any easier.
Me: Are you okay with it all?
Steph: I don’t know. It was a hard thing to talk about. But imagining the difficulty was nothing compared to the reality of it.
Me: How many have you done?
Steph: We started right after you and I talked earlier.
Me: And?
Steph: We literally drew names and the first twenty names we pulled got infected. Eighteen of them started to show symptoms within a couple of hours, some right away.
Me: Did you follow through?
Steph: Are you asking if we shot them?
Me: Yes and no. I mean, you guys are doctors. I’m guessing you have drugs you could have used.
Steph: We decided that down the road, drugs would have more value. The soldiers have lots of bullets. An injection would be more humane but we’re still talking about killing people. Once you make the big moral leap, the question of how you do it loses significance. They were shot.
Me: So, eighteen shot and two left?
Steph: Yes. Everybody here is praying that the two make it. That’ll give credence to the theory underlying this fucking experiment. It’ll give us hope.
Me: Hope is important. When does the next group get infected?
Steph: About forty minutes.
Me: When will you know if you’re in that group?
Steph: We’re drawing right before we infect. That way nobody has to brood over their upcoming turn and maybe do something stupid.
Me: When will you know if the two that aren’t showing symptoms are immune?
Steph: We’re talking about that now but the consensus seems to be twenty-four hours. 
Me: The doctors aren’t sure yet?
Steph: Nobody really knows.
Me: How are you holding up?
Steph: I’m alive.
 



 
 
Chapter 12
 
The darkness at the far end of the room grew as my flashlight battery slowly died. My eyelids got heavy. The hours wore on. I dozed off and jerked myself awake a half dozen times, taking deep breaths, and isometrically tensing my muscles each time to get my blood flowing again.
I stood up. I paced. I took care in keeping quiet. There was no point in disturbing the infected below.
I had the urge to check the time on the phone for the hundredth time, but that would only serve to drain the remainder of my battery.
I sat on a storage bin, leaned back against the concrete wall, and let my thoughts wander. I tried to imagine a future when all of the infected were dead, all but the slow burns like me. I wondered how close life could return to normal. I wondered how many humans would be left when the chaos resolved to order.
I squirmed around and tried to find a comfortable spot on the hard surface.
Murphy’s heavy breathing taunted me with a temptation to sleep.
I wondered if Amber or Steph would be alive in the morning. I wondered whether I should go back to rescue Amber again. Undoubtedly, Murphy would tease me, but she had the flash drive. That flash drive was more valuable than gold. 
And, in spite of all that was going on, I wanted to see her.
My eyelids grew heavy again.
Tink. Tink. Tink.
What the hell was that?
I sat up straight and stared into the shadows at the far end of the bunker. 
I listened.
Was it my imagination?
Was I dreaming?
Breathing as quietly as I could, I slid slowly off of the storage container and walked to the center of the bunker.
Aside from Murphy’s heavy nighttime breathing, the bunker was as silent as a coffin.
I stilled my body and listened. I heard the air flow through my throat. I heard my heartbeat in my ears. I strained at the silence, but no more noises revealed themselves.
Long minutes passed before I convinced myself that those three metallic tinks were my imagination.
I returned to my storage container. I checked the time on my cell phone. The light from the phone’s screen destroyed my night vision. When I turned it off, the previously dim bunker was nearly black. And the blackness was frightening.
I decided to go another twenty minutes before I woke Murphy.
Tink, tink, tink. 
I sat straight up, alert.

That was not my imagination!
I looked again into the shadows at the end of the bunker. 
Tink, tink, tink.
My doubts were gone. It was metal on metal.
Was it one of the infected squirming in a dream as he leaned against the door? Was the noise a rodent hiding in the junk? There had to be an air vent leading to the surface somewhere. Could the noise be the wind blowing a metal flap on that vent?
I got to my feet and moved to the center of the room, my M-4 up and ready. I made more noise than I’d wanted to, and as a result, I heard some stirring from beyond the door to the lower level.
I waited a long time for silence to return, and then I waited some more.
The noise was a mystery that I had to solve.
As quietly as I could, I stepped toward the door.
I reached over the boxes blocking my way, steeled my nerves, lay a hand on the door’s cold metal, and listened.
Nothing.
I leaned close and pressed my ear to the door.
I heard the breathing and night noises of half a hundred sleeping humans. No, not humans, not anymore. Monsters, in human skin.
Tink, tink, tink.
With my ear still pressed against the metal door, the sound was loud enough to startle me. I fell backwards.
The noise of my fall was more than sufficient to cause a stir beyond the door. At least a half dozen of the infected became animated and vocal.
I pulled myself to my feet as quickly as I could and leveled my weapon at the door. I waited.
The infected rustled around and pushed on the door but eventually calmed, and fell silent.
The metallic taps mystery was solved or at least the source identified. I asked myself whether someone could still be alive inside. If so, it had to be a slow burn.
I removed an ammo clip from my vest and slipped out one round. I stepped back over to the door and with the brass end of the round, I tapped three times on the door: tink, tink, tink.
I inhaled a slow breath.
Tink, tink, tink.
Was it an answer or a coincidence?
I tapped twice more.
Two tinks answered my taps.
I tapped once.
I was answered with one.
Holy crap!
All doubt was gone. Someone was in there.
 



 
 
Chapter 13
 
Murphy and I stood about ten feet from the door to the lowest level. It was after three in the morning. I was dead tired, but the adrenaline was keeping me on my feet.
Murphy said, “What I don’t get is, if there’s somebody in there who isn’t infected, why didn’t they just come out?”
“I can’t answer that,” I said. “But if they’re in there with all of those infected, my guess is that they’re not normal. They’ve got be a slow burn, like us, or they’d have been killed.”
“So the Null Spot wants to save one of his own.”
“I think it’s the right thing to do.”
“Well there’s that, and then there’s the smart thing. If they’re locked in and can’t get out, then we’re safe for the night, anyway.”
I was miffed. “You want to leave them in there?”
“Chill, Zed. I’m just saying that we need to evaluate our choices and our chances before we jump into another pile of shit.”
“Fine,” I said. “What are our choices and chances?”
“Our first choice is to spend the night here, bail out in the morning and forget this place. That way we live through another night and don’t take any risks.”
“Yeah but…”
“Let me finish, Zed.”
“Fine.”
“Obviously if we do that, then whoever is trapped in there will die. They can’t get out by themselves. If they could have, they would have.”
“Agreed.”
“Our alternative is to bust open the door, kill all of the infected inside, and save any slow burns that we find.”
“Murphy, I’m resisting the urge to say something sarcastic right now.”
“Zed, I know I’m stating the obvious. We only have two choices. But all the risk to us comes with the second choice. We only have one way to get that door open and that’s with one of our limited supply of hand grenades. And we already talked about the risk of blowing a grenade in this confined space. Then we’ll have who knows how many infected coming out after us. Can we kill them? Probably. They can’t surround us. They can’t because they all have to squeeze through that door. They probably can’t overwhelm us. But you never know. Something unexpected could happen. A gun could jam. One of us might trip and fall. Hell, anything could happen, and if it does, one or both of us wind up dead. Do you see what I’m saying, Zed?”
“Yes, Murphy, I do. I know there’s an unquantifiable risk. If there’s anything I’ve learned so far, it’s that we live in a new world. I know that last week, if I tripped and fell, the worst case result was a bruise, or a tear in my clothes. Now if I trip at the wrong time, I die. Last week, if my flashlight batteries died, I went to the store for more. Today, I die. Last week, if I was thirsty, I just got a drink of water anywhere I wanted. Today, if I don’t have enough water with me, I have to find some and risk getting killed doing it, or I die.
“You see, Murphy. I do get it. Every mistake carries the death penalty. But Murphy, I can’t leave somebody in that bunker to die. I just can’t do it. We may be in an every-man-for-himself world now, but it will only be that if that’s what we survivors make it. I’m not doing that. I won’t.
“Help me or don’t help me. You decide. But I’m opening that door.”
Murphy took time but acquiesced, “Okay, Null Spot.”
“Murphy, you’re just saying that so that I’ll shut up.”
“Yes, Zed. I am. At this moment, I can’t think of a fate worse than listening to you babble on for another ten minutes of your Null Spot bullshit. Heh, heh, heh.”
Murphy continued, “I’ll help you do this. But just so you know, when everything turns to shit, I’m gonna save my ass. I’m not gonna get killed just to save somebody who’s gonna end up dead anyway.”
“Thanks, Murphy.” I was sincere.
“Zed, this is your deal. What do you want to do?”
I walked over to the door and whispered loud enough to be heard on the other side. “Tap once for yes and twice for no. Do you understand?”
Tink.
Predictably, some of the infected on the other side of the door started to respond.
I asked, “Can you open the door from your side?”
Tink. Tink.
Crap.
“Are there a lot of infected in there, with you?”
Tink.
“Are there any more normal people besides you?”
Tink. Tink.
The infected were starting to get excited. At least a few of them were pushing and pulling on the door. More and more infected moans seeped through the door.
“Do you have any other way out of there other than this door?”
Tink. Tink.
“Go to the far end of the bunker. Cover your ears and hide behind something, if you can. It’ll take a little while, but we’re going to blow the door. Don’t come out until the shooting stops or until you hear me call for you. Good luck.”
Tink.
Murphy said, “Just so you know, you’re moving all that shit away from the door. I’ll stand guard.”
“But you stood guard when I stacked it all in front of the door.”
“It’s your deal, Zed. If you want it moved, you have to do it.”
I moved all of the boxes and junk away from the door. I then stacked it all into a wall about halfway up the length of the second level. I left room on one side to walk around the wall. That was my escape route.
To reduce the concussion effects of the grenade in the confined space, we needed to open the doors. 
Opening the first door and going into level one showed us a room was just as we’d left it except for a haze of smoke that hung in the air.
The door to the outside was still hot and was hard to open. It was covered with a layer of ash and embers. Outside was another story.
But for the absence of Satan, the world looked like Hell.
The thick gray smoke was mostly gone. Black skeletons of gnarled old oak branches reached into the sky. Hulks of gray automobile carcasses littered the landscape. Nearly everything combustible was burned or smoldering.
Hot mounds of glowing embers were everywhere.
Most of the houses in the neighborhood were simply gone, replaced with geometrical piles of ash and occasional brick facades that hadn’t crumbled in the violence of the fire.
There were spots however, that the fire had bypassed. Far in the distance I saw a few houses with green bushes and dead lawns, untouched by flame.
To the north, the fire glowed orange in the sky. To the west of the interstate, city lights glowed and illuminated the smoke from underneath.
High above us, enormous billows of black smoke flowed west, blotting out wide swaths of starlight and trailing an oily stink.
“What is that?” I asked, pointing up at the heavy black smoke.
“I’ll bet the refineries in Houston are burning,” Murphy answered.
“You think?”
“Yeah, I worked at one between Houston and Galveston for a couple of years. We lost power once during a storm, and it was a big fucking deal. The place went on alert. The engineers had us running around and doing all kinds of shit, like they were afraid the place would blow up, or something.”
“Really?”
“I don’t know. I was just a flunky. But I’m betting that if the power went out to those refineries, something catastrophic happened. I’m betting that’s smoke from the refineries.”
“Jesus. How much oil is stored down there?”
“Enough to burn for months, I’ll bet.”
I scanned the area for movement, but saw none. I heard no human sound of any kind. Any infected that hadn’t run away from the coming fire had likely died in it. For the time being, it was safe to be out in the open.
 



 
 
Chapter 14
 
I was as prepared as I was going to get.
I stood in front of the steel door that blocked the way down to the third level. I looked to my left to confirm for the fifth time that my escape path was clear. I yelled to the person inside, “If you’re not at the back of the room yet, now is the time. I’m going to blow the door. Remember, hide behind something if you can. Cover your ears. Don’t come out right away.”
I took a few deep breaths.
I beat on the door with the butt of my pistol. The more infected that I could urge to crowd around the other side, the fewer I’d have to deal with after the grenade exploded. 
Their excited screaming and pushing on the door let me know that we were all on the same page.
It was time. A thousand thoughts of what could go wrong flooded my brain. I pushed them aside. My course of action was set.
The Ogre and the Harpy.
I pulled the pin on the grenade, but kept the spoon depressed. I carefully positioned it by a gap in the door created by previous work with a crowbar. 
The Ogre and the Harpy.
In one smooth motion, I let the spoon slip from my fingers and spring outward as I bet my life once again on my fast feet and my ability to make quick decisions. 
I shoved the grenade’s spoon into the gap on the door and wasted no time in evaluating how securely it was wedged there. 
With my heart already beating a blistering rhythm, I sprinted around the wall of boxes I’d built and made for the stairs between level two and level one.
Making no effort to slow down, I bounded up to the fifth stair and let the wall stop my body as I made the ninety-degree turn to get through the door.
Two steps past the door on level one, I wondered why the grenade had not yet detonated. I wondered if I’d inadvertently depressed the spoon when I jammed it into place. I wondered whether it was a dud. I wondered how I’d work up the nerve to go back and check on what should be a live grenade. I wondered…
The grenade’s blast roared through the chamber.
The shockwave, confined in the long, narrow levels, blew up at me like a shotgun blast and knocked me onto my face.
I saw stars. I heard ringing in my ears.
I was confused.
The dirty, cold floor grated on my face. I tasted blood in my mouth. I needed to move. I needed to run but couldn’t remember why.
I pushed myself up onto my hands and knees.
I saw a rivulet of blood drain out of my nose.
Screaming?
Screams of pain, anger, and hunger raged up from behind me.
I shook my head.
“Get the fuck up!” a voice boomed above me.
The blood draining from my nose was so mesmerizing.
A hand grabbed the back of my MOLLE vest and pulled me roughly forward.
I made an effort to keep my hands and knees below me.
“God dammit!” the voice yelled again.
The hand let go of me and I nearly collapsed to the floor under the responsibility for my own weight.
The screaming behind me kicked up a notch.
Bam! Bam! Bam!
The gunfire was loud in the confined space.
My gun? 
I needed to get my gun up.
Holy shit!
My thoughts cleared, but I was dizzy. 
Bam! Bam! Bam!
Bam! Bam! Bam!
I looked behind me. 
Infected were pushing their way through the door from level two to level one.
“Run, God dammit!” Murphy yelled.
I staggered to my feet and made my way to the stairs. 
Behind me, Murphy shot at the infected pursuing us.
I crawled up the stairs, afraid that my balance would fail me if I attempted them on my feet.
Murphy was beside me on the stairs.
The howling of the infected behind me didn’t diminish.
I got to the top of the stairs and rolled out into ashes on the concrete floor of what had been a garage.
“Go! Go! Dammit, Zed. You can’t stay there. You gotta move!”
I had to move.
I had to move.
I had to move!
I got my feet below me. 
Why was this all so hard?
I got my M-4 into my hands and turned to point it at the open stairway.
Murphy grabbed me by my collar and pulled me backward.
“You’re too close, God dammit!”
Holding his M-4 in his other hand, thunder and fire blazed out the barrel and he fired wildly at the infected climbing out of the bunker. 
Heads and bodies caught bullets and showered blood. 
Ten or fifteen feet back from the doorway, Murphy let go of my collar and put both hands on his weapon.
I did the same. I depressed the trigger of my gun. My aim was non-existent, but the targets weren’t far away and I had lots of bullets.
The repercussion of each shot pounded my head like a hammer, but with each passing second, my thoughts grew sharper. Things started to make sense. 
After several long minutes, the flow of infected coming out of the bunker ceased. I breathed heavily and stared at the body-filled bunker door.
Murphy scanned the surrounding desolation for any sign of life. “Holy shit, that was intense.”
I dropped to my knees then fell back on my butt. I sat with my mouth hanging open.
Murphy looked down and asked, “Are you all right?”
“No.”
 



 
 
Chapter 15
 
I sat in the darkness on a steel tire rim a short distance from the bunker’s door. My rifle lay across my thighs and I massaged my temples. My thoughts cleared and the confusion went away, but the headache chose to linger. The ash floating in the air coaxed me to cough every few minutes, and each time the pressure in my head tried to burst my skull.  
Murphy stood patiently by, casting glances at the door, looking at me with worried eyes, but mostly scanning the distance for movement.
“How long have we been up here, do you think?” Murphy asked me.
I laughed weakly and shook my head. “The battery on my phone is dead.”
Murphy asked, “Do you feel nauseous or anything?”
“No.”
“Dizzy?”
“No, I just have a motherfucker of a headache.”
“You don’t have any blood dripping out of your ears or nose or anything, do you?”
“No, Mom.” Well, not anymore.
“Don’t be a dick, Zed. I’m worried about you, man.”
My fingers made a few more revolutions on my temples. “Murphy, you’re being kind, and I am being a dick. I’m sorry. I don’t think there’s any damage that some aspirin and a bottle of tequila wouldn’t fix.”
“Breakfast of champions.” Murphy grinned. “Are you up for going back down, do you think?”
“I guess.”
“Zed, there’s no hurry. We can hang up here as long you want.”
I asked, “How many clips do you have left?”
“None.”
What? I turned and looked over Murphy’s MOLLE vest. “Murphy, I can see clips right there in your vest. Are they all empty?”
“I don’t have any clips in my vest.”
I stood up, walked over and put an accusing finger on a pouch on his vest. “Right there, Murphy. What’s that?”
“That’s a magazine, Zed.”
“Same fucking thing.”
“No, Zed, they aren’t. If you didn’t get your weapons education by watching T.J. Hooker reruns, you would know that a clip holds bullets. A magazine feeds bullets. I have magazines. So do you.”
“Fine! How many maga-fucking-zines do you have, Murphy?”
“I have a dozen MFZs.”
“MFZs?”
“Maga-fucking-zines, Zed.”
“Murphy, you can be very frustrating. I emptied two clips. How many did you empty?”
“MFZs.”
“I emptied two magazines. How about you?”
“I fired all the MFBs in five MFZs.”
“What are MFBs?”
“Motherfucking bullets, of course.”
I sat back down on the tire rim and put my head in my hands.
“I’m just trying to cheer you up, man. We’re wading in some pretty morbid shit, here.”
I flashed Murphy a weak smile. “I know.”
“Are you up for doing this?”
I shook my head gently, but said, “I think I’m as good as I’m likely to get for a while. I guess it’s not any worse than a bad hangover.”
“Man, I’ve been there. Heh, heh, heh. You were pretty dazed when I dragged your superhero ass off of the floor down there.”
“I’m past that part of it. Thanks, Murphy. If you hadn’t come down to get me, I’d be dead right now.”
“Somebody has to ride shotgun in the Murph-mobile.”
“Somebody stole the Murph-mobile.”
“We’ll get another one.” Murphy looked around a bit more. “I don’t know how coherent you were, so you might not remember, but there were a lot more infected down there than I thought there’d be.”
“I wasn’t really paying attention to the count. Mostly, I think I was just trying to remember how many feet I had. How many of them do you think there were?”
“Two.” Murphy laughed.
“You know what I mean.” 
“I’m not sure. It seemed like forty, or fifty, maybe more.”
I said, “They must have really been packed in.”
“I guess.”
“And this is the place that guy built under his house without anybody knowing?” I asked.
“Yep. This is the place.”
“The size of it is impressive. I wonder how he got all that concrete down there.”
Murphy said, “I don’t know. Nobody does. The guy was a retired engineer or something. He lived alone. He never talked to his neighbors much. The newspaper never said much about how he did it. Mostly the stories were about his fight with the city.”
“How’d the city find it?”
Murphy pointed at two tall poles supported by guy wires in what used to be the house’s backyard. Each had a small wind turbine on top with charred fans spinning in the light breeze. “There was some kind of dispute about HOA rules and the wind turbines. Somehow, that brought the city inspectors out and they found the bunker.”
“I wonder if they still work.”
“I doubt it,” Murphy answered. “Any insulation on the wires probably burned off in the fire.”
I nodded. “If it wasn’t for the fire, this might have been a good place.”
“I don’t know. It looked pretty trashed inside to me. I think it would take a lot of work to salvage it. Right now it’s just a hole in the ground full of dead people.”
“And some fucked up doors,” I smiled.
“Heh, heh, heh. You’re right about that.”
“Man, there’d better be somebody alive down there. I’ll be pissed if I got blown up by a grenade and it turned out to be rats or something.”
“Zed, if you want to be a drama queen and say you got blown up, I’ll go with it, but you didn’t actually get blown up.”
“You’re just saying that because you’re not the one who got blown up.” I managed another smile to let him know I was kidding.
“What do you say, are you ready to do this? I’m starting to feel uncomfortable standing around out here in the open.”
I nodded and pulled myself to my feet.
Murphy took the lead again. Feeling very naked without my M-4 in my hands, I followed Murphy with my dying flashlight in one hand and my Glock in the other.
Unfortunately, going back into the bunker was a process. With a dozen infected lying about the entrance with bullet holes in them, it behooved us to ensure that each was indeed dead. In silent agreement, we decided that a couple of good kicks were enough to test for life.
The stairway was difficult to navigate, as we had to push bodies off the sides as we went down.
Once into the darkness at the bottom, Murphy started lifting heads and looking at faces. That was at least a little odd, but I said nothing about it.
After checking all the bodies on the first level, Murphy pointed to the doorway down to level two and said, “Keep an eye on that other door for a second. I’m going to close the outer door, so that nobody wanders in behind us.”
“Will do.”
Murphy wrestled the heavy door over and let it fall shut with a deafening clang. Agitated moans from below let us know that we still had gruesome work to do.
Murphy went to the other end of the bunker and retook the lead. He was up for it. I wasn’t.
On the stairs, he stopped and lifted the head of another woman.
Curiosity won out and I asked, “Murphy?”
“I need to check.”
“For?” I asked.
“This was my neighborhood, Zed. I’m checking for people I know.”
“Only the females?” I asked.
“My sister. I’m looking for my sister. She might be in here.”
“Oh.” I was embarrassed for not guessing. “Take your time.”
Murphy checked another body that was wedged between the stairs and the wall. It wasn’t her either.
Murphy worked his way down the stairs to a spot near the bottom and then stopped. I followed, close enough to support him, but far enough away that he’d have room to jump back.
From our positions on the stairs, we examined the second level with our flashlights. Only two infected lay on the floor at the terminus of long bloody smears. Both had been wounded by the grenade blast. They’d tried to come up after us, but there is only so much a body can do with broken bones, gaping wounds, and lost blood, even if it can’t feel the pain.
One of the infected was a man, the other, a woman, shattered and dying, grasping for something they’d never reach, each a metaphor for the earth they’d soon leave.
I followed Murphy past the scattered containers on the floor. Without a hint of emotion, he put a bullet into each.
Pained moans still came from the lower room of the bunker. 
I said, “More wounded. Be careful when you go down the stairs, Murphy.”
Murphy nodded but didn’t speak. He was tense. His smile was gone. He clearly held unrealistic hopes or unwelcome fears that he would find his sister among the bodies. Perhaps the tiny comfort of knowing that she was dead was better than perpetual ambiguity. 
The door to the lower level was completely blown off of its hinges. It lay bent on the floor. Murphy stepped around it and took up a position against the wall next to the doorway. Seeing that we weren’t going to go in blind, I positioned myself several long paces from the door but in a place that allowed me to see partially inside the room. 
I shined my light in and saw blood and blast marks on the wall. That was just a preview of the carnage that awaited us.
Murphy called out, “Hey! Is there anybody down there?”
A weak, female voice called back, “Yes.”
I was both relieved and surprised.
“How many?” Murphy asked.
“What?” The voice was irritated.
Good God. I shouted, “Look, we’re coming in. Don’t shoot us. Okay?”
“Okay,” the girl’s voice said.
Murphy took a deep breath, and said, “Here goes.”
The stairs creaked and I followed him into the room in the same fashion that we’d come down to level two.
In my flashlight’s beam, I saw a severed leg and an arm on the stairs. Below, on the floor, in a large pool of blood, I saw their owners. There were at least five dead on or around the stairs. The last of the wounded were on the floor at the bottom. Murphy dispatched those. 
We stopped and listened as I shined my light down the length of the third level. The room was wider than the two rooms above and nearly twice as long, cut right into the limestone bedrock with a row of steel support beams down its center. Across the floor and against the walls were scattered the ghastly remains of more bodies than I could count.
In the far corner, I spotted a pair of eyes looking back at me from behind a large fiberglass cistern.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“Uh-huh,” the girl said.
“Are there any more infected that we don’t know about?” I asked.
“No. I think you killed them all.”
Murphy’s light illuminated the girl, adding to the glow of my light so that we could make out the features of her face.
Murphy’s shoulders drooped and his breath flowed out in a disappointed sigh. I guessed that she wasn’t his sister.
 



 
 
Chapter 16
 
When we stepped out of the bunker, the eastern sky was starting to grow gray.
The girl, Mandi, gasped and started to cry when she looked past the bloody bodies of the infected around the entrance and saw the devastation. It seemed that the final wisps of hope that had kept her alive in that bloody pit were blowing away in the wind with the ashes of her neighborhood.
Mandi was covered from head to toe in the most disgusting combination of blood and human filth that I could imagine, but Murphy didn’t hesitate to wrap a comforting arm around her.
Between her tears, Mandi said, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You should have left me down there. I…I…”
“It looks worse than it is,” Murphy told her.
I shook my head, “No, no it doesn’t.”
Mandi shuddered and buried her face in Murphy’s shirt.
“Dude!” Murphy scolded me.
“Sugarcoating it doesn’t do any good, so I’ve heard,” I countered.
Murphy said, “But the whole world isn’t burned up, Zed. Just this part.”
I said, “Yeah, but you know as well as I do that everything else in Austin isn’t any better than this. It’s just different.”
Murphy glared at me.
“Sorry.” I probably shouldn’t have been so blunt about it. But I was out of energy for niceties. I was used up. I needed sleep.
My body reached a point where the adrenaline and caffeine could no longer drive it forward. I wished that the desensitization to pain that came with the virus would find its way into my aching head. 
While Mandi cried herself out and Murphy held her, I sat down on the tire rim I’d used earlier that morning and watched the dead, eastern sky slowly change color.
All the busy, buzzing noise of life was gone. No cars, no jets, no bugs, and no birds. All I heard were the very gentle sounds of grainy bits of ash moving in the wind and Mandi’s occasional sobs muffled in Murphy’s shirt.
Wind, tears, and gray sky over a gray land. Sad, but simple.
Simple.
I breathed in. I breathed out. 
It was my only responsibility for the moment. It was all I wanted.
Breathe.
Mandi’s voice broke the calm when she told Murphy, “I’m okay. I’m okay.” She stepped out of his arms, disturbing the ash and kicking it up in the wind. She cast her puffy eyes across the smoldering gray. “How bad is it, really? No sugarcoating.”
I didn’t respond. I stared at the horizon and tried to tune out the sound of Murphy’s voice as he gave her the highlights. His version wasn’t harsh, but he was honest. 
Mandi took it better than I would have guessed, given her tears only moments before. 
When Murphy finished, the sun was attempting to paint the sky in vibrant morning colors that conflicted with my mood. I turned away and asked, “How long have you been down there, Mandi?”
“What day is it?” she asked.
I answered, “Saturday, I think.”
“I came down with my dad, my mom, and my brother on Wednesday, when everything really started to go crazy,” Mandi told us.
Murphy said, “So you’ve been down there since Wednesday?”
Mandi confirmed with a nod. “Yes.”
“How many of you were there?” Murphy asked.
Mandi answered, “I don’t know, maybe ten when we got here. We lived down the street. We knew the bunker was here. Everybody knew. When we got here, we didn’t recognize most of the people. There was Mr. and Mrs. Simpkins, from a couple of houses down. There were some stoners that lived on the corner and there were some guys that looked like gangsters.”
Mandi drew deep a breath and sat down on a blackened metal something-or-other. “This big tattooed guy named Mutt was in charge.”
“Mutt?” I asked in disbelief.
“That’s what they called him. He wore a black sleeveless t-shirt and a do-rag. And he had tattoos all over his arms. And the guys with him all had tattoos and baggy gangster pants. A couple of them had guns; I’m sure they all had knives. Mutt had a face that looked like it was used to frowning. He looked mean. But he was in charge and everybody just accepted that. Maybe they were afraid of him. I was.”
I asked, “Do you think this was their gangster hideout, or hangout, or whatever?”
“I don’t know, Zed. Is it important?”
“It might be. But go ahead.”
“That first day, people kept coming down a few at a time, sometimes whole families. The bunker started to get crowded.”
Murphy asked, “Were you all down here on the third level?”
Mandi shook her head. “No, we were on all the levels.”
Then Murphy asked, “How did you all end up locked at the bottom?”
“I’ll get to that, Murphy.”
Murphy nodded and Mandi continued. “By the end of the first day, Mutt and his guys decided that we didn’t have enough food and water so they started telling people that they couldn’t come in unless they brought some with them.”
“Where is that food now?” Murphy asked.
Mandi said, “It was stored down on three. There wasn’t that much. I think it’s all gone now.”
“Oh,” said Murphy, flatly.
“On Thursday, Mutt started to send guys out to get provisions. Early in the day, they mostly came back. By the end of the day, they mostly didn’t. Fewer and fewer people showed up outside the bunker and wanted in. The bunker was crowded and the people didn’t always have food or water, but Mutt, as mean as he seemed like he was, still let them in.” 
I asked, “Did you know what was going on outside?”
Mandi answered, “Yes. There were some radios. People’s phones were still working. I think in the end, that’s why Mutt still let people come in. Everybody knew how bad things were getting outside.”
Mandi paused to compose herself before she continued. “It was late Thursday night, maybe early Friday morning, I’m not sure. I’d already gone to sleep. My mom and dad and I were sleeping on the second level when the commotion woke us up. I don’t know if infected people were already in the bunker and just started to turn overnight. Maybe when they were letting people in, the infected rushed the door. I think maybe that’s what happened” 
“Why?” Murphy asked.
“I’ll get to that in a minute. I don’t want to get off track or I’ll lose my place.”
“Okay.”
“I don’t know how many infected were on the first level but at first that’s where they all were. Everybody ran down to three. There was screaming and shooting. It was awful. My mom, dad, and brother were way back by the far wall. We were all so scared. After a while, Mutt came in and slammed the door shut behind him. We heard the infected screaming outside, beating on the door. Mutt put the bar on the door and then one of his guys put padlocks on the bar so that it couldn’t be taken off. That’s when he told us that nobody else was coming in. The padlocks were there to ensure that the door stayed closed.”
“That’s how you got locked in?” I asked.
“Yes,” Mandi answered, “and that’s why I think the infected came in from the outside. I don’t know if Mutt would have locked the door like that if there had been infected in the bunker already. I think he thought he was doing the right thing when he locked it but he wasn’t.”
I asked, “Because somebody locked in with you was already infected?”
Mandi nodded and silent tears rolled down her cheeks again. “I don’t know how many of us were down there. It was so crowded. We only had a few flashlights. There was a battery-operated lantern that hung from the ceiling, but Mutt wouldn’t let us leave it on. Nobody wanted to be in the dark, but we knew we needed to conserve our batteries. It was late. It was dark. People were tired, so they started to lie down and go to sleep.
“I was so afraid to go to sleep, but it was pitch black which made it worst. I kept staring into the blackness, imagining that I saw shapes forming and moving and coming at me. Eventually, I dozed off.”
Murphy asked, “What happened then?”
Mandi shook her head. “I don’t know how long I slept. I woke up to an awful, horrible scream. People had flashlights turned on, but they didn’t provide much light, and they always seemed to be pointed at the wrong thing. The infected were in the room. I don’t know how many at first, two or three, maybe. Mutt was one of them.”
“Oh, no,” I said.
“There was a fight that got bigger. It was like a slow-motion riot. Some people got injured. Some people turned. Others struggled. People were killed. More turned. When they finally shot Mutt, nobody could find the keys to the locks. Things were out of hand by then. It was hard to know who was or wasn’t infected. I could see flashes from gunshots, and they sounded like thunder claps bouncing off of the stone walls. Flashlight beams waved around the room. It was hard to see what was going on. Everybody was screaming or yelling. It was so, so bad.”
Murphy said, “What happened to you? You’re not infected. How did you make it through?”
“Somewhere in the scuffle, with the crowd surging back and forth, I got knocked against the wall, and I blacked out. I don’t know how long I was out. I know that when I came to, the room was pitch black again, but it wasn’t silent. I heard what sounded like dogs eating and tearing at clothes and meat. I heard people snarl at each other like animals. Those were the sounds that the infected make. Somebody was laying on me and other people were laying by me, close enough to touch. They didn’t move. They didn’t breathe.”
“They were dead?” Murphy asked unnecessarily.
Mandi nodded. “I was so scared, I was afraid to move so I just laid there under the dead, dreading the moment when the infected would find me and kill me. I knew they would. I just knew it.”
“It sounds like you had a good hiding place,” I observed.
“It was never going to last. Three separate times, while I was laying there in the darkness, the infected found somebody who was still healthy. Each time was the same; cursing, scuffling, shrieking. The infected would converge on the sound and then there’d be more screaming, awful screaming, tearing clothes, and breaking bones.”
Mandi shuddered, lost control of her tears, and cried out loud.
Murphy put his arm around her again and pulled her close.
After a while, Mandi said, “I knew I was going to die a horrible death. The infected were going to find me. It was inevitable. But then I heard you guys.”
Mandi took a deep breath to collect herself. “The infected in the room went crazy when they heard you outside the door. That’s when I knew that I had a hope, not a chance, but a tiny, nearly invisible bit of hope. While they were still being noisy, I crawled out from under the corpses that had kept me hidden and I followed the wall around the room. On the way, I found a big flashlight, one of those long old metal ones that’s shaped like a baton. That was my weapon. I was determined that if any of the infected got their hands on me, then I wasn’t going to let them kill me without a fight.
“After a while, I heard most of them go back to eating wherever they’d been eating. I found my way up to the stairs and I pushed myself into a corner and I waited. I don’t know how long I waited. Eventually, all of the infected started to make those sleepy sounds they make. But I didn’t hear you guys out here anymore. I was so afraid that I’d waited too long. You don’t know how difficult it was, how afraid I was.”
More tears flowed.
I didn’t know what to say in the face of so much painful emotion. I was glad that Murphy had taken it upon himself to comfort her.
“I found a quarter in my pocket. I used that when I finally got up the nerve to tap on the door. It took so long to get a response. Do you know what it feels like when your last hope dies?” Mandi cried some more. 
I wanted to answer yes. The Ogre taught me that lesson a long time ago.
“I thought…I thought…Well, it doesn’t matter. You did respond. One of you did, anyway. Thank you. Thank you so much.”
Murphy said, “It was Zed who heard it. It was Zed who insisted that you were in there.”
I said, “We got you out together, Mandi. Neither one of us could have done it alone.”
 



 
 
Chapter 17
 
I awoke looking at the bunker’s concrete ceiling. Murphy sat nearby, busying his hands with the parts of a handgun that I didn’t recognize. He glanced at me and said, “Good morning, sunshine.”
Mandi was still asleep so I spoke softly. “Good morning, Murphy.”
“I thought you were going to sleep all day,” he said.
I tainted my tone of voice with a little indignation and said, “I think I earned it. What time is it?”
“How would I know?”
“What?”
“Zed, you know my watch is still at the county jail.”
I rolled my eyes. “So it could be seven in the morning.”
“Heh, heh, heh. Don’t get your panties in a wad, man. I’m just messing with you.”
“Sorry. I could use some coffee.”
“You and me both.”
“What’s that you’ve got there, Murphy?”
“While you guys were sleeping, I went down to level three to root around and see what I could find, which was pretty much nothing. But I got this Ruger nine millimeter.”
“Is it a good gun?”
“As good as any, I suppose. It’ll take the same nine millimeter ammo as the Glocks.”
“Was there any ammo down there?” I asked.
“Just a few rounds, but I found a couple of empty magazines. You and I both have plenty of ammo, at least for now. We can spare some nine mill to fill the Ruger magazines. Then Mandi will have a gun to protect herself.”
“I passed out when you guys were talking last night, Murphy. What do you think of her?”
“She seemed all right to me. What are you asking?”
I scratched my head. “I don’t know. I mean, she seemed all right to me too. I guess I just don’t want to get backstabbed by another Mark.”
“I don’t think she’s like that, man. I have a good intuition about people. I think she’s a good one.”
I shrugged. I felt like I didn’t have any kind of intuition about people. “Sounds good. Was there any food down there?”
Murphy shook his head. “Depends on your definition of food. What’s your temperature today?”
“It’s not high enough to start thinking other people are food, if that’s what you mean. Water?”
“Nothing. That big cistern down there has holes like the ones on the other levels.”
“That’s too bad. This could have been a great place to ride this whole thing out, but with everything broken or missing...” I punctuated with a shrug.
“Maybe worse than that, Zed. Without a house on top to keep it hidden, it’s a deathtrap. It’ll probably keep the infected out. I mean, if you fixed the doors that we blew. But if anybody with a few weapons wants in, well, you saw how easy it was for us to get in here.”
I rummaged in my bag for something to eat and drink. I found two packages of donuts and a bag of peanuts. I set the peanuts and a package of miniature donuts aside for Mandi and opened the remaining donuts. She was one of us for the moment, and she needed a share of the food.
Murphy added, “I saved her something too, a package of cupcakes.”
“Cool. That’ll get her started. So what do you think? Are we still at square one? We’ve got almost no water and this is the last of our food. At the moment, we’ve got no communications, so we don’t know what’s going on anywhere, and we still need a place to stay.”
“Yeah, square one,” Murphy agreed.
“What about your sister?”
Murphy’s smile slipped off of his face. “She wasn’t at the house, but that was a thin hope, anyway. Now with the whole neighborhood burned down, my only chance of finding her, if she’s still alive, is to get lucky and run into her. There’s no point in searching.”
I said, “Yeah, I’m really sorry about that, Murphy, but I think you’re right.”
With the pistol put together, Murphy started slipping nine millimeter rounds into a magazine.
I changed the subject. “I think Mandi is immune.”
“Maybe.”
“She’s been down there with all of those infected for days. She would have caught it if she wasn’t.”
“Sure. I don’t know anything about any of that. You’re the college boy, Zed, so whatever you think.”
“She’s immune, then. That’s goody-gumdrops for her, but also bad. I mean, you and I can walk around among the infected as long as they aren’t too hungry, but not Mandi. She’s lunch unless she stays hidden.”
“Yeah, but the uninfected won’t shoot her, like they will us.”
“Do you really think they’re all that way? It could be that those soldiers that killed Jerome were just…I don’t know, overzealous.”
“Zed, I’ll tell you what I think. I think you’re a little bit naïve about people’s intentions.”
I shook my head. “Nothing could be further from the truth.”
“I think that is the problem, Zed. You want to believe that this is all going to blow over, and the ones of us who are left are going to sing ‘Kumbaya,’ and then go make babies and live happily ever after, or something.”
Yes, that is what I think! I shrugged. Murphy’s summary of my hopes made them seem ridiculous.
“Zed, that’s not going to happen. Every time they see our white skin and our dilated eyes, they’re going to see the monsters that killed their brothers, or their mothers, or their sisters, or their sons. They’re going to see us as disease carriers. The uninfected hate us. They’re all afraid of us. They’ll kill us if they can.”
I shook my head, “No, Murphy, the longer we last, the more unlikely it is that anybody we come across will be immune. They won’t need to fear us.”
“Zed, that’s exactly the kind of suburban white-boy bullshit I’m talking about when I say you’re naïve.”
“What?”
“You don’t know anything about fear and hate. Fear and hate aren’t rational emotions, and they damn sure don’t depend on the existence of valid reasons. People hate because they’re afraid. People are afraid because they don’t understand. People don’t understand what we are, Zed. They don’t want to understand what we are, because they already have a belief that we’re monsters. Once people get beliefs into their heads, it’s fucking hard to change their minds, no matter how many facts come knocking on the door. As far as the world is concerned, you and I aren’t people anymore, Zed. We’re big-eyed white monsters, because we look like all the other big-eyed white monsters. White is the new black, man. How does it feel to be an oppressed minority, Zed?”
“I don’t have big eyes, Murphy.”
“Heh, heh, heh. You don’t believe me now, Zed, but you will. Give it time.”
“Mandi isn’t afraid of us,” I argued.
“Not that you know.”
“Amber –”
Murphy butted in, “…is one of the people who kicked us out of the dorm, Zed.”
 



 
 
Chapter 18
 
It was well after noon when Murphy pushed the bunker door open. Sunshine poured in, and I squinted behind my sunglasses. With my M-4 at the ready, I climbed into the blowing smoke. Surprisingly, it wasn’t nearly as hot as I’d expected.
“An August cold front.” Murphy grinned widely.
“It’s still got to be in the low nineties,” I countered, as Mandi came up between us.
“What’s the thing with you, Zed? How can you be the Null Spot and still be such a stick in the mud? If you weren’t so white, I’d have to change your superhero name to Dark Spot.”
Mandi said, “Wait. What? Zed has a superhero name?”
“Thanks, Murphy,” I said with an unimpressed glare.
Mandi said, “I think that’s neat. Why do you have a superhero name, Zed?”
Murphy laughed, “Because he keeps doing superhero shit. He’s always rushing around and saving this person or that person.”
Mandi said, “I think that’s valiant.”
I looked at Murphy. “Hah!”
Murphy grinned. “The Valiant Null Spot. I like that.”
Mandi asked, “Why is your superhero name Null Spot?”
“The Valiant Null Spot,” Murphy corrected.
“You’d have to ask Murphy. He made it up.”
Murphy said, “Man, it just sounded right.”
Mandi said, “Well, Null Spot, thank you for saving me.”
I said, “You already thanked me. And besides, it was both of us, not just me.”
“Thank you, anyway.”
“Damn, dude, say ‘you’re welcome.’” Murphy nudged me.
“You’re welcome, Mandi.”
Murphy said, “Don’t mind him, Mandi. He’s a good guy. He always wants to do the right thing. He’s just moody.”
“I think it’s okay to be moody. With everything that’s happened, I think it can be expected,” she responded.
I scanned the area for potential dangers and said, “I’m not moody.”
The smoke was thick and blowing hard in the north wind. 
Around us was a fire-blackened world that faded into gray. I knew there were houses that had survived the fire, but they were beyond the range of our visibility in the smoke. 
I walked toward the street in front of the house, or what used to be the house. Murphy and Mandi followed. When we reached asphalt, we headed west.
We walked between rows of dead oaks, whose blackened branches reached in futility for heaven. Burned kitchen appliances, mounds of unidentifiable junk, and partial masonry walls marked the remains of each structure we passed. Hulks of cars littered the lawns and roads. Among those lay the crusted, black bodies and bones of the dead.
Mandi spoke up. “Murphy, can I ask you a question?”
“Mandi, you don’t need to ask me if you can ask me a question. Just ask it.”
“I’m just trying to be polite.”
Murphy said, “You don’t need to be that polite.”
“Fine,” Mandi said. “Why do you smile so much?”
“Why not?”
“Doesn’t all of this make you sad?” she asked.
“It doesn’t make a difference how I feel about all of this. How I feel about it isn’t going to change any of it,” Murphy answered.
“Why then?”
“Why not?” he answered. “It’s just how I am. The world is a fucked up place, but it’s always been a fucked up place. I just choose not to let it fuck me up, if you know what I mean.”
“I guess.”
“It’s easy, Mandi. I get to choose how I’m going to feel about things. I don’t let the world tell me how I’m going to feel.”
“Murphy, that sounds like something you read on a motivational poster.”
“It doesn’t matter where I got the idea, does it? I take life as it comes. I don’t complain about the bullshit. I make the best of it and I try to be happy.”
Mandi asked, “Even in all of this? Haven’t you lost anybody you love?”
“Mandi,” I said to her, a little too harshly, but it got her attention. I shook my head.
Mandi’s face immediately creased in worry.
Murphy said, “Man, it’s okay. I mean, it’s not okay, but it is what it is. I found my mother yesterday.”
Mandi timidly asked, “Was she dead?”
“She was,” Murphy answered.
“Didn’t you like her?” Mandi asked.
“No, man, that’s a Zed thing. Me, I loved my mom and my sister.”
Mandi asked, “It didn’t make you sad?”
Murphy said, “More than that. It breaks my heart. But I choose not to let it tear me up inside. I choose to put one foot in front of the other. In life, that’s one of the only choices you ever really have. You can choose to move ahead and take control, or you can sit and let life roll over you.”
Mandi said, “You said we have two choices.”
Murphy stopped for emphasis and looked at both Mandi and me. “You get to choose how you’re going to feel about it. I choose to be happy.”
“I don’t understand how you can be happy when you just found out your mom was dead,” Mandi said.
“I’m a complex human being with complex emotions. I can be unhappy about my mom and still be the same happy guy I’ve always been. I don’t have to let it ruin me.”
We all walked on a bit and Mandi concluded, “I’ll have to think about your philosophy, Murphy.”
I said, “I think I need to get a what-would-Murphy-do bracelet.”
Murphy said, “They sell them online.”
“Really?” Mandi asked.
Murphy laughed.
I said, “No, not really.”
Mandi said, “Well, I didn’t know. I don’t know you well enough to know if you’re kidding.”
Half a block later, Mandi asked, “Is it safe to be out here?”
“We think that the infected stay away from the smoke, I replied. “I think they understand that smoke means fire and like any animal with half a brain, they’re afraid of the fire. I think we’re fine for the moment.”
Mandi said, “I have half a brain and I’m not afraid of fire.”
Murphy burst out with a big laugh that carried for blocks. “That’s because you didn’t see the fire that we saw yesterday. Man, that damn near scared the shit out of me. And I don’t mean metaphorically. I mean, I nearly shit my pants.”
Mandi asked, “Was it bad? I mean to actually see it?”
I said, “I don’t know why we’re alive right now. We should be dead.”
Mandi’s face showed a pained expression. I couldn’t tell whether she was sincere or trying too hard to appear that way. She asked, “Can I ask another question?”
I said, “I thought you and Murphy agreed that you didn’t have to ask if you can ask a question.”
“I’m sorry. It’s a habit.”
“No sweat,” I answered. “What do you want to ask?”
“Why do you and Murphy act normal, but you look infected?”
I hesitated. “Murphy likes to talk. I’ll let him explain it.”
 



 
 
Chapter 19
 
We saw nothing alive as we walked through the destruction. But slowly, the smoke dwindled to a gray haze that floated around us like a thin layer of fog. Above was cloudless, peaceful blue. The sky was a hope of something better, but like everything better, it lay beyond reach.
Murphy and Mandi had fallen silent by the time we came to a block of houses left untouched by the fire. 
On one side of the street lay nothing but mounds of ash and the metallic innards of family homes. On the other side of the street, the grass and leaves were wilted by the heat, the lawns cluttered with the detritus of a post-virus world. The houses bore their scars but were generally intact.
Still leading the way, I selected one of a dozen two-story tract homes and headed for the front door. There was no vehicle in the carport and none parked on the street in front of the house. My deduction was that the owners had gotten out of town when things got bad. Hence, there was little chance of us finding an occupant in the house, infected or otherwise. With Murphy’s arguments about the danger of people fresh in my mind, unoccupied houses would be safer.
The grass on the lawn was mostly green, but dry enough to crunch underfoot as we crossed it. The hedges were well-groomed and healthy. The flowers hanging over the edges of the pots on the porch were once lush, but had turned dry and brown. Wilted petals lay scattered.
The front door was closed, so I stepped up to the porch and tried the knob. It refused to turn. Murphy stopped on the first step. Mandi stayed on the walkway.
I looked up and down the street out of habit.
I’m not sure why, but I rang the doorbell. It chimed inside.
Having chosen the path of good manners, I knocked on the door a moment later. 
I waited but heard nothing from inside. I rang the doorbell again.
Murphy said, “That’s weird.”
“What?” I asked.
“The doorbell.”
“Yeah?”
“They still have electricity.”
“Hmm.”
“You’d think the fire would have burned the lines or something.”
I said, “Yeah, I guess you’re right. What do you say we go around back and see if the back door is open?
Murphy said, “I can kick it in.”
I said, “Let’s not.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. I mean, I don’t know where we’re going to end up in the long run, but I’m starting to think that if we have a list of places like this one, with front doors that lock, they might come in handy one day.”
“If you say so.”
“Not really. I mean, we might never come back here. I don’t know. Let’s just check around back.”
Murphy said, “C’mon, Mandi. We’re going around back.”
Murphy and Mandi filed off toward the side of the house and I followed. We crossed the carport and skirted a large oily spot in its center. Murphy and Mandi walked through a gap in a hedge and disappeared beside the house.
A storage room at the back of the carport caught my curiosity and I said, “Murphy, I’m going to check to see if there’s anything useful in here.”
“Okay,” Murphy’s answer carried back through the leaves.
In a nice surprise, the storeroom door was not locked. I cautiously pulled it open and softly said, “Hello?”
Nothing. No sound at all.
I waited a few seconds and peeked in. It smelled of oil, gasoline, potting soil, and dry grass. It was small, but well-organized. A lawn mower sat on the floor. A few rakes, shovels, a hedge trimmer, and a tree branch cutter hung on the wall. Beside those tools hung a sledgehammer, an axe, and a machete. “Well how about that?”
There were bags of fertilizer stacked on the floor. My first thought was that those were useless. Then I wondered about the recipe for constructing a bomb with fertilizer and diesel fuel. I had no need of such a bomb at the moment, but the world had turned into a very violent place. Who knew what might prove useful in the future? I made a mental note.
Two gas cans sat on the floor beside the lawn mower, one full, one empty. Another mental note.
I slipped the sheathed machete into my belt. I grabbed the hatchet. The machete was a keeper, but Murphy might appreciate the hatchet.
I closed the door behind me as I stepped out, cautiously looking around as I did. Slow, smart, and safe was better than fast, dumb, and dead.
I walked through the gap in the hedge and into a shadowy tunnel under the thick foliage of the overhanging trees. Mosquitoes, hungry for a snack, swarmed out of their hiding places and buzzed in my ears.
The gate to the chain-link fence hung open and I hurried through without a sound.
Once in the backyard, I saw a long row of charred yards, bordered by burned-out houses and separated by a chain-link fence. Several backyard widths away, the fence was pushed flat against the ground by the weight of several hundred immolated bodies, caught by the flames in an apparent attempt to escape. Their piled corpses smoldered and stank. 
Sobbing caught my attention. I looked to my left.
Mandi sat on the back porch on a piece of lawn furniture with her face in her hands, crying softly. One of Murphy’s big hands rested on her shoulder, comforting again. When he saw me, he shrugged, but said nothing.
I walked up beside them. I wasn’t the nurturing type so no words found their way to my lips. I laid the hatchet on the table and said to Murphy, “If you want it.”
Murphy nodded.
I went over and checked the back door. The knob turned and the door swung open. 
I didn’t expect anyone or anything to be inside, but I drew my pistol as a matter of course and went in.
The house was warm and dimly lit. The curtains were all pulled closed. I sniffed the air. I smelled nothing dead.
Everything was tidy. Pictures hung on the wall. Dehydrated houseplants sat on shelves. The furniture was sparse, but well-organized. The kitchen counters were clean. There were no dishes in the sink.
I thought about my apartment and hoped that no survivor found their way in. I hadn’t cleaned in weeks. The mess was embarrassing.
I went down the short hallway off of the living room and checked the first door on the left, a bathroom. There was no one inside. 
Across the hall, a door hung, nearly closed. I pushed it open with the toe of my boot, holding my pistol out in front of me just like the police and soldiers I’d seen in a thousand movies.
A bedroom. Empty.
Before heading up the stairs, I took a moment to listen to the sounds in the house. I heard no creaking from the floor above. I heard no human sounds.
I took my time climbing the stairs, opting for silence over speed.
An eight-foot wide rectangular landing at the top of the stairs provided access to three doors, two open, one closed.
One open door led into a small, vacant bathroom.
I stepped across the landing for a view into a room used as an office. It was orderly, with a tidy desk. I spied a phone charger there that I thought might work on my phone. I took a moment to pull the cord from the wall and pocket it. The closet held nothing of concern: a file cabinet and storage boxes.
Out of the room and back across the landing, the last door was ajar, just like the bedroom door downstairs. I nudged the door gently with my elbow and it swung open.
A man sat on the edge of a bed, straight back, feet flat on the floor, palms on his thighs, staring through partially open blinds at the mound of corpses in the distance.
I pointed the gun and braced myself to pull the trigger.
“Hey,” I said.
No response. No movement.
Could he be dead in that position?
“Hey.”
Not the slightest move.
What the fuck?
I edged my way into the room, careful to keep myself positioned with my pistol pointed at his chest.
The man’s skin was pale like mine. He was infected.
My finger rested on the trigger of my pistol and I wrestled with the choice of shooting or not. 
He’s infected. He’s a threat!
But he was just sitting there. Was he a monster? Was he like me? Or was he something else?
As I came around to his side, I saw that his eyes were open. Tears left shiny tracks down the coarse skin of his cheeks. His middle-aged face was frozen sadness. I saw his chest move ever so slightly in and out. He was alive.
“Hey, man,” I said.
Still, he did not respond.
I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to touch him. Mostly I didn’t want to put myself within arm’s reach of an infected without Murphy’s gun there to back me up.
After several long minutes of indecision, I inched my way out of the room and quietly pulled the door shut behind me.
I stepped quickly down the stairs to the living room and got to the bottom just as Murphy and Mandi were coming in the back door.
Murphy’s smile flashed instantly to worry when he saw me. “What?”
“There’s an infected guy upstairs,” I answered.
Murphy’s M-4 was up in an instant.
“I don’t know what his deal is. He might be a slow burn like us, but he’s catatonic.”
“Catatonic?” Mandi asked.
“He’s just sitting there, staring out the window. He wouldn’t answer when I talked to him. He wouldn’t look at me. He wouldn’t move. His skin was pale, so I know he’s infected, but he didn’t react to me at all.”
“That’s weird,” Murphy said. “What are you thinking we should do?”
“Honestly, I almost shot him.”
Murphy said, “You almost shot him just because he was infected.”
I nodded.
Murphy went on, “Even though he wasn’t a danger.”
“I don’t know if he is or not.”
“But he just sat there?”
“Yes.”
“Uh, huh.” Murphy stared me down. “You know where I’m going with this, right?”
“Trust me, Murphy. The irony of it isn’t lost on me. I don’t know what we should do about him, but I do know one thing.”
Murphy asked, “And that is?”
“That you were right,” I answered.
“About?”
I hesitated.
“C’mon, Zed. You can say it.”
I huffed and rattled, “You and me are infected. The uninfected will always fear us. To them, we’ll always be monsters.”
Murphy nodded.
I said, “I’m really starting to hate this fuckin’ world.”
“So what do you want to do with him?” Murphy asked.
“I’m not going to shoot him. I guess we could get some food and water, get out of here, and just leave him alone. I don’t know.”
Mandi protested. “We can’t just leave him.”
“Mandi,” I said, “we don’t know anything about this guy. We don’t know if he’s dangerous, or what. Maybe he’s just sitting there until he gets hungry again, and then he’ll have one of us for lunch.”
Murphy added, “He might. These infected act pretty weird. Who knows what he’s up to.”
Mandi shook her head. “Or maybe he’s just like you guys.”
I said, “Maybe something like us, but not just like us. There’s something really wrong with this guy.”
“What do you want to do, then?” Murphy asked me.
Mandi started toward the stairs. “If you guys can’t figure out what to do, I’ll go upstairs and see what’s wrong with him.”
I raised a hand. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Mandi, that big heart of yours is going to get you killed if you’re not careful. You can’t just run around acting like you acted last week. Things are different now.” I waited for her full attention. “There’s no telling what he’ll do when he sees an uninfected person come in.”
“Well, we can’t just do nothing, Zed.”
“Yes we can.” Murphy nodded emphatically.
Mandi glared at me.
I said, “Shit. Fine. Murphy, you come up and keep your gun on the guy. I’ll go in and try a little harder to get his attention. But if he jumps at me or tries to bite me, shoot him. I don’t need any more God damned bites.”
Relieved, Mandi said, “Good.”
I said, “One condition, Mandi. You’re staying down here.”
Mandi didn’t like that one bit. “You’re not my dad, Zed. You can’t just boss me around.”
Murphy grinned and giggled.
“Mandi,” I took a deep breath, “I’m not trying to be your dad. I’m just…Look, you just came out of that bunker, and you lived through that, so I know you’re tough, but when you saw all those bodies piled and burned out back, you fell apart and cried.”
Mandi threw her hands on her hips and stepped up in front of me. “That doesn’t make me fragile, Zed.”
“I’m just looking out for you, Mandi. If we have to shoot this guy down, don’t you have enough gruesome images in your head? Do you really need one more right now? Look, you do whatever you want. Just don’t get in our way. Like I said, I don’t want any more of those fuckers biting me.” I turned and headed up the stairs, making no effort to be quiet.
Murphy clomped up after. Mandi’s tiny feet came up last.
I swung the bedroom door open and stepped in. Murphy took a position in the doorway with his M-4 pointed at the guy’s back. Mandi peeked around Murphy.
I shuffled around the bed in the narrow gap between the mattress and the wall. The guy hadn’t moved a bit since my first visit. He just stared at the pile of charred bodies spread across his neighbors’ back yards. I wondered if his friends, wife, or child might be among the dead. I wondered whether the mental stress was too much for his brain to handle, or whether in despair, he had just given up, just shut down.
“Hey,” I said as I stood just beyond arm’s reach.
Of course, no response. 
Nothing ever just fucking works out by itself anymore.
I looked over at Murphy to ensure myself that his gun was pointed in the right place.
The Ogre and the Harpy.
I pulled my pistol down to my hip but kept it pointed at the man, gunslinger style. I knew my aim would be terrible shooting from the hip, but at a distance of a few feet, I doubted I could miss.
I stepped closer and reached out with my other hand and touched the man on the shoulder. “Hey.”
He very deliberately turned his middle-aged face toward me, but the eyes that blinked at his tears were those of a child.
“Man, are you okay?” I asked.
He blinked twice more, but said nothing. 
“Do you understand me?”
The man’s facial expression changed slowly. He was confused, but after a moment, he nodded.
I glanced over at Murphy. He shook his head and shrugged. Mandi looked anxious, but clearly happy that we weren’t shooting.
Yet.
“Can you speak?”
The guy just looked at me.
“Is this your house?”
Another blank stare.
“Are you able to move? Can you stand?”
The guy furrowed his brow in concentration. He nodded.
Frustrating!
“Will you stand?”
Slowly, the man stood up beside the bed and faced me.
“Can you walk?”
Another nod.
“Why don’t you follow me into the kitchen?”
I backpedaled in the narrow space between the bed and the wall until I was out of the room, keeping my eye on the guy and keeping my pistol pointed at him.
“Murphy, once he sees Mandi, be ready.”
Mandi asked, “Why?”
I answered, “Because you’re not infected.”
“Oh.”
Once we got downstairs to the living room, I asked, “Mandi, would you check around and see if you can find a thermometer, please?”
I brought the guy into the kitchen and asked him to sit down, which he did. He was certainly compliant.
“What do you think, Murphy?”
“I don’t know man. I think his brain is fried or he’s gone off the deep end. I’m surprised he’s not dead already. Man, what do you think?”
I answered, “I don’t know what to think. I’m wondering about something Jerome told me.”
“Jerome the Liar?”
“Yeah, Jerome the Liar.” I let my tone tell Murphy that that little conversational dance was starting to get irritating. “He said that not all of us slow burns end up at the same temperature and that the higher your temperature, the lower your brain functions. Maybe this guy is high enough to be like this, but not quite high enough to be a monster.”
Murphy reiterated his point. “Based on what Jerome said, right?”
“Look Murphy, I don’t know if everything that Jerome said was bullshit or not.”
Murphy shook his head and stepped back a bit, “But you do know that everything he knew about the disease, he learned on the internet.”
“Yeah, but that doesn’t necessarily make it untrue.”
“When you have a liar tell you something he learned on the world’s biggest repository of lies, I don’t know how probability works, but I think whatever probabilistic equation explains that situation will tell you that he was probably full of shit.”
“What?”
“You know, x plus y times q squared equals turd. Heh, heh, heh.”
Mandi came into the kitchen. “I found this thermometer in the medicine cabinet. It’s one of those ones that you just shine in your ear and it reads out the temperature digitally.”
I said, “Perfect.”
Mandi raised her hand. There was something dangling from it. “I also found this.”
Murphy asked, “What’s that?”
“It’s his badge,” Mandi told him. “He worked at the highway department. His name is Russell Coronado.”
“Russell Coronado. Hmm.”
Mandi handed me the thermometer and I holstered my pistol. Russell was seeming less and less like a danger, but I didn’t know what to think of him. “Russell, I’m going to check your temperature. Is that okay?”
Russell just looked at me.
Whatever.
I put the thermometer to his ear and clicked the trigger. Russell didn’t react.
I read the thermometer’s display out loud. “One-oh-two point three.”
“That’s high,” said Mandi.
“For a normal person,” I said. “Here, Murphy. Check Mandi.”
Mandi came in at 98.6, exactly normal. My temperature was 99.4 and Murphy was 99.9.
For Mandi’s benefit, I said, “This guy Jerome told us…”
Murphy interrupted, “Jerome the Liar.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Jerome the Liar…”
Mandi asked, “Who’s Jerome, again?”
“Jerome got Karma-lized,” Murphy busted out laughing.
Mandi got cross and asked, “Caramelized? What?”
I didn’t know whether to smile, get angry at Murphy, or get angry at Jerome for all he’d done. I said, “It’s a pun, I think.”
Murphy said, “I’m not trying to be mean. Jerome got killed, but it’s like he was trying to deserve it.”
I nodded.
Mandi asked, “Why do you call him Jerome the Liar?”
I said, “Tell you what, let’s see if there’s any food or water first. Jerome is a long story. We can talk about it after we find something to eat.” I crossed the kitchen and opened a door that looked like it could be the pantry. 
Murphy checked the kitchen sink for water pressure.
“I’ll check the fridge,” Mandi offered.
“No water,” Murphy said, playing with the knobs.
“There’s plenty of stuff in here,” I said.
“Jackpot!” Mandi said, pulling a bottled soda out of the fridge. “It’s cold.”
“I told you the electricity was still on,” said Murphy. 
I accepted a cold soda from Mandi and gulped a third of it down. “I’m curious about the electricity thing. Keep an eye on Russell.”
I headed for the back door. Russell got up and followed.
Oh, well.
Mandi pulled a single-serving frozen dinner out of the freezer. “I’m having lasagna. What do you guys want?”
Murphy was watching Russell follow me and asked, “What’s up with that?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Mandi, cook me anything. Throw something in for Russell, too.”
Back outside on the porch, the site of the burned bodies piled along the fence line made me cringe. Russell stopped beside me and stared.
There were men, women, and children. Blackened hands reached out in permanent desperation. Faces were petrified in agony. They lay every which way imaginable, many trampled under the feet of the others, many clawing their way away from the terrible flames, all frozen in their dying pose, with clothes and hair burned away, skin blackened or gone, exposed red flesh rotting in the heat.
The macabre corpses grasped my attention and refused to let go. I wondered about the people in that pile, who they were, what they did for a living. I wondered how many used to be pretty girls, which ones were doctors or teachers. I wondered how many children in that pile would never grow up, how many of those kids’ last days and last hours were spent running and screaming in terror, chased by rabid white monsters.
I wanted to look away but was transfixed. I didn’t even blink. The image slowly cooked itself into my memory. It was the kind of vision that hardens your heart or shatters your soul.
“Don’t stare at it, man,” Murphy said.
“You snuck up on me, Murphy,” I said.
“You were in a daze. Your sesame chicken is done. You want to eat out here?”
“No fuckin’ way,” I answered. “Uhm, it’ll be safer in the house. I just came out to see what the deal was with the electric lines.”
I walked out into the yard. Russell followed. Indeed, there was a pole at the corner of the yard. A line ran each toward our house and the house next door. Three broken, blackened cables hung off the other side of the pole. I pointed, “What the hell?”
Murphy asked, “So where’s the electricity coming from?”
I followed the lines back to the house with my eyes as I walked farther out into the yard. Russell stayed with me.
“Looks like you’ve got a new best friend, Zed.”
“Whatever.”
The line connected to the house just under the eaves at the back corner. Looking up onto the back roof, I saw rows of shiny, dark gray glass. “Look, Murphy. Solar panels. All across the roof.”
Murphy walked away from the porch so that he could see onto the roof as well. “I’ll be damned. They really do work.” 
Like a puppy, Russell stayed on my heels and followed me back into the house. I went into the kitchen, where Mandi had set the table for four, with a microwaved dinner and a cold bottle of soda at each place setting.
I plugged my phone in and left it on the kitchen counter to charge while I sat down at the table. Russell took a seat beside me. 
“I think he likes you,” Mandi joked.
I rolled my eyes. “We should have picked a different house.”
Murphy and Mandi sat down with us and I started to eat. I felt a measure of relief when Russell picked up his fork and started on his meal. If he hadn’t been capable of feeding himself, I didn’t know what we’d have done with him. Civilization had regressed past the luxury of providing care for invalids.
Also to my relief, Russell showed no undue interest in Mandi. Whatever cannibalistic tendencies lived in the squirming little brains of the other infected, Russell didn’t seem to have those.
As we ate, I told Mandi the story of Jerome, which, of course, led to the stories about our escapes from the gym and the jail. Mandi told us a little about herself. She worked part-time at a daycare for special needs children and went to school at the community college. She’d lived her whole life in Austin, in a house that was now ash, in a neighborhood that was gone.
After we finished eating and sat around the table, enjoying a moment of anachronistic normalcy, Mandi asked, “Can I say something?”
“You’re too polite,” Murphy observed.
I nodded. “I agree with Murphy, but go ahead.”
“I just want to say that I’m sorry.”
“Say what?”
I asked, “What are you sorry for?”
Mandi answered, “I’m sorry for crying on the back porch when we got here.”
I said, “Don’t worry about it.”
She nodded and said nothing for few moments while she collected her thoughts. “All those people burned to death back there…Do you think they were…do you think they were infected?”
“I’m sure they were,” I lied. In truth, I had no way of knowing.
“Yeah,” Murphy agreed. “They were infected who got caught by the fire. The infected aren’t that bright.”
Mandi argued, “Smart people get caught in fires, too.”
“Mandi, it doesn’t matter, not one single bit,” I said. “Not to sound cruel, but they’re dead. We can’t do anything about it.” My voice rose, perhaps more as a way to hide from my own weakness than to scold Mandi for hers. “If we’d been here when it happened, we wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it. We’re all alive in a world that isn’t like the one we grew up in. We need to figure out how to deal with it. If not, we’ll die.”
“Dude,” admonished Murphy.
Mandi looked down at her plastic tray and fidgeted with a noodle for a moment. When she looked up, her eyes held restrained tears. “You don’t have to be harsh, Zed.”
I took a moment to think about what I wanted to say before I continued. “Mandi, I don’t mean to be an insensitive prick, but our new reality is harsh and violent. We all know it. We’ve all dealt with it firsthand, or we wouldn’t be here.
“Mandi, like I said before, I know you can be tough. And I do appreciate that you’re such a sweet girl that you feel like you have to ask for permission to ask a question. That kind of overly polite bullshit behavior probably served you well before, but it’ll just get you killed. Now, you need to be that tough girl that survived all those days in that bunker.”
Mandi, with an edge in her voice asked, “Why can’t I be both?”
I said, “I’m sure you can. Just don’t be too polite to stay alive.”
“And who are you, Zed? What part of yourself did you give up to be tough enough for today’s world?” Mandi said it as derisively as her excessive manners would allow, which made it all the more harsh.
Murphy said, “Now kids. We don’t need to argue.”
In a calm voice I said, “It’s cool, Murphy. Mandi, I’m not trying to offend you. I’m really not. You seem like a really, really nice person. I wish I’d known you before all of this went down. But to answer your question, I came into this world hardwired for success, and I think Murphy did, too.”
Mandi laughed out loud. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
Murphy scoffed, “This one might be good enough to listen to. Heh, heh, heh.”
I said, “It’s like you said this morning, Murphy, when you were talking to Mandi. You put a smile on your face and take the world as it comes. You don’t attach your happiness to any false expectations of reality. You don’t expect the world to give you a big house and an expensive car and fat wife—”
“—Hey!” Murphy cut in, “Who said anything about a fat wife?”
I continued, “—you’re not going to be unhappy without those things. You’re happy with what you have, not with what you think you should have. More importantly, you don’t wallow in the tears over what you’ve lost. Not many people are like that, Murphy.”
I took a big gulp of soda and continued. “As for me, I’m kind of the opposite of Murphy, but with a similar benefit. I had a pair of sub-optimal parents.”
Mandi giggled, “Sub-optimal?”
Murphy said, “He has a philosophy degree. He makes things more complicated than they need to be.”
I ignored them both. “I don’t get attached to things and people, like most folks. That’s to say that in yesterday’s world, I could probably have been considered emotionally unhealthy. I was too detached. In today’s world, that works well for me. All the despair and horror drift by without affecting me.”
Murphy disagreed, “Dude, I’m not sure that’s true.”
“It’s true enough,” I argued.
Mandi said, “I like Murphy’s approach better.”
I said, “You don’t have to pick one or the other, just find a way within who you are to suck it up and deal with today. That’s all I’m saying.”
“Then why didn’t you just say that?” asked Mandi.
“Like Murphy said, I’m a philosophy graduate.”
Murphy laughed.
 



 
 
Chapter 20
 
It was after four o’clock. I was in the upstairs office since it had a window that opened to the front of the house and one that opened to the back. I sat at the desk, which, unfortunately looked out the back window and onto the grotesque heap of the dead. Russell squatted on the floor beside me. His inexplicable need to stay by me was starting to creep me out.
Murphy was leaning on the window sill in the office, staring at the vastness of the fire’s destruction. Mandi was in the bathroom downstairs, using the water out of the toilet’s tank to wash all of the crap off of her skin from her time in the bottom of the bunker. 
Murphy said, “I think we should stay here tonight.”
“It’s as good a place as any, I guess,” I answered.
“But before it gets dark, let’s go through some of these other houses and see if there are any goodies.”
“Like what?”
Murphy asked, “What do you mean, like what? I don’t know. You got a hatchet and a machete earlier. That’s good stuff.”
“Murphy, we’ve got everything we need for the moment. There’s plenty of food downstairs to last us for three or four days. We’ve got nearly as much ammo as we can carry.”
“You’re not thinking ahead, Zed.”
That rubbed me the wrong way, but I put a thin veneer on my irritation and said, “Murphy, I’m fuckin’ tired. My head is still pounding from when I got blown up by the grenade.”
Murphy laughed, “Don’t be such a drama queen, Zed. If you’re a pussy with a headache, just say, ‘I’m a pussy with a headache,’ and we’ll leave it at that.”
“Fine. Let me check my phone, and then I’ll go with you. But just a few houses, okay? I want to be back before it gets dark.”
“Fine by me. I’ll go check on Mandi.” Murphy left the office and tromped down the stairs.
I turned on my phone and saw that I had messages. I checked Steph first.
 



 
Chapter 21
 
Steph: Zed, are you there?
Steph: Zed, are you there?
Steph: Zed, I hope you’re alive to read this. But I know the truth of it. If you’re not answering this then it’s because you’re dead. Everybody is. So I’m just writing this to myself. Dear Diary, I can’t stop crying. 
Steph: The first two groups all turned. Forty people infected and shot. We killed them. I feel like my heart is dying. We just infected twenty more.
Steph: It feels like suicide now. Nobody is talking here. Everyone stares at the walls or out the windows. There’s no hope. No hope, only prayers and tears.
Steph: If by some miracle you’re still alive and you read this, you need to know that I’m in the next group to get infected. I’m volunteering. Goodbye, Zed. Thank you for being a friend. I wish I’d gotten to know you better. I know I’ll die soon and I’m okay with that. I don’t want to be in this world anymore.
“Shit,” I blinked away my tears and looked around. I wanted to do something, anything, but I knew there was nothing. The messages were hours old. Steph had lost hope. She was likely infected. She was likely dying or dead.
That thought left me with a hollow, black feeling that stuck in my throat. Life had been so much easier without emotional attachments.
I texted Steph back several times. I stared at the pile of holocaust corpses as I waited for a response.
God, the world was so fucked up.
 



 
 
Chapter 22
 
With hopes that felt unrealistic as soon as they bubbled up, I tried calling Amber.
No answer.
After the last ring, my text message icon indicated that a message had arrived.
Amber: Zed, is that you?
Me: Yes.
Amber: I can’t talk right now. Text me back.
Me: Why can’t you talk? What’s going on?
Amber: I’m trying to stay as quiet as I can.
Me: Why? What happened?
Amber: Things got really crazy then it got real quiet.
Me: Tell me what happened, exactly.
Amber: I don’t know exactly. I’ve been afraid to leave the room. What I know is that Felicity and Wilkins turned. They’re locked in a room down the hall. Another of the guys got the fever and they locked him up. Afterwards, there was a lot of shouting in the hall. Mark and Marcy were yelling at the other guys. There were shots then and I only heard Mark and Marcy’s voices. Mark started to run up and down the hall yelling and talking crazy with Marcy egging him on. It was insane for a while, Zed.
Me: For a while?
Amber: Not now. Everything is quiet.
Me: I’m coming to get you out. Right now.
Amber: No! Please don’t come here, Zed.
Me: Why not?
Amber: Zed, please don’t. Mark is crazy. He’ll kill you.
Me: No he won’t.
Amber: If you rush over here and risk your life you might not make it this time. If you keep risking your life, you’re going to get killed. And for what?
Me: To help.
Amber: Zed, we don’t even know yet that I need help. Mark and Marcy are probably infected. They’ve probably got the fever. That’s why they’re quiet. If I’m patient then they’ll wander off like all the other crazy infected do. If I sit tight for a few days, I’ll probably be fine.
Me: Fine. That makes sense. I hate doing nothing.
Amber: Besides, I might be infected, Zed. I might turn into one of them.
Me: Let’s hope not.
Amber: Hope is all I have, Zed.
Me: Hope is important. Hang in there. I’ll check in later, okay?
Amber: Okay.
Me: If anything changes, call. I have a full charge on my phone.
 



 
 
Chapter 23
 
The house next door yielded nothing. The neighbors had taken everything of post-apocalyptic value with them when they made their escape. There was, of course, a nice flat panel television, decent furniture, and plenty of clothing, none of which was of any value to me.
Would I eventually need a winter coat? Sure. But the world was my closet. I’d find a coat in the nearest house when it got cold. Not that it made any difference, but it was finally a tick on the pro side of my pros and cons list for the post-virus world—free clothes.
I smiled.
Murphy gave me a questioning look.
We moved on to the next house. That one left us all in a dark mood. 
Prior to kicking in the back door, I beat on it with my fist, followed, of course, by Russell beating on the door as soon as I finished. It seemed like a good way to wake any infected before we made the mistake of letting ourselves in and letting them out. A man, a woman, and three children, all infected, came to the back windows of the house and pressed themselves against the glass as they howled their frustration at not being able to get their hands on us.
We hopped a fence and repeated the process at the third house. I beat on the door, expecting more infected. Russell beat on the door, too, but we got no response. So Murphy broke the door down.
Inside, the house’s floor plan looked to be the mirror image of Russell’s house. With Murphy in the lead, we searched the house, guns out. No infected were there to be found. 
With the house clear, Murphy and Mandi started searching downstairs. Russell followed me toward the upstairs to look for goodies.
Almost immediately, Mandi cried, “Jackpot!” She liked that word. 
She stood in front of the pantry, the first place she checked.
I shushed her and went over. I understood her glee when I saw the water. The water was a blessing that we all needed, and the bottles would make great little canteens for refill later. I tossed some in my bag and Russell and I went upstairs.
We started in a kid’s room, because I’d spied a school backpack there when we’d cleared the house. It lay on a bed covered with crumpled sheets.
With Russell observing, I removed some textbooks and notebooks from the backpack and stacked them neatly on the dresser. I don’t know why a tidy stack of schoolbooks was important to me. The back pocket on the pack held pens, keys, some change, a few markers, and a student ID.
I took a moment to examine the ID. Patrick Henry Dubois was a good-looking kid with a big grin. He must have been thrilled when they photographed him on his first day of ninth grade at the Science and Math Academy. The green polo shirt that Patrick wore in that picture was rumpled on the carpet along with a pair of kaki shorts, beneath Russell’s feet. A band instrument case stood against the wall. Posters of favorite bands and a college football team decorated the wall. A dormant computer sat on a desk. A kid had lived in this room, a kid who I’d taken for granted as dead.
I felt hollow.
I lay the ID on the dresser beside the book. I didn’t need to see his face. I didn’t need to know what school he went to. I didn’t need to know what grade he was in. It was all personal, humanizing information that made everything in the room real. It changed my activity from a scavenger hunt to a painful rummage through the possessions of a dead child.
I drew a deep breath and tried stifle what I was suddenly feeling.
Empathy for the dead and infected was an emotional luxury I knew I couldn’t afford. I had to find a way past it. I was having trouble enough paying for the empathy I felt for the living.
Russell complied when I asked him to stand still. Like a parent getting his child ready for school, I put the empty backpack on him and adjusted the straps. Russell wasn’t proving to be useful for much of anything, but he could at least carry his share of the load, a burden we were all going to have to get used to.
I searched the closet and found a twenty-seven-inch aluminum baseball bat, probably left over from the kid’s little league days. I picked it up and hefted it in one hand. It was long enough to be lethal, but light enough to be wielded in one hand.
I spent a moment debating whether I’d be better off with the machete or the baseball bat, for times when bullets weren’t the right answer.
The primary advantage of the baseball bat was that there was no risk of it getting stuck in the skull of an infected, which could happen with the machete. A skull-stuck machete could be a life-ending dilemma.
In the end, I slipped the bat into Russell’s backpack, with the handle sticking out of the top. Nothing else in the room appeared to be of any real value.
The master bedroom held a big bed, a television mounted on the wall, and a closet full of the kind of clothes that were well-suited to the modern world.
A small pair of hiking boots found its way into Russell’s backpack. They might fit Mandi.
In the nightstand, I found a drawer full of medicine. Murphy’s insistence that we search suddenly seemed well worth it when I came across a half-full bottle of amoxicillin. I opened the bottle and swallowed two of the antibiotic capsules immediately. I looked at the crusty bite scabs on my arm. I was probably out of the woods on infection, but the antibiotics were good insurance.
The antibiotics, a big bottle of hydrocodone, some aspirin, and ibuprofen all went into Russell’s backpack. The prescription medicines I wasn’t familiar with, I left at first. On reflection, I went back and picked them up. Medicines could be of great value to the people who needed them, and the supply would eventually run low. At that point, expiration dates be damned. People on the maintenance drugs would trade away anything to get them.
I heard Murphy’s and Mandi’s footsteps coming up the stairs.
Murphy said, “You need to see this shit.”
He took me over to the window that faced the street.
“What the fuck?”
Murphy said, “Uh-huh.”
Mandi asked, “What is it?”
Murphy answered, “I don’t know. Some kind of crazy follow-the-leader bullshit?”
Several blocks up a street that came to a t-intersection with our unburned street, a line of about thirty infected were jogging in single file, following a serpentine path that was visible only to them. 
“What the fuck?” I reiterated.
Mandi asked, “Are those infected? What are they doing?”
Murphy said, “Man that’s the craziest thing I’ve ever seen. When I was looking out the front window downstairs, I thought I saw movement way down the street. Then I saw those Whites coming along, playing follow-the-leader up the street all lined up. Just like that. Man, they do weird stuff, but this is really creepy.”
Mandi scooted away from the window. “It gives me the heebie jeebies.”
Murphy, Russell and I continued to stare. When the line of infected got to within half a block of our street, they all looked to their right in near unison. The group split in the middle and they jogged in their lines across a burned front yard, systematically around the remains of a house and a burned car, peeking through each gap and into each hole.
“What do you make of that?” Murphy asked.
I said, “They’re searching. Maybe they heard something.”
“Yeah, but look, they’re acting like a group.”
“I see that, but it doesn’t make any sense. I mean, they’re all brain damaged. They aren’t that smart.”
With Russell standing silently beside me, I watched as the group of infected finished going around the house’s remains and jogged back into the street where the relative disorder of the two groups resolved quickly into a single line of infected. They resumed jogging a serpentine path toward our street.
When the group arrived at the t-intersection a few houses over, the line made a right turn and jogged off to the north.
After a few minutes, Mandi asked, “Are they gone yet?”
“Yeah,” I answered, watching the empty street.
“What were they doing?” she asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Are they learning how to work together?”
“I don’t know. That doesn’t make any sense.”
Murphy said, “Creepy, huh?”
Both Mandi and I nodded.
“Snack?” Murphy asked.
“Yes!” Mandi said enthusiastically. She probably had several days’ worth of calories to catch up on.
Mandi sat on the bed and Murphy dropped down beside her. Russell and I sat on the floor. We shared a big box of kid’s cereal that we ate by the handful and washed down with warm soda or water.
Mandi and Murphy rattled on about the infected while I thought about the behavior and tried to squeeze it into the context of all the things I’d learned. When inspiration hit, I said, “Have you guys ever heard of emergent behavior?”
Mandi said, “I don’t even know what that means.”
I told her, “I have an idea about what we just saw.”
Murphy said, “Hey, Mandi, pass that cereal over here. This sounds like it’s going to be a long answer, and I don’t want go hungry while I’m pretending to listen.”
Mandi giggled.
I said, “Emergent behavior is something you see in birds, for instance. Let’s say you have one bird and you want to understand everything there is to know about bird behavior. You can watch that bird all day long for years and years, from the moment it hatches until the moment it dies, and if all you ever have is that one bird, you’d never know anything about flocks of birds.”
Murphy was focused on his cereal, and making no effort to listen or pretend to.
Mandi though, was politely intent. “Okay, professor.”
I rolled my eyes. “When you see a flock of birds, they all seem to fly together. They move like one giant organism changing direction as one, going up and down, choosing to land and to take off.”
Murphy, who apparently was listening, asked through a mouthful, “Aren’t they just following the head bird or something?”
“No, that’s just it. They’ve done studies on bird behavior, and they don’t follow one bird. They all seem to turn at pretty much the same time. Nobody knows exactly how they decide that. It’s the same with fish. They school, and when they’re in a school, it’s like they stop being individuals and start being one organism. Again, without a leader that can be identified. It’s like they’re operating by consensus, but nobody knows how they come to their consensus decisions.”
Murphy said, “C’mon, man, there’s got to be one in charge.”
“Nope, they’ve studied the movement with video at multiple angles with computers. There doesn’t seem to be a leader.”
Mandi asked, “So the short version is?”
I rolled my eyes again. “The behavior of the group, that is, the behavior that can’t be predicted from observing the behavior of the individual, is called emergent behavior. There’s this interesting study this guy did with ants…”
Mandi cut me off. “That’s okay, Zed. I don’t need to know about the ants. Is there a shorter version?”
“But it’s really interesting stuff,” I protested.
“No, Zed. I’m good. You make my brain hurt when you start talking all of your mumbo jumbo.”
I huffed and stuffed some cereal into my mouth.
Murphy said, “I don’t want to hear about the ants, but let’s say that you’re right about this emergent behavior thing. Zed, what does it mean for us in a practical sense? Do we need to be worried? Are the infected learning how to work in teams, like packs of wolves? Are they going to become more dangerous to us?”
I said, “I don’t know. I guess that you could classify pack behavior in dogs and wolves as emergent behavior. I’m not an expert in this stuff. So I’m kinda guessing. Wolves evolved to hunt together successfully, and they’re able to learn how to hunt certain animals in certain ways. I don’t know if the infected are learning to work together, or if what we saw was just a manifestation of some kind of herding instinct that’s hardwired into the human brain. I’m going to guess that it doesn’t present any added threat to us, but I think we should keep an eye on them and see what happens. We are all in new territory.”
Mandi rolled her eyes and smiled, “Yeah, today’s world, not yesterday’s world. We’ve heard that speech already, Dad.”
Murphy laughed, “I think they’re all just a bunch of Russells.”
I said, “You guys can be a pain in the ass.”
That’s when Murphy spotted another line of the infected jogging out of the distance. There were more in that group. 
A lot more.
As we watched, the group separated into a pair of lines that intertwined like a living double helix as they came up the street.
“There are hundreds in that bunch,” Murphy said.
I nodded.
“Are we safe in here?” Mandi asked. “Is there somewhere we should go?”
I heard the sounds of the infected from somewhere behind us. I ran to the back window to look.
The group of thirty that had gone up the street had come around the unburned houses and found their way to the decaying corpses. I don’t know if the sounds were jubilant, but they were loud. They fell on the pile of the dead and started to gorge themselves on the flesh.
“Those guys must be starved,” I said.
From across the room, Murphy said, “I think these guys heard that, because they’re hauling ass now. Shit! They didn’t turn like the other guys!!”
“Stay calm.” I ran to the front window and looked out. The wave of infected rolled across the street and broke on the block of houses. They spread out and flowed between the houses and into the backyards. They became very vocal.
I heard them running along the sides of our house.
“Shit!” I nearly shouted. “The back door is open.”
“Oh, no,” Mandi burst into tears.
We all stood there for a second, frozen as the sudden danger of the situation sank in.
Murphy said, “The infected might bypass the houses and go straight for the burned corpses…Maybe.”
But as Mandi cried, and Murphy hoped, I’d passed hope and sprung to action with a few steps toward the door.
I was already too late. The calm in the house shattered when the clumsy sounds of the infected burst into the living room below.
Mandi wasn’t ready for another bout with danger. She fell to her knees, with her face in her hands, trying to cover her mouth and muffle her cries.
Russell just stood beside me with a blank look on his face.
I looked back at Murphy, who raised his M-4 and ran his free hand across the bulges of grenades on his vest.
Thinking out loud, I looked around and mumbled, “No, this isn’t going to happen. There’s got to be a way out.”
I looked out the windows. There was no way to escape that way. I looked around the room and at the flimsy interior door. Its protective properties were nil. 
I looked at the landing at the top of the stairs. Could Murphy and I shoot them all as they funneled onto the stairway?
I spotted a framed-out square in the center of the bedroom ceiling.
The attic!
The house was old. The ceilings weren’t that high. It might work.
I pointed at the attic access panel. “Murphy, get Mandi up there, now!”
I heard heavy footsteps on the stairs. I jumped out onto the landing. Over the rail on my left, I spotted several infected were hurrying up, likely prompted by the sound of my voice.
I shouted, “God damn! We’re out of time!” 
I drew my pistol and my machete. The last thing I saw before tunnel vision narrowed my sight to the lethal white monsters mounting the stairs was Murphy, jumping onto the bed and pushing the access panel out of the way.
The house was old so that the stairway was narrow, perhaps the only sparkling crumb of optimism in a rapidly deteriorating situation.
A shaggy-haired woman led the pack of infected charging up after us. As her foot landed on a step near the top of the stairs, her head came up above the edge of the rail.
Without a sliver of pause, I swung the machete in a powerful backhand that took off the top of her skull. A fountain of blood exploded in the air. She stiffened, but stayed upright as those behind her pushed ahead.
My momentum carried me the last four feet across the landing. Another half-turn put me face to face with the coming mob.
As the dead woman crumpled, I swung my arm down and clove another’s skull down through the eye socket.
Blood was everywhere, as the beating hearts of the two dying infected pumped the last life out of their bodies.
The infected behind the dying pushed and howled. The woman’s body was pushed up by my feet with the guy crumpled on top. As the next one climbed over, she caught my machete in the neck and went down.
Russell caught my brief attention with a shrill scream, and swung down over the railing with the baseball bat I’d put in his pack. The bat connected with an infected woman’s head, but Russell was too uncoordinated to be much more than an irritating distraction. Still, he bounced his bat off the woman’s head again, and she stumbled.
With three dead infected and one down, it started to get harder for those below to push the mass. But the count of infected below was swelling, their frenzy growing. In seconds they’d scramble over the dead.
I was in a losing position.
Murphy stepped into my field of vision with his M-4 ready. He leaned over the rail and emptied his magazine down the stairs. In that moment, every one of those hundreds of infected outside knew we were there.
Firing the rifle was a mistake. That guaranteed our end.
Murphy yelled, “In the attic! Go!”
“But…”
“Go! God dammit!”
I spun and ran, shaking my head as I went. 
Was Murphy sacrificing himself for the rest of us?
I felt my heart break.
I bounded up to the bed as a grenade explosion rocked the house. I fell of balance, bounced off the bed and hit the wall on the other side.
As I got up, Russell was standing on the bed, looking into the attic.
Murphy leapt into the room and screamed, “Get in the fucking attic! We only have a few seconds!”
I regained my feet and jumped up to the bed.
Murphy threw the front window open, pushed out the screen, and heaved a grenade.
I jumped and grabbed a two-by-four beam and hauled myself into the attic. Mandi tugged on my clothes to help me up.
A grenade explosion sounded from in front of the house just as Murphy ripped open the back window.
Russell screamed like an abandoned monkey and reached for the attic as tears poured across his face.
Another explosion rattled the house from the backyard.
“Jump, Russell!”
Russell waved his arms and bent his knees but was afraid to make the leap.
“Jump!”
Russell cried louder.
Then Murphy was on the bed, grabbing Russell in a bear hug around his thighs and lifting him up.
Mandi and I both grabbed whatever we could and pulled Russell in. As soon as his feet cleared the hole, Murphy hauled himself up.
“Get him quiet. Now!” Murphy hissed.
Mandi immediately put her arms around Russell and cradled his head on her shoulder.
Able to think of nothing else to do, I hugged Russell. He started to calm.
Murphy slid the attic access panel back over the hole and whispered, “It’s time to pray. Silently.”
Outside, the infected were howling and screaming, preying on the wounded. Downstairs, it was much the same, until the sounds of infected running through the house reached the top floor.
Murphy drew his knife, reached over and pushed it into my hand. His look at Russell told me what he expected.
Mandi’s face turned to anguish. 
If Russell made a sound, I’d need to kill him as silently as possible. It would be him or all of us.
But he wasn’t a monster anymore. He was just like me. 
Wanting to cry out under the burden of my choice, I begged the gods of every form to please keep Russell silent. I breathed as quietly as I could and sat as still as a statue. Our options were used up. Meager shreds of hope were all that remained.
 



 
 
Chapter 24
 
With an outside temperature in the low nineties, the attic was dangerously hot. If not for a couple of attic fan domes sucking the oven-hot air out, we wouldn’t have survived for long.
As soon as the noise from the room directly below us dissipated, Murphy withdrew bottles of water from his bag and gave us each one. We had to hydrate.
Thank God for our luck in finding those in the pantry.
Russell settled down and sat quietly beside Mandi, content to do nothing at all except remain in our company. The rest of us sat still and poured sweat onto the insulation below, despite expending no physical effort.
I returned Murphy’s knife to him, glad to be rid of it, glad to be rid of the mortal responsibility that it implied. Mandi glared at both of us during the handoff.
I wanted to judge Mandi harshly for her resistance to the possibility of killing Russell. Mandi was too kind. I wondered if she’d be able to harden her heart enough to survive.
I knew I’d spend a lot of time wondering over the potential immoral necessity of killing Russell to preserve three other lives. I wondered who I’d see the next time I looked in the mirror. Would it be Zed, the underachiever, or Zed, the child murderer? After all, that’s what Russell was, a child in a man’s body. But those were thoughts for another day.
I let my breath drain out of me.
I spent a long time staring into the insulation between my feet after that, deciding whether I was worth the effort of inhaling another breath.
The sounds of the infected downstairs, fighting over the carcasses of their dead brought my thoughts back into the now. Like the infected who were eating the immolated dead piled behind the house, those downstairs had to have gone hungry for days before happening upon us. Whether that meant that they’d run out of uninfected to eat, or if it meant the uninfected who were left had gotten good at staying off the dinner plate, I didn’t know.
I was coming to learn that well-fed infected were a lot less dangerous than the hungry.
An hour into our internment, the light coming in through the attic vents began to dim. An hour later, it was pitch black in the attic. Noises in the house below diminished significantly and finally disappeared. I pushed my flashlight into the loose insulation between the beams and turned it on. The dim light it provided was barely sufficient for me to make out the shapes of the others, but I couldn’t risk letting any amount of light leak out of the attic. 
Murphy leaned very close and whispered, “What do you think?”
“I don’t know,” I answered.
He said, “We can’t stay up here.”
“I know.”
Murphy said, “We can make it through the night, but when this attic heats up tomorrow afternoon, we’ll all overheat. We’ll stroke out or we’ll die of dehydration.”
I had no doubt that Murphy was right. We’d have to do something, which meant we needed to know the situation in the house below and outside. I said, “If we’re quiet about it, we can open the access panel and I’ll sneak down and scope out the situation.”
Murphy shook his head.
“What?” I asked.
He said, “If you go, Simple Russell might have a fit again. The dude has separation anxiety.”
I shook my head, “I don’t think that’s what he was screaming about.”
Mandi leaned close and said, “Yes, it was, Zed. He’s attached to you.”
“I’ll go,” said Murphy. “I’ll check things out and come back, and we’ll figure out how to get out of here.”
The issue was settled. I turned off the flashlight and Murphy very quietly moved the attic access panel out of the way. A big breath of relatively cool air followed the dim light that flooded up from below.
After checking that the room below was empty, Murphy stealthily lowered himself down to the bed.
I cringed as the mattress springs creaked under his weight. I strained to hear any other sounds in the house; only breathing and snoring. We were safe for the moment.
Once Murphy got to the floor, I slid the panel over and covered most of the hole, leaving a six-inch gap on one end. I positioned myself so that I could sit on a ceiling beam and watch the bedroom door through the gap. We waited.
Impatient minutes passed. I looked at Mandi’s and Russell’s ghostly gray shapes in the darkness. Whether Mandi was feeling as anxious as I was over the elapsed time, I couldn’t tell. I couldn’t make out the features on her face.
I wanted to check my text messages, but that’s as far as that thought went. The bright light from the smartphone’s screen could give us away.
I wondered about Amber and Steph. I thought about the state of the world. I thought about the future. I tried to imagine a way for us get out with all the infected below. They had to be down there. Otherwise Murphy would have returned right away with the good news. The primary question on my mind was what Murphy was up to. What was taking him so long?
Whether thirty minutes or an hour had passed, I didn’t know, but when I heard a creak from the stairs below, I sat up at full attention, put a ready hand on the access panel, and waited.
Several long moments later, I heard another creak. Another step? 
I looked at Mandi for confirmation that I wasn’t imagining the sounds. But that was just a habit of normal communication, nulled by the darkness.
A muffled bump on the wall from somewhere below refocused my attention. I scanned what I could of the room through the gap in the ceiling, but saw nothing. 
No sounds distinguished themselves from the background noise.
Long minutes passed.
Another creak. 
Another muffled bump.
Something was going on in the house below us. The sounds were distinct, but so patiently dispersed that it had to be Murphy. 
Through the bedroom door, in the shadows of the landing, I spotted movement and tensed. I put a hand on my holstered pistol and prepared myself for whatever might come next.
Another bump on the wall was followed quickly by a second and a muffled groan.
I was surprised when I saw the end of a ladder come through the bedroom door followed by Murphy, who was carrying it.
I exhaled a long breath and felt some of my tension melt away.
I slipped the attic access panel open. Murphy carefully pushed the top of the ladder into the attic and leaned the lower part against the edge of the bed. 
He climbed the first few steps as the aluminum ladder squeaked. He stopped with his head and shoulders through the hole.
Mandi and I leaned close enough for whispers.
Murphy said, “They’re all still down there. Maybe twenty or thirty in the house. Hundreds outside.”
“Hundreds?” Mandi asked, her tone telling us all we needed to know about how defeated she suddenly felt. “You guys go. Leave me here.” She sounded on the verge of tears again. “You should save yourselves.”
Murphy shook his head. “No. I have an idea. It might not work, but…”
I finished, “…But if we stay here, we’ll die.”
Mandi said, “If our choices are between dying or taking a chance, I choose the chance. I’ll do whatever you want, Murphy.”
I said, “I’ve got nothing. What do you have in mind, Murphy?”
After several long minutes of whispering reassurances and instructions into Russell’s ear, I asked him to follow me down the ladder and to do his absolute best to make no noise at all.
I swung my feet through the hole and onto the rungs. I stopped and motioned Mandi to come close. I whispered, “If Russell starts screaming again, things are going to go to shit pretty fast. If that happens, go to the far end of the attic, cover yourself in some insulation and pray.” I stepped down the ladder.
Half way through the hole, I stopped and coaxed Russell over. I guided his feet onto the rungs. It was just like dealing with a child.
Thankfully, Russell stayed quiet.
Murphy held the ladder steady under the combined weight of us both, but it creaked loudly in protest. I fretted with each step until my feet found the floor.
While Murphy held the ladder for Mandi, I pulled my machete and pistol and went to stand by the door. My hands felt electrically charged. My blood was ready to burst from my veins and my heart was beating a manic rhythm. I was frightened out of my wits but I was catching a familiar, addictive adrenaline wave. I was ready to taunt the reaper.
The Ogre and the Harpy.
Russell came up behind me and looked over my shoulder. His baseball bat was in his hands, ready to annoy another infected.
When I turned to see how Mandi was progressing, she was already down and lying on the bed. Murphy wasted no time in wrapping the bed’s comforter around her and tossing her over his shoulder. She was small for a girl. He was big for a man. It was the only pair of factors in our favor.
Murphy hefted his hatchet in his right hand. Our eyes met. We understood each other. I crossed the landing at the top of the stairs.
The stairs themselves were a bloody mess. I eased down, one slow, precarious step after another. Russell mimicked my motions and we reached the bottom without arousing any of the sleeping infected.
In the living room, the moonlight revealed the infected cuddled together on the floor and on the furniture. A path to the open back door was clear. All we needed was silence and luck.
I checked over my shoulder for Murphy. He carried his load with little difficulty.
I stepped over sprawled legs and avoided broken bits of porcelain. Russell and Murphy followed, placing their steps in the spots I’d chosen.
When my first foot landed on the patio outside the back door, I froze and surveyed the backyard. We had surpassed my most optimistic expectations for the plan. It was no time to let carelessness ruin it.
My night vision was adjusted for the darkness inside the house so the backyard seemed almost bright. I heard the familiar sound of feeding infected and had no trouble seeing the spot where the grenade Murphy had thrown out of the back window had destroyed the fence and left numerous dead infected. At least two dozen living infected were still greedily feeding on those bodies.
Alerted by my movement, heads turn in my direction. I waited. In turn, each went back to his or her meal. At the moment, I was of no interest.
Whether they’d show any interest when they saw Murphy’s makeshift camouflage, we’d know soon enough.
With Russell on my heels, I skirted the house going left. I stopped at the corner, one eye on the feeding infected, and held my breath.
The Ogre and the Harpy.
Murphy came out of the house with his cargo.
No reaction. 
I couldn’t believe our luck. Would the chips finally fall in our favor?
I rounded the corner of the house and stepped into the deep shadows among the shrubs between the houses. The ground was covered in a carpet of dead, crunchy leaves.
I pressed slowly forward with all following behind.
I turned at a gap between two tall shrubs to get onto the neighbor’s carport and out of the noisy leaves.
I froze.
A tall, infected man stood three feet in front of me, knees slightly bent, hands out to his sides, teeth exposed, ready to pounce.
He’d heard us coming through the bushes and waited on his prey. When he saw me, he paused, trying to understand what I was. 
I didn’t take time to think so much as react.
His pause would come with a high price.
I stepped forward in a move that the predator never expects from the prey.
His inherent reaction was to step away, but with a move I’d learned from a high school buddy who studied Kung-Fu, my left foot came down on top one of his, and all of my weight came over on top of it, pinning the foot in place.
The infected man lost his balance and fell backward.
Whether he intended to roar in anger or try to catch his balance before he fell, his brain would never have a chance to tell his body. My machete was already following an arc into the top of his head, which split down to the bridge of his nose.
The infected man died as he collapsed with my machete lodged in his skull.
The machete made a loud, metallic clank on the concrete.
Russell was immediately beside the dead man and smashed him once across the chest with his baseball bat.
I looked around for more danger. I spied no other infected, no other movement.
Murphy emerged from the behind the shrub with wide eyes and a gaping mouth. His hatchet was up, ready for action.
I stepped up to the end of the carport and scanned what I could see of the yards and the ash-covered desolation beyond.
Nothing moved.
I breathed. 
I scanned again.
I listened.
I heard nothing unusual. No frenzied infected howls, no running feet, no crashing bodies.
We were safe.
For the moment.
I walked down the driveway to get a better view up and down the street. I saw the spot where the grenade heaved out the front window had exploded. The only human remains were torn clothes and scattered bones. 
The other infected had finished their work there and were gone.
I went back and wrestled my machete out of the infected guy’s skull, then headed for what felt like sanctuary at the moment—Russell’s house.
Long minutes later, we were back in Russell’s upstairs office, having checked the house to ensure it was empty, and locked the doors shut.
Murphy said, “I can’t believe that worked.”
Mandi harshly whispered, “What?”
 



 
 
Chapter 25
 
We hauled the mattresses from both bedrooms to Russell’s upstairs office. They took up most of the floor.
I helped Russell get his shoes off and realized he hadn’t changed his socks in days. Well, not that I had either. I wondered how many months or years would pass before I wouldn’t be surprised by how different the mundane had become.
I sat Russell on a mattress and told him to lie down.
Murphy said, “I’ll take first watch.”
“Um…” I started to protest, but couldn’t find any reason why Murphy shouldn’t.
“Be quiet, Null Spot. We need to get on some kind of watch schedule, anyway. Good sleep patterns are important to your health.”
Mandi smiled for the first time in hours, and said, “Look at you, Murphy. Mr. Mom.”
“Heh, heh, heh. You can make fun if you want, but you know I’m right.”
Mandi said, “We can talk about a schedule tomorrow. You two should sleep. I’ll stay up and keep watch. I owe you both that much, at least.”
“But…” I started.
“Null Spot, if you say anything about it, I’m going to decide that you’re a chauvinist.” Mandi’s voice was stern, but her smile was real.
“Whatever.” I dropped onto a mattress and started to untie my boots.
Murphy said, “I’m cool. Mandi’s up first.”
I said, “I haven’t had these boots off in days. So forgive me if my feet smell worse than Russell’s.”
Murphy grinned, “I doubt they can be.”
“Right!” Mandi agreed.
Mandi sat in a chair where she could see the infected out the back window of the office. “When do you think they’ll all leave?”
“Who knows?” responded Murphy.
I laid my weapons on the floor beside my spot on the mattresses. Three grown men going to sleep on a bed made of two mattresses. Talk about a new mundane. But that was my last thought about that. When my head hit the pillow, my body felt like I’d melted onto the mattress. 
I was exhausted. I needed downtime, but I was so keyed up, my brain so alert, that my eyes refused to stay closed.
Murphy, apparently in the same predicament, asked, “So, what’s the plan, college boy?”
“What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean. We can stay here at Russell’s place for a while. We have electricity, food, and a secure place to sleep, but no water. We can drain the water heater. That’ll be plenty for a while. The other houses on this block are still intact. We might have enough food and water to last a month or two if we’re careful.”
Mandi told us, “You guys should sleep. I’m not doing this all night.”
Murphy ignored her. “Do you think this place is safe enough?”
I said, “I don’t know. Is any place safe?”
Mandi said, “Fine, if you’re not going to sleep…well, the bunker would have been safe.”
I argued, “Murphy and I already talked about that. The bunker was trashed. Nothing works there anymore. It’s a hole in the ground that we’d have to build out from scratch. We’d need a way to collect rain water. We’d need a way to generate and store electricity. We’d have to clean it out. Not just the bodies, but all the crap down there. I think its only advantage is that it’s underground and relatively hidden.”
Murphy added, “If we’re going to spend the time building a place to stay, I don’t think that’s the place to do it. There aren’t any resources around. I mean, if the bunker was stocked and functional, then I’d say let’s stay there for six months or a year and wait for things to settle down. But as it is right now, no.”
“Whether we like it or not, we need to find a way to feed ourselves. That means that at some point, we need to learn how to farm. We have to grow our own food, raise some chickens, stuff like that,” I said.
Mandi said, “There’s got to be plenty of food in houses and grocery stores. We should be able to scavenge that and eat for a long time. I don’t know how many people are out there doing the same thing right now but there’s got to be plenty for everybody. We might go for years. We might be able to eat canned food forever.”
I said, “Yum.”
“It’s better than going hungry,” Mandi countered.
“And better than all the vending machine crap we were eating,” said Murphy.
I asked, “So, what are our choices, really? We need to be able to protect ourselves from the infected. We need places where we can scavenge. We need a water source. Are we going to rely only on scavenging, or are we going to grow our own chickens and carrots and stuff?”
“What’s your thing with chickens, Zed?” Murphy asked.
Mandi brushed by Murphy’s comment and said, “Assuming that we’re not going to find a fully stocked doomsday bunker anywhere, it sounds like we’re deciding between a place in town or a place in the country.”
Murphy laughed. “That’s one way to put it, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, I guess,” I said. “I mean, we could probably wander out east and find any one of a thousand farms or ranches with no living owners. They probably all have wells, so water shouldn’t be a problem. If we could find one with solar panels or wind turbines installed to generate electricity, then so much the better.”
Mandi said, “That doesn’t sound so bad, I guess.”
I said, “If we stay in town, something centrally located is probably best. That would give us access to the most stuff to scrounge. But in the short run, there’ll be a lot more infected to deal with in town than in the country, just because that’s where they are right now. In the long run, who knows? I’m guessing that the infected will end up near whatever place has available food. If they start eating each other, like Jerome said...”
“Jerome the Liar,” Murphy corrected.
“Yeah, him,” I continued. “Then who knows? Maybe they’ll all stay in the cities.”
Mandi said, “I want to go where they won’t be.”
“Like I said, who knows where that’s gonna be?” I stared at the ceiling for bit after that. Russell started to snore.
Mandi said, “I don’t see anything moving around out back anymore.”
I sat up and got up on my knees to peek out the front window.
“Zed, lay down, I don’t need help keeping watch.”
“I’m still wide awake,” I said.
“Me, too,” said Murphy.
I sat back down on the mattress and leaned back against the wall. “You know, we could go with something of a hybrid solution.”
“What?” asked Murphy.
I answered, “On the housing choice. We could go down by Lake Austin and find one of those big estates right on the water. You know, one of those ones with three or four acres of lawn. That would be perfect for converting to growing vegetables or whatever. It’ll have plenty of water, because it’s right on the river, and it’s still kind of close to town. As a matter of fact, we could probably use a boat to zip up and down the river in safety, and we could go scavenging wherever there aren’t that many infected around. The downside is that there wouldn’t be any farm tools or farm infrastructure.”
Mandi asked, “What do you mean?”
I answered, “I don’t know. Grain silos. Hay barns. Plows. Chicken coups. I don’t know anything about farms except what I read in picture books in elementary school. All I know is that there’s got to be a ton of stuff I don’t know.”
Murphy sat up. “I’ve been thinking.”
“About?”
“To steal a page from Mandi’s etiquette manual, may I ask a question?”
Mandi said, “Very funny, Murphy.”
Murphy asked, “Who’s going to win?”
“What?” I asked.
Murphy continued, “It’s an easy question. Let’s face it, the uninfected and the infected can’t coexist. We don’t get along, right?”
I nodded tentatively, not sure where Murphy was going.
Murphy continued, “So at some point, one group is going to get killed off. Either all of the infected will get killed, or die of old age, or all of the uninfected will get killed or die of starvation or old age, or something.”
“What makes you so sure about that?” Mandi asked.
Murphy told us, “Because that’s the way it always is. There’s only one biggest, baddest motherfucker on the block. If there’re two, there’s gonna be a fight, and then there’ll be one again. That’s the way it is right now. There are two kinds of people now, and they both want to kill each other.”
I disagreed, “I think there are three kinds, Murphy. Don’t forget us.”
“Oh, yeah, us,” he agreed.
“Thanks.” I straightened up. The topic was interesting. “Murphy, what you’re saying makes evolutionary sense. You don’t generally have two animals in the same biological niche. When you do, they compete and one wins out. In the long run, there’s only one left. One dies out or moves on to greener pastures.”
Murphy shot Mandi a conspiratorial look then grinned. “Yeah professor, that’s what I’m saying.”
I ignored it.
Mandi asked, “So, it’s us or them? Either the infected will kill all of us or we’ll kill all of them?”
Murphy nodded, “Yep, Mandi, that’s it. I think we all agree on that.”
Mandi said, “But there are so many of them. I don’t feel good about that.”
Murphy laughed out loud at that. “Don’t. People win. People always win.”
“Okay, Happy Murphy, why?” asked Mandi.
I laughed. “Happy Murphy. I like that. Maybe Mandi is a keeper.”
Murphy chuckled along with us. “Mandi, the easy answer is that eventually all of the infected will die of old age or something. I guarantee you that at least some normal people will survive. Hell, there’s probably a hundred bunkers hidden in the mountains or out in west Texas with a hundred years’ worth of food and water, and I’ll bet they’re full of people just waiting until all of this blows over. Then they’ll come out and have the whole planet to themselves.”
“Unless the infected start reproducing,” I countered.
Murphy paused. “I hadn’t thought of that. Do you think they can?”
I said, “Unless the virus makes them sterile, which is possible given their body temperatures, I don’t see why not. You don’t have to be that bright to make babies. Every species figures it out, no matter how small their brains are.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Murphy conceded. “Maybe it won’t be as easy as just waiting them out, but in the end the result will be the same. The only question is, when will intelligent humans be the dominant animal on the planet again?”
Mandi asked, “Why are you so sure they will be?”
“The same reason it’s always been true. Because people are smarter,” Murphy said, triumphantly.
I said, “Yeah, I agree with that too. People evolved in places where all of the predators were stronger, bigger, and faster, and so were most of the prey animals. Our only advantage was that we were smart. Evolutionarily speaking, brains always trump brawn. Brains trump speed. Brains trump size. Brains trump everything, at least so far.”
Mandi asked, “So far?”
Murphy said, “Don’t listen to him on that last part, Mandi. He thinks too much.”
Sarcastically, I thanked Murphy.
“I call ‘em as I see ‘em.”
“Whatever. What’s the point of all this, Murphy?” I asked.
“Man, my point is that one day, not tomorrow, probably not even next year, maybe not even five years from now, but one day, this will all be over. One day, the infected will either get wiped out by smarter, uninfected people or they’ll just be some minor annoyance, like wolves or mountain lions were a few hundred years ago.”
I said, “I’m not sure that getting eaten by a mountain lion is something I’d call a minor annoyance.”
“Zed, don’t be a dick. You know what I mean. When you were growing up in white boy suburbia, you never walked to school worrying about whether a mountain lion was going to eat you. There was a time when people worried about that, but not now, because people are afraid of mountain lions, so they killed most of them off. It’s gonna be the same with the infected. It’ll take a while, but eventually, people will learn how to deal with them and they’ll all get killed off.”
“Fine, Murphy. Where is all of this going?” I asked.
“Patience, grasshopper. I’m getting there.”
“Grasshopper?” Mandi asked.
I said, “Murphy spends too much time watching old TV shows, Mandi.”
“Let me ask another question,” Murphy said. “Since we all agree that one day, the infected will be a problem that gets solved, what will become of the human race?”
Mandi said, “I don’t understand what you’re asking, Murphy.”
Murphy said, “What I mean is, what will life be like once all the infected are gone? Let’s say that you could get in a time machine and come back here a hundred years after the infected were gone, or two hundred years, however long you think it will take things to get back to normal. My question is, what will normal look like?”
That was an interesting question. I needed a moment to think about it. Murphy was a lot smarter than any of us, including Murphy, thought he was. I asked, “How will humanity react when it realizes that it has survived an extinction event?”
Mandi ventured her guess, “Things will be just like they were before. Is that what you guys think? I mean they would, wouldn’t they?”
I said, “Mandi, unfortunately the cynic in me agrees with you.”
Mandi asked, “Why is that cynical? That seems optimistic to me.”
I said, “It’s cynical because I don’t think that this will be a spiritually maturative event for humanity. I think that eventually things will go back to being just the way they were. There’ll be disgustingly rich people and abjectly poor people. Mankind will still find reasons to go to war. There’ll still be starvation. There’ll still be distrust between nations and people who are different. If anything, this virus might exacerbate that.
“The idealist in me wants to think that mankind will come out of this with a new perspective on how fragile a species we are, and how fragile an ecosystem we have. The idealist in me wants to think that we’ll come out of this feeling like we’ve been given a second chance at building a civilization that doesn’t have all the evils of the old civilization, but it won’t be that. We’ll just rebuild the same thing we had before. That’s how things have always happened in the past. After the Black Death, people just picked up the pieces and moved on, and things were just like they were before it happened.
“The pessimist in me says that this descent into chaos is forever, or at least for our lifetimes. All we have to hope for is a future where we’ll scavenge for our meals and try not to become meals ourselves. Maybe in the long run, things will go back to the way they were, which, one day, will seem better than this. But I wonder how many people now see this as better.”
Mandi exclaimed, “What?”
Murphy said, “You are a pessimist, Zed.”
I pressed on. “Before all this, how many people hated the reality of their meaningless, powerless, hopeless lives? That’s how most of us lived before. How many people want to face pointless materialism, debt, and anonymity? None of them. But that’s what we did. The world is a violent, terrible place now. But everything we do, from morning to midnight, is important. It’s all black and white now, live or die. There’s something real about that that our lives didn’t have before.”
“That’s what you want, Zed? Everybody I know is dead!” Mandi’s anger was rising.
I said, “Mandi, I’m so sorry, but that doesn’t make you special. You know that fact will be true for everybody you ever meet from this day forward, right?”
She settled back in her seat and said softly, “Yes, I’m sorry. I know. I just don’t like how it is now. I want to sleep in a bed. I want to close my eyes without shivering in fear. I want to eat in restaurants. I want to go to movies. I hate what the world has become.”
“Mandi,” I said, “that’s where everyone will get eventually. People will hate watching their children starve. They’ll hate being afraid. They’ll romanticize the memory of how things used to be, and they’ll want to rebuild. We’ll stop being survivors and turn into teachers, and accountants, and mechanics. We may live in walled villages. We may never walk alone in the woods again. But things will go back to the way they were, one day.”
Murphy said, “Jeez, Zed, when you get on a roll, you just can’t shut up, can you?”
“I’m sorry. I know. Isn’t that the point of this discussion, Murphy, that things will be just as they once were?”
Murphy said, “Yes and no.”
“Why no?” I asked.
“Because it was just one point in my argument. We haven’t made it all the way to my conclusion yet.”
Mandi said, “Can you just get to the point, Murphy? I think if I have to listen to another one of Zed’s lectures, my head will explode.”
“Whatever.” In the habit of our new social dynamic, that was my line. I smiled anyway.
Murphy said, “Fine, I just wanted to make sure that we were all in agreement on the assumptions before I made my point.”
I said, “And you call me a professor.”
“And your point is?” asked Mandi.
“We can all go and just try and figure out how to stay alive if you want, but—”
I cut in, “Staying alive is a pretty good option, I think.”
Mandi said, “For once, I agree with Zed.”
“There’s more,” said Murphy.
I said, “So far it’s a full time job.”
Murphy said, “My point is that things will settle down a bit. We can go live on a farm, grow potatoes, and Zed’s chickens, and wake up one day five or ten years from now, only to find out that the world is right back the way it was. Then we’re right back where we were, trying to pay the rent, trying to earn enough to feed the kids, and wishing we had the Mercedes we’ll never be able to afford. What I’m saying is that instead of just surviving, we can choose to thrive.”
“Choose to thrive?” I repeated.
“Yes.”
“Because we’re slow burns?” I asked.
“They’re saying that the immunity rate on this virus is something like one in a thousand. But slow burns like us are rare, maybe one in ten thousand. Maybe one in a hundred thousand.”
“And where’d you get that information? Somebody who got it off the internet told you, right?”
“That’s immaterial, Zed. You know it’s true. There aren’t that many of us.”
I said, “Fine, I’ll give you that.”
“My point is that you and I have a special talent. We can move around among the infected with a lot less danger than other people.”
“True,” I allowed.
“We can take advantage of that to position ourselves for the post-virus world.”
“How?”
“It’s easy. Instead of becoming farmers or scavengers, we become traders.”
“Traders?”
Mandi asked, “Traitors?”
I said, “No, with a D.”
“Oh.”
Murphy said, “Yes, traders. People are eventually going to group together to survive. They’re going to build their walls to keep out the infected. People want safe places to raise their families. You know what will be between all of those little villages that spring up?”
Mandi shook her head.
I said, “If I say no, will you just tell me?”
“Zed, Mandi, between those little villages will be badlands. The badlands will be full of the infected and full of valuable stuff. Zed, you and me, we can collect that stuff and trade it to the villagers for their valuables.”
I said, “Murphy. They hate us. You said that, remember?”
Murphy responded, “But they don’t hate Mandi. She’s one of them.”
I couldn’t argue with that.
“We can carry goods from one village to another. We can build a whole trading empire transporting goods, rebuilding the economy, taking our little slice off the top, and getting rich in the process. We’ll be like the John D. Rockefellers of tomorrow.”
I said, “To start with, we’d be more like the Cornelius Vanderbilts, since he was a railroad tycoon. He transported goods.”
Mandi said, “I think I just had a tiny explosion in my head.”
Murphy said, “That’s irrelevant. My point is that these rich dudes saw an opportunity, and they took advantage of it and got rich. We’re all three in a special position to take advantage of today’s opportunity.”
I said, “I’ll give you one thing, Murphy, you are the most optimistic person I’ve ever met. Everybody you ever met is getting eaten by the infected right now, and you see past all that, and better yet, see a way to get wealthy in the process. What about money? I think it’s pretty worthless right now. Doesn’t trade depend on currency?”
“Details, man. We can get around that,” Murphy argued.
I adjusted my sitting position to get more comfortable and felt the phone in my front pocket push into my thigh, reminding me of its presence.
Mandi asked Murphy some question, but I only half paid attention. I pulled my phone out, turned it on and waited.
The screen splashed the manufacturer’s logo. It took its time, but finally came to life. 
I got three cellular bars. 
The data icon lit up.
I waited.
The missed call badge didn’t flash red. The message badge didn’t flash. Those always took a few minutes to catch up after the phone booted.
Murphy and Mandi continued talking. My attention was fixed on the phone. 
To hear nothing from Amber was good, based on our last conversation. To hear something from Steph would be a fantastic surprise. I was already taking the emotional steps toward accepting her death.
The phone vibrated and the phone’s missed call badge lit up. 
Seven.
Holy crap!
I missed seven calls from Amber!
I checked for voicemail.
Nothing.
I checked for text messages.
Nothing.
I dialed Amber’s number, waited a moment, and listened to the phone ring again and again. 
It switched to voicemail. I hung up.
Murphy said, “What’s up?”
I shook my head but didn’t answer.
I dialed again and listened to for the ringing.
Mandi asked, “Is everything okay?”
Voicemail.
Damn!
I dialed again. Murphy and Mandi were talking. I didn’t hear them.
Ring. Ring.
Voicemail.
“Shit!”
 



 
 
Chapter 26
 
The air outside was still warm, but it was a far cry from the heat that would come later in the morning after the sun came up.
I asked Murphy, “Aren’t you going to call me Null Spot?”
Murphy’s face was cast in seriousness. “No, Zed. I don’t think you should go.”
“I have to go, Murphy.”
“You shouldn’t go by yourself,” Murphy told me.
“I have Russell,” I answered.
Murphy said, “You know what I mean, man.”
I did. “Taking Mandi into that is likely to get us all killed. We can hardly leave Mandi here to fend for herself. So…”
Mandi had tears in her eyes, but she remained quiet.
“Look Zed, don’t take this the wrong way, but you barely know this girl. She was with them when they kicked us out.”
“Please stop saying that, Murphy. She didn’t want that. She did what she had to do. It wasn’t any different than when you gave me the knife in the attic. To save ourselves, we would have killed Russell. It would have been wrong. But what choice would we have had? It was the same for Amber. She made a choice to survive.”
Murphy shook his head. “Zed, I’m going to tell you the same thing you told me about my mom and sister before we came up here. Just like I didn’t want to hear it. You’re not going to want to hear it. If she’s not answering, she’s probably dead.”
I felt a lump in my throat. I nodded. I couldn’t chance a verbal answer. I needed a second to get a grip on my emotions.
“You like her, don’t you?” Murphy asked.
I nodded again. Then I shook my head. I managed to say, “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know what I feel. Like you said. I barely know her. It doesn’t make sense to me. I just know I have to do something to help her. She called me seven times, Murphy. She wouldn’t have called if she didn’t need help. She was counting on me.”
Murphy shook his head and softly said, “Zed…”
I said, “Murphy, I have to do this.”
Murphy looked past me into the dark sky and didn’t say anything for a long time. When he did speak, he was as serious as I’d heard him yet. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Zed. I know we just met and all, but I love you like a brother, man.” He wrapped his big arms around me and hugged me tight. “Don’t get killed.”
I was stiff. My arms hung at my sides. I wasn’t emotionally equipped to respond, but through the gravel in my voice, I said, “Thank you, Murphy. I…I…”
Murphy let go. “Man, you don’t need to say anything. It’s not like you’re trying to get laid, here, but maybe one day when you get that stick out of your ass, you can act like a normal person. Until then.”
Mandi came over and hugged me, too. “Please come back, Zed.” She stepped away and covered her face in her hands.
Murphy said, “You should have enough ammo and water.”
I nodded. “With any luck, we’ll be back by noon.”
“Luck? What the fuck is that?”
Chapter 27
The sky was clear, and we had the light of the waxing moon over smokeless desolation. The wind had turned. It came out of the southeast, carrying humidity from the Gulf of Mexico with it.
With water, ammunition, and weapons, I was carrying at least twenty pounds. To balance the load between us, I put the bulk of the water and some food in Russell’s bag. 
I cinched Russell’s backpack tight on his shoulders. I checked that his shoes were tied. “Are you ready for this Russell?”
Russell looked at me with his blank face and empty eyes. 
“Good, me too.”
I turned and started a jog down the street. I set a slow, sustainable rhythm for my booted feet. As they clomped on the asphalt, I heard Russell’s steps fall in sync with mine. He was right behind me.
As the blocks passed, I spent the sweaty run in meditation. It helped to clear my mind of anger and worries. All that existed in the world was the breath in my lungs, the pounding in my chest, and the asphalt slapping the bottoms of my boots. But I missed the usual pain.
My knees didn’t feel the pounding of jogging with the extra weight. My lungs didn’t burn with exertion. My muscles didn’t complain about the burden.
I put two fingers on my neck to check my pulse. Without the feedback loop of pain to keep me from overexerting myself, even jogging could turn fatal.
Twenty or thirty minutes in to the run, I slowed to a walk to give Russell and myself a chance to drink and rest. Five minutes was all I afforded us before I leaned back into a southwesterly jog.
Above us, enormous black plumes of smoke flowed out of the east. The Houston refinery smoke was back.
Miles passed. Sweat poured. Water bottles were emptied and returned to Russell’s pack. 
I’d hoped to have found a car in which to race to the campus by that time. But the fire’s ubiquitous destruction saw to it that no functioning car was anywhere to be had.
When we got to MLK Boulevard, we came across the first of several flocks of westbound infected that we’d encounter on our run down to the campus. There were thousands in that first group, jogging up MLK with their pale sweaty skin glowing in the moonlight. They jogged in three serpentine, intersecting lines with marching band precision. Very creepy.
Russell and I waited on a side street and rested while the group passed. We needed to follow MLK down to campus but I had no desire to disturb the group, though the thought of jumping onto the end of a line did cross my mind. We were all infected. It may have worked. 
It wasn’t until we encountered the third such group that I started to wonder if they were fleeing the Houston fires just as the infected in East Austin had fled our fires a few days before.
By six o’clock, the sky was painted a dull gray in the east and we crossed the MLK Bridge over IH-35. We were at the southeast corner of the university campus. Brackenridge Hospital was maybe a quarter mile south along the highway. 
My clothes were drenched with sweat. Russell was soaked. I felt fatigue in every ounce of my flesh. I wondered why the virus couldn’t have damaged the part of my brain that made me feel that.
Russell and I downed more water and I pointed down toward the hospital campus. “It’s my favorite used car lot, Russell. I’m thinking I’d look good driving a tan Humvee. What do you think?”
Russell, of course, had nothing to say. He looked across the hospital complex with a pained expression on his face. 
When I followed his gaze back, I noticed that there were a lot more infected around the hospital’s main building than there were when Murphy and I had stolen our last Humvee. I also noticed that the hundreds of bodies of the dead infected had been picked clean of flesh.
With the carrion gone, it wouldn’t be long before the infected started to turn on the weak among them, or any infected they came across.
“C’mon, Russell.”
We ran south on the highway’s access road, past the basketball arena.
It wasn’t long before we were among the bones and vehicles where Murphy and I acquired our last Humvee.
The difference on this trip was that I wasn’t picky about which one I got. I wanted the first armored Humvee I could steal. With a vehicle under me, I’d be at the dorm in minutes with a means to get Amber free of that place.
I grew anxious as I thought about what I might find in the dorm but I steeled my heart for whatever I might have to do. 
The first Humvee we came to had dry pools of blood on the floors. There were stains on the seats and bloody, shredded clothing scattered inside. It smelled of maggots and rot. It was disgusting, but bearable.
From the passenger side of the vehicle, I held the door open and told Russell to get in and sit down. He complied, but once I shut the door he became very agitated and started to howl as he fumbled with the door to try to get back out again.
I hurried around to the driver’s side of the vehicle. A hundred infected eyes were on me by the time I landed in the driver’s seat. 
They came running at us as I closed the door.
“Jeez! Every fucking time! Are you kidding me?”
I started up the engine and sped away before any of the infected got close enough to lay a hand on the vehicle. Nevertheless, they were anxious to pursue.
“Russell, did I mention that things were going to get interesting? Oh, and if there are a bunch of infected by the dorm, things are going to get really interesting.” 
The infected population appeared to have increased everywhere, as I ran down first one, then another, and another. They flowed into the streets to chase us. 
Austin was thick with them. There were six million people in Houston before the virus. How many did the flames drive toward Austin? It seemed like all of them.
I cut hard at the first corner I came to, raced a short city block, and turned again. My goal was not to stay on any street long enough for the infected to see me coming and get out in front of us. Back and forth, right and left, I maneuvered the Humvee circuitously toward our goal.
We crossed MLK through an irrelevant red stop light and sped north on Brazos Street. A quick left onto Jester circle and an almost immediate right put us on Speedway just two blocks from the dorm.
I swerved around cars in the street and made little effort to dodge the infected who got in my way, depending instead on the toughness of the vehicle.
In my excitement, I yelled at Russell, “This isn’t much of a plan, Russell! I hope it works!”
We passed the gym and I bounced the Humvee over the curb without slowing down. Its military grade suspension jostled us but didn’t fail. I took out a hedge as I angled across the grassy quad and headed for the gap between the dorm and the ROTC building.
I straightened the Humvee out as I neared the gap, then dragged the front fender along the limestone wall of the old dorm. I slowed to align the front door of the Humvee with the alcove in which the recessed side door of the dorm waited.
I smashed the brakes and flung the Humvee door open. I wasted no time with subtleties in checking whether the door was locked. I blasted it with my M-4. 
The infected were already coming. The gunshots wouldn’t make a lick of difference.
The glass shattered and I raced onto the first floor. Russell climbed over the driver’s seat and followed me through.
I took a quick glance back to gauge my chances of a successful exit and felt okay about it. The Humvee was wedged hard against the exterior wall of the building, completely blocking the entry. The only way for the infected to follow us into the building would be to crawl under. I had no doubt that some would, but relative to the horde that was gathering around the Humvee, the crawlers were a solvable problem.
I wasted no time with the elevator, but went straight for the stairs. I bounded up three and four at a time, with Russell chasing after.
When I flung the door open on the fifth floor, I was fully prepared to deliver some mayhem to Mark and whomever of his ROTC whack jobs were still there to get in my way.
Instead of a man with a gun, what assaulted me upon exiting the stairwell was the smell of death. From Amber’s texts, I knew that most of those we’d left in the dorm were dead or infected. Two of their bodies lay in the hall ahead of me.
I brought by M-4 up to my shoulder and aimed it up the hall. “Hello!” I shouted.
No answer.
“Hello!”
“Amber!”
Nothing.
“Mark!”
Nothing.
“Marcy!”
I turned to check that Russell was with me. He stood a few paces back, breathing heavy, but blank-faced.
I weighed the choice between running straight for Amber’s room or taking the cautious route and clearing the rooms as I went.
The Ogre and the Harpy.
“Fuck it!” I ran up the hall at full speed.
I slid to a stop at Amber’s door and pounded. “Amber, it’s me, Zed!”
Russell pounded on the door.
I looked up and down the hall. No sign of life.
I pounded again. “Amber! It’s me, Zed!”
Russell pounded.
“Damn!”
I stood back to kick the door open then gave it a second thought and checked the doorknob. It turned. 
The Ogre and the Harpy.
The door swung open and I rushed inside.
“No!”
Amber lay on the floor, naked except for a torn shirt. I dropped to my knees beside her motionless body. Russell dropped to his knees beside me.
I put hand on Amber’s heavily bruised face. I put two fingers to her neck to check her pulse.
“No! No! No!” 
Russell started to sob. Of his own accord, he pulled her torn shirt together to cover her breasts. Then he wailed like a dying beast.
I fell back onto my butt and felt my soul drain out of me.
Amber’s face was swollen and bloody. Her hands were bruised from defending herself. 
Her skin was not white.
She’d never been infected. She was immune.
But she was dead. 
I was numb. I was lost. I’d failed to save her.
I had failed.
I—
Breath came into my lungs and left.
Sounds fell on my ears and registered in my brain.
But Amber’s body lying on the floor was the only thing in the universe that mattered at that moment.
Russell’s wails hurt my heart.
Amber had not been killed by the infected. There were no signs of feeding. She’d been murdered.
I cut the deduction short and jumped to the only conclusion that made sense. She’d been beaten, raped, and murdered by Mark.
I barely knew her, but she was a friend.
She could have been more than that.
I cried.
In my head, the Harpy’s bony finger skewered my defenses and her harsh cackle poured in. The Ogre’s heavy fists punished me for my weakness and pushed me to rage.
Rage brought frustrated tears.
Tears brought humiliation.
Humiliation brought more rage.
In the little bits of my gray matter that could form a rational thought, I wondered whether the infection was for the best, whether we humans deserved to continue. 
What did people ever do that didn’t end in tears?
What!
Two seemingly normal parents had raised the heartless Harpy, whose only joy in life was in ensuring that there was none in mine. Who knew what turned Dan into an iron-fisted Ogre? 
Our culture made the cops that beat me. It trained the doctors that tried to dispose of me like a piece of hazardous waste.
But it made Steph who tried to save me from that fate. It made Amber, a sweet girl who was too afraid of her peers to stand against prejudice when Murphy, Jerome, and I were being cast out.
We humans made Mark, and Mark’s worth could only be measured in the blood and bruises on Amber’s skin.
My mind reeled, trying to find meaning for it all, just when meaning had lost its value.
Only one thing mattered anymore.
I had to find Mark.
Mark had to suffer. 
Mark had to die.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
There were three of them.
She’d stopped naming them a week ago. It had been an amusing distraction for a while—and the Good Lord only knew, she needed distractions—but then they’d all started blending together, the Black-Eyed Susans, the Raisinheads and the Meat Throats.
Now, though, Rachel Wheeler couldn’t resist looking through the grimy drugstore window as she waited, crouched in the litter of baby powder and cellophane.
Stumpy.
The one on the right, sitting on the sidewalk bench surrounded by a mountain of bulging plastic bags, was missing his left arm just below the elbow. The wound was swathed in a filthy towel strapped in place with duct tape, stained dark brown at its blunt end.
Stumpy was waiting for a bus that would never come. Rachel couldn’t tell if he was a Zaphead. He might just be another of the schizophrenic homeless, one of the underclass that hadn’t even noticed that the world had ended. Although gaunt, he didn’t appear particularly motivated to kill, obsessed instead with swatting away the flies that swirled around his stump.
He was fifty feet away, and she could outrun him easy. All she had to do was run as if her life depended on it. It wouldn’t be much of a challenge because her life had depended on it for days.
A hundred yards down the street, The Beard, the guy staggering back and forth, was almost certainly a Zaphead. His expression was hidden by the unkempt hair, but he was hunched and his fists were clenched, rage curling around whatever strange energy burned inside of him.
Okay, Beard, you’ve solved my little dilemma of whether I should head south or head north.
The mountains were her destination, and they lay to the northwest, but she wasn’t willing to risk The Beard.
The word “destination” sounded odd in her thoughts, because of the root “destiny.” Such abstractions were laughable now, but laughter was the only weapon against the fear that sapped the strength from her legs. And she needed her legs.
Oh, yes, Lord, give me stumps for hands, but please don’t mess with my legs.
In this scary new world, in this After, you had to run, dragging your guilt and fear and all the dark weight of Before.
Even if she’d wanted to head south, where not even hope was an option, Chain Guy had other ideas. He was moving through the smoky haze between a Volvo sedan cattycornered in the intersection and an abandoned police car, its doors flung open like the wings of a spastic, grounded bird as it perched with two wheels on the curb.
Chain Guy was dressed in a torn leather jacket, despite the late-August heat—and in Charlotte, the August heat grabbed your throat and scrubbed you with salt water—and he carried a knapsack. Clearly, he was one of the higher-functioning lunatics. The chain in his right hand trailed out on the asphalt behind him, its faint clink the sole soundtrack to a scene that had once featured rush-hour traffic.
She ducked lower in the drugstore window, clutching her backpack more closely. The pack was bulging, and she’d needed the dried foods she’d collected, but now, the comfort items felt more like indulgences that would slow her down and maybe get her killed. 
Really, toilet paper and tampons, Ray-Ray? Why not grab some hemorrhoid cream and Viagra while you’re at it? You can’t beat these prices, so you might as well stock up.
She wondered if she should wait it out, to see whether The Beard and Chain Guy squared off. Maybe while they were busy, she could slip out and head down a perpendicular street. It was likely that one or two Zapheads would be on the prowl, but she didn’t want to stay there until dark. The store’s front door was smashed in, and other scavengers might show up for this unbeatable, once-in-a lifetime, going-out-of-business sale.
The sun was still high, but barely visible through the smoke that curled from the downtown high rises. She suspected a bonfire was raging in the football stadium, too—the wind carried the stench of charred meat.
Chain Guy wrapped loops of his weapon around his forearm until he had a four-foot length. He swung it back and forth, gradually picking up momentum until he was whipping the chain in a circle over his head. He was still about forty yards from The Beard, who still paced back and forth, apparently oblivious to the coming storm.
As the chain whirred like a slow helicopter blade, a dog bounded out from behind the police cruiser, snarling and yapping. He was a German shepherd—lean, dark and hungry. The dog made a beeline for Chain Guy, evidently smelling something he didn’t like. But the dog must have sensed the reach of the chain, because  he halted and lowered himself onto his forelegs, haunches reared as if poised to attack.
Get ‘em, boy, Rachel silently cheered, thinking the distraction would give her an opening. She squeezed the straps of her pack, testing the weight and calculating how much it would hinder her speed.
The dog’s lips peeled back as he growled. Chain Guy’s expression didn’t change. He spun the chain faster, almost daring the dog as he headed for The Beard. The shepherd danced forward a few feet and snapped, but Chain Guy kept walking, not breaking stride. The dog apparently didn’t like being challenged, so he made a run for Chain Guy’s ankles.
The chain lashed out of its orbit and descended with stunning speed, the blow so sudden that Rachel wasn’t even sure she’d seen it. Then came the thwack as metal hit meat, the chain flaying the dog’s rib cage. It emitted one garbled yelp of pain and collapsed. Chain Guy still wore that blank, businesslike expression as he brought the chain around for another blow. This one took out a leg and the shepherd crawled away like a broken spider.
The sickening attack reminded Rachel they weren’t playing “Ring Around the Rosie” here. It was dog eat dog. And, they definitely weren’t playing. If it came down to it, she’d rather Chain Guy eat the dog than eat her.
If Chain Guy looked to his left, he might have glimpsed her hiding behind the shards of glass in the storefront. Her curiosity was slightly more compelling than her fear, and every bit of information might mean the difference between survival and its opposite. She wasn’t sure what the “opposite” was, but it was worse than death.
Chain Guy maintained his pace, but he let the chain slow again above his head. Stumpy hadn’t moved from his bench, and The Beard still seemed intent on whatever crack in the asphalt had consumed his entire attention for the past minute.
Or Jesus. Jesus in the oil stain, the rainbow warrior, the light of wisdom.
Rachel bit her lip to keep from giggling. Don’t lose it. Only crazy people lose it, and you know what happens to crazy people.
Something tumbled from the shelves behind her, near the prescription counter.
She hadn’t checked the aisles after seeing the corpse of a child, although the place had seemed dead. But “dead” had a new meaning now.
She tensed, but didn’t bolt, because the real threat of Chain Guy outweighed the imaginary threat spawned by a jar falling to the carpet. The Zapheads weren’t known for subtlety, so there was zero chance of one of them creeping up on her. No, a Zaphead would roll forward like a Cadillac out of hell, fueled by the frenzy zapping and hissing in its brain.
Chain Guy was busy bearing down on The Beard, so she crawled to the left a few feet and peered around a display of Hallmark cards. A hand stretched out on the floor beside the prescription counter, the fingers twitching.
Could be a Zapper in the last throes of internal combustion.
The hand curled once, twice, and then she recognized it as a beckoning motion. A Zaphead wouldn’t beckon. It would go for what it wanted, not lure you closer.
Somebody—a human—was down. And here came the litmus test of After: Did the old codes still apply? Did she still have to love her neighbor? Did she have to treat everyone as a child of God?
Maybe God wouldn’t notice just this once. Maybe she could just sit right here near the door and then make a run for it, gasping prayers.
Better to ask for forgiveness than for permission, right?
However, forgiveness probably wasn’t a question one wanted to ask of God. Not now, in the After. Rachel tried to look away, she really did, but the hand made another beckoning motion. It looked frail, the fingers knotty and thin. It was not the kind of hand that would wrap around your throat and drag you screaming into the darkness.
Outside, the chain clanked against the asphalt, as if Chain Guy was working out the kinks and getting ready for business.
The hand gave one final gesture, this time just the index finger, motioning Closer, closer, closer with an intensity that only silence could fully project.
Still, she resisted the impulse to help, the love-thy-neighbor credo that had been drummed into her from childhood, sitting bedside with her cancer-stricken mother, volunteering at the Humane Society, joining the Wellspring Fellowship’s Happy Helpers, and taking counseling classes at UNC-Charlotte. Little Ray-Ray had been on track for a golden-rule life of selfless service. In the Before.
However, she’d been sidetracked.
She wasn’t even sure there was a track anymore, because the train had jumped off into a dark, directionless territory.
Rachel looked away from the hand and eyed the door. She could probably get twenty yards down the sidewalk before Chain Guy broke his fixation and noticed her, and maybe that would buy her enough of a jump on him. Her legs were young and limber and strong, built by a cycling addiction. She could outrun him.
Probably.
“Huhhh…”
The wheeze came from behind the prescription counter. She jerked around her neck, and the hand now balled into a fist, as if tapping some last reserve of energy. The whisper came again, weak and broken.
“Huhhh…help…”
Goddamn you, God.
She checked on Chain Guy, still closing in on The Beard, who swayed in obsessed circles. Stumpy sat on the bench as if waiting to feed pigeons. It was just another busy weekday in downtown Charlotte.
Just another day in After.
“Help.” The voice of the hand’s owner gained volume, and she hissed a “Shhh” in response as she crawled down the aisle. The last thing she needed was for Zapheads to show up, pissed off that they hadn’t been invited to the party.
She’d long ago—well, days ago, but it had seemed like years—decided that it was selfish to pray for survival and deliverance, but it was righteous to pray for the strength to help others. She’d also promised to live for Chelsea, to spend all the years that had been taken from her little sister—taken by Rachel.
But she couldn’t think of that now, or she would become paralyzed, accepting her fate. Deserving death. Deserving it because each breath was a selfish act in a world where she had destroyed something beautiful.
As Rachel drew closer, a rank, sour odor assailed her. She’d smelled her share of corpses, with their heavy, sweet fecundity—decay had become so pervasive in After that only a truly sharp odor had a chance of piercing it. Whatever lay behind the counter had achieved that rare status.
The arm pulled itself into the gap and she crawled faster, chafing her knees even through the blue jeans she wore. Her backpack was off-balance, banging against her right hip, and she had to navigate an obstacle course of stuffed animals, jars of nutritional supplements, soft drinks, and other artifacts of a lost culture.
It was darker back here, removed from the sunlight, but not so dark that she had to dig out her flashlight. She wasn’t sure she wanted a clear look, anyway, because the sour odor suggested something had turned inside-out.
“Help,” the man’s voice said again, and she answered, “Okay.”
God, I’m trusting you here, and if you’re leading me to a horrible, painful death, I swear I’ll never speak to you again.
Then she reached the counter and felt concealed enough to rise into a crouch and duck-walk the final ten feet around the counter. The man was curled on his side in a fetal position, wearing a white coat that suggested he’d been the pharmacist on duty at some point, back when duty mattered and pulled a weekly paycheck. Resembling a lighter-skinned Gandhi, he was bald and old and wore rounded glasses with wire frames. A pool of vomit explained the stink, and the flies had already migrated from the child’s corpse to check out this new taste sensation.
“You’re…one of us,” he said.
“Yeah,” she said, wishing she could summon that caregiver confidence expounded upon in her counseling textbooks. “Are you hurt?”
He gave a pained smile, and a wet fleck of vomit appeared in the corner of his mouth. “I hurt just fine, thanks.”
“Let me help you.”
She reached to check the pulse in his neck, but he shook his head. “No, don’t save me. For the sake of…all that is holy…let me die.”
Great. So he wants me to play Dr. Kevorkian here. Too bad.
She touched his neck, and he didn’t resist. His carotid pulse was a weak flutter. It was a wonder that he even had enough strength left to speak.
“Don’t save me.” His face curdled with an emotion somewhere between anger and defiance.
“Why did you ask for help, then?”
He rolled his eyes down to his other hand, the one that was curled into a fist around something. “I wasn’t asking for help. I was offering it.”
His reply startled her. He didn’t look like he was in a position to help anything but the maggots. His breathing grew shallower.
“How many are outside?” he asked.
“Two or three,” she said. “I’m not sure about one of them.”
He opened his hand, which held an orange prescription vial. “Nembutal,” he said. “The easy way out.”
So, he was the one playing Dr. Kevorkian. She’d seen Nembutal in the animal shelter, where it was used to end the suffering of sick pets. He let the vial roll from his hand and he gave it a weak nudge along the floor, toward her.
“Antiemetics, too,” he said.
“Huh? What’s that?”
“Don’t want to vomit it out before it has a chance to work.” His words were slurring now. “I should take the old sawbones advice…of ‘Heal thyself’…to heart, huh?”
She wondered how many of them he’d swallowed. Probably far more than enough, if he knew his trade, and he had the look of experience. In a matter of such importance, he’d be dead certain about the dosage levels.
“I’m not ready to die,” she said.
“None of us were,” he wheezed. His eyelids fluttered.
She checked his pulse again, and she could barely detect the blood making its last sluggish rounds through his circulatory system. At any second, he’d fall unconscious, and then his brain would begin the slow process of turning off the lights until the party was over.
“Do you…want me to pray with you?” she said. She didn’t want to ask if he was saved, because that seemed too judgmental for this most personal of moments.
“I’m…good,” he said. He nudged the vial toward her. “Here. My final request.”
His hand bore a wedding ring, and she wondered about his wife. Had he “helped” her escape from After? Had he guided her into the next great uncertainty? Maybe he’d even tricked her, grinding the pills into powder and spiking her sweet iced tea.
Take it. May as well let him die feeling helpful.
“Thank you.” She collected the vial and he grinned and closed his eyes. She slipped the vial into a side pouch of her backpack. A moist whistle came from his throat, and then he grew quiet.
Outside, in the street, Chain Guy bellowed in that inhuman manner that meant he was about to indulge in his Number One Priority, following his purpose, as did all beings under God’s high heaven. Even Zapheads.
She sat with the suicidal pharmacist for another minute until his pulse stopped, and then crawled back to the front of the store.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
Marvin the Martian is seriously underrated.
Campbell Grimes had always admired the faceless little Looney Tunes alien. Everybody loved Bugs Bunny. Bugs was a rabbit for all seasons, but just like Tweety Bird, Sylvester, and Porky, Bugs occasionally came up on the short end. Wile E. Coyote was admirable for his persistence and innovation, but that pencil-necked Road Runner always turned the tables.
Campbell despised the Road Runner, because the cartoon bird reminded him of Sonny Stanton, the Worthy Master of his Alpha Tau Omega chapter, back at the university. Stanton had a habit of sneaking up behind people and doing his nasally version of the Road Runner’s “meep meep.” What Campbell wouldn’t have given for an Acme Asshole Eradicator, patent pending.
Whereas, Wile E. Coyote was a hopeless slave to his hunger, Marvin had a more refined sense of the universal order. To the faceless little ant-creature with the push-broom on top of his Roman helmet, destruction was merely an aesthetic choice.
Now, looking across the dead expanse of interstate and the hushed vehicles sprawled along it like a child’s abandoned toys, Campbell figured it was a good time to borrow one of Marvin’s taglines.
“Where’s the kaboom?” he said, in a nasally cartoon voice.
“What?” Pete asked, barely listening.
“I would have expected more of a kaboom.”
“A doomsday asteroid would have sold more tickets. The world ends not with a bang but a whimper, right?”
“You’re an English major. You’re really not going to be worth much of a damn at this survival thing, are you?”
Pete took a swig of warm Busch beer and pushed dark curls of hair away from his face. “Hey, I’m here, but a lot of folks aren’t. I’d say that gives me major points.”
“Well,” Campbell said. “You must have been wearing your tin-foil skullcap when the zap came.”
Pete took another swig and hurled the empty can onto the grass median, where it bounced and came to rest in a sea of strewn clothes. “I’m not the one quoting Marvin the Martian, dude.”
“Score.”
Campbell booted down the ten-speed’s kickstand and shook the dust from the sleeves of his leather jacket. They’d had their pick of the rack at Triad Cycles, and while Pete had gone for an off-road bike with knobby tires, Campbell had chosen a utility model with a wire basket. It even had a small “Made in America” tag wired to the basket. Pete had needled him by calling him “Cheesy Rider,” but Campbell had a basket full of food and gear while Pete was stuck with whatever he could fit in his backpack.
Which was mostly beer at this point.
Campbell’s body tingled from the vibration of the ride. They’d logged twenty miles in the last three hours, slowed by occasional traffic pile-ups that forced them to go off-road. They’d spent the night in an abandoned VW van in a campground, afraid to build a fire. It was their sixth day out of Chapel Hill, one week since everything had stopped, and they were no closer to understanding what the hell was going on.
No signs of intelligent life, Campbell thought in his Marvin the Martian voice. Which isn’t necessarily a bad thing. No, not at all.
“Want to search any of these cars?” Pete asked, punctuating the query with a deep belch.
“My basket is full.”
“Might find something fresh. A pistol, beef jerky, more beer.”
“I already have a gun.”
Pete pointed at the revolver jammed in Campbell’s belt. “Aren’t you ready for an upgrade?”
“It’s enough.” Campbell had gone with the .38 because he liked to see the chamber. He thought it would be easier to keep track of how many bullets he had left, in the event he ever actually had to use it. Pete had adopted a Glock and seemed to draw great satisfaction from the clack made by driving the clip home. The guns had been courtesy of an outdoor supply shop that had been picked over a little, but apparently the survivor count was so low that supply far exceeded demand.
“What if somebody’s alive in one of those cars?” Pete asked.
“Unlikely.” Campbell scanned the interstate more carefully, bothered by the thought.
“Could be somebody like us. One of the lucky ones.”
“Damned if I’d call us ‘lucky.’”
“Maybe we should have stayed at the university. If anybody can figure this thing out, it would be our good old home-team researchers.”
“So what if they did?” Campbell grew annoyed, on the edge of anger, and he didn’t like it. Because that’s probably how they started out, when the wires melted and the brain circuitry zapped. When they started becoming them.
“Maybe they can come up with a vaccine or something.”
“This isn’t a goddamned case of the clap, Pete. And how are you going to get the crazies to cooperate? Blast them with your Explosive Space Modulator?”
“Jesus, dude, what crawled up your ass and pitched a tent?”
“Sorry.” Campbell punched the top of the sweaty helmet that rested between his legs. “The end of the world…I thought I could handle it.”
Pete rolled his bike forward a few inches. “It’s always easier in theory. Let’s give that Lance truck a try.”
The snack-food truck was parked on the shoulder parallel to the road, as if the driver had been prepared for the sudden loss of power. It was an older model, and Campbell suspected it had manual steering. Modern vehicles, dependent upon computers, had locked up or gone haywire. Hondas, Kias, and Fords were crashed or angled askew in the median. An SUV was upside down at the bottom of an embankment, doors hanging open. A twisted motorcycle straddled the guardrail, its occupant now a decaying lump of leather-encased flesh some twenty feet away.
“I don’t know,” Campbell said, feeling exposed and vulnerable. Or maybe it was the sight of at least a dozen corpses that caused his uneasiness.
“Chickenshit.”
“We’ve got food. Maybe we should just keep pedaling.”
“You still worried about roving bands of Zapheads? We don’t have to fight over it. There’s plenty for everybody.”
Pete was letting the beer talk for him. He’d downed at least a six-pack so far today, and the autumn warmth wasn’t sweating it out fast enough. Campbell understood his friend’s escapism, but personally, he preferred the survival buzz.
“Those snack crackers are loaded with preservatives,” he said. “They’ll be around long after all of us are gone.”
“Har har. Campbell made a funny.” Pete dug into a side pouch of his backpack and brought out a pack of Marlboro Lights. “The Surgeon General has determined the end of the world is hazardous to your health.”
“Don’t make me use my Space Modulator on you.”
Pete lit his cigarette and scanned the nearest vehicles. He exhaled a rising wreath of smoke and dismounted, then rolled his bike past a black Lexus with a personalized plate that said “SKIN-DR.”
“Rich bitch,” Pete said.
Campbell had a bad feeling about the car, maybe because of the way the windows looked a little steamy, despite the dry air. “Leave it.”
“What are you so afraid of, dude?”
Afraid.
That was a good one. One minute he’d been playing Left 4 Dead on the Xbox, and the next he’d been sitting in his dark apartment, wondering if his stoner roomie had forgotten to pay the power bill again. He’d gone in Roy’s bedroom and found him sprawled on the bed, glassy eyes fixed on the ceiling. Campbell hadn’t dared touch him, because something had seemed wrong about him, and he grabbed his cell to dial 9-1-1, but his phone was as dead as Roy.
Then he’d gone outside and learned that Roy wasn’t the only one…
“Check it out, bro,” Campbell said, their little code for caution, a reminder that every decision had consequences. If nothing else, it was a cheap mockery of the notion of control.
Pete leaned his bike against the rear flank of the Lexus and went to the driver’s side door. Giving one last look around, probably due to the lingering tug of Old World morals, Pete yanked the door open. He immediately cupped his hand over his mouth, the cigarette still perched between his fingers.
“Ugh,” he said, his voice muffled. “Ripe one.”
Campbell didn’t bother looking. He was busy checking out the back seat, which was empty. “What did you expect?”
“I was hoping for Angelina Jolie in a see-through nightie.”
“Pervert.”
“I meant alive. I’m not that desperate…yet.”
“You could have hooked up with the chubby chick back at that camp.”
“Gypsy Rose? I’ll take a corpse over that mess any day.” Pete reached down beside the driver’s seat and flipped a latch. The trunk popped open.
Campbell had never known anyone who could afford a Lexus, so he was a little curious about what the trunk might contain. Since the Big Zap had caught people with their pants down, sometimes literally, it offered a snapshot of human civilization in the early twenty-first century. A cultural anthropologist might have noted the widespread worship of plastic electronics and gasoline-powered engines, but Marvin the Martian would have summed it up as, “Well, back to the old drawing board.”
The trunk of the Lexus was clean, carpeted, and empty, except for a leather briefcase. It featured a combination lock with a dial. Campbell gave the serrated metal wheels a few random turns, but the hasp stayed tight. He was about to close the trunk, realized there was no point, and heard a moist squishing in the car’s interior.
He hoped Pete wasn’t doing anything disgusting. His friend had gone through a brief desecration phase on the third day, placing corpses in humorous poses. In one memorable instance, he’d drawn a mustache and goatee on a little old lady who’d fallen down with her dead poodle’s leash still wrapped around one frail wrist.
“Doomsday score,” Pete said, lifting a purse.
“Charming. It matches your fashionable ensemble.” In truth, the bright lime-green vinyl clashed horribly with Pete’s plaid jacket and filthy red sweatpants.
Pete rummaged around in the purse and pulled out a make-up kit. “Maybe I can rub this junk on my face and look like one of them.”
“They look like one of us.”
“No, they don’t. They’re redder around the eyes and their skin is pale.”
“That’s racist, dude.”
Pete tossed the make-up kit to the pavement and continued scrounging. He came away with a wallet, an iPod, a spare set of keys, and a plastic package of tissues. He tapped futilely on the iPod’s dark glass screen. “Dead like everything else.”
“Good. I don’t think I could endure your Lady Gaga marathon.”
Pete hurled the iPod across the road, where it dinked off the side of a blue SUV. “What’s in the briefcase?”
Campbell hefted it. “Heavy. Like papers.”
“Or cocaine?”
“Yeah, right. All you think about is getting high.”
Pete made a show of looking around. “You got anything better to do? Besides, I think those Zapheads kind of lowered the bar on moral inhibition.”
“I don’t give a damn about coke, but you got my curiosity up.” About a hundred feet ahead, a plumbing van had coupled with a Toyota Prius in an obscene tangle of steel and plastic. Campbell could see the driver of the Prius slumped over the wheel, dark dots of dried blood stippling the windshield. The panel van had no windows in the rear, but Campbell was willing to bet it contained all sorts of tools, probably jumbled and scattered by the collision.
All he had to do was endure the smell of corpses for a moment, but that was getting easier by the day. The stench had become like a second skin, something worn instead of smelled. Carrboro had been the worst, in the immediate wake of the Big Zap, but even outside the city, death had sent its sweet musk into the sky as if to mark the territory it now ruled. And, in the absence of governments, law, and civilization, death was the only world order remaining.
Pete followed him to the van, still shucking items from the purse, calling out as he dropped them. “Hair clip…fingernail file…a little billfold with—”
Campbell looked back to see Pete stopped in the middle of the glittering asphalt, staring at the fold of vinyl in his hand. His friend’s abrupt silence was amplified by the desolation around them.
“Family pictures, man,” Pete whispered.
Campbell hadn’t thought of his family all day. Dad Brian, a financial advisor, a guy you could toss a football and drink beers with, a solid Republican who’d vote “liberal” if he was mad at the stock market. Mom Mary, like most every Mary in the world, pretty, pleasant, and Catholic-loyal, although she’d made relief mission trips to eight different countries. Little brother Ted, or Turdfinger, as Campbell used to call him, back before Ted hit his growth spurt and could kick his butt.
The Grimes family lived on Lake James, in the North Carolina foothills, with the 3,000-square-foot Swiss-style house and little speedboat dock that was expected of people in Dad’s circle. Campbell tried to picture the three of them out on the lake: Dad at the helm with his sun visor, shades, and tanned face, Mom perched loyally by the outboard motor and keeping an eye on Ted, who trailed behind them and cut his skis through the greenish-brown water.
But that other image—the one with them all slumped and rotting in front of the widescreen TV, flies dive-bombing their eyes—was the one that burned into his head.
“We’ll get there, Pete,” Campbell said, with a conviction he didn’t feel.
Pete flapped the little photo album. “Yeah, and then what? Don’t you think her family is sitting there with dinner on the table, waiting for Mom or Sis or Wife to walk through the door and bitch about the traffic?”
Pete’s drinking not only slowed them down and increased the danger of traveling by bicycle on cluttered roads, but it also made him prone to blubbering. And Campbell did not want any damned blubbering at the moment. The world had already thrown itself the biggest Pity Party of all time, and the clam dip had definitely gone bad.
“Let’s check this out and get moving,” Campbell said, eyeing the smoky horizon. “We have to find a safe place to crash before dark.”
Campbell hoped the rear door of the van was unlocked. He didn’t want to open the cab. Pete dropped the purse and said, “Hey, don’t you want to—”
–check it out, Bro?
But he was already swinging the door open and Marvin the Martian was definitely very angry indeed, because a blur of bulky movement exploded out of the shadows.
The impact stunned Campbell, and breath exploded from his lungs as he landed flat on the asphalt. The scrabbling creature standing over him smelled like the ozone of an electrical short, spiced with sour perspiration, urine, and a primal aroma that didn’t have a name but was known by prey of every species.
He could dimly hear Pete yelling somewhere far away, and the creature’s long ropes of hair whipped in his face, blinding him as he tried to roll. A jolt of agony flared in his shoulder, and he kicked upward. The creature seemed to have eight arms, and all of them were searching for a hunk of meat.
Campbell punched upward and hit something soft, and he had the goofy image of his hand vanishing into the creature’s face, as if it were Marvin the Martian’s black gap of nothingness. Then it rained, and the rain was warm and heavy, and a muffled krunk repeated itself as someone were beating a damp drum in a distant jungle.
The creature slumped on top of him, and then its weight moved to the side, and there was Pete leaning over him, a massive pipe wrench clenched in his right fist. The head of the wrench was clotted with hair and gore.
Finally Pete’s inane shouting coalesced into language. “Crap, man! Oh, crap.”
Campbell touched his shoulder, where the Zaphead had exposed his flesh to the air. It wasn’t a deep bite, but electric fire radiated from it like a herpes sore from hell.
“She bit me,” he whimpered.
Pete gave the dead Zaphead a kick. “Man up, dude. You were attacked by a chick.”
Campbell rose to his hands and knees and looked at the creature that had attacked him. She was petite, about the size of his mother, with the same black hair. For one horrible moment, he thought it was his mother—her skull was so caved in that her features were unrecognizable.
By the time he’d risen staggering to his feet, Pete had pulled a clean towel and a roll of duct tape from the back of the van. “You can’t get through an apocalypse without duct tape,” Pete said, clamping the towel against Campbell’s wound.
He gripped the protruding tail of the tape with his teeth and reeled off a foot-long section. Campbell clamped his hand over the towel, holding it in place as Pete applied the patchwork. Blood had trickled down the front of his shirt, but most of the flow had been staunched.
“Think I’ll turn?” Campbell asked.
“These ain’t zombies,” Pete said. “Although it did get a little close to the throat. I’m giving you the heads-up now. If I see fangs sprouting out of your mouth, I’m punching a stake through your chest.”
“Point taken,” Campbell said, but the weak pun didn’t even elicit a grin. The wound throbbed but Campbell had full movement of his arm. He gave one last look at the woman, who appeared to be in her forties. Her lipstick was smeared, and a flap of Campbell’s skin was stuck between her teeth.
Pete gave her one final kick, and her body lay there like a sack of mud. “One down, a million to go.”
Campbell didn’t like to think about a million Zapheads crawling across the face of the earth, hiding in shadowy crevices and waiting for something to kill. Right now, he didn’t want to think of anything, much less whether his mom was somewhere out there jumping survivors.
Pete rummaged in the back of the van and came away with a fat screwdriver. “You risked your life to find out what’s in the briefcase, so we may as well have a look.”
He jimmied open the briefcase, banging it with the bloody wrench for emphasis. The lid popped open and loose cash fluttered out and settled on the highway. It looked to be tens and twenties, stacks of it.
“Whoopee, we’re rich,” Pete said, kicking the briefcase so that more bills lifted in the wind.
“You don’t need to save for the future.” Campbell patted the makeshift bandage. “You’ll have a future in medicine after this is all over.”
“Who said there was an ‘after’?” Pete said.
Campbell had no answer as they collected their bicycles and headed west.
 



 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
Rachel didn’t want to wait for sundown.
While the vanishing daylight carried a greater risk of exposure, she couldn’t bear the thought of one of the Zapheads clutching at her in the dark.
Or a crowd of them creeping up on her while she dozed.
Chain Guy was far up the street. Stumpy had fallen from the bench, and Rachel couldn’t tell if he’d been beaten or not. He didn’t move, and still, the flies swarmed.
Maybe he died from the infection, or a heart attack, or sudden pneumonia. Something sanely senseless. Please, God, let somebody around here die by natural causes.
After a moment, she added, Except me.
The Beard was nowhere in sight, and Rachel decided Chain Guy was chasing him, which would take them both out of the picture. That sounded like wishful thinking, but wishful thinking had not changed anything during the past week, so she knew not to trust it.
The street was clear, at least as far as she could tell by sticking her head out the door. The shadows of light poles and trash cans lay long across the sidewalk, giving her directions. Metal clanged several streets away, like a body falling on the hood of a car or a boot being driven into a Dumpster. She wondered if one of the affected had caught a fresh victim. But there was no scream.
Had the survivors already adjusted past the point of screaming?
Were there any survivors left at all?
She didn’t like the thought of being alone, the last human in the universe, and the dead pharmacist’s little care package came to mind. But she loathed the pale, grim surrender that had been painted on his dying face. That was the coward’s way out, the path of the faithless. If such a time came, she trusted God would first give her permission.
Until then…
Rachel secured the backpack and stepped outside, clinging close to the brick, metal, and glass walls as she eased down the street. She paid absurd attention to each footstep, making sure the rubber soles of her sneakers didn’t scuff on the concrete. She didn’t know whether the Zapheads were driven to prey by superhuman senses of sight, smell, or hearing, but she figured the apocalypse was as good a time as any to hedge her bets.
She’d lived in Charlotte for two years, taking little time to learn the city. Her world had been largely confined to West Charlotte, where she interned as a school counselor for the Department of Social Services. Rachel knew the beltway and the exits for the larger shopping malls, the libraries, and the uptown area where she’d visited the Mint Museum, but little else. The high, gleaming finance centers were behind her, once busy with moneychangers and loan officers, but were now just seventy and eighty stories of stacked mausoleum crypts. The glass glinted red in the sunset, the towers of Babel gone silent, and small plumes of smoke curling from some of them.
She picked up her pace a little, more confident now that Chain Guy apparently hadn’t noticed her. Charlotte has to end at some point, and then you’ll hit the woods.
The block ended, and she glanced into one of the cars slanted across the intersection in the heart of a traffic jam. A woman’s head was tilted back, ponytail dangling over the seat. Behind her was a child’s safety seat. Rachel’s heart, already galloping, jumped a fence and missed a step.
What if it’s alive?
And the little devil on her shoulder whispered: It would be crying. Don’t stop.
Maybe it’s asleep, or scared, or—
Or dead. Maybe it’s dead, and you walk over there and peer in the glass and see its cute little blue face and then you scream, and then Chain Guy comes running with his steel whip, ready to play and play and play until your brains are sausage.
Shut the eff up.
I’m the devil. You can’t tell me what to do. And I see you’re using profanity, Rachel. That’s good. That’s very good.
Rachel said a quick prayer and forced herself toward the car, glancing up the street only once. That was the litmus test: If she saw Chain Guy, it was a sign from God that she should run for it. Otherwise, she had a moral duty to save a baby if she could.
As she reached for the handle of the back door, she wasn’t sure whether it was morality or loneliness that drove her. With a baby to care for, she had less reason to think about the poison pills.
But she didn’t open the door. The safety seat was empty, a rumpled yellow blanket piled around it.
Rachel hoped the baby was off with Grandmother, playing patty cake or whining for her mom’s nipple, somewhere secure and far, far from the carnage of downtown Charlotte. She didn’t allow room for the Chain Guy’s discovery of the infant, or what those steel links might do to tender flesh. No, such things didn’t happen under God’s heaven.
And even if they did, she didn’t need to know about them. She didn’t want to know about them.
The sun sank lower, the shadows flattened fatter, and the distant noises clanged more cacophonous, building like tribal drums, only this tribe had been driven mad with one big celestial flash.
She hurried west, figuring the beltway was two miles away, and beyond that, a pine forest broke up the small satellite communities. For some reason, the forest was a more appealing option than the maze of alleys, buildings, and vehicles that could serve up a Zaphead at any second. At least in the woods, the hunt and the flight would feel more natural.
Two corpses lay just ahead, with a sodden aspect that suggested they’d been there since the flash, and she veered closer to the wall, preferring dubious concealment to the easier passage but a higher exposure of the street. A shopping cart blocked her way, and it held four bulging trash bags, a pair of curled and cracked leather shoes on its bottom wire shelf, and a plastic boom box in the child seat. It was a homeless person’s portable life, a legacy on crooked wheels.
She raised her hand, not wanting to smell the corpses, but her palm didn’t reach her nose.
Instead, a ring of fiery steel clamped around her forearm.
She gasped as she was yanked into a mildewed gap in the storefronts. She’d been so intent on ignoring the corpses  that she hadn’t even noticed the narrow alley.
And now you’ll pay, Rachel. Now you’ll play the devil’s game, and dance with a creature from out of hell.
And the bitch of it was, she couldn’t even scream. Her ribcage clamped around her lungs as tightly as the hand locked on her forearm, and one more tug from it cost her the remainder of her balance—then she was in its arms, and flailing, kicking, maybe even spitting, when she heard a grunt of pain.
“Goddamn it, take it easy!” it said.
Could Zapheads talk? She hadn’t heard one speak yet, but that didn’t mean anything. Maybe their language of grunts, groans, and odd chuckling had served them sufficiently well so far.
Rachel pulled back, but the grip remained, and she saw its dark face, one eye gleaming wide in the dim light, and then the contrast of its big white teeth, and she thought maybe she could scream after all, and then—
“You’re not one of them,” he said. “Or you would have done bit me.”
“Of course I’m not,” she said. “Any fool can see that.”
“Who you calling a fool? I ain’t the one walking down the street plain as day.”
“You’re not…affected?”
“Affected? Is that what you call it when you want to bust open somebody’s skull and play piddly-pooh with their brains?”
That uncanny eye was still fixed and unblinking in the ebony face, staring deep into her soul as if exposing every sick secret she’d ever harbored, every bad thing she’d ever done. Then she looked at his other eye, which blinked.
“You think I’m one of them freaks?” he said, and she noticed for the first time that he held a pistol in his right hand, barrel tilted up by his shoulder as if he were ready to level and fire at any moment, in any direction.
“I guess not, or I’d be dead.”
“Damn right, you’d be dead. You might be dead anyway.”
She glanced longingly at the street and the sunset that washed the pavement like the surface of a river, the cars like so many storm-swept boats, the corpses and trash like flotsam headed for a distant gray sea. “I think we’re all dead,” she said.
“Don’t you got no gun?”
She realized how vulnerable she was, to him and to the rest of the world. “I’m scared of guns.”
“Well, I’m scared of those things more.”
She studied his face, trying to read his expression, but the glass eye kept throwing her off. It gave the impression of coldness, which belied the rest of his expression. The mouth said “mean,” the slight pinch of forehead said “worried,” and the lifted eyebrows said “easy meat,” but his good eye confused the whole picture, because it was dark brown and teeming with so many human things.
He gave a twisted smile. “What? You think I’m going to rape you?”
“No, just—”
“Kill you for whatever’s in your backpack?”
She shrugged it off her shoulder a little. “You can have it.”
“I don’t want your shit.”
“What do you want? Prove how tough you are? Show your manly power? Why didn’t you just let me go on down the street?”
He eased his grip on her forearm, but only a little. It was the below the point of inflicting pain, but still too tight for her to pull away. “I…just wanted to see if you was real.”
“I assure you, I am quite real. I may be the only real thing left in Charlotte.”
His good eye blinked. “You talk funny.”
“What? Now I have to apologize for being a middle-class white woman with an education?”
His good eye grew as cold as his fake one. “Don’t pull that shit with me.”
“Well, you’re trying to play some sort of half-assed stereotype, the bro’ from the ‘hood jumping the white bitch.” The cussing was foreign to her, and she hated herself for it, but she used anger as an excuse.
He released her, and she shook the circulation back into her arm. “Go on,” he said, subdued, waving his gun back toward the street. “Git.”
“Excuse me?”
“You’d rather be out there with them murdering freaks than hanging with a nigga,” he said.
“It’s not—”
“It’s the eye, ain’t it?”
His accusation caused her to inadvertently stare at it. She’d been glancing, she couldn’t help it, that shiny glass orb was a magnet. She’d heard of the “evil eye,” a belief in many cultures that an ill-intended gaze could bring malady or misfortune. Although she had a hard time attributing such qualities to an inert prosthetic, it seemed to radiate an unsettling power.
A miniature sun casting its own solar flare…
“No, it’s not—”
“Just call a spade a spade and get done with it. We don’t got time for games.”
“I…” She looked back at the street as the insane chuckling echoed down the concrete canyons.
“Bastard Zappers give me the creeps,” he said, his finger tightening ever so slightly on the trigger. He didn’t seem to be aware of it.
“It’s getting dark.”
“What you going to do? You got a plan?”
She shrugged. “Go west to the mountains.”
“That’s not a plan, that’s a beer commercial.”
“You have anything better?”
He angled his head across the street, to what looked like apartments above a wig shop. “Hole up and lock down for the night, then figure it out. Like I been doing for a week.”
“That’s not a plan, that’s making crap up as you go along.”
He grinned for the first time, and it warmed his entire face. Even the glass eye took on a sparkle. “So far, so good.”
“Okay,” she said. “I have some food, a flashlight, and stuff like that.”
“You got it together,” he said. “I been faking that part, too.”
She held out her hand, the fingers still tingling from the blood returning to her extremities. “Rachel Wheeler,” she said, realizing the use of her last name was awkward under the circumstances, as if they were business associates.
He took her hand, gentle this time. “DeVontay. DeVontay Jones.”
Then he grew solemn again, edging to the corner and peering out of the alley. He was tall, a few inches over six feet, and a little gangly. In the sunlight, she saw that he wore leather pants and a leather jacket, both of which bulged uncomfortably as if he wore several layers of clothing.
As if he’s afraid of being bitten. But I’ve never seen the Zapheads bite anyone.
“See anything?” she whispered.
“Naw,” he said. She couldn’t place his accent, but it wasn’t Southern. And it wasn’t quite inner city. He appeared to be in his mid-twenties, so maybe he’d moved to Charlotte for work.
She didn’t seem to have much in common with him.
Except whatever kept us from being killed or affected.
Yeah.
Except for that.
The only thing left that mattered.
He motioned with his free hand. “All clear. Hurry.”
And then they were on the street, exposed to the dying sun and the creeping night and whatever chuckled in the far distance.
 



 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
“It’s a fire,” Pete said.
Campbell didn’t believe it. He’d insisted it was electric lights, maybe even automobiles moving beyond the dark trees, the wind causing them to flicker. Then the wind shifted, although there wasn’t much of it, and a faint trail of acrid wood smoke drifted past.
“What should we do?”
“Go in.”
Pete was drunk. Shortly after the close encounter with the Zaphead in the plumbing van, they’d come across a Budweiser truck. Pete had filled his backpack with 12-ounce cans and even made some makeshift saddlebags with a tool satchel he’d taken from the van. He’d stopped his bike every two miles or so to bust open one of the warm beers and down it. Their pace had slowed considerably as the evening wore on, and Campbell had nearly pedaled headfirst into a jackknifed tractor trailer because he thought he’d seen someone move inside one of the stalled cars.
But Pete wouldn’t let him check out the movement, coming back with, “Haven’t you learned your lesson yet?”
And Campbell had buried his hope that maybe there were others like them, normal people, survivors who weren’t driven by a homicidal impulse. Now, with a campfire a hundred yards away in the dusk, they were faced with a choice, and Pete’s judgment was about three times over the legal limit.
“What if it’s a bunch of Zapheads?” Campbell asked.
Pete pulled the tab on a fresh brew, and it fwooshed and sprayed into the dusk. “Then we shoot the hell out of them.”
“You say that like you’d enjoy it.”
“Fuckers trying to wipe us out, man. This is about the survival of the species.”
“I think they’re the same species we are. They’re human.”
Pete wiped foam from his mouth with his sleeve. “Humans don’t jump on you and rip out a chunk of skin with their teeth. Unless they’re Mike Tyson or Jeffrey Dahmer.”
The fire was in the forest beside the highway, set down a gentle slope. They’d passed a bridge about three hundred yards back, and a silvery creek slid beneath it, laughing and gurgling as if all was merry with the world. Survivors—human survivors—would likely follow evolutionary instinct and camp by the water.
“Maybe we ought to keep going.”
“What if it’s like that last camp?” Pete was starting to slur and his sibilants were mushy.
“I didn’t trust them.”
“You’re just mad because you didn’t tap ol’ Gypsy Rose.”
“They were talking prophecies and wacko stuff.”
“Well, maybe they were onto something.”
Campbell wished they’d snagged some binoculars. Full dark was setting in, and they’d have to make a decision on where to sleep. They usually locked themselves in an empty car for the night, but Campbell always felt trapped and claustrophobic, and Pete’s drunken snores pushed away any chance of rest. One night they’d slept out in an open field, taking turns keeping watch. Campbell had jerked awake sometime long before dawn and found Pete had dozed off, leaving them ridiculously vulnerable.
So, maybe the idea of sticking with a group was worth a little risk.
“Okay,” Campbell said. “Let’s check it out.”
Pete leaned his bike against the guardrail and drew his pistol from his jacket pocket. “Lock and load, my man.”
Campbell drew his revolver. It didn’t have a safety switch, but he’d test-fired it twice on the day he’d found it in the sporting-goods shop. He hadn’t shot a gun since he was 12 and his grandfather had taken him squirrel hunting. The double action required a serious pull of the trigger, which meant the gun would be hard to fire accidentally, but also that he’d have to be serious if he wanted to shoot somebody.
Some THING, I mean. These Zapheads aren’t “somebodies.”
He flashed back to the face of the creature that had attacked him and shuddered at the brief illusion that it had been his mother.
“Got your flashlight?” Campbell said.
“I only got two hands.” Meaning that Pete wouldn’t put down his beer.
Campbell fished in his wire basket until he found his flashlight, but he didn’t switch it on. The purple dusk revealed large, bruised clouds overhead, so the moon would be of little use. He looked up the highway toward the last hilltop they’d crested. Something moved there, a distant stick figure that soon blended with the shadows of stranded vehicles.
Pete chugged his warm beer, then belched. “What you waiting for?”
Campbell swung over the rail and started down the slope toward the campfire. The revolver was heavy in his hand, and he let his arm dangle so the barrel pointed at the ground. He used the flashlight for ballast as he descended. The slope leveled out at a ditch, and briars tore his khakis as he stumbled through the granite riprap.
Above him, Pete stumbled and fell, cursing once before remembering they were supposed to be in stealth mode.
“You okay?” Campbell whispered.
“That better be the good guys or I’m going to be pissed,” he whispered back.
Campbell switched on his flashlight, hooded it with his forearm, and illuminated a path for Pete, who kicked, stumbled, and staggered down the hill. Pete’s body odor overwhelmed the beery stench.
Sweet. We’re all turning into animals.
After crossing the ditch, they entered a thicket of scrub pine, thorns, and ragged rye. The elusive flickers of fire showed here and there through gaps in the trees, and as full dark settled in, the orange light took on the quality of a jewel forged from a mysterious source.
Campbell’s hand sweated around the revolver’s grip, even though the air had turned cool and moist because of the nearby creek. He didn’t know where to point the gun, and he took each step gingerly, in fear of snapping twigs. Pete, however, had no such hesitation. The alcohol delivered a stupid brand of courage, and the semi-automatic topped it off with a bow. Pete soon took the lead, muttering under his breath.
“Maybe they got some meat,” he said. “You smell that? Smells like barbecue.”
Campbell rubbed the bite wound on his shoulder. No. I’m not going there. The Zapheads aren’t crazed cannibals or zombies. They’re just…
Just WHAT?
And then he did smell it, smoky and acrid and rich, and he had the image of stumbling into a nest of Zapheads, all gathered around the fire and roasting a child on a slim white sapling, fat dripping onto the hot stones and hissing to greasy steam.
“Plenty of canned meat and jerky still around,” Campbell said. “Years and years of it.”
The wire basket of his bicycle held cans of tuna, sardines, corned beef, and pink salmon. Aside from the one stop at the “gypsy camp,” they’d eaten their food cold. But the smoke didn’t make him hungry. It was oily and tainted.
A bird chirruped high in the trees. The Big Zap had wiped out a lot of animals, but the survivors among them seemed to behave as they always had. It was only humans that seemed to have been affected on a neurological level. So far, anyway. All their homing instincts, territorial boundaries, and migration patterns could have altered in uncertain ways.
A branch snapped behind them, maybe twenty feet away. Pete swung around, bumping Campbell in the arm with his pistol.
At least the dumbass didn’t shoot me. But the night is young.
The rustling came closer, swick swick swick through the dry brush. Then a pause, as if whomever—or whatever—it was had stopped to listen for its prey.
Campbell strained to hear, holding his breath, but Pete was rasping away, the smoker’s rattle rising from deep in his lungs. He wondered if Pete was thinking the same thing he was: Who shoots first?
But what if it was a person? A fellow survivor? Maybe there were more, enough to form a group and—
Campbell beat back the faint flutter of hope. In the week since the event, they’d met only four survivors, and one of those had turned and fled when Campbell had called her. The other three were in the makeshift gypsy camp, and Campbell hoped to God that wasn’t a sample representation of mankind’s future.
Swiiick. One cautious footstep through the weeds.
Pete nudged him. Campbell turned, but Pete was just an onyx bulk against the lesser black of night. Then Pete’s mouth was at his ear, spraying saliva as he whispered: “Go left, and I’ll go right.”
Campbell nodded, trying not to tremble. A Zaphead wouldn’t be subtle. It would charge like a rhino through the veldt, using whatever it had in its hands as a weapon. Such a mad, predictable danger was reassuring in an odd way. This, however…
He edged to his left, pushing the barren flashlight before him to test the foliage. The susurration of Pete’s passage let him know the gap between them was widening. Campbell was on his own.
Swiiick. Another step forward.
Or had that been Pete’s footstep?
Campbell turned again, and he was disoriented. He could no longer see the thin licks of fire in the near distance and the night had blended with the canopy until he was unsure of the location of the highway, the forest, or the creek. He nearly surrendered to the impulse to switch on the flashlight, but he pinched his fingers together until the pain cleared the panic.
It’s not a Zaphead. And a survivor has no reason to hurt you.
But the smoke told a different story. The smoke said, “Mmm, tastes like chicken,” and “I’ll bet you’re just dying to join us for dinner” and “We’re pleased to serve you.”
Screw it. You watched too many horror movies back in the Old Days.
Never mind that the Old Days were July or so.
He looked up at the dim stars and mist-hidden wedge of moon, trying to get his bearings. The constellations themselves seemed alien and strange, as if the massive solar flare had tilted the planet’s axis. Maybe the world was all shook up, both literally and figuratively.
Swick swick swick, the steps were fast and close, and he raised the pistol, its sodden weight tugged by gravity until the act was like bringing to bear a field cannon.
And he heard the signature insane chuckling—not in the direction of the steps, but behind him, right behind him—and then the night erupted with a flash and roar. Campbell’s ears rang with sudden pain as he dropped his pistol and fell to his knees.
“You okay?” said a gruff voice above him.
“Yuh-yeah.” Campbell gripped the flashlight before him as if it was a dagger he could use to impale himself.
“What the hell?” Pete said, some distance away, crashing through the scrub toward them.
“Don’t shoot,” the gruff voice said. “Your friend’s okay.”
The man flicked a switch and a bluish Maglite blinded Campbell, although the beam was directed to the side. The light bounced past him and settled on a limp figure pressed face-first into the grass. A dark, wet bloom covered its back and ragged bits of flesh clung to a gaping hole in the back of the shirt. Campbell had the impression of graceful bulk as the man swept past him and stood over the corpse just as Pete burst into the circle of light.
“A Zaphead,” the man said.
“Who the hell are you?” Pete said. His Glock was pointed at the man, who gave it an amused glance.
“The king of nowhere,” the man said.
“Shit.” Pete looked at Campbell, letting his aim waver. “You sure you’re okay?”
Campbell nodded, a little embarrassed. He collected his revolver and looked at the man standing over the corpse. The man was bald, a little over six feet, and dressed in a matching gym suit, a khaki hunter’s vest over it. Although the suit was dirty, the man appeared well-groomed and fit, despite his age.
“Who is that?” Campbell managed to ask, pointing his revolver at the corpse.
“What,” the man said. “What is that? These things don’t deserve to be called a ‘who.’”
Campbell couldn’t tell by looking whether the corpse was once a Zaphead. All he knew was, it had once been human. Yet, Campbell had not heard it approaching, and Zapheads weren’t known for stealth and subtlety.
“You sure it’s a Zaphead?” Campbell asked the man.
“It’s not the first one I’ve killed.”
“It was stalking me,” Campbell said. “They’re supposed to charge.”
“It was creeping up, all right. But not on you. It was watching us.”
“Wait a sec,” Pete said. “How come you could see in the dark?”
The man fished around in the hip pocket of his coveralls, eliciting a threatening wave of the Glock from Pete. The man ignored the gesture and pulled out some tinted goggles on a thick strap. “Infrared,” the man said. “Nothing but the best in survival gear if you want to survive, right?”
How come WE didn’t think of that? Oh, yeah. Because Pete’s drunk off his ass and my survivalist training ended in the sixth grade when Mom made me quit the Boy Scouts.
“Is it just you two fellas?” the man asked, tracking his flashlight along the scrub.
“Yeah,” Campbell grunted. “How come this one was sneaking? I’ve never seen any of them sneak.”
“They’re changing.”
“Changing?” Pete said. “Like what, growing a third eye or something?”
“The way they act. Come on, you can ask the professor about it.” The man turned and headed into the forest.
“Damn, man.” Pete said to Campbell. “Hardcore.”
The man stopped ten feet ahead and turned. “You boys ain’t dangerous, are you? With them guns?”
“No, sir,” Campbell said.
“Didn’t think so. I bet you’re too scared to shoot if you had to.” He continued toward the flickering fire.
Campbell switched on his flashlight and pointed it down at the corpse. He imagined he heard a low chuckling but decided it was the thing’s stomach gases. But it didn’t look like a thing, or a veggie, or a Zaphead. It looked like somebody’s chubby uncle, a bus driver or brake mechanic or off-duty cop. The corpse wore a dark short-sleeved shirt, blue jeans, and scuffed leather shoes without socks.
Campbell wondered where the man had been when the solar flare erupted. Zapheads rarely moved with any sort of real intention besides venting rage on anything that breathed. If they were changing, evolving, and adapting, he hadn’t seen such behavior manifested. But hadn’t the woman in the plumbing van pounced with a glimmer of intelligence?
“I don’t want these things to change,” Campbell said. “I was just starting to get used to the idea of a planet full of mindless killers. I don’t know if I can handle any more surprises.”
“Well, we better catch up with Mister Happy up there.”
“And his friends, apparently.”
“Wonder if they got any beer?”
Campbell led the way, giving the corpse a wide berth. He wondered how many more Zapheads might be lurking in the bushes, watching the campfire and waiting for an opportunity.
Pete staggered by him, wobbling and cussing, hacking at the saplings with his free hand. “Dude could have let us borrow his goggles.”
“I have the feeling he’s not the sharing kind. He’d probably say some jock bullshit like ‘Only survivalists survive.’”
As they neared the forest, the air became moister and cooler. The creek lay beyond them in the dark, gurgling in oblivious merriment. The clouds had spread out in great purple skeins above, backlit by the psychedelic auroras that came in the wake of the solar storms. Somewhere above them, the moon continued its track across the sky. The world continued to turn, all the great cogs of the universe appeared to fit into their proper slots, and the machineries of time functioned in perfect precision, but the one big piece of it was broken.
Campbell looked back toward the road once, wondering about their bicycles, but the night had swallowed all their travels. Now there was only the bobbing fire, and that pungent, tantalizing smoke, and a future where former humans crouched in a depraved hunger for violence.
“Do you see any of them?” Pete said as they entered the silent corridor of trees.
“Shh.” Pete squinted at the crackling fire, playing his flashlight around, wondering where their rescuer was. They stepped into a clearing that contained a couple of tents, a blanket hanging from a wire strung between two trees, and some gray cookware stacked on a sodden stump.
No one was in sight.
Then a deep voice erupted from the surrounding shadows: “Drop your guns and move real slow.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
They’d decided on a room in a Motel 6 on the outskirts of the city, just below the interstate but away from any commercial developments or residential neighborhoods. A convenience store and a Taco Bell were the only other buildings in the little off-road cluster designed to bleed money from travelers on the way south to Columbia or north to Raleigh. In the murky light of sundown, Rachel couldn’t make out any of the vehicles she knew were scattered along the road.
There were fewer cars in front of the convenience store, so they chose that one to explore instead of the Taco Bell. The fast-food restaurant with its darkened glass seemed absurdly like an abandoned temple, a religion whose comforts no longer served the masses. Rachel could smell the spoiled cheese emanating from the place. At least, she hoped it was cheese.
She kept watch out front while DeVontay prowled the convenience store for food and supplies. She clutched the flashlight, afraid to turn it on, figuring that invisibility was the best defense. The world’s silence was oppressive and weighty—a new sort of gravity enveloped her in an alien skin. The only sounds were the occasional crashes as DeVontay pillaged the store.
He soon emerged with his backpack bulging, a bag of Doritos ripped open in his hand. He crunched the corn chips as he said, “Got us enough to get through the night.”
“See anybody?”
“Just a couple dead folks.”
“Were they Zapheads?”
“Why you call ‘em that?”
“That’s what the media was calling them, before the power went out.”
DeVontay headed for the motel and she followed, glancing at the Taco Bell. No more running for the border.
“The solar flares,” Rachel said. “Astronomers knew they were coming. They just didn’t know what would happen.”
“I never was no good at science.” DeVontay held the bag of chips out to her.
“You shouldn’t be eating that junk food.”
“What, it will rot my brain?” He snorted in laughter.
“That stuff’s full of preservatives.”
“I might need me some preserving, if things get any worse.” He pulled his pistol from his belt as they approached the drop-off circle by the motel’s main entrance.
A red Fiat was pulled up to the curb, its front doors open. Rachel gave the car a wide berth but DeVontay peered through the window. “Bad ride.”
“It’s dead, like every other car we tried in the last half hour.”
“Why you got to be so negative all the time?”
“Maybe because everybody I know and love is either dead or trying to crack open my skull,” she said.
“Well, that’s what you get for lovin’ people,” DeVontay said. “I never had that problem.”
He left the Fiat and joined her outside the sliding-glass doors, where she peered into the shadowed lobby. The front desk was unattended. A dark form slumped in one of those stiff, formal chairs that were designed for decoration, not for sitting.
“Somebody’s in there,” Rachel said. “Should we knock?”
DeVontay tugged his pistol from his belt. “Are they moving?”
“I can’t tell.”
DeVontay pushed at narrow gap where the two sliding doors stood a few inches from meeting. “No electricity. This bitch won’t open.”
“Maybe if you yell a little louder, we can get some Zapheads to bust it open for us.”
“Ain’t nobody here. Not alive, no ways.”
Rachel didn’t want to think about all the bodies spread throughout the motel. There were at least 30 cars in the parking lot, which meant a big slice of America: business travelers, families on vacation, retired people headed to see the grandkids.
“We could break the glass,” Rachel said.
“Like that wouldn’t draw attention?”
“I don’t know how well those things can hear. We still don’t much about them.”
“Wait here.” DeVontay gave her the bag of Doritos headed back to the Fiat, then he stooped through the driver’s-side door. A moment later, the trunk popped open. DeVontay returned with a scissors jack and handle.
“Lucky it had a manual latch, or I woulda had to bust into it,” DeVontay said. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”
“So, we can add ‘car thief’ to your list of survival skills. Great.” She put a Dorito in her mouth and the crunch filled her ears from the inside.
“Says the lady eating a stolen Dorito.”
She glanced down at the bag and realized the moral compass, even hers, had shifted with the arrival of the solar flares. Perhaps God’s commandments needed a revision.
She might have thought that the catastrophe had been a punishment for the wicked, except that the apocalypse had punished everyone, good or bad, white or black, believer or infidel. But she couldn’t worry about the big picture right now. First, she had to survive the night.
DeVontay wedged the jack between the bottoms of the motel doors and cranked the handle until it was tight. At first, the doors held, and then they groaned in protest before yielding. The jack handle quivered under the stress, and Rachel wondered if the glass would shatter after all. Then the doors gave a grudging inch, and then another.
When DeVontay had widened the gap to more than a foot, he stepped aside and retrieved his pistol. “Ladies first.”
“You’re a real gentleman.”
“I told you, I ain’t no gentleman. Just a man. Now get in there and just scream if you see any Zapheads.”
She stared into his face, which was getting harder to see as night encroached. His glass eye was lost in shadow, but his real one burned with impatience. She pushed her backpack through the opening, and switched on her flashlight, keeping the beam directed on the lobby floor.
Rachel stepped inside, immediately hit by the corrupt air of the three-story mausoleum. She played the flashlight beam over the figure in the chair and wished she hadn’t. She had been a maid with a Spanish complexion and dark hair knotted into a bun, perhaps taking a final break without realizing her shift was about to be punched out by the Big Time Clock in the Sky. Beside her was a cart filled with folded towels, linens, and cleaning supplies.
“Grab this,” DeVontay said, shoving his own backpack through the opening. She had to wiggle it to get it through, but was uneasy about turning her back on the dark lobby. Once she got it through, DeVontay followed, and she drew comfort from the pistol he now pointed before him into the darkness.
“Smell that?” she said.
He took her flashlight and walked over to the maid’s cart, ignoring the body. He came back with a squirt bottle of hand sanitizer. He squirted some on his fingers and rubbed the goo above his upper lip, into the faint stubble of his mustache. He gave an exaggerated sniff and passed her the bottle.
She understood and aped his actions. The perfumed aroma immediately filled her nostrils and masked the smell of death.
“You’re pretty resourceful,” she said.
“Saw it on a TV show,” he said.
“Wow.”
“Don’t sound so surprised. We got TV in Philly, too. Before it fried out, I mean.”
Outside, a faint dusting of stars stuck to the deep ceiling of the sky, the rippling green bands of aurora borealis painting the darkness.
“Let’s get a room,” she said.
“I could make a joke here, but it’s the end of the world,” he said. He crossed the lobby to the front desk, flicking the flashlight down each wing to make sure they were empty. He went behind the desk and into the open office while Rachel shouldered her backpack and waited. A moment later, he came out holding up a key ring.
“Key cards won’t work, but one of these gotta be the master key,” he said.
“Hurry. I’m getting the creeps out here.”
“Let’s take the first one we come to,” he said. “The nicest rooms are usually closest to the front desk. Might even get a Jacuzzi, for all the good it will do us.”
“Pass the apocalypse in pampered luxury,” she said. “I can see the television commercial already.”
“Except the part where there ain’t no TV anymore.” He gave her the flashlight and she illuminated the hallway so he could try the first door.
“What if there’s somebody in it?” She meant “somebody dead” but she didn’t have to say it.
He raised his hand to knock, and then grinned sheepishly at her, squinting against the light. The eyelid covering his glass eye didn’t fully close. “We can stand out here all night if you like.”
She peered past him down the hall, into the blackness beyond the flashlight’s reach. “You hear that?”
He turned toward the end of the hall, where a scuffling noise echoed down the concrete stairwell. “Hear what?”
“That,” she whispered.
“Probably just the air conditioning,” he said.
“Power’s off, remember?”
DeVontay didn’t say anything, but his face said, “Oh, yeah,” and he selected one of the keys on the ring and tried to jam it in the door lock. It slid in halfway and stuck. He jiggled it three times before he was able to yank it free. The noise was louder now, and clearly sounded like feet shuffling on concrete steps.
“What if it’s one of us?” Rachel whispered.
DeVontay pushed a different key into the lock, but it didn’t even penetrate. His hands were shaking, causing the keys to jingle.
“Give me the gun, you can go faster,” she whispered.
“You know how to shoot?” he whispered back, shoving a fourth key toward the slot.
“No, but I’ll feel safer,” she whispered.
Before he could answer, the key slid in and he turned it with a loud click. He depressed the door handle as Rachel swerved the beam down the hall. A bulky shape filled the opening of the stairwell, moving toward them.
“Hurry, hurry, hurry!” Rachel implored DeVontay, pounding on his back. “He’s coming.”
DeVontay swung the door open, pointing the gun down the hall as she pushed past him into the room. The air was stale but didn’t smell of corpses.
Thank you, God, for small blessings.
“Who are you?” DeVontay yelled down the hall, but he waited only one second before stepping inside and slamming the door closed, quickly throwing the deadbolt in place.
“You know how to shoot?” Rachel mocked, aiming the flashlight at the pistol by his side.
“Smartass. I wasn’t the one squealing”—he raised his voice to a thin falsetto—”Ooooh, help, help.”
“Shush,” she said. “Maybe he won’t figure out which room we’re in.”
They heard him banging on doors, coming closer. Rachel didn’t know how smart Zapheads were, but in her observation, they seemed to have varying degrees of cunning. Perhaps the solar flares had short-circuited different people’s brains in varying degrees. Most died, some fried, and a few lucky souls were left to sort out the mess.
DeVontay drew back from the door, joining her in the middle of the room. She flicked the light around to make sure the room was empty. It was a suite, with a little kitchenette and a Jacuzzi. DeVontay had gotten lucky after all.
Then the Zaphead was pounding on the door, giving three hard blows with the bottoms of his fists. Rachel instinctively clutched DeVontay and switched off the flashlight, not wanting the beam to attract attention. She could hear DeVontay panting in the dark.
Then the Zaphead was off across the hall to the next door, repeating the pounding as he worked his way down the hall. Soon the banging was muffled, as if he had reached the far wing. Rachel exhaled, not realizing her lungs were burning with held breath and tension.
“Close one,” she said, flicking on the flashlight again.
“You got your Jacuzzi after all,” he said.
Without thinking, she turned the water tap, but nothing came out. “I haven’t had a bath in ages,” she said.
“You gonna be smelling worse than these corpses soon.”
“Well, just keep squirting that sanitizer up your nose and you’ll be fine.”
He chuckled, mostly with relief, and wiped sweat from his head. He plopped his backpack onto the bedside table and dug into it. He pulled out a few tins and cellophane bags of food, then a pack of white candles and a Bic. “Save your batteries,” he said, lighting a candle and jamming its base into the wrought-iron lamp.
He lit another, and then checked to make sure the curtains were drawn tight. “Guess we’re as safe here as anywhere,” he said.
“Would you have shot him?” she said. “If you had to?”
He turned, the candlelight soft on his face. He looked young, barely a teen. “Wouldn’t be the first.”
She couldn’t tell if he was just talking tough or trying to reassure her. She didn’t press. She wasn’t even sure she wanted him to shoot. Even though they were Zapheads, they were still God’s creatures.
Do you really believe that, Rachel? Why can’t they be Satan’s army? Or are you one of those who only believe the convenient parts of the Bible?
She shuddered. “I’m exhausted,” she said.
“King-size bed.”
“Good.” She sprawled on one side, then curled into a ball with the pillow pulled to her stomach. “You can stay way over there.”
“I’m eating first,” he said. “Sweet dreams.”
“Sorry,” she murmured.
“Huh?”
“I left your Doritos in the lobby.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
Campbell slobbered over the pork and beans, which were heated in a tin can that had been resting in the embers. The fire was large and crackled with intense energy, and it could have been the primal fire, the first lightning strike that had forever changed the human race. It sent giant fingers of light stippling against the surrounding trees, creating a yellow wall against the black and unknown beyond.
There were four in the group. Donnie, a scrawny guy in a camouflage cap who’d challenged them when they’d entered the camp, had taken his turn at watch while shouldering a mean-looking automatic rifle. A woman named Pam was evidently asleep in one of the tents popped up in the clearing. The group must have settled there for some days, because of the clothesline strung between two trees and a stack of broken limbs piled nearby to feed the fire.
The man who’d stuck the gun in Campbell’s back was named Arnoff. He’d collected their guns after Donnie had demanded they drop them. Pete had been pissed at first, but now he was nursing a beer and gazing into the flames as if he were at a frat-house bonfire before the big homecoming football game.
Arnoff sat across the fire from Campbell, tenderly cleaning a disassembled rifle. “You boys made it all the way from Chapel Hill, huh?”
“We had bicycles,” Campbell said.
Arnoff nodded. “Yep. Saw you through the binocs.”
“That’s why we didn’t shoot you,” said the bald, thin-faced man with huge black spectacles that gave him the appearance of an insect. “We haven’t seen Zapheads exhibit such coordinated behavior.”
“I woulda shot you anyways,” Arnoff said. “Just for target practice. But the professor here said we need to gather as much info as we could.”
“He’s joking,” said the bald man, although Arnoff’s eyes held not the slightest hint of mirth.
“How long have you guys been together?” Campbell asked, eager to change the subject. His stomach wasn’t doing too well with the beans and he already felt bloated and gassy.
“I teach earth sciences at Wake Forest—I mean, I did teach, back when I had students,” the professor said, digging into his shirt pocket for a cigarette. Absurdly, he still wore a tie, as if that one senseless symbol of civilization guaranteed that all the pieces would eventually fit back together. “My colleagues in the department were well aware of the approaching solar flares, which tend to come in cycles. Indeed, it was national news, but like most science stories, it was dumbed down for public consumption.”
“Yeah, we saw that on Yahoo!,” Pete said. “They were talking about the worst solar storm on record, sometime around the Civil War, but they said this one wouldn’t be that bad.”
Arnoff clacked a bullet into the chamber of his rifle. “They never get it straight. Goddamned media. Keep you so screwed you don’t know whether to sell your stocks or buy ammunition.”
“The 1859 solar flare, the Carrington Event, disrupted telegraph communications and burned some poles,” the professor said. “The aurora was spotted all over the country and as far south as Mexico.”
“Those freaky green and purple lights in the sky?” Pete asked. “That make you feel like you’re on a bad acid trip?”
“Yes, caused by charged particles. Other recent solar flares and sunspot events have caused power outages, but no one could have expected anything like this.”
“You mean Zapheads?” Campbell said.
“I mean, ‘all of it.’ Congress had ordered some research and contingency plans in the wake of massive solar disruptions, but that was mostly in the event of satellite problems and the like. Anyone presenting these types of doomsday scenarios would have been classified as Internet wackos and UFO conspiracy theorists.”
“I get the part where it knocked out power and electrical systems, even combustion engines,” Arnoff said. “Sorta like short circuiting the whole world at once. But I don’t understand what it did to people’s brains to turn them into Zapheads. And I sure as hell don’t understand why some of us are more or less still normal.”
“I doubt we’ll ever have those answers now,” the professor said. “Assuming the rest of the globe was affected like the United States, there’s no way to undertake the necessary research.”
Arnoff waved a hand. “Don’t get off on no lecture. Knowing won’t change the facts, and the facts is there are a bunch of Zapheads out there wanting to kill us.”
“You said they’ve changed,” Campbell said. “What did you mean?”
“They seem to be adapting,” the professor said. “You might have noticed yourself, if you’ve had repeated encounters. Just after the flares, the Zapheads”—his face curdled as he uttered the name, as if he found it distasteful and scientifically inaccurate—”engaged in violence at random, attacking any living thing in their immediate vicinity. But we’ve observed them engaging in communal activity, as if they are organizing.”
“That’s why I almost shot you,” Arnoff said. “Where there’s one, there might be more.”
“Great,” Pete said. “Nice to see us humans sticking together.”
Campbell gave a small shake of his head, trying to signal Pete to shut up. While Arnoff was a loose cannon, at least he was a cannon—Campbell hadn’t felt this safe since the apocalypse had started. He set the empty can of beans aside and licked the sauce from his fork.
“How many of us do you think are left?’ he asked the professor.
“It’s difficult to estimate. I met Mr. Arnoff between Winston-Salem and Greensboro, traveling east on Interstate 40. He was headed for the coast, figuring he’d find a little island and play Robinson Crusoe until things got sorted out. Thirty miles from here, we found Pamela and Donnie four days ago, hiding in a school bus. And now here are you two. It’s a small sample size, but I’d guess maybe one person in a million was immune to the electromagnetic disruptions.”
“Holy shit,” Pete said. “That’s sort of like winning the lottery.”
“Or maybe losing, in this case,” Arnoff said. “I always thought the world was too crowded, but I don’t like being outnumbered.”
“Which was my next question,” Campbell said. “We met a few other survivors, but we’ve seen a lot more Zapheads.”
He told them about their encounter with the Zaphead in the van, and Pete punctuated the story with sound effects to describe how they’d beat the woman to death. He didn’t embellish too many of the details, although he came off like the hero of the tale.
“Good for you,” Arnoff said. “I never woulda figured you had it in you.”
“Maybe we’re adapting, too,” the professor said, drawing on his cigarette. “Maybe the need to kill will turn us into Zapheads. The lingering magnetic fluctuations could be turning the kettle of our brains up to a boil as we speak.”
Campbell didn’t like the idea that his internal circuitry might even now be mutating into something treacherous.
“Don’t go getting all negative on me,” Arnoff said, leaning his rifle on a stump. “Things are bad enough already. Let’s keep it on the sunny side.”
“Ironic, given the fact that the sun is the cause of our problems,” the professor said. He flicked his cigarette butt into the fire.
“So, you guys have been walking?” Pete asked, slurring his words a little.
“I had a horse I found in a stable,” Arnoff said. “It threw me when it stepped in a pothole and broke an ankle. About broke my neck, too.”
“Let me guess,” Pete said. “You had to shoot it, but you didn’t get too down about it.”
Arnoff glared at him, and Campbell made a surreptitious slashing motion across his throat to signal Pete to cool it. “Some things just need to be put down,” Arnoff said.
The professor made a show of looking at his wristwatch, a nerdy wind-up model that had outlasted the planet’s digital watches. “Donnie’s time is about up.”
Arnoff stood and collected his rifle, walking to the nearest tent and lifting the flap, revealing the mesh screen over the door. “Wake up, Pamela, it’s your turn.”
“So, what’s happening in the east?” the professor asked Campbell in a lower voice, to keep the conversation private.
Campbell shrugged. “A lot of dead people. A lot of Zapheads. Stalled cars. Nothing working right.”
“Any organization of emergency services?”
“Like, cops and stuff? No, they were as dead as everybody else. Once in a while, we saw people walking around off in the distance, but we were afraid to check them out. We didn’t know whether they were Zapheads or not.”
“Perhaps that was a good idea. I estimate the ratio of Zapheads to survivors is on the order of ten to one.”
“I just can’t believe it’s like this all over the goddamned world,” Pete said. “It’s like the zombie movie from hell.”
“It’s hopeless,” Campbell found himself saying. He had never given thought to the concept of “hope.” That was a word for a Hallmark card when a relative was undergoing chemotherapy, not a word that normal people worried about.
“We have food and supplies,” the professor said, keeping his voice at the same lecturing level as before. “If our bottled water runs out, we can filter water from this creek and boil it. This is our second day here, and we could easily last a week before making a foraging run into one of the nearby towns.”
“I don’t see no advantage in staying here,” Arnoff grumbled from his position by the tent. “How long before more of those Zapheads locate our camp?”
“That’s for the group to decide,” the professor answered.
Campbell had a feeling that opinions were divided and, for the first time, felt tension between the professor and Arnoff, whose eyes were like dark, wet beetles. And, Campbell wondered if he and Pete were now considered part of the group.
Safety in numbers, unless those numbers start shooting at each other.
Arnoff strode off into the trees at the dark perimeter of the camp. Campbell wasn’t sure whether the man was scouting or taking a leak.
“What about power?” Pete said. “These batteries won’t last forever.”
“Power might end up being the thing that kills us,” the professor said. “The sun is the biggest thermonuclear reactor in our corner of the universe.”
“All this talk about green energy, there have got to be some wind turbines and solar panels and stuff,” Campbell said. He’d known a guy named Terrence Flowers, a big energy hippie, who had always drawn up elaborate plans for off-the-grid sustainable systems. They could sure use Terrence now, unless he was a Zaphead.
“Most such devices have electronic components in their converting systems, so they are useless now. I suppose you could replace the damaged parts and they might work, but we can’t just order parts online and have FedEx deliver to our door, right? But the problem is even bigger than that. We could soon be looking at four hundred Chernobyls.”
“The hell?” Pete said, cracking another beer with an insolent hiss.
“There are more than four hundred nuclear power plants in the world. They use water circulated by electrical pumps to cool their reactor cores and spent fuel rods. Without electricity, it doesn’t take long for them to melt down.”
“Wait,” Pete said. “No damn way. The government wouldn’t allow that shit to happen.”
“Oh, the nuclear plants have back-up systems.” The flames tossed shadows across the professor’s impassive face, giving his words an even more sinister weight. “Diesel generators and other electricity-dependent systems. But if the geomagnetic storms wiped those out, too…”
“Like that Japanese plant in the tsunami,” Campbell said.
“Yeah.” The professor tossed his cigarette butt and it arced like a meteor into the heart of the fire. “The core overheated because the back-up systems failed. The plant was built to withstand a tsunami, and it did. The trouble was, the back-up systems weren’t build to withstand it.”
“Jesus Christ,” Pete said. “You mean we’re going to have to start worrying about giant mutant lizards, too? Like Zapheads aren’t bad enough?”
“Oh, no worries,” the professor said. “We’ll be dead long before anything has a chance to mutate due to radiation.”
“Scaring the children again, Professor?” came a woman’s voice from the opening of the tent. The flap peeled back and a wild mane of red hair spilled forth. The mane lifted and the tangles revealed a weathered but attractive face, a woman of late middle age without the benefit of makeup but with a fierce sparkle in her green eyes.
As Pamela stood up in a rumpled terrycloth robe, a blanket draped around her, Campbell was immediately captivated. She wasn’t beautiful, not by modern Photoshop standards, but she projected a vexing allure. She was a little younger than Campbell’s mother, slim but with a strong frame. Even Pete took notice of her, rousing from his drunken stupor to grin at her.
“I like to deal with facts, Pamela,” the professor said, lips pursing into a pout. “Eventually, we’re going to be living with four hundred Chernobyls. No one knows the effects of that kind of radiation exposure from multiple sources. You can’t really model that on a computer.”
“Sorry, I left my iPad in my other pants,” Pamela said, causing Pete to snort into his beer.
Campbell vaguely understood the danger of radiation, but it seemed as distant a threat as secondhand smoke or preservatives in Twinkies. Pamela was flaunting her charisma, which made the professor squirm a little on his fireside stump.
The professor fumbled for a cigarette. “All I’m saying is—”
They were spared a lecture by the booming report of a gun somewhere off in the night. Pete flopped backward in surprise, dropping his beer, and the professor grabbed for the rifle leaning beside him.
“Donnie!” Pamela shouted, heading in the direction of the shot.
“Stay here,” the professor ordered, not that Campbell had any intention of wandering off into the dark, especially with Arnoff out there, armed and dangerous.
After the professor and Pamela had both disappeared in the shadows, Pete said, “Man, what if the Zapheads come while everybody’s gone?”
“Maybe we ought to split. We can get back to the road and find our bikes and be out of here before they get back.”
“And then what? These people might be our best bet. At least they got some weaponry.”
Campbell couldn’t offer a better alternative. Arnoff made him uneasy, but at least the group had established some basic order. And Campbell found that he missed order. He liked clocks and homework and responsibility and a schedule. Maybe such things were useless in the new world, but he could find substitutes by belonging to a group with a common purpose.
And no common purpose was as compelling as survival.
“Okay,” Campbell said. “Let’s give it a couple of days.”
Pete opened another beer, and this time, Campbell joined him. Minutes later, Arnoff, the professor, and Pamela came back. Donnie had apparently been freaked out by a stray dog and shot it. Pamela found blankets for Pete and Campbell, who sacked out beside the fire. Campbell was just drowsing off when he saw Arnoff enter Pamela’s tent.
He hoped Donnie wasn’t the jealous type. He didn’t want to wake up to the sound of more gunfire.
 



 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
When Rachel awoke, she thought she was in her grandmother’s house on Puget Sound. As a young child, she’d slept in a guest room facing the sea. In winter and spring, the Pacific sky was often gauzed with gray that penetrated every opening. No amount of electric light could push back the dismal gray.
Rachel fought through the pillows to reach for the bedside lamp, but the table was in the wrong place. The only break in the darkness was a fat line of gray that appeared to be shrinking. She couldn’t shrug off the gravity fast enough to crawl toward it, and she was sure that the gap would close before she could climb through. Then she’d be trapped inside the darkness, and Grandma would never hear her screams.
A hand gripped her elbow and she fought against it.
“Easy there, Blondie,” said the man whose voice sounded like sand in honey.
And she saw one wet eye catching the light, a miniature mirror of that vanishing grayness. It all came back—the solar flares, the ensuing chaos, the sudden deaths of billions of people, and a world in which Grandma would never again pile stuffed animals around her for comfort.
“Is it tomorrow?” she asked.
“It’s now, is all I know,” DeVontay said. “You talk in your sleep, did you know that?”
Her mother had said something about it once, but when one slept alone, it was hardly the kind of thing to worry about. “What was I saying?”
“Mostly gibberish, but you were saying a name. ‘Chelsea.’ Friend of yours? A sister?”
She sat up, aware that she’d slept in her clothes. DeVontay eased back over to the far side of the bed, his eye now swallowed by the black. A moment later she heard the snick of his lighter and one of the candles burst to life. It had a faint lilac smell.
When she knelt by the bed to say her morning prayers, he didn’t comment.
“Has our little friend come back?” she asked, sitting up and smoothing some of the wrinkles from her clothes before realizing how absurd that was.
“Brother’s been making the rounds. Door to door, all night long.”
She tried to read his face in the candlelight, to see if he’d stayed awake all night watching over her like a creepy Robert Pattinson in a Twilight movie. She forced herself not to whine, although after nearly two weeks in After, she feared numbness more than distress. “What do you think he wants?”
DeVontay, carrying his pistol, crossed the room to the thick line of gray, which had now brightened to a shade of mustard between the curtains. He peeked outside. “Who knows? Mighta been a guest who was checked in when the Big Zap hit and never checked out.”
“Or maybe his wife’s behind one of these doors? Lying in bed and rotting?” The notion reminded her they were surrounded by dead people, not just in the Motel 6 but all around the Charlotte metro area and probably the world. The faint but putrid odor of decomposition assailed her and she crawled across the bed to the little bottle of hand sanitizer on the table beside DeVontay’s midnight snacks. The bottle was half empty, surrounded by Slim Jim wrappers, crumpled cellophane, an empty bottle of Sprite, and a pack of Goody’s headache powder.
That’s what happens when you leave the grocery shopping to a man.
“Don’t see nothing outside.” DeVontay parted the curtains to let more light into the room.
“So?”
“We can’t stay here.”
“It’s safe.”
“And what’s your plan? Just stay here until room service decides to bring us breakfast?”
“Where were you going before?” She had to pee but was too embarrassed to say anything.
“Out of the city, away from them things.”
“I meant before that. You know…before.”
“Wasn’t going nowhere. I was already there. Had me a good job with a roofing company. When you got a job, no reason to go nowhere else.”
His silhouette filled the window, his shoulders broad but thin, graceful like an athlete’s. His hair was cropped close, with narrow stripes of sideburns on each cheek. That fixed, hooded eye gave him a menacing aspect. Rachel wondered if she would ever have voluntarily take a seat next to him on a bus. “I guess we have a new job,” she said.
“What’s this ‘we’ stuff? We need to talk about that.”
The words shocked her. She had survived alone, for days and days, running, hiding, learning the rules of After, but she could feel herself wearing down, her options narrowing. “We’re alive. We’re human. And we can’t let them win.”
He looked out the window and spoke with his back to her. “What if I decide you’re slowing me down? And what else you got to offer besides an extra set of eyes? You don’t even got a gun.”
“I can find one,” she said, hating the desperation in her voice.
He went to the kitchenette and opened the mini-fridge. “Damn. Looks like it’s junk food again.”
She really had to pee now, and she felt herself squirming. The bathroom door was closed, and she hadn’t remembered them checking it. What if one of the Zapheads was inside? Or a dead body?
“Okay, then,” Rachel said. “Go on. Pack up your shit and get out.”
He faced her, his good eye widening with surprise. “What you doing cussing? I thought you were one of them goody-goody girls.”
“‘Shit’ is not taking the Lord’s name in vain. You’re thinking of ‘goddamn,’ and I’m not calling you a goddamn asshole, even if you are one.”
His lips pursed into a frown of contemplation and the silence was thick between them. Somewhere on the floor above, they heard the resident Zaphead banging on a door. DeVontay grinned, showing broad teeth. “All right, so you got a little fire after all. Maybe we can make this thing work as a team until we find something better.”
She hadn’t even imagined a “better.” It was nearly impossible to imagine “good.”
“So, since that’s settled, what now?” she asked.
“Maybe I ought to go up on the roof and take a look around.”
“What if that guy gets you?”
DeVontay waved the gun. “I got an answer.”
Rachel didn’t want to be left alone. But she wasn’t about to let DeVontay know that. “Let’s just pack up and get out of here. We can go up on the highway and get a better look. I don’t want to risk getting caught in the stairwell. Plus, we don’t know how many more of those things are around. The others might not be as noisy as our little friend.”
He nodded, apparently taking their partnership seriously. “Yeah, if it’s all clear on the road, I’d just as soon head north.”
“Okay, you pack up and I…uh, have some personal business.” She didn’t want to ask him to check the bathroom. She was embarrassed enough as it was.
Funny, it’s the end of the world and I still have something to be shy about.
Rachel felt his one eye tracking her across the room. He chuckled. “What, you going to put on some make-up?”
She frowned at him, gave the doorknob a vigorous twist, and peeked inside. It was dark, but at least no one jumped her.
“Want a light?” DeVontay said.
“No, I’ll just leave the door cracked a little.”
“I already used it, so don’t mind the smell. I saved the flush for you.”
“Thanks for sharing.” Inside, as her eyes adjusted, she poked with her foot to find the porcelain bowl. As she peeled her jeans down, she listened to the brooding hotel. The banging was several floors above, fixed in one place now, and she was relieved the Zaphead had stopped making the rounds. Maybe the guy had found his room.
Then she heard something below that sound, thin, reedy, and barely piercing the unnatural silence. At first she thought DeVontay was whistling, but it was coming from her left—the room to the other side of their suite.
“Do you hear that?” she whispered, startled by the echo in the tile-covered bathroom.
“You say something?”
“It’s music.”
“Can’t be no music. The pulse blew out all electronics. Didn’t you hear the news?”
She didn’t point out the contradiction. Instead, she listened more carefully as she wiped. The notes plinked with a metallic coldness, yet they varied in tone and rhythm. After she fastened her jeans, she felt along the sink counter until she found one of the plastic sanitary cups. She shucked the cellophane sheath and placed the mouth of the cup against the wall, then placed her ear against the cup’s bottom.
She didn’t turn when the door swung open behind her and DeVontay called. “What you doing?”
“Shhh.” When Rachel was nine, before the divorce, her father had given her a little music box with Walt Disney’s Barbie-fied version of Cinderella on top. By twisting the little brass key, she could make Cinderella spin around and around, never losing a slipper. The music box had issued the same sort of brassy tonality she now heard.
“Somebody’s over there,” she said.
“Ain’t nobody over there. They would have heard us and said something.”
“Maybe they’re scared.”
“And maybe it’s a Zaphead.”
Rachel thought about banging on the wall and yelling, but if the person was scared, that wouldn’t help. “We need to open that door and check.”
“The hell we do,” DeVontay said, his good eye narrowing in annoyance. “We already got a plan, and it don’t include saving the world.”
“All right, then,” she said, pushing past him, not bothering to flush the toilet. “Give me the gun and you can wait here like a sissy.”
“A sissy? Nobody calls nobody a ‘sissy’ anymore.”
“Well, sorry I’m not up on my hood lingo, dude. Or homey. Or whatever gangsta thing you want to be called. But I’m not going anywhere until I see who’s in that room.”
Rachel was surprised by her own anger, but she understood it. She’d felt so helpless watching everyone die from the pulse, or turn into Zapheads, or commit suicide, and finally, she had a chance to be useful.
DeVontay exhaled a long sigh. “Okay, damnit. We get packed, check the room, and then we’re outta here.”
She met his gaze and they stared at each other for a full ten seconds, neither willing to flinch. “Deal.”
As he packed, he cussed under his breath. Rachel collected her backpack, checking the vial of Nembutal the druggist had given her. No, she wouldn’t surrender, not while someone else might need help.
DeVontay drew his gun before flipping back the security bolt and opening the door. Rachel pressed close behind. Once in the hall, they could clearly hear the Zaphead banging away above them.
The room next door was 202, and judging from the spacing of the doorways, it appeared to be a suite as well. They paused before the laminated door, listening, but the music had stopped. Rachel nudged DeVontay, and he slipped the master key in the lock.
The tumblers clattered in their own loud music, and the banging upstairs stopped.
“Shit,” DeVontay hissed.
Rachel pushed him into the room. The curtains were parted, throwing a wash of gray light across the carpet. Blankets were wadded over a hump on one of the beds, and the air was rank with decay. A boy of about ten knelt on the floor, a doll clutched to his chest. The doll was undressed, and the boy was twisting a knob back and forth that protruded from the doll’s back.
He looked up at them with wide brown eyes, his face stricken with guilt. “It broke.”
Rachel knelt and put her hands on his shoulders, trying not to weep. DeVontay peeled back the blanket to verify what their noses had already told them.
“Is that your mother?” Rachel asked gently, afraid the boy might see her tears and have his own breakdown.
“She didn’t wake up,” the boy said.
“We better get out of here,” DeVontay said. “I don’t think the guy upstairs is going to wait for the elevator.”
“Come on,” Rachel said, taking the boy’s hand and pulling him toward the hall.
The boy gave one last look back at the figure on the bed, at a past that no longer made sense to any of them, and allowed her to lead him into After.
 



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Marina was crying.
Not out loud, which would have disturbed him. They were safe, he was pretty sure of that, as safe as anyone could be these days. But still Marina’s sniffling and small grunts unsettled him. He couldn’t show it, though, not with Rosa about to shatter.
Jorge Jiminez let his face harden into a mask, the same expression he wore when the boss man, Mr. Wilcox, ordered him to shovel llama manure into the flower garden. Jorge liked the llamas, even though one would occasionally spit in his face. He liked them a lot better than he liked Mr. Wilcox.
He even liked the poop better than he liked Mr. Wilcox.
But now the gringo was dead, and so were the sixteen llamas. Jorge had been outside when the flash occurred, his wide-brimmed hat pulled down low over his eyes. The llamas collapsed almost instantly, and so did Barkley, the loud border collie that constantly pestered the animals. The chickens barely paused in their scratching and pecking, though, so Jorge thought it must have been some strange sort of gun, although he couldn’t figure out how a gun could kill so many animals at once without making a sound.
But then his mind jumped immediately to Rosa and Marina, and he dropped his shovel and bolted for the tiny mobile home at the back of the property, which was tucked behind a thicket of Douglas firs so that it couldn’t be seen from Mr. Wilcox’s house. His wife and child hadn’t noticed the flash of light. Rosa was stitching a patch on the knee of a pair of jeans and Marina was sprawled on the floor, coloring in her big book of princesses.
That had been over a week ago.
They’d moved into Mr. Wilcox’s house two days ago, and although Jorge instinctively sensed it was safer, he wasn’t even sure what the danger was. After all, everyone else seemed to be dead.
“Maybe we go to town to see,” Rosa said. She sat at the fine oak table, uncomfortable, a glass of water perched in her hand as if she were afraid of leaving spots on the finish.
“I told you, the truck doesn’t start,” he said, as if explaining to a child. “Neither does the car, and neither does the motorcycle. Everything’s dead.”
He didn’t mean to say that last word with such anger. He didn’t mean to say it at all. Such a word was bad luck in times like these.
“What if we walk?”
“We could do it in a day. Marina can’t walk that far, so we’d have to take turns carrying her.”
“I can, too, walk that far,” Marina said, her voice cracked and strained. “I’m not a baby.”
Her English was very good, better than Rosa’s and almost as good as his. Jorge had taken classes at the community college because he knew he’d never see Baja, California, again. Even though the silver mines of La Paz had paid a fair wage of 200 pesos a day, the United States offered the kind of wealth a man needed to raise a family. Like many of his migrant countrymen, he’d planned to work for a year or two and return, but there was always a bill to be paid first, or paperwork, or some legal obstacle.
Luckily, Mr. Wilcox offered employment year round. In the spring, there was gardening, and in the summer, the crew mowed grass at various gated subdivisions built by the boss man, and in fall, they cut hay and prepared for the Christmas tree harvest. In winter, Mr. Wilcox dispensed a list of repairs around the property, which Jorge had once heard him brag consisted of “nine hunnert acres of East Tennessee’s mountain heaven.” All year round was the task of shoveling of manure: chicken manure, llama manure, pig manure, horse manure, and, once when the septic tank was clogged, people manure.
This week, there had been no shoveling. If one didn’t count the graves.
“No, you’re not a baby,” he said to Marina.
“Maybe we walk to the neighbors’ house,” Rosa said, glancing out the window.
The closest neighbor was half an hour’s walk, even with a nine-year-old. Jorge wasn’t afraid of the distance. He was afraid of what they might find when they arrived.
Perhaps they would discover more people like Mr. Wilcox, whose face had been blank and eyes staring wide, as if the flash had blinded him forever. Or more like the Detoro family in the trailer next to theirs, with Alejandro and Sergio dead on the floor and mother, Nima, dead on the couch. Jorge had found Fernando Detoro in the barn, collapsed over the open hood of the tractor’s engine, his hands black with grease. Jorge thought perhaps Rosa and Marina survived because they had been inside, and so, that was part of their luck, but being inside had not saved the Detoro family.
“I don’t think we should risk leaving,” he said. “We have all we need right here.”
“But we don’t know—”
“Sí. We don’t know. So we stay.”
Before Marina, they had talked only in Spanish when they were together, but Jorge wanted an American daughter. She would have had enough trouble because of her skin, although her straight black hair and onyx eyes surely made the paler girls jealous. Not that there were many paler girls around to worry about, now.
Jorge crossed the living room and drew back the thick velvet drapes. For a bachelor, Mr. Wilcox had put a lot of trouble into his home decorating. The front lawn was now getting ragged, and Jorge had to shake off the itch to mow it.
Nothing moved outside, except for a few crows perched on the white fence. Crows would enjoy this new situation. Plenty of meat to scavenge.
Jorge sat on the couch and stared at the big flat-screen TV. Its size was absurd, like many of the furnishings in Mr. Wilcox’s house. Now the blank screen was a mockery of all the things that had once played across it.
“I should try the tractor again,” he said. “If anything runs, it will be the tractor.”
Rosa didn’t challenge the flawed logic. Although they had been raised in a patriarchal culture, Jorge encouraged her to express her opinion. He valued her wisdom. Except now, she was frightened, and fear always hindered wisdom.
“We will be alone,” Rosa said. Marina looked up from her drawing.
Jorge glanced toward the kitchen pantry where he’d leaned a loaded shotgun against the racks of wine, spices, and canned goods. “Not alone.”
“Hurry back, Daddy,” Marina said.
“I will, tomatilla,” he said, using her toddler nickname of “Little Tomato.” “You be good for your momma, okay?”
Marina smiled, nodded, and went back to her drawing. Jorge wondered if she would ever go back to school, or ever again have the normal American life he had wished for her.
He drew back the deadbolt and paused by the front door. He wasn’t sure whether he should be afraid. He didn’t know enough to be afraid.
Jorge didn’t want to retrieve one of the guns from the closet, because that would scare Marina. He fastened his work belt around his waist as if he prepared to weed the landscaping. The machete hung from his belt as it always did.
“Lock up behind me,” he said to Rosa before slipping outside.
The day was bright, the sunlight made even fiercer by the amount of time he’d spent inside. He stood on the porch, looking out between the high white columns. Birds chattered in the trees, but their chirps and whistles were spread across the surrounding woods, eerily sparse for late August.
So, not all the birds have died.
The trees were still, and the pastures vacant. The corn swayed slightly in the garden, the tassels just beginning to turn golden. Whatever had killed people and animals didn’t seem to have affected the vegetation.
Jorge stepped off the porch and walked past Mr. Wilcox’s silver SUV. The vehicle probably cost two years’ worth of Jorge’s salary, but now it was worthless. Jorge had found the keys in Mr. Wilcox’s pants when he’d searched the man’s body, but the SUV was just as dead as his boss. Jorge had even swapped out batteries with the tractor, but the engine hadn’t turned over.
Jorge wasn’t as skilled a mechanic as Fernando Detoro, but he was convinced that whatever had killed Fernando had silenced the engines as well.
He surveyed the road as he continued his trek to the barn. Mr. Wilcox often had visitors from town, fat men wearing ties who never set foot in the fields. Rosa said they were bankers and lawyers who used Mr. Wilcox’s money to make more money with no work. Jorge wanted Marina to have that chance one day. He’d been saving cash buried in a jar under the trailer. It was Marina’s college fund.
If she ever went to school again.
He entered the two-story barn. Jorge had lied to Rosa. The tractor had no hope of starting. The engine was in pieces, the radiator removed, spark plug wires and hoses arrayed on a greasy drop cloth.
“Willard?” he called.
On the day of the deaths, Willard White had been mixing chemicals to spray on the shrubs. Willard was the only one whose body hadn’t turned up, and Jorge wanted to be sure his family was alone on the farm. He also didn’t want Marina stumbling across a decomposing corpse.
Perhaps Willard is as afraid as I am. Perhaps he is hiding.
Willard was a local man, a gringo, even if he was unkempt and smelly. He also talked constantly, which is why Jorge couldn’t imagine him hiding for days. Willard ranted about “my old bitch of a wife, Bernice,” “the guddam government,” “guddam sun in my eyes,” “my bitchin’ back acting up again,” “that cheap bastard Wilcox,” “guddam milk thistles taking over the pasture,” and a long litany of life’s constant miseries.
Jorge checked the barn stalls, where a row of horses whinnied uneasily. Mr. Wilcox liked to show off his horses, even though he never rode them. Horses were a luxury, taking valuable pasture and providing no food in return, unlike the cows and chickens. But Jorge liked the horses, because they treated him as an equal, unlike the men.
He patted each on the nose and promised them grain. Unlike the llamas, they had survived the sun sickness.
Jorge entered the cluttered tack room, where Willard liked to take breaks and drink brown liquor called Old Grand-Dad’s. Metal trash cans full of sweetened grain stood in one corner. Harness dangled from one wall, and a row of saddles were perched across three sawhorses. One of Jorge’s duties was to ride the horses once a week to keep them all trained and in shape, but the leather gear was far from broken in.
The shovel Jorge had used to bury the people was hanging on the wall, along with axes, crosscut saws, sledgehammers, chains, animal harnesses, pulleys, fan belts, loops of twine, and all the other tools needed to operate the farm. Jorge couldn’t be sure, but the bags of chemicals and the backpack sprayers appeared untouched.
Thud-dunk.
Something had fallen overhead, up in the hayloft.
The suddenness of the sound kept Jorge from calling out. If it was Willard, the man would have heard him and responded. The barn was large but open, and sound carried well under the corrugated tin roof.
Jorge kept perfectly still, his heart leaping in his chest.
Nothing to fear. Everyone is dead.
Another heavy sound came from above, as if someone was dropping sacks of feed.
Jorge eased out of the tool room, careful not to let the door creak. He headed for the loft stairs and climbed, gripping the machete. Dust motes spun in the open windows like tiny insects. His ascent startled a chicken, which squawked and exploded from under the steps in a blur of feathers. It must have been nesting under there. Jorge wouldn’t trust those eggs, not with everything dying.
A rough, wooden-planked door waited at the top of the stairs. When he reached it, Jorge didn’t lift the rusty hasp that was held in place by a bent ten-penny nail. Instead, he leaned forward and peered through a crack in the planks.
Willard White paced in the middle of the loft, weaving and wobbling like he did after a quart of Old Grand-Dad’s.
But Willard wasn’t muttering or singing the way he would if he were drunk. No, he wasn’t talking at all, which was the first sign that something wasn’t right, because Willard never shut up.
As Jorge spied through the crack, Willard staggered between the stacks of hay bales, plastic water barrels, and sacks of cracked corn like he was looking for his bottle. He stumbled into a loose pile of hay and fell onto his face with a soft thump that shook the floorboards. That was the cause of the sound. Willard must have fallen twice before.
Despite his uneasiness, a wave of relief washed over Jorge.
Maybe this is a different kind of drunk. At least he’s alive. We aren’t alone.
Jorge lifted the hasp and swung open the door.
“Mister White?” Jorge called.
Willard didn’t move.
Maybe he’s sick. Maybe he was afraid to be alone so he spent his time with Old Grand-Dad.
Jorge stepped into the loft, one palm riding the butt of the machete’s grip. He wasn’t sure someone could stay drunk for three days, even Willard.
“Something bad happened, Mr. White,” Jorge said, louder than he normally would have. He wanted the man to wake up, even though that would mean Willard would be in charge, because Mr. Wilcox made sure his Mexicans knew their place. And if he brought Willard White into the house, Willard would become the new Mr. Wilcox.
The sunlight was soft on the hay, creating a golden bed around Willard. Wire mesh covered the windows, which allowed the breeze to drift through and push the chaff around. The hush of the farm was unnatural, and even the frantic chicken had fallen quiet.
“Mr. Wilcox and the others…they are dead,” Jorge said, now ten feet from Willard. The man didn’t seem to be breathing, and Jorge was afraid again. If people could still die from whatever had happened, that meant Marina and Rosa were at risk.
He suddenly wanted very much to be back in the house.
But he had to know.
He knelt by the man, sniffing. There was no sweet stench of liquor about Willard, although the man’s dirty clothes and body odor were plenty strong.
Jorge touched his shoulder. He whispered, “Mr. White?”
The man turned suddenly, grabbing Jorge’s wrist with knotty, calloused fingers. With a yelp, Jorge tried to fall back, but Willard clung with a fierce intensity. The wide eyes glittered, the pupils almost completely filling his sockets, and the remaining whites were streaked with scarlet.
Willard’s mouth moved, and Jorge saw a large cavity in one of the yellow molars. “Yuh…yuh…”
“Yes?” Jorge said, still trying to pry his arm free.
Willard wheezed and brought his other hand from the depths of the hay. It held a ball-peen hammer. That must have been what had been hitting the floorboards.
“You’re afraid, too,” Jorge said.
Now Willard was smiling, although the twisted mouth was open far too wide. “Yuh…yuh…”
“Let me help you up,” Jorge said.
Willard swung the ball-peen hammer while tugging Jorge toward him. Jorge swerved just in time. The hammer bounced off his upper arm, sending a dull, icy knot through his body.
“Mr. White?” Jorge twisted away, but Willard kept his grip on Jorge’s wrist, cutting off the circulation.
Willard still grinned, but there was no humor in his brightly sparkling eyes. The man hadn’t blinked at all and specks of straw were stuck to his eyeballs. Willard raised the hammer again, unable to muster a good swing because he was still lying down.
The hammer came close to Jorge’s skull, close enough that he felt its wind, and he unsheathed the machete with his free hand. Willard was drawing the hammer back for another blow when Jorge struck.
Willard’s forearm wasn’t as limber as the saplings Jorge weeded from the Christmas tree fields. The machete’s blade cleaved the flesh and struck bone with a wet, splintering sound. Blood spattered from the wound and onto Jorge’s face, but Willard didn’t release his grip.
Worst of all, Willard was still grinning, as if the chop was a joke between co-workers killing time. “Yuh…yuh…” the man said, with no passion or pain in his voice.
It was when Willard drew the hammer back for another blow that Jorge chopped again, scared and fierce. This time, the shattered bone yielded. Willard’s stump spouted thick jets of blood in rhythm with his heartbeat, and the grizzled farmhand sat and watched it with detached curiosity.
Jorge fell backward now that Willard’s weight wasn’t serving as an anchor. His arm was heavy. He wondered if he had been injured by the hammer, but when he looked down, he saw Willard’s shredded hand still circling his wrist.
Horrified, Jorge tried to shake off the amputated limb. It wouldn’t budge. Jorge tucked the bloody machete in his armpit and started peeling back the fingers. One of them twitched and wriggled as if it had a mind of its own.
Finally, he shucked it free and it bounced off the hard wooden planks.
As Jorge ran to the door, he gave one last glance at Willard White. The man stood and began staggering again, as if Jorge had never been there. Blood dribbled from his ragged wound, but his face showed no shock. He dropped the hammer and it made its trademark thunk.
“Mr. White?” Jorge said, desperate to see the slightest human emotion in that unshaven face.
Willard turned toward the door. “Yuh…yuh….”
The spidery hand still twitched. Jorge stepped forward and drove his boot into it, sending it spinning across the floor to Willard, who picked it up and looked at it, then stuck it at the end of his arm like a child trying to fix a broken doll.
Jorge slammed the door and dropped the hasp into place, breathing hard. He found some baling wire and twisted a loop to secure the hasp. Willard White could easily remove the chicken wire from the windows if he wanted, but Jorge hadn’t seen any glint of remaining intelligence in the man’s face.
Jorge hurried down the stairs, wondering if he should remove his shirt so Marina wouldn’t see the blood stains. He couldn’t come up with a convincing lie, and he still was unsure of the truth.
All he knew was that he didn’t want to leave his wife and daughter alone if men such as Willard White existed.
If he’s even still a man…
In the house were guns and ammunition, and even if Jorge didn’t know what was happening, he could defend his family. He gripped the machete, too frantic to holster it.
After the shadowed dimness of the barn, the sunlight was blinding. He shaded his eyes and headed for the house.
He stopped after a single step.
Two men stood between him and the front porch, their faces as slack as Willard’s, their eyes devoid of emotion but glittering with mad energy.
 



 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
“Hola,” Jorge said.
The man on the left was dressed like one of Mr. Wilcox’s banker friends, although his suit was rumpled, the sleeves ragged and his necktie twisted to one side. He was short, fat, and balding, with thick hands and pasty, wormlike fingers. He was a man who’d never performed manual labor.
The other man was close to the porch steps. Despite the heat, he was dressed in brown coveralls and there were dark blotches along the front.
Blood?
The man in coveralls was tall and lean, his face pocked and stubbled. He looked familiar, with his slicked-back hair, green baseball cap, and thick eyebrows, but Jorge was pretty sure the man wasn’t one of the farmhands. Perhaps he worked on one of the construction crews.
Neither man responded to his greeting. Jorge lifted the machete, which had been dangling along his right thigh. Jorge wasn’t sure whether they were sick like Willard White. They didn’t look dangerous, but their quietness disturbed him.
He pointed the machete at the banker and waved the blade down the driveway, indicating that the man should go.
There is no car. How long has he been here?
Maybe the man had walked from town, but that would have taken a day. Jorge couldn’t imagine the plump man walking the length of the gravel drive, much less the ten miles to town. Not in those fancy leather shoes.
“You,” Jorge said to the man in coveralls. “Move away.”
The man turned his back and started up the steps. The banker finally blinked, the first motion to cross his face since Jorge had emerged from the barn.
Jorge pictured little Marina inside the house, and Rosa frightened of the noises outside and unable to hide it. “Stop,” he said, afraid to shout.
The man in coveralls ignored him, crossing the porch to the front door, his heavy boots drumming the wooden boards. Unlike Willard, the man in coveralls moved with purpose, although his gait was jerky and unbalanced.
He’s trying to get in.
Ignoring the banker, who at one time would have commanded almost as much polite respect as Mr. Wilcox, Jorge ran for the porch. If he moved fast enough, the man in coveralls wouldn’t reach the door.
But as Jorge raised the machete and prepared to launch himself up the steps, he sensed motion to the left. The banker closed in with a speed that belied his girth. He slammed into Jorge, wrapping him in a hug and knocking them both to the ground. The machete flew from Jorge’s fingers.
Jorge rolled, scrabbling for purchase on the lawn. The banker gripped him around one thigh, and Jorge kicked backward, pounding into the man’s shoulder. The man’s face was pink with effort. He appeared to be grinning.
“You blanco culito,” Jorge muttered, not wanting to raise his voice.
The “white little asshole” clung to Jorge, his expensive jacket ripping. Jorge kicked and spider-crawled backwards. The crazy attacker still clung to him.
The man in coveralls reached the door and rattled the knob.
While the banker was definitely afflicted with whatever had contaminated Willard, the man in coveralls acted with intent and intelligence. Jorge considered him as the more dangerous of the two, but first he’d have to deal with the banker.
Jorge used a trick he’d learned while wrestling the boars. Mr. Wilcox made them castrate the young male pigs that weren’t needed for breeding. Jorge resented the blood and violence of the act, but now he was grateful for the experience.
Treat the banker like a pig.
The banker didn’t have the strength of a young boar. Jorge straddled the banker’s upper chest with his legs, squeezing him in a scissors grip. The banker bellowed and pushed forward, scraping Jorge’s back but moving them both closer to the machete.
The man in coveralls slammed his fist against the front door.
If you make Marina cry, I will castrate you.
And that was when Jorge recognized him. He was the farrier who visited once a month and trimmed the horses’ hooves and replaced their metal shoes. While the banker had been inside the house, probably sipping lemonade or brown liquor in the den, the farrier had no right seeking entry. Workers never went inside the Wilcox house.
The machete lay five feet out of reach, and the banker wasn’t letting Jorge gain any traction. Jorge squeezed the man harder between his knees. His thighs trembled with fear, rage, and exertion.
The farrier pounded on the door with both fists, the noise like a horse galloping across a wooden bridge.
Jorge thought he heard a scream inside the house.
That would be Rosa. Marina is the calm one. Marina would never break her promise to be good.
He was almost as angry at Rosa as he was the two men. Marina would be an American, not so weak with her emotions.
But the scream fueled him. He grabbed the banker’s head and slammed his face into the ground. A soft merp of surprise flew from the man’s mouth on impact. He hardly seemed to notice the pain.
The banker’s head lifted. Those dry eyes looked right through Jorge and into the Badlands beyond everything.
The man’s pink skull enraged him. The banker became the symbol of all the times he’d had to stand with his hat in his hands, all the nodding and sweating in the immigration offices, all the frowns and smirks in the feed store when Jorge picked up farm supplies. The banker was bacon in a world where Jorge could only afford salted fatback.
Jorge punched at the man, banging against one rubbery ear. He drew back for a second blow, but the banker crawled forward when Jorge’s legs unclenched.
Now the banker was on top of him like a lover, a stench of musky sweat mingled with faint fancy cologne. Jorge swung again but the blow was stunted. It bounced off the man’s shoulder.
“Get off,” Jorge grunted at the man.
The banker wriggled higher onto Jorge’s chest, his bulk making it difficult for Jorge to toss him aside. Then his breath was on Jorge’s face and it stank like a barn stall.
He’s smiling. Like this is American football.
Jorge angled his neck until he could see the farrier at the door. The man had stopped pounding and was fishing in one of the thigh pockets of the coveralls. He emerged with a set of metal pinchers, a tool used to trim hooves. Jorge shoved the banker as the farrier clamped the tool on the door lock and began twisting with a skree of metal.
The banker lunged forward again, his glistening forehead now right at Jorge’s chin, and Jorge had to fight an urge to bite into pink flesh.
Instead, he used the momentum to slide them both forward another foot until his fingers found the machete handle.
He waggled the blade through the air, unable to get a clean arc. The side of the steel blade slapped against the banker’s back with a thwack. The banker, apparently not able to understand that the blade could harm him, ignored it and continued to grind himself against Jorge as if to smother him.
Jorge got a better swing the second time and the blade cleaved through the fancy jacket and struck meat. Blood spouted from the wound.
The banker’s face curdled in confusion. Jorge hewed another opening across the man’s back.
Now the banker relaxed his grip enough for Jorge to kick free and roll to his knees, just in time to see the door open in front of the farrier.
He’s broken in—
Jorge’s heart fluttered in fear. He used the adrenalin to hurtle toward the porch, blood dripping from the machete blade. He was off balance, the bright sun blinding him, and the creaking of the door hinges seemed as loud as an animal’s scream.
He wasn’t going to make it in time. The farrier entered the house, the wicked tool dangling at his side.
He waited for Rosa’s scream. He leaped up the steps and raised the machete.
But before Jorge could enter, a loud ka-doom poured through the doorway. Jorge entered to the acrid smell of gun smoke in the air.
The farrier lay facedown on the floor, a patch of crimson blossoming across the back of his coveralls. Rosa stood by the kitchen counter, the shotgun in her slender arms.
A blue thread of smoke curled from the barrel as if she’d just burned the toast instead of killing a man.
Not a man. A thing. A pig.
“Marina?” Jorge asked her.
“In the closet.”
Where the guns were. Jorge pictured Rosa shoving Marina in there and grabbing the gun. Maybe he didn’t know his wife at all.
“Who is he?” Rosa asked.
“The horseman.”
“He’s dead?”
Jorge nudged the corpse with his boot. It lay like a sack of rotted potatoes. “Sí.”
“Who are these people?”
“Something has changed.” Jorge laid the bloody machete on the granite countertop, crossed the kitchen, and opened the pantry door. Marina sat hunched on a cardboard case of wine, her hands over her ears, hair trailing over her face.
He knelt and brushed her hair away until she peeked at him.
“Is the bad man gone?” she asked. Her voice wasn’t trembling or whiny, just cautious, like she’d done something bad but wasn’t sure what.
“Yes, tomatilla, he’s gone.”
“It’s not like on TV, is it? Where the bad man comes back after you think he’s gone?”
Jorge hugged her, glancing back into the kitchen. From there, he could see the farrier’s feet. “No, this isn’t TV.”
But he’d forgotten about the banker. Jorge had delivered several vicious blows with the blade but probably not enough to kill. “Stay here, okay? Un momento.”
He was slipping, using Spanish. Marina would never become American if he didn’t control himself. She nodded and even gave him a tired smile. He reached behind her and took the hunting rifle with the big scope. He didn’t know what caliber it was, but the shell he’d put in the chamber was nearly as thick as his pinky.
Yes, smile in the face of danger and you will fit in here. Because America is a dangerous land.
He closed the pantry door and Rosa was waiting, still cradling the shotgun. Her eyes were wide and wet with fear, but her jaw was firm.
“Is the other one dead?” she said, quietly so that Marina couldn’t hear, although it seemed as if the boom of the gun still echoed off the kitchen tiles.
“I need to check.”
“I saw through the window. And when he came up on the porch—”
“You did well. Stay while I check on the other one, the banker.”
“Will we be in trouble? For killing these white men?”
Jorge didn’t tell her about Willard. “I don’t know who would cause trouble. Mr. Wilcox is dead. Who would call the police?”
“The phone doesn’t work.”
Jorge took a position near the big window, parting the white curtain with the tip of the rifle barrel. The banker was on all fours, crawling away from the porch. His jacket was shredded and his tie dragged in the dirt. Jorge wondered if he should shoot the man. Was the man in pain, or was he beyond feeling? The anger that Jorge had felt when his family was threatened washed away and left him tired and confused.
“What do we do now?” Rosa said behind him.
“We could stay,” he said, not liking his indecision. He’s always been the patriarch. And now his wife was a protector, a killer, while he let a man crawl away who had attacked him and threatened his family.
“What if there are others? Mr. Wilcox had many friends.”
“He had no friends. He had people who wanted his money.”
And now we have everything he once owned.
Jorge glanced at the giant TV mounted to the wall in the living room, the shadows of the tree branches from outside swaying across the black surface. The high glass cabinet held carved wooden ducks, fish, and turtles, as well as ivory elephants that Mr. Wilcox had boasted were illegal to own. Above the marble fireplace was a painting of black people cutting wheat with hand scythes.
Upstairs, in the dresser beside Mr. Wilcox’s puffy and waxy corpse, Jorge had found eight thousand dollars in a cigar box. He had been afraid to take the money, sure that rich people had a way to track cash.
Everything Mr. Wilcox owned is now worthless, except these guns and the food in the pantry.
Jorge glanced at the farrier’s cooling corpse and the pool of blood that was already coagulating around it.
And horses.
“Get Marina ready,” Jorge said.
“Ready?”
“Load some backpacks with food we can eat on the road.”
“So, we’re not staying here?”
“More people may come. I don’t want to wait.”
Jorge felt a surge of strength as he took control of the situation. He was still masculino. But he kept the rifle, even though he sheathed the machete. Locking the front door behind him, he checked the banker’s progress. The banker was halfway down the drive, flies already circling him in black clouds.
Soon the vultures will have him.
Jorge studied the sky, wondering whether his family would change, would become like them.
But such worries would make him weak, and Marina and Rosa needed him to be strong. Plus he had the rifle. He thought again about Mr. Wilcox’s money and all the useless comforts of his boss’s life. He wasn’t an overly religious man, despite his Catholic upbringing. But perhaps the meek truly did inherit the Earth.
It was as good an explanation as any why the three of them had been unaffected by the sun sickness.
He went to the barn to saddle the horses.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
“What road are we on?” DeVontay said, peering at the crumpled map.
They sat in the shade of a large oak, careful not to touch the poison sumac that was already turning fierce red with the end of the summer. The boy had quickly grown tired and had asked for his mother once. But they kept moving, determined to get away from the population centers where Zaphead encounters were more likely.
“That’s I-77,” Rachel said, pointing to the four-lane highway below them. They’d walked parallel to the road, staying in the vegetation even though the traveling was more difficult. Rachel didn’t trust the vehicles, especially since so many of them had tinted windows. On the crest of the slope, they were able to see movement in any direction.
DeVontay squinted through the treetop at the rising sun. “Which way we headed?”
“The sun rises in the east,” Rachel said. “I learned that in Girl Scouts.”
DeVontay scowled, the expression almost comical because of his glass eye. “Wish I’d left you back at the hotel.”
The boy stiffened and shuddered beside Rachel, and she shot DeVontay an angry glance and shook her head.
We’re his parents now. We have to pretend everything’s going to be all right, just like real parents do.
I failed Chelsea, but I won’t fail this boy.
The boy’s blonde hair and freckles suggested a fair complexion that would sunburn easily. At their morning stop at a convenience store, she’d found him some sunscreen and made him put on a Carolina Panthers ball cap. She’d also collected some of the healthiest offerings she could find, including some apple juice she hoped hadn’t spoiled. DeVontay had collected the map, a pack of butane lighters, and half a box of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups.
Rachel fished a bottle of water from her backpack and held it out to the boy, who still clutched the naked doll to his chest. “Here, honey. I’ll bet you’re thirsty.”
The boy shook his head. He’d barely spoken a dozen words all day. Rachel wondered if he was in shock. She hadn’t studied much basic health, but she knew shock tended to kill people before they had a chance to die from more horrible things.
She put the water bottle by his sneakers and offered him a granola bar. He shook his head.
“You gotta speak the language,” DeVontay said. He opened one of his Reese’s and held a cup of chocolate and peanut butter out to the boy. The boy’s mouth visibly watered and he licked his lips.
“It’s okay.” Rachel gave an encouraging smile, hoping the boy didn’t crash from a sugar high while they were putting in some miles.
The boy let the doll fall into his lap. He took the candy, which was soft from the heat. As he bit into it, DeVontay said, “Melts in your mouth, not in your hands.”
“That’s M&M’s,” Rachel said.
“Whatever. Same principle.”
“No, it’s not. M&M’s has a hard shell so instead of smeary chocolate, it leaves artificial food coloring on your fingers.”
“Do you got to argue about everything?”
“No, only when you’re wrong. Oh, wait a minute. You’re wrong about everything.”
The boy’s blue eyes tracked back and forth, from one of them to the other. He had returned to the world a little, back from whatever private hell inside his head.
“Here,” she said, reaching out for the other peanut butter cup. She held it in her palm until the chocolate ran. Then she popped the candy into her mouth. It was so sweet that it made her teeth hurt.
She showed her palm to both of them. “See? A gooey mess.”
“That looks like poopie,” DeVontay said.
Rachel made a show of studying her palm as if making a scientific observation. “Hmm. You’re right, it does.”
She licked her palm, making sure to smear chocolate all over her lips. “Mmm. Tastes like poopie, too!”
DeVontay laughed, and the boy giggled. “Yuck!” the boy said, in a small, delighted voice.
“Hey, watch this,” DeVontay said. He dug his fingers into the skin beneath his left eye, then touched the glass orb and rolled it a little so that it appeared the eye was gazing far to the left.
Whoa, don’t freak the kid out. We’re trying to get him back to normal, not make him think you’re a Zaphead.
But the boy gazed with intense interest. DeVontay smiled, then lifted up the skin just beneath his eyebrow and rolled the glass eye into his fingers. He held it up like a marble. “Here’s looking at you, kid.”
“Can I hold it?” the boy said.
“Sure. But only if you let me hold the doll for a minute.”
The boy nodded and made the trade. It was the first time Rachel had seen him without the doll since they’d rescued him. She decided to bring him all the way out. “What’s your name?”
“Stephen.”
“That’s a nice name.”
The boy shrugged, focused on the glass eye. He turned it so it caught the light. “How did you lose your eye?” he asked DeVontay, his lips pressed into a solemn line.
“Messing around. You know how kids are.”
“Mommy says if you play with sticks, you’ll poke your eye out.”
“She’s pretty smart,” DeVontay said.
Rachel noted he used present tense. He’s got a good instinct. Maybe he has more social experience than he lets on.
DeVontay stroked the doll’s kinky hair. “What’s her name?”
“Miss Molly.”
“That’s a pretty name,” Rachel said.
“Does it hurt?” the boy asked, passing the glass eye back to DeVontay.
“Not anymore. It’s just something you get used to. But it took a while.”
Rachel noticed his street grammar had softened, and his former aggressiveness was buried. “Just like this—this After—is something we’ll all have to get used to,” she said to Stephen.
The boy touched the bill of his cap. “Like not having football this year.”
“Probably not,” DeVontay said. “But the Panthers wouldn’t be no good anyway. The Eagles would have whooped them bad.”
As DeVontay plopped his glass eye back in place, Rachel scanned the road below. All those people rotting in the August heat.
“Mommy said only the wicked people changed,” Stephen said.
“Lots of people have died, Stephen,” Rachel said. “None of us are perfect, but most of us are good.”
“Then why did my mommy die? Does that mean she is wicked?”
DeVontay gave Rachel a look like: “I’m not touching this one.” He gave Stephen his doll back and the boy immediately clutched it to his chest, apparently lapsing back into his near-catatonic state. Rachel knew this might be their only chance to pull the boy out again.
“Your mommy wasn’t wicked,” Rachel said. “God just needed an extra angel in heaven, to make things ready for when the rest of us arrive.”
Crap. Maybe this wasn’t such a good direction. But they didn’t cover this in Counseling 101.
“Then how come some people died and some just walk around being mean? Aren’t they wicked?”
“We don’t know that, honey. That’s why we need to stay away from everyone until we can figure out what is happening.”
“So, it’s just the three of us forever?”
“We’ll find others like us.”
“Other good people?”
Rachel wasn’t sure why she’d survived. She’d always felt special, but not in an arrogant way. Even from an early age, she’d always felt God made her for a reason, and made only one person like her in the whole world, and she was supposed to be Rachel all her life. She’d felt it even before her mother took her to Catholic services or her dad gave his grumbling rants that took her years to understand as atheism.
She wasn’t even sure if she’d ever accepted his atheism, because she couldn’t comprehend a world without purpose and order. After Chelsea’s death, Dad had shut off any pretense of faith, insisting that no merciful God would allow such a tragedy. She wondered what Dad would make of this apocalypse.
“Yes,” Rachel said, realizing the silence had stretched too long, filled by the twitter of birds and the soft flapping of leaves overhead. “Other good people.”
“Do you know where they are?”
DeVontay, studying the map again to avoid joining the discussion, pointed to the northwest and said, “Yeah, little man. They’re that way.”
“Is that way Mi’sippi?” Stephen asked. “My daddy’s in Mi’sippi.”
Rachel found herself nodding. Little white lies didn’t make her wicked, did it? “Yes, Mississippi’s that way.”
“I hope Daddy’s good. I don’t want him to be one of the mean people.”
Stephen’s eyes welled, and Rachel scooted over to hug him. He sagged into her arms and she patted his back. “With a boy like you, I’m sure he’s good. We’ll find him for you.”
She imagined an older, pudgier version of Stephen, a bloated corpse lying in bed or on a sidewalk or roasting in a car. Then she saw him staggering along the street, looking for something to attack. She pushed the vision away.
Please, God, give me strength. Show me Your purpose and help me be part of Your order. Even if I don’t understand it.
DeVontay folded the map backwards, so that it was lumpy and the corners uneven. He pushed it into his backpack, along with the leftover food. He pulled the pistol out, making sure Stephen wasn’t watching, and said, “Hey, we better get started if we got to walk all the way to Mi’sippi, right?”
Rachel brushed Stephen’s hair back from his freckled face and kissed his forehead. “You’re a good boy. And I don’t believe wicked people can hurt good people, do you?”
He shook his head no, bumping her cheek with the bill of his cap. She smiled and helped him to his feet. DeVontay had eased back into the shade until he was behind the tree. He tilted his head toward the highway.
Rachel saw four of them, coming up the pavement between the jumbled lines of cars. Their clothes didn’t look ragged, and they didn’t jerk and shake, but she knew they were Zapheads. Something about them was off. Maybe it was the way they peered in each vehicle as they passed, as if searching for any movement they could make still forever.
They were about three hundred yards away, and it was unlikely they would notice anyone on the slope above them. From Rachel’s observations, Zapheads had a suppressed sense of perception, as if they could only process information in their immediate vicinity. Maybe their focus on destruction was so all-consuming that they had no larger awareness of the world.
Perhaps that is the definition of “wicked”: pure selfish destruction.
“I need you to be very quiet, Stephen,” she said calmly, in her regular voice. “Can you do that for me?”
He opened his mouth and caught himself, then nodded. He looked at DeVontay and saw the gun.
“We’re going to Mississippi now,” she said.
“I’ll be good,” Stephen whispered.
“This way,” DeVontay said, waving them into the scrub vegetation that dotted the top of the slope. Rachel nudged Stephen toward DeVontay and collected their backpacks. On the highway below, one of the Zapheads pounded an iron bar against a car hood. The brutal thwack was an intrusion on the pastoral serenity of a few moments earlier, and Rachel was reminded that After was not paradise.
It was a land where the wicked walked.
When three of the four Zapheads disappeared from view behind a tractor-trailer rig, Rachel hurried into the bushes to join DeVontay and Stephen. Glass shattered below them, followed by a strange inhuman cry that might have been glee.
They hurried without speaking, DeVontay beating back the branches and briars with the arm that held the gun, Stephen hunched low so that the bill of his cap hid his face, and Rachel repeatedly glancing behind her. They were still moving roughly parallel to the interstate, although they’d put more distance and vegetation between them and it. The morning coolness had given way to an intense heat that had burned away the dew, and the air held all the promise of an oven.
After ten minutes, they could no longer hear the crazed vandalism, and DeVontay slowed a little, tucked his gun in his belt, and picked up Stephen. He must have noticed the dark circles of exhaustion under the boy’s eyes.
“I know you’re big enough to walk, but I want you to rest so you can tell me bedtime stories,” DeVontay said.
“Are you going to shoot the wicked people?” Stephen said, letting the doll nestle between them. It must have been uncomfortable for DeVontay, but he said nothing.
“No wicked people are going to get you while we’re around, okay, little man?”
“Okay.”
Rachel peeled away Stephen’s backpack to help lighten DeVontay’s load. The act caused the doll to fall to the ground, and Stephen gave a bleat of alarm. She hurriedly collected it before he could scream and alert the Zapheads. They continued through the vegetation, which had thinned considerably and occasionally allowed them a view of the cluttered highway.
After a few minutes, Stephen was asleep and DeVontay slowed to reduce the bouncing of his gait.
“Did you see what I saw?” Rachel asked.
“‘fraid so. But tell me anyway, so it’s not my imagination.”
“The Zapheads were moving in a group. They weren’t doing that before.”
“Maybe it was random. They just happened to bump into each other and said, ‘Yo, muthas, let’s break some shit together, whaddya say?’”
“Either way, I don’t like it.”
“I don’t like any of this. Things were bad enough without no wicked-ass gangbanger shit.”
He’d reverted back to his street persona. She didn’t blame him. Maybe it was a useful survival mechanism, and they might need all such mechanisms they could find.
“You were good back there,” she said. “With Stephen.”
“So, I’m one of the good people for a change,” he said. “Don’t be getting used to it.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Campbell was dreaming of Gina Bellinari, the first girl he’d ever kissed. In the dream, they were behind the bleachers at the Idlewild High School football stadium, and it must have been a school day, because he could hear kids running and laughing on the practice fields. Gina was saying people would notice they were missing, and she couldn’t afford to get sent to the office again, and Campbell knew her reputation and figured just a kiss was being cheap. But when he went in again, his lips puckered out like he was about to suck down a sour gummy worm, she kicked him hard on the shin.
“Fuh,” he said, knowing he looked uncool, and uncool didn’t cut it when Gina had her choice of any straight boy in the school, except the artists and the geeky band students who’d probably be virgins all the way through college.
“We’re moving out,” Gina said, but her voice was gruff, cracked, and masculine, and she didn’t look all that happy about being kissed.
Campbell opened his eyes to find Arnoff standing over him, dressed in camouflage overalls. The encounter with Gina had given way to an ROTC nightmare and all the chisel-jawed goons in high school who’d waved their flags in his face and had strutted around spouting word like “duty” and “honor.” But this wasn’t some high-school faker, this was a grown man, although his cheeks were shaven as brightly pink as a teenager’s.
Then Campbell remembered the camp, and the solar storms, and the world with six billion dead people. And his back was killing him from sleeping on the ground. “Hell,” he groaned.
“Yep, same as yesterday,” Arnoff said, walking away to the fire, where the professor was tending a blackened coffee pot.
Campbell peeled back the thick blanket and the stench of his rumpled clothes crawled over him. He hadn’t changed since they’d left Chapel Hill, and he’d only bathed once, half-heartedly swabbing his armpits with creek water. If the Zapheads didn’t get him, flesh-eating fungus eventually would.
He glanced over at Pamela’s tent. Donnie was helping Pamela break it down. Donnie was slender and had bad teeth, like an ex-con who’d been deprived of decent hygiene. His black, greasy hair was combed straight back over his head, and he wore a sleeveless denim jacket and his arms were covered with crude tattoos. In high school, Campbell would have called him a redneck, but never to his face.
“Make sure you shake the leaves out,” Pamela said to Donnie. At least Pamela had taken the time to brush her red curls, and Campbell couldn’t be sure, but she apparently was wearing mascara and foundation. In the firelight, he’d taken her for thirty-ish, but the harsh morning sun added a good decade to her face.
“A little bit of dirt never hurt nobody,” Donnie said.
“I didn’t say it would hurt, I just said I didn’t want them.”
“It’s my tent, too.”
“Don’t push your luck.”
“I push what I want, where I want.”
“Enough of that, lovebirds,” Arnoff barked. “I’m making a scouting run and I want everybody ready to roll when I get back.”
Roll? On what, bicycles? Some armored column you got here, Rambo.
Campbell crawled out of the blanket and looked around the camp. It was shoddier in daylight than it had appeared last night, with filthy clothes flapping from a sagging piece of twine that was stretched between two trees. Ten feet behind the professor was a mound of cans, plastic bags, and coffee grounds. Pete lay bundled up on the edge of the clearing, apparently having rolled away from the fire during the night.
Campbell stood and stretched the stiffness from his spine. Pamela glanced his way with a smirk and said, “Is this the best Generation Y has to offer?”
Donnie scowled, not passing up a chance to bicker. “Dead weight. I don’t know what the hell Arnoff thinks he’s doing.”
“Pissing you off, Donnie. And just maybe saving your life.”
Campbell nodded at the professor, who focused all his attention on making the perfect cup of coffee under the most trying circumstances, as if the apocalypse was just a crude chemistry lab. The bespectacled man was perched as if he’d spent the entire night gazing into the flames. Campbell would never be caught dead in such company under normal circumstances. But normal was a distant memory.
Two weeks?
It’s not even been two weeks?
While Donnie and Pamela wrestled their tent into a nylon bag, Campbell woke up Pete, whose bedroll was surrounded by half a dozen crushed beer cans. Pete blinked his bleary eyes and said, “Ugh. I must have turned into a Zaphead, because it feels like somebody cracked my skull open like an egg and took a big electric dump in it.”
“You don’t have time to enjoy your hangover. Sgt. Rock has ordered us to move out.”
“We don’t have to stick with these clowns. We were doing pretty well on our own.”
“Really? Your idea of a Plan A is to go from beer truck to beer truck until we’re in Milwaukee.”
Pete sat up and wiped the crust from his eyes, then grabbed his wool cap and pulled it down to his eyebrows. “Give me a break. At least I’m not thinking I’ll crash my parents’ house and sleep in the basement until I can get back on my feet.”
“Dude, it’s a thing called ‘hope.’ When the shit hits the fan, you hold on to it.”
Pete looked around, spied his sodden cardboard case of beer, and fished out a warm can. It spewed as he popped it. “This is the only thing I’m holding on to.”
“Hey,” Pamela called to them. “You party boys coming with us?”
“Safety in numbers,” Campbell said to Pete.
“Not numbers like these. Look at the professor. You want your life in his hands?”
The professor poured dark, thick fluid from the coffee pot into a tin cup and blew on it. “At least he wouldn’t eat your liver if you were snowed in together,” Campbell said. “And Sgt. Rock seems to know his way around a gun. Unlike you.”
“Yeah, then how come he didn’t give us our guns back? I don’t think this is such a good time to be a control freak. Because there’s shit out there beyond everybody’s control.”
Donnie sauntered over to them, a backpack, a rifle, and the bagged tent slung over his shoulder. “So, which one of you is the momma’s boy?”
“Excuse me?” Pete said.
“Come on, guys like you? You kidding me? You’re doing everything but holding hands. I need a momma’s boy to carry this tent for me.”
“Screw you,” Pete said, still sitting with his blanket wadded around him.
With the ferocity of a wolverine, Donnie slung the tent bag down his arm and hurled it at Pete. The bag knocked the beer from his hand and forced the wind from his lungs with an oomph.
Pete rose from the ground and wobbled a moment, still woozy from his hangover, but rage twisted his face. Campbell had to hold him back, but Donnie was unimpressed.
“Look at the lover boys hugging,” Donnie said, grinning with black teeth. “Ain’t that sweet?”
“Knock it off, Donnie,” Pamela said. “Arnoff won’t like you messing with the guests after what happened last time.”
Last time? Campbell didn’t like the sound of that.
“Look, Donnie,” Campbell said, taking a chance and calling the guy by his name, not knowing how he would take it. “We’re basically what’s left of the human race. If we go fighting each other, we’re no better than the Zapheads.”
“Shit on them,” Donnie said. “I got enough ammo to take care of all of them.”
“We don’t know how many are out there,” the professor said, sipping his coffee like he was kicking around theories at the local barista. It was the first time he had interacted with anyone that morning. Maybe he needed caffeine before he could face the horrors of modern life.
“That’s why Arnoff wants us to stick together,” Pamela said.
“Arnoff this and Arnoff that,” Donnie said. “We were getting along just fine until you made him king of the world.”
The smoky air was ripped by an explosion of gunfire.
Arnoff emerged from the brush. “Good thing I wasn’t a Zaphead, or you’d all be meat.”
“Come on, Arnoff, you’ll scare the children,” Pamela said.
“They ought to be scared. How come you guys aren’t packed?”
Pete and Donnie glared at each other for a moment, and then Donnie gathered the tent from the ground. The professor tossed his coffee into the fire and said, “How was the reconnaissance mission?”
“It’s clear to the west, so we’ll be heading that way.”
“Yesterday, you wanted to go east toward the coast,” Donnie said.
“Changed my mind. People change their minds from time to time.”
“And sometimes the sun does it for them,” the professor said.
“What about our bikes?” Campbell asked. He assumed Pete was sticking with the crowd. Campbell certainly was, at least for now. 
“We move as a unit,” Arnoff said. “But it wouldn’t hurt to have fresh legs to do some advance scouting.”
Donnie smirked. “Hear that, pretty boys? Fresh legs.”
“Don’t be an asshole, Donnie,” Pamela said, shouldering her own backpack. Campbell wondered if she had a firearm tucked in one of the bulging pockets of her thin cotton jacket. Even the professor had a rifle leaning against a tree near his pile of gear.
“Do we get our guns now?” Campbell asked Arnoff.
“Get packed up. Then we’ll see.”
Campbell helped Pete roll up his blanket. When Pete reached for a fresh beer, Campbell kicked away the cardboard box. “You’re going to get us killed.”
“If these creeps don’t kill us first. Don’t you think they’re a little unhinged?”
“We’re all a little unhinged. We just got hit with the apocalypse. What do you expect?”
“Yeah, but you’d think they’d be banding together. Instead, they’re ripping each other to pieces.”
“Stress. We’re in a war zone now.”
“We’ll play it your way for a day or two. But if this is the best they have to offer, I’m taking my bike and flying solo.” Pete shouldered his backpack and headed out of the clearing.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Arnoff shouted.
“Getting my bike.”
Arnoff pointed his rifle ninety degrees to Pete’s left. “You might want to head in the proper direction.”
Pete gave an insolent wave and slipped into the woods, Campbell following. When they came to the place where Arnoff had shot the Zaphead, the corpse was gone. Only a crushed section of grass and a rusty brown stain remained.
“What do you think happened to it?” Pete asked.
“Maybe somebody buried it.”
“You serious? You think Arnoff would pass up an opportunity to put us on gravedigger detail? And why would he bother, anyway? They knew they were breaking camp and leaving. So what’s one more corpse?”
“Or maybe he wasn’t dead, just wounded.”
Pete peered into the surrounding trees. “I don’t like it.”
“Come on. Let’s get our bikes before the others catch up.”
As they emerged from the trees and climbed the rocky slope to the guardrail above, Pete said, “At least the professor seems to have his shit together. Maybe we can learn something from him.”
“All he’s got is theories,” Campbell said.
“Beats what we got.” Pete began clambering up the rocks but only made it about ten feet before he stopped.
“What’s the matter?”
“You smell that?”
“I don’t smell anything but your body odor.”
“Seriously. Smoke.”
“The campfire.”
“No. This is like plastic and garbage and stuff instead of wood.”
“Maybe the professor made them clean up their trash. ‘Leave no trace’ and all that.”
Pete kept climbing, and by the time they reached the guardrail, Campbell was out of breath. He could only imagine how Pete felt, with last night’s beer leaking from his pores. The morning was already muggy.
“Look,” Pete said, pointing to the east.
Several massive pillars of smoke boiled in the far distance, shimmering in the heat. “The hell is that?” Campbell said.
“That would be Greensboro,” Arnoff said.
They both turned in surprise to see Arnoff perched in the bed of a pickup truck, scanning the horizon with binoculars. They hadn’t even heard him come up behind them.
Damn. What if he’d been a Zaphead?
“What’s going on?” Pete asked him.
“The reason I decided we’re heading west. Looks like the cities have gone to the Zapheads.”
“What do you mean?” Campbell asked, his stomach tightening with renewed dread. “I thought they were pretty much brainless killing machines.”
“Like I told you, they’re changing.” Arnoff lowered his binoculars and slipped on a dark pair of aviator glasses. “And until we know more about why they’re changing, or what they’re changing into, we’re keeping clear.”
The others had reached the bottom of the slope and Donnie was helping Pamela keep her footing. The professor ascended with the stubborn grace of a goat, showing himself to be in decent shape. Arnoff watched Donnie like an eagle might watch a mouse.
“All right, soldier,” Arnoff said to Pete. “You want to be point?”
“Not sure what that means.”
“Take those two wheels of yours and head up the highway about a mile, to the top of that next rise. We’ll be heading your way. If you see any Zapheads, ride back and give us a warning.”
“I have a better idea. Why don’t you give me my gun back, and if I see anything, I’ll fire a shot in the air.”
Not bad. Campbell was impressed with his friend’s shrewdness.
Arnoff gave a curt nod. “Good plan.”
He fished in one of the pockets of his camouflage cargo pants and pulled out Pete’s pistol. Pete rolled his bike beside the truck bed and accepted it. Campbell couldn’t help thinking Arnoff was getting off on authority, a position that only the end of the world could have granted him.
We’ve all discovered our worst.
No, not “worst.”
Because that assumed things would get better.
As Arnoff’s crew assembled on the asphalt, Pete mounted his ten-speed and pedaled between the stalled vehicles, his silhouette growing smaller and smaller. Then he swerved around a cattycornered dump truck and was gone.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Jorge had given Marina a few riding lessons, but it was Rosa’s first time on a horse. He spent most of the first hour just keeping her calm, not wanting to spook either the horses or Marina. Rosa’s horse, Tennessee Stud, was an older, thick-bodied stallion, not much for speed but with plenty of durability. All she had to do was hold onto the reins and Stud would do the rest.
But even that seemed almost more than she could manage, sliding from side to side atop the saddle.
“Just settle into his motion,” Jorge said. “Don’t fight him.”
“I’m not fighting him,” Rosa said.
“Look how white your fingers are.”
“Maybe I’m turning into a gringa.”
“No, you’re just gripping too hard.”
Jorge’s horse was a spirited mare named Sadie, but she was tame and responsive. Sadie’s biggest problem was that she wanted to release her pent-up energy and explode into a gallop. Jorge felt her power beneath him, like a wagonload of dynamite waiting for a match.
Marina was riding a pinto pony that Mr. Wilcox kept around for his grandchildren to ride. Jorge would saddle the pinto about once every three months, and a few of the kids would make a circuit around the wooden corral by the barn before heading off for cake, ice cream, and video games. Marina took to the equestrian arts better than her mother, rocking back and forth in sync with the pony’s gait.
Jorge had led them along the logging trails that wound around the Wilcox farm. Jorge had made up his mind to go east, mostly because the crews had shipped their Christmas trees downstate, to the wealthy people of Raleigh, Charlotte, and the Outer Banks, lands where people didn’t grow trees. Jorge wanted to avoid the highways because he didn’t trust the gringos not to steal their horses.
Plus, he wasn’t sure what had happened to Willard or the others. He didn’t know if everyone else had become starry-eyed and murderous. He couldn’t risk his family on uncertainties.
“What do you think is happening in Mexico?” Rosa asked.
Jorge didn’t want to talk about it in front of Marina. Before he could answer, though, Marina said, “Do you have to shoot crazy people?”
“Shooting people is wrong,” Jorge said.
The rifle he’d taken from Mr. Wilcox’s house was stuck in a bedroll slung across the back of his saddle, the stock protruding. His machete was hanging from his belt in its leather sheath. He was ready if necessary. But with Willard and the banker, he’d only been able to fight back after being attacked.
Rosa had saved Marina. All Jorge had done was drop a sheet over the dead farrier in the kitchen.
“When can we go back and get my crayons?” Marina asked.
“Soon,” Jorge said. “We just have to make sure everything’s okay.”
Rosa gave him a worried look and struggled to keep her balance atop Tennessee Stud. “Where does this trail go?”
“It connects to the parkway.”
The Blue Ridge Parkway was part of the national forest, Mr. Wilcox had explained to Jorge. America had set aside some of its most beautiful land for the people, although Mr. Wilcox said the government took too much from the people. The parkway was just across the border in North Carolina.
“Mostly used by them Yankee tourists,” Mr. Wilcox had said. “But they make the rest of us pay for it.”
They started down the back side of Jefferson Peak, a thickly forested slope pocked with granite. They were about ten miles from the Wilcox house, and Jorge’s backside was already getting sore. He could only imagine the pain Rosa must be in, due to her rigid perch, but Marina seemed almost drowsing.
“Marina?” he said, worried.
Please, Father in Heaven, don’t let her be sick.
She jerked erect in the saddle, pulling back on the reins. The pinto pony stopped, as did the other two horses.
“Sí, padre?” she said.
He didn’t like her use of Spanish, but he let it pass. “Are you okay?”
“A little tired.”
Rosa put a hand over her mouth, but her eyes showed fear. Jorge didn’t know if the Detoros had fallen sick before dying, or if the sun sickness came to Willard and the others before they became murderous.
“Let’s rest a moment.” Jorge slid out of the saddle and tied his mare to a tree, then helped Marina off her mount. Rosa hesitated, uncomfortable with putting her weight on one of the stirrups.
Jorge let Rosa lean over onto his shoulders so he could guide her to the ground. She whispered, “She is pale.”
Jorge didn’t think so, but it was difficult to tell with the sun dappling the understory of the forest. He’d always prided himself that she was not as dark as either of her parents. None of the doctors at the clinic had ever expressed any concern for Marina, but her check-ups rarely lasted more than five minutes.
The water in the Wilcox house had been fed by a pump that had gone out with the electricity. The only standing water had been in the toilets, aside from a quart that had been left sitting in a saucepan on the stove. Rosa had collected it in a canning jar, and Jorge had packed several soft drinks and a bottle of grape juice he’d found in the pantry.
A trickle of water seeped between two cracked slabs of gray granite, and Jorge decided to trust it. The water in the valleys would be tainted, but up this high, few people had built houses or roads, and the chemicals used on the Christmas trees would not reach across the miles they had covered.
Rosa checked Marina’s temperature by pressing her wrist to the girl’s forehead. She said nothing, but her lips pursed. Jorge brought water in a canteen he’d found in Mr. Wilcox’s camping gear and gave it to Marina.
“Don’t the horses need water, Daddy?” she asked.
“They will drink when we reach a creek,” Jorge said. “Water runs all over this mountain.”
“I like riding,” she said to Rosa. “Can I keep the pony if Mr. Wilcox doesn’t come back?”
“We’ll see,” Jorge said. Marina knew about the dead people but she was maintaining the fantasy that Jorge had spun, about Mr. Wilcox taking the Detoros to an agriculture exhibit.
“We don’t keep things that don’t belong to us,” Rosa said. “That brings bad luck.”
“Wait here,” Jorge said. “I want to have a look.”
The trails split just ahead, with one continuing up to the peak and the other starting a slow descent into the valley. The trees were thin on a small jut of rocky soil, and Jorge pushed through the wild blueberry shrubs and laurel. The sky opened up to him and he stood on a mossy ledge, nearly dizzy after the oppressive density of the forest.
The ribbon of highway stretched below, curving around the base of the next mountain and only visible in segments. He counted three vehicles stopped on the road, and an RV was pulled onto the grassy shoulder. No one moved.
Jorge drew comfort from how little the road was traveled, since it was closed to commercial traffic. Mr. Wilcox had often grumbled that the tourists could use the parkway all they wanted but the Christmas tree trucks had to go 20 miles out of the way to hit the interstate. There was still risk of running into more of the starry-eyed people, but they would have an easier passage by following the parkway.
Does it matter how easy the journey is if you don’t know where you’re going?
Jorge judged that it would take half an hour to climb down to the road, which would allow them time to prepare for possible encounters. Jorge had reluctantly left the shotgun behind, mostly because Rosa would have had to carry it and it would have been visible to Marina. He wondered if stress was eating away at his daughter’s little tummy.
He liked that possibility better than sun sickness.
Jorge emerged from the shrubs, thinking about how he would get Marina down the mountain if she was sick, how far they might travel before sundown, and where they would spend the night.
Perhaps we could stay in the RV if there are no—
He nearly bumped into the man standing on the edge of the trail. Jorge hadn’t seen him because the man wore a solid green jumpsuit, with a hood drawn tight around his face. A pair of goggles gave him the appearance of an insect, and his bushy, salt-and-pepper beard billowed beneath a cloth mask. The man stood motionless, unarmed, his hands sheathed in gloves.
Jorge looked past the man, making sure Marina and Rosa were out of sight around the bend. He felt foolish for not taking the rifle with him. He hadn’t wanted to alarm Marina. But he had the machete, and he cupped his palm around the butt.
The man appeared unarmed, but his stillness was even more disturbing than a violent assault would have been. Jorge recalled the agitated behavior of Willard, the banker, and the farrier, and he had accepted violence as a symptom of the sun sickness. If this man had the sickness—and Jorge couldn’t tell from the concealed eyes—then perhaps the sickness had taken on different symptoms.
This made him think of Marina. The sickness might be changing her and the helplessness to fight that change made him angry.
“Hello,” Jorge said, parting his legs a little and unconsciously going into a slight crouch, tensing for action.
Ten feet away with those cold round eyes, the man didn’t respond. The cloth mask was the only movement, drawing in and out slightly with the man’s breathing. A moist oval in the fabric revealed the set of his mouth.
Jorge waited another few seconds, aware of the birds in the trees, the laurel leaves rattling, and the distant rush of whitewater as a creek tumbled down the broken Blue Ridge slag.
He drew the machete.
The man still didn’t move.
If he was sun-sick, he would have attacked by now.
Willard and the banker hadn’t exhibited any understanding of the machete, and therefore, had no fear of it. Even after it had cut them, they still didn’t try to dodge its sharp edge. Perhaps they didn’t feel pain or were unaware of the danger. Or maybe they simply had no fear of death.
“I’m going that way,” Jorge said, pointing the blade down the trail behind the man.
The man uttered something, but the words were muffled by the cloth mask.
Jorge took a step forward, letting the machete dangle loosely in his hand. “We know this isn’t our land,” he said. “We’re leaving.”
The man spoke again, louder and more clearly. “Got a card?”
“Excuse me?”
“Green card. You legal?”
Jorge didn’t think the man had sun sickness, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous. “I am in the United States on an agricultural visa, yes.”
“Where do you work?”
“I work for Mr. Wilcox in Titusville.”
“The tree farmer? Is he still alive?”
Jorge wasn’t sure how much to tell. Perhaps the man didn’t know about all the deaths. Maybe he would accuse Jorge of something, and Jorge wanted to avoid confrontations. That’s why they’d taken the trail in the first place.
He thought about turning and fleeing down the trail, away from Rosa and Marina, in the hope that the man would follow him. But he didn’t know what weapons the man might have concealed in that jumpsuit. He decided to tell the truth.
“Mr. Wilcox is dead. So are five of his workers, and two of his friends who were visiting.”
The man didn’t alter his position, the mask moving in and out as he considered the remark. “You sick?”
Jorge shook his head. “I don’t feel any different.”
“You hold that machete like you know how to swing it.”
“I cut weeds on the tree farm.”
“I’ll bet you did.”
Jorge squinted, trying to make out the man’s eyes through the goggles. “I mean no harm.”
“Wouldn’t expect you to say any different,” the man said. His accent was like that of most mountain people, the vowels drawn out and sometimes difficult to understand. People here didn’t talk like the gringos on television.
Jorge stepped onto the trail and gave the man a wide berth. One of the horses snorted and the man in the jumpsuit turned.
“How many others are back there?” the man said.
“None. I left my horse.”
Two horses whinnied, exposing his lie. Jorge kept walking, letting the machete dangle at his hip, until the man called to his back: “I’d stop if I were you, unless you want this bullet to do the stopping.”
If the man had the sun sickness, he probably wouldn’t use a gun or speak in clear sentences. That meant he was like Jorge and his family—but it also meant he was scared and confused and therefore dangerous. Jorge couldn’t risk running.
He faced the man, daunted by those black lenses. The gloved hand held a slim, silver pistol. Even if Jorge charged, he’d be lucky to raise the blade before the man shot him.
“We mean no harm,” Jorge said.
“We? Changing your story on me?”
“Please, señor. My daughter is not well.”
“Your daughter?”
“Yes. My wife is with her. We stopped to rest on our way across the mountain. We’re headed to the parkway.”
“Is your wife sick, too?”
“No, you don’t understand. My daughter doesn’t have the sun sickness—”
“Sun sickness? Is that what you call it? You haven’t heard of the Zapheads?”
“Zap? No, I know nothing of that. We only know it was the sun that killed people.”
Jorge was surprised to find himself near tears. Be strong. Rosa and Marina need you.
The man’s pistol dipped just a little, now directed at Jorge’s knees. “Your girl? How old is she?”
“Nine.”
“Damn.” The man slipped the pistol into one of his pockets. “All right, let’s go get her.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
They’d covered perhaps three miles since leaving the roadside, and Stephen was still slumped over DeVontay’s shoulder, sound asleep. They’d been reluctant to stray out of sight of the interstate but also didn’t like being in the open. They’d descended from the hill into a suburban neighborhood, with silent cars in the driveway and menace in the shaded windows.
The bedroom community outside Charlotte looked beyond sleepy. It looked dead.
“You getting tired?” Rachel asked DeVontay.
“Not too bad,” he answered, although she imagined his muscles were screaming.
“Why don’t we rest a minute?”
“I want to put a little more distance between us and them Zapheads back there.”
“I think they’re oblivious,” Rachel said. “I doubt they’d be much interested in us.”
“Oh, they’re interested in bashing our brains out. You’ve seen ‘em.”
The gunshot boomed up from one of the houses ahead, shattering glass and reverberating across the valley. Stephen stirred in DeVontay’s arms, moaned a little, and pulled his doll close against one cheek as DeVontay knelt into a crouch.
Rachel hurried to a grimy white picket fence and scanned the street ahead. At first, she saw no movement. Then she saw a man in the yard of a brick ranch house. The man was slightly slumped, moving toward the house’s broken picture window with the prototypical confused steps.
Zaphead. But Zapheads don’t use guns.
“What is it?” DeVontay hissed in a whisper behind her.
“Trouble.”
“I figured that. The gunshot was a pretty decent clue.”
“Somebody might be trapped in that brick house,” she said, lifting her head so that she could see without exposing herself. “I see a Zaphead.”
“What’s a Zaphead?” Stephen asked in a drowsy voice.
“Never mind, little man,” DeVontay said.
“Is it like that guy in the hotel who kept beating on the doors?”
“Something like that.”
The Zaphead staggered toward the broken window, a tool in his hand. It looked like a rake with a broken handle. The Zaphead dragged it behind him like a shell-shocked gardener. He looked to be in his forties, overweight, wearing a plaid shirt and jeans. Two weeks ago, he probably had been standing over a barbecue grill, bitching about the Yankees’ starting rotation.
“He’s not one of the good guys,” Stephen said.
“No,” Rachel said, relieved that the boy was emerging from his earlier catatonia. “Probably not.”
“Wait here,” DeVontay said. “I’ll check it out.”
Rachel grabbed his forearm as he rose to slink around the back of the house. “You’re going to leave us here unarmed and defenseless?”
DeVontay looked at her and shook his head. “You and the Little Man here will be all right. You took care of yourself just fine before I came along, right?”
Yeah, but then all I had to worry about was myself.
“Okay, but don’t be gone long,” she said.
DeVontay looked like he wanted to offer her the gun but didn’t want to say that word in front of Stephen. Rachel waved him on his way, watching the Zaphead gardener climb into the shattered picture window. DeVontay slipped along a hedge of azaleas and was gone from view when Rachel saw the other Zapheads.
Two Zapheads emerged from the open garage, moving in tandem. One of them was an elderly woman in a floral housecoat, wispy white hair drifting in the breeze. A pink fuzzy slipper covered her right foot, and her left foot was bare, covered with thick blue veins. She shuffled like an Alzheimer’s escapee from a nursing home.
The other Zaphead was a young man with a feminine haircut and thin arms, wearing a striped sailing shirt. He resembled the pop star, Justin Bieber, but with a less-masculine jaw. Rachel nicknamed them Miss Daisy and the Bieb. It somehow made them less threatening.
“Are they going to get DeVontay?” Stephen asked, hugging his doll under his chin.
“No, DeVontay’s smart.”
“Are they going to get us?”
“No, they’re not getting us, either.”
“If they did, would they eat our guts like on TV?”
“No, these things don’t eat people.”
Although I’m not sure I can vouch for the Bieb. He’s slobbering a little.
“Will DeVontay get shot?” Stephen asked.
“He’ll stay out of sight until he figures out what’s going on. But there’s probably a good guy trapped in the house, and only good guys shoot guns.”
“I thought guns were bad.”
“Guns are dangerous, but sometimes you need them. And Zapheads don’t shoot…I mean…”
“What’s a Zaphead?”
Rachel peeked over the picket fence again. Miss Daisy was wobbly, taking two steps to the left for every step forward. The Bieb had passed her and made for the shattered window, stepping over the corpse. Rachel debated the possibility of throwing Stephen into shock against the necessity of education.
He needs to know the rules of After. Guns are now good. And Zapheads are bad.
She wiggled one of the pickets until it was loose, and then peeled it back to create a gap. “Take a look.”
Stephen put his face to the gap, and then held up the doll so it could take a gander, too. “See that, Miss Molly? That’s what bad people look like.”
Glass shattered, and someone shouted from inside the house. It was a man’s voice, yelling, “Get back.”
Then Rachel heard DeVontay shout, “Hey, man, I’m here to help—”
The gunshot boomed through the house, rattling the windows. Rachel’s heart clenched in her chest like a fist around barbed wire.
DeVontay?
She was ashamed that her first thought was a selfish one, that she’d be stuck alone, to care for Stephen. She pushed aside the thought and debated whether to rush into the house. The Bieb was climbing through the picture window, his legs kicking as he tried to drag his body inside the house.
Rachel looked around. There was a little utility shed behind the neighboring house, the door sagging open. “Come on,” she said, grabbing Stephen’s hand and pulling him through the forsythia hedge toward the shed.
“I’m scared,” Stephen said, and Rachel realized he was talking to the doll, not her.
They crossed the secluded lawn, with Rachel hoping no Zapheads were attracted by the commotion in the house. After making sure it was unoccupied, Rachel slung her backpack in the shed. The shed was cluttered with garden and carpentry tools, a ladder, a wheelbarrow, and milk crates full of wires, electrical outlets, and metal hardware. A stack of shelves held an array of paint cans, bags of potting soil and pesticides, and plastic sacks of herbicide. Through the light of a grimy window, Rachel saw something that might be useful.
She grabbed the can of Raid ant spray and put it in Stephen’s hand. “If anybody comes in, squirt that in their eyes. Okay?”
“You going to leave me?”
“Just for a sec. But I’ll lock the door behind me.”
“You’ll come back?” Stephen looked wildly around, perhaps comparing the shed to the hotel room where he’d been stuck with his mother’s corpse.
Rachel knelt before him, grabbed his shoulders, and looked him full in the face. “Do you believe in God, Stephen?”
He nodded. “Me and Mommy went to church.”
“God will watch out for you. Just pray and you won’t be alone.”
“But God made the Zapheads, didn’t He?”
“God makes everything.”
“Why? Why not just make good people?”
“I’ll be right back. I promise.”
Rachel scanned the wall. The sledge hammer was far too heavy, and the hoe’s long handle rendered it unwieldy. A broken pair of pruning shears leaned against the bench, one blade curving like a rusty eagle’s beak.
Could I hack somebody’s skull if I had to?
They weren’t people, not anymore. But could she be sure of that? Did Zapheads have souls? Even if they didn’t, did she have the right to kill them?
She closed the door, smiling back at Stephen’s worried, puppy-dog face. She hated leaving him alone, but until she knew what had happened to DeVontay, she couldn’t choose a course of action that might expose them both to danger.
By the time she reached the fence again, the Bieb had disappeared, probably inside the house by now. Miss Daisy was doing her peculiar Texas two-step, banging her scrawny shoulder into the screen door as if she had some memory of entrances but didn’t quite have a destination in mind.
Rachel checked the street for other Zapheads, recalling the group behavior of the ones back on the interstate. But apparently none had responded to the noise, or perhaps no more were in the vicinity. She decided to go behind the house and follow DeVontay’s route.
Clenching her fists so tightly that her fingers ached, she crept along the fence until she reached the back yard. A swing set and sandbox were surrounded by bright plastic toys, and two garbage cans were overturned near the fence. Rachel wondered if the children were dead inside the house, maybe facedown at the table, or maybe all tucked into their beds with prayers and bedtime stories.
She found an unlatched gate, probably the same one DeVontay had used, and she slipped into the back yard. A set of four wooden steps led to a screened-in porch, and she couldn’t see through the mesh. She listened for a moment but all she heard was a dull thumping that might be Miss Daisy.
Rachel hesitated, picturing Stephen in the gloomy shed, but that was wiped away by the fleeting image of him lying on the floor with blood leaking from his body.
Angry at herself, and refusing to acknowledge her fear, she sprinted across the yard and up the steps. She flung open the porch door and burst into the house, felling a little silly at being weaponless. Ahead was the kitchen, its door open. She stepped inside the house and had just a moment to register the mess—dinner that had once been underway, sliced onions on a cutting board, and spaghetti clinging to the stove—when the man grabbed her.
 



 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
They’d gone about two miles along the highway, with Arnoff playing drill sergeant and urging the group forward, when they came across Pete’s bike.
It was lying on the pavement, with no sign of Pete’s backpack. The bike was right at home among the surrounding vehicles, as forlorn and forgotten as any of them. Campbell leaned his own bike, which he’d been pushing since this morning, against a blue Nissan sedan. He glanced into the driver’s-side window and saw a gray-haired man with his head flopped back and mouth open. In death, his dentures had slipped and were perched along his swollen lower lip.
“Doesn’t seem to be any sign of violence,” Arnoff said.
“You shouldn’t have sent him ahead,” Pamela said. She fanned herself with a bandana, her makeup running with her sweat.
“We needed a scout.”
“We needed to stick together.”
“Hush it, Pamela,” Donnie said. He stuck a plug of chewing tobacco into his mouth and mashed it together twice with his teeth, and then pushed the lump into his jaw with his tongue.
“He might have abandoned his bicycle and continued on foot,” the professor said.
“No, Pete’s way too lazy for that,” Campbell said. “If something was wrong with the bike, he would have sat on the bed of that pickup and waited.”
“I don’t see no blood,” Donnie said. “So, he probably wasn’t attacked by a Zapper.”
Arnoff picked up the bicycle and bounced it. “Tires still have air and it seems to be in working condition.”
Donnie walked twenty feet up the highway, his rifle slung over his shoulder. “Nothing up the road.”
Campbell cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Pete!”
“Shut up, now,” Arnoff barked. “Do you want to draw every Zaphead for miles around?”
“He’s my friend.”
“And it looks like he ran off and left you. Maybe he figured he liked his odds better on his own.”
“In that case, you made a strategic blunder,” the professor said, “because if you sent him ahead as a sacrificial lamb, you lost an asset without getting anything in return.”
“What do you mean, a ‘sacrificial lamb’?” Campbell said.
“Canary in a coal mine,” the professor said. “A loss leader. Bait.”
“He was point man,” Arnoff said. “He knew the risks.”
“You’re crazy,” Campbell said. “This isn’t a war movie or a chess match. This is one of the survivors. He’s one of us.”
“Don’t lose your cool, soldier,” Arnoff said. “Your friend might be sitting up there in the trees, snoozing in the shade. Like the professor said, it doesn’t look like the Zapheads attacked him. Besides, he could have locked himself in one of these cars if he thought he was in danger.”
Campbell pounded his fist into the side of the Nissan. The body inside shifted slightly and the dentures fell into the corpse’s lap.
“Don’t hurt yourself, honey,” Pamela said, rolling her eyes toward Arnoff. “You might need that fist later.”
Donnie opened the rear door of a nearby van and the stench rolled over them like a solid wave. A fleet of flies boiled out, their green wings iridescent in the sun. Campbell buried his face into the crook of his elbow, using the sleeve of his shirt as an air filter. It didn’t help much.
Campbell didn’t get close enough to count, but it looked like half a dozen people of his own age piled in the back of the van. They might have been taking a road trip. One girl’s face was turned toward him, and though her flesh was mottled and corrupted, he could tell she had once been attractive. Her fine blond hair had not yet lost its sheen.
What a goddamned waste.
Donnie reached into the mass of slumped bodies and pulled out a purple bong. “Looks like these hippies was having a pot party,” he said, standing strong in the face of the stench. “Guess they didn’t know their brains was getting fried for free.”
“Don’t mess around in there,” Arnoff said. “You might get some diseases.”
“Not likely,” the professor said. “If the bodies harbored infectious diseases, they usually die with the host. Some pathogens like HIV can survive for up to two weeks, but it still requires a direct transfer of bodily fluids. Cholera outbreaks after natural disasters are usually due to contaminated water. The biggest risk we face is gastroenteritis.”
“You mean, the shits?” Donnie said, wiping the bong on his pants leg and looking into the bowl to see if held any marijuana.
“Still, I wouldn’t put that to your mouth,” the professor added.
“Donnie will put anything in his mouth,” Pamela said.
“Yeah, and I’ve put a lot of your things—”
“Shut up.” Arnoff raced forward and knocked the bong out of Donnie’s hands. “Unless it’s immediately necessary for our survival, it’s off limits. We’re carrying around enough dead weight as it is.”
Campbell didn’t like the way Donnie and Arnoff were looking at him. “I don’t know why you recruited me and Pete, anyway. We were doing just fine on our own. And if we had stuck together, maybe he’d still be alive.”
As soon as the words left his mouth, Campbell realized that was what he had been thinking: Pete was dead. But he didn’t quite believe it. Despite all the death around him, Pete seemed like a constant around which the madness of the world revolved. Cities could burn, mountains could melt into slag heaps, all the trees could wither, but Pete would be sitting there grinning stupidly and sipping a warm beer.
Campbell tugged his bike away from the Nissan and mounted it as it rolled forward. He nearly slammed into the open van door, and Donnie jumped back to keep from getting struck by the handlebars. Campbell recovered his balance and pumped the pedals.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Arnoff shouted behind him, but Campbell was intent on maneuvering through the stalled vehicles—a dump truck here, an SUV with its airbags deployed there, a motorcycle spilled on its side with the leather-clad driver rotting in the heat. He half expected to hear a gunshot—Arnoff isn’t that crazy, is he?—and then realized he’d probably be dead before the percussion reached his ears.
He pumped his legs hard to gain momentum for the next rise. He heard Arnoff’s little band arguing in the distance, punctuated with Pamela’s brittle feminine laughter.
So, when society breaks down, we all turn into sociopaths. Guess we should have seen that one coming.
Campbell topped the rise, breathing hard, and a cramp rippled through his right thigh. His backpack seemed to have doubled in weight, although it only held about ten pounds of bottled water, a blanket, and a few cans of food. He didn’t know how far he would go, but he was grateful for even a few minutes away from the group. He would soon turn around and pedal back, and he muttered at the irony of having turned into Arnoff’s new point man.
Below him, the interstate ran in twin ribbons of speckled gray, sporting the usual clutter of stalled vehicles. A tractor-trailer was upended on its side, the cab mating with a mangled mini-van. Campbell marveled at the chaos and calamity he’d missed during the solar flares that had forever changed the world. To him, that moment had been marked by annoyance that the television screen had gone blank. Meanwhile, the rest of the world had had its plug yanked in the most horrible and permanent way.
To the left, about two hundred yards off the asphalt, a giant scar in the trees marked the path of a downed jet airliner. Bits of frayed metal littered the raw dirt, and one full wing jutted at an angle into the sky like a massive sun dial. The nose and much of the fuselage had plowed through a row of houses, leaving sagging roofs and splintered siding in the wake. Swatches of color were scattered here and there in the wreckage.
Luggage. And people.
Campbell coasted down the hill, riding the hand brakes and weaving between the cars, trucks, and vans. In this section, the vehicles were in an orderly line, with few rear-end collisions, as if traffic had been moving slowly when the big electromagnetic eraser had wiped out their engines. The stench of rotted bodies hung in the air, the putrefaction hastened by the greenhouse effect of the windows. Campbell did his best to avoid looking inside the vehicles, but curiosity suckered him in again and again.
Part of it was his faint hope that maybe he’d see a survivor, injured and unable to escape. The other part was his coming to grips with the scale of the apocalypse.
If the professor’s right, and this is a worldwide deal, then I’m one of the last men on Earth.
And what the hell did I do to deserve it? Why am I upright and breathing while that poor lady with the blue hair at the wheel of the BMW is maggot food?
He swerved around a spare tire lying in the road and slowed the bike even more. Tools, clothing, and oil jugs were scattered on the road, and the trunks of several cars hung open. The back doors of a bread truck gaped wide, with plastic racks of molded bread spilled from the opening. A clutch of blackbirds flew away from the spoils. The flapping of their wings was the only sound in what should have been a rush-hour melee.
A man’s corpse flopped out of the driver’s side of a Toyota sedan. The passenger door was also open, and a woman sprawled dead on the pavement several feet from it.
Someone has moved those dead people.
Campbell stopped the bike and dismounted, looking at the nearby cars. The doors were open on about a dozen of them, the corpses inside apparently disturbed from their original positions. Most often, victims had died on the spot, collapsing wherever they happened to be. Many of the vehicles had endured collisions, although the loss of engine power had minimized much of the damage. A driver might flop over the steering wheel or loll back in the seat, but these people had been carelessly shoved out of the way of…what?
A survivor—maybe a group of survivors—might have prowled through the vehicles for food and supplies. That made sense. Campbell had done the same thing, except he’d not touched any corpses. Whoever had conducted this search had been disrespectful, almost to the point of obscenity. His unease was confirmed when he saw that a young woman’s blouse had been torn open, her pale breasts left exposed to the sun.
Zapheads?
No, the Zapheads he’d encountered wouldn’t have bothered with desecration, because they sought to inflict destruction on the living. To a Zaphead, the dead were no different than a tree or a car. They were inconveniences and obstacles, nothing more. Only a human—a human unaffected by the cataclysmic solar flares—could have indulged in such behavior as this.
A chill crept up Campbell’s neck, even though the morning sun was now high and hot in the August sky. He was mounting his bike, eager to return to Arnoff’s tribe, when he spied a blue backpack on the asphalt beside an empty child-restraint seat. Pete had a backpack just like that one.
Campbell ran to the backpack and peeled back the zipper on the pouch. He dug into the pocket and brought out a melted Snickers bar. The backpack smelled of beer and chocolate and stale sweat. It was Pete’s, all right.
Why would he toss his backpack here?
But maybe Pete hadn’t tossed his backpack to the pavement. Maybe it had been tossed for him.
 



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Rachel wasn’t sure whether she’d blacked out or had been knocked unconscious.
The first vestiges of grayness brought no pain, only confusion. She remembered entering the house to look for DeVontay—
Stephen. How long have I been here? Wherever I am.
She rubbed her eyes and then realized it wasn’t her vision that was blurred. The room’s windows had been covered with sheets, blocking out most of the light. She was sitting on a hard wooden chair. Dim shapes stood around her at various intervals.
“Are you one of us?” a man said.
Rachel turned in his direction, unsure if the man was addressing her. He stood near the window, so she could barely make out his silhouette. He was tall and broad-shouldered, appearing to glance out the window and back again.
“Who is ‘us’?” Rachel said. She tried to stand and realized she was bound to the chair. That made no sense, because she didn’t feel any ropes. She wriggled her hands. They were so numb she could barely tell where they ended.
I must have been sitting here for a while. Real charmers, these guys.
“If you are one of us, you know what we are,” the man said.
She nicknamed him The Captain, even though she was pretty sure he wasn’t a Zaphead. She peered at the shapes of men. Four that she could see, maybe more standing behind her. At least two of them appeared to have rifles.
None of them looked like DeVontay.
“We heard a shot,” she said. “We thought someone might need help.”
“We?”
“Me and DeVontay.”
“The dark one,” the man said.
Dark one? Well, I guess it could be worse. Could be calling him the N-word.
She raised her voice. “Are you here, DeVontay?”
A muffled moan came from somewhere inside the house. The Captain moved from his post by the window and crossed the room. The additional light gave definition to the edges and shapes. Rachel could make out a desktop computer, the dull rectangle of the window reflected in miniature on its blank screen. Loose papers were piled around it, and unkempt shelves were stuffed with books, board games, and ceramic cats. An exercise bike stood in the corner, a windbreaker dangling from one handlebar.
Rachel turned her head, working blood flow back into her fingers. She couldn’t see them, but she sensed several more people standing behind her. The air in the room was stale, body odor mingling with dust. Someone smelled of tobacco, and the cloying corruption of rot lay under it all, the new base aroma of the planet.
A hand gripped her shoulder, not hard enough to hurt, but not gentle, either. “You know what this is, correct?” The Captain said.
She shook her head. “We were only trying to help. We saw the Zapheads coming for the house—”
“Zapheads?”
“Yeah. The crazy people. The ones who changed after the solar storms.”
“We’ve all changed.”
She couldn’t argue with that, and she had a feeling The Captain wasn’t in a mood for arguments anyway. “Yeah, but they’re the ones trying to bash our brains in.”
“You may have noticed that we—that is, if you are one of us—are no different. Morally, you could make a case that ours is a greater sin, because we’re aware of our violent actions.”
Whoa. This guy’s been out in the sun a little too long.
“You’re aware you’re giving a morality lecture to a woman you’ve tied to a chair, right?”
“Shall I gag her?” one of the shadowy figures to her left said. “Like we did with the other?”
So DeVontay’s alive.
“No,” The Captain said. “We need to find out if she is willing.”
Willing? These guys can’t be rapists, or they would have done their business while I was unconscious. And it’s not like I can resist all that much right now.
“Like I said, we heard a shot and saw some Zapheads headed for the house,” she said, doing her best to sound calm even though she wanted to scream. “We figured somebody was in trouble and came to help.”
“And these…Zapheads, as you call them…what do you think makes them attack?”
“I don’t know. Different theories, you know. The sun boiled their brains. The radiation mutated them. The electromagnetic pulse scrambled their wiring.”
“Have you considered that maybe they are enlightened?”
“No. I haven’t considered that at all. Been kinda busy staying alive.”
“Do you believe in an all-powerful God?”
“What is this, the Spanish Inquisition? What next, the rack?” She struggled against her bonds. Feeling crept back into her limbs, in tingling pinpricks of fire. She rocked back and forth, testing the sturdiness of the chair. It was a cheap dining-room model, the legs loose and the slats digging into the backs of her thighs.
“We have to know if you are one of us.”
She whipped her head around, taking in the perimeter of the room, at least as much as she could see. Three of The Captain’s chums had changed position, one taking up a post by the window. Rachel couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman until the person spoke.
“Movement on the street,” the woman said. Her tone wasn’t quite military, but it was all business.
These guys have either spent some serious time together, or had something going on before the sun went nuts. Before After.
“Is it one of the enlightened?” The Captain asked.
“Appears to be.” The woman tracked the barrel of a gun across the veiled window.
“Stay quiet, everyone,” The Captain said. “We don’t want to hurt it.”
“Let me get this straight,” Rachel said. “You jump me and tie me up but you let those things wander loose?”
“Live and let live,” The Captain said. “They’re children of the sun.”
“The Sixties are over,” Rachel said. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re all that’s left. And we should be helping each other. We’re on Team Human. Right?”
“We are here to serve,” The Captain said.
The woman at the window raised a hand. “There’s somebody else outside.”
“Enlightened?” The Captain said.
“Hard to tell. Looks like a boy, maybe ten.”
Rachel’s heart froze in her chest. Stephen!
“Time for the test,” The Captain said. “We shall see if she is worthy.”
The doorknob gave a brassy squeak behind her and the shadowy forms moved toward it. The female sentinel reached up, one skinny arm silhouetted against the daylight beyond the sheet. Then the makeshift curtain came down with a rip and sunlight poured into the room. Rachel squinted against the sudden yellow brightness, and by the time she’d recovered her sight, the room was empty. Footsteps echoed down the hall and The Captain said, “She’s all yours.”
Rachel scooted in little hops until she was turned and facing the door. Her first impression was correct. The room was a home office or den, bookshelves lined with paperbacks, loose sheaves of papers stuffed among them with the haphazard care of someone who loved information more than artifacts. A globe on a swivel and a heavy oak lamp stood on a small bureau near the door, with statuettes and photographs behind the glass of the cabinets. The floor was tiled with pressboard, but the hallway beyond the door was carpeted. She twisted against the ropes, chafing her wrists as she cast about the room looking for a sharp edge that could sever the ropes.
Maybe there’s a letter opener or scissors in the desk.
Rachel tried not to think about Stephen wandering around the yard, lost and looking for her, or the circling Zapheads that might kill him. She couldn’t bear another death. Billions had died and she had been helpless, God had abandoned her in her time of greatest need, like He had Jesus when the flesh of his palms shredded beneath the steel spikes and his lungs sagged in suffocation.
Or when the cool water had pulled her little sister, Chelsea, into its deep blue heart.
I don’t like this theme. God is never there when you need Him most.
She gripped the edges of the seat and lifted as she pressed down with her toes. The chair slid forward a good three inches, and she repeated the movement twice, three times, gaining more distance with each bounce. She was so intent on her goal, the metal desk with the computer atop it, that she didn’t notice the person in the doorway until a lamp crashed to the floor.
Rachel twisted her neck around. Budget Bieber came toward her, eyes brightly vacant beneath the brown bangs but somehow fixed on her, just the same. He carried himself in an insouciant slouch, stooping to the floor to retrieve the lamp. He appeared to test its weight with one short swing of the wooden base, as if first learning of its potential as weapon. Satisfied, he yanked at the flimsy lampshade until it tore free.
Rachel pitched forward, away from him, forgetting her feet were tied. When she felt herself falling, she twisted so that the chair toppled to the right. Her elbow banged against the floor, but the flimsy chair broke apart. She tried to roll, but the back of the chair clung to her, dangling from the ropes that bound her wrists.
Budget Bieber hovered over her, the lamp raised. His mouth parted wide as if about to embark on the first note of a churlish pop song, but only a strange deep chuckle emerged. He brought the lamp down toward her head, the bare gray bulb leading the way.
Rachel barely had time to scoot to the left before the bulb smashed into the floor, sending shards of glass into her face. The Bieber Zaphead raised the lamp again, the jagged broken bulb now resembling a row of teeth. This time, Budget Bieber rammed it toward her, as if to pin her against the floor.
She took advantage of his lunge to sweep one leg against his shin. Off balance, he clattered to the floor, again issuing his peculiar low chuckle as the lamp bounced out of his hands. Rachel’s elbow throbbed as she struggled to her knees, shaking violently to rid herself of the remnants of the chair. One ankle slipped free and she was able to stand.
Still splayed on the floor, the Bieber Zaphead made a grab for her leg. She danced out of reach and then jumped forward again, driving the heel of her sneaker onto his wrist. He moaned in the monotone of unheralded pop stardom, although it didn’t seem a reaction of pain. His inner rage was driving him now, the way it apparently compelled all Zapheads to crush, pummel, and slash any living creature that wasn’t like them.
Rachel backed against the desk and yanked open the top drawer. Keeping one eye on the Bieber Zaphead crawling toward her, she rifled among the papers, business cards, and zip drives, looking for something sharp and shiny. She heard a whimper of frustration and realized it had crawled from her own throat, making her angry at herself. Only the faithless gave in to despair.
On the desk was a clay jar stuffed with pencils, pens, and postage stamps. A thick plastic handle protruded from the collection, and she snatched it, sensing the Zaphead’s approach. The object was a flat-head screwdriver, its tip gleaming silver.
She raised the screwdriver like a knife, ready to plunge it into the Zaphead’s vacuous face. But before she could skewer the bangs-covered forehead, she looked into those eyes and saw a glimpse of the human he had once been.
Somebody’s son, somebody’s brother. Maybe somebody’s favorite singer.
His eyes were brown, glittering with a manic golden flecks. She hesitated, holding the screwdriver a foot above his face.
Then he went for her and she fell back onto the desk, knocking the computer to the floor.
Should have killed him while I had the chance. But maybe I’ve killed enough.
She kicked the broken bits of chair and loose rope from her feet and fled toward the door, Budget Bieber in pursuit. Before she could escape, The Captain stepped from the hall, blocking the doorway, and clapped his palms together. “Halt,” he shouted.
Rachel thought he was speaking to her, but no way in hell was she going to stop running until Budget Bieber was shrinking in the rearview mirror of her life. When The Captain repeated his command, she realized he was addressing the Zaphead, and by then she was at the door.
She shoved past The Captain and reached the relative safety of the hall, turning to see how close the Zaphead was to catching her. The Captain stepped into the room, raising one arm and pointing a revolver. “Stop now!”
The Zaphead paused only long enough to take his eyes from Rachel and fix them on The Captain. Rachel backed down the hall, even though the Zaphead had already forgotten her. A new target was closer. The Zaphead hunched for an assault, just out of arm’s reach of The Captain.
“Do not cross this line,” The Captain said to the Zaphead.
He thinks he can communicate with it. He’s even crazier than I thought.
Budget Bieber looked at the gun as if harboring some dim memory of its capacity for harm, then snarled and jumped with outstretched arms. The gunshot roared and echoed down the hall, cordite filling the air. The Zaphead’s skull exploded like a bloated melon, spraying the study with flecks of red and gray.
“I told you to halt,” The Captain said, his voice just as steady as before.
Rachel looked from the Zaphead to The Captain, assimilating this new discovery of After. “Did you expect that thing to listen to you?”
“They must learn that violence is not the answer,” The Captain said, plucking the screwdriver from her hand. “A lesson you apparently need to learn as well.”
“But you and your goons jumped me and tied me to a chair. Doesn’t that count as violence?”
“You are worthy,” he responded. “He didn’t kill you.”
The Bieber Zaphead trembled in the center of the room, as if destruction was the source of his passion and grace. Without the raging intent to kill, he was just a teen. Harmless and lost, abandoned in a world that had changed for all of them. All of them.
“Great, so I’m worthy,” she said. “What about Stephen?”
“Who is that? Your dark-skinned friend?”
“No. The little boy who was out in the street.”
“Oh, him. I’m afraid…I’m afraid he isn’t worthy.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
We would have ridden the horses right past it and never noticed.
Jorge cradled Marina against his chest and pushed through the thick rhododendron branches. The trail was little more than an animal path winding through the dense vegetation, but the man in the green jumpsuit navigated it as sure-footedly as a goat. The man paused once in a while to look back and make sure they were following, although he hadn’t removed his cloth mask.
Rosa held back the branches as best she could so they wouldn’t scratch Marina. Jorge had cuts on his cheeks and the backs of his hands, but he’d been able to shield his daughter from the worst punishment.
She is so light. Like a dream.
Jorge didn’t like that idea because it made her seem even more fragile and vulnerable, so he shifted his thoughts to the man in the jumpsuit. Why was he helping them? If he was truly afraid of catching a sickness, he would have watched them pass by on the logging road and gone about his business.
The man had even let Jorge keep his rifle, although he insisted they leave the horses tethered on the road. Jorge wasn’t sure why, but he suspected the man was afraid they harbored some kind of disease.
“How is she?” Rosa asked, wrinkles appearing around her frown. He’d never seen wrinkles on her before, and he wondered if perhaps the sun had changed them all.
Some changed more than others. Yes, Willard would gladly trade a few more wrinkles in exchange for his hand, and Mr. Wilcox would have given up his “hunnert acres” for another day above ground.
“She is well,” Jorge said. Lying came more easily when one was trying to comfort others. But Jorge wasn’t far enough along in his new morality to believe his own lies. Marina was pale and sweaty, even though her skin was cool to the touch when he pressed his cheek against it.
The trail opened up onto a twin set of ruts that marked another logging road. Or it could have been the same road they had just left. Jorge had been so obsessed with protecting Marina that he hadn’t paid attention to their route, although he suspected they’d been trudging through the dense vegetation for at least twenty minutes.
“Watch your step,” said the man in the green jumpsuit, pointing to the ground near Rosa’s feet. A thin metal wire stretched six inches off the ground. Jorge thought of the American movies he’d seen where the tripwire sprung a trap of sharpened spikes that punctured anyone in its path or detonated a crude explosive device.
The man must have read Jorge’s face, because he said, “Don’t worry none. It’s just a signal wire, not a booby trap. I don’t kill unless I got no choice.”
Jorge thought of the bodies back at the farm. Most people never knew the line they would cross before they could kill, but it was thin and almost invisible. Most horrifying of all, it could be triggered completely by accident.
The sun was no accident. It was simply there, doing sun things, with no consideration of the men beneath it.
Rosa stepped carefully over the wire and watched with dread as Jorge also crossed it. The man in the jumpsuit dug his gloved hands into a thick tangle of red vines—”Poison oak,” he said—and retrieved a hidden strand of rope that descended from somewhere in the trees above.  He threw his weight against it and with the squeal of a pulley overhead, the vegetation blocking the logging road parted. The metal gate had been so cleverly concealed that, if Jorge turned his head for a few seconds, he wouldn’t have been able to locate it if the gate were closed again.
The man ushered them through the gate, gave a slow scan of the road and surrounding forest, and entered behind them before closing it. They were in a compound that blended with the trees and boulders and was constructed with such genius that Jorge doubted it could be detected by a low-flying airplane. If airplanes still flew, that was. He hadn’t seen one since the solar storms.
Rosa gripped his arm, and then felt Marina’s forehead. “Her fever is worse.”
“Get her in the house,” said the man in the green jumpsuit, motioning to a massive maple tree with low-hanging branches. A structure was built into it, sided with sheaves of bark so that it blended with the tree. Narrow slits of windows glinted here and there. A couple of smaller sheds, roofed with rusted tin, stood in a cleared area that featured a garden and a pen where goats and chickens scratched at the ground.
The man led the way to the cabin. He opened the thick wooden door, stood on the log that served as a front step, and motioned to Jorge. “Can you carry her? Hand her here if you can’t.”
Jorge didn’t want those gloved hands touching his daughter. “I can do it.”
“Suit yourself,” he said, entering the tree house.
Rosa whispered, “Can we trust him?”
“He could have killed us on the trail, or just let us pass,” Jorge said. “Besides, he let me keep the gun.”
“Why would this strange gringo help us? “
“Not all gringos are like Mr. Wilcox. Some of them are human beings.”
“I don’t like this.”
“What choice do we have? We have to let Marina rest and recover. And if she has the sun sickness…”
Neither of them wanted to contemplate the thought. Before Rosa could respond, the man stuck his head out the door. He’d removed his mask, but his mouth was still disguised by his bushy beard and mustache. “You folks coming or not?”
Jorge gave Rosa his backpack and the rifle, balanced Marina on his left shoulder, and ascended the rungs. The interior of the tree house was surprisingly spacious and bright, with the windows placed for maximum sunlight. The man removed his gloves and placed them on a shelf which also contained an assortment of hand tools, two pistols, a pair of binoculars, and an oil lantern.
“Put her down over there,” the man said, motioning to a bundle of blankets on the floor. Jorge thought for a moment the man was going to extend his hand, and Jorge wondered if he would shake it. But the man turned his attention to an old radio on a hand-hewn table, fidgeting with the dials.
Rosa smoothed the blankets, giving them a suspicious sniff, and Jorge laid Marina among them. Her eyelids fluttered and parted, and Jorge tried his best to smile at her, but his face felt as if it were carved from wood. “Hola, tomatilla, how are you feeling?”
“Where are we?” the girl said, her voice so small that Jorge had to lean forward to make out the words.
“Somewhere safe,” Rosa said, immediately taking the caregiver’s role.
“Will you have to shoot anybody else?”
“No, there are no sick men here. They were all back at Mr. Wilcox’s farm.”
“But I’m sick, too. Will I be like them?”
Rosa looked at Jorge, who bent forward and kissed her forehead. “No, you just have a small fever. We will rest and then be on our way.”
“Our way where?”
“Hush, pequeña tomatilla, you don’t have to think about that.”
“Where’s my pony?”
“Eating sweet grass. He’s resting, too, while he waits for you to get better.”
“There’s water in that pantry,” the man in the jumpsuit said, and Jorge walked over to a wool blanket suspended on a wire. He pushed the blanket to the side, revealing a small closet sporting shelves packed with food, some in cans, some in glass jars, with bulging burlap sacks on the top shelves. The pantry was cool and moist, with a sink at the far end, clear water streaming into it from a pipe. 
Jorge found a clean glass jar by the sink and filled it with the frigid water. Looking out a window above the sink, he saw the metal pipe angled up into the rocks on the slope above the tree house, allowing gravity to carry the water from a spring.
This man has been planning for something like the sun storm.
After taking the water back to Rosa, he joined the man at the table. The man barely looked at him, intent on calibrating the radio, which was a jumble of glass tubes, wires, and plastic knobs connected to a series of car batteries.
“I want to thank you,” Jorge said.
“I should have let you go on about your business,” the man said. “I hate meddlers.”
“My daughter—”
“Better keep an eye on her. These solar shenanigans might not be over yet. These things tend to come in spurts.”
Jorge hadn’t even considered that the worst wasn’t yet over, that even now they might be exposed to whatever strange radiation had killed most of the people around them and turned others into mindless killers. What would he do if Marina showed a violent streak, if she became like Willard or a lame horse and needed to be put down?
There is no such thing as a mercy killing. Only killing.
Rosa gave Marina some of the water and Jorge was comforted to see his daughter sipping it. The sweat on her forehead had dried, and her complexion had returned somewhat to its usual almond color. 
“Were there many of the solar storms?” Jorge said. He had little understanding of science, having attended vocational school to learn welding, a craft that hadn’t led to a job back home.
“Hard to tell without any astronomy gear,” the old man said. “O’ course, all that went out with the first big pulse, when the magnetic fields got all scrambled. But if what they were saying is true, then we might have been hit with storms for a solid week, wave after wave of radiation. Might still be going on now, for all we know. It’s not like you can really see them.”
Jorge thought of all the time he’d spent in the fields over the past few weeks and wondered about the invisible rays and currents that might have washed over him. Worse, in his ignorance, he’d exposed this family to danger. He glanced at his daughter huddled in a coarse blanket.
“You were prepared for this disaster?” Jorge asked.
The man waved a hand, still fiddling with the radio. “This, or something else. It was bound to happen sooner or later. Personally, my money was on nuclear war, considering all the idiots in Washington.”
Jorge had heard of survivalists, who were often painted as well-armed crackpots who barricaded themselves in bunkers and dared federal agents to come and get them. But this man didn’t seem angry or confrontational. No, he almost seemed happy that the world had taken a turn for the worse.
“My name is Jorge, and that’s my wife, Rosa, and daughter, Marina.” Jorge opened his palm in case the man wanted to shake hands, but the man kept his attention on the radio.
“You can call me Franklin.”
“This is national park land,” Jorge said cautiously. “I thought no one could live on it.”
“Means the people own it, right?” Franklin said. “I paid taxes. At least for a while, ‘til I wised up and saw every single dime I mailed to the I.R.S. was going into killing us all one way or another. The government was bound to either starve us to death or drop bombs on our heads.”
A low whine issued from the radio’s speakers, and the man fidgeted with the thick copper wires attached to the slender antenna. He plugged in a handset microphone and keyed it with click. “Do you read?” the man asked.
Jorge thought this was odd. If someone was listening on another radio, that person likely wasn’t reading. The man turned the knob, yielding a scruffy burst of static, much like Mr. Wilcox’s TV. He spoke into the microphone several more times before giving up.
“Too much atmospheric interference,” Franklin said.
“Do you think others are out there?”
The man scrunched his bushy eyebrows. “Others like us, you mean?”
Jorge nodded and glanced at Rosa. This man apparently didn’t care that they were Hispanic, only that they weren’t crazed killers. “Like us.”
“Oh, hard to figure,” the man said. “But you can bet bear against cornmeal that the U.S. government got itself a dozen little hidey holes around D.C.”
“The capital,” Jorge said, to assure the man that he knew his U.S. civics lessons.
“I wouldn’t be surprised if the bastards had months of advance warning and took the time to make sure they were safe and living in luxury. Probably got a new bureaucracy running already, figuring out how to tax the hell out of the survivors.”
“Did you hear that on your radio?”
Franklin didn’t answer, concentrating instead on turning the knobs and listening intently to the whining pitch emanating from the speakers. Rosa came over and took Jorge’s hand, squeezing it as they watched their sleeping daughter.
“Her fever is passing,” Rosa said.
“Good,” Jorge said. “We must leave soon.”
“Might not want to be in too big of a hurry,” the man said. “The way I’ve seen them Zapheads acting, you wouldn’t have much of a chance if you ran into a pack of them.”
“We don’t want to trouble you,” Jorge said.
“I got plenty of food and water, and my solar panels, and the wind turbine. This is about as close to modern living as you’re going to get, at least this side of D.C. Plus, I could use a little help around here, to get ready.”
“Ready?” Rosa said. “Ready for what?”
“Let’s hope we don’t have to find out. But I’ve learned to plan for the worse, and then the worser, and then the worst of all. We’re just now barely on the ‘worse.’ The survivors out there will soon be going at each other’s throats once they realize the resources are dwindling. And if anybody figures out I got electricity up here, and a radio, and supplies, they’re all going to want in.”
“Why does your equipment still work?” Jorge asked as the man’s nubby, wrinkled fingers worked the dials.
“Stored it all in a Faraday cage out back,” Franklin said, hooking a thumb to indicate somewhere outside the cabin. “Shielded metal, it protects against electromagnetic currents.”
“Do others have this equipment?”
“Some,” the man said. “The smart ones. But as you probably figured out already, there ain’t a whole lot of smart ones on this planet.”
The radio’s whine turned into a crackle, and then a male voice cut in. It was clipped, British or Australian, and the words faded in and out: “…anyone there?...now is the time for…approximately one in three hundred survived…we are in need of…situation grave…”
The radio signal sharpened into a keening wail, and the man’s urgent voice emerged again from the static. “Situation grave…repeat, situation grave…”
Then it faded, like the ghost of the airwaves, emitting one last message before becoming swallowed by the endless high hiss.
“Situation grave…”
 



 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Two of The Captain’s goons shoved Rachel into a dark room and slammed the door.
They weren’t gentle about it, either, and she burned her elbow on the carpeting. She guessed she was in a bedroom, although there was no gray square that would suggest a window. She crawled forward cautiously, feeling in front of her with an outstretched hand.
She met something spongy and drew back, horrified that it might be a corpse.
“Took you long enough,” DeVontay said.
She sat up on her knees, peering in the direction of his voice but unable to see him. “Hey, you’re the one playing hero. Are you okay?”
“Yeah. They roughed me up a little, but I think they’re just playing. Got some kind of skinhead thing going on, from what I can tell.”
“Their leader, The Captain—”
“Captain? What the hell? You think this is a Batman movie or something?”
“I had to nickname him,” she said. “Psychologically, that makes him less of a threat. A kind of gallows humor.”
“Yeah, well, gallows humor is all well and good until the noose tightens. Speaking of which, why don’t you untie me?”
She scooted forward until she found the thick wooden bedpost and fumbled around the thick lump of knots against his skin. “These are like the ones they used on me. Might take me a minute to get them loose.”
“I ain’t going anywhere. Did they…hurt you?” he said in a low voice as she tugged.
Rachel guessed from the pause that he meant, “Did they rape you?” but she brushed past it. “The Captain threw a Zaphead at me as some sort of screwed-up test. The guy’s a little brain-fried himself, I think.”
“When I heard that gun go off—”
One of her fingernails split to the quick as it snagged on a knot. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. Not until we get you and Stephen to Mi’sippi.”
“Where’s he at?”
“I left him in a hiding place, but The Captain’s goons found him and turned him loose out there with the Zapheads. I guess these guys think everybody has to pass some sort of survival game to prove they are worthy.”
“Shit. Is the boy okay?”
“Put it this way. I haven’t heard him screaming yet.”
Rachel didn’t want to think the worst. Faith required hope, and hope required action. Starting with these godforsaken knots. “I wish I could see,” she said. “Maybe I could find a tool.”
“The lighter,” DeVontay said. “In my pocket.”
“They didn’t search you?”
“Nah. They don’t give a damn about me. I’m a one-eyed black jack.”
That made no sense, but she didn’t question him. She felt along his hip until she found his belt, and then slipped her hand along the fabric of his pants. She found the hem of the pocket and hesitated.
“Go on, girl,” he said. “Nothing in there will bite you.”
“It’s just…”
“I ain’t telling nobody if you ain’t.”
That made her smile despite the gravity of the situation. She shoved her hand inside the opening, pushing past what felt like a rumpled wad of bills, some flexible, rubbery things she suspected were Slim Jims, and a keychain. Then her fingers stroked the cool, smooth curve of the Bic lighter and she fought it free, hooking the keychain as she went.
With a flick of her thumb, the area immediately around her was illuminated with a dim orange glow. The flame was reflected in each of DeVontay’s eyes, brighter in the glass one. His lip bore a small, wet cut, and one cheek was swollen. She gently touched his wound and he flinched away.
“I ain’t telling nobody if you ain’t,” she said, imitating his Philly-street accent.
“I’m okay. Just get me loose and let’s get the hell out of here.”
She waved the Bic around, revealing that the room was bare, with an unmade bed, a dusty dresser with the drawers open, and an open closet with a single suit jacket hanging in it. Clothes littered the floor, as if the room had been ransacked. Her impression of a windowless room was confirmed.
“Doesn’t look like much in the way of hardware,” Rachel said. She jangled the keys. “Guess I’ll have to use these.”
She held the light aloft with one hand as she dug into the knot with the longest key. The knot’s author must have been a Boy Scout, because his handiwork refused to come loose. She began sawing the serrated edge of the key across the strands, sending a snow of frayed nylon to the floor.
“What are you doing with keys, anyway?” she asked him. Her fingers chafed to blood and her wrist ached from working the key, but she kept on.
“Got doors to open.”
She extinguished the lighter to let it cool. Its imprint was burned into Rachel’s retinas, fat sparks dancing in the sudden darkness.
“Got any ideas on getting out of here?” she asked. The first strand of rope gave way and she unraveled the rest of the knot as he anxiously flexed his forearms.
“Gun’s in my backpack, wherever that is,” DeVontay said. “After they jumped me, I went down for a while. I didn’t get a good layout of the house.”
“That’s a privacy lock on the door. They can’t lock it from the outside.”
“We could sneak out, yeah. But what if they’re still playing survival games? Could be a dozen Zapheads out in the hall.”
“We’d hear them banging into the walls.”
“Maybe. And maybe that guy—the whatchamadude, The Captain—is waiting there with his gun.”
“Well, it’s the only way out that I can see.” The severed rope untangled beneath her fingers and DeVontay wriggled his wrists to free himself. He shook his hands to restore the circulation as he glanced around the room. He grinned as his eyes settled on the closet.
“You’re just not looking in the right place.”
He stood, rubbing his palms together, and she followed him with the Bic. He shoved aside the lonely jacket and looked up at the ceiling. “Give me some light.”
Rachel shoved the lighter toward him, thinking he’d lost his mind. Stephen was out there somewhere, at the mercy of those soulless killers, and all DeVontay wanted to do was play hide-and-seek?
“Ha,” he said. “That little square is an access to the attic. I had a job blowing ceiling insulation one summer. Hottest damn work I ever did.”
“Great. So, once we get up there, and then what? Wait for the world to end?”
“Funny, ha ha. I gotta boost you up. No way can you lift me.”
“You kidding? You’re only, what—two-twenty?”
“Two-oh-five. I ain’t et that many Slim Jims.”
He stooped and cupped his hands. Rachel hesitated, released the fuel lever on the lighter, and put her sneakered foot into his hands. Something thumped against the door.
“Damn,” DeVontay said. “Hurry.”
He propelled her upward and she put one hand against the wall to steady herself, patting for the ceiling with the other. She found the access and pushed, feeling it slide away with a skiff of abrasion. Rachel reached into the warmer air of the opening and found the ceiling joists, then dangled for just a moment, testing her weight.
“Higher,” she whispered, and DeVontay tightened his arms and lifted her. She put one foot on the closet rod as she scrambled into the attic. The dust nearly made her sneeze, and the attic insulation caused her skin to itch almost immediately. She rolled around, careful to keep her weight on the sturdier ceiling joists, and flicked the lighter again.
“How am I going to pull you up here?” she said.
DeVontay looked up and shook his head. “You ain’t.”
“I can’t leave you.”
“You got to. Ain’t you ever seen a horror movie? The goody-goody white chick always survives.”
“Don’t be an asshole.”
“And don’t waste time here when Stephen’s in trouble.”
She looked at him for a moment, pondering ways to help him up. But he was too heavy, the closet rod too weak. “The dresser,” she said. “Move it over here and stand on it.”
“Okay, but—”
Something thumped against the door again, louder this time. DeVontay waved her toward escape. She killed the flame and saw the slatted ventilation windows on each gabled end of the house. The closest one was only twenty feet away. She crawled forward, bumping her head once and getting fiberglass insulation in the creases of her elbows and gaps of her fingers. When she reached the slats, she peered through them to the neighboring property.
A Zaphead wobbled up the street, far enough away that he wasn’t a threat. He didn’t exhibit the excitement and agitation of a Zaphead intent on violence, which might mean Stephen had safely hidden somewhere.
Or it could mean he’s already dead.
The idea angered Rachel, and she flipped onto her butt and raised her legs, pointing the bottoms of her feet at the thin wooden slats. She kicked outward and several of the slats shattered. She kicked again and created a wider opening. Shoving splinters aside, she perched in the opening and surveyed the surrounding landscape.
No movement. Even the Zaphead up the street had taken a turn somewhere and was lost in one of the neighborhood houses. From beneath her came the sound of a struggle, and DeVontay shouted something.
His next word was clear through the access hatch: “Go!”
Rachel climbed out enough to minimize the drop to the ground, which was about twelve feet. Not too bad by itself, but it wasn’t a good time for a twisted ankle.
“Just my luck,” she said. “Roses.”
The rose bushes extended in a border around the side of the house, meaning Rachel would have to jump outward several feet instead of merely dropping to the ground. She shoved the lighter in her pocket.
Here goes nothing.
Rachel resisted the urge to yell “Geronimo” as she flew through the air. She had the presence of mind to roll as she landed, taking the brunt of the force on her left leg before tumbling across the grass. Gathering her balance, bruised but otherwise uninjured, she glanced around to see if anyone had spotted her. She wasn’t sure whether to be more afraid of the Zapheads or The Captain and his minions.
She sprinted as best she could with her aching legs, quickly reaching the concealment of the neighbor’s azalea thicket.
Okay, you’re free. You can give up on DeVontay and Stephen and make a run for it. Your chances are better alone. They’re just deadweight anyway, right?
She glanced heavenward, starting to ask for guidance, but realized prayers were never answered with a simple yes or no.
God had granted her longer life for a reason. And that reason wasn’t just to keep on surviving.
She had a mission.
 



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Campbell was still searching the trees on the side of the road when Arnoff’s tribe caught up with him.
Campbell emerged from the woods to see Arnoff poking Pete’s backpack with the tip of his rifle. Pamela, Donnie, and the professor hung back a little, warily checking the vehicles on the highway. “Looks like your buddy chickened out,” Arnoff said.
“Somebody got him,” Campbell said.
“Hell, yeah,” Donnie said. “Zapheads.”
“It wasn’t Zapheads. There’s no blood.”
Arnoff knelt and plucked one of the warm beers from Pete’s backpack. “Well, he didn’t abandon ship, or he’d have never left this.”
“So, what do you think happened?” Pamela asked, fishing a cigarette from a pocket of her floral-print blouse. She was sweating from the heat, and the wind carried a faint whiff of the distant burning cities. Campbell thought about what the professor had said, about the four hundred nuclear reactors that would eventually melt down, but he was pretty sure he wasn’t going to live long enough to worry about radiation poisoning.
“Post-traumatic stress disorder, psychological strain,” the professor said. “He might have just snapped and wandered off somewhere.”
“Turned into a Zaphead, you mean?” Arnoff said.
“We’ve not seen any evidence of latent effects. The experts predicted the solar event was a one-time phenomenon.”
“Hell, some horny old bat might have roped him into the back of one of these vans for a go,” Donnie said, grinning at Pamela. “You know how women are.”
“Hush your mouth or I’ll hush it for you.” She glared back, taking a deep puff of her cigarette, but she seemed bored by her own threat.
Campbell’s guts knotted in frustration, but he forced himself to remain calm. He didn’t know these people. They were acquaintances of circumstance, and bleak circumstance at that.
The end of the world makes strange bedfellows.
Arnoff walked ahead to a BP tanker truck. The silver petroleum tanker reflected the sunlight, causing Campbell to squint. Arnoff shouldered his rifle and climbed a metal ladder on the tanker’s rear. Standing atop the giant cylinder, he scanned with his binoculars in all directions.
“Zapheads are going to see him,” Donnie said, checking the chamber of his automatic pistol. “This is a time to lay low, not play gold-medal dumbass at the Special Olympics.”
“Hush your mouth,” Pamela said, sitting on the hood of a green Mercedes. A man was slumped over the wheel, body swollen with rot around the confines of his suit jacket and tie. Campbell was grateful the car’s windows were sealed shut. The man likely had the air-conditioning going, probably some Eagles twanging on the stereo, on his way to rake in money off of other people’s work. And then life made other plans for him.
Big, big plans.
“See anything?” the professor called to Arnoff.
Arnoff lowered the binoculars and shook his head. “No Zapheads, no survivors, no Pete.”
“Too bad we can’t get a vehicle going. There’s enough gas to get us across the country and back a hundred times.”
“You’re the egghead,” Donnie said, banging on the roof of a Ford Escort. “Why don’t you hotwire one of these?”
“As I explained, modern vehicles have electronic ignitions, computerized operating systems, alternating-current batteries and—”
“Blah, blah, blah,” Donnie said. “Everything got zapped. I know all that. But the zap’s over, right? Why can’t we rebuild one?”
“Possible,” the professor said. “But we’d need newly produced parts, which means manufactured parts, because all the existing circuitry is fried. And it takes high-technology equipment and electricity to make the parts you need. Catch-22.”
“Sort of like needing a fish for bait so you can catch a fish, right?” Donnie said.
“Sort of like that, yes,” the professor said.
Campbell hadn’t thought that far ahead. Sometimes at night, before falling asleep, he’d had little fantasies of the world rebuilding itself, everyone pitching in like it was a community-pride clean-up event. But he always assumed “somebody,” either the government or people from some unaffected part of the globe, would eventually ride to the rescue and restore all the essential services. But what if they were on their own? What if they had to save themselves?
What if human civilization had come down to isolated clusters like Arnoff’s tribe?
Then we’re screwed.
“Zaphead at ten o’clock,” Arnoff said, dropping the binoculars so they dangled from a cord around his neck. He raised his rifle and sighted down the barrel.
Donnie jumped from the Mercedes hood and ran toward the tanker. “Save some for me. I ain’t killed a Zaphead in three days and I’m getting a little twitchy.”
“I’m not shooting it,” Arnoff said. “I’m observing it.”
Campbell eased over to where the professor and Pamela were standing. The tang of tobacco smoke overwhelmed the stench of bodies and distant fires.
“What do you make of all this?” Campbell asked the professor. He almost asked for the man’s name, but the group seemed to function better with anonymity. Names didn’t seem to matter now.
“Our tenuous situation as survivors, or the geological effects of the solar storm?”
Pamela pursed her lips. “I love it when you use them big words.”
“A little of both,” Campbell said. “I mean, it’s hard to separate them now, isn’t it?”
Donnie hoisted himself up on the tanker’s ladder and climbed toward Arnoff, who was still peering through the rifle scope.
“We can’t be certain of the long-term effects on the environment,” the professor said. “But short term, in human terms, we’ve lost our infrastructure. We’ve lost all the systems that connected us with food, safety, shelter, and companionship. And, as I said, manmade problems like the nuclear radiation and other pollutants add to the mix.”
“Doesn’t sound real good,” Pamela said. “Then again, I never expected there to be a ‘long term.’”
“But surely we can adapt,” Campbell said, although the argument sounded hollow even to his own ears. “We’re smart and tough and adaptable—”
“That’s how smart we are,” Pamela interrupted, pointing to the top of the tanker. Donnie had opened a little metal access hatch and was urinating into the opening.
The professor shook his head in grim amusement. “I think the Zapheads are in far better position to adapt. From what I can tell, they have none of the moral baggage and ten times the survival instinct.”
“Do you have any theories on why they turned violent?” Campbell asked, warily scanning the sides of the highway. Arnoff and Donnie were so transfixed with one distant Zaphead, they wouldn’t have seen any others approaching from the woods. And if Pete staggered out into the open, Campbell wanted to be the first to spot him so he could prevent Pete from getting shot by the trigger-happy Donnie.
“Electroconvulsive therapy is used to treat depression,” the professor said. “Everybody thinks of the Jack Nicholson movie, ‘One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest,’ where troublemakers get their brains fried, but it has proven clinical benefits. However, the treatment also can cause severe personality change, memory loss, and cognitive impairment. So evidence suggests that exposure to cataclysmic electromagnetic fields could cause varying results, depending on the individual.”
“So, I guess this proves I’m lucky, huh?” Pamela said.
The professor dug into his backpack and pulled out a plastic water bottle. “In some ways, we’re better off,” he said, twisting the cap and taking a swig. “Fewer of us to consume the finite resources at our disposal.”
“What do you mean, ‘finite’?” Campbell asked. “I know we can’t build automobiles, but we can return to an agrarian society.”
“With what knowledge?” the professor said. “How do we save seeds and know which plants to eat? How do we know the proper planting time? How do we build gristmills powered by water wheels to grind wheat into flour? We can’t just get on the Internet and Google it.”
“Dang, you’re a real bummer, doc,” Pamela said.
“I see no need to indulge elaborate fantasies. A realistic assessment of our situation gives us the best chance of survival.”
Campbell was reluctantly forced to agree. “I’d say the first job—after finding Pete, of course—is to locate others like us and form a bigger group.”
“That might not be so wise,” the professor said. “Look at the pecking-order problems we have just with a group this small. Put a dozen well-armed, desperate Alpha males in the same place at the same time, and I think they’d make Zapheads look like refined pacifists.”
“I don’t know exactly what you said,” Pamela said. “But if you’re saying it’s not too smart to put a bunch of Arnoffs and Donnies together, I’d say you’re onto something.”
The two men stood atop the tankers like statues. Arnoff was ramrod-straight, shoulders back, still holding his rifle barrel steady on his target. Donnie was hunched, but he’d also raised his weapon, pointing it in the same direction as Arnoff.
“If they shoot, every Zaphead within a mile’s radius will come see what’s going on,” the professor said. “They seem to react to stimuli like sudden loud noises and movement.”
“They can’t be that dumb,” Campbell said.
“You don’t know Donnie,” Pamela said. “He might do it just for the fun of it.”
A muffled ka-pow sounded to the west. Arnoff instantly shifted his rifle in that direction.
“A gunshot,” Campbell said. “Other survivors.”
Campbell started up the road toward the tanker, but the professor grabbed his arm. “Remember what I said. Bigger isn’t necessarily better. If there was any lesson learned in the Technological Age, it was that.”
Campbell shook free and walked away, imagining what the other group was like. Had Pete joined them? Did they have adequate food supplies or transportation better than bicycles or horses? Did they have any young women among them so the race could procreate?
Thinking of sex at a time like this. Sheesh.
Another distant gunshot sounded, and Arnoff scrambled the length of the tanker and descended the ladder. The professor and Pamela gathered their bags and went to meet him, but Campbell climbed astride his bicycle, determined to solve the mystery.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Arnoff said.
“I’m your scout, remember? Just doing my job.”
“You might want to stick with the winners. Sounds like things are getting hairy out there.”
“Hairier than a gorilla’s cooter,” Donnie said from atop the tanker.
“Just how would you know about that?” Pamela said.
“‘cause I been sleeping with you, ain’t I?”
Campbell was tired of the prattle. “My friend’s out there somewhere, and I’m going to find him.”
“Your first responsibility is to the tribe,” Arnoff said.
Campbell glared at the professor. “What do you have to say about that?”
The professor shook his head. “Survival of the fittest.”
Another gunshot sounded, causing Donnie to whoop and jump from the tanker to the cab of the truck for better surveillance. If Donnie was the pinnacle of human fitness, then Campbell wasn’t sure whether he wanted to stick around. Evolution had just taken a stinking piss and washed away every grain of hope.
“I guess some of us have a different idea of what it means to be human.” Campbell pedaled in the direction of the gunshots.
 



 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Rachel worked the shadows and shrubs, keeping low as she searched for Stephen. She was reluctant to leave the house where DeVontay was held captive, but she didn’t see how a frontal assault would do much good, since she was without a weapon and vastly outnumbered. Instead, she decided to check on the shed where she’d left Stephen. She found the door open and Stephen’s can of Raid lying on the floor.
The Captain’s goons had left her backpack, and she slung it over her shoulder. The garden tools taunted her as if to say, “So, violence isn’t the answer, huh? Then what’s the question?”
Faith into action.
Even if there’s hell to pay.
Rachel picked up the pruning shear. The bolt connecting the two handles had broken, so she gave the single handle a test swing. She liked the balance of it, as well as the short metal hook at the end. It wasn’t too heavy to carry, and she liked its prospects better than those of the double-headed ax and the flimsier hand scythe.
A gunshot sounded somewhere down the street, a couple of hundred yards away. Maybe the goons were hunting Zapheads for sport, although they might be shooting stray dogs, car windows, or even other survivors. Rachel had a feeling that The Captain had imposed a quasi-military protocol in an attempt to control his creepy little platoon.
Slinking back to the street where she had a better line of sight, Rachel crouched behind a Volvo and considered her options. If Stephen was on the loose, he probably hadn’t traveled far.
Assuming he’s still alive.
Rachel was about to take her chances and sprint across the street when she heard shouting and cursing. She peered over the Volvo’s hood and saw two people in camouflage coveralls dragging a young, dark-haired man who struggled in their grip.
“Goddamnit, I’m one of the good guys,” the man said. He was in his early twenties, hair slick with sweat, wearing a grimy T-shirt.
The goon on the left, a gaunt-faced woman whose mouth was twisted into a bitchy snarl, put a spidery hand on the hilt of a knife at her belt and said, “Shut up, or I’ll gut you like a fish.”
The man sagged so that the goon on the right had to grab his arm with both hands and hold him upright. The pair was half-dragging him toward the ranch house where The Captain apparently had set up headquarters and where DeVontay was still confined. Through the Japanese maples on the front lawn, Rachel could see the shattered window and the legs of Miss Daisy’s corpse dangling from the glass-strewn windowsill.
“You got any beer?” the captive man said. The gaunt woman jabbed him in the ribs with her knuckles, eliciting a hiss of pain.
The man jerked his elbows out, causing the goon on his right to lose his grip. The man seized the opening and started to break free, but the woman slid her leg forward with practiced grace, tripping him and sending him skidding across the asphalt.
She chuckled as she bent to pull the man from the road. “We’re trained in the art of pain.”
The other soldier drove the bottom of his boot against the fallen man’s thigh, causing Rachel to flinch. They were beating him like two television wrestlers who’d caught their quarry in a corner with the referee’s back turned. Rachel gripped the handle of the pruning shear, knotted with anger but helpless. After all, the soldiers had semi-automatic weapons slung across their backs.
The two goons were so intent on inflicting punishment that they didn’t notice movement along the side of the street. A withered vegetable garden stood at the corner of a lot, fenced with two rows of sagging white clothesline strung between wooden posts. The tasseled corn rattled and swayed, and a hunched figure emerged from between the rows. At first Rachel thought it was another soldier, given the swiftness of the movement, but the figure wore a soiled windbreaker and jogging pants, not camouflage gear.
Zaphead.
But she barely had time to consider whether to shout a warning when another Zaphead came out of the garden, a middle-aged woman in a business suit, pantyhose pocked with holes and trendy haircut now in tangles. Rachel unconsciously dubbed her “Bridget Jones,” except this particular career gal was carrying a sharp, heavy stick instead of a diary. The corn rattled behind her, with yet another Zaphead following, a squat, Asian-looking man with no shirt.
What struck Rachel most forcefully was the way they seemed to move in concert, stealthy and intent. In the city, the Zapheads were brainless and shambling, almost like the zombies depicted in film and books but without the taste for flesh. But these were like cunning predators, lurking in the shadows and then sneaking up to deliver their brand of destruction.
The man on the ground saw the Zapheads and pushed himself along the pavement on his back, trying to get his feet beneath him. The soldiers didn’t allow him to escape, though. The woman jumped knee-first on his chest while the other soldier urged her on. “Captain will love this one,” he said.
Rachel circled around the Volvo to get closer. The closest Zaphead rushed across the narrow grass border to the street. Three weeks ago, it might have been an insurance salesman out for a morning jog, but now it was a killing machine instead of a workout warrior.
“Get off me, you assholes,” the struggling young man on the asphalt said. “Here come some Zappers.”
The sadistic woman soldier chuckled again, and Rachel wondered if somehow she had been affected, too—that maybe the Zapheads were evolving and the surviving humans were degrading until they all would meet in a wordless, violent misunderstanding.
The jogger Zaphead closed the distance in the blink of an eye, leaping onto the male soldier’s back and driving a grunt from his lungs. They fell forward, the four of them tangled in a pile as the other two Zapheads moved in.
The female soldier rolled away and tried to free her weapon from her shoulder, but Bridget Jones was on her like a shark after a baby seal. Bridget Jones swung her garden stake and caught the soldier under the chin, the bone-shattering thwack audible to Rachel.
The shirtless Zaphead joined the first in assaulting the male soldier, while the captive scrambled free of the pile. Rachel could see the fear and determination in his eyes.
He’s a survivor.
Rachel stepped from behind the Volvo and raised her makeshift weapon. The guy must have thought she was a Zaphead, too, because he scrambled to his feet and started down the street before Rachel yelled, “This way!”
The guy ran toward her and Rachel passed him, heading for the Zapheads. Even though the soldiers were part of the group that had tried to kill her, Rachel couldn’t let them get mauled.
When it comes down to it, we’re still on the same side. Barely.
The female soldier had recovered enough to pull her knife from its hilt. The blade glistened in the sun for only a moment, and then she drove it into Bridget Jones’s abdomen. The Zaphead mouthed a wet uurk but continued to attack, even as a blossom of red spread across her formal white blouse.
Rachel struck the asphalt with the curved metal tip of her pruning shear. “Come and get it,” she yelled.
The two Zapheads clawing at the male soldier turned to Rachel, snarling, their eyes burning cold with some hidden hate.
Then they did something odd.
They looked at one another as if in telepathic communication, and the shirtless Zaphead tightened his grip on the soldier’s throat as the soldier flailed helplessly to reach his rifle. The other, the jogger Zaphead, shoved away from them and ran toward Rachel.
She barely had time to register the sudden change in tactics when the Zaphead was upon her. She swung the shear handle from its position near her hip, tentative and afraid to draw blood. The wooden part of the handle bounced off the Zaphead’s arm as if striking rubber, then the Zaphead grabbed her.
His breath stank like molded cheese as he closed rough hands around her throat. Up close, his eyes burned with a liquid malevolence, the roiling lava of a hidden volcano. She kicked at his shin, but he didn’t react to pain.
Rachel had never had any self-defense training. Aside from playing tackle football with the neighborhood boys in Seattle, she’d learned most of her moves from movies. But she discovered that it wasn’t as easy when your would-be killer wasn’t following the script.
Her throat was tight and sore, the pressure of his fingers constricting the blood to her head. Her vision swam as the Zaphead lifted her from the pavement, pulling her against him. Her arms were heavy and her grip loosened on the shear.
She heard a man yell “Back down, bitch,” and then the Zaphead shuddered from a blow to the head. The deathly clutch eased enough for Rachel to suck in a lungful of air and regain her balance.
The man who’d escaped the soldiers swung a fist at the Zaphead, but the Zaphead flinched away, apparently learning to dodge. But while its attention was diverted, Rachel whispered a prayer of apology and swung the handle of the pruning shear.
The metal tip gouged deep into the base of the Zaphead’s skull, opening a gap in the flesh and revealing a red weal of raw muscle and gristle. Blood spurted from the wound.
So they bleed just like we do.
“Hit him again,” the man said, dancing just beyond the outstretched arms of the Zaphead.
Rachel thought of the bruises she’d be wearing as a necklace for the next week, then swung the wooden handle overhead in a two-handed grip and brought the blunt end flush upon the top of the Zaphead’s skull, like the Biblical Samson  standing knee-deep in Philistines swinging the bloodied jawbone of an ass.
The sickening crack pierced the sounds of grunts and screams as the other two Zapheads pummeled the soldiers. The concussed Zaphead staggered for a moment, then wheeled and looked at Rachel. The fire in its eyes gave way to a look of hurt confusion, and Rachel wondered whether she’d knocked some wiring loose in his brain—as if maybe she’d pounded some humanity back into him.
“Better hit him again,” the man said. “Don’t play around with these monsters.”
“Thou shalt not kill,” Rachel said.
The man looked at her and shook his head. Behind him, the female soldier drove her knife into the Bridget Jones Zaphead a second time, opening another bright gash in her torso. A bit of pink intestine bulged out of the cotton blouse, but the Zaphead didn’t seem to notice. She drove her small fist into the woman soldier’s face, shattering her nose and sending a tooth flying.
“Let’s get out of here,” the man said, grabbing Rachel’s hand and pulling her toward the yard of a nearby house. The gesture reminded her too much of DeVontay, and she pulled free.
“I have to stay,” she said. “I have friends here.”
The man’s face curdled in resentment, then he grabbed her weapon and shoved her back. “Thou shall not kill, maybe, but I, for sure, goddamned shall.”
The man swung the blade against the Zaphead’s temple, and this time, the guy went down like a jogger after a marathon. A shot rang out, and the shirtless Zaphead’s shoulder erupted in a glut of blood and gore, but still, it kept attacking.
“I don’t see any friends around here,” the man said to Rachel. “Come on.”
“This way,” Rachel said, pointing to the house where DeVontay was still being held.
“Fine,” he said. The rancid odor of old beer hung about him and his bloodshot eyes suggested either a lack of sleep or an abundance of alcohol.
Rachel broke into a run, the man right behind her, hanging onto the grisly, blood-coated pruning shear. When they reached the landscaped shrubbery, Rachel burst through and headed for the side yard, where a high wooden fence offered concealment. They ducked behind it just as another gunshot erupted, then another one.
“New around here?” the man said, wiping sweat from his greasy brow.
“Only since After,” she said.
“After?”
She shrugged, lifted her hands to indicate the world. “This end-of-the-world thing. Thanks for saving me back there. I’m Rachel.”
“Name’s Pete,” he said, between gasps of exhilaration. “Just a suggestion, but I’d ditch the Ten Commandments. At least five of them no longer apply.”
“That’s how I was raised. It’s not something you can turn on and off like a light switch.”
“Guess so. I wouldn’t know anything about that. One Sunday morning in the Catholic church gave me enough horrors of hell to last a lifetime.”
“How did they find you?”
“I was bicycling on the highway, stopped to check out a car, and then those unsung heroes jumped me and said The Captain wanted to see me.”
“The Captain? Yeah, I’ve met him.” So, The Captain had a rank. She dug into her backpack and found the small bottle of Nembutal the pharmacist had given her. Her fingers slid away until they hit a water bottle, and she pulled it out and passed it to Pete.
He twisted the cap and tossed it into the weeds, then took a grateful gulp. “What’s up with these guys?”
“I can’t say for sure,” she said. “But I think they were stuck in the bunker a little too long and started getting funny ideas. The Captain thinks he can control the Zapheads if only he can get them to appreciate chain of command.”
“Well, I’m civilian all the way. So, what’s the plan?”
“Did you happen to see a little boy anywhere? About ten, wild hair, maybe carrying a baby doll?”
“Afraid not.”
“Well, that’s my plan.”
“Not much better than mine. I was going to find a bar and plug some quarters into the karaoke machine and sing ‘Your Cheatin’ Heart’ ‘til closing time.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
“Turnips,” Franklin said.
Jorge almost responded in Spanish, but remembered his promise. “What?”
Franklin pulled a dark clump of leafy stalks from the ground, revealing the rounded golden root. “Turnips are the perfect survival food. They grow almost year round, the roots store through the winter, and they have just about every vitamin you need.”
They were in the vegetable garden at one corner of the compound. From working on the Wilcox farm, Jorge had an understanding of the shorter growing seasons of the Blue Ridge Mountains, as well as the humid, wet climate. Therefore, he admired the garden’s placement, which allowed nearly a full day’s sunlight while much of Franklin’s camp remained concealed by trees.
“You plan well,” Jorge said.
“No, I’ve just been around so long I’ve figured out a thing or two.” He twisted the yellowing outer leaves from the stalk and tossed them into the goat pen, where the short-horned nanny sucked them between her jaws.
Broad leaves of autumn squash and pumpkins covered one end of the garden, and bean vines twisted along a lattice of sticks. The corn was already making ears, and bees hovered around the golden tassels. A dense orchard of short but bountiful apple and pear trees stood on the other side of the small house, nearly shading a small, rough-hewn shed. The top of the shed was covered with solar panels, and Franklin had opened the rear door to show Jorge the rows of batteries that stored the collected energy.
“Something like this takes…,” Jorge searched for the right word, dragging the hoe between the rows to pile fresh soil around the turnip roots. “Vision.”
“Nah,” Franklin said. “Anybody could see it coming that didn’t have blinders on. I was part of the Preparation Network, teaching people how to get ready, but it didn’t do much good. Humans are a funny breed, Jorge. I reckon they’re as funny down in Mexico as they are up here.”
Jorge had given little thought to his brothers and sisters in the Baja, or his mother in their little crowded house. He wasn’t sure whether he wished them a swift and merciful death or if they were even now on the run from the people that Franklin had called the “Zapheads.”
“If this happened all over the world, like your man on the radio said, then I suppose it’s not so funny,” Jorge said, leaning on the hoe and looking out across the mountain ridges in the distance. The nearer peaks were flush with the deep green of summer’s end, but the horizon was draped with wraith-like, ragged clouds.
“That’s the look of cities burning,” Franklin said. “Enjoy this fresh air while you can.”
“Do these Zapheads burn things?”
“Tell you the truth, I don’t know if that’s the Zapheads or the government. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if they were ready for whatever opportunity came along. Giant asteroid hitting the earth, nuclear terrorist attack, shift of the earth’s geomagnetic fields. Every ill wind blows somebody some good.”
Although Jorge had little interest in any kind of politics, he didn’t see what the U.S. government would gain by destroying its own territory. Not for the first time, he wondered if Franklin had spent too many years alone, with nothing but his mad dreams, paranoia, and obsessive vision.
Rosa called to them from the doorway of the house. Marina stood beside her, wrapped in a blanket. She still looked pale and her hair was moist with sweat, but she managed a feeble wave before Rosa led her back into the shade.
Jorge decided to ask the thing that had been bothering him. “Mr. Wheeler, you are clearly a man who likes to be alone and to depend on no one. If this is so, then why do you help us?”
Franklin put the turnips into a wooden basket atop some tomatoes and small purple cabbages. “I lived out there once,” Franklin said, waving vaguely off the mountain. “Just about like anybody else. I had a job in industrial design making rich folks richer, found a sweet little woman and settled down. I never did trust the government, and I got in a little trouble because of things I was writing on the Internet. Whatever they say about ‘the land of the free,’ that’s complete bullshit. You’re only as free as they want you to be.”
Then why isn’t your own family here? Why take in mine? But Jorge thought it best to only listen, so he turned his attention back to the weeds that skirted the bed of tufted carrot greens. Besides, it seemed like Franklin was warming up for a rant.
“Government had me under surveillance,” Franklin said, no longer working now, just kneeling in the dark dirt and gazing off where the past remained just out of sight. “Just because I was warning people that the shit was about to hit the fan. After 9/11, Homeland Security became just about the most powerful force in Washington, because its slimy fingers reached into every pocket and every campaign fund and every Congressional bill. The last thing any government ever wants is for the truth to get out. At different times, I was considered a white supremacist, a radical Muslim, a neo-Nazi, a Communist, even a Swedish spy—if you can imagine any reason in hell that Sweden needs our secrets.”
“Were you arrested?”
“They just wanted me to go dark. Even with all these new laws that let them throw anybody in jail forever without a trial, they knew that arresting me would draw publicity, and then more people would find my websites. So in a way, me going into hiding like this was the best thing for both of us. I’m fine with being a martyr, but I want it to be for the right reason, and the right reason hadn’t come along yet.” Franklin swept his gnarled, calloused fingers to the world beyond. “And now, the right cause came along, but there ain’t no Internet left.”
Jorge remained cautious. “So you want us to help you spread the word about your survival camp? If you help us, we can help others?”
“Hell, no,” Franklin said. “It’s too late for all that. I’m not even helping you. I just couldn’t let that little girl die.”
Jorge realized the old man did have a compassionate streak beneath his wary, antisocial façade. “We are grateful and we promise to work hard while we are here, and to leave whenever you ask.”
Franklin appeared not to hear. “My granddaughter, Chelsea, was Marina’s age when she drowned.”
Jorge had a good idea of the man’s pain because of his own worries. “I am truly sorry to hear that.”
“I was working on the camp even back then, using a network of dealers to get all these solar panels, wind turbines, water tanks, and such as that. I suspect the government had their eyes on me. Hell, I didn’t know which of those things flying overhead were hawks and crows and which were surveillance drones. They got ‘em the size of insects now…well, they did, I mean.”
Jorge picked a lime-green caterpillar from a collard leaf and studied it a moment before squishing it between his fingers. “Why did they let you come here if they knew?”
“Like I said, it got me out of the spotlight. I planned to bring my family up here, but by then my wife had left me and my kids and grandkids had pretty much written me off as a crazy old coot. The ones who didn’t were my granddaughters, Rachel and Chelsea. Rachel, she’s a real Christian, acting the way Christ taught instead of the way these idiot preacher politicians are telling people they ought to behave. You a religious man?”
Jorge had learned in the United States to always say he was a Baptist, especially in the South, but he saw little reason to lie to Franklin. “I was raised Catholic, but we haven’t gone to church much lately.”
“Never hurts to believe in something bigger than you. Just make sure it’s a thing of the sky and not a thing of mankind. Because mankind isn’t bigger than any of us. Mankind is not bigger than life. It’s exactly life-sized and hates to admit it.”
Jorge was trying to figure out what that meant when Franklin went back to his story, apparently used to coming out with random musings but just as quickly, discarding them. “Rachel was the only one who didn’t think I was a survivalist wacko. She said God needed the world to end in order to renew itself as a better place, just like Jesus had to die on the cross in order to save everybody’s soul. I guess there’s some comfort in that, since all the doomsday preachers use fear as a fundraising tool. She’d even been reviving some of my old websites, putting them under different names.”
“Did she get in trouble, too?” The sun was lower in the sky now, pushing shadows across the compound.
“She’d barely got started when Chelsea died.” Franklin swallowed with the bitterness of the memory. “They were out at the lake, the two of them, and Rachel turned away just for a second—had to go use the bushes. And she came back to find Chelsea face down in the water.”
Jorge wanted to offer condolences but decided silence was more respectful and appropriate. Customs were different in the United States, but shutting up worked in any language.
“In three feet of water. But she was a good swimmer. They did it to send a message.”
“They”? Does this man really think the government would drown his granddaughter?
Franklin spat in the dirt and stood, wiping his hands and picking up the basket. “Well, that’s when I came up here. Is your wife a good cook? I’m passable, but I keep it simple.”
“She cooked for Mr. Wilcox on weekends.”
“Well, this ain’t no fancy rich-people’s food, but it’s clean and free of poison and you can really taste it. So, let’s treat it like it’s The Last Supper.”
Jorge followed Franklin back to the house, wondering if they should leave far sooner than their host might wish.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
“Holy crap!”
Campbell swerved his bike, narrowly missing the little kid. The front tire hit the curb and the bike flipped, pitching Campbell across the sidewalk and into the weeds along the side of the street.
Campbell had pedaled in the direction of the gunshots, figuring it was the most likely place to find Pete, and the first exit off the highway had led right past a gas station into a middle-class neighborhood. He had slowed, hoping not to get shot or attacked, but he had mentally prepared for any possibility except the one that had occurred.
His elbow throbbed and his knees were skinned, but no bones appeared to be broken. His first thought was that the kid might be a Zaphead, which would explain why he’d run out into the street toward the bike.
But the boy simply stood there, staring at Campbell, a baby doll dangling limply from one hand.
Definitely not a Zaphead, or he’d be on me while I’m down.
Campbell sat up, his shirt wet from a broken water bottle in his backpack. “Hi there,” Campbell said, in his friendliest voice, as if they were crossing paths on a playground instead of in the middle of the apocalypse.
The kid said nothing, merely hugged his doll. He looked about ten, an age when most kids were carrying baseball gloves and iPods and Gameboys instead of dolls. But he’d likely seen horrors that even the most violent video games had not displayed.
“Live around here?” Campbell asked, even though the street looked as dead as all the others he’d traveled over the last few weeks.
Had it only been a few weeks since the solar flares? The world felt as if it were covered in a great layer of dust already.
The boy’s head twitched just a little, which Campbell took for a negative shake. Campbell scanned the houses that bordered both sides of the street, vacant cars parked here and there along the curb and in the driveways, another neighborhood caught unaware when the catastrophe had struck. Human flesh was moldering and decaying behind those closed doors.
Campbell dug in his backpack and pulled out a granola bar. He unwrapped it and stood, holding it out to the boy. He felt like a parody of the stereotypical pervert, gaining a kid’s trust with a treat. “You hungry?”
The head twitched again, eyes peering warily from beneath the bill of the Carolina Panthers ball cap.
“What do you say we get away from the street?” Campbell said. “Might be some bad guys around.”
The boy’s lower lip trembled. “B-bad guys?”
Ah. So you know about the Zapheads. And yet somehow you’re still alive.
“Come over here, out of the street,” Campbell said. “Maybe you can help me fix my bike.”
The front rim was hopelessly warped, but Campbell pretended to check the bike’s condition. The boy eased a few steps closer and Campbell took a bite of the granola bar, chewing deliberately.
“Dang, I forgot this was yours,” Campbell said around a mouthful of honey-coated oats. “You can have the other half. I don’t have cooties or anything.”
The boy almost smiled. He came closer, loosening his grip on the filthy doll, which was wrapped in a makeshift bandana with a length of yarn wrapped around the waist to make a dress. Campbell nodded at it. “That doll’s really rocking that outfit.”
“She’s not real.”
“Nice of you to protect her from the bad guys,” Campbell said, checking both ends of the street for movement. “You must be a superhero.”
The boy shook his head more vigorously. “Just a boy.”
“Me, too. Come on, let’s go over here out of the street.”
“Rachel made the dress,” the boy said, once Campbell had led him to a covered garage that at least gave the illusion of protection. A late-90s model Cadillac was parked inside, the chrome buffed, polished and gleaming like a mirror.
“Rachel? That your sister?”
“No, she brought me here after my mom died, but then she left me. We were going to Mi’sippi to find my dad.”
Jeez, what a heartless bitch. “Yeah, I lost a friend, too. I came here looking for him. His name is Pete.”
“I’m Stephen.”
“I like that name. If I ever had a kid, I’d name him that.” Campbell peered into the Cadillac to make sure it was unoccupied. The keys were in the ignition, taunting him. “Have you seen anyone else around?”
“After Rachel left, some guy in an Army suit let me out of the shed where she hid me. Said I was Zaphead bait and I’d better start running. So, I did. I didn’t stop until you almost run me over.”
So, Stephen knows what a Zaphead is. I guess they grow up fast these days or not all. “This guy in the Army suit? He was one of us? I mean, not a Zaphead?”
“I think there was more of them in a big brick house where DeVontay went.”
“DeVontay?”
“Rachel’s friend.”
“Can you show me the house?”
Stephen shook his head, squeezing the doll. “I don’t want the Zapheads to get me.”
“I promise I won’t leave you like Rachel did.” Campbell wondered if he was doing the same thing Arnoff had done to him and Pete, forcing him into servitude.
“Will you take me to Mi’sippi if I show you?”
“Sure, Stephen. Anything you say.”
“Okay, then. But you have to take Miss Molly, too.” Stephen held out the doll, as if testing Campbell’s commitment.
“Sure, all of us. Even DeVontay if he’s still there.” Campbell looked around the garage for a weapon. On the bicycle, he’d felt relatively safe because he could easily escape a Zaphead, even though they seemed to be faster and better coordinated now. If he was about to travel on foot, he wanted a way to defend himself.
But the garage offered nothing in the least bit deadly. The Cadillac’s owner was as meticulously ordered as the car’s condition suggested. Old issues of Car & Driver were stuck in plastic organizers on a set of metal shelves. Electric power tools were arrayed in a line along the wooden work bench, their cords neatly coiled around the handles. Bottles of motor oil, windshield washer fluid, and antifreeze stood at one end of the shelf, as well as a gasoline can. Campbell shook the can and it sloshed.
Great. Now all I have to do is toss this on a Zaphead, light a match, and walk away. Ridding the world of Zappers, one human torch at a time.
Campbell put down the gasoline can, and then remembered what Arnoff had said about the Zapheads loving to watch stuff burn. Maybe something in their short-circuited brains loved the simplicity of destruction, or maybe it was some deeply buried desire for purification that lived in the ghosts of their human selves. Either way, he might have a way to distract the Zappers until he figured out his next move.
You guys like to play firebug, let me get it started for you.
He twisted the lid from the gas can and poured it all along the bench. The fumes of the gasoline stung his eyes and made his head swim. He flung a trail of gasoline over to the Cadillac, wondering if it would blow like in the movies.
“You ever had a weenie roast, Stephen?”
“No, but my dad likes to barbecue.”
“Okay, then, think of this as one big backyard barbecue.” Campbell moved a few feet away, wondering if he’d spilled any gasoline on his clothes. He didn’t think he’d impress Stephen much if he managed to accidentally immolate himself.
He pulled one of the issues of Car & Driver from its rack. The cover featured a decked-out muscle car that looked like a ‘69 Chevy Camaro. Campbell ripped a few pages from the interior and pulled a lighter from his pocket. He lit the corner of the twisted, makeshift torch.
“Okay, let’s roll,” he said to Stephen, tossing the torch onto the wet stream of gasoline, which had now soaked into the concrete. It immediately swelled into a thick, bright flame and spread outward in both directions, but they were out of the garage before it reached the Cadillac.
Campbell led Stephen across the backyard of the house, wondering if the Cadillac’s owner was taking the big sleep inside the house. Perhaps he should have checked. It wouldn’t have been right to burn another man’s car without asking, even though the big gas-guzzler was just another dinosaur now.
“We’ll follow the street from over here, then come around to the house from the back way,” Campbell said, the bonfire now crackling behind them as thick smoke roiled into the sky. “Think you’ll be able to find it again?”
“Yeah,” Stephen said, tugging his hand free from Campbell’s. “I’m not a baby, you know.”
“Well, I’m just a little scared.”
“But you’re a superhero.”
“Yeah, but I’m in my secret identity right now.”
“See that big tower? That way.”
Through the trees, Campbell could see a bulbous water tower framed against the scattered iron-gray clouds. The town’s name was spelled out in black letters across the circumference, but the first part was hidden, so Campbell was left to wonder where in the hell “-iston” was.
They climbed over a waist-high fence, Campbell boosting Stephen over after first transporting the baby doll. The rows of houses faced the backs of similar houses, and the gaps in the landscaping and fencing revealed yet another street, as if the neighborhood was just another homogenous suburb, with American flags, lawnmowers, and the occasional corpse lying facedown in the grass.
Campbell saw movement behind one of the sliding-glass doors and wondered if he should check for other human survivors. But then the glass shattered and a Zaphead staggered outside, a half-naked man wielding an aluminum baseball bat. Campbell pulled Stephen into the concealment of a boxwood hedge, covering the boy’s mouth so he wouldn’t call out. The Zaphead passed within twenty feet of them, headed toward the burning garage.
“Bad guy,” Stephen whispered after the Zaphead had vanished from sight.
“Yeah.”
They continued to pick their way across the yards. They came to a dead dog tied to a length of chain. Flies buzzed around the bloated body and the stench was overpowering.
“Why did Rachel leave you?” Campbell said, drawing Stephen’s attention away from the grisly scene of death and the blunt reminder of what was waiting for all of them.
“She went into the Army-man house to get DeVontay.”
“Why did DeVontay go in?”
“He thought there were people like us. You know, good guys.”
Campbell wondered about the wisdom of finding other survivors. So far, his luck had been pretty bad, and he wondered if humans under duress could truly work together for the common good.
Nothing like a good, old-fashioned apocalypse to blow that peace, love, and understanding horseshit to the moon.
“There’s the shed she put me in,” Stephen said after they’d crossed another yard that featured an unkempt vegetable garden. “She promised she’d be back. But the Army men came and let me out and told me to run or die.”
The door to the shed was open, and Campbell warily scanned his surroundings, wishing he had a gun.
“Somebody’s been in there since I left,” Stephen said. “They threw tools all over the ground.”
“Maybe Rachel came back.”
“Or maybe the Army men did.”
They heard a shout to their left, from the direction of the street. Campbell dropped to his belly and crawled along the ground until he saw the fight. A woman in military garb was fending off a Zaphead, and two bodies were piled around their feet.
“I’d better help her,” Campbell said. “You stay here.”
Stephen grabbed the back of his shirt as he tried to stand. “No. She was one of the ones who told me the Zapheads were going to get me.”
“But she’s one of us.”
“If you help her, she might give me to the Zapheads again.”
Before Campbell could make a decision, the soldier solved the dilemma by plunging a knife deep into the Zaphead’s abdomen, ripping upward in a flash of silver and gush of crimson. The soldier’s high-pitched curses were likely to draw the attention of any other Zapheads in the vicinity.
The boy stared transfixed as the soldier shoved the dead Zaphead away and wiped her knife on the leg of her camouflage trousers. His face showed no real shock or surprise. Campbell wondered if this was how children reacted to warfare, after the repeated exposure ultimately gave way to numbness.
Welcome to the new normal.
“Where’s that house?” Campbell asked him.
“Ruh-round the corner, I think.”
“Okay, we’d better stay away from the street.”
By the time they’d crawled back into the relative seclusion of the back yards, the soldier had recovered and collected her rifle. Campbell didn’t want to be around when the Zapheads came out and the bullets started flying.
He was just about to start jogging when a female voice called out: “Stephen!”
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
Rachel hugged Stephen, hardly believing he was alive.
Guess I owe you for another answered prayer, Lord.
They’d ducked into the nearest house after finding the door unlocked. A sweep had revealed that it was empty, the former occupants apparently packing hastily and heading off somewhere after hearing the news of strange phenomena. Pete checked the fridge, finding only molded food and half a bottle of Sprite that had long since gone flat, while Rachel discovered a hand-operated can opener and served Stephen a cold can of chicken soup. They gathered in the darkening kitchen, Pete creating a stink with a tin of sardines that he ate with his fingers.
“You must be Rachel,” said the man who had apparently rescued the boy.
“Yeah,” she said. “Who are you?”
“This is my home boy, Campbell,” Pete said. He punched Campbell on the arm. “Guess you can’t get rid of me so easy after all. Where’s Arnoff and the gang?”
“Back on the highway, looking for World War Three.”
“They’re in luck, then. Apparently there are rogue Marines or some shit around here. They jumped me on the highway and took me prisoner and…hell, I have no idea why.”
Rachel looked past Stephen’s shoulder and said, “Zaphead bait.”
Campbell glared at her. “What’s the big idea, abandoning this kid? Don’t you have any sense?”
Rachel’s grip tightened on the pruning shear and she held it up, letting Campbell see the blood on the metal tip. She forced herself to breathe evenly or anger would overwhelm her. “We got along just fine before you rode in on your white horse like a one-man cavalry.”
Pete gave an uneasy laugh. “Hey, guys, we’re on the same team here, right?”
Campbell shrugged and looked down at the floor. “Sorry. Guess we’ll all wound a little tight right now.”
“She saved me,” Pete said to Campbell. “I’d be lying dead out there in the street if it wasn’t for her.”
Rachel ignored the praise, busy adjusting Miss Molly’s outfit. She gave the doll back to Stephen, who cradled it like a football.
“Did you hurt somebody?” Stephen asked, pointing to the bloody pruning shear.
“No,” she said. “Just a Zaphead.”
So, you’ve made the final leap. Not all living creatures are equal in God’s sight, and it turns out Jesus didn’t die for everyone’s sins.
“She’s pretty wicked with that thing,” Pete said, imitating her swing and giving it a home-run exaggeration.
“I’ll keep that in mind next time I need to chop off somebody’s head.” Campbell looked through the curtains at the surrounding houses. “Is this neighborhood as dead as it looks?”
“Yeah,” Rachel said. “We saw a few Zapheads when we came through.” She pointed to the rising thread of smoke that hovered over the rooftops and trees. “Something’s on fire.”
“I played arsonist to create a distraction,” Campbell said.
“Looks like you did too good of a job. The smoke is getting thick.”
“Let’s roll,” Pete said. “There’s not any beer in this place.”
“Sounds good to me,” Campbell said. “I’ll bet we can borrow bicycles from some of these fine, upstanding citizens around here.”
Rachel wasn’t sure she should trust her instinct, because it was clouded with guilt. She should take Stephen and head north and find Grandpa’s legendary compound on the Blue Ridge Parkway, even if it meant these guys tagging along. DeVontay was probably already dead, thrown to the Zapheads like some perverted version of the ancient Romans throwing Christians to the lions. She could picture The Captain curling his lips in a sour sneer and giving the thumb’s down.
“I’m not leaving without DeVontay,” Rachel said.
“He promised he’d take me to my dad,” Stephen said.
“People just throw around promises like they’re water,” Campbell said.
“We can take care of it,” Rachel said, annoyed with Campbell’s holier-than-thou attitude. “You guys go on with…whatever it is you were doing.”
“We’re just standing around waiting for Zapheads to tear us limb from limb,” Pete said. “Yep. Just killing time.”
“Okay,” Campbell said. “I’d hate to let that white horse go to waste. What do we do?”
Rachel wasn’t sure whether she welcomed the help. Her plan had been to return to the house, wait until nightfall, and then sneak in and free DeVontay. She had to admit it wasn’t much of a plan, because she wasn’t sure where Stephen fit in.
“They’ve got guns and we don’t,” Rachel said.
“Damn,” Pete said. “You don’t think they’d actually shoot us, do you?”
“Their leader is a little unstable, to say the least. Apparently, they were holed up in a military bunker when most of the troop turned into Zapheads.”
“Can’t blame him for going a little nuts,” Campbell said. “I think the flares affected us all more than we realize. I was talking to a scientist and—”
“Jeez, Campbell,” Pete cut in. “That guy couldn’t even hit tenure track, so I wouldn’t put a lot of stock in his babbling.”
“How many people were with this Arnoff guy?” Rachel wondered if more survivors than she realized were around. Maybe most of them were hiding, looking out of the cracks of basement windows and waiting for the Second Coming.
“Four others,” Campbell said. “They may be headed this way, but I don’t think I’d wait on them.”
“Well, we can’t just sit here and wait for the Zapheads to mutate into whatever it is they’re becoming.”
“Or for us to change,” Campbell said.
“I don’t like the sound of that,” Pete said.
“Change into what?” Stephen asked. Rachel wanted to cover his ears. And his eyes. And to spare his nose the scent of burning houses and rotted flesh.
“So,” Pete said, “full frontal assault in a suicide mission. I’m game. Hell, we’re going to buy it one way or another.”
“I’ve got an idea, but it’s a little risky,” Campbell said.
“I hope it involves heavy drinking,” Pete said. “I’m starting to sober up and I don’t like reality.”
Rachel stroked her fingers through Stephen’s hair. It was thick like Chelsea’s, with little curls. She wasn’t going to lose anyone else in this life if she could help it.
“Okay,” Rachel said. “Let’s hear it.”
“Well, it’s pretty easy to start a fire,” Campbell said. “Right, Stephen?”
The boy nodded. “And the Zapheads like it.”
“And the Zapheads like it. So, we create a diversion like they do in the war movies, then when everybody’s running around confused, we go in and get your friend.”
“What if we scorch DeVontay in the process?” Rachel asked.
“I didn’t say it was a good plan. You got anything better?”
Rachel studied Campbell’s eyes behind his thick, black-rimmed spectacles. His pupils were large with excitement, rimmed with a gray-blue the color of Puget Sound in the winter. His hair was mussed and dirty, his chin a little too small for his brow, and his shoulders suggested he lifted more cellphones than weights. He was the kind of guy to whom she wouldn’t give a second glance in a coffee shop or bookstore, but out here, in After, he gained an awkward masculinity and nobility.
Or maybe he was changing from what he had been before, a victim of the sun’s subtle workings.
Maybe YOU’RE the one who is changing.
No. She was pretty sure she was still a good Christian. That little display of violence against the Zaphead had been justified. Hadn’t God of the Old Testament been a vindictive warmonger before Jesus brought peace into the world? If you turned the other cheek in this sad new world, you were liable to get it bitten off.
“I guess we can’t wait for more white knights to ride over the hill,” Rachel finally said. “If this is what the Army becomes when the puppet strings break, maybe my grandfather was right.”
“Right about what?” Campbell asked.
“One of his sayings is, ‘When the walls fall down, all we have left is the enemy within.’”
Pete shook his head. “That’s some heavy shit. I hope he’s not out there walking around with a hatchet.”
“I’m pretty sure he’s one of the ones who survived, assuming he didn’t transform,” Rachel said. “He was planning for this.”
“Planning for this?” Campbell said. “Even the scientists were caught with their pants down. They pretty much figured we had a good five billion years before the sun became a red gas giant and gobbled us up.”
Pete bent over, stuck out his rear, and let out a loud, flapping fart. “There’s a gas giant for you,” he said.
Stephen snickered, and even though Rachel didn’t approve of the sophomoric humor, she was relieved that the boy seemed to be recovering from the latest trauma.
“Okay,” Campbell said. “Sun’s going down. We’re better off doing this right when it gets dark.”
“Follow me,” Rachel said, taking Stephen’s hand. She checked through the front window to make sure all was clear, although she intended to use the back door.
Oh, sweet Lord. Are you serious?
“Guys,” she said. “I think you need to see this.”
They crowded around behind her, Pete’s fishy breath fouling the air. Outside, the sunset was dusky and smoky, a hint of autumn in the surrounding maples and oaks. Faint ribbons of aurora borealis wended across the atmosphere like giant lime-green specters. Night shadows crept along the yards and across the windows of the houses, giving them a sinister aspect that suggested terrible secrets inside. But it was the activity in the street that drew their attention.
Two people were tending to one of the fallen Zapheads. Rachel couldn’t be sure, but she believed the corpse was the one she had struck with her pruning shear.
“Soldiers,” Pete said. “What the hell do they want with a dead Zaphead? I can’t see them wasting time giving one a proper burial.”
“It’s not soldiers,” Rachel said. Even in the poor light, she could see that one of the figures was wearing a light-colored T-shirt, not camouflage, and what looked like khaki cargo shorts and sandals. The other wore what looked like a bathrobe, the belt dangling, and the mop of hair above it could have belonged to either gender. The two stooped down and lifted the corpse to a sitting position.
“Oh, hell, they’re not going to eat him, are they? Don’t tell me these glittery-eyed bastards are turning into zombies?”
“Shhh.” Rachel cast him a hard look and nodded at Stephen, whose eyes widened as his grip on the doll tightened.
“He’s just kidding,” Campbell said to the boy. “He’s read too many comic books.”
“I like comic books,” Stephen said. “Spiderman is my favorite.”
“Cool,” Pete said, trying to cover his goof. “I had some issues in my backpack, but I lost it when the soldiers jumped me.”
“You’re in luck,” Campbell said, motioning toward his own backpack on the couch. “I figured you’d want them if I ever caught up with you. I rescued them for you.”
Pete caught on that they were trying to distract Stephen from what might be a gruesome discovery. He patted Stephen on the shoulder and said, “First appearance of the Green Goblin, little man. And in near-mint condition.”
“Not so near-mint anymore,” Campbell said. “But you can read it with the flashlight. Just keep the beam hooded so nobody can see it from the street.”
“Sweet!” Stephen said, just like any normal boy would, not one who had endured the wholesale destruction of his race and seen the world change into a hostile wasteland. Rachel’s heart clenched just a tiny bit, but she wouldn’t allow any tears of sympathy. She’d cried herself out after Chelsea’s death, and any future breakdowns would have to tap an entirely new and undiscovered reservoir.
Rachel and Campbell put their noses to the window, shoulders touching, their breath fogging the glass. The two figures attending the Zaphead now lifted it and held it sagging limply between them, much like a couple of sailors might drag home a drunken mate.
“You think they’re going to bury it?” Rachel asked.
“It would be the first time that I’ve seen. But I have to admit, I’ve spent more time running and hiding from them than watching them.”
“They’re moving like humans. Good balance and posture, their motions focused on something besides destroying.”
“Yeah. But if they’re survivors, what do they want with a dead Zaphead?”
Rachel could think of a few possibilities, including Pete’s imaginative leap of cannibalism, but that didn’t make sense, because there was still plenty of food around. Scientific experimentation was unlikely, given the utter breakdown of all academic systems, and she couldn’t come up with any use for a dead body otherwise. “Maybe they’re cleaning the streets.”
“You mean to make it look like there are no Zapheads around? Gunning for some type of community award or something?”
“No, to lure more Zapheads. Maybe they’ve got some vigilante thing going on.”
Pete carelessly swept the flashlight beam across the room as he turned a page, reading aloud to Stephen. Rachel scolded him, afraid the light would attract the people outside like curious, single-minded moths.
Instead, the pair on the street kept dragging the corpse, heading east toward the fire that Campbell had started. The spreading conflagration threw a reddish cast to the sunset, the smoke roiling against the purple-streaked sky like a tableau in the tempest of hell. The person in the bathrobe lost her grip on the corpse, and the robe parted to reveal mottled flesh.
“I think they’re Zapheads,” Rachel said. 
“Doesn’t make sense,” Campbell said. “Zapheads are violent, mindless killing machines.”
“Maybe we simplified them so we could pretend we understand them.” Rachel didn’t like that answer, but was it any worse than the reality of the last few weeks?
The man in the T-shirt turned and looked directly at Rachel, or at least she felt that way. Even from thirty yards, the hooded aspect of his eyes told her it was a Zaphead. He was of average height, wearing a crew cut and topsiders, and he could have been a guy washing his driveway with a garden hose, a beer in his hand while waiting for the afternoon’s football games to kick off.
Rachel ducked a little, pulling Campbell down while calling out, “Keep low, guys, they’re looking this way.”
They crouched in the gloaming for a long minute, with the only sound the distant crackle of the bonfire. Rachel expected a knock on the door, or maybe for a body to fling itself against the window. She wished she hadn’t left her pruning shears in the kitchen.
She grew tired of the tension and parted the corner of the curtain just enough to see the two Zapheads carry their fallen comrade on down the street. Rachel was surprised to think such a thing, but they had escorted their dead companion with a tenderness that was in direct contrast to all the violence she’d witnessed from them.
“I should follow them,” Campbell said. “See what’s going on.”
“No,” Rachel said. “How can that help us? Right now, we need to save DeVontay and get out of here before your fire scorches us alive.”
“We can all be superheroes!” Stephen said, apparently becoming so engrossed in the comic book that he’d blurred the line between fantasy and reality. Rachel almost envied him.
“Sure, kid,” Pete said. “A super-duper ray gun will do the trick.”
As if to punctuate Pete’s words, a brittle crack resounded from outside, drawing Rachel’s attention. At first she thought it was the popping of wood from the heat of the fire, but the Zaphead in the white T-shirt was sprawled in the street on top of the corpse he’d been helping to carry. A dark stain spread across the back of his shirt.
Gunfire.
Another short rang out. The last Zaphead ducked and peered into the smoky murkiness, then fled out of the street into a side yard.
“Bet it’s The Captain and his goon squad,” Rachel said.
“Or maybe Arnoff’s group,” Campbell said.
Pete joined them at the window. “Sweet. Let’s team up.”
“At this point,” Campbell said, “I can’t tell the Zappers from the humans. And I’m not about to get shot to find out.”
“He’s right,” Rachel said to Pete. “But you guys do what you want. I’m going to get DeVontay.” She called to Stephen in the darkness of the living room. “Get your stuff, honey, and meet me at the back door.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
At first glance, the ranch house appeared to be abandoned.
Rachel parted the waxy leaves of the rhododendron that bordered one edge of the yard. The windows were dark, although the glimmer of the distant bonfire reflected in the windows. Campbell’s act of arson had spread, rimming the twilight sky in the east with an angry red-orange. Flames leaped and flickered above the treetops, casting striations of light across the land. The air stank of smoke, and breathing was difficult, but Rachel couldn’t help thinking of all the cremated corpses whose fine ash now floated into her lungs.
“Dang, Campbell,” Pete said, crouched behind her on the property adjoining the ranch house’s yard. “That’s some bonfire you built. You’re doing your part to wipe the slate clean, huh?”
“Maybe these guys have already left,” he said.
“No,” Rachel said. “I don’t think they’re all that interested in survival. They’re more interested in the war.”
“The war against who?” Campbell said. “I think we’ve all pretty much lost this one.”
“You don’t understand soldiers. Better to go out in a blaze of glory than get your butt kicked.”
Stephen squeezed her hand, the little guy curled into a ball beneath the foliage of the shrubbery. “Don’t go in there.”
“I can’t leave without DeVontay. If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, these guys will take you to your dad. Right?”
“Uh…sure,” Pete said. “We’re headed that way anyway.”
“Okay, then.” Rachel said. “I’ll start the fire on the end near the garage. That will give everybody a chance to escape before it gets out of hand.”
“Got any accelerant?” Campbell asked.
“I saw a charcoal grill in the back yard before it got dark. There was a can of starter fluid beside it.”
“Another weenie roast,” Stephen said.
Rachel chuckled, although the sound of reassurance was more like choking on a chicken bone. “Need some paper, though.”
After a moment, one in which something large popped and exploded inside the distant conflagration with the whoosh of an airliner at liftoff, Pete said, “Damn it. Well, so much for the investment potential.” He unzipped his bag and shoved a stack of comics in her hand. “Bye, Spidey. It’s been real.”
“It’s for a good cause,” Campbell said.
“Sacrifice is for suckers,” Pete said, “but this better get me some serious brownie points in heaven.”
“I’ll put in a good word,” Rachel said, hoping she didn’t sound too sanctimonious. She’d been praying fervently in the past hour but had kept it to herself.
Well, yourself and God. Because you’re not in this thing alone.
She checked to make sure her lighter was still in her pocket, then tensed to push her way through the rhododendron. “I’m going with you,” Campbell said.
“We’re more likely to be spotted that way,” she said. “Besides, you need to look after Stephen.”
She felt a strong hand gripping her forearm. She turned and saw wildfire rippling in Campbell’s eyeglasses, and behind that, his gleaming, earnest eyes. “If you go in there, I have to go with you,” he said.
Anger burned inside her, as hot as any fire. “This isn’t the time for some stupid post-apocalypse man-code. In case you haven’t noticed, the codes are pretty much erased. So don’t pull your macho bullshit, because I’ve made it this far without you.”
Stephen drew in a shuddering gasp, and Rachel immediately regretted her outburst. She stroked Stephen’s hair and whispered. “It’s okay, honey. I’ll get DeVontay and be right back. I promise.”
Pete let out a snort of disbelief but Campbell stayed silent. Rachel clutched the small stack of comic books in one hand, her pruning shear held in the other. The ludicrous nature of her position struck her. If she’d seen somebody outfitted like this in a viral YouTube video, she’d have dubbed the viral star a demented supergeek, doomed to a life of cat memes and celibacy.
Just call me Joan of Arc. Hopefully, without the “burned at the stake” part.
A shiver of stray light, perhaps made by a flashlight beam, tracked across the inside of the ranch house. At the same time, a gust of wind pushed the distant fire into a swollen mass of heat, illuminating twisted columns of smoke that boiled up into the heavens.
Rachel thought she heard someone’s voice through the shattered picture window. The corpse had been removed from the sill, although a dark heap lay in the shadows of the flowerbed near the edge of the porch.
“Okay, wish me luck,” Rachel said, bracing to sprint along the perimeter of the lawn. Given the darkness, she was pretty sure she wouldn’t be spotted, but she didn’t trust Captain America’s little A-Team. They might just be a little trigger-happy now that one of their number had been killed by the Zapheads.
“You don’t need luck,” Pete said. “You need a shot of booze.”
“Good luck,” Campbell said, giving her arm a squeeze of encouragement. “If anything happens, we’ll create a distraction so you can escape.”
“Mancode?” she asked.
“Nah,” he replied. “Just good, old-fashioned outsmarting-the-bad-guys strategy.”
“Wait,” Stephen said. “I thought those…Z things, the Zapheads…were the bad guys.”
“And your job is to take care of Miss Molly,” Rachel said to him. “Okay, I’ll meet you back here with DeVontay, if everything goes according to plan.”
“Nothing ever goes according to plan,” Campbell said. “Or this wouldn’t be After.”
“Yeah,” she muttered under her breath, and then she launched herself from the shrubs and ran, crouching and keeping an eye on the house, her broken pruning shears held before her like a jousting lance.
The strange glow on the horizon swelled into a perpetual sunset, and Rachel was afraid she was too exposed to make it to the end of the house without being seen. However, she quickly cut across the yard and soon dropped to her knees at the end of the house from which she’d escaped. Above her was the black rectangle of the access from which she’d made her escape—the lack of windows on this side of the house gave her confidence.
The charcoal grill smelled of old grease and soot, with ashes piled around its rusted legs. But the can of starter fluid was nearly full, and she sprayed it against the wooden siding, the heavy petroleum scent pushing the scorched aroma from her nostrils. After soaking the wood, she leaned her weapon against the house and fumbled the lighter from her pocket.
In the distance, she heard more pops and crackles of the approaching conflagration, and again, she wondered why The Captain hadn’t moved his unit from the area. And, she wondered if DeVontay was still inside.
He will be.
Because you NEED him to be.
And she wondered how much of her need was fueled by guilt over Chelsea. She wasn’t sure of her motivations, but it was easier to believe she was noble and righteous. But Pete’s words came back to her: “Sacrifice is for suckers.”
She wasn’t losing. Not this time.
Rachel sparked the lighter to life and flapped open one of the comic books, fanning the pages. She touched the fire to one corner and a finger of flame crawled up the edge of the paper, the ink giving off lurid colors. She pushed the torch over to the moistened boards and the fire took an enthusiastic drink of the fuel and leaped across the siding.
Rachel was so transfixed by the mesmerizing flame and the way it seemed to hover just over the fuel that she briefly forgot her surroundings. Suddenly, she heard a shout from the street and instantly ducked behind the old charcoal grill, hoping its bulk would conceal her.
Is that Stephen and the guys? What would they be doing in the street?
Then came the pak pak pak of semiautomatic gunfire. A bullet skinned off the wooden siding ten feet above her head. But she didn’t think she was the target.
She lifted her head just enough to see the silhouette of a human figure running down the street. The hail of bullets peppered the trees as the figure vanished between two cars parked in a driveway. She wasn’t sure whether it had been a Zaphead or someone running from the shooters, but cracked laughter came from the unseen end of the street.
“Goddamn, did you see that sonofabitch runnin’ like it had ants crawling up its zap-hole?” yelled a man with a rural accent.
“Save your ammo, Donnie,” said another voice, lower, calmer, and more authoritative.
It didn’t sound like The Captain, although the arrogant tone of command was similar. By now, the flames had licked along the end of the house, spreading beyond the petroleum-soaked blotch. A thin ribbon of smoke wended into the sky to merge with the gauze of haze overhead.
Rachel crawled around the corner of the house, slapping her pruning shears ahead of her. The screen door hung open, sagging a little on its hinges. Even though she might be visible from the street, she wondered whether she should sneak in the broken window. Depending upon how many of The Captain’s goons were on duty, she doubted she could fight her way to the back room where she’d been held captive with DeVontay.
She decided it might be better to wait until the fire penetrated the house and forced them to flee. They’d likely not waste the time freeing DeVontay.
Assuming he’s even alive.
Well, she could either dwell on the reality of her situation or fall back on her faith. Her faith was always there, wrapping her in its saccharine web, protecting her and restraining her. Jesus, in His darkest hour on the cross, asked why God had forsaken Him, and God didn’t answer. She didn’t expect an answer now, either.
She had nearly decided the house was indeed unoccupied and was about to sneak to the back door when a muffled explosion roared from the open window. Someone was firing a gun from inside the house.
Shouts—human shouts—in the street were followed by return gunfire.
Oh my Lord, they’re shooting at each other. The last living humans are trying to kill each other.
Perhaps she shouldn’t be surprised. After all, killing was what humans did.
The fire licked up the side of the wall, reaching the eaves and the roof shingles. Black smoke boiled into the sky as wood cracked and popped from the heat. The back door burst open and Captain America ran out, his face sweating and shiny in the reddish glow of the fire-lit night. Two soldiers followed on his heels, all three running for the rear of the property. Rachel was relieved to see they were heading away from where Stephen, Pete, and Campbell were hiding. Another soldier, this one the woman who had fought off the Zaphead in the street, hobbled out of the house and ran after them in the dark.
“Bruenig,” she called. “Johnson. Navarro. Wait up.”
She’d barely reached the back hedge when her shoulder erupted in a spout of dark fluid. The gunshot sounded a split-second later, still reverberated between the houses as she sprawled on the scruffy lawn, moaning and leaking.
“Damn,” Campbell called from the concealment of the rhododendron. Then, louder, he shouted, “Arnoff! Hold your fire!”
Rachel realized the group firing on the soldiers must have been Campbell’s and Pete’s traveling companions. She kept low and scrambled toward the back door. Before, there had been more soldiers, but perhaps The Captain had sent them on reconnaissance, or maybe they’d been killed by Zapheads.
Or maybe they were stacked inside the house, executed by their crazy commander, victims of bunker fever.
She didn’t have time to waste. “I’m going in,” she called over to Campbell, and then she burst through the back door, her pruning shears held at the ready. The interior of the house was murky, the smoke hanging thin and stale, and the faintest light oozing through the windows.
“DeVontay!” she called, keeping low and heading for the hallway, banging her shin against a piece of furniture in the dark. Around her, the shell of the house whispered and hissed with the spreading flames. She didn’t have much time.
The hallway was almost completely black, but Rachel recalled the straight shot to the back bedroom where she and DeVontay had been held captive. She slammed her shoulder against the closed door, and then twisted the knob, wishing she’d thought to bring a flashlight.
She sensed movement in the room, so perhaps they hadn’t bound DeVontay to the bed again. That was good, because she needed every second. Fire crawled over the roof, consuming the asphalt shingles with a greasy roar of pure joy.
Rachel shouted his name again, competing with the hunger of the fire. The flames had reached the windows and backlit the house, sending shimmering bands of deep red behind her. A shape hung before her, a black, man-shaped shadow against the glow.
“DeVontay, come on,” she screamed, rushing forward and reaching for him.
The hand snatched her wrist and yanked her forward, the stench of fetid breath cutting through the acrid smoke.
“Rachel?” DeVontay called from somewhere outside. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
“They’re blowing the hell out of everything that moves,” Pete said.
Campbell covered Stephen’s ears against the popcorn staccato of gunfire and the growling blaze. The darkness had given way to a half-light.
“I knew Donnie was going to crack sooner or later,” he said. “I was hoping to be miles away when it happened.”
“She’s been in there too long,” Pete said. “The whole damned house is about to fall in.”
Stephen gave a squeal of dismay at the news. Campbell wished he could elbow Pete in the gut to shut him up, but Pete was retreating deeper into the shrubbery, as if the vegetation could ward off stray bullets. Campbell saw a man on the roof of a nearby house, aiming a rifle into the street. He couldn’t be sure, but he guessed it was one of the camouflaged soldiers.
“Yee-haw,” Donnie whooped in his unmistakable Southern drawl.
The soldier fired a couple of rounds in the direction of Donnie’s voice, triggering a volley in response. The soldier froze, outlined against the hellish horizon for a moment, then he flung out his arms and dropped his rifle. He collapsed and rolled down the slanted roof, disappearing from sight.
“So much for being on the same team,” Pete said. “We better get out of here.”
“We told Rachel we’d wait.”
“Raaaay-chel,” Stephen wailed.
“Shh,” Campbell said. “We’ll get her.” He turned to the darkness behind him. “Pete?”
But Pete was gone, vanished in the shadows between the houses. Campbell cursed under his breath. He didn’t dare leave Stephen alone, not after all the trauma he’d endured. But he couldn’t just sit there while people died, either—there weren’t all that many left to spare.
“Come on, Stevie Boy,” he said, grabbing the child’s arm and dragging him forward.
They burst from the rhododendron hedge, exposed in the flickering light of the burning house. It spat and sputtered like a volcano, sucking oxygen from the wooden shell to feed the wild orange-red fury on the roof. No one could last long in such an inferno.
Campbell pulled Stephen along behind him as he ran toward the house. He saw a man run into the open back door just as Stephen called, “DeVontay!”
“Is that your friend?” Campbell asked.
Stephen nodded, tucking his doll under his chin and squeezing hard. Campbell figured DeVontay had a better chance of reaching Rachel than he did. But he was spared any dilemma or guilt when a familiar face stepped into the glow of the fire.
“Well, well, well,” Arnoff said. “Guess your scouting mission went all to hell.”
Arnoff’s hunting jacket was blotched with something wet and dark. His rifle pointed up, the butt riding the inside of one elbow, and his eyes were bright with a strange fever.
“I found Pete,” Campbell said.
“Us against them,” Arnoff said, staring at the boy. “Are you one of us, or one of them?”
Campbell nudged the boy behind him, using himself as a shield against Arnoff’s apparent madness. “I found some other survivors, too.”
“Some survivors shoot back.”
“They…they’re military. They’re doing a Zaphead clean-up.”
“Well, they’re doing a crappy job of it,” Arnoff said. “We must have seen four dozen Zappers back there at the big fire. They were drawn like moths. Me and Donnie took a bunch down, but some of them snuck off into dark.”
“Where’s Pamela and the professor?”
Arnoff hooked a casual thumb behind him. “Back there somewhere. They’ll be along shortly.”
Behind Arnoff, Campbell saw DeVontay drag Rachel from the house, smoke boiling out after them as a portion of the roof folded in like sodden cardboard. But they weren’t alone. Something clung to Rachel, limbs entwined around her as DeVontay flailed at it.
“Ruh-ray-ray!” Stephen stuttered.
Arnoff turned in the direction of the boy’s gaze, watching the struggle fifty feet away. Without a word, he raised his weapon and peered down the barrel. Campbell leaped toward him, bellowing in rage, but the gun ripped out a percussive clap of noise and yellow light flashed from the tip of the barrel.
The three figures rolled off the porch into the landscaping. Campbell dashed across the lawn, forgetting Stephen in his panic. Someone rose up from beside the steps, shadow melding with the low trees and flowers. Arnoff fired again and the figure was flung backward by the force of the bullet.
“Hold your fire, goddamn it,” Campbell yelled, expecting a bullet in the back for his trouble.
Arnoff chuckled loudly, the sound a perfect harmony to the madly swelling fire. Another form crawled from the landscaping, and Campbell recognized Rachel’s long, dark hair. His heart gave a leap of relief, and he was sickened by his own longing and selfish need.
“You okay?” he asked, kneeling in the dewy weeds and pulling her toward him.
She looked at him with bloodshot, bleary eyes, coughing and wheezing. “Stephen?” she managed to gasp.
“Right over there,” Campbell said, pointing to where the boy stood near Arnoff.
DeVontay stood up beside the porch, wiping his torn sleeve against his face. His dark skin glistened with sweat. “Careful who you shooting at,” he said to Arnoff.
“Don’t worry none. I know a Zaphead when I see one.”
“We all look alike in the dark.”
“No comment,” Arnoff said, scanning the nearby rooftops. Stephen ran across the scraggly lawn as Campbell helped Rachel to her feet, and the boy dropped his doll in the enthusiasm of giving her a hug. DeVontay joined them and put a protective arm over Rachel’s shoulder, sending a flare of jealousy burning across Campbell’s chest.
“You came back for me,” DeVontay said to her.
“Told you I would,” she said. “Are you a doubting Thomas?”
“I’m a doubting DeVontay,” he said. “I’ve been let down before.”
Campbell glanced down at the Zaphead, which had a dark red dot in the center of its forehead where the bullet had struck. In repose, the rounded face looked like that of a math teacher’s or a financial advisor’s, fortyish, pale, a plump fold of fat under the chin. The corpse reminded Campbell of Uncle Frederick from D.C., a lobbyist who told political jokes that were neither funny nor insightful and who always seemed to end up with the last piece of fried chicken at family reunions. This Zaphead might once have been somebody’s uncle.
Campbell turned to Arnoff. “Are you sure this guy was a Zaphead?”
Arnoff shrugged. “Odds were better than fifty-fifty.”
Rachel and DeVontay gave Campbell a dubious look, but he answered, “We’ve made it this far, so stick with the winners.”
They moved away from the house as the flames engulfed the core, waves of dry heat wafting across Campbell’s skin. The fire had tried to spread across the lawn, but the dew had stifled it, so it contented itself with the wood, plastics, and fabrics already in its possession.
Campbell looked around the edge of the fire’s light. “Pete?”
“Your friend ran off again?” Arnoff said. “Maybe he’s not much a friend after all.”
“It wasn’t his fault he got taken as a prisoner of war,” Campbell responded.
“We’d best get away from this house before the Zapheads come out to party,” Arnoff said.
Rachel pulled Stephen to her side. “We’re grateful for your help, sir, but we have other plans.”
Arnoff propped the butt of his rifle against his hip and angled it outward at forty-five degrees. “Little lady, I don’t know what you’ve been smoking these last few weeks, but like Campbell here said, better stick with the winners.”
“Sorry, man,” DeVontay said. “We promised the boy we’d get to Mi’sippi. And maybe our chances are better if we ain’t trucking around with some trigger-happy cowboy.”
Before Campbell could move between the two men, Arnoff took an aggressive step forward. “Watch it, boy,” Arnoff said. “You’re starting to look a lot like a Zaphead in this bad light. Somebody might make a little mistake.”
“Come on, Arnoff,” Campbell said, about to put a hand on the man’s shoulder before deciding against it. Arnoff tensed like a cobra, and his dark eyes seemed cold and reptilian. “Let’s find Donnie and the others.”
Arnoff scowled and then spat in the grass. “At least one of you has got a little sense.”
Campbell wasn’t sure of his loyalties anymore. Pete was his buddy, and they’d been through plenty together, but Pete was likely to get them both killed. Arnoff, Donnie, and the others had firepower on their side, as well as an established social structure that provided the illusion of civilization. Rachel, DeVontay, and Stephen seemed more like a family unit than a pack of mutual survivors.
Rachel’s face, although streaked with black soot, shone with a benevolent radiance as bright as the fires that surrounded them. Campbell knew most of it was projection, his own hope that he’d find something more in After than just the next breath. He needed a reason to live. And she was the first female he’d encountered that was anywhere close to his age.
Somebody’s got to breed, right?
“Watch out for the soldiers,” Rachel said. “They’re well-trained, heavily armed, and mildly psychotic.”
She limped toward the street, DeVontay supporting her, Stephen trailing just behind them. The house crumbled into a pile of charred lumber, hissing from its blue heart, a mild mockery of the malevolence delivered by the distant sun.
“Maybe we should give them a gun,” Campbell said to Arnoff.
“Don’t go trying to save the world,” Arnoff said. “There’s no future in it.”
“Well, what’s the plan, then? Walk around shooting Zapheads until you run out of ammo?”
Arnoff checked the chamber of the Marlin, pulling a few cartridges from a vest pocket and sliding them into the tube. “Going from house to house, you’d probably find enough ammo to kill every Zapper on the planet, a hundred times over. Thank God for the Second Amendment.”
“I’m not sure the Bill of Rights applies anymore,” Campbell said.
“Maybe not. I can just see a bunch of Zapheads sitting on the Supreme Court right now. Wouldn’t be able to tell much of a difference, if you ask me.” Arnoff scanned the rooftops and the perimeter of the surrounding yards. Now that the fire had banked itself and burned low, the neighborhood had fallen quiet again, although the holocaust to the east was spreading.
They heard Donnie in the distance, giving his redneck rebel yell followed by a series of semiautomatic rounds. Arnoff grinned. “Hunting season,” he said, heading in the direction of the volley.
“I’ll catch up in a minute,” Campbell said. “After I find Pete.”
Arnoff didn’t even turn around. “Compassion was a game for the old days, son. Brownie points don’t add up to shit in the afterburn.”
Campbell clenched his fists in rage. He could hear the echo of his overbearing dad’s, “Get with the program!” in those words. Was it any wonder that Campbell always shrank from responsibility and rejected authority? Assholes had always run the world and set the rules. Maybe it wasn’t so bad that their power had been wiped away by a few massive spasms of the sun.
Campbell left the dying red glow of the house fire and entered the shrubbery where he’d last seen Pete, digging in his backpack for his flashlight.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
“Got any Slim Jims?” Rachel asked DeVontay.
He grinned, his teeth and eyes the only part of his face visible in the gloom. “I knew you’d come around to good eatin’.”
They’d spent the night in a strip motel, walking just far enough to be reasonably sure the expanding blaze wouldn’t reach them before dawn. The motel’s small windows were set high in the wall, situated to allow neither easy access nor sunlight. The check-in counter had been abandoned, although the cars parked outside many of the rooms gave the illusion that it was business as usual at the Parkview Travel Plaza.
Although dawn was still probably an hour away, Rachel felt a little better from her brief sleep. DeVontay had dozed with his back against the door, his pistol resting between his legs on the dusty carpet. Stephen had climbed up on the lone twin bed with Rachel and had fallen asleep instantly, and was still snoring like a buzz saw.
Rachel stroked a tendril of hair away from his soft cheek. “Poor little guy. He’s had a rough time of it.”
DeVontay passed her some Slim Jims and a bottle of water from his backpack, as well as a pack of cheese crackers. She’d always had a pet peeve about eating in bed. She considered it a sign of sloth and personal failing. Now, in retrospect, her admittedly uptight view of morality seemed foolish.
She wondered what other views might change in the days and weeks ahead. She bowed her head and said, “Dear Lord, thank you for the food we are about to receive for the nourishment of our bodies, that we may have strength in Your service. Amen.”
The prayer was so automatic she hadn’t realized she’d said it aloud until DeVontay added, “Amen.” After a moment, he said, “You’re really a holy roller, ain’t you?”
“No rolling going on here,” she said, tearing into one of the salted meat snacks with her teeth. “I just need all the help I can get.”
“That’s cool. My momma was in the church choir. She was Mennonite. I had to go when I was little, but I never got into it. Too many rules for my blood.”
“Doesn’t all this…this After…make you want to find peace in the Lord?”
“Well, depends on how you look at it. Maybe God is going to save us, or maybe God caused all this in the first place.”
“My faith hasn’t wavered,” Rachel said, a little too forcefully. Pride was a sin, but failing to testify was a different kind of arrogance. Or maybe she was just trying to convince herself.
“Okay, fine,” DeVontay said, pulling more snacks from his backpack and ripping into the cellophane. “Do you think this is the Revelations coming true? The seven-horned beast and all that shit?”
“I don’t take the Book of Revelations literally,” she said. “I don’t think the final battle is going to take place in the Holy Land, or that the Antichrist is walking among us.”
“But there’s something in there about the world ending in fire from the sky, right?”
“After the seventh seal is opened, a great star falls from heaven and a third of the sea turns to blood. But there are also earthquakes, locusts, and foul waters. I don’t see any of that, do you?”
“So, it’s possible this isn’t really the end of the world? Just a warm-up act.”
She couldn’t tell if he was teasing her or not. The first blush of dawn took some of the darkness from the window, and Rachel became aware of the shabby furniture in the room. The bed linens seemed clean enough, though, and she was in no position to complain. The toilet didn’t stink, so at least those particular waters hadn’t been fouled by the great whore of Babylon.
She patted Stephen’s arm, which was curled around Miss Molly. “All I know is it’s not over as long as there’s a single human left,” she said. “We’re here to care for each other as best we can, do the next right thing, and stay in service to the Lord’s will for us. We don’t have to understand it. Our job is to just keep showing up.”
“So, you don’t see all this as a showdown of Good versus Evil?”
“Are the Zapheads evil just because they have destructive natures? Maybe they’re serving the Lord’s will just as we are.”
“Everything happens for a reason, huh? Sounds like the excuse people use for some sucky choice they made.”
“And God gives us free will, so we have the chance to choose goodness and grace and salvation.”
DeVontay stood, clutching the pistol, and peeked out of the high window. Satisfied, he turned back to her, his face now plainly visible in the dawn. He seemed angry, his skin stretched taut over his jawbones, his forehead furrowed. “Except, we didn’t get no choice, did we? We wake up one day and we’re in hell.”
“No,” she said. “We’re alive.” She touched Stephen’s shoulder. “We still have something to live for.”
“Oh, yeah? Come take a look at this.”
Careful not to rouse Stephen, whose snores had quieted, she slipped out of bed and joined DeVontay at the window. Outside, she could see the surroundings that had been hidden the night before. They were in a mixed-use commercial area, a few apartment buildings separated by retail and light industrial uses—a plumbing supply shop, a fenced lot with stacks of wooden beams and piles of sawdust, and a thrift shop with toddler clothes in the window.
But it was the activity in the street that drew her attention. People—Zapheads—were walking up the street. Although they appeared nearly unaware of each other, all of them at least fifty feet apart, they were headed in the same direction. They moved with none of the uncoordinated sluggishness of a few days before, nor did they seem particularly intent on destroying anything.
“Weird,” she said. The scene was rendered even more surreal by their utter silence. If not for their transfixed, unblinking eyes, she would have thought they were fellow survivors. Even now, she wondered if maybe Zapheads and survivors were sharing the same street in relative harmony, perhaps coming to accept one another.
“Creepy as hell. Where they going?”
Rachel looked at the angle of the shadows that stretched from the sides of the buildings and the few cars in the street. “They’re heading east. Back toward the big fire.”
“So, maybe they’re not in hell, just heading for it.”
“It seems like there are more of them.”
“These sons of bitches ain’t coming back from the dead, are they?”
Rachel almost made a joke, but DeVontay clearly was simmering on the verge of exploding. “Whatever instinct is driving them, it’s brought them out in the open. Maybe a lot of them were inside before.”
“Inside killing people, maybe. Don’t forget what they done.”
“Well, maybe they’ve changed.”
“Yeah, right. Praise the Lord, they saw the light. Maybe they’re not even mindless killers anymore. Let’s run outside and start singing Dancin’ in the Street and see what happens.”
DeVontay had raised his voice so much that Stephen let out a plaintive, confused cry. “Mommy?”
Rachel shot DeVontay a venomous glare and hurried to the bed. She swept the boy up in her arms and held him tightly, the sheet swaddling his shoulders. Rocking back and forth, she whispered, “Shhh, honey. It’s okay.”
DeVontay began stuffing his things into his backpack as if preparing to leave. Stephen finally became aware of his surroundings. “Whu-where are we?”
“North of Charlotte,” she said.
He wiped at his eyes with a grimy fist. “Is that close to Mi’sippi?”
“Closer than yesterday,” she said.
“I think we better wait it out,” DeVontay said, again monitoring the street through the beige curtains.
“It’s not any safer traveling at night,” Rachel said. “They don’t seem to sleep.”
“They don’t eat nothing, either. You’d think they’d wear down after a while.”
Rachel didn’t like having this conversation in front of Stephen, but she didn’t see any way around it. “Well, let’s face it. We just don’t know anything. Right after the Big Zap, they were killing every living thing in sight, random destruction, acting mindlessly. Now they’re moving with more purpose, like they’re getting settled into their new lives.”
DeVontay pulled one of the curtains wide. “You call that shit ‘life’? It’s like somebody opened up their heads like a jack-o’-lantern and stuffed them full of poisoned cotton candy.”
“Cotton candy?” Stephen said, standing up on the bed and trying to see out the window.
Rachel pulled him back down into the bed and gave him a pack of crackers. “You better keep your strength up. We’ve got a long walk ahead.”
“Why is walking better than staying right here?” DeVontay said. “We can hole up, make a run to a store now and then, wait this thing out.”
“We have no idea what we’d be waiting for. You think the Army’s going to roll in and save us? We’ve already seen how that plays out.”
“Then we ought to find those guys from last night—Campbell and them—and band together so we have a better chance of fighting them off.”
“The Zapheads outnumber us. I don’t think we’ve gotten a good idea of their population. They’ve gone from random, individual acts of violence, where you might only see one or two at a time, to a more open, communal behavior.”
“This ain’t psychology class. This is war. Plus, you don’t even know what those things are thinking about. They might as well be puppets hanging on invisible strings.”
“I like puppets,” Stephen said with enthusiasm, spraying cracker crumbs from his mouth. Then, his face darkened. “But I don’t like Zapheads.”
Rachel again glared at DeVontay, who ignored her anger. “But Zapheads may not be our only problem. Look at The Captain and his storm troopers. What if they’re not an isolated case? What if there are pockets of military forces out there, armed to the teeth and making their own rules? They’re as likely to slaughter us as the Zapheads are.”
“That’s an even better reason to stay here, then. Those idiots might be shooting everything that moves.”
“No,” Rachel said, not knowing how to put it in a way that wouldn’t frighten Stephen even more. But perhaps the fantasy of reaching his father was enough to sustain him for now. “The fires are spreading. Imagine all those toxins in Charlotte. When that city burns, the smoke is going to be a killer.”
“So, our choices are choking to death, getting shot, or getting our brains bashed in by Zapheads,” DeVontay said.
“The one thing we can’t do is just sit here and pray,” Rachel said.
“Oh, is the holy roller losing faith?”
“Faith without works is dead,” Rachel responded, hating herself for reducing a complex passage from the Book of James into a catch phrase. “That means fighting the good fight.”
“Like chopping up Zapheads with that sling blade?”
“I plead self-defense,” she said.
Stephen scooted off the bed, tossing his cracker wrapper on the floor.
“Stephen?” Rachel said. “Did you forget something?”
“No. I got Miss Molly right here,” he said, turning the doll to face her.
She scowled and looked down at the wrapper. “Trash goes in the trash can.”
As Stephen bent to pick up the wrapper, DeVontay said to her, “You make the apocalypse so much fun.”
“Okay,” Rachel said. “Time to go.”
“Go where?” DeVontay said, sitting on the bed.
“Mi’sippi!” Stephen said.
“Stevie, you’re a little too eager to go out there,” DeVontay said to him. “Lots of stray bullets flying around.”
“We’ll be better off once we get away from the city,” Rachel said. “Fewer people, fewer Zapheads, fewer fires.”
“Back to nature, huh?”
Rachel was serving as sentinel at the window. The streets outside the motel were quiet. She hadn’t seen any Zapheads for the last hour or so. Distant bursts of gunfire had erupted intermittently, but Rachel didn’t believe that Captain America and his troops were on this side of town. For the one thing, the hunting wasn’t as good.
“We’re heading for Mount Rogers.” Rachel smiled at Stephen. “It’s on the way.”
“What’s up there?” DeVontay asked.
“Somebody who was ready for this.”
“What, you got ESP all of a sudden?” DeVontay asked. “The sun heated you up some new superpowers?”
“My grandfather has a compound there. He’s what you might call a ‘survivalist wacko.’ He got interested in self-reliant living back during Y2K fever, when some people thought the computers would go berserk and throw civilization back to the Stone Age.”
DeVontay scowled. “Well, we all saw how that one turned out.”
“Yes, but Grandpa Wheeler figured civilization had gotten too complex, that modern systems would inevitably break down for one reason or another. Like a motor that had too many moving parts and not enough oil. He also believes the world’s governments were serving the will of the very wealthy. At some point we’d have to learn to live outside the structure.”
“He got that right.” DeVontay nudged Stephen. “Get your stuff together, Little Man. We got some walking to do.”
Rachel stuffed her supplies in the backpack, rediscovering the bottle of suicide pills the pharmacist had given her. Why hadn’t she already gotten rid of them?
DeVontay pulled out his pistol, opened the door a crack, and surveyed the street. “This is as good a time as any. Unless you want to make the bed first?”
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
Jorge dreamed of great dragons, their green scales glittering in the sun as they soared over a burning land. Dozens of them poured their flames upon the earth from above. Their gaping, lipless mouths spat sparks and steam, and their brittle cries were like thick sheets of glass sliding across gritty metal.
He awoke in a sweat, not knowing where he was. The dragons faded from his mind’s eye, but the shrieks continued.
He fumbled one hand across the thin blankets until he found Rosa’s warm body, and then rolled to where Marina still slept on the cot. He checked her forehead, pleased to find it relatively cool.
The front door to the cabin burst open, letting dawn rush in. Franklin Wheeler was silhouetted in the opening, a shotgun in one hand, the other tugging up his filthy flannel underwear.
“Goddamn ya, leave my chickens alone,” the old man yelled.
Jorge rose from the makeshift bedding and hurried outside. Franklin stood in the yard, raising the shotgun to the sky as squawking hens raced for the cover of the garden and trees. As Franklin aimed, Jorge squinted against the morning sun and saw a hawk, its wings spread wide in a display of aerodynamic majesty. Its breast was mottled, the tail feathers red, the sharp beak pointing into the morning breeze.
The shotgun belched out a thunderclap, pellets spraying the tops of trees. The hawk lurched and faltered, a few feathers floating away from its body. The wings curled in against the breast and the bird of prey dropped like a wet rock into the forest beyond the compound.
“Got the bastard,” Franklin said, pumping the shotgun and ejecting a smoking red plastic shell to the dirt.
“A red-tail hawk,” Jorge said. Red-tails were common in the mountain forests, territorial and intelligent, and their keen vision served them up small rodents and birds. Mr. Wilcox’s property had harbored several mating couples, and Jorge had occasionally seen one of the hawks swoop down and claim a jackrabbit from the Christmas tree fields.
“Is everything okay?” Rosa called from the doorway, Marina wrapped in a blanket and standing behind her.
“Just killing a predator,” Franklin said, not realizing his words could have a double meaning.
“Is okay,” Jorge said, waving them back into the house.
The hens were still unsettled, although most of them had found clefts in the weeds where they crouched, clucking and fluttering their wings. One, however, lay in a lump by a metal watering tub, one yellow leg poked awkwardly in the air.
Franklin shouldered the weapon and walked over to the dead bird. “I’m glad it’s a white one. I got three just like it, so I didn’t bother giving them names.”
The chicken’s head had been torn from its body, ruby-red giblets hanging from the opening. Jorge looked around but he didn’t see the head. The hawk hadn’t been carrying it, so it must have been planning to eat the bird on the spot until its meal had been interrupted. The flies had already found the corpse.
“You mind getting the shovel?” Franklin asked, scanning the sky as if expecting another hawk to make a dessert run.
“Why?” Jorge asked in return.
“To bury it. Put it in the garden and the nutrients go back to the soil.”
“But it’s in good shape,” Jorge said. “Es sabroso. Tasty.”
Franklin shook his head. “I run a no-kill operation here. The chickens give me eggs in trade for their room and board.”
“It’s dead anyway,” Jorge said. “You didn’t kill it.”
Franklin’s face curdled as he looked at the hen. He shook his head. “I don’t know if I could eat it. Almost like eating one of the family.”
“Rosa will cook it very nice,” Jorge said, knowing his English grammar was slightly off but hoping Franklin wouldn’t notice.
“I…I don’t think I could pluck it and clean it,” Franklin said.
“You give me a sharp knife, the job is done.”
Franklin nodded. “Guess there’s not much use letting it go to waste. Like you said, dead is dead.”
Jorge’s admiration for the man had taken a downward slide. All the defenses and food storage and solar-energy panels meant nothing if Franklin wasn’t prepared to make use of every resource. But Jorge also felt a surge of pride. He and his family had something to contribute here. They could be part of this society and culture, as small as it was.
As Franklin went into the house, Jorge called to him, “Please tell Rosa to start a pot of water boiling.”
Jorge lifted the hen, which was surprisingly light, given its bulk. Birds were deceptive in size because of their feathers and hollow bones. This hen could feed the four of them for at least two meals, assuming Franklin’s springhouse did a proper job of cooling. Besides, the most unpleasant part of the task—chopping off the head and taking the life—had already been delivered as a gift courtesy of Mother Nature.
By the time Franklin returned, now dressed in blue jeans and a wool sweater, Jorge had already plucked most of the larger feathers from the wings. He took the knife and dissected the carcass, splitting down the breastbone to the tail and letting the internal organs spill. He carefully collected the heart and liver, both of which were still warm. The gizzard was packed with crushed grain and a few tiny bits of gray gravel.
“Well, will you look at that,” Franklin said, apparently overcoming his squeamishness. “I guess you might call that her last supper.”
“The rocks help grind the food for them,” Jorge said. He knew most Americans had no hands-on relationship with the meat they consumed. Mr. Wilcox had been the same way. Meat was something that came in clear plastic wrap from the store, or else was seared and slapped between pieces of bread at McDonald’s. Their meat was a stranger to them.
Jorge used the tip of the knife to scrape the lungs away from the insides of the ribcage. After he severed the drumsticks just below the knee joints, he peeled away the skin as if removing a tight glove. Normally, he would dip the fowl in boiling water and pluck the feathers, but he figured a skinless bird would be a lean treat and more easily allow Franklin to forget it had once been a pet.
“Are you a man who doesn’t like killing?” Jorge asked Franklin, dangling the naked chicken so that any offal and juice could drain.
“I reckon I could kill if I had to,” Franklin answered. “Like that hawk there. Normally, I’d never shoot one. But when you come and mess with what’s mine, that’s when I fight back.”
Jorge told Franklin about the men he’d fought back at the Wilcox farm, and how the men had changed into something threatening and alien.
“No, they ain’t men no more,” Franklin said. “I heard on the shortwave radio they’re calling them ‘Zapheads.’”
“Well, if they come here, you might have to kill them.”
“If they come here, then they’re breaking the one law of this here compound,” Franklin said, sweeping an arm to indicate the garden, the animal pens, and the outbuildings. “And that law is to live and let live, respect the fences, and mind your own business.”
“It is good to be self-reliant,” Jorge said, proud he’d learned such a word in his studies with Rosa. “But there’s another law that applies.”
“Huh,” Franklin grunted. “What’s that?”
“We’re all in this together.” He held up the chicken. “And let us hope this isn’t our last supper.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
Two…three…four…
Campbell counted the Zapheads on the streets surrounding the church. After a fruitless search for Pete the night before, he’d broken into a Baptist church, found the stairs to the steeple, and locked himself in. From the ground, the eastern horizon had appeared to be lit by a single bonfire that had spread. But from a vantage point fifty feet in the air, Campbell had seen at least a dozen large fires, dotting the black landscape many miles into the distance.
Now, in the glare of daylight, the fires were largely hidden, although a thick gauze of haze lay over the world. A black circle of ash marked the house that Rachel had set afire last night. He’d traveled maybe a quarter of a mile in the darkness, but it had felt like a marathon of slogging through molasses. He was exhausted.
The church was at the edge of town, the short square streets lined with houses that gave way to roads that curved gently into wooded areas. The streets were remarkably free of corpses, leaving Campbell to wonder if someone had been on morgue duty. Cars and trucks were scattered across the asphalt, although the traffic here must have been light when the solar flares erupted. On the street outside the church was a school bus, its wheels on the sidewalk. Campbell was grateful the windows were darkened by the angle of the sun, so that he couldn’t see inside.
The Zapheads moved between the vehicles with as much indifference as water flowing around stones. Although they didn’t acknowledge one another in any way, they seemed aware of each other’s presence. The creepiest thing was, they were all heading east, back toward the largest of the fires.
Movement on a side street drew his attention away from the ambling, vacant-brained creatures. A figure burst out of the garage bay of a service station, head lowered, dragging his backpack behind him so that it bounced on the sidewalk. Campbell recognized the black T-shirt.
He stood and cupped his hands into a megaphone of flesh. “Pete!”
Pete didn’t look up, but the Zapheads froze in their tracks and tilted their heads up to the church steeple.
Holy shit.
Campbell ducked below the ledge of the steeple, wondering how well Zapheads could see. But after a moment, he realized he would lose Pete again, so he raised his head until he could peer over and track Pete’s route. Pete was farther up the sidewalk, passing a row of shops with broken windows, and making a mad dash before abruptly turning into a brick building that sported a green awning and a protruding wooden sign that Campbell couldn’t read.
Should be easy enough to find, assuming that he holds the fort.
But Campbell had a more pressing concern. The Zapheads had begun making their way toward the church, cutting across unkempt lawns and filthy parking lots.
A couple more emerged from nearby houses, the half-dozen effectively surrounding the church. They appeared to act in concert, although none of them grunted or signaled. It was their silence that was most disturbing—as if they were tapped into some massive hive mind that gave them instructions from afar.
Campbell mulled his options. As much as he loathed Arnoff, he wished the trigger-happy cowboy was up there with him, playing sniper and, one by one, picking off the Zapheads. He’d even take the soldiers, who probably didn’t care if innocent humans were caught in the crossfire as long as the “enemy” was wiped out. But concepts like innocence had no place in this new reality.
And, he had no weapon.
The nearest Zaphead was a man in a polyester business suit, the sleeves and cuffs a darker gray than the rest of the fabric. He still wore a necktie, although the knot was loosened halfway down his shirt. He wore eyeglasses that sat askew on his face, disturbing the rounded Asian symmetry of his face. His jet-black hair spiked out like greasy wires.
He was small-framed, so Campbell could knock him out of the way if necessary. But the Zaphead about fifty feet behind the Asian didn’t look so easy to handle. This one wore a mechanic’s coveralls, dark blotches spattered across the khaki cloth. Campbell couldn’t tell if the stains were oil or blood, and he didn’t want to look too closely. The mechanic was a few inches north of six feet, barrel-chested, and moving with the malevolent grace of an angry rhino.
The two Zapheads to his left were female, both middle-aged, full-boned, and thick-hipped. If it came down to it, Campbell would take his chances on the one in the yellow cardigan sweater. She looked a little more bookish, like a schoolteacher who’d been headed to the kitchen for a cup of tea when the thermonuclear madness of the sun had other ideas.
Closing in on the rear of the church was a skinny African-American guy in police blues and sunglasses. Although he had a gun strapped down in its side holster, he ignored it in favor of his thick black nightstick, which he swung from his hand like a batter determined to drive in the winning run in the bottom of the ninth. Campbell hoped his own skull wasn’t slated to become the baseball.
The final Zaphead—at least among the ones he could see—was a young boy of perhaps fourteen, his forearms covered in tattoos, blond streaks now growing through the blue dye of his hair. Campbell could easily imagine him on his skateboard, weaving through traffic and flipping a bird at the cop. Now they were like the best of buddies, happy campers on the winning team.
Except, none of them looked happy. Their body language said they had a mission, a virus to eradicate from their midst.
In case he lived long enough to follow Pete, Campbell took one last survey of the surroundings, scooped up his backpack and dashed down the dark, narrow stairs. At the landing, he considered locking the front door and holing up, but he was pretty sure the Zapheads could wait him out. After all, he only had a day’s supply of food, and he wasn’t sure they even needed food or water.
Besides, if they really wanted in, they could shatter any of the large, stained-glass windows that featured stylized images of Christ with children, lambs, or serious-eyed men in robes. But he didn’t want to leave via the front door, because four of the Zapheads were closest. He hurried down the aisles of the nave, toward the altar, hoping to find a side exit.
“Where the hell do I go?” he implored of the large, brass-coated cross fastened on the wall above the altar.
“Seek and you shall find,” thundered a voice, so resonant and clear that Campbell thought it was a broadcast recording.
Finally cracking. God’s talking back.
Then Campbell rounded the front row and saw a man sitting in the pew, hunched forward and clasping a hymnal. The man was balding, his white shirt sleeves rolled to the elbow, his dark leather shoes spotted with gray.
“How long…who…?” Campbell couldn’t believe the man was just sitting there while civilization crumbled outside. But, he had to admit, the construction of the church hushed most sounds from outside and was probably as peaceful a place as any to die, outside of a well-stocked survival bunker.
“They’re coming.” Campbell wondered if the man even knew about the Zapheads. His sunken eyes and vacant, rapt smile gave the impression of a man whose cares were few.
Then his eyes lit with a fierce passion. “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the Earth and the works that are done on it will be exposed.”
“Uh… some people out there are coming to kill us.” He wasn’t sure if “people” was the right word, but he didn’t have time for a brief history of the end of the world. He cast about for a weapon of any kind.
“The Book of Peter,” the man said. “Do you know Peter?”
“Yeah. He’s holed up a couple blocks away. Come with me. We have a better chance with the two of us.”
The man waved to the empty rows behind him. “I can’t leave my flock.”
“You the preacher?” Campbell thought he heard something scraping against the church door.
“I am a servant.”
Campbell’s frustration mounted. He didn’t have time to deal with a madman. But he still clung to old notions of camaraderie and civility, even if it meant those values were baggage. “Well, you better serve yourself right now. Or you’re going to be dead.”
“And the dead in Christ will rise first.”
Campbell gave up. There was banging at the main door, the noise made even more disturbing by its steady rhythm and insistence.
Almost like they’re not enraged, just stopping by for a visit to check on the neighbors.
The altar was about a foot higher than the nave floor, and was flanked by two tall brass candlesticks that matched the cross. United States and North Carolina flags stood on thick wooden poles on either side of the cross in an incongruous mash-up of church and state that was particular to Southern Baptist churches. A darkened set of stairs led down on one side of the altar. Despite the high windows, the light was so weak that Campbell didn’t think he’d fare better by wandering deeper into the bowels of the church.
Campbell jumped onto the platform and grabbed the state flag, attracted by the sharp wooden point on top of the pole. It was about seven feet tall, and as he removed it from its heavy base, he realized that it would be far too cumbersome to ward off an attacker. He gripped one of the tall brass candle holders, knocking the stubby candle from it as he gave it a test swing. It was about three feet in length and had a satisfying heft.
“That’s property of the Lord,” the preacher said, rising from the pew and dropping his hymnal.
“I’ll give it back when I’m done.” Campbell made one last attempt to get the preacher to come with him, holding the candlestick aloft. “Side door, make a run for it—I got your back.”
The preacher turned toward the main entrance, where the pounding of many hands continued. “All are welcome in the house of God.”
The preacher clasped his hands and bowed in reverence as he started his slow trek up the aisle. He murmured some sort of poetic prayer, but Campbell didn’t wait around to see how the message played to his newfound congregation. Instead, he descended the stairs into darkness.
On the lower floor, a few small utility windows illuminated a narrow hall that broke off into several meeting rooms. Campbell hoped he hadn’t backed himself into a corner. He felt confident that he could fight his way past one or two Zapheads, but he didn’t have any delusions about playing gladiator against a crowd of them.
He tried a door to his left. It opened onto a dim room that had probably been used for Sunday School classes. The stench hit him like a sheet of ice. Bodies were stacked in various positions on the floor, arranged in the shape of a cross. As Campbell backed out of the room with his nose buried in the crook of his elbow, he wondered if the preacher had laid out some sort of demented holy tribute in a burst of apocalyptic fever.
Out in the hall, he heard the preacher’s voice soaring into a rhapsodic welcome.
Why haven’t the Zappers killed him yet?
Turning a bend, he spotted a fire exit. As he kicked the release bar, gripping the heavy candlestick, sunlight poured around him, and he was cravenly grateful that the preacher had offered himself as a decoy.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
They kept to the shadowed side of the street, moving fast. Rachel led the way, hoping she was headed north. DeVontay seemed to be even less of a Boy Scout than she was, so he didn’t question her judgment. Or maybe he was keeping his eyes in the side alleys, worried less about the destination than the journey.
They’d gone at least ten blocks without seeing any signs of life—if such a word was even appropriate under the circumstances. Birds flapped in the eaves of the buildings and the canopy of trees, and Rachel heard a hound dog baying in the distance once, but mostly, the town was just a still life of abandoned cars and silent storefronts. The stench of death emanated from inside many of the buildings, so they didn’t bother with a door-to-door search for survivors. Calling out for them was risky as well, since the noise might attract Zapheads.
The streets were remarkably free of corpses, given the density of the population, but once they came upon a shrunken man with a stringy white beard, leaning against a brick wall with his arms tucked under his knees. In the old days, he might have passed for a homeless man, rags tied around his ankles.
“Hey, Pops?” DeVontay whispered, afraid to touch him.
The man didn’t move so they kept going. Stephen’s expression didn’t change, which saddened Rachel. A boy shouldn’t be hardened to the point of numbness. His days should be filled with bubble gum, comic books and video games instead of death.
The street signs were just as ordinary as ever, a mute testament to places gone by: Hayward Street, Depot Street, Old Bristol Turnpike. They passed a bridal shop, the front window filled with headless and armless mannequins, impossibly anorexic, displaying flowing white dresses. Rachel’s breath caught at the sight. She’d never be a bride now, not like that.
“Yuck,” Stephen said, bored by the window shopping. He walked to the edge of the street and bent to play with the trash that had collected in the rain gutter.
DeVontay pressed close behind her. “That man back there…you notice something funny?”
“Just another somebody that didn’t make it,” she said.
“He’s fresh. Not dark and bloated.”
Rachel glanced at Stephen, appreciating the relatively healthy glow of his skin compared to the putrefaction all around them. “Just because you survive the solar flares doesn’t mean you don’t have to die someday.”
“But he wasn’t beat up, from what I could see. Just curled up like he was waiting for it.”
Rachel again thought of the pills the pharmacist had given her. Not everyone had a spiritual or moral aversion to suicide. For some, suicide might look like an elevator to the Pearly Gates.
“There are lots of ways to die,” she said. “He was old. Maybe he had a heart attack. Or couldn’t get his medicine.”
“Don’t nobody die from natural causes anymore.”
“Okay, then. Maybe he had a bullet hole in his back. Shot by the military.”
“No puddle of blood around him.”
Annoyed, Rachel checked the reflection in the storefront glass and saw Stephen walking into the street. She called to him, but he kept going, dragging Miss Molly by the hair as if he’d forgotten he was carrying a doll. DeVontay took off running after him, and Rachel broke free of her paralysis and followed.
When they caught up with Stephen, they were able to see the town square, a fifty-foot courthouse with a cracked concrete façade and a dome top surrounded by oak trees whose leaves were darkening with autumn. The courthouse lawn was a wide public commons crisscrossed with walkways, punctuated with a bronze statue of some Revolutionary War hero gone green with patina and pigeon poop. The idyllic small-town postcard was marred by wrought-iron benches that bore a tableau of corpses. More corpses were slumped on the courthouse steps, which was as crowded as if district court was holding a brief recess to allow a smoke break for the accused.
“Lots of them,” Stephen said, enthralled and not at all horrified.
There had to be a few dozen, including some children, although they didn’t seem to be grouped as family units. Indeed, at first, Rachel thought they might have been arranged that way, like a photo shoot for a modern auteur of the grotesque.
“More fresh ones,” DeVontay said, and Rachel realized what had been disturbing her more than the sheer number of dead: they, like the old man leaning against the brick wall, were not yet in advanced stages of decomposition.
“Do you think…?” She didn’t want to continue while Stephen was within earshot, but DeVontay filled in the blanks for her.
“Yeah,” he said. “These are Zapheads. They’re dying.”
Rachel wasn’t sure whether she should be cheered by the news. The Zapheads had been trying to kill her for weeks, sure. But they’d just been following their instincts. And if all Zapheads died, then the world would become that much lonelier. Even more devoid of what had once walked the Earth as a collective humanity.
They followed Stephen to the closest bench, where a girl of about six lay curled on her side. Her pink dress was mussed and her stockings torn, but otherwise, she might have been sleeping.
“She was put there like that,” DeVontay said. “She didn’t die in that position.”
Stephen knelt and spoke to her. “Hey, are you okay?”
Rachel stood behind Stephen and put a hand on each of his shoulders. “She’s with the Lord now, Stephen.”
Stephen looked around the commons. “Which one of them is the Lord?”
“The one up in heaven,” Rachel said, although she looked around to make sure Jesus Christ wasn’t among them at that very minute. After all, if He was planning a return trip to Earth, then Taylorsville, North Carolina, was just a good a spot as any.
Of course, she was also aware that such thoughts could well be the beginning of madness. The great visionaries and prophets of the Old Testament were on the borderline of textbook schizophrenia, with their burning bushes, wheels of fire in the sky, and voices telling them to kill their own children.
“This is creepy as hell,” DeVontay said. “You think these are Zapheads?”
“They understand,” she said, keeping her voice down. If any of them were merely sleeping, she didn’t want to wake them.
“Understand what? Did you get into some happy juice somewhere? Popped into the liquor store while I wasn’t looking?”
“They understand that the world has changed,” she said. “They’re aware.”
“You talking about these same Zapheads that have been trying to kills us for the last two weeks?”
“They’re taking care of their dead,” she said. “It’s the last shred and act of humanity, to honor the dead.” She had the sudden horrifying thought that perhaps these were all victims of a mass suicide, that a group of Zapheads realized something had gone wrong in their heads and they’d chugged the cyanide Kool-Aid, rather than surrender to their baser natures, their killer instincts.
Such an action would have taken higher-order functioning, communication, and socialization, none of which were traits that the Zapheads had displayed so far.
But what do you really know about them? You’ve been too busy running and hiding—and surviving—to really pay attention.
“They don’t look so scary now,” Stephen said.
“Their troubles are over.” Rachel almost added, They’re the lucky ones, but the journey wasn’t over yet. If there was one thing she still believed, it was that God had put her here for a reason.
Even if God was now the architect of greatest mass murder in history, she still believed. Still.
“Let’s get out of here before somebody comes to add to the pile,” DeVontay said.
“Come on, Stephen,” Rachel said.
“Just a second.” The boy went over the bench where the little girl was sleeping. Without touching her, he gently laid Miss Molly in the crook of her arm. Stephen practically skipped back over to Rachel’s side, taking her hand.
“Now she won’t get lonely,” he said, smiling up at her.
Rachel thought of her sister decomposing inside a fiberglass casket in a Seattle cemetery. Beside her pale corpse, Rachel had placed under one stiff, cool arm her sister’s stuffed panda, Farley, a copy of her favorite book, The Princess Bride, and a photograph of the Earth taken by the Hubble telescope. Rachel had prayed her sister wasn’t lonely, either. In whatever After she now knew.
DeVontay led them back to the street, the pistol still dangling near his hip. A few gunshots popped in the distance, and the breeze carried the acrid brusque of smoke, but otherwise, the place was as peaceful as any small-town Sunday afternoon.
As they passed the bridal shop again, Rachel thought she saw movement inside. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t look too closely, either.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
As Campbell burst into the sunlight, he raised the heavy candlestick, expecting a fight.
Instead, he found that the side door opened onto a little cemetery, with unkempt grass, faded plastic bouquets of flowers, and low marble markers in uneven rows. The graveyard was bounded by a fence about two feet high, designed more as a boundary than to actually keep out vandals and stray dogs. Making sure no Zapheads were on that side of the church, he oriented himself with the view he’d mapped out while in the belfry.
A copse of maple trees offered enough concealment to get him to the street. But he was stunned to see no Zapheads around the church.
Are they all inside?
He imagined the Zapheads closing in on the deranged reverend, reaching for him even as he delivered the Word in an attempt to reach their hearts and save their souls from the eternal flames of hell.
But he was grateful for the martyr act, because it allowed him to slip between an Irish-themed restaurant and an antique store, angling down a side alley flanked with overflowing trash cans, propane tanks, and heating units. A body was splayed out atop a busted garbage bag as if it had fallen from above. Campbell didn’t look too closely, but the exposed hands and face were dark and swollen with rot.
Now two blocks from the church, he exited warily onto the street, which was Hardin Boulevard, according to the sign. He recognized the angle of the architecture, with the skyline featuring one five-story building featuring an old-fashioned clock with rusty metal hands standing tall against the smoky horizon. The other buildings on the block were two-story, cars and trucks parked along both sides of the street and only a few vehicles slanted at angles across the median strip.
Looks pretty dead.
Campbell decided to just sprint up the street rather than sticking to the shadows. If he was spotted, he’d have enough lead time to make a decision out in the open rather than risk being jumped from one of the doorways. Besides that, the big brass candlestick was feeling better and better in his hands.
The bar where Pete had entered stood on the corner, with metal tables under an awning. A red vinyl banner ran down the edge of the upper story, sporting the name Fat Freddy’s, with “Pub & Grill” in smaller letters beneath it. Campbell and Pete had passed more than a few Friday nights in such establishments, eating wings and eyeing girls, but mostly drinking whatever cheap domestic beer was on tap.
Campbell wondered if all the Zapheads in the vicinity had been drawn to the church. He’d seen them responding to noise, violence, and fire, but the church had offered none of those attractions. Just when Campbell had become used to—certainly not comfortable or at ease with, but used to—things as they now stood, the rules changed.
Not that Campbell had ever made much sense of the world even before it had figuratively tilted on its axis. Grade school had been an indoctrination of sorts—”Go here when the bell rings, do this and this and this”—but Campbell had been bewildered by the anxiety of sitting in a room with twenty-five other kids. High school had been just as surreal, mostly because he’d seen those roles that adults were forced to adopt, and he didn’t see any role he’d be able to successfully fake. Because he was pretty sure everyone was pulling a mask, all characters straight out of Central Casting: the chisel-faced military recruiting officer, the tow-truck driver with the Popeye forearms, the gum-chewing waitress at the Waffle House, the I.T. nerd with the Batman fixation.
So, a world populated by Zapheads wasn’t really too much of a leap, was it?
Regardless, he was grateful that none of them were around. If the church offered what they needed, that was just fine with him, and God bless.
Campbell dashed between a Mitsubishi boiling with blue bottle flies and a Honda sedan with all four doors flung open and spilling the stench of corpses. He vaulted over a motorcycle lying on its side, nearly losing his balance, then came to Fat Freddy’s entrance. He peered through the oval glass set in the wooden door but couldn’t see much. He pushed his way in, squeezing the candlestick.
“Bro! Just in time for Happy Hour!” Pete’s voice came from the darkness somewhere near the back of the establishment.
As Campbell’s eyes adjusted, he made out the dim rows of tables, some of them occupied by dead people fallen face first into their moldering food. A few candles flickered, reflected in the bar mirror along with rows and rows of gleaming bottles. Campbell wiped his nose against the rot, still not accustomed to the sweetly corrupt odor.
But the smell of candle wax and alcohol were strong as well, creating a lurid mixture. Pete stood behind the bar, a half-full bottle of brown liquor before him, along with a water glass. At first, Campbell thought that Pete had somehow found some drinking buddies, because four other people sat at the bar, perched on high wooden stools with glasses in front of them.
“Pete, who are these guys?” Campbell’s heart turned into a frozen stone in his chest.
Pete merely grinned, tossed back a couple of ounces of whiskey, and slammed the glass back down with a brittle thunk. “Drinks on the house,” he said, slurring his words just a little.
Campbell navigated the tables, holding the candlestick before him as if it was a cattle prod and he might need to jolt some of these corpses out of the way. “Coast is clear, man. We can get out of town with no hassle.”
Pete waved to the row of bottles, his grinning eyes flashing in the candlelight. “Leave? I died and went to heaven. Beer’s warm, and there’s not any ice, but can’t complain. Nosirree.”
Campbell glanced at the bodies leaning against the bar. They were in stilted, swollen poses, the stools jammed under them to keep them erect. One, a biker wearing a sleeveless jeans jacket and a watchman’s cap, had maggots roiling in his eye sockets.
“Pete,” Campbell said warily. “Why don’t you just grab a bottle and come with me? You can drink it on the road.”
“No way,” he responded, sloshing some whiskey into the biker’s full glass so that the liquid ran along the length of the bar. The glasses in front of the other corpses were full as well.
“You…” Campbell didn’t know how to process the tableau. His best friend had lost it, finally cracked under the strain. And Campbell felt a chill deeper than fear: the deep, icy well of loneliness into which he was dropping.
“Party’s just started!” Pete bellowed to his patrons before tossing down another few ounces of straight whiskey. Pete wiped his mouth and beamed, the candles making his face look sinister and red, like a demon in a B horror movie.
Campbell ignored the stench of the desecrated corpses, which Pete had obviously dragged from the dining tables to create his impromptu drinking session. He leaned against the bar as Pete slammed a glass down on the wood.
“What’ll ya have, pardner?” Pete said. Then his face took on a sodden solemnity. “You know what really gets to me about all this? I just can’t wrap head my around a world without celebrities. Lady Gaga, Jay-Z, Lindsay Lohan. I mean, inquiring minds want to know.”
“In Lindsay Lohan’s case, I don’t think it would make much difference.”
“LeBron James. Depp, man. A world without the Deppster.”
“You’re drunk,” Campbell said, preferring that diagnosis to the prospect of madness.
“Seriously. Did they turn into Zapheads? Is there a Brad Pitt Zaphead out there somewhere be-bopping along with a little soul patch?”
“Don’t dwell on it. Deal with what’s in front of you.”
Pete looked at his glass and grinned. But he quickly turned maudlin again and groaned with dramatic flair. “Taylor Swift. Not Taylor? She’s so cute and sweet and I got a Jodie Foster-level crush on her.”
“You can’t just sit here and wait for them to find you,” Campbell said, eyeing the front door. He wondered if any Zapheads were deeper in the building, maybe down in the basement or in the bathrooms. Pete didn’t have a weapon of any kind, and his backpack was tossed carelessly by the cash register.
“The more, the merrier,” Pete said, waving at the impressive array of bottles. “We got plenty for everybody. Zappers, survivors, and”—Pete gave a benevolent sweep of his non-drinking arm to indicate the corpses—”the stinking silent majority.”
Pete started to take another big gulp from his glass but Campbell caught his wrist, sloshing liquor onto both their arms. “Remember you told me to let you know if you ever hit bottom with your drinking?”
“I was probably drunk when I said that,” Pete said, bloodshot eyes narrowing. “You can’t hold people to stuff they say when they’re drunk. Otherwise, I’d have been married six times already.”
Pete laughed at his own miserable joke, but the sound was swallowed by the still, dusty space. Any mirth and merriment that might have soaked into the walls had long since evaporated, although the smell of booze, corrupted food, and bloated corpses did plenty to crowd the air.
Glass shattered somewhere near the front door, and Campbell swung around with the candlestick raised. “They found us.”
Pete didn’t seem to care. He drank straight from the bottle of Knob Creek, then wiped some of the liquor under his nose like a mortician applying menthol before digging in on the day shift.
“Get down,” Campbell said, snuffing the nearest candle. He crouched in the dark, discomfortingly near the legs of one of Pete’s dead clientele.
The front door swung open, flooding light into the bar. A figure was framed in silhouette, and Campbell wondered if Zapheads could see in the dark. Not that it mattered. Pete stood near the other candle, his face bright in the yellow circle of the flame.
Campbell tensed, waiting for the Zaphead to attack. Instead, the silhouette said, “Thought you might be in here.”
Arnoff!
 
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
 
From the camouflaged platform built into the branches of an oak tree, Jorge had a nearly panoramic view of the surrounding ridges and valleys. “Wheelerville,” as Franklin Wheeler called his tiny compound, wasn’t the highest point in the Blue Ridge Mountains, but it stood apart from the towering canopy of Mount Rogers and smaller mountains that bore craggy granite faces topped with pine stubble. A hawk flew over the gray belt of haze that wreathed the valley, and Jorge wondered if it was the same one that killed the chicken.
In the distance, the threads of smoke from the cities blended into a charcoal smudge on the horizon. The air carried only the faintest tinge of the acrid odor, though, as if the mountains scrubbed the prevailing wind clean as it pushed from the northwest. He didn’t know anyone in those cities, but he felt a loss, nonetheless. Marina might have gone to college there, or he and Rosa might have found some better type of work.
Tightening the focus on the binoculars, he swept his view to the parkway that threaded through the trees below. The same abandoned vehicles dotted the road, some of them plowing into the grassy shoulders as their drivers had died instantly. One wooden guardrail was uprooted and splintered where a truck had barreled through and gone off the edge. A camper lay on its side, coolers, mattresses and a rotted corpse spilled from its rear.
He was about to climb down when he saw movement on the road.
Probably a deer. With nothing to scare them, they can reclaim the land.
He sighted through the binoculars and saw a woman running up the slope of the road. She wasn’t moving very fast, and her cheeks were streaked with filth, hair tangled. She looked exhausted, like a horse that had been ridden across a desert. She carried a cloth bundle clasped to her chest.
She doesn’t move like one of them.
“Franklin?” he called.
Franklin came out of the house, where he’d been fidgeting with the radio. After lunch, Franklin said he “needed some bad news,” so he went to his desk while Rosa cleaned the dishes from the meal. Franklin squinted against the sun as he looked up at Jorge. “What’s up, besides you?”
“Someone on the road,” Jorge said. “A woman.”
“Hell fire,” Franklin said, scurrying to the tree and scaling the makeshift wooden handholds that were nailed to the tree. He moved with a swift grace that belied his age, scurrying up like an old mountain goat. He took the binoculars from Jorge and Jorge pointed out the direction.
“Huh,” Franklin said. “Looks like she’s alone.”
“She isn’t a…what do you call it?”
“Nah, she’s not a Zaphead. Just a scared woman.” He gave the binoculars back to Jorge and turned to climb back down.
“Shouldn’t we go get her?”
Franklin looked around the compound. “I set up Wheelerville for a dozen people to survive whatever came our way, short of nuclear holocaust. And you punched three of the tickets when you wandered through the woods with a sick girl. I’m expecting more company, and I don’t think we’ve got room to spare.”
“You can’t just leave her out there.”
Franklin squinted. “What are you? Some kind of Communist? That what they teach you south of the border?”
“She’s young and alone—”
“She’s survived this long, so she’s not made out of cardboard. I ain’t in the business of saving the world.”
Jorge tried to make sense of the contradiction. Franklin had helped his family, yet now was denying someone else in need. Jorge gazed through the binoculars, tracking the woman’s progress. Her jeans were worn at the knees, her brown hooded sweatshirt matted and grimy. She twisted her head, wild blonde hair whipping out as she glanced over her shoulder.
Something’s after her?
Jorge swiveled the binoculars down the road, where the pavement disappeared amid the shadow of massive trees. Three of them burst from the woods, and Jorge had no doubt of their intentions.
“Them!” Jorge said, pointing. “Those Z things. Chasing her.”
Franklin snatched the binoculars away and peered through them for a moment. “Damn. She might be carrying a baby.”
Then he lowered them and started scrambling down the tree. Halfway down, he looked up at Jorge and said, “You wanted to play hero, here’s your chance.”
By the time Jorge reached the ground, Franklin had already grabbed a rifle and backpack, tossing Jorge a belt that held his machete. Rosa called to them from the door of the house. “What is happening?”
“Lock the gate behind us,” Franklin ordered, with a calmness that contradicted his haste. “There’s a gun on the wall if you need it. We ought to be back in twenty minutes.”
“Jorge?” Rosa said, eyes wide.
“Lock the gate,” he said. “Keep Marina inside.”
Jorge followed Franklin out of the compound, ignoring Rosa’s calls. Soon, they were winding down a forest path that Jorge never would have noticed, much less been willing to navigate. Franklin trotted with a sure-footed gait, and Jorge had difficulty keeping up, even though he was three decades younger. He measured time not in minutes, but in the huge granite slabs that jutted from the ground, the rotted stumps and silvery creeks they hurdled, and the streaks of golden sunlight that broke through the branches to dapple the ground.
Jorge had become disoriented, losing any sense of the locations of both the compound and the road. He focused on Franklin’s back, the odors of mud, rotten leaves, and pine sap assailing him with each gasp of air. Then the trail widened and became a stretch of scrubby meadow, a couple of abandoned cars visible beyond a low stone fence.
“Keep low,” Franklin said, motioning down with one hand while steadying his rifle with the other.
“How much farther?” Jorge said, sliding his machete from its sheath.
Franklin crouched and lifted the butt of the rifle to his shoulder, sighting down the barrel. “About a million miles.”
Then Jorge parted the scrub with his blade and saw the RV. The woman was about thirty feet from it, her pace slower than before, mouth parted as she sucked for air. Her bundle was tucked against her chest, one arm squeezing it even as she reached out for the door on the side of the RV.
Behind her, the Zapheads were gaining ground, maybe fifty feet to close the distance. She made it to the door and tugged on the handle, but it didn’t yield. Jorge realized he and his family might have been in the same position if they’d pursued his plan to camp in it.
The three Zapheads Jorge had seen from the lookout in the compound had been joined by two others. They could have been parishioners of one of the little churches that dotted the mountains, or customers of a barbecue restaurant, or the office staff at Marina’s school. Their clothes were filthy, and three of them were female. The one closest to the RV was a teenaged boy in a sleeveless T-shirt, knees pumping as he moved in for the kill.
The rifle roared and the teenager’s chest blossomed with red spray. He pitched forward and tumbled twice on the pavement and laid still, legs tangled beneath his body, one arm poking upward at an awkward angle.
The other Zapheads froze, looking in the direction of the sudden noise. Jorge wasn’t sure they were visible, but the woman hadn’t hesitated. She hammered on the door of the RV, shrieking in a broken voice. “Let me in! Let me in!”
As the kneeling Franklin leveled the rifle for another shot, the brush parted beside them. A dark face stared out, eyes wide, mouth gaping to reveal yellowing teeth.
“¿Hola?” Jorge said, startled, thinking it was one of Franklin’s friends. Then he remembered that Franklin had no friends.
The woman pushed through the scrub pines and high weeds, moving fast. Franklin, getting ready to fire again, must not have noticed her. She was barely three steps from him. Jorge lifted his machete, hesitating.
What if it’s not one of them?
She spat a rasping hiss, lifting her right arm. Her hand clutched a jagged, mossy stone. Jorge shouted a warning.
Franklin turned, knocking the rifle barrel against her. She was heavy and solid, the metal thwacking off her flank. She swatted the gun away with ease and she lifted the rock again. Its weight caused her arm to tremble.
“Cut her down,’ Franklin said, his voice even.
“I…” Jorge looked at her, wondering if she had kids.
“It’s not human,” Franklin said. “Cut her!”
The rock descended and Franklin raised one forearm to block the blow. Jorge jumped forward and slung the machete at her wrist. The swing was high and the blade skidded off the stone with a metallic ping. One of her fingers popped into the air, streaming blood. She didn’t utter a sound.
She jammed the stone toward Franklin’s head. Franklin rolled away and Jorge gripped the machete handle with both hands and gave a roundhouse swing.
The blade bit into the back of the woman’s neck and the stone flew from her grasp, grazing Franklin’s cheek and thudding off his shoulder. Sickened, Jorge pulled the machete free of her flesh. The wound yawned open, showing white tendons and a chalky stitch of skull bone.
She emitted a red urk and collapsed. Franklin pawed at her, shoving at her round body, and Jorge realized the rifle was under her. He glanced back at the RV.
The woman was climbing a little access ladder on the back of the vehicle, struggling to keep her balance with one arm wrapped around her bundle. The four remaining Zapheads gathered around the RV, swatting at the air below her feet as if confused by the ladder.
“Go get her,” Franklin said, shoving at the dead Zaphead. “She is human. So is the baby.”
Jorge broke into a run, sweat beading his skin. He held the machete before him like Antonio Banderas as Zorro, although he hated Banderas because Rosa had called the actor “muy sexy.” Blood from the blade blew back against his cheek. A high-pitched, electric keening sang in his eardrums.
He leaped over the low stone wall, which was little more than a decorative border. The woman was now atop the RV, sitting and pushing herself backwards with her feet. A Zaphead dressed like a fisherman, right down to the knee-high rubber wading boots, put an experimental hand on the ladder, as if trying to divine its magic.
The nearest Zaphead turned when Jorge reached the shoulder of the road, and Jorge almost dropped his machete. He recognized the woman. She was the cashier at the farm supply store, a buxom, chain-smoking woman who always wore a field-green John Deere jacket. She had no jacket now, nor a shirt, and her breasts swung like sodden melons in the cups of her dirty bra.
Whenever Jorge bought a load of cracked corn, hay, or fertilizer for the Wilcox place, she’d averted her eyes as he filled out the bill of sale, careful to never make contact with the skin of his fingers. Now she had no problem looking at him: her eyes were like electric-blue drill bits boring into his skull.
“¿Señora?” He faltered but kept stumbling forward, hoping she would say something familiar so he wouldn’t have to cut her. Anything would do, even her side-of-the-mouth, “Back yer truck to the dock and the boys’ll load ‘er.”
But all she could do was hiss, and Jorge realized that was the source of his ringing ears. The others were hissing, too, like the chirrup of crickets in an endless night. But still, Jorge couldn’t strike her. She was a racist, one who almost certainly wished his kind would never cross the border, but she was a human being.
Wasn’t she?
But before he could decide, the top of her head exploded in a thunderclap of gunfire. Her head flew back, her breasts wobbled, and her knees folded as she collapsed on the pavement.
“Move, you jackass!” Franklin hollered. “They’re Zapheads, for Christ’s sake.”
The other Zapheads turned in his direction, although the fisherman had finally figured out how to lift his leg and place it on the bottom rung.
Four to go.
But Jorge realized he didn’t have to kill them. They weren’t acting aggressively, not like the ones back at the Wilcox place. Instead, they were eyeing him with wary interest, much like they had the ladder: as if he was something new and beyond their understanding. He didn’t want to risk it, though, so he chopped low and nicked a hefty wedge out of the calf of a young man in shorts and sandals. The man collapsed, the hiss from the back of his throat rising in pitch and volume.
Pain. So they feel it, despite what Franklin says.
The fisherman had scaled a few more rungs, but the two remaining Zapheads backed away, their eyes glittering like wet diamonds.
“Don’t shoot!” Jorge shouted at Franklin, partly because he wasn’t sure they were a danger and partly because he didn’t fully trust the old man’s aim.
The fisherman continued his climb, moving faster as he figured out the rungs. He was nearly to the top of the RV, where the woman sat in the middle of the roof, hunched as if protecting her baby.
“Hold on,” Jorge said to her, but she didn’t respond. Jorge ran to the rear of the RV and began climbing after him. Jorge gave one machete chop at the man’s rubber heel, but it lifted free just before the blade careened off metal.
The fisherman stood in his tan vest, head lifted as if sniffing the breeze. He put one hand on a small satellite dish to steady himself, then wriggled it back and forth. The steel bar holding the dish gave a grating squeak and tore free. The man lifted the dish like a weapon and turned to face Jorge, who was still three rungs down the ladder.
A shot rang out, whining over Jorge’s head. The Zaphead lifted the dish and Jorge thought about dropping to the ground. But he didn’t think he could climb it again before the mutated fisherman killed the woman and her baby.
Instead, Jorge launched himself forward and rolled. The fisherman paused, the dish still held high, as if he also hesitated to kill. Jorge swung out one of his workman’s boots into the man’s kneecap. The leg folded but didn’t collapse.
The Zaphead hissed in pain, or perhaps rage, and swatted the dish downward as if Jorge were an oversize fly. Jorge raised his machete—just like Banderas would, he thought—and blocked the blow, although the impact drove the back edge of the blade precariously near his face.
On his back, Jorge raised both legs and drove the bottoms of his boots into the Zaphead’s stomach. A chuff of air was driven from the man’s abdomen as the kick lifted him off the RV’s roof and sent him, arms flailing, over the edge. The body struck pavement below with a soggy splat, while the dish clattered a few feet down the road.
Jorge didn’t bother to check the damage. Instead, he went to the young woman, whose face contorted between expressions of fear and gratitude. A tear ran down one grimy cheek. Up close, she looked even younger, maybe seventeen.
This could be Marina in a few years, he thought, even though this woman had reddish-gold hair instead of Marina’s dark Latina features.
“Come,” he said, holding out one hand. “We have a safe place.”
She stared at the gore-clotted machete blade. Jorge looked down at it and wiped it on the leg of his pants. “Only when necessary,” he said.
“Get and come on,” Franklin shouted from the bushes. “Else, I’m going to have to start killing these others.”
Jorge looked down the road. Two more Zapheads had emerged from the forest, although they didn’t move with any sort of speed or menace. Jorge was struck yet again with the notion that they appeared more curious than anything, as if they’d been dropped into an unwelcoming world without a road map.
That, I can understand, mis amigos.
“Come,” Jorge said, more gently this time. “My wife will help care for your child.”
She relaxed a little and peeled back a fold of her bundle. Jorge saw just the tiniest stretch of pink skin before she closed it again and tried to stand. She nearly lost her balance, and Jorge steadied her. The two Zapheads at the rear of the RV had backed away another 10 feet, staring up as if watching a scene on the stage of some theater of the absurd.
“Don’t shoot,” Jorge shouted at Franklin, who now stood by the stone fence, the rifled aimed at the nearest Zaphead. “I don’t think they will hurt us.”
“Then what was Captain Ahab up there doing? Playing badminton?”
“They’re confused.”
“Well, hell, they ain’t the only one.”
Jorge went down the ladder first, offering to carry the baby, but the woman violently shook her head. So Jorge climbed down and stood guard while she made a cautious, awkward descent.
“Go,” Jorge said to the Zapheads, motioning with his machete. “Salir.”
They merely stood with their intensely glittering gazes, although the two new Zapheads kept approaching. When the young mother reached the pavement, Jorge guided her toward Franklin and the trail back to the compound.
“Took you long enough,” Franklin said.
“That is how we do it south of the border, old man,” Jorge said.
“Well, don’t be taking no siestas until we make sure these things don’t follow us, sí?”
It wasn’t until they were halfway up the mountain that Jorge felt his stomach unclench, and he knelt and vomited in the leaves while Franklin stood sentinel.
He didn’t feel very much like Antonio Banderas now.
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
“Sure could use a GPS,” DeVontay said.
He squinted up at the sun, which was sinking toward the western horizon. They had left the little town behind, although its smoke still stained the air. Beyond it, the higher columns of diffuse gray marked the progress of Charlotte into the atmosphere. The clouds were like clumps of dirty wool riding high, uncertain currents.
Rachel sat in the shade of a sycamore, studying the street behind them. The images of the bodies strewn across the courthouse lawn still haunted her. Everywhere she looked, she hallucinated corpses into the shadows and crevices, arranged in horribly artful arrays.
Keep it together, Ray Ray. Stephen needs you.
The boy had grown more animated with every mile they’d walked. Leaving his doll with the dead girl had served to purge some of his melancholy. Rachel wondered if his current ease was even more worrisome than his near-catatonia. But there was no psychological handbook for diagnosing the emotional conditions of After. This was all new ground.
“That way,” Rachel said, pointing vaguely northwest. They had entered a rural area and houses were fewer and farther between, so they were less likely to encounter Zapheads. They’d been following a gravel road for the last five miles or so, encountering only a few abandoned vehicles. Rachel didn’t want to think about the bodies that might have been in them and whether they’d been removed and used as art.
“You sure?” DeVontay studied the ragged map in his hands. “I-77 runs north, and it’s back over that way.”
“We don’t want to follow the interstate,” Rachel said. “We need to stay away from population centers.”
“Where we will find food?”
“House to house,” Rachel said.
“Where will we sleep?”
“House to house.”
Stephen, who was digging in the ground with a stick, looked up. “Does that mean we can have any house we want?”
“Sure,” she said. “Our pick of the neighborhood. As long as no one is living there, I don’t think they’d mind if we used it.”
“I want a house with a swimming pool.” He swung his stick at a moth that was fluttering in a wobbly pattern around him.
“Don’t kill it,” she said. 
“Why not?” he said with a pout, although he lowered his stick.
“Because life is sacred.”
“Then how come everybody’s dead?”
Rachel wanted to give an automatic answer, but all the options felt hollow: Because God willed it so? Because the universe is a powerful bitch? Because they were not worthy?
Instead, she settled on the lame response that made her feel painfully like an adult. “Because.”
DeVontay headed up the road, wiping the dust from his forehead with a kerchief, and then wrapping it around his head like Jimi Hendrix. “I bet that house up there has a pool,” he said. “Or maybe a fish pond.”
The two-story white farmhouse had a tin roof that glinted in the dying sun. The yard was fenced, and the surrounding property was broken into several pastures. A tractor was parked outside a red barn, and two spotted Jersey cows picked at the grass, ignoring them. The surrounding land sloped up to forest. A dusty Ford pickup sat in the driveway near the porch. Rachel could see a rifle in a rack through the rear window.
“I wanna fish!” Stephen said, running to catch up with DeVontay. Rachel shouldered her pack and followed them. The house offered good visibility and looked pretty secure, assuming a family of Zapheads wasn’t gathered around the kitchen table…
“Hello?” DeVontay called, cupping his hands. Only the wind answered.
DeVontay was checking out the truck by the time Rachel caught up. “Empty,” he said, although he gave Rachel a look that suggested it wasn’t.
“Stephen, come look at this,” Rachel said. She went to the apple tree in the side yard and pulled a branch low so Stephen could pluck a few of the ruby-red Macintosh apples. When she looked back, DeVontay was rummaging in the truck, emerging with the rifle in his hands before slamming the door shut.
“I’m checking out the house,” he said. “Wait there until I get back.”
Rachel led Stephen to the little garden that had been overtaken by weeds. The tomatoes were mostly rotten and the cucumbers had yellowed, but the mustard and collard greens were dark and healthy-looking. “Help me pick some,” she said, kneeling in the dirt. She stuck a turnip green in her mouth and chewed, savoring its vibrant bitterness.
“Gross,” Stephen said.
“You want to be strong like Spiderman, don’t you?”
“Your teeth are green.” The boy glanced at the barn. “What’s in there?”
“Hay,” she said. “Now, let’s pick. It will be good to have some fresh vitamins after all that canned food.”
“Hay tastes better than this,” he said, heading for the barn.
“Don’t go in there alone,” she said, lifting the lower front of her shirt to form a sack for the greens. She collected fistfuls of greens, waiting for Stephen to return. She was so intent on her harvest that she didn’t realize for a moment that he’d kept going.
He was almost to the barn. “Stephen!” she called.
The boy stood at the barn’s heavy wooden entrance, which was suspended by metal wheels on a steel track. The door opening was about two feet wide, and thick darkness waited beyond it. Rachel couldn’t imagine the boy would go in there, not after all the horrors he’d endured.
The boy took one look back, but he didn’t seem to notice Rachel. He cocked his head as if hearing distant music, and then slipped inside the barn. Rachel dropped the greens and hurried after him, the weariness and tension of the past days hitting her in a wave and weakening her legs. A blister on her big toe screamed in red electricity, but she pushed herself, thinking of her sister.
She called him again. The word was like a thunderclap in the quiet pastoral setting, birds falling silent in the nearby forest. She reached the door and the dark air inside was almost a solid thing, rich with the dust of hay and manure, and obsidian block framed by rough wooden planks and chicken wire. Rachel didn’t want to touch that miserable darkness, much less enter it, but Stephen was inside.
She’d promised to take care of him.
She stepped inside, calling his name, listening to the ticking of the hot tin roof. She derided herself for growing overconfident. She should have taken the pistol from DeVontay after he’d found the rifle. But the peace of the farm valley had lulled her into a false complacency, allowing her to forget that this was After and the rules had changed with one massive belch of the sun.
Stumbling in the darkness, Rachel fought an urge to wait for DeVontay. She was pretty sure no Zapheads were lurking in the barn, or they would have reacted to her voice. Still, the deep shadows carried the weight of menace, like the held breath of a stalker. Something wasn’t right here.
As her eyes adjusted to the shafts of light leaking through the cracks and windows, she was able to make out support posts and stalls, with tufts of yellow hay littering the dirt floor. On the center beam, three shapes dangled from ropes like old sacks of feed. Stephen stood silently, peering up at them.
“Oh my Lord,” Rachel said, limping to the boy’s side. She tried to pull him away, then cover his eyes, but he wriggled free.
“What happened?” Stephen asked.
The bodies were of a man and two young boys, obviously brothers. Their black tongues protruded from their gaping mouths and their eyes bulged. Although flies swarmed around them, they apparently had been dead no more than a day or two.
“This isn’t good, Stephen.”
“Did they kill themselves?” Stephen’s voice was cold and vacant again, as if his post-traumatic autism had seized control.
Rachel thought it was likely the man hanged his own children before killing himself. It didn’t look like the work of Zapheads. But she didn’t know which answer would give Stephen the most comfort. Perhaps there was no comfort to be found in death.
Perhaps.
Or maybe the man had taken stock of After and made a decision based on love and mercy. Despite the resources of the farm, the man may have seen no future that didn’t end in a violent death. Maybe this was the man’s way of protecting his family from Zapheads, killing his wife in the truck and then ushering his offspring to an eternal peace instead of facing another day of living hell.
Perhaps this had been the ultimate act of faith.
“I don’t know what happened,” Rachel said, and in this, at least she avoided a lie.
“I want my mother,” Stephen said.
Rachel hugged him. “I know you do, honey.”
“And my dolly.”
“I know. Why don’t we go into the farmhouse? I’ll bet these boys had some toys, and I bet they wouldn’t mind if you played with them.”
“They’re dead,” he said. He sneezed from the dust, then sniffled.
Rachel’s eyes were hot with tears, but she wouldn’t allow herself to sob. “Let’s go, honey.”
This time, Stephen allowed himself to be led from the corrupt air of the barn and back into the sunshine. Rachel glanced up at the high, uncertain clouds.
How could you do this, God? What possible plan do You have for all this?
But she couldn’t trust her own faith at the moment, because she was afraid it was slipping away. The one certainty of her life, the power that had given her comfort amid all the sorrow and hardship and added joy to every pleasure, was now as ephemeral as the distant smoke. And without it, who was she?
DeVontay was waiting on the porch when they reached the house, the rifle angled over one shoulder. “All clear,” he said, almost giddy with relief. “Even some canned food and a gas stove, so we can have us a home-cooked meal.”
Then he noticed their faces and glanced around warily. “What’s up?”
Rachel gave a wave back toward the barn. “We can stay in their house. They don’t need it anymore.”
“Oh. Well, come on in and let’s eat.” He held the door open for them, and Rachel could read the question in his eyes: Was it Zapheads?
“I think we’re safe here,” Rachel said. Despite her subdued anxiety, she found herself eager to escape in exploring the kitchen. “Why don’t you find a place for Stephen while I cook some dinner?”
She couldn’t shake the image of the limp, hanging bodies from her mind, nor the widening gap in the center of her abandoned heart.
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
“Saw you running down the street and figured you’d lead me to your buddies,” Arnoff said.
“What buddies?” Campbell didn’t like the way Arnoff had his semiautomatic rifle cocked on his hip, a macho posture that would have been cartoonish under other circumstances.
“Your Army buddies.”
“Wouldn’t mess with ‘em,” Pete said, pouring himself another drink without offering Arnoff one.
“I don’t want to mess,” Arnoff said. “I want to join up. Enlist in Team Human.”
“I get the impression they’re not looking for recruits,” Campbell said. He glanced at the tavern door, hoping Arnoff had cleared the street before following him inside. If the Zapheads were gathering into groups, even a semiautomatic might not be enough.
“Their commander will listen to reason,” Arnoff said. “Donnie and the professor can shoot a little, and Pam…hell, she can cook or something, or keep the men happy. Safety in numbers.”
“I’m telling you,” Pete said, his drunkenness taking a belligerent turn. “He’s stars and stripes forever. And he doesn’t need numbers like us.”
Arnoff glanced around the dim room as if noticing the corpses for the first time. “What do you know about it?”
Campbell moved away from the bar, expecting Arnoff to stop him, but the man was more interested in what Pete had to say. Pete muttered something incoherent, but Campbell made out a personal invitation for Arnoff to commit a depraved and self-inflicted sexual act.
He glanced through a grimy window, at the silent cars and still bodies, at a baby carriage tipped on its side near a fire hydrant. A pigeon with a broken wing skipped along the sidewalk, the only sign of life.
“You were with them,” Arnoff said. “They grabbed you on the highway.”
“They wanted me for Zaphead bait,” Pete answered. “Just like you did.”
“We all have a part in the plan,” Arnoff said. “Some parts are bigger than others.”
“What’s your plan, then?” Campbell asked. “Assuming The Captain lets you join the A-Team? You’re going to start a genocide sweep? Gun down all the Zapheads? And kill anybody else that’s not your type while you’re at it?”
“Hold on with the Commie talk. This is about survival of the human race. Survival of the fittest. I don’t know what them things are, or why they want to bash our brains in, but I don’t need the professor to know when something needs killing.”
“They’re changing,” Campbell said, trying to formulate ideas he’d only just begun considering. “I don’t think they’re attacking us…us normal people…just because they want us out of the way. I think they’re as scared and confused as we are.”
“To hell with your Commie talk.” Arnoff waved his arm at the dead bodies, the gray, dreary bar that once had teemed with music and laughter and the communal clink of glass. “They’re a danger to not just our life, but to our way of life. If we want all this back, we’ve got to win today. Then we can fight for tomorrow.”
“I’m done fighting,” Pete said. “I’m ready to drink instead. But you’d be happy with The Captain and his happy little troop. They’re heading for a base up north.”
“A base?”
Pete took a sip from his glass, enjoying Arnoff’s anxiety. “Yeah. Said there was a secret military base up there, underground, total doomsday prep. Built for nuclear war, he said, but outfitted for pretty much anything. And I guess the Big Zap counts as ‘anything.’”
“How far north?”
“Off to see the wizard,” Pete said, voice slurring. Even for someone with Pete’s tolerance levels, the prodigious amounts of whiskey were taking their toll. “Wonderful Wizard of Ozzzzz.”
Arnoff swung the barrel of his rifle forward and shattered Pete’s bottle. The strong, sweet odor of the whiskey briefly overwhelmed the fermenting of the dead.
Pete snarled and reached from behind the bar to swipe at Arnoff. “You goddamned animal.”
“How far north?” Arnoff repeated. Even in the bad light, his eyes and teeth gleamed with a fierce menace that briefly sobered Pete.
Pete gave a weak wave of surrender and disgust. “To the Blue Ridge Parkway.”
“I need more than that. The parkway’s nearly five hundred miles long.”
“Milepost 291, he called it. Don’t know what that means.”
“You better not be shitting me, or I’ll track you down and leave you hanging on a lamppost so the Zappers can eat your liver.”
Pete snorted in disgust and reached for another bottle in the row behind him. Campbell watched the tableau in the dusty bar mirror and was startled by the person standing to the left of Arnoff. Campbell tilted his head to the side to be sure the reflection belonged to him. Gaunt and stubbled cheeks, windswept hanks of greasy hair, deep purple wedges under each eye.
I don’t know about zombies, but we’re becoming the living dead.
Arnoff rested his rifle against a bar stool and fished a map and flashlight from his pocket. He wiped away the pool of liquor with one elbow, and then spread the map on the pitted wooden surface. Campbell couldn’t help bending over and looking when Arnoff switched on the light.
“What town is that near?” Arnoff asked Pete.
“Who do I look like, Ranger Rick? I heard him mention ‘Boone.’”
Arnoff ran a stubby forefinger along the map of North Carolina, outward from the red circles he’d drawn to mark their current location and his route since leaving Charlotte. “About a hundred miles. Should be able to get there in a week to ten days of hard walking.”
Pete laughed again. He no longer bothered with a glass, sipping straight from the bottle of Knob Creek and wincing at the taste. Campbell studied the map, noting the small towns that dotted the highway to Boone. Arnoff scowled at him and folded the map with crisp efficiency.
Taking up his rifle, he headed for the door. “You guys coming, or you going to wait here for the Zappers?”
Campbell shouldered his pack and followed. Pete, however, didn’t move from his position behind the bar. He stared past them as if lost in a Happy Hour from long ago, where the beer flowed and the Stones kicked from the speakers and the neon lights winked their green and red seductions.
“Come on, Pete,” Campbell said, waiting at the door. Arnoff, after making sure the street was clear, headed across.
“You’re getting to be as much of a bossy asshole as Arnoff,” Pete said, although he came around the bar, nearly tripping on a dead biker whose leather vest was splotched with the excrescence of death.
Arnoff was already down the block, about to turn the corner. Campbell was afraid the man would leave them behind. And as bad as the Arnoff option was, Campbell imagined it would be far worse to spend another night alone in a church steeple. He dodged between vehicles, ducking low in case any Zapheads were around.
When Campbell reached the corner, Arnoff was barely in sight. The man had forgotten all about them.
Campbell turned and motioned for Pete to hurry. Pete had just exited the bar and squinted against the glare of sunset. He dragged his backpack with one hand, and the other gripped a quart bottle of liquor by the neck. As he staggered forward, slumped and skulking and jerky, Campbell fought a wave of irritation.
What a loser. He looks just like a Zaphead, the way he’s—
The distant volley echoed off the canyons of the building facades. Pete’s head lifted, mouth open in shock. The sudden blossom of crimson on his shirt spread across his chest. Then his legs folded and he dropped, the liquor bottle smashing on the sidewalk.
Campbell ran toward him, keeping low. “Hold your fire!” he screamed, not sure it would do any good.
The soldiers clearly didn’t care. Anyone not in uniform was a target. The Captain’s words came back to him: “We’re the government. You’re either with us or against us.”
Campbell expected the next bullet to pierce his own flesh, and he almost welcomed it. But all was silent as he knelt in the dead town beside Pete, whose blood mixed with the tequila in a sick and final concoction. Campbell knelt, muttering to his dead friend, as dusk fell around him.
It was After.
And he was alone.
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
Jorge helped Franklin barricade the compound after their return. The sun was sinking, sending long fingers of shadows across the leaves and grass. The surrounding mountains were striated in bands of black and reddish brown, the thick haze wreathing the horizon. The first flickers of aurora borealis were visible in the far northern sky, lime green and magenta tufts hanging like a shaman’s psychedelic vision.
“Think they will come for us?” Jorge asked Franklin.
“Hard to figure. They weren’t acting right.”
“They weren’t attacking. But they were attracted to the woman.”
“Maybe they wanted her baby.”
Jorge thought of Marina and what he would do if Zapheads took her. The near-hysterical woman was inside, being comforted by Rosa. Her baby was safe, and Jorge vowed to help Franklin defend the compound to the death. This was their homeland now.
Franklin ran a hoe handle through a metal spool of barbed wire as Jorge slipped on a pair of thick leather gloves. He climbed a short ladder and pulled a strand of the wire across the top of the wooden gate as Franklin clipped the wire with cutters. He wound it among the planks in big, loose loops so that anyone who tried to climb the gate would become entangled in the barbs.
Franklin had placed a series of spotlights in the trees on the perimeter of the compound. He’d told Jorge they wouldn’t burn long off the battery system due to their high wattage, but the light was an additional security measure if they needed it.
“You were prepared for defense, not just survival?” Jorge asked as they gathered the tools.
“A lot more going on up here than just me,” Franklin said as they headed for the faint reddish glow from inside the cabin. 
Jorge found himself looking forward to sitting around the cozy, candlelit interior with more people to care for. He’d agreed to take the first watch tonight, even though Franklin had declared his alarm systems up to the task. “What do you mean?”
“The parkway. That’s one hell of a road. Government pitched it as a scenic route for the tourists, but it was built to hold up to heavy truck traffic. Real heavy traffic.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I’m not the only one who thought this was a good place to hole up. Some in the Preparedness Network believed there’s a secret military bunker up here. Makes sense. You’ve got a road built to withstand aerial bombing in an area with no real industrial value.”
“Is that why you brought me and my family to your compound, and why you’re willing to bring others?”
Franklin stopped just outside the cabin. From inside came the low murmur of women talking.
“A real survivalist knows it’s not just about surviving,” Franklin said, squinting up at the aurora that was almost bright enough to read a book by, if not for the muting effects of the haze. “It’s about living. Just having food, supplies, and ammunition won’t do you any good in the long run, because what kind of life is that? You hide in a bunker for twenty years, all alone?”
Jorge hadn’t considered survival as anything beyond the next breath. Each day since the solar storms had been a challenge, but he had to admit that he felt more vibrant and his senses –all his senses—were keener and more vivid than they had been since childhood. Perhaps the prospect of losing the world had imbued it with a deeper mystery and richness.
“It’s about community,” Franklin continued. “Getting along and building something better from the ruins.”
“You said others would be coming.”
“I hope so, son.”
Jorge didn’t know how to respond to the term of familiarity. Thus, he ignored it. “We better see how the woman and her baby are.”
Franklin set the tools beside the cabin door, although he kept his rifle slung over his shoulder. They entered to cheerful warmth, with a small fire crackling in the woodstove and several candles ringing the room. Jorge smiled at Marina. She seemed to have grown up in the past week, fully healthy, and now was on the verge of womanhood herself. But Marina didn’t smile back. Her face was grave, lines creasing her forehead and the sides of her mouth.
She and Rosa were flanking the woman, who was nursing her baby.
The woman looked up. “Thank you,” she said, beaming with a mother’s wistful glow. “Thank you for saving us. For saving him.”
She pulled the child away from her breast and turned it toward them. Franklin sucked in a hard chuff of air. Jorge’s chest grew icy and numb.
The child was perfectly formed, its little hands balled into fists, a tuft of wispy hair on the large skull. It was a beautiful little boy.
Except the eyes.
They sparkled with a strange, unnatural glitter, reflecting the candlelight like broken mirrors.
Jorge had seen those eyes before. On the men who had tried to kill him, and on the parkway down by the RV.
The child was a Zaphead.
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
Stephen coughed again, sending a trickle of unease through Rachel. What if the boy got sick? Really sick?
DeVontay had dragged a couple of extra mattresses into a top-floor bedroom that had belonged to one of the dead boys. Then he’d gone outside to look for a shovel, saying he wanted to give the family a proper burial in exchange for their hospitality. Stephen didn’t fall for it, and Rachel wondered if DeVontay would simply stack the bodies in one of the barn stalls like so much cordwood.
Stephen was bundled under blankets in the dead boy’s bed, staring at the ceiling. Rachel had found an oil lamp, and its soft, bobbing glow send spooky shadows along the ceiling.
“Will the boy’s ghost come back?” Stephen asked. “Will he be mad that I played with his train set?”
Rachel brushed Stephen’s uneven bangs from his forehead, casually testing his temperature. “Of course not. He’s up in heaven, playing with brand-new toys.”
“Is his family there?”
“I’m sure they are, honey.”
“Does he have a doggie?”
“It wouldn’t be heaven without a dog, would it?” Rachel glanced at the window and the darkness that settled over the forest. DeVontay had left the pistol with her and promised tomorrow they would take some target practice with the rifle.
They’d silently agreed they would stay at the farmhouse for the time being. Rachel was excited about the prospects of the garden and the meals she could prepare, and DeVontay said the place could be easily defended if necessary. “Good lines of sight,” he’d said, as if that didn’t mean having plenty of time to shoot anyone who tried to approach.
“I miss Mommy,” Stephen said, staring at the shadows that flickered and danced on the white ceiling. “I hope she’s in heaven, too.”
“It wouldn’t be heaven without a mommy, either,” Rachel said. She smiled. Stephen coughed again, and something in his chest rattled.
Just the barn dust.
“Tomorrow, we’ll gather some apples,” she said. “And maybe play in the creek. I saw a little boat in the closet. Think that will be fun?”
Stephen nodded and coughed again.
Rachel thought of the three bodies hanging in the barn. She wondered if the farmer had hung his pigs there, skinned and salted for curing.
How long had After preyed on the farmer’s mind? How many times did he tell his children everything would be okay? How hard had it been to shoot his wife after she’d changed?
Stephen coughed again, twice.
What courage it must have taken. The farmer must have truly believed a better life, a better world, awaited them. Faith into action, love into purpose.
She rummaged in her backpack and found it. “How are you feeling now, Stephen?”
He rubbed his eyes. “Sleepy. And tired.”
She was tired, too.
She would tell him to think of his mother, waiting for him. Or would that scare him? What if he pictured his mother the way she’d been in the hotel, lying on the bed with the flies roiling around her mouth? What if that stench carried with him to the next After?
She recalled the pharmacist’s instructions. First, the antiemetic to prevent him from throwing up. And then, the Nembutal.
A glass of clean, filtered water from the creek sat on the desk beside the bed. Given his small size, three pills would probably be enough.
She bowed her head and closed her eyes. Dear Lord, is this merciful?
For the first time in her life, she felt the question was issuing forth into the deep vacuum of endless, empty space. A phone call with nothing on the other end of the line.
She had never been so frightened.
“Here, honey, I have something to make that cough go away,” she said, somehow managing to keep the tremor out of her voice, although her fingers shook as she twisted open the pill bottle.
“Where’s DeVontay?” he asked.
“He’ll be here in a minute. Take this, honey.”
She gave him the antiemetic, which he swallowed with a grimace. “Yuck. That’s gross.”
“Drink this.” She handed him the glass of water and he drank. 
She was about to give him three of the pills when she looked into his face, hoping to see some sign of peace and acceptance. Instead, she saw Chelsea’s funeral face, the pale and powdered baby-doll skin with eyes forever closed.
She tightened her fist around the pills and then flung them toward the corner of the bedroom, where they rolled across the hardwood floor.
“You’re right,” she said. “Medicine’s yucky.”
Downstairs, the door slammed, and DeVontay called up the stairs.
“How long do I get to sleep in the boy’s bed?” Stephen asked, drowsy now.
“For a few days,” she said. “Then we’re heading to the mountains where it’s safe.”
“I thought we were going to Mi’sippi.”
“We’ll get there,” she said. “We’ve still got a long way to go.”
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Part One—Exodus
 
Chapter 1
 
 
White Mist, New Mexico
Population: 1
 
SURROUNDED BY WHIPPING SAND AND dust, the brown sign stood resilient at the town’s perimeter. Sam Cook could still make out the faded sticker that had been placed over the single numeric digit on its face, even though it had been a few years. That was how the DOT amended things these days. If a change were small enough, a patch would suffice to update the information.
He could’ve requested a new sign—hell, he was now the only resident of the town. But the thin border around the number reminded him of the sign’s previous digit. It was one he did not want to forget.
He imagined a byline that should have been placed underneath:
White Mist, New Mexico
Former Population: 3.
Sam had only lived in town with his wife and daughter for two years before the tragedy had occurred. Together, they’d rebuilt the historic log cabin store, turning it into a small-scale tourist attraction. Purchasing the town had been a lifelong dream, and they’d poured all their efforts into it.
Because the White Mist store contained a post office, it qualified for its own zip code. Several families had once resided there, but they’d long since relocated. The previous owners were an elderly couple from Iowa. They’d decided to sell the property when the upkeep became too much to handle.
Sam’s family had spent long hours renovating the property, and he was proud of what they had accomplished. He liked to think that after a few short years, the White Mist Trading Post had become not only a pit stop for gas and beverages, but a piece of history and a symbol of the American West.
A bit of a stretch, perhaps. But now the store was all he had.
The shelves were adorned with a variety of commemorative merchandise: White Mist shirts, mugs, key chains, and hats. It didn’t cost much to produce them, and they helped tremendously in keeping the place afloat, and in keeping his family clothed and fed.
Of course, now there was only one mouth to feed.
At the moment, the store was empty. Sam wiped a trickle of sweat from his brow and paused. In front of him was a half-empty shelf of dried noodles. On the floor was the box of replenishments. He needed a break.
He moved towards the screen door at the entrance, listening to the floor squeak underneath him. The door seemed ready to expire; it creaked on its hinges, begging for relief. The place needed work. He tried his best to keep it up, but there was only so much he could do alone.
He surveyed the empty parking lot in front of him. Beyond it was an equally deserted portion of I-40. The southwestern desert stretched endlessly for miles, composed of scorching, earthy landscape, with occasional patches of green that helped offset the brown scenery. In the distance, a few mountains rose skyward.
On the horizon, he saw what looked like a tractor-trailer barreling down the interstate. The setting sun glinted off its hood, capturing the last glimmers of daylight in its grill. Overhead, a lone hawk circled, probably already watching its unsuspecting prey.
The truck looked like it was slowing down. Sam used the top of his sleeve to wipe another bead of perspiration from his forehead, unknowingly smearing a line of dirt in a half-circle. He went inside.
He heard the driver pumping the brakes, then the truck tires crunching to a halt. Through the screen windows of the store, he saw the words ‘All-American Beef’ emblazoned on the side. The driver’s window was rolled all the way up, and Sam was unable to see through the tinted glass.
A sudden fear coursed through his body, making him shiver slightly.
“What the hell?” he muttered to himself. “It’s gotta be like ninety-eight degrees out.”
Sam had grown accustomed to talking to himself. It felt good to keep a monologue going, especially when no one else was there to judge or listen. In this case, however, the one-sided conversation was an attempt to calm his nerves.
What was he afraid of? Trucks came through White Mist all day long, filling up on diesel gasoline, taking a break from the open road.
But this one seemed different.
Outside, the hawk swooped lazily. It had either lost sight of its target, or it was still toying with it. The truck sat in silence. There was no sign of movement from the driver.
Sam glanced over at the floor, to the box of noodles. For some reason, he felt like he should continue to unpack it—to act as natural as possible. But that would leave him unprepared. For what, he wasn’t sure.
Beneath the cash register, strapped underneath the shelf, he kept a loaded rifle. It had been there so long, he imagined it was covered with a layer of dust—hell, he wasn’t even sure it worked anymore. He mentally traced the steps from where he stood to the cash register.
Six or seven steps. That’s what he’d need to reach the counter. Sam stood at six foot one inches and weighed 180 lbs. He had long strides.
“This is ridiculous.” He forced a smile. “I’m being ridiculous.”
As if in response, the truck door swung open with a groan, and a short man with a baseball cap hopped out into the parking lot. Sam jumped slightly.
“Whew!” the trucker yelled to no one in particular. “It’s damn hot out today!”
Sam breathed a sigh of relief. He considered going out to greet the customer. Instead, he stuck to the noodles.
The trucker bounded through the door with a flurry of conversation. Sam imagined the man had been talking the entire trip, with or without an audience.
“Howdy, sir! I need me a drink. It’s hot as blazes out there!”
“Welcome to White Mist!” Sam welcomed him. “The cooler is to the left. Before you ask, yes—I am the population of one.”
“I kinda figured that!” the guy chuckled. “But I’m sure you get that question all the time.”
“You wouldn’t believe it!”  Sam groaned.  In truth, he liked the casual banter, the harmless jokes. It helped him take his mind off other, more serious things.
The trucker brought his purchase to the register and paid in cash. Sam counted back the change and shut the drawer, watching him leave the store.
He returned to stocking the shelf, lining up the noodles next to each other.
I must be getting jittery in my old age. 
Either that, or maybe the isolation was starting to manifest itself as anxiety. In any case, Sam was looking forward to closing up shop in just a few hours and heading to his trailer home next door.  It had been a long day, and he could use the rest.
He didn’t hear his next customer come through the door until the screen creaked on its hinges and slammed shut.
“Welcome to White Mist,” Sam called out. He smiled, and then decided to add: “The best thing west of Roswell!”
He was greeted by silence. A dark figure had emerged from behind the shelf. The visitor seemed to have floated across the room.
The man had a pale, lifeless expression. His mouth was clamped shut, and his face looked as if it had aged unnaturally, sucking his dark facial hair into the folds of his cheeks. A scar ran sideways across his throat. The skin around it appeared jagged and flaky, as if it had been picked at during the healing process.
His black eyes seemed to pierce through the storeowner.
The figure was not amused.
Sam attempted to stand, tripping
over the now-empty box of noodles beside him.
The man with the scar didn’t move. His eyes flitted wildly around the store, as if someone had scooped them out of his head and had replaced them with two black marbles.
“Can I help you?” Sam attempted. His own voice sounded foreign, as if someone else had spoken the words.
The man’s eyes stopped roaming.  Instead of answering, he moved towards Sam, his hands raised in what appeared to be attack mode.
Sam wasn’t sure of what the man’s intentions were, but he wasn’t going to wait around to find out.
Six or seven steps. That’s what I need to reach the rifle.
Sam ran. Before he knew it, he’d travelled half the distance to the counter, and he dove to the floor and tore at the underside of the shelf, removing the rifle from its perch. He could feel his pulse thudding in his ears, his heart pounding in his chest.
A loud crash rang out from behind him, but Sam stayed low, remaining on the ground until the noise had subsided.  
When it was quiet, Sam rose to his haunches and leveled the rifle over the counter, aiming at where his attacker had been.
Only the man was gone.
Two of the store’s shelves had toppled completely over, spilling their contents onto the floor, and several cans and containers spun where they had landed.
The man with the scar was not among the debris.
“Jesus.” Sam felt the air escape his lungs.
Was he imagining things?  Losing his mind?  
Either Sam was going insane—dreaming up the horrific figure and the ensuing chase—or somewhere his unknown assailant was plotting his next move.
Although a part of him preferred insanity, he was cautious enough to believe what his eyes had told him. There had definitely been another customer in the store—there had to have been. Sam pictured the man now lurking in one of the store’s corners, black eyes darting wildly around the store, and shuddered.  The rifle shook in his hands.
“Hey mister!” A somewhat familiar voice rang from outside. “You all right?”
Sam jumped at the sound.  It took him a second to recognize the jovial tone of the previous customer. The trucker with the baseball hat, he thought. Through the screen of the front door, he could still make out the ‘All-American Beef’ logo in the parking lot. Had the trucker seen the assailant enter the store?
Sam held his breath, resisting the urge to cry out. Although his attacker must surely know where he was, he didn’t want to betray his position. Just in case.
The trucker pressed his nose up to the screen and peered inside. Sam saw a look of concern cross his face as he surveyed the scene.
“You still in there, mister?”
Get out of here! Sam wanted to scream.
The man continued to peer inside. He raised his hand above his eyes to get a better look, tilting his baseball cap upward. Sam watched in slow motion, praying he would leave.
Regardless of what was happening, one thing was clear: they were both in danger.
Before Sam could warn the man, a shadow rose up from the interior of the store, and a fist swung up and shattered the trucker’s nose through the screen. Blood spurted through the meshing, spraying a red mist into the store. The customer flew backwards and landed in the dirt outside, shrieking in pain.
“Holy Jesus!” Sam cried out. His palms were soaking wet now, and his hands slipped across the rifle. He aimed towards the entrance, his hands wobbly, but the shadow moved out of view.
Sam ducked down, scanning the store for signs of activity.
The attacker was here somewhere.  He must be.  He could feel the man’s presence, could sense him watching.  Sam’s eyes roved the store, flitting from wall to wall.  Eventually he focused on a nearby shelf unit.  He heard a scraping noise from behind it, and he stared intently, waiting for a figure to pop into view.  
Without warning, the shelf unit began to slide across the floor toward the counter. It was filled with products, and must have weighed at least a hundred pounds. From behind it, Sam could hear the jagged breathing of the assailant. 
The shelf was being pushed right at him.
Sam pulled the trigger on the rifle, firing off a round.
A can of vegetables exploded from the shelf’s middle, sending pieces of wood throughout the store, but the shelf kept moving and collided with the counter.
Sam ducked, shielding his face from the debris.  Merchandise toppled to the floor, rattling and spinning.  The shrieking outside had stopped. He imagined the man with the baseball cap must have passed out from the pain—or worse.
Silence wove its way through the store once again.
Sam opened his eyes, rose from behind the counter. The screen door was swinging back and forth, broken off of one of its hinges. It looked like the attacker had departed through it.
Once again his assailant was a step ahead of him.
 



 
 
Chapter 2
 
 
KENDALL RAWSON HAD EXACTLY THREE hundred dollars to his name. He patted his front pocket to ensure that the wad of crisp twenty-dollar bills was still there. Even though he had a wallet, he didn’t trust the money to be anywhere but the snug pockets of his jeans. If he could avoid spending it on the trip home, he’d have just enough to cover his half of the rent.
Noah Chambers, his roommate, manned the driver’s seat next to him. Together, they’d driven over six hundred miles in one day. Noah was sitting upright in the seat, occasionally sticking his head out the window to stay alert. He’d insisted on being the designated driver. Noah had rented the vehicle in his name, and the agreement had specified that he would be the sole operator.
Kendall would have rented it himself, but he didn’t have a credit card.
The van swerved to avoid a pothole, and the passenger side mirror shook with it.
Kendall caught a glimpse of himself. He needed a shave. A few days worth of stubble seemed to have sprouted overnight, as if trying to match his shaggy blond hair. His right arm was covered in tattoos from forearm to wrist. In fact, both of his arms were—he’d always had an intense appreciation for art. To him, permanent ink was one of the strongest forms of expression. He took pride in knowing he had designed all of his tattoos himself.
He grinned at himself in the mirror, wondering what he must look like to the average passerby. A few of his teeth on the bottom were sideways, and he had a small gap between his two front incisors, giving him a permanent look of mischievousness. He’d definitely received some guarded looks while on the road.
“I need to wake up!” he yelled out loudly. Noah laughed at him.
In many ways, his friend was his polar opposite. Pale and wire-thin, Noah sported khaki shorts, a purple t-shirt, and straight brown hair that fell evenly down the front of his forehead. A pair of black-framed glasses offset his simple style with a hint of modernity. They hadn’t known each other before becoming roommates, but they’d become fast friends.
The two leaned their heads out the window in tandem, taking in the subtle breeze created by the vehicle. It was six o’clock in the evening, and they were just leaving Albuquerque. The move had taken longer than expected.
Kendall thought back to the ad he had seen online, and shook his head in disgust.
Vegas couple seeking driver for one-way moving trip to Albuquerque NM. Box truck or trailer needed. Good pay, minimal lifting required.
In the initial phone conversation, the couple indicated that they were leaving the bulk of their furniture behind. According to the man, they’d be bringing mostly boxes, suitcases, and a few other odds and ends. When Kendall and Noah had arrived, they’d been informed that all of the furniture would need to be packed.
“We decided to bring it,” the woman said sheepishly. “Sorry.”
The couple had also failed to mention that the apartment in Albuquerque had doorframes that were barely wide enough to fit people, let alone bulky objects. Through some clever maneuvering, Kendall and Noah had finally been able to empty the van and trailer.
Except the couch. The woman had decided against keeping it at the last minute.
“We should probably buy a new one, don’t you think honey?”
Her husband had nodded, probably too tired to argue.
Kendall had agreed to take it back and sell it. That would be their compensation for the added trouble. He still wasn’t convinced it had been a fair trade.
“It’ll be good to get home, at least,” Noah sighed.
“Yeah, that’s for sure. At least it’s a straight shot back to Vegas. Then we’ll have to unload that couch.”
Kendall flipped on the radio and encountered a wall of static. There weren’t many stations out in the desert. He turned the dial for a few minutes; finally he found one that played classic rock.
He put his feet on the dash and rolled his head to the side, staring out the window. They’d left the city limits and the highway was barren. Miles of desert flew by, with little sign of civilization. Eventually, a boarded-up house whizzed by on their right, sectioned off by a wire fence. A few shredded rags had been tied to the wooden posts, perhaps marking something of importance to the previous owners.
“Look at this place.”  Kendall beckoned out the window. “Who the hell would want to live out here?”
Noah laughed, shaking his head.
Kendall held his cell phone
out the window, staring at the faceplate. He raised it into the air, and then lowered it. Nothing. Apparently the cell tower service was as good as the radio reception. For a second, he considered dropping the phone onto the highway and watching it splinter into pieces on the road behind them. Piece of shit.
It’d be good to be back in Vegas, indeed.
“I should call my dad at some point and let him know we’re headed back,” Noah suggested. “You know, whenever you get service again.”
“Yeah, no problem,” Kendall said, placing the device in his pocket. His was the only cell phone between the two of them.
His roommate took a hand off the steering wheel and flexed it in the air.
“You want to take a break soon?” Kendall asked him.
“We’ll stop in a little while. We’ve got a half tank, but I’d like to keep it topped off to save wear and tear on the engine,” his friend explained.
“I’d take over if you’d let me,” Kendall said. He chuckled when Noah pretended not to hear him, and then gave his friend a soft punch on the arm.
The radio turned to static again. Kendall flipped the dial left and right, but found nothing. He cursed under his breath.
“I’m starving,” Noah groaned, rubbing his stomach.
His roommate pulled out a granola bar from a compartment in the dash and opened the wrapper. As he did so, a piece fell from his grasp and onto the floor. He tried to reach it on the way down. The van swerved slightly.
Kendall felt something hit his feet with a thud. A baseball bat had rolled out from underneath the seat.
“What’s this for?” he asked.
“I figured we could play a little ball if we had some downtime,” Noah shrugged.
“Do you even have a ball?”
“Nah, I forgot it at the apartment.”
Kendall laughed and tucked the bat back under the seat. When he sat up, he saw a sign whizz by for the next exit.  He hadn’t caught the name of the town, but it looked like there was a gas station there.
“Why don’t we stop?” he suggested.
Noah put on his turn signal, and the van began to coast toward the ramp. The radio came back on, blaring a tune he didn’t recognize.
 



 
 
Chapter 3
 
 
SAM REACHED UP TOWARDS THE counter, keeping one eye on the entrance. He kept a store phone on a shelf just above the rifle. He felt for the base with his hands and worked his way up to the handset.
The phone was a rotary—an old school model that he had owned for about 30 years. These days, he didn’t need to make too many calls. In fact, it was the only phone he had on the property.
The only phone in all of White Mist, he thought ironically. If the situation had been different, he may have chuckled at the realization.
He placed the phone in his lap and picked up the receiver, balancing the rifle in between his legs.
The line was dead.
He clicked the receiver several times, but encountered the same result. He checked the plug. Everything appeared in order. Either something had come loose during the scuffle, or somewhere the wires had been cut.
He felt the pit in his stomach swell. If the wires had indeed been cut, his situation was far worse than he had initially thought. It meant that the attacker’s motives were completely premeditated, carefully planned. He had probably already surveyed the landscape before making a move, was aware of all avenues of escape.
But why Sam? The storeowner had barely any savings. As far as he knew, he had no enemies to speak of. He barely even had acquaintances. In fact, the gas station and trailer home were the only property he owned, other than his truck.
Sam replaced the phone quickly. His truck.
He pictured the green Ford Ranger behind the trailer home, sitting in its homemade parking spot in the dirt.
He was wasting time. He needed to get out of here and get help.
Sam scrambled to his feet, making a sweep of the store with the rifle. He carefully stepped over the debris around him, intending to make as little noise as possible. The screen door creaked back and forth at the entrance, hanging sideways on one hinge. He hugged the wall next to it, looking for any signs of activity outside.
As far as he could tell, the parking lot was empty, except for the lone tractor-trailer and the body of the trucker. In fact, the area seemed surprisingly undisturbed. To his left, he could see his trailer home. The windows were intact, and the door appeared to be closed.
His truck should have been parked behind the building, out of view. He held out the hope that it, too, was untouched.
The screen door swung inwards at him, blowing with the wind. He gagged at a trickle of blood that ran down the meshing. In just a few minutes, it had created a small puddle in the dirt below.
The trucker with the baseball hat lay just beyond it. He wasn’t moving. His face was obscured with blood, almost unrecognizable from even a few feet away.
Sam drew a breath and stepped sideways through the doorway. The gravel crunched softly underneath his boots. As he approached the fallen man, he resisted the urge to vomit.
The trucker’s throat had been sliced open.
Sam held his hand over
his mouth and sprinted toward the trailer, swallowing back the acidic taste in his throat. He tried to focus on moving forward. He didn’t dare glance behind him.
There was another issue at hand. The rifle he held was a single shot. Having expended the round in the store, he was nearly defenseless.
He had a box of shells inside his bedroom closet, but in order to use them, he’d have to get to them.  Sam cursed himself for not keeping them with the gun. In his three years of store ownership, he’d never felt unsafe in White Mist. In fact, a few times he’d contemplated moving the rifle itself into storage.
He’d read a statistic somewhere about homeowners who had guns in the house. Although he couldn’t recall the figures, the result was that in most cases, the weapons ended up being used on the very people they were supposed to protect.
Now, he swore at himself. Trust had always been his downfall. He’d always trusted that humanity held certain goodness, certain decency; that by treating others fairly, the same fairness would be bestowed upon him. Over the past few years, this notion had done nothing but betray him.
He felt his right pocket. The familiar lump of his keys gave him a quick dose of relief. If he could make it to the truck, he might have a chance at escaping. But he still needed protection.
He needed those shells.
He leapt onto the single step that led into his trailer and tried the door. It was locked. He dug for his keys.
Before opening it, he did a quick survey of the area. The lot was empty.
He unlocked the door and swung it shut behind him, sliding the deadbolt into place. He moved his hand to the light, but quickly retracted it. If he hadn’t been seen, he didn’t want to announce his whereabouts.
He tripped over a box in the entrance—a package he’d received earlier in the day.  The brief thought occurred to him that he might never get to open it. He swallowed hard and continued inside.
Sam had transformed the trailer home into a comfortable abode. Clever partitioning allowed for two separate bedrooms, along with a large living area and kitchen space. His furnishings were simple but adequate: a brown fabric sofa and television stand in the middle of the main room, and a few carefully placed pictures of the New Mexico desert on the wall.
The window blinds were closed. This was normally the best way to keep the heat out. He had an old air conditioner that he used while he slept, but he kept it off during the day to keep down the expense. Both would help him keep his cover.
He made his way to the main bedroom, where an open closet contained the shells he was looking for. He quickly loaded one into the rifle, and stuffed as many as he could carry in his left pocket.
Something wet slid down from his nose. He wiped his sleeve across his face and looked down at it. A splotch of red now stained the arm of his white t-shirt. He must have been injured in the attack. He moved towards the bathroom.
With the adrenaline pumping, he hadn’t felt any pain or indication that he might have been hurt. He needed to be sure that he hadn’t broken his nose or sustained other serious injuries. Luckily, the bathroom contained no windows. He shut the door and flipped on the light.
Sam almost didn’t recognize his reflection. The man looking back at him had a smear of blood beneath his nose. Streaks of dirt lined his forehead, deepening his tan complexion. His light brown hair was matted down with sweat, and his normally soft brown eyes looked frantic. The few wrinkles he had seemed deeper than he remembered, betraying his age. Although only fifty-two, he felt much older at that moment.
Thankfully, he didn’t appear to be seriously hurt. Not yet, at least.
Two women smiled at him from a yellowed newspaper clipping that he had taped to the mirror. The older one had long, dark hair, and green eyes. The younger looked upwards, her face creased in laughter.
Beneath them, a second picture showed an older man with crooked teeth, rabid eyes, and disheveled hair. The man seemed to leer at the camera. He, too, was smiling.
New Mexico Mother & Daughter Killed In Motel Fire; Arsonist Arrested.
The date at the top was one that Sam would never forget.
June 22, 2008. The day his whole life had changed.
It sickened Sam that the three people shared the same spot on the page. He often resisted the urge to tear the man’s face from the clipping, to burn the picture or rip it into tiny fragments and scatter it in the desert. But he would not give the killer that satisfaction. And he never wanted to forget.
Sam flicked off the light and closed the door. Back in the living area, he moved toward one of the back windows and peered through the blinds. His green Ford Ranger was parked in its usual spot. There was no sign that it had been tampered with.
He exhaled and moved towards the front door, stopping at the first set of windows. He would do one last check out front, and then he’d make his exit.
He parted the blinds and jumped slightly at what he saw. The assailant was nowhere in sight. However, a van and trailer now sat quietly at one of the pumps.
 



 
 
Chapter 4
 
 
“DO YOU THINK ANYONE’S HERE? This place looks deserted.” Noah’s brow creased.
“It doesn’t matter to me,” Kendall shrugged. “As long as the pumps are turned on, we’re good to go.”
Kendall surveyed the parking lot. A lone tractor-trailer was parked off to the side, on their left. The faded decal on the side read ‘All-American Beef’. The side of the truck bore a thin layer of New Mexico dirt, providing a nice canvas for a would-be artist. He envisioned a few slogans he could add to its exterior, and smiled slightly at the notion.
“I’ll pump,” he offered, gripping the door handle to open it. He paused suddenly and sucked in a breath.
A figure lay in the dust, just feet away from the store’s entrance. Next to it was a red baseball cap.
“Holy shit!”
“What is it?” Noah peered over his shoulder.
“I’m not sure yet,” he said. “Stay still.”
A slight wind arose from somewhere behind the van, kicking up a cloud of dirt from the parking lot. The brim of the hat lifted slightly, and then collapsed back onto the dirt. Its owner made no attempt to claim it.
Past the body, the screen door to the store hung off one of its hinges, creaking with the breeze. The place was too quiet. Whatever had happened—was happening—had just begun recently.
And now they were in the midst of it.
A flash of movement drew Kendall’s attention. He hadn’t noticed it before, but a small trailer home sat to the right of the store. There were three windows along the front, all of them covered with white blinds.
One of the blinds had just moved.
Noah jumped up from the seat.
“Stop!” he urged, slowly pointing to the blinds. “Someone’s watching us.”
Noah’s eyes grew wide, and he reached over to lock the door. Kendall let him. A feeling of dread crept over him as he watched his companion scramble around to each of the doors, frantically securing them. The van was a base model, and didn’t have the convenience of automated locks.
Even with the doors secured, he didn’t feel safe.
He kept his eyes glued on the blinds, but no further movement occurred. His instincts told him they should leave right away. Hit the gas, peel out, and keep driving until they reached the most densely populated area they could find.
But the figure on the ground needed their help.
“Hand me the baseball bat, Noah.”
His companion shook his head in disbelief. “Are you crazy, man? You’re gonna go out there?”
Kendall reached past him and slid the bat out from beneath the seat. Then he unlocked the door beside him and got out.
 



 
 
Chapter 5
 
 
SAM QUICKLY DROPPED THE BLINDS, realizing someone in the van had sensed his presence. Using his index finger, he lifted the bottom corner of the blinds slightly and bent down to avoid being seen.
The van appeared to be an older model Ford, towing what looked like an 8x12 trailer behind it. A few stickers adorned the back window. Although he couldn’t make out the license plate, he guessed by the colors that its occupants weren’t New Mexico natives.
A few shadows moved inside—probably someone trying to get a better view of him. He clutched the rifle. There was more than one of them.
Fending off his sole attacker had proved to be a difficult task, but the prospect of fighting several more seemed daunting at best. Especially with a single-shot rifle. Regardless, he had been spotted. He needed to act.
Sam tugged at his sleeve and closed his eyes. He pictured his wife and daughter struggling to survive in their last moments. A part of him felt like giving up; felt like running out and meeting his fate so that he could join them.
But then his thoughts turned to the wild-eyed man in the photo next to them—the arsonist who had killed them. He felt his fear harden into anger. There was nothing he could have done to prevent the fire, but there was something he could do now. He would not let these people win. Whether it was six foes or one.
He had just started to let go of the blinds when the passenger door of the van swung open. A kid carrying a bat leapt out, surveying the area. He scanned back and forth from the trailer home to the dead trucker.
He looked afraid.
The kid appeared to be in his mid-twenties. He was dressed in black jeans and sneakers and a black and white t-shirt, and had scruffy blond hair. His arms were covered in tattoos, which gave him a subtle layer of fierceness.
However, the look in his eyes reminded Sam of the look he had given himself in the mirror just a few minutes earlier.
Were these just customers who had happened to stop for gas?
If so, they had some of the worst luck imaginable. Sam watched the kid inch along the pumps and toward the dead man in the dirt. If they were innocent bystanders, he needed to warn them.
Sam dropped the blinds and opened the trailer door into the parking lot. As he did so, another more sinister figure revealed itself.
 



 
 
Chapter 6
 
 
“HEY KID! GET BACK IN the van!” a voice cried out from Kendall’s right.
Kendall turned in time to see a man with a rifle coming in his direction. Behind him, the trailer door stood open.
The man from behind the blinds.
Kendall didn’t hesitate. He leapt backwards, keeping the bat in front of him to fend off his attackers. The door behind him swung open, and he fell backwards into the vehicle. His cell phone bounced off of the running board and shattered in the dirt.
The man with the rifle had stopped to aim.
“Oh my God,” Noah whispered from behind him.
Kendall felt his jaw drop involuntarily. He followed the path of the gun to its target, and blinked twice to ensure that his vision was not distorted.
A figure in a dark t-shirt hovered by the gas pumps—only about fifteen feet away. Dusk had set in, and the bright lights had kicked in underneath the canopy. Even still, the figure seemed to blend into the darkness. The full nature of his presence was obscured.
Kendall strained to get a better view, his heart pounding in his chest. The man’s eyes were glazed over with a black film. Although probably only in his mid-thirties, his face was creased with wrinkles, as if someone had squeezed the flesh together and marred his countenance permanently. His teeth were clenched together with such force that Kendall was surprised they could withstand the pressure. A scar across his throat seemed to gleam underneath the lights. Apparently the man had faced death before. And somehow survived.
The man with the rifle held his position.
“Stay back!” he yelled to the figure.
The scarred man clung to the pump. He slid his fingernails along the edge, as if to taunt them. At any moment, Kendall expected him to puncture a hole in the metal and tear it open.
“Get out of here, already!” the man with the rifle cried out.
Noah turned the key in the ignition, and the radio sprang to life. A 70s rock song began to play from the speakers.
The scarred man cocked his head toward the van, fingers straying from the gas pump. His eye sockets seemed to have turned gray, but he appeared to have no trouble seeing with them. Instead, it appeared that his senses were heightened. Kendall watched the attacker turn his nose in the air, appearing to suck in the fear that permeated the station.
The van roared to life. Kendall smelled a plume of exhaust as his companion pumped the gas pedal to the floor. They needed to leave—now. But what about the man with the rifle?
Before Kendall could react, his roommate swung the van into drive and began to pull out from the pumps. The scarred man—creature, had begun to move. It careened towards them, crashing sideways into the rear passenger door side of the van.
Kendall watched the door cave inward under the pressure.
What the fuck was this thing?
The man with the rifle was on the move, as well. In just seconds, he closed the gap between the trailer home and the attacker. He swung the butt-end of his rifle at the thing’s head. The gun connected, sending the thing reeling onto the pavement.
Kendall reached out to let their rescuer inside, but the back door would not budge. The dent in the side had rendered it inoperable—at least for now. He watched the man jump onto the running board and cling to the lip of the van’s roof.
“Noah, keep going!”
The thing rolled several times on the ground, and then disappeared from view as the van drove away.
Kendall looked through the window. The man had a trickle of blood running down his chin. It appeared he had lost his gun.
 



 
 
Chapter 7
 
 
SAM CLUNG ON TO THE van, feeling it accelerate. His fingers were getting stiff. The lip at the top of the van provided no more than a few centimeters for him to hold, and the running board provided little support underneath him.
He hoped he didn’t fall.
He watched his store and trailer home start to disappear behind him. The lights from the gas station became specks in the distance, eventually narrowing into nothing. He found himself wondering if he would ever return.
Would it matter?
Sam had already started fresh once. Maybe it was time to do it again.
The events of the evening began to replay in his mind. He pictured the man with the baseball cap covered in blood, imagined pieces of bone fragment from the man’s nose stuck between the mesh of the screen door. He shuddered thinking of the poor man’s final moments, which were probably filled with terror and confusion.
And what of the attacker? The man with the scar had seemed inhuman. It would be almost impossible to explain the situation to the police. He would try, sure. But no description seemed like it would suffice for what they were up against.
Through the window, one of his new companions motioned for him to hold on. The driver applied the brakes, and the van began to pull off of the highway. Sam’s knuckles were white with strain as he struggled to maintain his grip.
Finally, the vehicle came to a halt. He let go and opened the front passenger side door. The tattooed kid had jumped into the backseat.
“Get in, mister!” The driver was shaking.
Sam slammed the door shut and locked it. He snapped his seatbelt into place and felt the van kick into gear.
The tattooed kid in the back leaned between the seats, surveying his new passenger. The look in his eyes suggested he did not quite trust their new guest. After what they had just seen, it was a wonder they’d let him in the van.
“I’m Kendall, and this is Noah,” the kid finally confided.
“I’m Sam,” he returned, trying his best to sound sincere. “What a heck of a way to meet each other.”
The three smiled nervously in unison. Ahead of them, the pavement seemed to unfold with each passing mile, creating a path for them to follow.
“Was that your store back there?” Kendall inquired.
“Yep—that was my place,” he said, glancing behind them. “I’ve owned it for three years. The town’s always been pretty quiet. At least until now.”
The two nodded.
“Do either of you have a phone?” he asked.
“We had one, but it was smashed back at the store,” Kendall said.
Sam cupped his hands together. His gun had slipped when he climbed aboard the van. Although the rifle had only provided minor comfort, he felt defenseless without it.
“Are there any weapons in here—anything we could use in case that thing comes back?” he asked them.
Kendall held up the baseball bat in response. Noah was silent.
“That’s all we got. How far is the next town, sir?”
“Well, there’s a rest area a few miles up ahead. I’m sure there will be people there with cell phones—or at the very least, a payphone we could use.”
Kendall nodded in agreement, letting his gaze drift out the window. He clenched the bat with both hands. Sam returned his eyes to the road ahead, checking the passenger side mirror for any signs that they were being pursued. A few times he saw lights behind them, but they had quickly faded. It was as if any fellow travelers were already aware of the danger, and had stayed off the road.
“What the heck was wrong with that guy?” Noah broke the silence.
“Damned if I know,” Sam shook his head. “I’ve never seen anyone like him, and I’ve seen a lot of strange people pass through my little town.”
“Did he k-kill that guy?”
Sam swallowed. “Yes, he did. At first I thought he was trying to rob the place…but now, I’m not sure he cared about the money at all.”
Noah blinked hard. “What did he want, then?”
Kendall and Sam looked at each other. Neither had an answer.
 



 
 
Part Two—The Wayfarer
 
Chapter 8
 
 
DELTA MONROE HIT THE CRUISE control button and let her foot off the accelerator. This would free up her right leg, which had started to ache. She’d been driving for several hours, passing one desert town after the next, and she needed to clear her head.
She rolled down the window. The New Mexico air drifted into the car, giving her a much-needed breath of fresh air. She brushed a lock of brown hair from her face. She tried to think of what she would say to him when she got there.
She pulled a worn photograph from her pocket, tracing her thumb over the smooth surface. Delta had seen him once, from across a courtroom. She hadn’t met his gaze—partly out of shame, partly out of guilt. Nothing she could have said would’ve provided comfort to the broken man.
She’d discovered the picture underneath her father’s mattress, wedged between a sock and a crushed homemade cigarette. The rest of the cell had been spotless. Aside from a few personal effects, there hadn’t been much to sort through after his death.
Delta rolled the picture in her hand, keeping one eye on the highway as she examined the back.
Sam Cook, White Mist, NM.
The words were inscribed in a neat, deliberate cursive, as if someone had taken great care in writing them. She felt a lump form in her throat, and fought back a wave of nausea. She tried to convince herself that the words were written by a monster, not her father.
For two years she’d tried to reconcile the fact that David Monroe, the loving man who had raised her since birth, had become a convicted murderer and arsonist locked in the Oklahoma State Penitentiary. A few months ago, she’d received word that he was terminally ill. Although she’d called to check on him, she only spoke with the prison staff, never requesting to speak with him directly.
What would she have said?
The evidence for his crime had been damning. The prosecution had provided security tapes, receipts, and eyewitness testimony, creating a sickening picture of what had happened that night. Her father’s defense team had rested quickly, unable to dispute the facts of the crime. Instead, they’d simply appealed to the jury’s sympathy, asking that their client be spared the ultimate punishment.
Delta was convinced that he had received worse. A year into his prison sentence, he had been diagnosed with stomach cancer. Within a few months, after several excruciating bouts of radiation and chemotherapy, he had succumbed to the disease. His passing did little to relieve her guilt. Even now, she felt the burden of his actions weighing on her conscience like hardened cement.
Which was why she needed to talk to Sam Cook. He deserved to know that her father was dead.
Aside from the roar of the open window, Delta’s car was silent. She had turned off the radio a while ago, though she couldn’t remember when. Perhaps back in Oklahoma? Music had no appeal right now, anyways.
She glanced in the rearview mirror, watching for activity on the barren highway, but saw only the open road and her own blue eyes staring back at her.
There were few cars sharing the road. In fact, it’d been about a half hour since she’d seen anyone on I-40. It was just as well. Her only concern was that her 1988 Chevy Impala would survive the ten-hour journey.
In the distance, a green and white sign loomed ever closer.
White Mist, New Mexico—2 Miles.
She was almost there. Delta tensed up. Her chest was sore from the seatbelt. In fact, her whole body seemed achy. She unlatched the belt, watching it retract across her gray tank top and back into the car. She also wore a pair of tight blue jeans and black flats, but carried little else with her. In fact, she didn’t own much else.
Several weeks prior, Delta had let the rental agreement to her apartment lapse. In the trunk, she had a few bags and suitcases, which contained almost all of her personal belongings. Although she wasn’t certain what the future held, she knew there was nothing more for her in Oklahoma City. And there probably hadn’t been for the past two years.
For most of the drive, she had been trying to formulate the right words. Now, with only a mile left to go, her stomach tightened with anxiety. She still wasn’t sure how to approach him. And she only had a few minutes to figure it all out.
 



 
 
Chapter 9
 
 
SINCE LEAVING WHITE MIST, SAM hadn’t seen a single car on the highway, which seemed odd. Although traffic tended to thin out at night, he normally saw a steady stream of truckers rolling through town. Usually they had a deadline to meet.
The laws prohibited driving above a certain number of hours per day, but many truckers took advantage of the night hours to make progress without the interference of daily traffic. Apparently none had decided to do so tonight.
Sam looked at the clock on the van’s dashboard. 9:48 PM.
He felt a touch of hunger. He remembered reading that stressful situations affected people in different ways. Some would be stripped of their natural bodily urges. For others, the opposite effect could occur.
Normally he ate a late dinner, usually timing his break when there were fewer customers in the store. Tonight’s meal would have been a salad. He had prepared it earlier in the day and placed it in the refrigerator. He wondered briefly if it was still there.
Sam looked around the van floor, where he noticed a few granola-bar wrappers and coffee cups. Kendall noticed his gaze.
“We’re pretty broke, as you can tell,” Kendall said. “We just helped move a couple from Vegas to Albuquerque to earn some extra cash. We borrowed the trailer from Noah’s uncle. The van is a rental.”
“Don’t remind me,” Noah chimed in, glancing at the dent in the back door.
“This gig is going to pay our rent, if we don’t spend it all on the way back,” Kendall smiled.
Noah gave a nervous chuckle from the driver’s seat.
“I’m sorry for all this. I bet you guys wished you had stopped at another exit. I’m sure glad you showed up, though—for my sake.”
Kendall patted the back of his seat. “Don’t worry about it, man.”
Sam wondered how long it had been since he had shared a vehicle with others. Despite the circumstances, it felt good to have some company.
He stared out the window, taking note of an upcoming sign.
“Arizona Visitor’s Center—3 Miles” 
Sam let out an apprehensive
sigh. This was it. Help at last.
Though the Arizona state line was just a few miles from White Mist, Sam rarely travelled across the border. It was hard to take a vacation or road trip when you were the sole employee of a business. Besides, he preferred the comfort and security of his trailer home and store. He’d grown into quite the homebody over the past few years.
Tonight, the little town had lost some of its appeal.
He noticed that Kendall was still holding the baseball bat tightly in his grip. He doubted the kid would let it go anytime soon. Noah shook his head, clutching the steering wheel with unnecessary force.
“We need a plan,” Kendall said. “We need to pull up as close as possible and get right to the payphone—wherever it is. And we should stick within sight of the van no matter what.”
“I’ll get out. You guys stay here,” Sam insisted. “You’ve done enough.”
The van plodded along the highway, the trailer bouncing behind it. The rearview mirrors revealed nothing was behind them. Another sign approached, marking the upcoming exit.
2 Miles.
Sam tensed up, but he wasn’t sure why. He doubted the scarred man had been able to follow them. It didn’t seem plausible that the thing would know how to operate the abandoned tractor-trailer that his victim had left behind. But that raised another burning question: how had he gotten to the store in the first place? There hadn’t been any other vehicles in the parking lot—at least none that Sam had seen. Had the attacker been on foot? Or had he somehow hitched a ride with the unsuspecting trucker?
Nothing about the night made sense. For some reason, Sam pictured the twisted grin of the arsonist in the newspaper clipping on his bathroom wall, smiling through his gums. Sometimes, there was no sense to be had.
Another sign flashed by. Only a mile to go, he thought. Something flicked against his eyes, and Sam sat upright in the seat. A pair of lights had appeared from behind them, illuminating the van’s mirrors. Something was coming up on them—and fast. The passenger side mirror shook uncontrollably, blurring the image of the car behind them.
He felt his pulse speed up.
He was pretty sure it was a car. He doubted a truck could accelerate so rapidly without creating a lot more noise. The vehicle continued to gain ground, closing the gap between them.
“There’s someone behind us,” Noah announced.
“Just keep the same speed,” Sam instructed.
The car continued to pull closer, and then its headlights disappeared. It was right at the back of the trailer. If they were to stop suddenly, their pursuer would surely collide with the van.  Was it someone else in danger?  Or someone who intended to do them harm?
Up ahead, a sign announced that the Visitor’s Center exit was approaching. Noah looked at the storeowner for direction.
“Take the exit.”
The van curved onto the off-ramp. Their pursuer started to follow, but then shot forward past them and continued on the highway. Sam was unable to get a good look at its occupants. The car’s headlights were turned off, and it weaved back and forth across the road.
It was as if all common sense in the world had disappeared.
 



 
 
Chapter 10
 
 
“Entering White Mist.”  She had made it.
Delta turned off the cruise
control and tightened her grip on the steering wheel as she passed the sign. The gas pedal rose to meet her foot. A few minutes later, she turned off the exit and into the gas station. She pulled up next to one of the pumps and surveyed the area, heart thudding in her chest.
Before leaving, she’d looked up the town online. The website proclaimed White Mist to be one of the smallest in the United States. A row of pictures had flashed across the site header, showing the town’s history and a lineage of its previous owners, as well as stories of the recent renovations.
There had also been a picture of Sam Cook and his family. Apparently, no one had bothered to update the site.
The last modification was on April 2, 2008.
Delta opened the car door slowly, taking in her surroundings. She had often wondered what this moment would feel like; she’d envisioned it in her mind at least a dozen times.
The place looked run down. She hardly recognized it from the pictures. The lights underneath the gas station canopy were dim, the pumps and poles looked like they could use some paint. A yellow sign over the log cabin store was crooked, and one of the corners was bent over. Unable to read it, she guessed at the last few words.
Welcome To White Mist, Smallest Town in the Southwest.
The sun had begun to set, sending a few last beacons of light over the roof of the store. A tractor-trailer sat to the left of the parking lot. Delta looked for a silhouette in the driver’s seat, but saw none. She noticed there were two doors open in the lot—one to the gas station store and one for the trailer home adjacent to it. The first was a screen door, and it was swinging off its hinges.
Something didn’t seem right.
Without a doubt, the place barely resembled the pictures she had examined, but there was another aura here, one that shook her to the core. Perhaps it was the smell. The air felt as if it had been overlaid with a suppressant, metallic odor.
It took her a minute to notice the body on the ground. When she finally did, she stifled a scream.
Delta felt her legs propelling her forward, toward the figure. She pressed her hand over her mouth. The man was coated in a layer of dust and dirt, as if the parking lot had started to bury him. His face was a mess of caked, dried blood; his nose had been turned inward with such force that it had almost disintegrated. A large gash in his neck indicated that his throat had been sliced.
Next to him, a red baseball cap stirred in the breeze, rising and falling. As she approached, her heart rose slightly.
The figure didn’t look like Sam Cook.
Delta fumbled in her pockets for her cell phone, hands shaking. She needed to call the police. She needed to find Sam. The phone skittered through her fingers and into the dirt, and she bent down to pick it up. Her heart filled with dread as she looked at the screen. There was no service.
She swiveled in every direction, certain she was in danger. To her left, the tractor-trailer sat ominously, providing no clue as to who or what could be inside. In front of her, the screen door hung on one hinge, waving a banner of dried blood and bone. If someone was watching her, there were a multitude of places to hide.
Her instincts told her to leave—and fast. But where was the storeowner?
As the only resident of the town, she was certain that he must have been involved in whatever had happened here. He could be anywhere on the premises—perhaps injured and in need of assistance. Or worse.
Then another thought struck her: what if he’d killed this man?
How much did she know about Sam Cook? Other than what she had read in the papers, or the few times she’d seen him during the trial, she’d never spoken to him. Maybe he had finally snapped after the death of his family.
She shuddered at the thought and tried to dismiss it.
In the event that Sam was injured, it could be hours before she would be able to bring back help. If he was here, she needed to find him. She owed him that much.
Delta glanced back at the Chevy, picturing the contents of the trunk. First, she needed to defend herself. She pictured the objects she had packed in her luggage, but nothing jumped out as a potential weapon.
“A tire iron,” she whispered to herself. She must have one of those.
She stepped backwards, feeling for her keys. The figure lay still in front of her, offering no direction. The red baseball hat caught a gust of wind and rolled sideways. Something glinted from the corner of her eye, and she spun back around. About twenty feet away, in between her and the trailer, she saw the long metal barrel of a rifle lying in the dirt.
“Oh my God…” she whispered. She felt herself inching toward it.
Like everything else, the gun was enveloped in a thin layer of dust. Was this the murder weapon? She looked back at the body. It didn’t appear that the man had been shot, though she couldn’t be sure. His wounds seemed to have been manually inflicted, other than the slices across his neck. She wasn’t sure what had made those. She gagged slightly and looked away.
Delta contemplated her next move. If she were to pick up the rifle, she would be compromising a crime scene, and potentially incriminating herself in a violent situation. Then again, if she was dead, it wouldn’t make much difference, would it?
She retrieved the gun from the ground, sliding her fingers across the barrel, and held it upright. It was heavier than she had imagined. Of course, she’d never held a rifle before. Ahead of her, the trailer home was soaked in shadow. The blinds were down, and no light emanated from inside. She placed her finger on the trigger and moved towards the store.
She’d check there first.
Delta walked slowly towards the pumps, watching for movement. If someone were hiding there, they did nothing to give up their position. She stepped around the dead man, trying her best not to look down. The screen door hung sideways at the store’s entrance, and she ducked underneath to avoid touching it. The gun weighed heavily in her hands, and she pointed it in front of her.
With a shudder, she realized it might not even be loaded. How would she even know?
The interior of the White Mist store was
a mess. Like the outside, it was a far cry from the pictures Delta had seen online. Shelves had been toppled over, and the floor was littered with cans, dried goods, and supplies. One shelf unit had a gaping hole in the middle and fragments of wood spilling out of the back end.
It looked like a bullet-hole.
Her body stiffened. She continued to survey the room.
Displays on the wall featured an array of White Mist merchandise. Rows of shot glasses and lighters lined the shelves, and a variety of t-shirts hung on the walls. One of the insignias caught her attention. ‘I’m a small-town hero in White Mist, New Mexico.’
“How fucking ironic,” she muttered, clutching the rifle.
Toward the counter, a rotary phone had been stretched to the end of its cord. The handset was off the base. She was certain it wouldn’t be operational. A quick tap on the dial lever confirmed this.
Behind the counter, a wood-paneled door stood ajar, leading into what she guessed was a storage area. She proceeded toward it and then stopped. What if it was a trap? Once through the door, she could easily be corralled and contained—even killed.
But there may be someone in there, waiting for help. Possibly even Sam Cook. For a second, she considered calling out in the darkness. Instead, she pushed open the door with the tip of her rifle. It moved without a sound.
Residual light from the store seeped into the small room, and Delta could make out only shelves and shapes. A string brushed against her face, and she jumped slightly before realizing it was a light switch. She let go of the rifle with one hand and gave it a tug.
The room sprang to life. On either side of her were two enormous metal shelves filled with model cars. She recognized a few of them—a vintage Chevy Bel Air convertible, a Ford Thunderbird, and a Lindberg. One of her uncles had been a car fanatic, and had talked about the antiques incessantly during her childhood. She looked down the rows. Each appeared to be more detailed than the last. She imagined it had taken the storeowner hours to build each one.
A wave of sadness swept over her, overtaking her fear, as she pictured the man spending countless hours alone constructing them.
Aside from the models, the room contained only a few boxes at the far end—probably overstock from the store’s dried goods. She saw no other shadows or corners in which a person could hide. Relieved, she swiveled back into the log cabin store, turning off the light switch off behind her.
The store was just as she had left it.
She proceeded through the screen door and into the parking lot. The night now resonated deep black. To her left, she heard the trailer door flapping against the side of the house, suddenly animated by a gust of wind. She’d almost forgotten: she had one last place to check.
Delta made her way toward the trailer, gaining confidence with each step. If she could rule out the storeowner’s presence, she would feel more comfortable leaving to find help. She quickly crossed the parking lot, mounted the single stair, and peered inside. Like the storage room, the trailer home was dark and ominous. She felt along the inside wall and immediately found a switch. She flicked it on, waiting for a response from inside.
Nothing.
She continued through the entrance. The trailer home was quaint and simple, sporting minimal decoration. It seemed spacious enough for one, but she couldn’t imagine living there with a family. Her stomach sank again at the thought, realizing it was no longer an issue for the man.
After a few seconds, she determined that the main areas were empty. The only room she hadn’t searched was the bathroom. On the way in, she had noticed that the door was open, and had almost dismissed it.
Someone could be hiding in the bathtub, she thought.
She tried to push the image from her mind, but it grew inside her like a well-watered seed. She needed to check, to be certain.
Leading with the gun, Delta propped the door and clicked on the light switch. The bathroom lit up, and she bumped into one of the cabinets. The room contained only a toilet and sink, offering little room to maneuver. The brown shower curtain was a tangle of folds and creases, blocking her view of whatever lay inside. She swallowed hard. Surely anyone behind it could already be aware of her presence, and could be waiting for the right moment to launch an attack. She threw the curtain aside with her free hand.
A row of shampoos and conditioners lined the side of the tub.
No assailant waited for her.
As she turned away, something on the bathroom mirror caught her eye. Attached to the glass was a yellowed newspaper clipping, held on by two folded pieces of tape. It was an article she remembered well, dated two years ago on June 22, 2008. A tear slid down her cheek, catching momentum and dripping into the sink. She blotted her face with the back of her hand.
For the past two years, she’d lived the pain of losing a loved one. She could only imagine how the storeowner felt—waking up every morning to the same routine, surrounded by reminders of what he had lost.
David Monroe—her father—grinned at her from the photograph. Why had he done it? She had asked him once, before the trial, but he’d refused to speak. It was the same stoic attitude he’d maintained through the entire proceedings. Now that he was dead, she realized that the answers might never surface.
Delta ran out of the trailer home and into the night, leaving the door open. The rifle moved at her side with each step, offering little comfort. She tried to focus on the matter at hand. The parking lot was still empty, and the dead figure lay where she had left him.
And somewhere, she thought, Sam is alive.
She jumped into the Chevy, turned the key, and tore out of the parking lot towards I-40.
She failed to notice the figure crouched in her backseat.
 



 
 
Chapter 11
 
 
THE VAN TIRES CRUNCHED ON the asphalt as the vehicle pulled into the Arizona Visitor’s Center. Sam twitched his hands nervously. In his head, he envisioned a legion of men similar to the one in White Mist, slinking towards the van in unison, ready to tear into the van and its passengers. Instead, the parking lot was deserted.
Kendall pointed at a lone SUV parked in one of the spaces.
“Somebody’s here.”
The parking lot spanned the width of the building. A few painted rows were reserved for tractor-trailers and industrial vehicles, and ten or so parking spaces flanked the front. The faded lines between them offered little delineation. Noah headed right for the SUV, which appeared to be parked in the handicapped spot.
“Hang back a little,” Sam cautioned. “We don’t know who may be in there.”
The van came to a halt about ten feet from the vehicle. Its headlights shone directly at the SUV, which had dark, tinted windows. Although it was hard to be certain, it looked empty. Sam stared past it to the brick building. Apart from the single vehicle, the place looked vacant.
The owner of the SUV must have gone inside.
“I’ll go in and look for help,” he said. He’d already dragged his companions through enough.
Noah still gripped the steering wheel. His eyes were wide behind his glasses.
“I’m coming, too,” Kendall said suddenly.
The tattooed kid grabbed the bat and began to stand, indicating that he had made his decision. Whether it was youthful naivety or bravery, Sam wasn’t sure, but he appreciated the company.
The two exited the van and stepped out into the night.
They approached the SUV and peered inside. The car was impeccably clean. A black briefcase was tucked neatly on the floor of the passenger seat. Two more rested in the back, identical to the first. Sam noticed it was parked evenly between the lines, giving him hope that its owners hadn’t been in a hurry when they’d stopped. The car had white government plates.
Sam hovered near the vehicle and motioned for Noah to turn off the van lights. Although everything appeared to be in order, his trust in strangers had grown thin, and he wanted to preserve the element of surprise if possible. The headlights flicked off, and Sam and Kendall were immersed in shadow.
The parking lot contained a few feeble overhead lights. Each one gave off a sickly yellow glow, as if its bulbs were about to die. When Sam’s eyes adjusted, he noticed a large yellow sign in front of the building. It sported a cactus on one side, and a small patch of trees on the other.
Welcome to Arizona.
The Grand Canyon State.
The Visitor’s Center was made of brick, constructed with alternating patterns of brown and red. It was comprised of three walls and a roof, with a large opening in the front through which travelers could enter. Plastic shelves lined both sides of the main room, each containing a variety of flyers for guests to peruse. Beyond the main room was a single corridor with bathrooms on either side.
Something else caught Sam’s eye. On the right wall in the main room was a payphone.
The storeowner felt a pinch on the back of his neck, and he swatted the air. His shirt was still soaked in sweat. The bugs must have smelled his presence. He waved for Kendall to follow, and the kid complied, wielding the wooden bat. Sam thought of the attacker at White Mist and realized that the weapon hardly seemed adequate.
They walked toward the entrance. As if on cue, one of the overhang lights died with a fizzle. Sam was temporarily blinded, and he banged his leg hard against the wall, scraping off a layer of skin. He cursed under his breath.
“Did you hear that?” Kendall paused.
Sam strained, but heard nothing at first. Then he noticed it: a faint, consistent banging coming from the one of the doors in the corridor straight ahead. He could just make out the familiar white symbol painted on the door. It was the men’s restroom. The noise travelled through the hallway and into the open area before them, pulsing rhythmically to an unknown beat.
RAT-tat-tat.
Kendall left the cover of night and entered the Arizona Visitor’s Center, now visible to anyone outside that might have been watching. Sam followed, casting glances behind them every few seconds to ensure they were not being shadowed.
The walls on either side of them contained displays filled with tourist information.  One of the displays—a plastic shelf—had been knocked to the ground, its contents strewn across the cement floor. 
Sam eyed the multi-colored brochures that announced some of Arizona’s tourist attractions. Among them were maps for the Grand Canyon, the Hoover Dam, and the White Mountains—all of which drew a steady stream of tourists, and helped bolster his business. Tucked between the brochures was a single newspaper. Some wayfarer must have decided he didn’t have time to read it.  
The payphone was about halfway across the room, and they reached it in a few steps. Kendall pointed at it with his bat. The handset had been torn from its metal connector and placed on top of the base. Sam felt his heart sink. They proceeded past it and entered the lone corridor.
Sam trailed behind his companion, stopping intermittently to listen. They passed the first door on the left without incident, but when they reached the second, the banging seemed to increase in volume.
RAT-tat-tat.
Sam watched the kid in front of him nudged open the door with the baseball bat. It gave way without effort, casting a white glow in the dim corridor. Surprisingly, the door didn’t make a sound.
When they entered the bathroom, Sam was immediately hit with the scent of ammonia. The room contained a row of empty urinals on the left side, and a few enclosed stalls just past them. The once-white walls had taken on a yellow tinge, probably embedded with several layers of cigarette smoke. The mirrors held a foggy hue, as if the Arizona heat had permanently corrupted the glass.
The sound had intensified. It echoed off the walls now and amplified in his ears. He drew his attention to the last stall, and the noise’s source became apparent.
The door was swinging open several inches at a time, and then slamming closed against the plastic frame. A man’s shoe was kicking it from the inside.
 



 
 
Chapter 12
 
 
NOAH LOCKED THE DOORS AS soon as his companions exited the van. Being alone and weaponless wasn’t a great position to be in, but he was glad to have the security of the vehicle.
He glanced around the interior, searching for another means of defense. Besides some discarded wrappers and empty water bottles, there wasn’t much to be found. The pair had traveled light.
On the initial trip, the van and trailer had been filled with their employers’ belongings. In fact, almost every window had been obscured by a cardboard box or piece of furniture. Noah had found it difficult to navigate, oftentimes sticking his head out of the window to account for the many blind spots.
Now, on the journey home, the van seemed uninhabited. The backseat was empty, as well as the side panels. He flipped open the glove compartment, finding nothing but the driver’s manual, registration, and paperwork for repairs.
Underneath the first bench seat behind him were two bags. Kendall had brought only a slim red backpack, which was sparsely filled with a few items of clothing and toiletries. Noah’s was a little larger; he’d packed a camouflage duffel bag with similar contents, but also a few other odds and ends, including books and magazines.
He looked out the window just in time to see Kendall and Sam enter the men’s room. Why had they gone in there? The idea of the pair in an enclosed room, out of view, made him a little nervous. Keeping one eye on the entrance, he leapt into the backseat and retrieved his bag. He unzipped it, pushed aside his clothing, and began to rifle through the remaining contents. He had an idea.
Although he was currently unemployed, Noah had received a degree in psychology from Arizona State University, where he had excelled in every subject. In fact, he had graduated with a GPA of 3.9, just shy of making class valedictorian. It wasn’t until afterwards that he realized how difficult was to practice in the profession.
In addition to excelling in his studies, Noah was also very capable with his hands. As a young man, he had received several merit badges in the local Boy Scout troop. For many young boys, those skills would soon be forgotten, taking a backseat to life’s other demands. However, he had kept the lessons etched in his memory, and was always ready to apply them when needed.
Noah extracted his shaver from a small blue bag. He removed the blade, bending the plastic until it cracked, but made sure not to damage the metal inside.
Next, he removed his toothbrush, which was made of hard rubber. Using the blade, he sliced at it with precision, removing its head, and then inserted the razor in the grooved slot he had carved in the top. He swung the makeshift weapon into the air. An inmate at the state prison couldn’t have done any better, he thought with a nervous smile.
Although crude, it would have to do. He may be able to do some damage in close combat. However, using it would mean he would be in close proximity to any would-be attacker. He hoped he’d never have to test it out.
Gripping his new weapon, Noah replaced his bag and hopped back into the front seat. As he did so, a glimmer of movement from outside drew his attention.
He looked up. Through the opening in the brick walls, he had a full view of the main room and the hallway beyond. Kendall and Sam were nowhere in sight. He assumed they were still in the men’s room, as he hadn’t seen them exit. The corridor was littered with shadows, and he blinked through his glasses to ensure he was awake.
One of the shadows seemed to flicker.
He leaned forward in the seat, his pulse racing, hoping to catch another glimpse.
Whatever it was seemed to have disappeared.
      I must be imagining things, he thought.  
He tilted his head back with a sigh and waited for his companions to return.
 



 
 
Chapter 13
 
 
AT THE SIGHT OF MOVEMENT in the last stall, Sam jumped backward, colliding with the bathroom entrance behind him. The shoe gave one final push on the door and the stall closed. The lock rattled against the frame, and then went silent.
Kendall raised the bat in a swinging position, eyes wide. He put a finger to his lips, signaling for Sam to be quiet, and continued forward.
Not a good idea, kid, Sam thought to himself. They had no idea what they may be up against. The violent attack in White Mist had proved that much.
Whoever was in the bathroom stall could be toying with them—luring them into a situation they could not escape. He pictured the scarred man at the gas station, remembered him sliding his fingers across the pumps with calculation. Perhaps it was the same attacker, intending to finish the job he had started.
But how would he have gotten here? Only one car had passed them on the highway from White Mist to the Arizona Visitor’s Center. And whoever it was had sped past them. It seemed as if they, too, were running from an unseen danger. Perhaps they’d even stopped at his store and seen what had happened there.
Sam scanned the bathroom. Towards the end, a small stained glass window sat about eight feet from the ground.  Other than that, the only way out was through the door behind them.
They passed the urinals, reaching the occupied stall. Sam could make out a figure through the cracks. It moved slightly, sensing their presence. Kendall raised the bat above his head and reached for the handle.
Before he could react, the door swung open.
A man stared at them from the toilet seat, his eyes filled with fear. Blood covered his abdomen and face, and his stomach was flayed open. Pieces of intestine coiled over his suit pants, spilling onto the floor below.  The man gripped a pistol in his hand, his body shaking as he tried to lift it.
When he saw them, he dropped the weapon and the gun clattered to the floor.
“Oh my God—what happened?” Kendall whispered.
The man’s lips moved, but his mouth produced no sound—only red spittle. Then, before they could speak with him, his body went limp and his eyes rolled back into his head.  Kendall released the stall door and retched onto the floor in front of him.
“Let’s get the fuck out of here—now!” Sam shouted.
What kind of sick person would do this?
He thought back to the assailant with the scar. If that thing had gotten ahold of them, Sam was certain they would’ve faced a similar fate.
The two raced toward the exit, Sam taking the lead.  The bathroom had filled with an awful, metallic odor, as if the businessman’s blood had seeped out of the stall and into the walls around them.
When they reached the door, Sam kicked it open with his foot, and a breeze poured in from the outside.  He immediately stopped in his tracks.
Standing in front of them, body blocking the doorway, was another one of the creatures. In an instant, Sam’s worst suspicions were confirmed.
There were more of them.
The creature stood half in shadow, grinding its teeth. Several had been cracked, and pieces of white bone fragment hung on its lower lip. A few bits of hair quivered above his mouth, red bristles that had once been a moustache.
The thing surveyed the bathroom, eyes resembling two pieces of charcoal.
Kendall stepped toward it and swung the bat, but he was too late. The thing had already spotted Sam and started to charge.
The creature thrashed wildly at the storeowner’s face, and he fell back into the bathroom on his palms, kicking to fend it off.  Its breath was hot and rancid, and he turned his head to avoid the saliva that dripped from its mouth.
“Get the hell off me!” he screamed.
While he struggled for freedom, Kendall ran up behind the creature and swung the bat, connecting with the thing’s shoulder blade.  Sam heard a piece of bone shatter, and the creature writhed and fell to the side.
Sam took the opportunity to get out from under it.  He thrust the thing off of him, then scooted backwards across the floor toward the stalls.
“I’ve got it, Sam!”
Kendall raised the bat for another blow.
The creature swiveled to face him.  Before the kid could swing again, it latched onto the bat and ripped it from the kid’s grasp.  The bat fell from his hands and clattered against the urinals.
“Hang on!” Sam shouted.
Even though they were both hopelessly outmatched, he had an idea.  He just hoped that Kendall could hold out for a few more seconds.
Instead of getting to his feet, Sam arched his fingers underneath the first stall, and slid his body underneath.  As he did so, he saw the creature turn and start in his direction.
Sam glanced up quickly, noticing that the plastic lock had slipped into place on the stall he was in. It must’ve accidentally been engaged as someone had slammed the door shut. Thank God.
The door rattled violently, the latch loosening as the thing tried to get inside. Sam continued to slide farther. He curved his body around the base of the toilet and into the next stall. The floor reeked of cleaning products.  He held his breath and continued on.
He was just about to slide underneath the last stall when the door to the middle stall flew open and the thing appeared above him, snarling with anger. He gave the creature a swift kick, knocking it back a few steps, and then pulled himself into the last stall. The back of his shirt bunched up with the wet blood that streaked the floor.
The stench from the dead body had gotten worse. Sam balled himself into the small space beside the toilet, doing his best to ignore the dead man.  Instead he reached for the pistol.
The gun was slippery in his hands, and he clung onto it, aiming it for the stall door in front of him.  A second later the door opened, and Sam grit his teeth and squeezed the trigger.  
The resultant blast was deafening.  The shot connected with the thing’s head, and he watched as it tumbled to the floor, limbs flailing, and gave one last kick.  
After that, the room was still.
 



 
 
Chapter 14
 
 
DELTA WAVED HER CELLPHONE IN the air as she drove, searching for a single bar of service. There were none to be had. The highway rolled out before her like a stiff piece of parchment paper, dry and devoid of life. Unfortunately, she wasn’t familiar with the roads. In fact, she’d printed directions and placed them on the seat next to her, anticipating that she might lose her phone’s navigation. 
With no service, her only option was to drive for help.
Images of the dead body flashed in her mind, deepening the fear that she’d felt at White Mist. Over the past few years, she’d realized that reflecting on things could be worse than actually experiencing them. In life, time was forced to obey scientific laws, to contain a decisive beginning and an end. In one’s mind, a thought could repeat itself indefinitely.
She’d never seen a dead person. The figure had seemed surreal, as if the man were going to wake up, wipe the crusted blood from his mouth, and explain what had happened. It was hard to grasp that the man would never speak again.
The rifle sat on the seat next to her. She wondered again if it was loaded, but she wasn’t even sure how to check. When she stopped next, she would search for the tire iron, just in case. Of course, she didn’t plan on stopping until she had reached a police station, or spotted someone she was sure could help.
Delta surveyed the side of the highway, half expecting to see Sam Cook crawling away on all fours, wounded and in need of help. Where had he gone? Even though they’d never met, she felt a sense of kinship to the man. She found herself praying that he had made it out of the town unharmed.
Up ahead a sign appeared, indicating that she was coming up on the Arizona Visitor’s Center. She sighed with relief.
Something hurtled to the side in the trunk, and Delta instinctively looked in the rearview mirror. The trunk was closed. No other cars were behind her. She refocused on the road, watching the streetlights flashing by in monotonous rhythm.
Her eyes closed slightly, and she fought to stay awake. She’d stopped only three times in ten hours, and she was utterly exhausted.  Even after what she’d seen her body still clamored for sleep.  She pinched herself on the arm, snapping herself to attention.
A pair of dots appeared in her peripheral vision. She looked back at the mirror, expecting to see a car behind her.  But it wasn’t a car.  Delta jolted upright, a cold chill washing over her.
Somebody was looking at her from the backseat.
Delta’s heart stammered, skipping beats in her chest. Her knuckles turned white on the steering wheel. The eyes persisted, looking right at her. Waiting. She curled her nails into her palms, sure that the pain would awaken her.
But Delta was hopelessly awake.
“Who’s there?” she whispered, tears starting to flow down her face.
She loosened her grip on the steering wheel, and let her right arm slowly drift toward the rifle. The car began to veer off the road, but she kept her foot on the gas. Even though she was virtually defenseless, she sensed that stopping the car would result in immediate attack.
Her fingers grazed the gun barrel, and she felt for the other end. She was just inches away. The figure continued to stare, unmoving. The gun was in her hand now. She started to lift it, angling it towards the backseat.
A cold pair of hands grabbed her neck, and she screamed. She thrust the rifle backwards, felt it connect with something soft behind her. She kicked for the brake pedal, but in her panic, she was unable to find it. The hands persisted, pushing into her jugular and forcing the breath out of her lungs.
Without thinking, she released her other hand from the steering wheel, prying at the fingers on her neck.
The Chevy went into a spin in the middle of I-40.
Delta tried to cry out, but no sound escaped her lips. The hands tightened around her neck, and she felt her windpipe begin to close.
The steering wheel spun wildly from left to right.
She jabbed the rifle into the backseat, making contact with something. An eye? A nose? She couldn’t tell. The attacker hissed with each blow, but refused to let go.
The Chevy spun in circles, and she felt the contents of her stomach rushing upward into her esophagus.  She needed to stop the car. She needed to find the brake.  Her right foot found the pedal, and she stomped it hard.  Then she whipped the rifle backwards one last time, as hard as she could. The butt-end of the gun connected with her attacker’s face, and she heard a sickening crunch.
One of the hands slipped off her neck, and she gasped for air. The blood rushed to her head in waves, and she fought the overwhelming urge to pass out.
The vehicle careened to a halt.  
 The figure in the backseat flew sideways, colliding with the passenger rear door. Delta sucked in short bursts of air, her neck aching. She threw the car into park, opened the door, and fell out of the car and onto the highway.
She aimed the rifle at the backdoor. The attacker thrashed against the interior, trying to get to her. One of its limbs smashed the dome light, and it tore at the seats.  Finally it leapt into the front.  When it located the open door, it stopped and stared out at Delta.  Its red eyes blazed, and its mouth hung agape. She squeezed the trigger on the rifle.
Nothing.
“Fuck,” she whispered.
She swiveled the gun around, blocking her body with the butt end. The thing sprang at her, and suddenly its hot breath was against her face, its knees pinning her to the road. In the dim lighting, the thing was just a silhouette, but she saw a thick scar gleaming from its neck.
The thing clawed at her arm, breaking the skin. She pushed it back with the rifle, and when she’d gained clearance, she swung at its face. The first blow stunned it, and it fell backward.  She sprang to her feet and began to pummel it with the rifle.
Before she knew it, she was screaming, bashing the weapon against its face.
She felt its face cave in, saw the eyes collapse into its sockets and the cheekbones shatter. She continued to beat into it until her arms were sore and the thing had lost any discernible features. 
When she finally stopped, Delta was sobbing. The rifle clattered onto the highway, and she held her hands over her face.
 



 
 
Chapter 15
 
 
WHEN NOAH HEARD the gunshot from inside the Visitor’s Center, he bolted upright. He stared past the main room, down the corridor, but Sam and Kendall were nowhere in sight.
What the hell was going on?
Heart galloping, he felt for the driver’s side door handle and threw open the door.  The last thing he wanted to do was leave the safety of the van, but his companions were in trouble.
He needed to help them.  
He jumped out of the vehicle, his feet clapping the cement, and slammed the door shut behind him.  He scanned the parking lot, but there was no sign of activity.  The SUV was silent and still, holding vigil for an owner who might never return.
Noah raced across the walkway, the homemade shiv clenched in his hand.  Despite being armed, he knew his weapon would be no match for a gun.  He just hoped his companions were all right, and that he wouldn’t have to use it.
From what he could tell, the gunshot had originated from the men’s room.  He sprinted as fast as his legs could carry him, keeping an eye on his surroundings.
The pavement felt foreign beneath his feet. It had been several hours—maybe more—since he’d gotten out of the van. His legs were stiff from lack of use, and his arms felt spongy from his post at the steering wheel.
As he stepped into the Visitor’s Center, he noticed some of the plastic trays—the ones containing tourist information—had been shattered, spilling into the corridor beyond. Dozens of colored pamphlets were scattered across the ground.
He stepped around the debris and made his way into the corridor.
He’d only gotten several steps when the men’s room door swung outward and crashed into the wall.  Startled, he stopped short, raising his weapon in the air. 
Sam and Kendall emerged in front of him, yelling and shouting.
“Noah!  Back in the van!”
The two raced by him, tugging the sleeves of his shirt.  Noah spun and followed them, his breathing ragged.  He glanced behind him, but saw nothing but shadows.
Even so, he was sure they were running for a reason.
On the way back to the van, Noah noticed a jagged piece of plastic jutting out from beneath one of the flyers—a potential weapon. They could use all the help they could get. He bent down to pick it up, stepping on an opened newspaper.
The headline seemed to jump off the page.
Urgent Recall On Ground Beef Products Per FDA
Contaminated Food Not Safe For Consumption
Noah snapped up the paper, still running, and scanned the text underneath the caption. The tainted product had been discovered in several southwestern states, including New Mexico and Arizona. Beneath the feature article was another, smaller headline.
Santa Fe Couple Murdered Along I-40
He thought of the single tractor-trailer they had seen in White Mist. ‘All-American Beef’. His head started to spin, but he couldn’t figure out how it was all connected. He fumbled with the newspaper, attempting to stuff it into his pocket, but it fell to the ground. He had no time to retrieve it.  He needed to press onward. His friends were already several steps ahead of him.
“Come on, Noah!” Kendall shouted.
Noah picked up speed toward the parking lot, stopping only when he’d reached the van.
 



 
 
Chapter 16
 
 
SAM FELT THE ROAD WHIZZ beneath them as the van careened out of the Visitor’s Center parking lot. His nose was still clogged with the scent of ammonia from the men’s room. It clung to his nostrils and burned the inside of his throat, and he struggled to breathe. He’d since replaced his t-shirt with one of Kendall’s, and discarded the previous garment that had been drenched in the businessman’s blood. Now he was trying to forget what had just transpired.
He was still in shock that he’d shot the creature in the men’s room—a living being, as real as the passengers in the seats around him.
Sam counted the miles they had driven since leaving his home. He calculated it to be about twenty or so. Though it had been only a couple hours, he felt White Mist becoming a memory, fading in and out with the passing lights over the highway.
Since he left the gas station, he’d been running on pure adrenaline, which had kept him alert and aware—albeit confused. He felt like his body had reached a breaking point, and was demanding a reprieve from the intense mental and physical exertion.
Sam closed his eyes. The streetlights seemed to pierce his eyelids, flashing images like Rorschach cards into his subconscious.
Once again, he was in White Mist, watching the man with the scar cling onto the gas pumps with dagger-like fingernails. Then he was back in the Visitor’s Center, watching the thing loom over him in the bathroom stall, flesh hanging from its mutilated face.
He shook his head, trying to clear the visions that resided there. He needed to preserve his strength for when they found help. Explaining the past few hours would be difficult. Who would believe what they’d witnessed, or what they’d been through?
He turned his mind instead to his wife and daughter. Karen and Chloe. He envisioned the last picture he had taken of them, just hours before the fire. It was the one he had chosen to give to the New Mexico Herald. The reporter had asked for a picture of the victims. The request came only a few minutes after they were pronounced dead.
Sam remembered his anger towards the reporter. Sending over a photograph seemed like an acknowledgement of what had happened. He hadn’t been ready. It had been too soon.
Although he fought the urge to relive that day, the memories came flooding back.
 
+++
 
“KAREN, ARE YOU ALMOST READY? This boat is going to leave without you!” Sam called through the front door. They weren’t really driving a boat, or even towing one, but he liked to joke that their minivan was better equipped for water than the road.
“Coming, dear!” his wife called from somewhere inside—probably the bathroom.
“No problem—just lock up behind you!!” he called back.
Sam went around to the back of the vehicle, inspecting their luggage. He had packed it neatly, with bags and boxes carefully lined up like a jigsaw puzzle. Satisfied, he slammed the door shut and headed for the front.
Chloe smiled at him from the passenger seat.
“You going to make Mom ride in the back?”  He laughed. He was flattered that she wanted to ride up front with him. Although she was twenty-four, in his head she was still his little girl.
“She’ll get over it.” Chloe shrugged.
Sam was sure his wife wouldn’t mind. She was one of the most easy-going people he had ever met. In fact, it surprised him how little they had argued over the years. Sometimes, he wondered whether she was keeping a list of everything he had done wrong, waiting to pull it out when she had finally had enough.
Sam surveyed White Mist, trying to suppress his anxieties about leaving it behind for a week. It would be the first time his family had travelled as a unit since purchasing the property. His cousin, Joe—one of the few people he fully trusted— had agreed to look after the store while they were gone. Still, he was uneasy.
Karen finally emerged from the trailer home, carrying a small handbag. Her long dark hair fell to shoulder-length across her back, and her tan arms flexed as she locked the door behind her. At forty-six, she was four years his junior, but she appeared even younger. Her body was in great shape. She sported some of the best legs he had ever seen: long and brown, a product of both consistent exercise and her Native American ancestry. He was surprised when she had agreed to marry him.
“The backseat, huh? I’ve been demoted!” She wrinkled her nose.
Sam pulled out of the parking lot. Although he didn’t know it at the time, it would be their last family trip.
 
+++
 
After driving for half a day, Sam, Karen, and Chloe had been exhausted. They had decided to spend the night in a motel in Oklahoma City. They had already driven halfway to their destination, and the place seemed as good a place as any to find cheap residence for the night.
The motel looked clean—or at least had the appearance of tidiness. Sam had definitely stayed in worse places in his younger years. He left Karen and Chloe in the minivan and paid the front clerk in cash.
“Checkout is at 11AM. The pool is in the back. You’ll need to sign in and use your key card to get inside,” the front desk clerk instructed.
The clerk was clean cut. His hair was parted to the side, and he was wearing a tucked in shirt and black pants. Behind him, a row of wooden knobs lined the wall with numbered key cards for each of the rooms. Sam noticed that only a few slots were empty.
“Thank you, sir!” Sam said. He replaced his wallet and tucked the key cards in his pocket.
“Excuse me,” a voice piped up from behind him. “You dropped your spare key.”
“Oh damn—I can’t lose that! I appreciate it!”
Sam bent down to pick it up.
Behind him, the Good Samaritan smiled. His bottom teeth were crooked, and his lips curved upwards over them, catching some of the flesh in his gums. A patch of freckles adorned his cheeks, and his hair was a mop of blond. His eyes seemed to protrude from their sockets.
Sam thanked him again and headed out the door, to where his wife and daughter were waiting. A rusty Ford Bronco sat behind them in the waiting area. It was dark outside, but the vehicle sat directly underneath the hotel’s overhead lights. He noticed the license plate: DMONROE. He supposed it belonged to the peculiar man inside.
David Monroe.
The man who would alter Sam’s life forever.
 
+++
 
The hotel room smelled of cleaning products and stale cigarettes, but everything seemed to be intact. Sam had secured a room with two double beds—one for him and his wife, and one for his daughter. He felt one of the mattresses, which seemed stiff and unyielding. They would only be there for one night. He supposed they could make do.
Chloe threw her suitcase on the bed closest to the window.
“I’ll take this one,” she said. “That way I can keep watch on the car.”
Sam laughed. “Come on, it’s not that bad, is it?”
“Nah, I’m just kidding, Dad. It’s fine! Once we get to Memphis, I’m sure I’ll forget all about it!”
The bulk of their vacation fund would be used on a hotel in downtown Tennessee. An avid Elvis Presley fan, his daughter had talked about visiting Graceland since she was a little girl. Although Sam had never been able to afford it during her childhood, he was glad they could finally fulfill her wish.
He looked at Chloe, who was still grinning. She had been looking forward to the trip for almost a year.
Karen walked in from outside. She was carrying a small cooler.
“Anyone want a drink?” she asked.
Sam accepted her offer, and retrieved a bottle of water from the cooler.
“So what should we do for dinner?”
Sam looked at the digital clock between the beds. 9:00 PM. It had been a long day. Chloe was already lying in bed. She had put her headphones in and was shaking her feet along to the music.
“Listen, I can run and pick something up. We should probably save our money. I’m sure we’ll be eating out a lot in Memphis,” Sam suggested.
“Are you sure?” His wife’s eyes beamed at him from across the room. “You’ve been driving this whole trip.”
“I’m sure,” he said. “Make sure you latch the door behind me. I’ll be back soon.”
Karen blew him a kiss, and he stared into her brown eyes for a few seconds before exiting. He felt a warm feeling come over him, as if all was right in the world.
When he returned, the hotel was engulfed in black smoke.
 



 
 
Chapter 17
 
 
SAM AWOKE TO THE FEELING of his body being thrown to the side.
“What the—?” he yelled.
“Sorry, Sam. Potholes. This stretch of road has been awful,” Noah explained from the front. “Were you asleep?”
“I must have been. Dammit. Not sure how I could’ve slept after all this.”
“Well, you definitely deserve some rest. You know, it’s the strangest thing. I don’t think I’ve seen a single car since the Visitor’s Center. I’ve been watching. It looks like the next exit is in eight miles.”
Sam rubbed his eyes. Ahead, I-40 offered more of the same Arizona scenery. Short, green shrubs flecked the brown landscape, with miles of straight road serving as a backdrop. He had been to the coasts before, and the highways were very different. There, one could find curves, hills, and a variety of settings.
Kendall sat in the front passenger seat. He held the baseball bat between his legs, wiping down the wood with a used napkin he must have found on the floor. Although Sam couldn’t see the results, he imagined the thin napkin was stained with pieces of the creature.
Lying next to Sam was the pistol he had taken from the dead businessman. He grabbed hold of it in the dark and twisted it in his hands. There were only two bullets left. He’d checked once they were clear of the Visitor’s Center. He wished they had had time to search the former owner’s pockets, or even the SUV that had been sitting in the parking lot, but the area hadn’t been safe.
The pistol was a Glock G23. At only a few pounds, it was easily concealed in a pair of pants, or suit jacket. Sam wondered what the man in the SUV had been doing before stopping at the rest area. Given that the man had been armed and in a vehicle sporting government plates, he could only imagine that he had been on some kind of official business. He pictured the black briefcases that had been stowed on the seats. Presumably, the men had all arrived in the same vehicle.
But what could have happened to them? 
He glanced behind them, expecting to see a vehicle on their tail, but the road was empty. 
Sam knew they had been lucky enough to escape death twice in one night. It would be unwise to assume that their luck would continue. If they wanted to survive, they’d need to tread even more carefully than before.
“Those things must have all shown up in the same SUV,” Kendall piped up, as if reading his train of thought. “There were three briefcases inside it. But somehow, the guy in the stall was the only normal one. Those fuckers killed him.”
Kendall wiped his nose. Sam wondered if the kid’s initial bravery was starting to wear off.
“What troubles me most is how deserted everything seems,” Sam said quietly.  “It’s as if everyone has disappeared.”
The three hung on that note in silence for a few minutes.
“All I know is that we need some heavy duty firepower. I’m not fucking around with bats anymore,” Kendall shook his head. “I don’t want to get close enough to fuck around with bats.”
“Keep your eyes peeled for the next stop,” Sam said.
The road conditions worsened, and the trailer took a few hard bumps. Sam hoped the thin trailer tires didn’t give out. He wasn’t sure if his companions were carrying a spare. He was afraid to ask.
Noah began to rub his eyes.
“Are you still ok to drive?” Sam asked him.
“Yea, I’m doing ok.”
“Just wanted to make sure. If you want, I can take over.”
“I’m used to driving long distances,” Noah said. “This is nothing.”
Kendall sat forward in the seat. “I’ve been trying to convince him the whole trip. He’s a road warrior.”
Noah opened his mouth, but then stopped short. His right foot flew upwards, transferring from gas pedal to brake, and the tires began to screech with resistance. Sam heard the couch sliding around in the trailer.
The van groaned with the pressure.
“Noah, what’s going on?” Kendall shouted.
Sam looked up. About fifty feet ahead of them, a car was parked sideways across the two lanes of the highway. Its headlights beamed across the median and into the opposite lane of traffic. Two figures were on the ground next to it.
“Holy shit! Holy shit!” Kendall began to scream. The baseball bat flew to the floor, and he threw his arms on the dash.
Without warning, the van went into a full skid, fumes of burnt rubber seeping through the vents. Noah struggled to control the wheel, but it seemed to rotate on its own, skidding back and forth in his hands. The van barreled toward the white car in front of them at sixty miles an hour.
“I can’t stop!” he yelled.
 



 
 
Chapter 18
 
 
DELTA SAT STILL ON THE pavement, hugging her knees to her chest. The rifle lay next to her, smeared with human tissue. A hissing noise filled the night air as smoke billowed from the hood of the Chevy.
Her neck stung from where the man had grabbed her, and her arm had been cut open by his nails. She let her brown hair fall in front of her face, hoping it would erase the reality that had befallen her. She closed her eyes, and opened them again. The dead man had neither moved nor disappeared. She tried to convince herself that she was nothing like her father.
She had been struggling for her life. She had done what she needed to do in order to survive. Hadn’t she? Delta envisioned the man’s face as she had bludgeoned him, his features melting into the highway. Her stomach recoiled, and she turned her head to the side and began to dry heave.
Pull yourself together, she thought.
Delta looked up at the Chevy, wondering if it was drivable. From the looks of the fumes it was emitting, she didn’t think so. Her cell phone had fallen out of her pocket, and she reached over and picked it up from the ground. The screen had been shattered. She doubted she would have had service, anyhow.
She hugged her knees and tried to think. She remembered seeing a building on the side of the road—as the car was spinning.
The Arizona Visitor’s Center.
The Chevy had sped past it during the attack. The memory popped into her head with remarkable clarity. She glanced back, but it was out of sight. It couldn’t be far—maybe a mile or so. If the car didn’t work, she was sure she could make it on foot. She sat on the pavement, summoning the will to stand.
A pair of headlights suddenly blinded her. She raised her arms to her face to signal the driver, and then screamed as she realized that the vehicle wasn’t stopping.
 



 
 
Chapter 19
 
 
NOAH FELT THE WHEEL TURN begrudgingly in his hands, fighting against the locked tires. He poured his whole body into it, wrenching it to the side. The van’s path altered slightly, but it continued to careen towards the vehicle parked across the highway.
The car was a brilliant white. It seemed to glow in the night, as if to warn them of the impending danger. He braced himself for impact. He was shocked when none came.
The van came squealing to a halt, just a few feet away from collision. He threw it into Park and released his grip on the steering wheel.
Noah clenched his eyes shut. He felt a tear roll down his cheek, brushing against the inside of his glasses.
“Holy shit.”
One of the figures in the road was standing now. It appeared to be a young woman, and she shielded her eyes from the van’s headlights. The other lay still on the pavement, its face crushed inwards. Pieces of flesh lined the highway next to it. It was impossible to tell if it had been male or female. Noah covered his mouth.
“What the fuck?” Kendall yelled.
The girl had dropped her arms, and was squinting to see inside the van. She was holding a rifle—one that was strangely similar to the one Sam had dropped in White Mist.
“That’s my gun!” Sam cried out from the backseat.
Hearing them, the girl aimed it at the windshield.
“Stay back!” she screamed. “Or I will fucking shoot!”
“We’re going to get out slowly,” Sam said out the window.
“No, you’re not! Stay where you are!”
“Look, we’re in the same boat as you,” he said calmly.
She lowered the gun, and Noah saw that she was sobbing. Sam took the opportunity to open the door.
“We’re not here to hurt you—we’re looking for help, just like you.”
She let the rifle fall to her side.
“Where’d you get that gun?”
The girl stepped backwards as she looked at Sam, seemingly in disbelief. Her eyes narrowed, and she had stopped crying.
“From your store—from White Mist. There was a dead body in the parking lot, and the place was torn apart. What the hell is happening?”
Noah’s brow creased. How had she known it was Sam’s store? Did he know her? It certainly didn’t seem so.
“Is your car drivable?” Sam asked.
“I-I don’t think so,” she stammered.
“Let’s get it off the road. We don’t need another accident to deal with,” he said, motioning for Noah and Kendall to get out of the vehicle.
Noah was immediately struck by the girl’s beauty, and his demeanor softened. Her eyes were blue, similar to his, but she had a strange intensity that seemed to radiate throughout her whole persona.
Her shoulder-length hair was dark, perfectly complementing her olive skin. She wore a gray tank top and a pair of skinny jeans. Her lips were full and curved, and they wavered as she surveyed the scene. She looked to be in her mid-twenties. Noah noticed that her neck was red and bruised, and she had a cut on her arm.
The body on the ground drew his attention. He covered his mouth.
“We should move him, as well,” Sam said.
Noah held his breath, and they each took a leg, gently tugging the body onto the gravel beside the highway. The road was still stained with pieces of the victim’s face.
“I can’t believe this is happening,” the girl whispered.
Noah moved towards her, holding up his hands. “Listen, it’s ok. What’s your name?”
“Marie,” she said, after a pause.
Noah’s glasses slid down his nose, and he gently propped them up. He introduced his companions.
“Did you already call the police, Marie?”
She motioned towards the broken cellphone on the ground, throwing her hands up in despair. Noah and Kendall looked at each other, shaking their heads. It was as if they had been cut off from the whole world.
“We’d better get moving,” Noah warned.
He watched the others jump into the backseat, and then helped the girl inside.
 



 
 
Chapter 20
 
 
DELTA SAT QUIET IN THE passenger seat of the van, chewing her nails. She couldn’t believe she had finally found him. Sam was alive.
She glanced back at him in amazement, and her hand went automatically to her pocket. The picture was still there. She had lied about her name. Given the events of the evening, she wasn’t sure how he would take the news. It wasn’t time yet. Things were just too…horrific.
She noticed that Noah was watching her. His eyes darted sideways behind his black-rimmed glasses, and he seemed nervous. She couldn’t blame him. She watched the Chevy disappear in the passenger mirror, trying to dispel the memories that went with it. Despite the late hour, she was still intensely awake.
She doubted she would ever sleep again.
“How do you guys know each other?” she asked.
“That’s a long fucking story,” Kendall grinned from the backseat, doing his best to lighten the mood.
Sam began to narrate the events of the evening, and she listened with horror. It was as if the whole world had gone insane, save for those in the van. And even then, she wasn’t so sure. She looked at herself in the mirror, inspecting her own blue eyes. They seemed darker than she remembered, as if they had been tainted forever with unspeakable events.
Things were different now, indeed.
When Sam finished, Delta described her own discoveries at White Mist, which fell in line with the story she had just heard. She continued on, reaching her struggle on the highway, and then felt her voice trail off. She bit her lip and looked away.
Noticing her discomfort, the driver changed the subject.
“How’d you end up in White Mist, Sam?” Noah asked.
The storeowner leaned forward in his seat. He paused for a minute, as if reluctant to share.
“I’m actually from New York, believe it or not,” he said. “I didn’t move to New Mexico until I was a teenager. I hated the desert at first…but then it sort of grew on me. I had never liked the snow or cold, anyhow, so that was probably my saving grace.”
“I agree with you on that one.” Noah made a face.
“My dad owned a small bookstore in Albuquerque. I worked alongside him for years, learning the business while I went to college. I think he expected me to take over for him. But my heart just wasn’t in it. I wanted to make my own way. I was stubborn. When I was twenty-two, I met my wife...” He paused, trying to compose himself.
“I’m sorry,” Noah said, sensing his pain.
Delta turned toward the window, trying to suppress her own emotions. It was painful to hear the story from the other side. The storeowner continued.
“My wife and I got married, and we had a daughter. I worked at an insurance agency. My wife worked second shift as a nurse. One day we saw a listing online for White Mist. It was sort of a joke between us at first—we could own an entire town! Besides that, we could quit our day jobs. We used to talk about it every night before bed, how eventually we wouldn’t have to answer to our bosses.” He smiled at the memory.
“Well, I got my wish. A few weeks later I was laid off from the insurance company. My employer blamed it on the economy, but I think he just figured out he could make more money for himself. We took it as a sign. Why not make our dream a reality? Before we knew it, we were setting up shop in White Mist. A few years ago, my wife and daughter passed away unexpectedly.”
Sam looked out the window as the words rang through the van. Delta wanted to reach out to this man, who had lost so much and was now facing—well, whatever the hell they were up against. It didn’t seem fair. It was as if some higher power suggested he hadn’t suffered enough.
The storeowner fell silent.
Outside, the streetlights became farther apart, and the highway wrapped itself in darkness deeper than she had ever remembered. Delta shifted in the passenger seat, wondering where it all went wrong.
She wanted desperately to talk to him, and to tell him who she was. But that would have to wait.
 



 
 
Part Three—New Heights
 
 
Chapter 21
 
 
HECTOR CASTILLO MADE HIS WAY through the slaughterhouse methodically, writing notes on a clipboard. Although he had a team dedicated to the inspections, he preferred to be on-site alongside them, monitoring their progress and double- checking their findings.
He felt he was a fair boss, but several employees had complained that he was a micro-manager, undermining their daily activities and lowering morale. He liked to think that his techniques bolstered productivity and kept his subordinates honest.
Currently, his team was inspecting a beef plant in El Paso. As employees of the United States Federal Government, Hector and his crew were part of the FSIS— the Food Safety & Inspection Service. Their job was to ensure the quality and safety of the beef being produced in the southwestern plants. In Hector’s mind, they were the unsung heroes of the food industry.
Many of the plant owners tended to disagree.
Since starting his position ten years ago, he’d seen thousands of consumers fall ill due to illegal substances that were fed to the cattle. The most common—Clenbuterol—was a steroid that farmers used to bulk up their livestock before they were slaughtered. In the past year, Hector had closed down several plants for the use of this one drug alone.
Currently, he was observing the unloading dock, where the cows were prepped and transferred from the trucks to the slaughterhouse. There were ten bays, each with its own crew. Even to the experienced eye, the facility was huge. There were almost more workers than he could count, all focused on maintaining the flow of cattle from pen to chute.
This particular plant not only serviced not only several local states, but also exported meat to Mexico. As such, it was subject to strict standards in the way the meat was procured, killed, stored, and distributed according to the USDA. It was his job to determine that these standards were being met.
Hector continued to mark his notepad, perusing a checklist that he adhered to for every inspection. Occasionally, a few of the workers would meet his gaze, watching for any signs that he was displeased. It was often difficult to gauge their natural behaviors. Most of the time, the plants were prepared for an inspection. In the case of a surprise visit, they were prompted to follow all best practices in the event that they were being monitored.
Hector was interrupted at the sight of one of his agents, Victor Sanchez, who was approaching rapidly.
Victor was an imposing figure. At six-feet-two inches, he towered above most of the workers in the plant, and was heads above his superior, who was just over five feet. In addition to being physically intimidating, Victor had impeccable judgment. Hector trusted him more than most of the top members of the FSIS organization.
“Hector, we need to talk,” he said quietly.
Hector nodded, and the pair began moving toward the exit. A few of the plant workers looked up at them surreptitiously, keeping an eye on them while still tending to their work.
“We just received the results on the last shipment. It’s not good.”
“Clenbuterol?” Hector asked.
“Not even close. I wish it were that simple. We need to shut this plant down immediately.”
Hector looked up at his employee’s face. The man’s brow was creased with worry. Hector had never known him to be wrong before.
Hector didn’t waste any time. In a matter of seconds, he was on the phone with upper management at FSIS headquarters. He was instructed to stop production at the plant and immediately quarantine the facility. Reinforcements would be on the way.
He hurried to the plant’s front office. The plant controller was standing in the doorway, as if he had been expecting them. His name was Raymond Marconi, and Hector had disliked him immediately.
The controller was a short, heavy-set man, and he wore a purple shirt, which was buttoned halfway to expose several gold chains. His underarms were stained with sweat, and beads of perspiration lined his forehead.
“Mister Castillo, what can I do for you?” He smiled, as if his formality would ward off suspicion.
“We’re shutting the place down. We need to take further samples immediately. I’ll need a list of all the deliveries that have been made this week as soon as possible.”
“What are you talking about? We can’t shut the whole facility down. Are you crazy?”
“If you don’t cooperate now, I’ll make sure this place closes for good, and never re-opens. Do you understand?” Hector glared at the man.
He looked down at his phone, noticing that a text message had come in.
According to the home office, the plant had been linked to serious illnesses in the surrounding states. Word of the contamination had already spread to the media. Any further shipments needed to be contained immediately.
They needed to move fast.
 



 
 
Chapter 22
 
 
“WHERE WERE YOU HEADED, MARIE?” Noah asked.
“To Phoenix,” Delta replied. “I was going to stay with my aunt for a few weeks. I’ll bet she’s worried sick.”
Sam’s brow furrowed, and he stared at the back of her seat. Something didn’t add up.
Working at the gas station, he had met a variety of customers. As the sole proprietor, he needed to be leery of shoplifters, robbers, or anyone else who may interrupt his business. Over the years, he had cultivated a keen sense of people’s intentions—often by talking to them for just a few minutes.
For the most part, he had been lucky. He had only run into trouble a handful of times, mostly with teenagers trying to pocket small-ticket items. In those cases, he had simply demanded they leave the store. Occasionally, the shoplifters had threatened to become violent, and he had called in the police.
Now, he sensed there was more to the girl’s story, though he wasn’t sure what it could be. He made a mental note to inquire further when the time was right.
“I think there’s an exit coming up in a few miles,” he indicated.
There were a few small towns past the Arizona Visitor’s Center. Certainly one would have a police station. Although he rarely ventured outside of White Mist, he had gained knowledge about the surrounding area from his customers.
The nearest town to White Mist was Gallup, which sat about ten miles to the east—the opposite direction. Over the few times he had called Gallup for assistance, he had never seen the same police officer twice, which was probably because Gallup was a larger city. He certainly did not know any by name, and would not recognize any of their faces if he saw them again.
He was even less familiar with the exits past the Arizona border.
“I see a sign up ahead.” Noah pointed into the distance.
“If we don’t have any luck there, we may have to head back east. I’m certain there’s a police station in Gallup.”
A pit formed in Sam’s stomach at the thought of turning around. It would mean they would have to pass through White Mist. Although he was fairly certain that the scarred man had been the one in the back of the girl’s car, he pictured the body of the dead trucker that was still in the parking lot. By now, the birds had probably found their way to the body.
In addition, turning around would mean they’d be close to the Arizona Visitor’s Center.  He wondered if anyone else had stumbled on the bodies they had left behind.
Kendall yelled abruptly, pointing to the highway in front of them.
Up ahead, two pairs of spotlights scanned the road. They swiveled suddenly, aiming their beams at the van. Noah slowed the vehicle to a crawl as they approached.
“Maybe it’s the police,” Sam suggested, but the absence of colored lights suggested otherwise.
Sam could make out the silhouettes of two pickup trucks. One of their owners was standing in the bed, holding what appeared to be a megaphone. In the truck next to him, two men had assault rifles trained on the van. Although they appeared to be civilians, they were wearing gas masks.
A voice projected into the night.
“Stop where you are, or we’ll shoot you dead.”
The words resonated through the van, stunning its passengers.
Noah leaned out the window. “Sir, we’re looking for help!”
A bullet ricocheted off the driver’s mirror, shattering the glass right below his ear. Noah ducked back inside as the shards collided with the pavement below.
“Holy fuck! What are you doing?” he screamed out the window at them.
“Back off and turn around, now! The next shot is into your skull!” the man billowed. The assault rifles lifted up higher, as if to confirm his command. The man turned his head upwards. The hoses on his gas mask stretched taut.
Sam looked outside. Across the highway, two more pickups blocked the opposing lanes. There was no getting around them. Maybe it was time to turn around. That is, if they weren’t shot and killed first.
He scanned the landscape, searching for another way out. Several hundred feet in front of the trucks, on the other side of the highway, he noticed a narrow road heading off to the South. It looked like an exit.
“Noah, back up and drive across the median. I think there’s an exit across the way,” he whispered.
Another bullet ricocheted off the front bumper. One of the men with the assault rifles was leaning down from the top of the truck now, trying to secure his shot.
“Your warning is up!” the megaphone blared.
“Go! Go!” Sam yelled.
Noah threw the vehicle into reverse, feeling the trailer buckle as it began to jackknife. He hit the gas and accelerated forward onto the dirt.
“Where do you think you’re going?” The voice was louder now. Beams of light splayed back and forth behind the van.
Several more bullets screamed through the air, this time hitting the trailer. Noah hit the gas, increasing their speed and kicking up dust around them. The van veered left, and Sam watched the pickups across the road start to move. They were trying to head them off.
“To the left—over there—do you see the exit?”
“I got it!” Noah shouted.
Behind them, the man with the megaphone yelled in anger.
The van cleared the median and hit the pavement with a thud, the trailer catching a lift of air in the process. The tires crunched with the impact, and Sam prayed they hadn’t been damaged. The exit was barely marked. A faded sign poked out of the ground at the entrance. Sam thought it may have said ‘Exit 393’, but he couldn’t be certain.
The trucks picked up the chase, but seemed to back off as the van approached the exit. Sam watched the lights fade into the distance as the trucks returned to their position across the road. In front of them, the road narrowed almost immediately. The engine hummed as the van started to ascend.
Sam knew that Arizona contained numerous mountain ranges in addition to desert. In fact, the White Mountains were a major tourist attraction in the summer, when campers could hike, fish, and hunt. He hoped that taking the exit hadn’t been a mistake. With a van and trailer, turning around would be extremely difficult. Already the road was bordered with thick vegetation.
A white sign confirmed his suspicion. Route 191. Although he hadn’t been there before, he knew it wasn’t a main thoroughfare.
“There’s got to be a ranger’s station up here somewhere, or at least some other people,” he said, but his voice rang with doubt.
“I hope they aren’t as friendly as the last bunch,” Kendall muttered.
 



 
 
Chapter 23
 
 
NOAH CLUTCHED THE STEERING WHEEL. The road was making him nervous. Because it wasn’t a main road, there were no streetlights. The van’s weak headlights seemed inadequate to pierce the darkness around them.
With the change in elevation, a new set of thick foliage had sprouted. It seemed as though the forest was growing around them, sealing them in with each passing mile. Tall green trees towered above them, providing the only barriers between them and the edge of the mountains. Noah found it hard to believe they were still in Arizona. It seemed like they were in another state entirely.
A few miles prior, they’d come across a sign for the Coronado Campgrounds.
“I’m willing to bet money there’s nobody there,” Kendall had chimed in from behind him, grinning. Nobody contested the comment.
Noah sighed. It was hard to keep his faith up when everything just seemed so…hopeless.
He thought back to the newspaper he had stumbled on at the Visitor’s Center. He hadn’t yet shared the headline with his companions. He and Kendall hadn’t eaten much lately, and they seemed to be the only people on the road. Maybe they were the only people left who hadn’t been affected by the beef contamination, and everyone else was either crazy or dead.
The idea seemed ludicrous. But what plausible explanation could there be?
“Sam, can I ask you something?” he called back.
Kendall interrupted him. “Hey, buddy, if you’re not going to let me drive, then you’d better not let him.”
“Very funny. This thing is a rental,” Noah countered. “That wasn’t what I was going to ask. Have you eaten any beef lately, Sam?”
“I’m actually vegetarian.  Why do you ask?”
“I have something to tell you guys.”
Sam and Kendall leaned forward between the seats as Noah shared what he had seen at the Arizona Visitor’s Center. He mentioned the headline article, as well as the smaller article about the murders in Santa Fe.
“That could explain why these fuckers have been going insane, killing everyone,” Kendall surmised. “I mean, what else would explain it?”
“What about you, Marie? Have you had any beef products recently?” Noah looked over at her.
“Not in the past few days, but I’m a carnivore,” she said. “And I feel fine.”
“Well, we should try to get a hold of a newspaper, or catch the news when we find help—if such a thing still exists in this God-forsaken state. We should double check that you haven’t eaten any of the stuff they’re recalling, just in case.”
She nodded in agreement. She looked nervous.
The tires began to crunch on the road, and the noise muffled their conversation. A faded sign appeared in the road, pointing to a dirt inlet up ahead. A large RV camper sat in the lot. From somewhere inside, a single light burned, illuminating its interior.
Kendall motioned towards it. “Up ahead!”
“Pull up slowly and turn off the headlights,” Sam instructed. 
Noah pulled the van up on a diagonal so it was facing the RV, and then paused. He left a buffer of about fifteen feet. That should give them a clear view around both sides of the vehicle.
 “Do you want me to go with you guys to check out the RV?” Delta asked.
“No, I’ll go.” Noah volunteered. He looked at the girl, wondering if she was impressed. He straightened his glasses on his face.
Sam was already off the seat, pistol in hand. He signaled to Kendall and Delta. “You two wait here. Make sure you lock the doors behind us.”
“We will,” said Delta. Her blue eyes flashed in the darkness.
 



 
 
Chapter 24
 
 
WITH THE VAN TURNED OFF, the campground had fallen into an eerie silence. Sam made his way towards the RV. There were two windows on the exterior, both half-covered with curtains and shades. Through the window on the left, he could make out a single yellow light bulb hanging from the ceiling. Its glow did little to brighten the outside lot.
A pocket of brush cracked underneath his feet, and he stopped suddenly to compensate for the noise. Noah bumped into him from behind. He’d almost forgotten he wasn’t alone.
The RV stood motionless. He didn’t detect any movement from inside. If anyone was aware of their presence, they weren’t making an effort to greet them.
A low hum vibrated from their right. Sam raised the pistol and pointed. He stared for a few seconds, saw nothing, and then slowly recognized the outline of a picnic table. It appeared to be empty, but a lone object sat on one of the wooden benches.
It was a radio.
Sam heard the hum again. He realized it was the faint sound of voices coming from the station it was picking up. The radio cut in and out, layering a hint of static over the broadcast. He leaned down next to it, keeping a watchful eye on the RV. Noah did the same.
It sounded like they were only receiving bits and pieces of the information.
“Art, I think we are going to need to keep repeating...recall on beef…New Mexico, Arizona, Oklahoma, and Tex…damaging physical effects...acts of violence…remain indoors…secure your homes...”
The radio gave a piercing beep after the announcement. Sam recognized it as the tone for an emergency broadcast. He felt a creeping sense of dread make its way from the core of his stomach and into his esophagus. He wondered briefly if the message had been pre-recorded—if the broadcasters were even still alive. Maybe they were as dead as the trucker in White Mist, or the man at the Arizona Visitor’s Center. As dead as they all would be soon.
Noah raised the bat in response, looking wildly in all directions.
The kid had been right. It was the damned beef.
“Forget the RV,” he whispered. “We need to get back in that van and get as far away as possible. It’s too dangerous.”
He turned in the opposite direction, leading with the pistol. Behind him, the van door was open. Delta had gotten out. He motioned for her to get back inside.
“I thought I heard voices,” she explained. She turned and hopped back into the van, opening the door to a crack. As she got inside, an object fluttered to the ground behind her. 
Sam reached down and picked up the object. He ran his fingers over it in the dark.
It felt like a photograph.
 



 
 
Chapter 25
 
 
NOAH JUMPED BACK INTO THE driver’s seat. He fumbled in his pockets for the keys, and then realized he had left them in the ignition. His roommate leaned forward from the backseat.
“What happened?” Kendall whispered. “Was somebody in the RV?”
“We didn’t get that far,” Noah said. “It’s bad, man. That newspaper article, the attacks—they’re all related. There was a radio on the picnic table...”
“Let’s get out of here, Noah!” Sam interrupted.
Noah turned the key. The van fired up without hesitation. He exhaled loudly and put it into reverse. He would need to turn the vehicle around.
“We should ditch the trailer.” Kendall cursed from the backseat.
“We can do that later,” Sam said. “We need to get out of here. Out of this state. It’s our only hope.”
Noah began to maneuver backwards, sliding the steering wheel in the opposite direction from the turn. He felt the trailer start to jackknife, and put the van back in drive. Normally, he was pretty efficient, but his nerves had started to kick in.
He pulled forward towards the RV, intending to begin a sharper turn. As he did so, a pair of brake lights snapped on, casting a red glow on the hood of the van.
Somebody was inside the RV.
The camper’s engine fired up, filling the night air with a plume of exhaust. Noah pulled forward, then reversed, attempting to change course. In front of them, they could still see through the window of the RV. A hand moved toward the shade, tugging at the bottom. It spun upwards and rolled on the track. A bearded man stared out at them, dressed in a camouflage jacket and pants. He pressed a shotgun against the window and stared into the van. His eyes were bloodshot, as if he hadn’t slept in days.
“Forget turning around—just go!” Sam yelled.
Noah hit the gas hard, feeling the tires burn out on dirt and gravel. The van leapt into motion, screeching onto the roadway and heading deeper into the mountains. In the passenger seat next to him, the girl clung on to her seat, knuckles white.
Noah glanced behind them, catching the glare of headlights. He gunned the engine.  The RV had pulled out of the inlet, and was now right on their tail.
 



 
 
Chapter 26
 
 
SAM TWISTED THE PISTOL IN his right hand. With the trailer behind them, his view of the RV was poor. He considered leaning out of one of the windows and firing at it. But with only two bullets left, his chances of landing a well-placed shot were slim.
Were they sure the person behind them was an enemy? After all, they had been the ones who had breached the campgrounds, creeping up on someone’s territory.
On the other hand, if he were the person or persons in the RV, he would have chosen to drive in the opposite direction, not to pursue an unknown vehicle filled with people. Especially if the RV owner had heard the radio broadcast. Nothing seemed to make sense.
If Sam had heard that announcement prior to today, he wasn’t sure he would have believed it. In fact, a few times during the night he had pictured himself waking up in his bed in White Mist, shaking off the remnants of a bad dream.
Especially after what had happened to Karen and Chloe. For the past few years, he had struggled to find purpose in his existence, to find a reason to keep going.
He thought back to his first few months alone, when the pain was sharp and condemning. He had blamed himself for leaving that night at the hotel. If only he had been there. If only he could have saved them.
His remaining family had suggested he sell White Mist and return to Albuquerque, to surround himself with people who could provide comfort and support. He had stubbornly refused.
Instead, he had continued to operate the store alone. Routine provided escape, and the daily chatter of transient customers provided a window to normalcy. He would not find that in the arms of his family. They would only remind him of what he had lost with their sympathetic gestures and downturned glances.
He was better off alone. Or so he had thought. He looked around at the other passengers.
Right now, the people in this van needed his help.
Sam felt a surge of strength overtake him. He smiled as he pictured Karen’s face as she joked with him that he needed to change his eating habits. If only she knew how right she had been.
The roar of the RV grew louder, jolting the storeowner back to reality. It sounded as if the vehicle were intent on ramming into the trailer. He squeezed the handle of the gun. He needed to find a way out of the situation—for all of their sakes.
Sam felt something smooth in his left palm, and realized he was still gripping the object he had found on the ground. He looked down at it, and saw that it was indeed a picture.
Through the dim lights of the van, he saw a familiar face staring back at him. It was a picture of him from several years back. Right around the time his family had been murdered.
On the back a few words had been scrawled in neat cursive.
Sam Cook. White Mist, New Mexico.
In a flash it all became clear. The girl had been searching for him.
 
+++
 
David Monroe—the man who had murdered his family—had a daughter.
Sam remembered now. It had been a few years, but he vaguely recalled her presence in the courtroom during the trial. At the time, he had been so distraught that he erased some of the details from his memory. She had been hiding in the back—probably ashamed at what her father had done.
Now, as he stared at the back of her head, he found himself wishing he had paid more attention.
He tucked the picture in his pocket. He had known something wasn’t right about her from the moment they had first met on the highway. Something about her blue eyes and demeanor seemed—well just off.
For all he knew, the girl could have been watching him for weeks—months even—trying to determine the right way to approach him. She had finally succeeded, in the midst of the chaos that was now playing out around them.
Maybe she was part of that chaos.
From the front seat, her head turned to the side as the van shook. He caught a glimpse of her eyes, which seemed darker than he remembered.
The van jolted forward, skidding slightly as the RV slammed into them from behind. Sam had two bullets. He knew he’d better make them count.
 



 
 
Chapter 27
 
 
THE RV BEGAN TO HONK and flash its lights. Noah heard the sound of someone yelling, and then realized the sound was coming from his own mouth. The van wound its way into the mountains.
Route 191 had thinned out even more. With every turn, the van’s headlights illuminated a new curve in the road. One wrong maneuver would send the van and trailer tumbling hundreds of feet off of a remote cliff. If someone were to come looking for them, it would be years before they were found.
And nobody knew they were here.
Aside from that, the contamination had probably infected most of the southwestern states. He thought briefly of his family in Nebraska, and felt a small sense of relief. At least they were farther away. Maybe they’re safe, he thought.
Kendall was crouching between the front seats, staring out the side mirrors.
“He’s going to ram us off the edge!”
Delta gripped the bottom of her seat, biting her lips. In the back, Sam clutched the pistol, deciding the best course of action.
The storeowner spoke up. “We can try stopping suddenly when we get to a straightaway. Maybe it will scare him enough to back off. We can’t continue to be hit from behind—it’s too dangerous. Those trailer tires are thin.”
“I don’t see anything remotely straight coming up, Sam!” Noah warned. “Besides, with the way he’s ramming us, I doubt he’d care if we stopped.”
The RV revved its engine behind them and came in for another pass, brushing the back of the trailer. One of the trailer tires kicked up off the ground with the impact. Noah heard a thud, and pictured the couch colliding with the trailer walls.
“We’re going to pop a tire!” Kendall yelled.
Up ahead, Noah saw a tight curve approaching to their left. “Sam, do you think you can get off a shot when we round this bend?”
Sam squeezed beside him, next to the driver’s seat, and poked his head out the window.
“We’ll find out soon enough!” he yelled against the wind.
Noah let up on the gas as the van rounded the turn. The trailer pitched to the side. He heard Sam fire a shot into the night, and then the sound of glass shattering behind them.
 



 
 
Chapter 28
 
 
SAM HAD HIT HIS MARK. The RV’s front windshield collapsed into tiny fragments. The headlights blinded him, but he could see the silhouette of the driver hunched over in the seat. He wasn’t sure if the man was ducking, or if he had been hit.
He hoped for the latter.
Noah let off the gas and the van slowed to a crawl.
“Is he dead?”
“I’m not sure. I wouldn’t assume anything at this point,” Sam said.
“We should probably check, right? What if he’s not one of those things? What if he was just trying to defend himself?” Noah asked.
Sam nodded grimly. Even though the RV driver had been trying to kill them, the man might still be alive. He looked at the pistol. He had one bullet left.
The girl shifted in her seat, and he quickly turned his attention to her. He wasn’t sure if she could be trusted. He needed to find out what else she was hiding, but he would have to wait until the present situation was dealt with.
The van came to a stop. Its headlights lit up the side of a beautiful mountain range. Green foliage and trees peppered the landscape. Sam found himself thinking this area would remain untouched for years to come. Especially with no one left to develop it. The thought gave him little comfort.
The edge of the cliff was dangerously close. He figured the tires couldn’t be more than a foot or so from slipping into the darkness below. Although he couldn’t see off the side, he imagined the drop was several hundred feet. His stomach hitched.
“I’ll check on the driver,” he said finally. He opened the door.
The RV’s headlights blurred his vision. After a few seconds, his eyes began to adjust, and he was able to assess the damage to the vehicle behind them. Shards of glass clung to the window frame. The driver was keeled over in the front seat.
Sam shuddered. In one night, he’d been responsible for the death of two living things. He relaxed his grip on the pistol and fought the urge to be sick.
The man certainly appeared to be dead. But he needed to be sure. He needed to know.
He thought back to White Mist, to the trucker whose body probably still lay in the dirt. He wondered if the man would ever have a proper burial, if, somewhere, his family was looking for him. Certainly, the man in the RV had had loved ones as well, regardless of the circumstances he had found himself in. The door hung open, and Sam looked down to find his footing.
“Sam, wait!” Noah hissed.
The storeowner looked back again. The shadow in the RV had begun to move.
“He’s still alive!”
Had he been biding his time? Maybe he’d been waiting for them to approach so he could resume his attack at close range.
“Shit!” Sam yelled.
The RV engine roared, and Sam saw the driver grip the wheel. It would take a minute for the RV to get moving, but the man’s intentions were clear. They needed to get out of the van.
“Everybody out—now! He’s going to ram us again!”
 



 
 
Chapter 29
 
 
DELTA WATCHED THE RV BEHIND them with increasing nervousness, trying to calculate their next move. She stared at the man with the beard who was holding the shotgun, and wondered if it was the last face she would see.
The RV driver revved the gas. He was going to push the van off the cliff.
Her eyes felt like they were going to implode, and she felt a blinding pain from behind them. She fought to keep her anxiety from taking over. She needed to think clearly.
“Get out now!” Sam yelled again, this time in her direction.
The storeowner was motioning for her to move. She reached for the door handle, blinded by the lights of the RV behind them. The glare lit up the side of the van, casting a white glow over her companions. She raised her arm to deflect the light. Her body began to shake as she looked into the backseat.
Kendall sat next to Sam, breathing heavily. His eyes had turned black, his pale skin now a mottled gray. His lips curved upward, revealing a mouthful of crooked teeth. He had been contaminated.
“Sam, watch out!” she yelled.
Kendall lunged toward the storeowner, digging deep into the man’s arm with his fingernails. Sam shrieked in agony, and blood spurted into the air, spraying Delta’s face in the backdraft. She tasted copper in her mouth, mixed with the bitter taste of adrenaline that already resided there.
The empty rifle sat between her legs. She moved one arm, then the other, trying to break through the mental gridlock. She needed to react. If she didn’t, the storeowner would die. She could feel her heart beating furiously. The gun was in her hands now, and Delta turned it sideways.
With a scream, she leapt into the fray.
She swung the rifle, connecting with Kendall’s tattooed shoulder. At the same time, Sam threw his elbow into the kid’s stomach, propelling the attacker sideways, and then reached for the door handle. The storeowner opened the door and toppled out into the darkness.
Delta was on top of Kendall now. The kid began to claw at her, and she felt pain ripple through her forearms. A voice cried out from behind her.
“Get out the door—quick!”
It was Noah, and he was reaching towards her from the front seat. She felt his arms enter the entanglement of limbs, trying to pull her free.
Underneath her, Kendall hissed and squirmed, raking his nails across her stomach. Her tank top was drenched, and she wondered briefly if she was being disemboweled.
She heard a loud crash, and felt the van sway to the side. The RV had collided with them. Its headlights lit up the backseats, momentarily blinding her. She squinted, and her eyes refocused.
She thrust the gun barrel forward into Kendall’s teeth, and felt several of them crack against the rifle’s metal casing. Suddenly, she was free, and she rolled sideways on the seat towards the exit.
Noah leapt into the back on top of his roommate. He raised his arms high above his head, holding what looked like a razor. As Delta dove for the open door, she saw Noah plunge the weapon deep into his friend’s neck.
 



 
 
Chapter 30
 
 
NOAH SCREAMED IN HORROR AS he realized what he had done.
Blood sprayed onto the seats, and Kendall yelled in agony. The RV’s engine screamed from his left, and was now kicking up debris as it attempted to push the vehicle off the cliff. Noah could smell the exhaust billowing from its tailpipe, and he began to cough.
Kendall’s arms flailed uncontrollably as he tried to wrench the shiv free from his neck. His face had contorted into something less than human. If there was any trace left of the Kendall that Noah had known, it was now consumed by darkness.
Noah held his hands in front of his face, shielding his eyes from the RV’s headlights. The bearded man stared out at him with wild eyes. He was holding up his shotgun, as if to indicate there was no escape.
In the distance, Noah could make out the silhouettes of Sam and the girl. They had crawled about twenty feet away, out of the RV’s path. The girl was yelling for him to jump out. Noah braced himself between the two front seats, struggling to stand as the vehicle shook around him.
Kendall was coming towards him now. Noah looked out the open passenger side door, where only a few feet separated the van from the edge of the cliff. He needed to move.
Noah stepped over the passenger seat. He felt his feet slide out from underneath him and he fell out of the van and into the dirt. Knees stinging, he crawled on his stomach between the van and the cliff, wondering if he would make it clear in time.
 



 
 
Chapter 31
 
 
SAM LAY FACEDOWN IN THE dirt, twenty feet from the van. He had crawled as far as he was able to before collapsing. His face hugged the ground, his mouth tasting a mixture of sand and stone, and pain shot through his left arm. He felt himself drifting in and out of consciousness.
The girl was trying to help him up. Her thin arms flexed as she pulled at his armpits, but Sam flopped back to the ground.
He heard her shriek towards the van, and looked up in time to see two vehicles topple over the edge of the cliff.
“No!”
She collapsed to the ground, her eyes welling up with tears.
The van descended first, followed by the trailer, and then the RV. The trailer hitch bent almost in half, threatening to snap, and then went into a free fall. The RV followed from the rear.
A pair of red brake lights flashed suddenly from the back of the RV. Perhaps the bearded man had realized his error at the last second. The red glow persisted, even as the mangled conglomeration toppled into the darkness and out of sight.
Sam felt his eyes flutter and close. He was still conscious for a few seconds, but not long enough to hear the explosion that rocked the mountains below.
 
+++
 
He awoke to the sound of birds.
He opened his eyes slowly. His arm was throbbing, but he was alive. A piece of clothing was bound taut against his forearm, and he realized someone had fashioned a makeshift sling.
“Thank God,” the girl said from beside him. “I was sure you weren’t going to wake up.”
Sam sat upright, bracing himself on the ground with his good arm. His head was spinning.
“I think it’s just a superficial wound, but we’ll need to get it tended to as soon as possible,” she said.
He gazed off in the direction of the cliff, which was now illuminated by the morning sun. Aside from tire marks in the road, there was no evidence of the two vehicles. The air still held the faint odor of rubber and metal.
“Noah, Kendall, the RV—” he started.
Delta opened her mouth, but was unable to speak. Her eyes welled up, and she looked off into the distance.
“Do we need to check?”
“I already have,” someone called out from behind them. Sam turned.
It was Noah. His face was streaked with tears, and he held his glasses in the air, inspecting one of the cracked lenses.
Sam nodded and took to his feet. He felt sick to his stomach. He had only known Kendall for a short time, but he felt awful for the kid. Nobody deserved to die like that.
“I’m sorry, Noah,” he said. He knew words wouldn’t suffice for what his companion was feeling.
Sam looked down at his arm. It appeared that the homemade wrap had stopped the bleeding. His legs felt stiff, as if atrophy had already begun to set in. He flexed his calves to renew the circulation.
The roar of motors had been replaced by the sounds of nature. Trees rustled in the breeze, and chirps and chatters sprung from unseen animals. The road ahead curved upwards, promising a difficult journey.
He wondered if they should stop and say a prayer for their fallen companion. It seemed like the right thing to do.
Sam made his way to the edge of the cliff. The others followed. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. They stared in silence over the horizon for several minutes. The storeowner finally turned around.
“Which way?” the girl asked.
“Well, I think we both know what’s back there.” Sam motioned back from where they had come. She nodded. The three continued into the mountains—this time on foot.
 
+++
 
They walked for several hours without seeing a hint of civilization. Despite the circumstances, the scenery was breathtaking. Mountain ranges capped the skyline, stretching as far as the eye could see. Birds soared overhead, keeping a passive watch on the travelers. The three kept to the far edge of the road, avoiding the treacherous plunge that seemed to accompany each turn.
Sam’s arm was sore, but he had been able to keep up the pace. He had lost some blood, for sure, but not enough to sap all his strength. In any case, he was grateful to have survived.
When the next sign finally appeared, it seemed out of place in the otherwise untouched landscape. Pockets of brush had grown over its face, and the print was barely legible.
St. Matthews—2 Miles.
Sam breathed a sigh of relief. He motioned toward a large, flat rock on the side of the road.
“Can we stop here for a minute?” He grimaced. He needed a rest.
“Sure,” the girl said.
She held his good arm and eased him into a sitting position, then took a spot next to him. Noah drifted to the edge of the road, staring at something in the distance. He had barely spoken a word since the accident.
The girl looked at him, her blue eyes still wet with tears. She held her knees to her chest, but didn’t speak. They sat in silence for a few minutes. Finally, the storeowner spoke.
“I know who you are,” Sam said.
She nodded, but didn’t act surprised.
Her hands went to her pocket, and she pulled out a folded envelope, handing it to him. The sealant had smeared down the side, as if she had been holding on to it for a long time. Sam slipped his fingers inside and pulled out a newspaper clipping stuck to the bottom. He unfolded it and smoothed out the creases.
It was David Monroe’s obituary.
“It’s over,” she whispered. “I’m sorry for what happened to your family.”
Sam’s pressed his face against his knees.
For the first time in two years, the storeowner wept.
 
+++
 
The road began to curve downward. Sam welcomed the change, which made it easier for him to walk in his weakened condition. Noah and the girl held him up on either side, ensuring he kept his balance.
The storeowner looked up into the sky. The sun climbed higher, breaking through the trees and enveloping his face in warmth. It was the same reception he would have received in White Mist as he set about his morning routines at the store. Like most days, he would have been alone, struggling to keep thoughts of his family at bay. Now, Sam found himself welcoming the new day with renewed vigor.
It signified he was still alive. And for the moment, that was all he could ask for.
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1
Even after the plague hit, the worst thing in Ness Hook’s life was his brother Shawn. Shawn returned to their mother’s house without warning on a Sunday afternoon while Ness attempted, for the third time that week, to stop his fiddler crabs from escaping their tank. Shawn lugged a mattress over the threshold to Ness’ bedroom, fabric hissing over the shine-worn carpet.
Ness stared. “What are you doing?”
“Returning to the homestead. Get your shit out of the way.”
“Why do you have a mattress?”
Shawn glanced down at the stained bed clamped under his armpit, mock-surprised, as if it were a piece of gum he’d just discovered jammed in his sole. “Is that what this is? That’s handy, ‘cause I plan to sleep on it.”
“You can’t bring your bed into my room.”
“You gonna stop me?”
“What are you even doing here?” Ness said. “Did you leave your house in your other pair of pants?”
Shawn’s face went dark. He shoved his mattress against the wall and kicked the clothes massed on Ness’ floor. “Get your shit out of the way before I shovel it out the window.”
Ness set down the wire mesh he’d been gluing around the aquarium filter and stepped over the Burger King wrappers bulwarking his computer desk. He grabbed the mattress, grunted, and heaved, inching it back toward the door.
“You think so?” Shawn laughed. Casually, he shoved Ness to the ground. Ness’ knee scraped the gym-style carpet. Shawn booted a crumpled shirt across the floor, flopped the mattress to the ground, and wiped his hands on his jeans. He wore Wranglers, a red flannel over a ribbed white wifebeater, and a new and stupid mustache. “Great to see you again, little brother.”
Panic, anger, and baffling shame flooded Ness all the way to his neck. He scrabbled out of the bedroom and dashed to the double-wide’s living room, where his mom sat at the breakfast nook mumbling at her Facebook game, a block-shooter that would have looked primitive on an original Nintendo. For once, the quaintness of her game didn’t bother Ness.
“Shawn’s in my room,” he said.
His mom blasted another block. “Get used to it.”
“What happened to his house? Did he try to drink it?”
“Lost it. Couldn’t pay for it. You even know what a mortgage is?”
“Mom,” he whined. “He can’t be in my room.”
“Your room?” A falling block crushed her cursor. She swore and swiveled to face him. “If you’ve been paying rent, the checks have been lost for five years now.”
“I pay for my food.”
“That just leaves the roof, hot water, your cell phone, the electricity to that computer—”
The screen door banged. Shawn trundled down the hall, a cardboard box in his arms. Their mom turned away and started up another game.
“What am I supposed to do?” Ness said.
“Get used to it,” his mom said. “Shit’s tough. You think he’s any happier about this than you?”
Ness watched her play her stupid backwards game, waiting for her to come to her senses, rise from her cat-shredded office chair, and banish Shawn from the house. She did nothing. Ness returned to his bedroom, not quite daring to go in. Shawn thumped down a box and yanked off the tape. He wadded the tape into a lumpy silverish ball, lobbed it into the corner, and began unpacking small green boxes of ammunition.
Shawn didn’t look up from his work. “Did you just run off to tell Mom?”
Ness knew the lie was foolish—Shawn had been coming in and out, he’d probably snooped the whole conversation—but couldn’t stop himself. “I was helping her with her computer.”
Shawn chuckled. He jerked his head at one of the aquariums, a ten-gallon freshwater flickering with a school of tetras, their blue, red, and silver scales flashing under the tank light. “Can you use those things for bait?”
“Don’t touch my fish,” Ness said.
“Look like the perfect size for a hook.”
“I said don’t you touch my fish.”
“Tell you what. Why don’t you set up a new tank with all the ones you don’t like?”
Ness’ neck was hot and itchy. In a moment, he would either start screaming or hit Shawn, and either way would end in tears. He darted into the room, grabbed his shoes, and ran for the door. Shawn laughed.
Ness ran down the driveway past Shawn’s truck, gravel jagging his socked feet. He sat down where the road turned in to the drive and laced up his shoes. He didn’t have the first one tied before an orange bolt burst from the knee-high grass and leapt onto his shoulders, purring. He shoved Volt away and she jumped right back up.
Once his shoes were on, he headed straight up the mountain. Volt trotted beside him, flinging herself at the moths that staggered from the grass. It was spring and the sky was cloudless but it would have been cold if he weren’t moving. Behind him, Moscow, Idaho filled the shallow valley, a hive of naive undergrads and fearful locals. He reached for his iPod, but he’d left it on his desk.
The road ended. A pheasant spooked in a blast of wings and Ness threw his arms above his head. The bird settled in a pine, clucking like a car that’s just been shut off, tail angling from the branch. Volt put back her ears. Other people said exercise made them feel good, even high, but Ness took walks to vent the tension. This time, the climb wasn’t helping. Back in his room, Shawn was unpacking his things—his shotguns in their cloth camo cases, his subscriptions to Guns & Ammo and Soldier of Fortune, his rap CDs with their cracked cases—leaving oily fingerprints on the aquariums and saturating the room with his stink of beer sweat, engine grease, and Winstons.
He couldn’t believe his mom had done this to him.
His feet crushed weeds just released from winter, stirring chlorophyll, the scent of milky sap, and one repeated thought: unfair, unfair, unfair. He reached the thicket of pines along the ridge. Volt had disappeared sometime in the last half hour. On the other side of the mountain, the trees gave way to another grassy slope that leveled off into the Rogers’ farm, winter wheat rising in a short green blanket. Widget barked from the front steps, saw it was him, and wagged her flaggy tail.
Mrs. Rogers let him in to Tim’s room. Tim sat on the carpet, shooting Germans on his 21” TV. Ness frowned. The landline was choppy as ever. He grabbed the second controller, waited for the match to end, and joined up.
“Shawn moved back in to the trailer,” he said.
“That sucks,” Tim said.
“He’s in my room right now.”
“Why? He has that sweet house. Who wants to drink beer with their mom?”
Ness’ avatar was shot by a sniper and fell into the fields of France. “The bank took it. You know he drank up all his money at the Plant. That’s his problem.”
Tim paused to mash buttons until he died. “Well, what do you want? He can’t just be homeless.”
“He’s been talking about 2012 since Y2K. He can live in the hills and stab grubs for breakfast. That’s what he wants.”
“He’s your brother.”
“He’s a dick.”
“Well, what are you going to do? Get a job? Move out?”
Ness’ neck itched. He shot a German in the head and swung his view to the body, then emptied his clip into the fading pixels. “He should just leave.”
“Yeah, but he won’t, will he?” Tim died again—lag—and swore. He threw down the controller and shut off the PlayStation. “Well, I have to eat dinner.”
Ness left. By the time he got home, Shawn’s truck was gone from the driveway. For a minute, he let himself hope his brother had gone for good, but his bedroom was still full of unfamiliar clothes and magazines and Shawn’s stained mattress. He fed his fish and scrubbed their tanks and logged onto his game.
Shawn returned after midnight, letting the screen door slam. He swayed up behind Ness. His breath stunk like beer. “How long have you been on that thing?”
Ness didn’t turn from his laptop. “How long were you at the bar?”
“You never even been drunk.”
“It kills brain cells.”
Shawn leaned over his computer, breathing sour liquor. “Does it take a lot of brains to live with your mom and stay up all night shooting your fake faggot friends? You ever want to shoot a real gun, come out with me to the range some weekend.”
“It smells like you ate an outhouse,” Ness said.
Shawn went to the bathroom, which shared a wall with the bedroom, exposing Ness to every rattle of the medicine cabinet and echoing bout of flatulence. Shawn hawked phlegm, flushed the toilet. He came back to the room, flopped on his mattress, and inhaled deeply.
“Your cat pissed my bed.”
Ness didn’t look up. “No she didn’t.”
Shawn sniffed harder yet. “I can smell it. Right here.”
“Maybe it was you. Volt is trained.”
“Whatever.” Shawn fumbled with his alarm until it beeped once. For a while, all Ness could hear was the soft burble of the aquariums, the gentle clatter of his keyboard, and his friends joking over chat. His guild was waiting on a respawn; if they could loot it fast enough, they’d go raiding after.
“Will you turn that thing off?” Shawn said. “I can’t sleep over here.”
“Have another beer.”
“We’re out.” Sheets rustled. “I said turn that fucking thing off.”
“If you don’t like it, go back to the house you couldn’t pay for. The bank probably won’t shoot you.”
Shawn rushed from bed, stomped across the room, and slammed the laptop shut.
“What the hell!” Ness yelled.
His brother grabbed the back of his chair and tipped him over. Ness’ head hit the carpet. On his back, he swung for Shawn’s balls, but Shawn bent his knee and dropped it onto Ness’ chest with all his weight. Pain shocked through Ness’ body. He shouted.
Shawn slapped his face. “What are you gonna do about it?”
“Get off me!”
Shawn slapped him again. “I told you to turn that fucking thing off. Some of us got jobs. I’m not gonna wake up tired ‘cause you spend all night whacking—”
“What are you two idiots doing?” The lights flashed on. Their mom stood in the doorway, face puffy with sleep and red with anger.
Shawn eased his knee from Ness’ chest. “Trying to sleep.”
“You tried lying down instead of beating your little brother’s ass?”
“Does that work for you?”
“He hit me,” Ness said.
Their mom tucked her chin to her chest, gazing down at him with wide and skeptical eyes. “Would you like to file a formal complaint?”
She left the room. Ness unplugged his laptop from the wall. Shawn buried his face in his mattress and breathed. “I smell piss.”
Ness went to the living room and plugged in his laptop and logged back in, but his guild had already entered the instance. He shut down, went outside, and called Volt in from the fields. She licked his face until he fell asleep.
Shawn had picked up a wiring gig the next day, and between that and the bars, Ness didn’t see much of him for three days except when he came home for his lunches. Then, he complained about Volt, who he insisted had peed on his bed again. When he left, Ness bent over the mattress and sniffed, but all he smelled was ashes and sweat.
The gig ended. Ness suspected that was why Shawn had become an electrician in the first place—it paid well enough to let him sit around and drink through the frequent days off. But jobs had been scarce lately, and faced with the choice between Natty Lite and a mortgage, Shawn had gone with the one he could pick up from a gas station at one in the morning.
The day his gig was done, Shawn slept later than Ness, only rousting himself when their mom fried bacon and eggs. After his morning routine of repeatedly spitting into the toilet, his nasal honks cutting through the thin walls, he took the last of the coffee and poured his mug full of cream.
“I been thinking,” he said, seating himself.
Mom twiddled with her phone. “Oh boy.”
“I’ve been thinking about you, Mom. You know I’ll start paying rent next month after the house is cleared.” He jerked his thumb at Ness. “But what about this guy?”
“What about him?”
“He’s 25. I had a job at 15. Don’t you think he’s about nine years past pulling his weight?”
“I bought the eggs,” Ness said.
Shawn smiled. “And I’m sure both dollars are going straight to Mom’s retirement.”
She tucked her chin and gave Shawn her look. “Good luck prying him from that computer.”
“I just don’t think it’s fair that I pay rent and I have to share a room with someone who doesn’t.”
“You don’t pay rent,” Ness said.
“I’m about to.”
“You sure you can fit it into the beer budget?”
Shawn held out his palms, beseeching their mom. “Do you think it’s fair?”
“Tell you what.” She set down her phone. “You start paying rent, I’ll make him, too.”
“Mom!” Ness said.
“What? What’s your plan, anyway? Squat in your room until I die of shame? How you going to pay to keep this place up? You ever heard of a thing called property tax?”
“I’ll invest.”
“With what money?”
Ness’ neck itched. “Dad’s insurance.”
She snorted. “You can hardly pay for Cheerios. Figure it out, kid. You want to live under this roof, you got to find a way to pay for it.”
Shawn nodded. “And tell him to stop letting his cat piss my bed.”
Ness rolled his eyes. It was idle talk. Shawn hadn’t been able to keep hold of his own house; he’d never be able to afford rent. As for Mom, she’d been grumbling for years, and every time she said her piece, Ness went back to his games and she went back to hers. The matter dropped as swiftly as the water glasses Volt nudged off the table.
Shawn sopped up his yolks with charred toast, kissed their mom, grinned at Ness, and walked out the door. His truck rumbled to life.
Ness returned to his computer. Shawn returned hours later with a new gig. That night, instead of driving off to the Plant or Blue Mondays or one of the other bars where he tried to pick up disinterested college girls, he went to the WinCo and came back with a thirty-pack of Natty, which he took to the porch with his pack of Winstons. He was still out there drinking, smoke swirling into the cold mountain air, when Ness went outside to call in Volt.
“You’re gonna learn, Nestor,” Shawn smiled from his folding camp chair, one beer in hand, another tucked into the cup holder built into the chair’s arm.
“What are you even doing?” Ness said.
“A favor. For you. The best one anybody ever done you.”
“Trying to get me to die under a bridge, that’s a favor? Then what kind of Hallmark card will you have to buy me if I take your shotgun to your face?”
Shawn leaned forward and shook his head. His expression was perfectly sober except for his eyes, which swam as unsteadily as a fish Ness would soon have to scoop from the bottom of the tank.
“You got to learn to take care of yourself, bro,” he said. “One day, Mom won’t be there. I won’t be there. Then what?”
“I’ll do better as soon as the market rebounds,” Ness said. “Anyway, they don’t just let people starve.”
“Foodstamps? A Hook doesn’t take fuckin’ foodstamps.”
“Mom did after Dad died.”
Shawn crumpled his beer and chucked it at Ness’ head. Ness ducked and the can soared past, spraying beer, and dented the trailer’s siding. “Don’t you dare compare yourself to Mom. She’s never done less than everything she could. All you do is jerk off to elves in chainmail bikinis.”
The night smelled like wood smoke. Volt rushed in from the weeds. Ness bent to scoop her up and she vaulted to his shoulder.
Shawn cracked a beer with a hiss. “Get a job, man. It isn’t that hard.”
Ness went back to their room, put in his earbuds, and curled under his sheet. Shawn didn’t understand. Ness didn’t have any proper college. He’d managed an AA, but when he’d looked into applying to the state university in town, the numbers didn’t add up. Even living as a commuter student, he couldn’t afford the tuition. So what was he supposed to do? Get a job at the Subway? Toasting sandwiches for drunk frat boys wasn’t a career.
But it would pretty much have to be something in customer service and Ness just wouldn’t fit. When one of his neighbors said hello, his only response was to smile. He didn’t get how strangers held conversations—what were you supposed to talk about? Yet he was supposed to deal with a constant stream of them eight hours a day, five days a week? The idea horrified him worse than if he were to lift a spoonful of Lucky Charms and find a wolf spider swimming in the marshmallows. And the meds only helped so much.
Anyway, the bus didn’t come out to the hills. He’d have to get a driver’s license and an old beater to drive. A degree he couldn’t afford, a license for a car he didn’t have, a hunt for a job he didn’t want, the strangers he couldn’t speak to—the whole thing overwhelmed him, made him as itchy as if he’d dived into a lake of hair. So he stayed at home, stuck in his online world. His mom had learned to stop complaining.
Even so, he didn’t like that he could barely pay for his own food. He didn’t like feeling so incapable. At times, he felt like he’d been born in the worst possible point in history. In an earlier era he could have sold his ingenuity to the wealthy, finding a patron among the court or the merchants to take care of the quotidian details of life that overwhelmed him so easily, leaving him free to experiment and innovate. Meanwhile, in a later time, it would all be automated, computerized. He could work from home without ever leaving his laptop. Take classes, too. Deal with all the bureaucratic mumbo-jumbo. Everything handled remotely, cleanly, stress-free, on his schedule. It wasn’t far-fetched at all. It would happen within a generation.
In the meantime, he was stuck in a time he didn’t belong in. Even so, he’d found a way to be happy, in his way.
Until Shawn had come home.
 
* * *
 
A week later, Shawn walked through the front door, sweaty, begrimed, and cobwebbed from squirming around in some professor’s crawlspace, and thunked a wad of cash onto the table. He fanned it out and whistled, a high-pitched blast meant to call in the dogs.
“Cold cash,” he said. “So when does Ness move out?”
Ness closed the fridge. Their mom leaned out of her chair and limped to the table. She fixed her reading glasses to her nose and poked the wad with her index finger, sliding one of the bills from the pile.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was legal tender.”
Shawn folded his lower lip between his teeth and smiled, showing his canines. “I’d say it’s March rent.”
She removed her glasses, tucked her chin, and gazed at Ness. “Looks like you get to find yourself a job.”
“Mom,” he said.
“Tomorrow.”
“You know no one’s going to hire me.”
She rolled her eyes. “McDonald’s hires retards. You can’t handle a retard’s job?”
“I can’t talk to people, Mom. What am I supposed to do?”
“Walk through the door and ask for an application. You need me to drive you?”
Ness blinked at the linoleum. “This isn’t fair.”
“Fair?” She planted her palms on the table and leaned over. The wooden legs squeaked on the slick, dirty floor. “You know what isn’t fair? You expecting me to feed you until the day I’m feeding worms instead.”
Shawn didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. Ness went outside to call for Volt and so they wouldn’t see him cry.
The next morning, his mom made him hashbrowns and coffee. He dressed in his collared shirt and his black shoes and put on deodorant and combed his hair. Shawn was already at work.
At the door, she smiled, eyes crinkling. “Good luck, Ness.”
“Thanks.” He walked down the hill out of the trailer park and took Rodeo Drive (pronounced not like the famous Los Angeles street, but like the popular bullriding and roping event) through the subdivision to the highway. There, instead of waiting for the bus by I-95, he doubled back through the vacant lots and hiked over the mountain to the Rogers’ farm. Widget barked from the porch, but nobody answered the door.
He wandered around the fields, scaring baby grasshoppers. He was missing a guild raid. He should have brought his laptop to Tim’s, but his mom would have asked too many questions. In the afternoon, he walked back to the highway in case they were watching, then doubled back to the trailer.
They were waiting for him at the table. His mom grinned. “Well?”
Ness headed for the bathroom. “It went good.”
“Where’s your applications?” Shawn called.
“I dropped them off already.”
“You filled out that many on the spot?”
“I didn’t want to have to take the bus again.” Ness closed the bathroom door. Footsteps creaked down the hall, following him.
“How’d you get them your ID?” Shawn said though the door.
“I’m in the bathroom!”
“I mean, you left your wallet on the desk.”
Ness flushed and took a long time washing his hands. He opened the door. His mom stood outside, arms crossed over her chest.
“Did you even look?” she said.
A blush flooded his face. “I made a list of where I want to apply. I’ll do the actual applying tomorrow.”
“Goddamn right you will. Because I’m going to drive to every business in town, and if you don’t walk out the door with an application fluttering in your hand, I’m going to drag you back in by the ear.”
“You can’t do that.”
She laughed and glared down the hall. “The free ride just crashed into a wall. You come with me tomorrow, or I call the police and tell them I got a trespasser in my house.”
He stared numbly. “I need to go clean my aquariums.”
He didn’t—the only algae on the walls was in the crab tank, which he hadn’t cleaned in a while because removing the lid from the mesh was a hassle—but he needed to be with his fish. He dropped a crab pellet into the tank. It blooped into the gravel and began spitting tiny grains of feed into the water. Ideally, the tank would be self-sustaining soon. That was the concept: to form a functional ecosystem. He’d already managed it in one tank, where the sunlight fed the algae, the algae fed the snails, and the snails fed the puffer. Supposedly, the crabs could consist solely on the waste of the tiger barbs they shared their tank with, but he wanted to be certain they’d adjusted to the environment before he took them off their pellets.
His heartbeat slowed to normal. Tending to his tanks always calmed him. He could found them, tweak them, perfect them. Raise them from rocks and water into tiny closed worlds. If he did it right, he could become a watchmaker god, setting his creations in action, then leaving them to grow and flourish on their own.
That night, Shawn went to a bar for the first time in a week. To celebrate, no doubt. While he was gone, Ness put his pillow in the litterbox, sifted it with a handful of litter, and placed Volt in its center. She pawed, squatted, and peed.
He had too much coffee in the morning. His mom beckoned him out to the old Subaru. He prayed it wouldn’t start. She took him to the Burger King, the Taco John’s, the Jack in the Box, where she bought him a bacon double cheeseburger. The parking lot smelled like fry grease. He crossed the lot to the strip mall and picked up applications from the UPS Store and the shoe store and the Papa Murphy’s. Back at the car, his mom made him go back out and get papers from the tanning salon, too. After the Office Depot and the Albertsons, she even drove him over the hill south of town to the Plant, the bar where Shawn spent so much of his money on the red mixed drinks they served in oversized mason jars. By daylight, the wooden floors were filthy, scarred in thin stripes by the too-high heels of drunken girls.
At last, they drove home. From the bedroom window, Ness heard the tinny sound of a woman orgasming through computer speakers. Shawn shut it down by the time their mom unlocked the front door.
He nodded at the papers rolled in Ness’ hands. “Nice haul.”
Ness brushed past his shoulder. The bedroom smelled like lavender air freshener, Winstons, semen, and burnt fireworks. Shawn’s bed had been stripped bare of sheets and pillows. He smiled when he thought Ness wasn’t looking.
At bedtime, Ness called for Volt for thirty minutes, staring into the darkness every time the cold north wind stirred the weeds. His heart grew tighter and tighter.
He closed the door. Mom glanced over from her computer, where she was breaking blocks. “She’ll come back in the morning.”
“She never stays out.”
“She’ll be back.”
Ness knew better. He closed his fists to control the trembling. In the bedroom, Shawn lay shirtless on his mattress, freshly laundered sheets draped across his waist. Pistols gleamed from the pages of the glossy magazine spread over his knees. A shotgun stood propped in the corner.
Ness reached for it. “Did you shoot my cat?”
 



 
 
 
 
2
When Tristan Carter told her parents she intended to move back in after graduation, they exchanged one look and laughed.
Tristan set her fork into her risotto al funghi. “I hope that’s sympathy laughter.”
Her father smiled his indulgently bemused smile. Tristan had seen that smile often, back when she’d been small enough to lurk in his office without causing embarrassment to those who came to see him. He donned it whenever a member of his management approached for a raise without bringing the data to back it up.
“Guess again,” he said.
“I’m about to graduate.”
“The defining feature of a graduate is his or her degree,” her father said. He owned the Redding Marriott. When she’d been accepted to Berkeley five years ago, a different smile had warred with a scowl for his face: he loved the prestige, but hated the students. “They typically employ this degree to get themselves employed.”
“I’ve looked.”
“Look harder.”
“Dad.” She looked to her mom for help, but her mom regarded her with lifted eyebrows, a sweating glass of pinot gris paused halfway to her lips. Those eyebrows were as slim and perfect as ever. She needed them to be for the realty signs all across town, but she hardly needed to pluck; she was in her mid-40s, but still had the ability to make Tristan feel as dull as sand-worn glass. At Tristan’s elbow, Alden dropped a wadded-up marble of bread into her water. “Dad, I know you know about the economy.”
He pushed his frameless glasses up his nose. “And I know you are two months away from a double major at Berkeley. Anyone who can’t get a job with a double major from Berkeley is unfit to operate her own fork.”
“You don’t think I’m trying?”
“I think you’re trying to move home.”
“Right, that’s always been my dream,” she said. “To live with my parents forever. To be the Cheetos-stained belle of the shut-in’s ball.”
Her mom set down her wine glass. “Isn’t this something you should have been working on since the start of the year?”
Tristan poked an unfamiliar species of mushroom half-submerged in the creamy risotto. “Right now you have ‘08 grads who are still working internships. Unpaid. It’s not like you guys had it. When you stepped off campus and the firm threw a net over you and hauled you off to your brand-new job.”
Her dad laughed. “When I was your age, I worked in a Sears shelving blenders.”
“And that’s why you sent me to college? To shelve blenders?”
He smiled angrily. “Can I still tell you to go to your room? Honey, am I allowed to banish her?”
Her mom tipped back her chin and considered Tristan. “I think a child who wants to live with their parents—even a child who can legally vote and enlist and drink all our wine—remains legally and eminently banishable.”
Tristan spooned up the wad of bread Alden had dropped in her glass, slipped it under the table, and splashed it into her brother’s lap. “This is my future we’re ha ha-ing about.”
Her dad sawed the fat from his pork. “Well, you sound like you want your future to look a lot like your past.”
“I feel like it would be easier for me to find the kind of job I went to school to get when I’m not busy flipping burgers all day just so I can scrape by in a one-room apartment with a communal toilet shared by the whippit-heads down the hall.”
“Whippit-heads?” her mom said.
“So you want us to continue supporting you,” her dad said, “for an additional and indefinite length of time.”
Tristan drank around the crumbs floating on her water. “Well, when you put it like that, it just sounds disgraceful.”
“Tell you what. You want to move back home, you have to be our maid.”
“And chauffeur,” her mom said. “I hardly have time to keep up with Alden’s schedule these days.”
“Make that our maid/chauffeur/nanny.”
“Wow,” Tristan said. “Your terms are almost as generous as the firms who want me to work as an unpaid receptionist for six months before deciding to keep me on for six more unpaid months.”
“Would you rather flip burgers?”
“When am I supposed to have time to look for a job when I’m acting as chief steward of Carter Manor?”
“Your father and I both have jobs,” her mom said. “We still manage to keep the house looking just mildly nuked.”
Her dad dabbed his mouth with his napkins. “That’s the offer. Take it, or start memorizing the Taco Bell menu.”
Tristan’s risotto had begun to look positively gruelish. “I don’t think this is especially fair.”
“Alden has his kung fu lessons tomorrow,” her mom smiled. “Why don’t you drive him there and then start bitching about how tough your life is?”
Tristan decided to leave it at that. After dinner, she found four texts waiting: three from Pete, one from Laura. She replied to Laura, who was busy that night, but was free for drinks tomorrow. By the time their conversation ended, Pete had sent a fourth message. Tristan ignored it. It was her spring break. She was supposed to be enjoying herself. Instead, she was back in her middling mountainous hometown, two hundred miles north of the Bay Area, and her only options for company were a younger brother who was already off with his online shooter and a boyfriend she had no intention of speaking to any time soon.
She told her parents she was going to see Laura at the bar, then took her hand-me-down Lexus to the lake up past the mountain road. It was a shitty drive, gravelly and far too dark, and she could never quite shake the dread of running into a bear or a bearded killer, but the pines were black, the stars were bright, and the waters were calm. She squelched down the shore, small round stones grinding under her shoes.
She hadn’t known what to expect from her folks, not really. She’d hoped they’d say yes, no questions asked, and that would be the end of it. Graduation had come out of nowhere, looming like the Titanic’s last date. Months ago, she’d applied for many, many dream jobs—the ones her music degree might conceivably qualify her for, from whom she’d heard back exactly nothing—and shied away from the communications-centric ones, largely from fear she might actually land one. More recently, though, she’d been applying for anything and everything that hadn’t sounded obviously god-awful. She had been offered internships and the promise of return calls that never came.
She’d begun to doubt she could even find a nightmare job, at least in time to start paying rent by the end of school. And quite frankly—although it would sound horribly bitchy to speak aloud to friends like Laura who had been working since high school—she resented the very idea of having to apply as a dental receptionist or a server or whatever. If that was all she could do, why had she worked so hard in high school to attend a good college? Why had she studied so hard at said college? What was the fucking point?
Especially when her parents were more than well off enough to go on paying for a few extra groceries and gallons of gas while she lived at home and searched for the job she’d spent the last eight years working toward. It wasn’t like she felt entitled to that support, exactly. Her parents had already done more than enough for her. But if they did just a little more, at the cost of three, maybe four hundred dollars a month, they could spare her years of misery.
The moon shimmered on the water. The answer was very simple. She would just have to be very, very nice to them, and hope they remembered just how much they loved her.
In a few weeks, when people started dying, she would look back on this thought in stark horror.
 
* * *
 
For breakfast, she made goat cheese omelets, sliced cantaloupe, and cappuccino brewed with beans she’d brought back for herself from San Francisco.
Her dad gave her a look. “Is this supposed to redeem the $200,000 of room, board, and tuition we’ve spent in the last four years?”
“It might once you try it.”
He seated himself and allowed himself to be served. He cut off the smallest corner of omelet, as if he were wholly prepared to pitch the rest in the trash, and chewed skeptically.
“This is a $200 omelet,” he conceded. “Which leaves a mere $199,800 to go. Not counting, of course, whatever living expenses you incur today.”
“Sharecropping is illegal in this country, Dad.”
“Then it’s a good thing it’s still perfectly legal to exploit your children.”
With nothing else to do until Alden’s kung fu lesson that afternoon, she spent the morning reading. For fun. After four years of assignments that left her with no time for leisure reading during the semester and no desire for it during the summer, it was a revelation just to read some good ol’ fashioned garbage, as well as an engrossing way to totally ignore Pete’s texts massing on her phone.
Twenty minutes before they were supposed to be at his lesson, Alden came to the foyer in jeans, t-shirt, and tennis shoes.
“That’s your uniform?” she said.
Alden cocked his head at the exact angle their dad did. “Sifu says he likes to practice in the same clothes he’d be wearing in a street fight.”
“Is that so? How many brawls have you been in since you began your training?”
“Tristan, we’re not supposed to use it on anyone.”
She stepped out the front door into the afternoon light. “Then why do you learn it at all? To impress girls?”
“No, come on,” Alden said. Was he blushing? “At first I just thought it would be cool, but it’s really fun.”
The lawn smelled like fresh clippings; Ernesto had been there this morning. She wound her way out of the subdivision. When they’d moved in twelve years ago, three-quarters of the lots had been vacant, yellow weeds in gray dirt. Now they were boxed in by McMansions. Not long ago, Tristan had considered their brickwork, floodlights, and scalloped roofs stately, but after four years on and around campus, surrounded on all sides by proper cities, they now struck her as gauche, hopelessly, hideously tasteless. Now, every fourth house had a “FOR SALE” sign on the front lawn. Two were accompanied by pictures of her mother’s perfect, eager face.
“Dad says you expect life to be handed to you on a platter.”
Tristan laughed. “What did you just say?”
Alden rolled down the window to let in the cool mountain air. “He says you’d rather hold out your hand than get it dirty.”
She sat at the stop sign a moment, stunned and stung, then turned out of the subdivision. “What do you think?”
“That you don’t want to work? Sounds pretty lazy to me.”
“It’s not that I don’t want to work. It’s that I was promised something more than what’s out there.”
“Who promised you that?”
She thought a moment. “Everyone. Mom and Dad. Teachers. Politicians. The movies. They all said if you work hard in school, you won’t have to suffer some shit job all your life.” She glanced at him. “Sorry.”
Alden gave her the side-eye. “Dude, I’m thirteen.”
“Fine. Just don’t swear in front of Mom and Dad.”
“So you’re saying I shouldn’t work hard in school.”
“No!” She swerved into the turn lane at the last moment. She’d lived in Redding all her life and was already starting to forget how to get from one end to the other. “Look, if you bomb out in school, you guarantee yourself a shit job. I shouldn’t complain. But Mom and Dad have money. Several monies. I don’t see why they can’t help me out for just a little longer.”
He slumped down in his seat, gazing out the window at the blue-green mountains and their white crowns. “Dude, you’re crazy. I can’t wait to move out from them.”
She frowned. He pointed the dojo out to her, a long, barn-like building between a gas station and an AA center. She pulled into the gravel lot.
He opened the door and leaned back inside. “Class lasts until seven, so I guess you can just pick me up then.”
“I’m coming inside. I want to watch you kick ass.”
The mortification on his teenage face would be worth the two straight hours of boredom. It also didn’t hurt that it gave her an excuse to be out of the house if Pete called or dropped by. She hadn’t given much thought to what the instructor would look like—a small Chinese man with a wise smile, assumedly—but found, to her racist embarrassment, a middle-aged white guy with a substantial gut and long, curly hair that wouldn’t have been out of place on a Fraggle. He tried to talk her into joining the handful of students on the dojo floor, but she laughed and shook her head.
“Maybe if I lived in Oakland.”
Pete texted again before class was over. He was beginning to be a worry. On the mats, Alden glanced at Tristan every time he stumbled or the instructor gently corrected him; she hurriedly looked down at her phone, pretending to text. Otherwise, her brother grinned a lot. That was good. Despite Tristan’s increasingly sporadic replies, her mom’s weekly emails had grown worried about him. Probably having a hard time adjusting to the fact he was a teenager now, just a year away from high school, and the little blond boy who hugged her first thing every morning was gone, never to return.
When they got home, their dad was unloading scallions and organic chicken breasts from his green canvas grocery bag.
“Well, look at that,” he said. “You drove your brother there and back and somehow didn’t drop dead from exhaustion.”
Tristan popped open the fridge. “Is this your plan to convince me I’d rather be a grownup in the big city?”
“Is it working?”
“Like a dream.”
After dinner, as she racked the dishes into the washer, her phone rang. She glanced at its face, ready to deny the call, but it was Laura. Twenty minutes later, they were seated together at the Hoof & Tanner, a tourist-sucking drinking hole that was patterned, for totally arbitrary reasons, after a quaint English pub. But Laura worked there, which meant that as long as her manager was out, Laura didn’t pay for drinks and her friends got doubles at the price of singles. Strictly speaking, Tristan should have been saving every penny in her pocket, but drunk at half price struck her as a pretty good deal right then.
Laura was a born bartender: pretty, tough, able to let the most offensive statements slide by without a blink. While Tristan had found herself shockingly unsentimental about losing touch with the rest of their high school friends, Laura was the one person she genuinely missed even in the deepest throes of city and school. Whenever she got back to Redding, their conversation resumed without missing a beat, as if Laura had been off in the bathroom for five minutes rather than away in Berkeley for the last six weeks.
“I want to tell you something,” Tristan said after her third screwdriver. “But it’s going to sound totally entitled and awful.”
Laura’s expression didn’t budge. “You think that makes me want to hear it less?”
“My parents want me to get a job.”
“The horror.”
“Any job. When I want to work in music.”
Laura snorted. “So does everyone. That’s why they start off giving it away on the street corner. Speaking of, what’s your plan B?”
“Move back here. With my parents.”
“I feel like this is the part in the Katherine Heigl movie where the friend who’s not quite as pretty tells Heigl to get over herself, get out there, and find what she wants before it’s too late.”
“First—no.” Tristan stirred her drink. “Second, I don’t want to hear what Sarcastic Sidekick thinks. I want to hear what you think.”
Laura nodded. “Get over yourself, get out there, and find what you want before it’s too late.”
She laughed. “Come on.”
“If you really need another year or whatever to figure shit out, then move back home. All the cool kids are doing it. Me? I think you’ve got a much better shot landing anything remotely connected to the playing of consecutive, melodic notes if you’re down in San Francisco.”
“Berkeley.”
“Whatever.” Laura waved her hand. “It doesn’t matter. You’re not going to drop dead if you make a decision now and regret it a year later. We’ve got so much time, Tristan.”
Tristan sipped her drink. The vodka bit beneath the sour surface of the orange juice. “Well, as long as we’re getting my life in order.”
“Is this going to be about Zeke?”
“Yeah.”
Laura leaned nearer, conspiratorial. “Is his name really Zeke?”
“A guy can’t be named Zeke?”
“Not unless he’s about to take you up to the hayloft.”
Tristan finished her screwdriver. “Again, I have two points. One, I cleaned the hay out weeks ago. And two, I took him.”
“Does Pete know?”
“That I appear to have a thing for guys with two e’s in their name? Did you get Pod Personed?”
Laura rolled her eyes. “You get that you don’t even like Pete at this point, right? He’s yesterday’s lunch. He is the soggy Styrofoam that once contained yesterday’s lunch. Throw him away.”
“Okay,” Tristan said.
“Okay? I was expecting much more fight. Great. Can we move on to my problems now?”
Tristan laughed. Once she was home—Laura’s friend had driven them, Tristan would pick up the Lexus in the morning—she went to the back deck to watch the stars. She resolved to call Pete the next morning.
Three days later, they still hadn’t spoken. With plans to drive back to Berkeley that Sunday, she hadn’t even texted him. Her failure just made her feel worse. It wasn’t that Pete was even bad. He just wasn’t...for her. Not the Tristan who was about to finish college. He was a relic, a walking photograph of a younger woman, one charmed by the tall boy’s comfort in his own skin. In high school, where they’d met, that had been a rare thing. By the end of college, it was as common in the Berkeley men as open shoes and stupid haircuts.
That’s what made her disinterest so hard to explain to anyone who wasn’t Laura. From the outside looking in, she and Pete were storybook. She’d been a sophomore in high school, he’d been a junior. She’d been his third, he’d been her second. They weren’t the prom king and queen, nor the high school couple you felt certain would wind up with eight kids together, but they just seemed well matched: equally handsome (weird to self-apply the term, but if she were being honest, it was true), equally competent—she in a career-woman way, he in a handy, sturdy way that would find work as a carpenter or ski instructor or manager of an a local auto mechanic.
Yet she no longer wanted that from a partner. She hadn’t wanted that for a long time. Still, even when she left for college while he stayed in town to work in one of the lodges in the mountains, she had remained faithful—and as far as she knew, so had he—for three and a half years.
And then Zeke. If Pete & Tristan were a story, she was ready for it to end.
She felt more guilty about not telling Pete about her drifting feelings for him than she did for cheating on him. In a way, that was worst of all, because the guilt only made it that much easier to keep putting off her confession. To wait on the chance, however slim, for Pete to hear about her indiscretion from someone besides herself. Or for Pete to get so frustrated with the growing distance between them that he’d break up with her. Put plainly, her reticence to speak was stupid and it was selfish.
And knowing that didn’t help one bit. She was frozen, stuck mid-stride, waiting for the world to rise to meet her feet.
 
* * *
 
In the mornings, she made her family breakfast, then retired to the deck overlooking the sloped back yard to read from her mom’s sci-fi collection, a down comforter cloaking her shoulders to nullify the mountain chill, a cup of coffee steaming on the granite end table. In the afternoons, she browsed the SF Bay Area Craigslist for music work, including unpaid internships; she figured her dad might spring for another six months of rent if she had a foot in the door. Proof of her dedication and work ethic. Not that she’d floated the idea of taking an internship to him. She hadn’t heard back from anyone yet, and didn’t particularly expect to. No sense descending into another foolish argument over something that wasn’t even on her radar.
She burned her afternoons in Redding driving around, either on family errands, or simply cruising the back roads. If she did snag a job in the next eight weeks, she might not see much in the way of forests for a while. Anyway, she just had to avoid Pete for another few days, and then there would once more be two hundred blessed miles between them.
When she got back from her drives, she helped prep dinner, or acted as a living dummy for Alden to practice his kung fu on, which he did every day. He was a skinny little kid and she outweighed him by more than a few pounds, but he could unbalance her at will just by grabbing her wrist and dropping his weight in a sudden, foot-tromping jerk. Except when she resisted. Then he screwed up his baby-smooth face (which showed no sign of acne yet, though his sweat stank like a boy who’d begun puberty), yanked on her wrist, and told her she was cheating. She laughed and let him try again.
After that came dinner, and after dinner came TV or a movie, and soon enough it was time for bed. It was all pleasant enough, but she soon began to miss the rhythm of the city, the ability to go to the coffee shop at any time of day and find her friends there writing screenplays on their laptops or arguing about Lacan and Foucault. She no longer belonged here. To visit was nice, but to stay was wearying.
That Saturday, the day before she was scheduled to return, she asked Alden if he wouldn’t rather practice his kung fu at the park instead.
He dropped his gaze to the carpet. “Nah.”
“Come on. Fresh air. You can karate chop a pigeon.”
“It’s not karate.”
“You can kung fu chop a pigeon.”
He glanced at the front window. “They have salmonella.”
“Come on, it’ll be way more fun.” She squinted at him, then grinned. “Are you afraid of being seen?”
“No.”
“But you’re way good!”
He glanced up, a spark of pride in his eyes, then grew guarded again. “A true master of kung fu doesn’t engage in prideful displays.”
Tristan laughed. “Nobody’s going to see. And if you don’t come with, I’ll post the clips I’ve been taking of you on YouTube.”
His jaw dropped. “You’ve been filming me?”
“Only always.”
He ran to get his shoes. She drove them across the river and swung down Victor. It wasn’t much of a park—isolated pines, grass, bathrooms, the requisite gazebo—but it was a sunny day and the grounds were busier than she’d anticipated. A car followed her into the turn and parked down the lot. On the soccer field, a squad of eight-year-olds was holding a pickup game, turf flying from their sneakers. A couple about Tristan’s age was lodged in the tall grass, the girl’s head resting on the man’s lap. Tristan led Alden past a pair of middle school girls giggling at the couple from beneath the safety of a tree, then came to a stop at an isolated patch of grass on the north end of the park. Small white bugs fluttered clumsily from the grass.
Alden stared off at the girls. Tristan waved a hand in front of his face. “Well? Let’s get awesome.”
He scowled at her, then began his stretching process, an eight-part routine he claimed was traditional in China and included symbolic gestures like drawing a bow and pouring a bowl of water over one’s own head. To help him feel less like an idiot, Tristan joined him. By the end of the routine, she was ready to peel off her sweater and he was ready to begin his forms no matter who might be watching.
While he was punching, kicking, and mangling the air, Tristan gestured to the two middle school girls, who’d been watching them the last five minutes. They laughed behind their hands and conferred. Tristan gestured again. After another, lengthier conference, the pair walked across the grass and stopped in front of Alden, who quit his form mid palm strike and blushed furiously.
“What are you doing?” the dark-haired girl asked. “Karate?”
“Kung fu,” Alden mumbled.
“Like in the movies?”
“All the good ones,” Tristan said. She socked Alden on the shoulder. “Come on, don’t quit. They want to watch.”
“Yeah, that was cool,” said the other girl, a short-haired blond who hadn’t quite grown into her height. “I liked how you were twirling your wrist.”
Alden shot Tristan such a helpless look of embarrassment and wrath she burst out laughing. “You’ve done this a million times. Consider this the next step in your training—it’s time to step out of the temple.”
He froze, gazing toward her car with naked longing until Tristan feared he might actually make a run for it. Then he snapped his eyes forward, let out a long breath through his nostrils, and picked up exactly where he’d let off. The girls clapped. When he finished his form, they gave him a proper round of applause.
Alden gave her another look, then. One close to gratitude, at least as much as a thirteen-year-old can feel for his older sister. She winked.
“Do you know anything cool?” the dark-haired girl asked.
“Well, I know a pretty good trap,” he said. “Here, give me a slow punch at the chest, followed by one with your other hand.”
She punched. He intercepted. She struck with her other fist and he blocked again, tangling their arms. The blond girl laughed. “He’s so smooth!”
“You’re a tough lady to find,” a man called from behind.
Tristan whirled. “Pete? Why are you here?”
He grinned, gazing up at her from beneath his eyelashes, mock-shy. He had veiny arms she’d once admired and a goatee she’d always despised. After the last few minutes looming over the thirteen-year-olds, Pete made her feel very short.
“Hunting wild you,” he said.
“Wait, that’s not a joke, is it? You followed me.”
His grin contracted. “You don’t give me much choice. I been by your house three times. Where you been all week?”
Tristan barred her arms over her chest. “Busy.”
“Too busy to send a text? What’ve you been working on, a moon launch?”
“I’ve been trying to find a job. At graduation, I’d prefer not to step off the stage and straight into the gutter.”
Off to her side, Alden flipped headfirst into the grass. Her heart lurched. Before his head could smash into the grass and crack his spine, he bent his right arm over his upturned head, met the ground, and rolled forward. He popped up to his feet, dew streaking his back. The girls laughed.
Pete shook his head. “I haven’t seen you since Christmas. You never call. You text so little I got afraid your hippie friends convinced you literacy is the tool of the oppressor. I mean, what the hell?”
“I was going to call.”
“When? Once you were back at school? Safely removed from the picture?”
She clenched her teeth. “And following me to the park like a creep so you can yell at me when I’m trying to spend time with my brother—that really makes me want to call.”
Pete spread his arms as if readying to pin her to the grass. “Don’t you try and turn this around on me. I’m not the one running off like some damned bitchy gazelle, leaping from—”
“‘Bitchy gazelle’?”
“African deer, they’re always jumping—”
“That’s not the part I object to,” Tristan said.
“Well, if you don’t want to get called certain words, you shouldn’t act like one of them!” Pete smiled angrily at the mountains looking down on the town. “Look, you want to pretend everything’s fine, to know there’s a problem yet refuse to step up to it, then I will. Is there somebody else?”
She blinked. “Of course not. Somebody else? The whole problem is I don’t have time for one somebody right now. I’ve got graduation. A job hunt. Finding a place to stay. Does that sound like it leaves a lot of time for fooling around?”
To the side, the girls scooted away, faces upturned. Alden stood on a pine branch eight feet above the ground, clinging to the branch above him to steady himself.
Tristan’s blood froze. “Alden—”
Alden jumped headfirst at the ground. He bent his right arm over his head. His eyes went wide; an instant before he hit the grass, he jerked back his hand.
His head hit the ground with a crunch. His legs flopped flat. He went very still.
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Shawn sat up on his mattress and grinned. “Did I shoot your cat?”
“Why does it smell like gunpowder in here?” Ness said.
“Are you crazy?”
“You were mad at her for peeing on your bed.”
“So you admit it!”
Ness spun toward their mom. He fought to breathe. “He shot Volt. He shot her!”
She swayed back on her heels, frowning, eyes crinkled with suspicion. “Shawn, did you go and shoot Volt?”
Shawn snorted. “Mom, you really think I’m going to shoot a fucking cat?”
Relief flooded her face. She turned to Ness. “There you have it. Cat’s fine. I’m sure she’ll turn up in the morning.”
“He said he was going to do something to her!” Ness screeched. “Get him out of here! Call the police!”
“That’s what this is about,” Shawn said. “He wants me out of our room. You know how he makes stuff up.”
His mom lurched forward. “Calm down, Ness. You’re gonna have an attack.”
Ness stumbled away. Tears blurred his eyes. He was still wearing his coat and shoes from calling for Volt. He shoved the door open and ran into the night.
“Ness!”
Gravel ground under his heels. He headed straight up the road toward the top of the mountain. His breath burst from his mouth in hanging clouds. The stars burned like blind and angry eyes. Back at the trailer, his mom yelled at Shawn to follow him. Shawn whined, indistinct. Ness wanted to call out for Volt, but he couldn’t slow down. He had a two-minute head start by the time the trailer door banged from far down the hill.
“Ness!” Shawn hollered, voice echoing in the night. “Nestor!”
Ness sprinted harder. He reached the stands of trees that fringed the mountain’s upper reaches and paused there, leaning against one of the pines. Tacky sap stuck to his fingers. Shawn shouted again. Far downhill, footsteps crackled in the leaves. Ness burst up the slope. Minutes later, deep in the woods, he hunkered behind a tree, pulled his hood over his head, and fought to control his breathing.
“Ness!”
Five minutes later, a branch cracked a hundred yards to Ness’ right. He stayed frozen. Shawn yelled again, uphill and further to the right. Ness stood and walked straight to his left. He heard one more call.
Ness didn’t stop walking until he crossed the ridge to the far side of the mountain. Way, way below, the Rogers’ farm lay in darkness, a black pool of wheat. Ness’ hands were cold. He shoved them in his pockets. He couldn’t go back to the house. Not after that. Later that night, maybe, after Shawn and Mom had gone to bed.
But he didn’t want to wake to Shawn’s snores. To face his smirk at breakfast. He wasn’t quite as sure as he’d been twenty minutes ago, but he was still pretty sure Shawn had shot Volt. He shot things all the time—pheasant, chukar, squirrels, pigeons, deer. A cat was much smaller than a deer. If Shawn could shoot a deer without qualms, he would have no problem shotgunning a cat. A cat that had probably been peeing on his bed ever since he’d moved back. Ness grinned, then felt sick.
The fact of the matter was he didn’t want to go home at all. Hesitantly, approaching the idea the same way he’d approach a body in the woods, he understood he didn’t have to.
He had his wallet. The only real place to get food that was still open was the Jack in the Box, and it was drive-thru only this late, but the donut shop down on Washington kept weird hours to cater to the college drunks, and if he really got hungry, he could walk across town to the WinCo for some beef jerky and Ruffles. His fish didn’t need his attention; they were more or less self-sustaining, and the ones who weren’t could go days without food. If Volt was still alive and unshotgunned, his mom would be sure to feed her. He had a PVP raid scheduled tomorrow night, but it suddenly seemed unimportant. There would be other days. Other raids.
He waited another ten minutes to make sure Shawn had given up, then dropped down the mountain and headed for Rodeo Drive.
It was right about freezing, but with his hood up and his hands in his pockets, he wasn’t cold so long as he kept moving. He circled wide around the trailers and cut through the weeds between two housing developments, smelling the dew on the grass. Sprinklers chugged from the yard of a dark house. A dog barked, startling him. He ran until he was far enough away that no one could blame him for provoking it. He hit the highway and headed south toward town.
It took three minutes for the first car to pass, its headlights glaring in his eyes. Bass crumped from its closed windows. It sped down the highway and disappeared. It felt good to be away from the house. The muscles of his neck felt looser than at any point since Shawn had moved back home.
The donut shop was closed. He walked stiffly through the downtown. Two frat boys led a laughing girl out of a bar and onto the sidewalk. Ness crossed the street to get away. At the Jack in the Box, a dozen cars idled in the drive-thru, exhaust curling into the night. For just a second, he considered knocking on the window of a friendly-looking station wagon and asking if he could pay them to buy him two Jumbo Jacks with no onions, but how was he supposed to just ask a stranger for a favor like that? Anyway, they would probably drive off and eat the hamburgers themselves.
His feet ached already. His sense of adventure had faded as quickly as Shawn’s calls. He didn’t know where he would spend the night, but he was beginning to understand that if he did spend the night away from home—on a park bench? Under a bridge, for real?—that meant he had run away. Like a little kid whose big brother had broken his favorite toy. He rubbed his eyes and redoubled his pace toward WinCo.
It was a two-mile walk. The red letters hummed from the face of the store. The aisles were bright and empty. He could probably stay here all night if he wanted. Handling the bell peppers. Frowning at the fat content of the jalapeno chips. Men joked at each other, restocking the shelves with half-dissected pallets. A woman wrangled a floor-buffer down the aisles, engine blaring. Ness selected a packet of beef jerky and a family-size bag of Ruffles, which was too large for his immediate needs, frankly, but its per-ounce price was nearly half as low as the medium-sized bag. He did some quick arithmetic versus his bank account and chose a coffee-flavored Rockstar. Logically, he should try to stay awake and moving until the sun rose, then sleep while his clothing was able to absorb its warmth.
He wasn’t sure whether he could be arrested for loitering, so he ate while he walked. The silvery curve of the Kibbie Dome rose from the hill. If he wanted, he could have turned around and crossed the border into Washington within five minutes. Become an interstate runaway, all because he crossed a line not five miles from his front door. Instead, he walked toward campus, peeling off the main road into the brick path between the dorm-towers. Scattered laughter and a stereo’s bass filtered from the windows. It was nearly four o’clock. He hurried past the dorms and sat on a bench outside the Mormon church, where he ate potato chips until he felt logy. He called Volt’s name once, then glanced to the apartment block next door to make sure no lights had turned on. He slumped down on the bench, letting his hood bunch around his ears.
“Are you all right, sir?”
Ness’ heart jolted. He jerked upright. A policeman stood over him, flashlight dazzling his eyes. He shaded them, staring at the officer’s shoes. “I fell asleep.”
“How much have you had to drink tonight, sir?”
Greasy Ruffles fell from his coat. “Nothing. Drinking’s bad for your brain.”
The officer leaned closer, peering into his eyes, nostrils flaring as he tried to catch a whiff of Ness’ breath. “Then what are you doing on this bench, sir?”
“I think I ate too much.”
The flashlight swung between his eyes. Ness blinked. The policeman clicked off the light. “Are you aware you’re sleeping on public property?”
“No I’m not. I’m awake on public property.” Ness flushed. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
The officer glanced at the bag of beef jerky sitting next to him, the rumpled sack of Ruffles. “Then maybe you should get home. I hear homes have beds.”
Ness stood, brushing crumbs. His limbs were stiff with cold. “Thank you, officer.”
It wasn’t yet six. Headlights crept down the street. Ness’ head thudded. He looped around town for another couple hours, blisters mounting on his toes and heels, and went into the library as soon as it opened. The inside smelled like old books and heater-singed dust. He took up a seat at a computer and dozed for a few hours until the librarian had enough and kicked him out.
He went to the Jack in the Box and was pleased to find it was still serving breakfast. As he walked outside, his mom’s beige Subaru crawled down the block. He flung himself into the damp grass behind the shrubs and waited for her to roll from sight.
Once the coast was clear, he walked to the park in the hills on the east end of town, stopping at a Walgreens to buy Band-aids, Neosporin, and a pair of sharp-nosed fingernail scissors. In the park bathroom stall, he popped his blisters with the scissors, cut away the dead skin, spread disinfectant on his bandages, and let his feet air out for a minute. His legs were sore from hips to toes. He couldn’t remember walking more in his life.
He rested in the park for a while, watching kids chuck a baseball around, take awkward swings in front of the backstop. When his feet stopped stinging, he walked slowly back to the Jack in the Box, taking the side streets through the bars, and ordered two Jumbo Jacks without onions.
On some level, he had no idea what he was doing. He could return home at any time. His mom would be too happy to be angry. But he felt that his point, whatever it was, hadn’t yet been proven. Shawn would still be there. Volt would still be gone. Anyway, in a strange way, he was enjoying himself. He felt contentedly removed from life, a secret observer of the college students and the locals on their daily routines. Worried about their girls and their jobs. It was so stupid. One day, they would all be dead.
He went back to the library, read Ender’s Game until they closed, then returned to the post-sunset of winter’s end. It was cold again. Brittle brown maple leaves spotted the sidewalks. He texted Tim again and returned to the park east of town to take a nap. He woke at 11:07 PM hungry and sore. He had just enough time to walk to the Jack in the Box before they shut their lobby for the night.
He wasn’t sure what he would say to the cashier if it was the same teen girl who’d served him earlier, but a balding man waited behind the counter instead. Ness treated himself to a bacon double cheeseburger with jalapeno poppers and a Dr. Pepper, then headed back toward the park, cutting across the tree-lined downtown streets.
In a bar parking lot, three college kids peeled from the back stoop, cigarette cherries glowing orange. Their feet scuffed behind him. He quickened his pace. So did they. He cut into an alley between a mechanic’s and the grain silo. One of the boys whistled and they broke into a run, circling in front of him.
They were all tall. They lifted weights. They could have been tight ends for the Vandals. The one who spoke had gelled and frosted hair.
“All that running’s got me hungry.”
Ness froze. Someone snatched the paper bag from his hands. He yelped. They laughed. One of them kicked his knee and he buckled to the pavement, skinning his palms. Someone grabbed his ass. He prepared to scream, but they were just taking his wallet. The boy with the frosted hair thumbed out his cash, his debit card, and flung the wallet in Ness’ face.
“Got any weed?”
“No,” Ness said.
One of the boy’s friends had eyes like pine-knots. “Check his socks.”
“I don’t do drugs!”
They laughed and peeled his socks past his ankles. The third man tore open his poppers and chewed one whole, licking the grease from his fingers.
“I don’t do drugs,” the boy with the frosted hair laughed. He sniffed hard. Ness had heard UI had a cocaine problem. Should he run? A cop car cruised past the far end of the alley. He thought about shouting but it was too late. The boy sniffed again, jerked his chin, and turned away. The other two followed.
Ness headed home.
Shawn’s truck was still parked in the gravel driveway. The lights were out. Ness whispered to Volt, then strained his ears for the rustle of weeds, for her inquisitive mewl. Five minutes later, he headed back up the mountain. He had stopped crying by the time he crossed the ridge.
The Rogers’ lights were on, flooding the yard with yellow. Widget wagged at Ness. He waited at the edge of the light, hoping Mrs. Rogers would appear silhouetted in the doorway and ask who was there so he could emerge and sheepishly wave. Widget snugged her head between his paws. After ten minutes of waiting, Ness clunked up the wooden steps and pressed his nose to the window. The TV flickered, but the couch was empty.
Heart hammering, he went to the side door and found it unlocked. The house smelled like copper and farts. The fridge buzzed down the hallway to the kitchen. In Tim’s room, the DVD screensaver bounced from one corner of the TV to the other. Tim was sprawled beneath the blankets. Ness cleared his throat, then tried again, louder. He stood there for three minutes before he realized his friend was dead.
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“Alden!”
Tristan streaked across the grass. The blond girl screamed. The girl with dark hair clamped her hands to her mouth and danced back. Tristan slid into the damp grass beside her brother. She touched his head, as if that would tell her anything, then circled her fingers around his wrist. His pulse thumped beside the tendons of his forearm. She wanted to scream.
“What should I do?” Pete said.
“Call an ambulance and get the fuck away.”
He flipped out his cell. “Like hell. I’m not going anywhere till we know he’s safe.”
Alden’s chest rose and fell, but otherwise he didn’t move. Should she turn him over? What if his spine were broken? She reached for his hand. It was warm from exercise. Pete finished with the dispatcher and hung up.
“I’m going to call your parents.”
Tristan nodded numbly. He was trying to reinsert himself into her life, she knew that, but she was too overwhelmed to protest. Ten feet away, the blond girl cried, the edge of her palm pressed to the flesh beneath her nose.
“It’s okay,” Tristan said. “You don’t have to stay.”
The girls disappeared, were replaced by a small crowd of kids and joggers. A shirtless man gazed blankly, his German shepherd panting happily by his side. A few feet away, a black chihuahua strained at its leash, arfing at the oblivious shepherd. Tristan clung to Alden’s hand.
“Mrs. Carter?” Pete said into his phone. “It’s Pete. There’s been an accident.”
A siren moaned in the distance. The ambulance swung into the lot and a pair of paramedics jogged across the grass. A husky man with a buzz cut and a mustache knelt beside Alden.
“What happened?” he said.
Tristan pointed to the tree. “He jumped. I’m his sister.”
“Have you moved him?”
“Was I supposed to? Is he okay?”
The man clicked on a penlight. “Are you going to ride with us or follow in your car?”
“My car,” she said dumbly. “I can’t just leave it here.”
Pete shook his head. “I’ll drive. We’re not sending two Carters to the hospital today.”
Tristan tightened her jaw. Pete slipped his hand under her elbow and she let herself be led away. The paramedics wheeled Alden to the ambulance and clunked the back door shut. Tristan fumbled her keys to Pete, who closed her door and slung himself behind the wheel.
The car smelled like warm plastic and moldy laundry. She rolled down her window. On I-5, the wind buffeted her face, stealing her breath.
“He’s going to be all right,” Pete said. “Probably just rattled his brain.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Kung fu heroes don’t get hurt jumping from trees. If he’d been saving the Emperor’s daughter, maybe that’s another story.”
Pete smiled at himself. Tristan gazed at him, simultaneously repulsed and wishing he’d pull over and crush her to his chest. The stony smell of the river whisked through the window. At the hospital, he dropped her off and pulled out to park. She sat in the waiting room with her hands folded so Pete wouldn’t try to take one. They’d have to go back together to get his car, wouldn’t they.
Her parents arrived with each other. Her mom’s hair was sweaty and frazzled, as if she’d run the whole way. Her dad’s eyes were penned behind his frameless glasses. A doctor appeared, murmured something soothing about X-rays, and went on his way.
“How did this happen?” her dad asked.
“He was practicing his tumbling,” Tristan said. “Like, when you get thrown.”
Her mother swung her head from side to side. “I just don’t know what to say, Tristan.”
Her dad leaned forward, voice as sharp and thin as a paring knife. “The doctor said he jumped from a tree?”
“He was trying to impress some girls,” Tristan said.
“And you let him.”
“I didn’t let him. He’s not three years old.”
Her dad’s brow bent. “You think thirteen-year-olds have better judgment?”
“It was my fault,” Pete said. Her parents jerked their heads, as if just noticing he were there. “I dropped by. Caught Tristan off guard. We start talking, argue a little, next thing you know Alden’s got his Superman cape on.” He glanced away. “I’m sorry.”
Her dad removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose, eyes closed. “Is this what things will be like if you move back home, Tristan?”
She clenched her jaw so hard it ached. Pete reached for her hand. She bolted from her chair and went to the drinking fountain, then continued deeper into the hospital, finding herself in the courtyard. It was shady and cold and sparrows peeped from the trees. She watched them play until she felt capable of speaking more softly than a shout.
When she got back, the doctors had a verdict. His spine appeared to be fine. He had a mild concussion and a broken collarbone. They wanted to keep him another day, but they thought he would be okay.
Her parents exhaled like pearl divers. Her dad went outside to call work. Tristan muttered something about making a call, too, then wandered the parking lot until she found her car. She drove.
Ten minutes later, stopped at a light, her phone rang. She almost didn’t look at it, certain it would be Pete, but Laura’s name showed on the small display. She’d heard Alden had been hurt.
Tristan fed her the details. “He’ll heal. Unlike my relationship with my parents.”
“Do you need to talk?”
“Yes. Yes I do.”
“I’ve got lunch in a few minutes,” Laura said. “Swing by?”
She drove straight to the bar. Laura was out back smoking a Parliament. She wrapped Tristan in a hug, holding her cigarette away from their hair.
“So your parents are freaked?”
Tristan laughed hollowly. “If I don’t answer my phone later, just check the nearest hill. I’ll be the one dangling from the cross.”
“Jesus,” Laura laughed. “What about you?”
“Well, it’s my fault, isn’t it?”
“Your fault? Did you leave out the part where you shoved him from the tree?”
“I wasn’t watching him,” Tristan said.
“He’s thirteen,” Laura said. “He’ll be attending high school this fall.”
“And if he’d landed just a little different, he’d be attending a cemetery.”
“If anything, this is Pete’s fault. He’s the one who stalked you across town like that astronaut with the diaper.”
“You know why Pete was there?” Tristan said. “He’s worried about our relationship. And he should be. Because there isn’t one.”
Laura blew smoke from her nose. “It was an accident. Why do you want to make yourself feel like shit?”
“If I’d been honest with Pete, none of this would have happened. Instead, I fucked some guy I’ve got zero long-term interest in because deep down, I hoped that would be enough to break us up. And it would—if I had the balls to tell Pete about it. Instead, I ran and hid. Because it was easy. And now my baby brother doesn’t know what day it is because his skull lost a fight with the ground.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah.”
Laura stubbed her Parliament out on the stucco wall. “I think you convinced me. Congrats. Now what are you going to do?”
Tristan let out a shaky breath. “I’m going to get my life together.”
She drove back to the hospital to see Alden, but the nurse told her he was asleep. In the lobby, Pete rose and took her elbow.
“I want to talk to you.”
“No you don’t,” she laughed.
He raised his thick brows, straightening his spine so he could look down on her from all his height. “Pretty sure I do, Triss.”
“I fucked another guy.”
Pete’s smile froze on his face mid-patronize. “What?”
“A guy named Zeke. He has an ironic mustache and won’t listen to music with electric guitars.”
“What?”
“I know,” she said. “Not even Hendrix?”
His voice became brittle. His well-muscled arms hung useless from his shoulders. “I don’t believe this.”
“Then take some time to wrestle it down, because it’s true. We’ll talk more later. Swear. But right now I need some time with my family. If you promise you won’t talk, I’ll drive you back to your car.”
The skin around his mouth twitched as if it were infested with worms. “I couldn’t. You done more than enough for me today.”
He strode across the dirty tile. Tristan glanced at her parents seated a few rows away. “Did you hear any of that?”
Her mom winced. “If I pretend I didn’t for long enough, do you think I can convince myself to believe it?”
“Well, I’m sorry. And I’m sorry about Alden. Pete shouldn’t have been there. I’ve been confused.”
Her dad scowled at his copy of TIME. “Apparently.”
“He’s going to be all right, right?”
“They still have a couple tests,” her mom said. “But my heart has stopped competing for Olympic Gold. I think he’ll be fine.”
“I’m going to go home and search for jobs,” she said. “Call me when he wakes up?”
Her dad glanced up from an infographic on rising mortgage failure rates. “Try and stop me.”
Tristan drove home. The house was deeply quiet. A lawnmower buzzed from down the street. She flipped open her laptop and copy/pasted every Craigslist wanted ad in the greater Bay Area into three different files: “DREAM JOB,” “YOU GOTTA DO WHAT YOU GOTTA DO,” and “PLEASE GOD NO.” Starting with the first file and working her way down, she spent the next three hours tweaking and emailing resumes.
She sent out a few dozen all told, for positions ranging from a PR gig at a startup indie label to receptionist at a shoe factory in Oakland. It was bracing. Invigorating. A shot of espresso straight to the nerves. Was that all it took? To just...act? Already, she couldn’t believe she’d told Pete. All the guilt and worrying and avoidance annihilated by a few simple sentences. The fallout would certainly require many more sentences—pages and pages of them, an endless, Kerouac-style ream of them—but if the closure of their relationship were an essay, she was thoroughly prepared to turn it in half-assed. After all, a D was much better than an F.
Her dad called as she was scrubbing down the kitchen.
“Not to pry you away from finding a future outside our house,” he said, “but Alden’s awake.”
She rushed out the door. At the hospital, Alden sat up in bed and grimaced. A sling cradled his right arm. He didn’t have a shirt on and a morbid red-purple bruise stained the skin around his shoulder.
“You’re alive!” she said.
He blinked at her. “Did the girls see?”
“That’s what you care about right now?”
“Well, did they?”
“Are you kidding? They had a front row seat.”
He frowned at his splayed toes. “At least they don’t know my name.”
“Do you feel okay?” she said.
“All except my head. And my shoulder. And my me.”
She laughed, then grew sober. “Alden, I’m so sorry. I should have been paying more attention.”
He tried to swivel his head to meet her eyes and winced so hard he showed his teeth. His voice was strained with pain. “I’m not three.”
“That’s what I told Mom and Dad!”
“So did it look cool? I mean, before I crashed?”
“For sure. It looked like you were ready to deck Morpheus.”
He lowered his chin and laughed. “Totally worth it.”
The remaining tests came back negative; visiting hours ceased. Her dad drove them out for cheeseburgers and took them home to eat and shower before the return to the hospital. The kitchen smelled like french fries and microwaved bacon.
Her dad dabbed his napkin to his mouth. “Apply for anything interesting today?”
“A few,” Tristan said. “As well as a lot more not-so-interesting things.”
“You know,” her mom said, “even the crummiest job isn’t a death sentence. Nothing lasts forever.”
“That’s very comforting.”
“Well, it doesn’t. As today proved, to my everlasting horror.”
“I know.” Tristan took a long drink of Sprite. It was painfully sweet. She had successfully eliminated high fructose corn syrup from her diet since her third semester at Berkeley—it wasn’t a looks thing, it was just bad for you—but she felt no regrets breaking her streak. “I’ll find something. I’ll make it work until I find something better.”
Her dad finished his cheeseburger and folded the wrapper into eighths. “Your mom and I were talking.”
“Why do I have the sudden urge to run?”
Her mom rolled her eyes. “Ho ho.”
“Figure out what you want to do,” her dad went on. “Whether it’s get any job you can and stay in the city or come back here until you find the one you want. Figure that out, and we’ll talk.”
“Wait, really?” Tristan said. “When we go back to the hospital, can I get a sample of your blood?”
Her mom made a face. “What are you talking about?”
“Because you’ve obviously been replaced by aliens and I’m going to need proof.”
“We’re your parents,” she said. “We want you to try, but we know things are different these days. Until things change, it’s our job to keep you happy. To keep you safe.”
Tristan frowned, eyes going watery. “I am trying. I’ll let you know what happens.”
They returned to the hospital. Her dad finished his TIME. Her mom pawed through a collection of Philip K. Dick’s short stories. Tristan exchanged texts with Laura. As the hospital thinned out, her dad volunteered to sleep there overnight. Her mom drove Tristan back to the house.
“You shouldn’t blame yourself,” her mom said while Tristan brushed her teeth. “It wasn’t your fault.”
She spit white froth into the sink. “It was a little my fault. But I’ll do better.”
She couldn’t have been more exhausted if she’d spent all day playing fast-pitch softball with boulders. Alden came home the next morning. They’d given him some painkillers and he fell asleep on the couch watching Five Deadly Venoms, which Tristan had rented for him. And then it was afternoon, and it was time for Tristan to drive back to Berkeley.
Her dad hugged her in the driveway. “Keep us posted.”
“I hope I have something to post you about,” Tristan said.
Her mom squeezed her tight. “No one says no to a girl as pretty as you.”
“Well, I’m glad to see we’re finally being judged for our brains.”
Her mom grinned and slapped her on the shoulder. Tristan got in the car and drove slowly from the development. It smelled like grass clippings again. Trash bins lined the sidewalk.
She swung onto I-5 and headed south down the valley through the endless fields of grapes and olives and walnuts. If you squinted, you could almost pretend you were driving down the middle of Italy. Sunlight smashed through the windshield. The hills were yellow and the fields were green. She had a CD player, but let the radio play what it would.
The drive took a good four hours. She got back to her apartment just before sunset. Her roommate Connie sat on the couch with a beer and a Wii remote, flicking her wrist to send the bowling ball tumbling down the lanes. It smelled vaguely of pot; a joint had been tamped out in the ashtray.
“How was home?” Connie said.
“I fought with my parents, broke up with my boyfriend, and almost let my little brother die.” Tristan dropped her suitcase to the worn carpet. “You?”
“I thought about going outside.”
“We all need dreams.”
She didn’t particularly want to do her reading for Monday’s class in The Letter as Literature, but she did so anyway, diving into Rilke’s Teutonic madness with the same vigor she’d used to dump Pete. Pete, incidentally, didn’t text or call once over the next three days. Two employers did, though, arranging interviews with her for the next week. Wednesday afternoon, she checked her phone after class and found a new message.
She flipped it open hungrily, anticipating another interview, but it was from her dad. She frowned. Her dad didn’t call much. That was Mom’s job.
“Tristan, your brother’s back in the hospital,” he said through the crackling message. “He’s sick. They don’t know what it is.”
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As Ness processed Tim’s death, the world honed to a focused beam. Tim’s sheets were crimson, obscuring the color of the stains, but when Ness leaned in, all he smelled was blood, excrement, and a general organic miasma. He pinched the sheets between his thumb and forefinger and pulled them from Tim’s head. Tim’s eyes were open and withered. Blood crusted his tear ducts, his mouth, his ears. Ness sniffed again, but got no whiff of decay. Blood. Bowels. Phlegm. That was it. Tim’s forehead was still warm.
Ness straightened. Physically, he entered a state of sheer terror—sweating, trembling, his whole body hot as a brick oven—but if he had a superpower, it was the preternatural calmness that came to him in the face of the right kind of danger.
Mrs. Rogers was obviously dead as well. If not, she would’ve taken her son to the hospital, not left him to bleed to death in bed. He went to her bedroom to confirm. Her bed was empty. Out of town? He found her in the tub. The water was as crimson as Tim’s sheets. It had pruned her skin, seeping into the creases and staining them pink. Her skin was cool, but that could have been the conductive properties of the water at play rather than an indication of an earlier time of death.
Ness went to the kitchen and washed his hands three times. Heavy metal poisoning? That could cause hemorrhaging. If it were in their food, it could easily have affected mother and son.
But its symptoms might not present for weeks or months. Tim’s body hadn’t yet stiffened. He and his mom had died within a day of each other, probably a few hours. Mom in the tub while Tim shivered and bled in bed. Radiation poisoning? It would have to be an awfully strong source to take them both so fast. But not impossible. On the off chance Mr. Rogers’ last business trip had been to sub-Saharan, ebola-plagued Africa, Ness found a fresh cloth in the linen closet, soaked it with water, and tied it around his mouth. He found rubber gloves under the sink and donned them.
He didn’t spend much time thinking about what he was looking for. He doubted he would find a Soviet ICBM parked in the garage. Without a doubt, he should just leave. But two people had died in very strange circumstances, and that was too interesting to run from.
A bowl of noodles sat soggily on the counter. In the garbage, he found a WinCo receipt dated four days ago. They’d been in circulation that recently, at least. If it were radiation, it would probably have to be something from a shared space—the bathrooms, the dinner table. The car. He found nothing in the bathroom but the usual assortment of conditioners and razors and hairdryers. There was nothing on, below, or near the table besides a couple of candles and a tablecloth.
He flipped on the garage light. The room was simple, uncluttered; they kept the farm tools in the shed and the barn. The wall shelves held two flashlights, a rake, a mallet, and a shovel. A sack of wheat spilled into the corner of the outer door. He checked the truck. There was a tarp in the bed, but nothing beneath it. Nothing under the seats. A few maps and menus and matchbooks in the glove box.
If it were radiation, he should probably be going. He returned to Tim’s room to make sure there was no obvious pornography sitting around. For once, there wasn’t, but now that Ness’ eyes were open to change, he spotted the difference at once.
A metal canister sat on top of the TV. It hadn’t been here last time he’d been to Tim’s the same day Shawn had moved into Ness’ room. The canister looked like brushed nickel. A bit darker. Its stark curves reminded him of the elegant soap dispensers in the Bed Bath & Beyond catalogues his mom clipped coupons from but never wound up using. The device was shockingly heavy. The sides were blackened and damascened like copper plumbing. He shook it. It rattled lightly. He turned it over and shook two wheat kernels from a hidden hole in its top.
He took the canister to the garage and knelt beside the bag of spilled wheat. A paper tag was tied to the burlap handle. The address was Willy Shoreman’s. Ness had seen him at the Rogers’ before. Shoreman was another farmer who lived a couple miles across the mountain.
After the heat of the house, the cold night struck him like one of Shawn’s fists. He gazed toward the Shoreman’s farm, but the mountain was dark. His blisters throbbed. His stomach squealed. Instead of heading to the Shoreman’s like he wanted, he went back to the garage for the shovel and buried the canister beside the bare-branched larch in the back yard. He went inside to wipe his fingerprints from the doorknobs and return the rag and gloves. He went outside. His cell was nearly dead, but it called 911 with no problem.
The police and the ambulance took nearly twenty minutes to arrive, sirens keening up the mountainside, lights washing the grass in bands of red and blue. They skidded in the farmhouse’s gravel drive, dust blossoming from their tires. While the paramedics went inside, two policeman spoke to Ness.
The younger policeman scratched notes on a yellow pad. “You say your friend hadn’t been responding to texts?”
“Not in at least a couple days,” Ness said.
“And when you got to the house, what did you do?”
“The door was unlocked and I was cold. I went inside. The lights were on. I found Tim first. I didn’t think his mom would leave him like that. That’s when I found her in the tub. After that, I came straight outside and called you.”
The officer nodded, scribbling notes. “Did you notice anything unusual while you were inside?”
Ness pretended to think. “No.”
They asked him several more questions. He stuck to his story, telling the truth whenever he could. Something strange had happened to Tim and his mother. Something awful. Something Ness didn’t want to get wrapped up in.
The paramedics emerged several minutes later. They looked pale. They pulled the two officers aside and murmured in the night. One of the paramedics climbed in the ambulance cab and clicked on his radio. The two cops watched Ness steadily. The paramedic clambered back out and nodded to the older cop whose hair was as flat and gray as the deck of a battleship.
“Look, son,” the older officer said, “they’d like to take you down to the hospital and give you a little exam.”
“What’s wrong?” Ness said.
“Well, nothing, we hope! But you were inside that house. You seen it. We’d like to make sure whatever happened to those folks isn’t about to happen to you.”
“But I was only inside for a second.”
“What’s that the women say?” The cop’s eyes crinkled. “It only takes a second?”
“I live right on the other side of the mountain.” Ness pointed west toward the trailer. “I’ll call you if I start to feel anything funny.”
“Listen, you’ve been straight with us, so I’ll be straight with you. Right now, this isn’t what you’d call a choice.”
An itch spidered up Ness’ neck. “I don’t want to go.”
“Here’s the deal. You either take a ride in the back of their car.” The gray-haired cop pointed to the ambulance, thick thumb extended to the side. “Or you take a ride in the back of mine.”
Ness wanted to run. Why had he called the police? Someone else would have found Tim and Mrs. Rogers eventually. They weren’t going to be any less dead because the paramedics were hauling their bodies off on a Tuesday instead of a Thursday. He’d tried to do good and now he was trapped. He couldn’t say no to the police. That would be a Shawn-style move, resulting in another Shawn-style arrest. There must be some way to talk his way out—to cite law, to plumb for sympathy—but Ness couldn’t begin to find the words. He felt frozen, helpless.
He nodded to the ambulance. “I’ll go with them.”
The cop’s eyes crinkled. “I knew you looked smart.”
One of the paramedics loaded him into the back while the other climbed behind the wheel. The ambulance lurched off and headed downhill.
“What about Tim and his mom?” Ness said.
The paramedic glanced over his shoulder toward the house, face as sober as a snowfield. “Someone else is coming for them.”
“But I’m fine.”
“I’m sure you are. To confirm that, we’re going to run a few tests there in the house. And a few on you to confirm everything’s normal.”
In other words, they wanted to collect in-depth forensics. The ambulance bounced down the dark mountain road, jolting Ness’ spine. Forensics for what? The Rogers’ had possibly been murdered. The method of murder would have to be an unusual one—heavy metal poisoning or exposure to radiation—and again, unless those substances were present in extremely high doses, it was unlikely Tim and his mother would both die within such a brief window of time.
Ness’ skin prickled. The possibility of exotic disease no longer seemed so far-fetched.
He glanced at the paramedic, wanting to ask for some rubbing alcohol. Hand sanitizer. Anything. But he didn’t want to give himself away. And he’d already thoroughly washed his hands. If there were a virus in his body, there was nothing more he could do about it. His stomach rolled. His head felt light. He could see it, the virus floating through the fluids of his body, little bundles of matter so small and mechanical that biologists still couldn’t agree whether they were truly alive, attaching to his cells, penetrating the cellular walls, rerouting interior production, and tricking his own body into duplicating those undead bundles until the infected cell swelled and burst, flooding his guts with fresh attackers.
On and on until he bled to death in bed, pale and sagging.
The ambulance descended to the back road and swung onto the asphalt. Tim had been his only real-life friend and there were times he doubted Tim had even liked him that much. Tim had died in bed. It looked like it had been painful. Ness believed things happened for reasons. Not for a reason. Not according to the guidelines of a higher power’s plan that was ultimately benevolent and would, in hindsight, be comforting and joyous, no matter how atrocious the individual links of the chain that composed these events.
But he believed things happened according to logical chains of events. He believed that everything could be understood if you looked carefully and closely enough. What chain had ended with Tim’s dead? Except the chain didn’t end there, did it—what did it mean that the next link led to him?
The ambulance’s lights poured over the red brick and blue glass of the hospital. Ness was taken to an exam room and told to wait. A nurse checked his blood pressure and temperature, drew blood, asked him for contact information for his family, and told him to wait for the doctor. When she opened the door, angry voices rang in the hall. Ness waited as he was told. The nurse hadn’t been wearing a mask. Atop the exam table, Ness swung his feet, crinkling the paper he was seated on. The room was cold. Someone had taken his coat as he’d been led into the hospital. He got up and walked around to keep his blood flowing.
The doctor was a thin man with thinner hair, and a goatee clipped as close as a putting green. Ness immediately returned to the exam table.
“Good evening.” The man fiddled with his paperwork. “How are you feeling?”
“Cold,” Ness said.
He looked up sharply. “Shivering?”
“It’s cold in here.”
“But you don’t feel feverish. Okay, Nestor, I’ve got a few simple tests for you here.”
“Do you think there might have been something at the house?”
“Well, that’s what we’d like to eliminate as a possibility.” The doctor directed him to take off his shirt. He complied.
“What are you trying to find?” Ness said.
“Right now we’re just going to do a few simple tests to establish a baseline. That way, if anything changes, we’ll know and be able to respond appropriately.”
“How long do you need me here?”
The man got an otoscope from the drawer and instructed Ness to turn his head. “Well, that’s what we’re going to find out.”
He checked Ness’ ears, his throat, his breathing. At the end, he scribbled notes on his pad and nodded to himself without looking up. “Have you or anyone you know recently been to Africa?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
Ness stared at the doctor. Was he being made fun of? “I think I would remember if I had visited the Congo in the last two weeks.”
The doctor nodded. “Wait here for the nurse, please. She’ll only be a minute.”
She was much more than a minute. Ness didn’t know what to make of all this. The procedure, so far, had been little different than a checkup with his family doctor. The thin, balding doctor hadn’t worn a mask, either. Either they weren’t seriously worried about a disease, or the staff hadn’t been informed.
When the nurse returned, a pale green mask was perched over her mouth, a metal clip pinching it to her nose. She wore gloves. She guided him from the exam room to another room with a single bed. At no point did she touch him.
“We’d like to keep you overnight,” she said. “We’ve called your family—your brother? They know you’re here and you’re safe.”
“Can I see him?” Ness said.
“Visiting hours are done for the day. I’m sure you can see him tomorrow. Do you have any questions?”
He wanted to ask what would happen if he wanted to leave, but he didn’t want to put her in the awkward position of telling him he had to stay. He shook his head.
“Great.” Her eye crinkled above her mask. She pointed to a beige intercom on the end table beside the bed. “Just buzz me if you need anything. Everything’s going to be fine.”
Her smile melted. She closed the door. From the outside of the room, the lock clicked. Ness waited two minutes to make sure she’d left, then tried the door. It didn’t budge.
Something had changed.
He didn’t like that. There now existed the non-zero chance that his life was no longer his. If they believed it were a disease, they could ship him to Boise or Seattle or Denver, even the CDC at Atlanta. There would be nothing he could do about it. He would be a public health risk, perhaps even classified as a national security risk. If this were something fatal or unknown, he would be tested until he died of the disease or they determined there was nothing more to learn from him. That process could take—well, he had no idea how long. Months, easily. After his release, followup tests could be ongoing for years.
He didn’t like this line of thinking, but he couldn’t stop his brain from clicking down the rails. Once again, he imagined a single virus penetrating the walls of a single one of his cells. Diverting his resources to double its RNA again and again. Bursting free. Destroying the cell. Attaching to its neighbors. Repeating. He fought to breathe.
Two hours later, the lock clicked, the door opened, and Shawn walked into the room.
“What the hell have you gotten into?”
Ness rolled out of bed and stood straight. The tile was cold under his socks. “What are you doing here?”
Shawn blinked at him. “I broke in, idiot.”
“You can’t break into a hospital.”
“I’m standin’ here, aren’t I?”
“You could be arrested.”
“I’ll play dumb.”
“I don’t think that will require much playing.”
“Good one.” Shawn glanced at the door, then crossed to the bed. “Where have you been? Mom’s gone half crazy. One of her friends said they saw you up in Coeur d’Alene. Your phone goes straight to voicemail. Good damn thing, too. She’d keel over if she heard—they say you found a couple bodies?”
“Tim Rogers and his mom,” Ness said. “They were dead in their house.”
“Well, that’s right fucked up. What happened?”
“They bled to death.”
“Shot? Stabbed?”
Ness glanced at the door. “Spontaneous internal hemorrhage.”
Shawn rolled his eyes. “Try again, minus the asshole.”
“They bled out of every hole in their head. Possibly their rectums, too. I didn’t check.”
“Are you for real right now? What could even do that?”
“Poison,” Ness said. “Or maybe an infection.”
Shawn leapt back. “Did you touch the bodies?”
“Of course not.”
“But you were in the house.”
“Just long enough to see they were dead,” Ness said.
“What’s the matter with you? Why didn’t you say something? What if you’ve got it and now you just gave it to me, too?”
“That’s not how it works. I couldn’t possibly be infectious yet. The virus wouldn’t have had long enough to—”
“Oh, you’re a fucking doctor now?” Shawn mashed his lips together. He took one step forward, fist bunched, then remembered why he was made and got spooked. He backed toward the door. “What if you’ve just killed me? What’s mom gonna do? You stupid son of a bitch.”
The door opened. Above her mask, the nurse blinked at Shawn, face going hard. “Who are you?”
Shawn whirled. “Nobody. I got lost. Can you direct me to the exit, please?”
“Sir, you need to stay right here.” She melted out the door and locked it.
Shawn rushed up to it, grabbed the handle. He pounded his fists against the door. “Hey! I’m not supposed to be in here!”
“That won’t help,” Ness said.
“I’m not sick!” Shawn pressed his ear against the door. He swore, backed up, and kicked it with all he had. “Hey, morons! I’m not sick in here!”
“That should convince them.”
Shawn kicked the door again, rattling it. “Let me out of here!”
“If they think I have something, do you really think they’re going to let you out?” Ness smiled. He couldn’t remember seeing Shawn put out like this, turned impotent, fearful as a poisoned dog. “We’re being quarantined.”
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“What kind of sick?” Tristan said into the phone. Across the path, Sather Tower spiked above the campus, its white stone pinked by the sunset. The buildings around it were the same milky stone, propped up by pillars, capped by red roofs. Tristan had never been to Greece, but it looked very Greek to her.
“They don’t know.” Her dad sounded tired. Froggy. Tristan had no doubt he’d kept up his work schedule at the hotel on top of all the visits to the hospital. He was getting older. When she’d lived with them, she hadn’t noticed how her parents aged, but whenever she drove home for the weekend, she was struck by the graying of their hair, the lines on their face. Even her mom, whose face was, she often complained, half her business. They weren’t old old, but she could now see how they would look when they were.
“What do you mean, they don’t know?” she said.
“He’s got a fever. A bad one. Dizziness. Some trouble breathing.”
“From the concussion?”
“That would explain the dizziness. About the rest...”
“Well, I don’t know how they can’t know what it is.”
“It isn’t like they can toss all the sick people into a change-sorting machine and see what shakes out.” He cleared his throat. “A lot of the time, all they have to go by are a few symptoms. It’s like trying to guess what a living brontosaurus looked like when all you’ve got is a kneecap, a vertebra.”
“There’s no such thing as a brontosaurus,” Tristan said.
“What? Since when?”
“Like fifteen years, Dad.”
“Well, that just proves my point.”
“How bad is he? Should I come home?”
“It’s not—critical. Yet.” Her dad sighed into the line. “But if you’ve got the weekend free, I’m sure Alden would love to see you. He looks up to you. Big sister in the big city.”
Tristan smiled at the tall white tower. “I don’t have class Friday. I’ll leave tomorrow night.”
She headed straight home and began packing, mostly to give herself something to do. Connie glanced over from the couch.
“Going somewhere?”
“My brother’s sick.” She rolled a sweatshirt tight and stuffed it in the bottom of her backpack. “I’m going home again tomorrow.”
“The flu that’s going around?”
“What flu?”
“The flu that everyone’s got.”
“I don’t know,” Tristan said. She grabbed spare socks and underwear and returned to the living room. “It sounds pretty bad.”
Enfolded in the couch cushions, Connie wriggled to get her elbows beneath herself. “Whatever it is, you know he got it when he was in the hospital. I don’t know why people even go to those places.”
“Because those people are full of deadly, deadly sickness?”
“Going to the hospital means surrounding yourself with hundreds of people with way worse stuff than you’ve got. And all the doctors want to do is prescribe, prescribe, prescribe.”
“That’s what’s going to kill us,” Tristan said. “Sooner or later, antibiotics will breed a bug we can’t stop.”
“It’s like if Jesus carved his own cross,” Connie laughed. Her eyes went wide. “How weird would that have been?”
At Thursday’s meeting of Blue-Grass: Drugs, Depression, and the Soul of the Musician, three of the twenty-odd students were missing. Two others coughed rhythmically. Halfway through, a shaggy-haired boy rose, mouth pursed in the awkward way of someone who has to spit but is in polite company, and walked swiftly from the room. He didn’t come back.
Afterwards, she walked home under a half-clouded spring sky, a cold western wind slicing through the houses. She packed her toothbrush and deodorant and the hairspray Connie disapproved of and drove north to Redding. Cars dammed the freeway, opening up only when she was well free of the city.
Her parents’ house was empty. She called her mom, who explained she had an open house, but that Tristan’s dad was down at the hospital if she wanted to visit. Tristan promised she would, then hung up and went to the fridge for some orange juice, needing a few minutes of quiet and stillness before she got back in a car. She sipped the sweet juice, losing herself in the kitchen. It always stunned her. She’d last seen it less than a week ago, but the contrast between it and her dingy apartment kitchen with its scratched linoleum and grease-stained walls made it hard to believe the two specimens belonged to the same species of rooms. Cherrywood cabinets mounted above pearly marble counters finished with elegant chair rail. A different marble tiled the floor, this one the warm brown of commercially-brewed espresso, veins of pink quartz matching the pink highlights of the counters. Potent steel appliances kept sentry over the beauty.
How much had it cost her parents to create this kitchen? $30,000? Enough to keep Tristan alive for two years in the city, provided she ate plenty of pasta. Their kitchen was worth roughly one-fortieth of a human lifetime. Where had that wealth come from? People paying for a place to stay in her dad’s hotel? The commission her mother earned selling others homes containing kitchens of their own? Bought with money earned through thousands of hours spent pouring foundations and driving trucks and bagging groceries. All that money, all that labor, all those life-hours, funneled into the creation of a kitchen that probably wasn’t measurably better at its core functions—storing and preparing food—than her own filthy, worthless, rented rathole.
She set her empty glass in a dishwasher that would have paid two months of rent and drove to the hospital, where she texted her dad for the room number. He sat in a chair beside the bed, eyes baggy behind his glasses. Alden was asleep, a clear tube running from a stand to his arm.
“How’s he doing?” she said.
Her dad shook his head. “No worse. Fever’s pretty high.”
“How high is pretty high?”
“If it were a quiz score, he’s earned extra credit.”
She frowned at Alden. He was pale and his brow was wrinkled tight, as if he were in pain. She touched his arm, then sat beside her dad, whose head drooped toward his shoulder within minutes. His gentle snores whooshed uncannily like Darth Vader’s breathing.
Very quickly, and against all sense of propriety, she was bored. She should have brought a book. Her iPod. She felt terrible, being bored while her brother fought his fever—potentially, fighting for his life, a thought she quashed as quickly as she had it—but couldn’t help wondering what good it really did Alden for them to sit several feet away from him while he slept. This was for their own benefit, wasn’t it. The confidence that comes with the illusion of control.
She listened to the heating ducts for thirty minutes before Alden stirred. He woke angry, blue eyes bright, the skin around them folding into rills of pain. She laughed.
“What’s so funny?” he croaked.
“The way you squint. You look like Lil’ Clint Eastwood.”
“Maybe Clint Eastwood feels like crap every minute of his life.”
“Sorry.” She composed herself. “Do you not feel good?”
He sat up, scowling at the tube in his elbow, and reached for the glass of water on the table beside the bed. “Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”
“That’s the great thing about college. You’ve already paid for it. They don’t care if you actually show up.”
“Sounds way better than my stupid school.”
“Middle school’s the worst,” she said. “High school will be better. You’ll see.”
He drank the glass to the bottom, eyeing her skeptically. “Why’s it so much better?”
“The girls are cuter. Or the boys, if that’s your thing.”
“It’s not!”
She smiled at his culturally-endowed homophobia. “High school’s better because of the freedom. You get to choose more of your classes. You’ve got a car. Some of your friends are really starting to think for themselves. And then you get to college, and it’s like that a hundred times over.”
“What about after college?”
She laughed. “Then you work for someone else until you die.”
He smiled, pain relaxing from his face. “Maybe you should just stay in college forever.”
“Don’t think I haven’t thought about it. They call that becoming a professor.”
Alden laughed, then turned away and coughed violently, skinny ribs wracking. Tristan snagged his glass and went to the sink for water. Once his coughing settled, he drank heavily, eyes watering.
“Mom and Dad seem pretty worried,” he said.
“That’s because their darling baby boy is in the hospital,” Tristan said. “A very fine hospital. Which I’m sure you’ll leave very soon.”
“Why are you so sure?”
“Because thirteen-year-olds are universally infected with the Annoying Virus. This virus is so powerful that it overwhelms any other disease that tries to enter the thirteen-year-old’s body. That way, he can be back on his feet Annoying others in no time at all.”
Alden laughed again, then coughed again. “I’m glad you’re not a doctor.”
“I’d be a great doctor,” she said.
“Well, I wouldn’t go to you.”
After a while, he slept. Her dad woke and her mom came to replace him. She looked just as tired, just as haggard. Skilled application of makeup had hidden the bags, but it did nothing for the glazed eyes, that look of someone half-lost in the foggy wilderness of their own sleepless, anxious head.
“You’re here!” Her mom smiled, lifting the fog from her eyes. “Any news?”
“Nope. It’s been perfectly boring.”
“Good. I’ve had enough news to last me for the next couple years.”
There was no news over the next two days, either. The doctors surmised it was a staph-induced respiratory infection and started Alden on targeted antibiotics. He got no better nor no worse. Tristan took over Alden-watching duties at the hospital, lugging along next week’s reading and her mom’s sci-fi books. Coughs rang down the halls. Nurses jogged from room to room, feet slapping the linoleum. Tristan washed her hands six times a day, both to keep herself infection-free for her upcoming finals and because the hospital made her hands feel strangely greasy.
She had the house to herself Saturday afternoon. Her parents hadn’t had time to clean it in two weeks and she killed the daylight dusting and vacuuming and scrubbing until the kitchen marble shined under the track lighting. She ate leftover sesame chicken from the fridge and turned on the TV. Her dad was supposed to be back in an hour, at which point she’d return to the hospital.
Someone knocked just after eight. She muted the TV and jogged to the door; her dad had probably forgotten his keys again. She opened the door. Pete grinned on the porch, a brown paper bag in hand.
“Hey, Triss. Thought you could blow off some steam.” He stepped inside before she could say no, craning back his neck at the vaulted ceiling, as if seeing it for the first time. “Been a while, hasn’t it?”
Tristan nodded, abruptly sad. There had been a time when Pete ate dinner at their house three times a week. A time when he’d been makeshift family, clearing the dishes from the table, her mom laughing at his jokes. By her junior year in high school Tristan had assumed they’d marry, live their lives together. Her parents openly joked about it. Seemed happy at the prospect. As Pete wandered to the kitchen, lost, brown paper bag dangling from his hand, she missed that time keenly, that certainty of her future, that she’d found who she wanted and he’d always be there with her.
“I brought something.” Pete tugged the paper bag away and clanked a bottle of Jose Cuervo Gold onto the marble island in the middle of the kitchen. He grinned with half his mouth, eyes hooded. She’d seen that same grin every time he pulled her jeans down her hips and past her knees.
“Can’t,” she said. “Headed back to the hospital in a minute.”
“Do you remember when we first had this?” Without hesitation, he opened the upper cabinet where her parents kept their port and sherry and Glenlivet and took down two shot glasses. He clapped them on the island, unscrewed the tequila, and poured them to the brim. “I gave Mike P. twenty bucks to give his older brother to buy us a fifth. I drove us up to the lake and you hit it so hard that within an hour you were bellowing into the night. Just belly-roaring over the water until it bounced from the mountains. Remember that?”
He handed her a shot. Tequila dribbled over the lip of the glass, cold on her fingers.
“Amazingly enough, I do,” she said. “Though not much about what came after the yelling. A lot of puking, I think.”
“You were so funny.” He clicked his glass to hers and drank. Blaming the nostalgia, she tipped hers back, too. It burned her throat and stung her eyes. His hand lifted to his chest, as if he were about to wipe the tequila-induced tears from her eyes, then hung there in empty space. “What happened?”
She didn’t have to ask what he meant. “It was nothing you did.”
“‘It’s not me, it’s you.’ Then what happened to you?”
“We grew into different people.”
“Come on with the cliched BS.” He poured another pair of shots. “Maybe this’ll get you talking.”
“I really can’t,” she said. The nostalgia had begun to slip away. The happy years had been years ago. They were just things to return to in quiet moments with herself, luxuries she couldn’t afford to dwell on when she had so many real problems at hand. “My dad’s going to be back any minute and I’ll have to drive over to see Alden. I’m supposed to stay with him tonight.”
“Just one more. You’ll be fine. Your dad gets here and I’ll leave.”
She sighed and picked up the shot. “You shouldn’t try to keep up with me anyway. That’s a good way to go blind.”
He laughed, glancing at the microwave, as if seeking support from the green numbers on its clock. “You’re not that different.”
They drank. It didn’t sting as much this time. Her mouth salivated. “Would you consider yourself a feminist?”
He looked back at the microwave. “Me? Hell no.”
“That’s why we’re not together anymore.”
“Because I’m not some apron-wearing puss? A guy who helps lace up his wife’s combat boots while she barks about how life is unfair?”
She knew her test itself had been unfair, a total piece of Pete-bait, but the fact he could be so easily baited was proof enough. “Because that’s what you think feminism is.”
His brow beetled. “So you go off to college. San Francisco. Four years later, you’re too good for me.”
“I’m not too good, just too different.” She set her shot glass on the island as silently as possible. “And it would have happened wherever I went. I just didn’t know it yet.”
“So that’s it.”
“That’s it.”
He lowered his head. A pang spiked her chest. She knew he’d get over her in time. Whether next week, next month, or next year, he’d find someone else. Knowing him, his looks, his chest-deep confidence, it would be sooner than later—impossibly, the thought filled her with a jealousy that burned as hotly as the tequila—and his yearning for her would recede like the snows on the mountains surrounding the town. One morning, he’d sit in his kitchen drinking his coffee, just resting there before he got ready for work, and his new girlfriend would walk from the bedroom and smile, and he would smile back and realize he hadn’t missed Tristan in months.
Pete poured a third round. “One last shot, then. To us.”
Tristan gazed at the yellowish liquid under the white glow of the track lights. She already felt warm, fuzzy, her breathing relaxed. “You said the last one was the last one.”
“That was when I thought we still had a chance.” He handed her the small cool glass. “To the end.”
The pang returned. She shook her head. “Then it’s time to go.”
They clicked, drank. He leaned his palm on the island and gazed across the kitchen, nodding to himself. “I forgave you, you know. I was going to ask you to marry me.”
“Pete.”
“I mean, not here and now. Christmas break. But I could tell something was wrong. When I came here and went to hug you, you tensed up like I was warty Aunt Martha who smells too much like her cats.”
“It wouldn’t have been the right time.”
“I figured it was the distance stepping between us. I figured after you moved back, we could work it out.” He swung his eyes to meet hers. “Can we do that? After you graduate—can we try that?”
Tristan looked away, brushing her hair past her ear. “It’s too late.”
“It’s never too late. Not until you’re dead. You could try, you just don’t want to.” He poured two more shots and held hers in front of her nose.
“I can’t.”
“You can’t? Like if you tried to swallow, nothing would happen?”
“I’m already half drunk. I’ve got to drive.”
He waggled the shot, splashing tequila on the floor. “So drive drunk.”
“Pete.” She pushed his wrist. “It’s time for you to go. If you can’t drive, you can stay here and watch TV. Sleep in my bed if you need to. But my brother is sick and I have to go see him.”
He laughed hollowly, the sound bouncing off the hard marble. He strode around the island and shoved the shot glass at her mouth. It clinked against her teeth. She tasted tequila, gasoline and desert flowers.
“Stop it!”
“Take the shot and I will.”
He pushed harder, jamming the glass into her lips. She jerked her head. Tequila splashed the floor. She shoved him in the chest, but it didn’t move him; she fell back a step instead. He considered the liquid gleaming on the brown marble floor.
“That’s alcohol abuse. Guess I’ll have to do both to make up for it.” Pete drank his shot, then refilled hers and drank it too. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and planted his palms on the island, which she’d circled around to put between them. He smiled his I’m-taking-off-your-pants smile. “Vegas. Let’s go. Right now.”
“Ha ha,” Tristan said.
“We’ll tie the knot. Make it work. You just have to want it.”
She glanced toward the front door. Where was her dad? “We’re not going to Vegas, Pete.”
“No? You’d rather consummate things right here?”
“You’re going to bed. I’ll call you a cab.”
She dug out her phone. He slapped it from her hands, sending it skittering over the marble, then grabbed her wrists and ground them together.
“Let go of me!” she said.
“What’s the matter?” He leaned in, tightening his grip on her arms. “What’s so different? We’ve fucked a thousand times. What can once more hurt?”
She twisted her arms, fighting to free them. Her skin burned in his grasp. Fury poured over her, choking her. She hated the power he had—the power he thought he had. To shame and to ruin with sex and rape. He squeezed her wrists harder, mashing her bones together with his right hand grabbing her collar with his left. She tore her right hand free and slammed her fist into his nose.
He made a gagging nose and covered his bleeding nose. “What the fuck?”
His face went as hard as the marble. He clenched his fists and lunged. She grabbed the tequila bottle and jabbed it straight at his face. He came in low, meaning to tackle her, driving his head straight into the end of the bottle’s neck. Blood squirted from his forehead. He crashed to the marble floor, screaming, kicking his legs, blood washing between the fingers clamped to his head. Tequila glugged from the bottle in her hand, pattering to the ground. She sprinted for the front door. Her head buzzed with panic and liquor. The night was as cold as death. She slammed the front door and pounded down the driveway to her car, flinging the bottle into the yard. By the time she screeched down the road, the front door still hadn’t opened.
She blew through a stop sign by accident, rolled through the next, and forced herself to slow down. She spent more time watching the speedometer and her rear view mirror for signs of Pete than she did the road. At a stoplight, she adjusted the mirror. Her hand was smeared in red. Disgusting. Unclean. In a daze, she wiped it on the seat of her car.
She parked at the hospital and walked through the front doors, breathing shallowly so no one would smell the booze on her breath. Visiting hours were over and her mom and dad waited in the lobby.
Her mom cocked her head. “Something wrong?”
“Pete,” she said. “He came to the house.”
She explained briefly, clumsily. Her dad jerked to his feet, pale as a page. “Is he still there?”
Tristan shook her head. “I don’t know. I might have hurt him.”
“I’m calling 911.” He dialed, swaying as the dispatcher picked up. “I’d like to report an attack.”
Her mom grabbed her shoulders. “Are you okay?”
“I let him in.” Tristan shuddered. “I let him stay. It could have been so much worse. I just stood there thinking he’d leave soon, and he kept getting weirder, and if I hadn’t—”
Her mom hugged her tight. “You couldn’t have known. It’s Pete. You know him.”
“He wanted to...”
Her mom pulled back and shook her head. “I had a Pete, too.”
“You did?” Tristan rubbed her eyes. “When?”
“College. Of course. Before your dad and I were dating. Jerry something.” She glanced at her husband, who’d hung up the phone. “Do you remember his name?”
Tristan’s dad pressed his fist to his mouth. He was ashen, sweating. “Jerry Molsen.”
“Jerry Molsen! Honestly, it was just like this. We’d broken up the week before. He came by my dorm and said he wanted to talk, so I let him in. I thought he might take it better if I let him just spill his guts. Maybe cry a little. He’d never done anything remotely violent. He looked like a poet, he had this long hair. Did you ever get that vibe from him, Dean?”
Tristan’s dad swallowed, blinking. He shook his head and swallowed again.
Her mom let out a stressed huff of air. “I let Jerry inside. And he talks a lot and he cries a little, and I hug him, and that’s when I feel it. He’s got a knife. It’s poking my stomach just deep enough to scratch me and he grabs me by the hair and he tells me to take off my clothes.”
“Jesus!” Tristan glanced across the lobby. “What did you do?”
“I told him I had to pee. And he let me go to the bathroom, the gullible sack of shit.” Her mom laughed through her nose. “Then I locked the door, opened the window, and screamed and screamed and screamed.”
“What did he do then?”
“What do you think he did?” Her mom laughed, toying with the buttons on her collar. “That cowardly little fucker ran away and slammed the door behind him.”
Tristan laughed. Her dad’s mouth twitched in a smile-like grimace. He planted his hands on his knees and bent over, sumo-like, and vomited blood across the hospital floor.
Her mom jolted back. “Oh my God! Doctor!”
Her dad sank to one knee, swaying. Tristan froze. Three days later, he was dead.
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“Quarantined?” Shawn spat. “What the hell you talking about?”
“In a few hours, the labs will come back,” Ness said. “If they find anything, it won’t be anything they like. They don’t have the facilities to deal with that unknown, unlikable thing here. They’ll send us to Boise. Or the CDC in Atlanta. From there—”
“They can’t just haul us across the country. We’re citizens. We got rights.”
“If they believe you’re a credible threat to the public health, they can do whatever the hell they want. A carrier of an unknown and fatal disease might even fall under the purview of the Patriot Act.”
“Well, you can quit your fucking grinning right now,” Shawn said. “We’re not sticking around to let them crate us off to Atlanta.”
Ness’ glee drained away as if he’d been tapped. “But we don’t have a choice.”
“What do you mean, we don’t have a choice?” Shawn walked to the window and threw back the curtains. “If some general walks in here with a gun and says, ‘Sorry, boys, for the good of the country I’m gonna have to shoot you dead,’ do you have no choice but to stand there and get shot?”
“Yeah, but if you run, he’ll just shoot you.”
“No wonder you still live with Mom.”
“So do you!”
“Just ‘cause the bank screwed me over a barrel.” Shawn unlatched the window and shoved. It swung out from the sill, squeaking to a stop after opening to a six-inch gap. “Now start tying sheets together.”
Ness laughed in disbelief. “This isn’t The Fugitive. You’re going to get us in trouble.”
“More trouble than sticking around a plague-ward until they fly me to a lab and cut my ass into slides?”
“They’ll just make me tell them where you went.”
“Oh, I don’t think so.” Shawn shoved the stuck window. Its hinges creaked. “Because you’re coming with me.”
Ness backed away from the window. “You can’t make me.”
“I’m supposed to go home and tell Mom I left you here to be dissected? I’d rather take my chances with the men with the white coats and scalpels.” He stripped the sheets from the bed and knotted them together with the casual expertise of a former Eagle Scout. He glanced up, saw Ness was serious, and set his mouth, mustache quirked. “You either climb out this window on your own two feet, or I toss you out and use you as a landing pad.”
“Why would I want to go with you?” Ness glanced at the locked door. Should he go bang and shout? “If it is a disease, the best place for us is wherever they want to take us. That’s where they’ll make the cure.”
“You seen a lot of AIDS cures lately? You think they got a pill for Ebola? Ness, I am not messing with you. If there’s a plague and you’re sick, there’s not a damn thing they can do for you. And if you’re not sick, you really think a damn hospital is the place to be? Think!”
Ness gazed at the dark parking lot beyond the window. “Since when you are the expert?”
“You think I trust the Soviets to keep their smallpox sample locked away in a bunker? Now take off your pants.”
“What?”
“We’re three stories up, son.” Shawn shook the knotted sheets in his face. “We’re gonna need a longer rope.”
Ness went to the bathroom, took off his shoes, stripped off his jeans, and put his shoes back on. Back in the main room, Shawn’s triceps bulged as he tugged his jeans tight to the makeshift rope. He glanced at Ness’ pale white legs and whiter briefs and shook his head.
“It’s a good thing your right hand doesn’t have eyes.” He tied Ness’ jeans to the bottom of his rope, rolled the bed to the window, and knotted the sheet to the frame. With the line secured, he wrapped it around his elbow and clambered onto the bed. His head fit through the window’s narrow gap, but his hips and butt stuck. He lowered himself back inside, squinted at the frame, grabbed hold of the window’s edge, and shoved. Metal creaked. “Come up here and give me a hand.”
“You want to break a hospital window?”
“It’s either that or some egghead examining little bits of our corpses through a microscope. Get your bony ass up here.”
Ness climbed up onto the bed and took hold of the window’s lower edge near the outer corner.
“On three,” Shawn said. He counted down. On three, Ness shoved all his weight against the edge. Shawn pushed in a series of hard jerks. Screws squealed against the wood. Shawn grunted. The hinges popped; the window flew open another foot. Ness spilled over the sill.
Shawn fell straight down on him, pinning him to the sill and preventing him from tumbling to the asphalt below.
“Hang on there, Jet Li,” Shawn said. “That’s what the rope is for.”
He flung the line out the window. Jeans and sheets unfurled, flapping in the frigid air. Ness wished he had his coat. Shawn gestured to the makeshift rope. Ness grabbed hold and slithered one leg into space.
“If you fall, try not to scream,” Shawn said. “I don’t want them coming after me before I’ve got a head start.”
“Shut up.” Ness’ heart thundered in his chest. He inched his butt onto the sill, grabbed the rope with both hands, and lowered himself out the window, inching around to face the outside wall. The sheet strained; his grip slid down the smooth fiber. He moaned and clamped down, arresting his descent. His feet banged against the wall. He was going to fall. It would be much easier to fall.
Shawn leered down at him. Ness clamped his jaw tight and let himself slide past a darkened window to the knot where the first sheet met the second. He laced his legs around the rope and climbed past the knot hand over hand. He slid again, reaching the jeans, and climbed down, fingernails biting into the denim, until his feet touched the ground.
Shawn gave him a thumbs up and bailed out the window, sliding straight down. He thumped into the asphalt, knees bowing, running three steps as he burned off momentum. He turned back for his knotted jeans and fished out his wallet and keys.
He started across the lot at a swift walk. Ness glanced back over his shoulders as if his head were on a swivel. At any moment, he expected men in black with sleek matte rifles to burst from the hospital and force his face into the pavement with their boots. He smacked into Shawn’s back. Shawn swore, unlocked his primer-patched pickup, leapt inside, and popped the passenger door.
The truck rumbled to life. Shawn whooped and backed up. “Here’s the plan. We head to the trailer, grab whatever we can carry, then hike into the mountains. No phones. We’ll come tell Mom what happened as soon as she gets back.”
“Why don’t we stay at the trailer?”
“They got satellite photos of the bacteria in your colon, dumbass. You think they don’t got your address?”
Their headlights splashed across the hospital walls. Shawn turned out of the lot without stopping. The truck trundled past the deserted downtown and Shawn stopped at the stubborn light on Washington. Ness craned his head, scanning for cops. The truck lurched forward. Shawn curved north onto Main and transitioned to the dark highway. At the trailer, he skidded to a stop, spitting gravel, and rushed inside.
Ness grabbed a pair of pants and stepped into the legs, Shawn doing the same. While Ness stuffed extra socks and underwear into a backpack, Shawn grabbed his toothbrush and shaving kit and added it to an already-full bag waiting in the corner.
“How did you know to pack?” Ness said.
“I didn’t.” Shawn stuffed a pistol into his waistband, slung the bag over his shoulder, and crooked a shotgun under his arm. “When it comes time to go off-grid, you don’t always got time to pack your boxers.”
“You’re retarded.” Ness grabbed his flossers and a razor and his hair gel and his cell charger. Shawn grabbed the charger from his hand and chucked it across the room.
“No phones.”
“How paranoid are you?”
“Men did fine without cell phones for 50,000 years. I think we’ll survive two weeks.”
“Well, I guess I’m ready.”
Shawn locked the door behind them and grabbed a heavy backpack from under the tarp in his truck. He shouldered it with a grunt. Far down the hill toward town, a siren shrieked across the night.
“Take this.” Shawn passed him the shotgun.
Ness held it awkwardly in front of him. “Why do I need this?”
“Because this shit’s heavy. And because you need something to fire back with if the cops catch up.”
Ness’ breath curled from his mouth. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”
Shawn snorted. “I’m hiking up a freezing mountain crushed under sixty pounds of gear and the serious fear I’ve been infected with African blood-plague. It’s a real wet dream.”
“But this is exactly one of your end-of-days fantasies come to life. I bet you’d prefer it if it turns out there is a plague. I bet you have a cabin hidden away up here!”
“No I don’t.”
“Really? I would have bet money.”
“Just a tent.”
The smell of pines drifted from the slopes. The smell of coming snow, too. Clouds hid the stars. Ness hoped he was wrong. It normally didn’t snow past February except in the upper mountains, but Canada could belch a blizzard on them at any time. Shawn broke into a jog, pots jangling in his pack. He smoked cigarettes (along with weed; he tried to hide it from their mom, but came inside smelling of it nearly every night he had off work), and he was carrying half of Ness’ body weight, but Ness had to struggle to keep up. He had grown used to his body—his paleness, his poky ribs, the sad little pouch on his belly—but felt his cheeks flushing. He would not complain.
Shawn curved north up the slope. Ten minutes later, lungs burning, legs weak, a stitch tugging his stomach, Ness was ready to cry out. As if reading his mind, Shawn stopped on a level patch of ground and knelt in the pine needles. A chain tinkled. He drank from a canteen and passed it to Ness, who choked on the sweet taste.
“Is this Coke?”
“Burning a lot of sugar right now.” Shawn dug a pair of binoculars from his pack and peered down at the trailer. “They must be pretty serious.”
He passed Ness the binoculars. His magnified view swung dizzily past the trees. Three cop cars blocked the trailer’s driveway. Men in uniform tramped through the weeds, flashlights glinting.
“How you feeling?” Shawn said.
“It’s only been a few hours. I wouldn’t be sick yet.”
“I mean, you ready to run?”
His breathing had barely settled; still, he refused to complain to Shawn. “I’m fine.”
Shawn zipped away the binoculars and jogged up the slope. Needles slid under Ness’ feet. He was panting again in seconds. Shawn shot him a disgusted look and slowed to a walk. Ness’ face burned. How was he supposed to know he’d wind up racing up a mountain on the run from the authorities? He didn’t need to be fit. He viewed the fitness craze as a madness, a sickness of the mind. Starting in the ‘80s, the men in movies brimmed with muscle. Everyday guys had been racing to catch up ever since. He had gone to high school with boys who took steroids. Everyone was supposed to have a gym membership, lift weights for fun. All because a few actors had to look better and better to land parts over the other actors.
Ness had refused to take part in this cultural sickness. Instead, he read and learned, versed himself in the internet, where the body you were born with had no bearing on how strangers treated you. It meant he felt too self-conscious to go swimming, and that he’d never date a model—not that it stopped him from believing he would, someday, once he had his own business—but day to day, his brittle little body made little difference in the quality of his life.
Wheezing up the mountain was the first time he’d regretted this decision. It would not be the last.
He didn’t have a phone or wear a watch, so he didn’t know what time it was when Shawn finally stopped inside a stand of pines, swept the leaves from a small mound, and pulled away the tarp beneath with a plastic rumple, revealing three large bags. Ness clicked on a flashlight.
“Turn that shit off,” Shawn said without turning.
“I was just trying to help.”
“You need to learn to operate in the dark. Cavemen did fine with it. We haven’t had flashlights much longer than we’ve had cell phones.”
“Let me just tune up my echolocation,” Ness said.
Shawn dumped metal rods to the ground with a hollow rattle. “You think this is a joke?”
“I can’t believe you have all this here. What did you think was going to happen? Asteroids? Zombies? Asteroids filled with zombies?”
“We’ll see who’s laughing a week from now.”
Ness shucked the tent from its sack. “You think we’ll be up here that long?”
“Should be long enough to know whether there’s an outbreak.” Shawn found his hammer, the bag of stakes. “If there is, well, just be glad it’s March instead of November.”
Ness was virtually useless at helping set up the tent. After a minute of struggling with the springy rods, Shawn dispatched him to clear a patch of ground. Ness scuffed his shoe through the needles, sweeping them away, toeing up any stones embedded in the dirt. After the tent was up, he expected Scoutmaster Shawn to start a fire, but his brother peeled the lid from a can of beef stew and passed it to him cold, staring him down, daring him to complain.
When they finished, Shawn buried the empty cans and unrolled two sleeping bags across the floor of the tent.
“If you get too cold,” he said, diving into one of the fleece-lined bags, “that’s too goddamn bad.”
Way, way, way back at the start of the day, Ness had expected to sleep under the stars again. Well, he’d gotten that much right. It was everything else he couldn’t believe.
 
* * *
 
He woke several times to the rustling of the night. Bears? Wolves? Wolf packs had been back in Yellowstone for years; they could easily have pervaded Idaho by now. Could be cougars, too. Cougars had never left. Twenty feet from the tent, slow steps swished the field of needles. Ness stared into the pitch black. The tent walls felt terribly thin. He couldn’t see what was outside, but they could smell him, his unnatural human stink of soap and deodorant and gel.
Shawn shoved him awake some time after dawn. Ness’ head throbbed. His feet and legs ached.
“Wakey wakey,” Shawn said. “You got a latrine to dig.”
“Why do I need to dig a latrine?”
“Because I got shits to take.”
“Why do I need to do it? You’re the one who knows what he’s doing.”
Shawn yanked open the tent zipper with a metal whine. “You’re not building a Mars lander. You’re digging a hole for last night’s stew.”
Ness rubbed the crust from his eyes. “I haven’t even woken up yet.”
“Besides, I got to preserve my strength. I’m going to see Mom tonight.”
“Is that why you want the place all civilized? You really think Mom will be impressed by a literal shit-hole?”
Shawn shook his head. “I’m just going to let her know we’re all right. And that she needs to go out and buy all the food, ammo, and toilet paper she can—then get home and stay home until we know it’s safe to step out of the bunker.”
Ness climbed from his sleeping bag into the morning cold. He gritted his teeth and reached for his coat. “Do you really think there’s a plague?”
“Something killed the Rogerses, didn’t it? I don’t mind crapping in the woods for a week if there’s a chance this country’s about to turn into The Stand.”
Figuring there was no chance whatsoever of coffee, Ness found the canteen and took a long swig of flat, mountain-chilled Coke. He laced his shoes and crawled through the flap into the overcast morning. He was still cold from sleep and his muscles tightened and quivered. Away from camp, his urine steamed on fallen leaves.
At the tent, Shawn sat on a tarp, sorting supplies from one of his cached bags. “Where’s breakfast?”
“I don’t know where anything is.”
Shawn set down a Vietnam-era combat knife and looked Ness in the eye. “What’s your problem?”
“What?”
“Where do you think the food is?”
“Knowing you, it’s tied to the top of a pine tree surrounded by land mines and tiger traps.”
“It’s in the bags,” Shawn pointed. “The same bags everything else are in. You been living with Mom too long, Ness. I don’t have the time nor the energy to tell you every little thing that needs doing.”
“I was just asking where the food was.” Ness’ face tingled with heat. He crouched over the bags and pawed through them. “Now I know. And I don’t have to waste your precious time asking.”
Shawn went back to laying out his tools, rustling the tarp. Ness found the bag of canned food, searched until he saw a split pea soup, and handed it to Shawn. Ness hid his grin, but Shawn didn’t even look at the can as he located the opener from the pile on the tarp and cranked open his soup. Ness found himself a lemon chicken with wild rice.
“Weird how much better this is when it’s warm,” he said.
Shawn didn’t look up. “No fire.”
“I didn’t say I wanted a fire.”
“If you’re cold, go dig us our bathroom.”
Ness rolled his eyes, finished eating, and carried the shovel to a level spot a hundred feet from the tent where line of sight was blocked by the thicket of pines. The soil was hard, nearly frozen. He had to lean his foot against the shovel’s head to pry away each load of dirt. He didn’t know how deep or how wide to dig it, but if he went back to ask Shawn, his brother would just find one more way to call him a useless baby. He dug a shallow line five feet long and stopped to rest. His weakness forced him to stop three times more before he reached his goal, sinking the hole nearly two feet into the ground.
At the tent, Shawn had disassembled his shotgun for cleaning. Ness shook his stinging hands. “All done.”
“Good for you.”
“Don’t you want to come see?”
Shawn sighed and set down his grime-streaked rag. He followed Ness to the latrine and set his hands on his hips. “It’s about twice as deep as we need. And it’s uphill from camp. What happens when it rains?”
“I guess we die.”
“Do you have a ‘DUMB’ switch you flick in your brain just to mess with me? I thought you were supposed to be all logical.” Shawn squinted at the dull light filtering through the pines. “You know where we are?”
“On our own,” Ness said bitterly. “Where stupid gets you killed and black helicopters could descend from the sky at any time.”
“Where we are in relation to town. To the trailer. If I blindfolded you and dragged you a half mile off, would you know how to get back here?”
“Well, the mountains up north are pretty obvious. And the trailer’s...” He spun in a slow circle until he pointed at what he thought was the southwest. “That way.”
Shawn adjusted his arm by several degrees. “More like that way. Your next job is to learn where you are. If I send you off for firewood, I don’t want to have to come hunting for you three hours later.”
“Why would we need firewood when we aren’t allowed any fires?”
“Get walking.”
“Why should I? We’re not going to be out here for long. You don’t own the mountain.”
“These are things you need to know!” Shawn whirled on him, fists tight. Ness cringed. Shawn clenched his jaw and shook his head at the trees. “What do you think happens if something happens to me?”
“Fine,” Ness said. “Want me to make you a map, too?”
He strode into the woods before Shawn could say more. Shawn wasn’t in charge. Ness could walk off at any time. Go home, where he wouldn’t shiver in the morning eating cans of cold stew. He didn’t feel at all sick yet. Tim and his mom probably had been poisoned. This whole jaunt to the mountains was all about Shawn’s desire to be a big man. To justify his self-persecutorial delusions. To fulfill his stupid survivalist obsession with a world where he’d finally be worth a damn.
Angry as he was, Ness couldn’t convince himself it was poison. The paramedics and the hospital staff had acted too weird. That level of radiation would have damaged the Rogers’ skin, their hair. If it were a disease, Ness probably should know his way around their mountain hideaway. But why did Shawn have to be such a dick about it? He acted like Ness was still some thirteen-year-old kid. In response, Ness did act like a child, which made him angry and ashamed, which made him all the more stubborn. That right there was why Shawn was unfit to lead. He had no touch for it.
Once he was out of sight, Ness cut southwest, maintaining elevation with the camp until he reached a clearing where Moscow lay spread out like a map: the highway, the grain elevator, the tall dorms and the tree-lined campus. The trailer lane was easy to spot, isolated on the northeast fringe of town, bracketed by weedy fields. He saw no sign of police.
He returned to camp, where Shawn ignored him, then walked in ever-expanding circles around it, finding landmarks—a fallen tree, a rusted-out pickup, a four-foot-deep gouge. By dinnertime, he could wander out of sight in any direction and find his way back with no trouble. As the sun departed and the cold returned, they ate a dinner of trail mix, popcorn, and beef jerky. With nothing better to do, Ness took one of Shawn’s pocket knives and started whittling a stick of pine into a sharp point.
After a while, he napped. Shawn shook him into angry wakefulness some time after midnight.
“Time for this bear to head back down the mountain,” Shawn said. Ness rolled his eyes. Shawn handed him the shotgun and shook a red box of shells. “I want you to stay awake and keep this close until I get back.”
“You expect me to have a shootout with the cops?”
“So you don’t have to have a claw-out with a mountain lion.” Shawn had his pistol on his hip. He shouldered a light pack. “I’ll be back in a couple hours.”
He crunched away through the fallen needles. Ness went inside the tent and zipped it up until it was nearly closed, leaving a two-inch gap to watch through. The shotgun rested over his lap, heavy and cold. As far as he could tell, there was no safety on it.
Owls hooted. Small creatures rustled the leaves. The moon fought with the clouds. It smelled like cold again, like leaves that had ceased rotting in want of warmer days. Ness shifted position to keep his legs from going numb. A long time later, steps shuffled through the needles. He brought the shotgun to his chest. A silhouette emerged from the trees, pistol glinting in its hand.
Shawn whistled. Ness unzipped the tent. “Was Mom there?”
“And scared three-quarters to death.” Shawn grinned ruefully. “The cops had been by. Doctor from Boise, too. You and me, we’re a couple of plague dogs.”
Ness’ blood went as cold as the elevated air. “What do you mean?”
“People are sick all over—Moscow, Troy, Genessee.”
“So the feds won’t care about us anymore, right? Can we go home?”
Shawn laughed. “Ness, you hearing me? There’s an outbreak. People are dying. We’re gonna be up here for a long, long time.”
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The hospital insisted on an autopsy. Tristan’s mom scheduled the funeral for four days later. The cops questioned Tristan about Pete twice, first to take her statement, then to grill her after the MRI turned up brain damage. They’d found him half-conscious on the Carters’ lawn asking where Tristan had gone. His mom wanted to press charges. Tristan answered the detective’s questions without hesitation, unable to feel fear, anger, anything but a world’s worth of grief.
Two days after the death of their father, Alden’s fever broke. The day after that, their mom began to cough.
She announced the funeral had been postponed, then held a private burial of the empty casket. After, she led Alden to the car, closed his door, and beckoned Tristan to the sidewalk.
“I’m going to the hotel,” she said.
“Do you want me to drop you off?” Tristan said. “When should I come get you?”
Her mom shook her head. “I’m sick, Tristan.”
“Then you should be at home. Not some lonely hotel room.”
She laughed dully, then coughed, turning her chin away. “That’s the point, daughter-mine. I don’t want you and Alden getting sick.”
“Is that why you brought your bag? Just what do you think is going to happen?”
“I think you are going to drive me to the hotel, go straight home, and take care of your little brother until I get better.”
Tristan blinked. The afternoon was a non-temperature, the sunlight touching her skin without warmth. “What if you get worse? Who’s going to take care of you?”
“I’ll be fine.” She exhaled shakily. “And if I’m not, I won’t be the only one. In that contingency, the plan is to shut down the hotel and convert it into a temporary care facility. I’ll have professionals to look after me with medicine even stronger than a daughter’s love.”
“And I’m supposed to stay home and pretend like nothing’s wrong.”
“I’ll call you three times a day. Now drive me to the hotel before I strangle you and have to waste my afternoon hunting down a nanny.”
Tristan was too tired to argue. The funeral had sapped her, withered her. She drove automatically, pulling up in the loading zone in front of the hotel her mom now held sole ownership of. Behind it, green mountains gazed at the bluest sky.
Her mom twisted in her seat to face the back seats. “Alden, I’m going to stay here for a few days. Tristan’s in charge. I don’t want to hear a single complaint against her. Which I would, because I’ve bugged the whole house.”
Alden’s face was drawn, tear-tracked from the funeral. “What’s going on? Why are you leaving?”
“I just need a few days in isolation, that’s all.”
“Are you sick?”
She tipped back her face. Tristan could see the lies forming inside her head. “Yes. But I’ll be better soon. I’d like to give you a hug, but I can’t, so instead I’m just going to tell you I love you very, very much. I’ll see you in a few days.”
She popped her door and stepped into the sunlight, smoothing her black dress over her thighs. Tristan pulled the trunk release. Her mom heaved out her suitcase and walked to the sidewalk, heels clopping, then smiled and waved. Tristan waved back. Alden sat stock-still. Only then did their mom’s smile waver. She waved again, turned, and disappeared inside.
The car idled. How did her mother get so strong? The woman’s husband had just died. She might well be sick with the same illness that had killed him. Yet she’d walked away as if Tristan were dropping her at the airport for a weekend trip to L.A. Had she always been like that? Or was it something she’d become? If so, had that strength been the result of a path she consciously sought, or a coincidental outcome of all that life had thrown at her? It had to be the result of effort, didn’t it? Or had her mom just been born that lucky?
“What are you doing?” Alden said.
“Waiting for you to get up front,” Tristan said. “I’m not your chauffeur.”
He switched to the front seat. She drove home. The fridge hummed from the kitchen. She set down her purse and gazed at the floor, searching for the spot where Pete had bled and bled and bled, but there was no trace of red soaked into the grout between the brown and pink marble tiles. Her mom had called a cleaner as soon as the police were through.
That night, she made spaghetti, but Alden didn’t eat much, and she didn’t try to force him. Her hunger was far-off, too. She watched it the same way she’d watch a loose dog at the far end of the street. It wasn’t her problem.
Her mom called at eight sharp.
“How are you feeling?” Tristan said.
“Tired,” she said. She sounded it. “But I don’t know if I know how to feel anything else right now.”
She nodded, then realized her mom couldn’t see. “I made spaghetti. If you could burn noodles, I think I would have.”
“Give Alden a big hug for me.”
Alden sat blankly through another hour of TV, then went to bed. Tristan absorbed another hour of news. The flu had begun to get press. A handful of deaths around the US and Canada. Bird flu, they thought; vaccines were on the way. It was only ten, but Tristan clicked off and went to bed. She had missed a class that day, but couldn’t remember which one.
Alden slept late, then spent the morning motionless on the couch, the TV tuned to cartoons he hadn’t watched in years. Their mom called. Alden stayed planted on the couch through three that afternoon. Tristan hovered over him. On the TV, a cartoon squid fled from an exploding pineapple, the squid’s ten legs whirling.
“Why don’t you show me some kung fu?” Tristan said.
Alden turned his hip to indicate the sling on his right arm. “Can’t.”
“You’ve got two arms, don’t you?”
“I don’t feel like it.”
“Well, if you do, I’d like to learn.”
He looked at her for the first time that day. “Why?”
“Why do you like it so much?”
“It makes me feel good.” He leaned forward. “I like the way the warriors think. I think they’d make the world better.”
She forced a smile. “Well, this is your chance to boss me around.”
He gazed at the TV. She sighed and turned to go. He shifted, couch springs creaking. “Do you know how to punch?”
“Sure.” She made her face serious and threw a right hook.
“That’s not how you punch.”
“Really? I made a fist and everything.”
“That’s not how we punch.” Keeping his slung arm perfectly still, he extended his left fist straight from his chest, elbow pointed down. “If you wish to be my student, you must first forget all you once knew.”
“You watch too many movies,” Tristan laughed. She mimicked him, but her elbow flared to the side. “How do you do that with your elbow? You look like one of those boxing nun puppets.”
He walked around the couch and pushed her elbow into position. “Call me sifu. Then I will teach you the Way.”
The next two hours, he taught her to punch, how to position her feet—an awkward stance, the toes tucked in, the knees bent, fists held at her ribs with her elbows poking behind her—and how to throw a half dozen of the basic blocks. Alden giggled more than once, adopting his wise master persona whenever she asked a question about what to do with her elbow or how to roll her wrist. When they finished, she was hungry for the first time in days. She warmed up a frozen lasagna and poured them each a glass of milk. Their mom called again. She felt no better and no worse.
After Tristan hung up, Alden let her watch the news. The flu was the lead story. A CDC spokeswoman told the anchor people should wash their hands often and get their vaccines. Outbreaks had emerged on both coasts, with similar cases reported in Germany, Brazil, and Singapore, but the CDC woman reminded the anchor that new strains of flu evolved every year and the government anticipated this evolution accordingly.
“Is that what Dad had?” Alden said.
Tristan glanced over. His face was blank. “They haven’t told us yet.”
“He runs a hotel. He probably got it from a Chinese person staying the night.”
“Why would you say that?”
“Because that’s where the bird flu comes from.”
“Oh.” Her college-honed instincts to leap on anything racial receded. “Guess I’d better cancel our trip to Beijing.”
“You think we need vaccines?”
“Um. I think if we haven’t caught it yet, we probably can’t. We were right there with Dad. But that’s a good question. I’ll see what Mom thinks tomorrow.”
The phone stayed silent throughout the morning. Tristan waited until the microwave clock hit noon, then called the hotel. Ingrid patched her through to her mom’s room. The phone rang fifteen times before Tristan hung up. She waited twenty minutes and tried again.
“I’m going out,” she told Alden. “Don’t let anyone in.”
He gave her a wise look. “The student can’t leave without master’s permission.”
Wavelike, Tristan’s anxiety receded for just a moment, then came flooding back. “Mom needs me to bring her a few things. While I’m gone, why don’t you prepare our next lesson?”
“Silence! The student does not tell the master what to do. The master finds instruction from the Way.”
“And what if the student is part of the Way?”
Alden frowned. “Then she would be too humble to notice.”
Tristan smiled and locked the front door behind her. Traffic was easy, even on the highway. The gas station across from the hotel was empty, but cars brimmed the hotel lot. A fleet of RVs occupied the back. Tristan parked and sat in her car for a long minute. On her way to the sliding doors, a woman in scrubs helped a man in glasses from his car. He doubled over, hands planted on his knees, coughing onto the asphalt.
Tristan covered her mouth and headed to the front desk, pleased to see Ingrid was still working. She explained the situation. Ingrid nodded somberly and passed her an extra keycard.
“Did she tell you she’s converting the entire fifth and sixth floors into a hospice?” Ingrid said. “Your mom, she’s...”
“I know.”
The coughing man and his nurse waited for the elevator. Tristan took the stairs to the sixth floor; elevators were a waste of electricity anyway. People complained about their utility bills, they wished for thinner waists, then they spent all day idling in a lobby waiting for a machine to lift them a few feet off the ground.
The sixth floor had the particular hush of hotels everywhere. She padded down the floral carpet. People coughed apologetically behind closed doors. At her mom’s room, she knocked, waited, knocked again. Heart racing, she keyed the lock and stepped inside.
The room smelled of meat left on the counter. Her mom lay in bed. Blood flecked the wall behind the headboard. Tissues overflowed the tiny bin her mom had set beside the bed, the Kleenex wadded with phlegm and blood. The curtains were open, but the sheers were closed, shrouding the room in dim, overcast daylight that made everything look gray.
“Mom?” She edged nearer. The TV flickered, muted. She took another step. “Mom?”
“Don’t come near me.”
Tristan jolted back, adrenaline bursting through her solar plexus. “Sweet Jesus!”
“Stay right there,” her mom croaked again. “You shouldn’t have come.”
“You didn’t call. I thought something had happened.”
“It has.”
“Mom—”
Her mom rolled over, pulling the covers away. Her eyes were hollow, hungry, recessed lights in the pale wall of her face. “Take care of Alden.”
Tristan’s lips parted. “What are you talking about? In a few days, you’ll be back home failing to get him to shower.”
Her mom laughed like the shuffling of paper. “Tristan. I’m about to die.”
“Mom! You don’t know—”
“I’ve been talking to doctors. Your dad wasn’t the first. Do you know how many people have come to stay in these rooms the last few days? Do you know how many have left?”
“You’re talking like this is the bubonic plague over here.”
“The plague can be cured.” The bedsheets rustled. Her mom fought to sit up, neck corded. “I’m going to say this again because I need you to believe me. I’m about to die. Hoping can’t change that. In fact, when your hope dies, you begin to see things very clearly. Things are about to get worse, Tristan. Much worse. It’s time to stop hoping and time to start doing.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Tristan’s eyes stung. “You talk like you’ve given up.”
“There’s a safe in the closet in my bedroom. The spare key’s taped inside the bathroom fan. The safe has cash. Your father’s pistol. Don’t be afraid to use them both.”
“Mom!”
“Forget your normal life for now. Keep Alden safe. Keep yourself safe. You’ll know when it’s okay to go back.”
Tristan stepped toward the fetid bed. “Mom, get up. You’re coming—”
“Get the fuck away!” her mom shouted. A cough bent her spine. Blood sprayed her hands. She raised them, red blood and yellow-green mucus sliming to the sheets. “Do you see? Go home. Protect Alden. I love you, Tristan. I won’t see you again.”
Tears gushed down Tristan’s face. She wanted to rush across the room, to sweep her mom’s brittle body in her arms and will her own health into the woman’s ruined flesh. Her mom sounded so hopeless. So alone. Words couldn’t reach her. Only touch could do that.
But Alden was waiting at home. If she touched her mom, what was in her mom would coat her skin, penetrate the liquids of her eyes and nasal cavity, wriggle into her lungs. Maybe it already had.
“I love you, Mom,” she whispered.
Her mom smiled and closed her eyes. She descended back into the comforter, a tide receding from the shore.
Tristan ran down the stairs and drove straight home. She’d forgotten to return the room key. In the driveway, she composed her face. Alden didn’t look up from his cartoons. She brought a chair to the bathroom to get up close to the fan, then went to the garage for a screwdriver. Inside the fan was a key. Inside the safe in her parent’s room were six bundles of cash, a small black pistol, and two green boxes of bullets.
And then she cried again, muffling her mouth with a pillow that smelled like her mother’s hair, her shoulders jouncing, her dark hair spilling onto her face. After, she removed $800 from one of the bricks of bills, locked the safe, pocketed the key, and went to the bathroom to wash her face.
Downstairs, she posted herself between Alden and the TV. “Want to go grocery shopping?”
He gave her a look. “I’d rather go fingernail-puller shopping.”
“Come on. We’ll get whatever you like. Mom gave me some money.”
Alden straightened. “Did you see her?”
“She’s still pretty sick. I think she’s going to be at the hotel for a while. Go get your shoes.”
She took the highway to the Safeway. Inside, the aisles looked perfectly normal. Mothers with young children. Busy for a weekday. Tristan loaded the cart with bacon, boneless chicken breasts, macaroni, spaghetti, and a dozen jars of sauce, alfredo and red. In produce, she filled bags with the things that would last for weeks: bell peppers, broccoli, cucumbers, potatoes. She picked up three bottles of Ibuprofen, four packs of NyQuil, two bottles of cough syrup. She had to fight down the giggles. She felt like a crazy person. A hoarder. Someone who owned a bunker. Then she remembered her mom’s fever-bright eyes burning in the shadows of the hotel room, and she no longer felt like laughing at all.
The grocery bill came to $446.27. Part of her wanted to scream and put it all back. Still feeling like another person, she paid with a sheaf of twenties.
Back home, she moved her dad’s car to the street and parked in the garage. She made a list of everything in the house. After dinner, she went to the Walgreens and spent nearly three hundred dollars on toothpaste, toothbrushes, mouthwash, floss, hand soap, bar soap, shampoo, deodorant, razors, toilet paper, paper towels, tampons, rubbing alcohol, Q-tips, Band-Aids, and Neosporin. The clerk’s look made her blush, but they’d use it eventually.
She went home and locked the doors.
The news reports began to take on a spooked tone. Pharmacies had run out of vaccines; the vaccinated were still coming down with the flu. Two days later, MSNBC.com reported looting in LA. Fires. Shootings. An automated recording called to inform Tristan that Alden’s middle school had been canceled. At night, gunshots crackled in the streets beyond their secluded subdivision. On FOX, reporters wearing surgical masks stood in front of bagged bodies being loaded into garbage trucks and demanded that Obama roll out the cure.
“That looks like I Am Legend,” Alden said.
Tristan sat transfixed. “I can’t believe they’re showing this.”
“What are we going to do?”
“We’re going to stay right here. Wait for a cure. For things to calm down.”
“What if they don’t?”
She gave him a dazed look. “No disease kills everyone. Even the worst plague of all time, the Black Death, only killed a third of Europe. And that was back in the days when they thought the best way to cure someone was to remove all their blood.”
“What about smallpox?” Alden said. “I don’t see a whole lot of Indians around.”
When had he gotten so old? “Well, the government’s not going to just let everyone die. Who would they have left to tax?”
The news grew more manic by the day. People were advised to stay indoors. Nonessential government functions were suspended. Tristan concocted a plan to fly somewhere remote—an island, Hawaii or Tahiti or St. Kitts—but when she went online, she found all the flights had been grounded. Hospitals closed, overfilled; the attorney general announced it was safer to remain home and wait for the fever to break on its own.
Alden continued to teach Tristan kung fu. She got down the basics of punches, chops, blocks, kicks, and footwork, but her technique was poor. She had to think about every little movement. Often, she panicked at his incoming practice punch, slow as it was, and flailed at it, which never failed to make him smirk. She began to practice by herself, watching her motions in the mirror inside her parents’ closet doors. She did so more for the good of her own mental health—every second she spent fighting the air was one second she didn’t feel like crying or screaming—than out of some delusion she’d suddenly become the female Bruce Lee, capable of protecting herself against whatever the fuck was going on out there.
Other than the news, she simply didn’t know. She hadn’t been outside the house in nearly two weeks. Not since the trip to the grocery store and the Walgreens. She hadn’t spoken to her mother. A couple of her friends had called the week before, but no one had tried to reach her in days. With this realization, her guts sank—her friends were probably sick. Possibly dead. Definitely too consumed by the fresh chaos of their own lives to keep up with anyone else’s.
When they ran out of vegetables, she took Alden to go back to the Safeway and discovered they had missed the apocalypse.
Their front lawn had grown long. No children played in the yards of the McMansions down the block. Tristan turned onto the main street and found she had it to herself. She drove slowly, making a wide curve around three burnt-out cars wrecked and abandoned in the intersection. A body lay in the sidewalk, face-down, its arm stretched across the white stripe of the crosswalk as if salvation waited on the far corner. It was too bloated and greasy to tell if it had been a man or a woman.
“That’s a dead person,” Alden said.
“Don’t look.”
“That isn’t going to make it go away.”
She pulled past it. “And looking won’t do any good.”
A black lab trotted down the sidewalk, glancing guiltily at their car. The streets were nearly vacant, with no pedestrians and few cars parked along the curb, but for the same reason she wouldn’t run through the Parthenon, she felt compelled to drive as slowly as if they were in a school zone.
A cop car waited in the Safeway parking lot. Hope rose from a deep part of her stomach. She swung beside it, rolling down her window. A blast of decay hit her in the face. Two cops lay on the asphalt. Black blood curdled beneath them. Fat green flies winked on their hands and faces. Shiny brass shells scattered the lot.
She goosed the car past them. The Safeway’s front windows had been smashed. Glass glittered on the black pavement. Behind the store, green mountains judged in silence. The car idled.
“I think everyone’s dead,” Alden said.
“Quiet.” The store’s windows were dark. She hadn’t brought the gun. So stupid. The world had changed while she lounged in a marble kitchen and a black chenille couch.
“So why don’t we just go inside?”
She didn’t say: because I have to make sure nothing happens to you. Instead, she watched the gaping windows. From the gloom, light glinted on metal.
“Oh fuck.” She reversed, stomped the gas. A boom rattled the parking lot.
“What’s happening?” Alden yelled.
She spun the car around the police cruiser. A second shot shattered the sky. Tristan roared for the exit. She turned hard from the lot, seatbelt gripping her waist and shoulder, the car’s right wheel banging down from the curb. A third shot whumped into the back of their car.
Tristan squealed down the center of the empty road. “Are we being followed?”
“No!”
“Are you sure?”
“Not unless you’re scared of those crows. Was someone shooting at us?”
Her instinct was to lie to him. But the world had changed. Protecting her brother meant teaching him to protect himself. “Yes. Someone was shooting at us. I’m guessing they’ve taken over the store and they don’t want to share.”
Alden twisted in his seat, staring out the back window. “Didn’t they ever go to kindergarten?”
Tristan snorted, surprising herself. “They can have their Safeway. It always cost too much anyway.”
She didn’t slow until she was back among the overgrown yards of the subdivision. She pulled to the curb, idling, and waited a minute to ensure no one was tailing them. She pulled into the garage and double-checked the locks.
“I’m going to go out tonight,” she told him. “When I do, I want you to stay here and stay awake.”
“Where are you going now?”
She pulled the drapes over the front windows. “The hotel.”
He fell silent for several seconds. “Is Mom still there?”
“Truthfully? I don’t know.” She met his eyes. “I haven’t heard from her in a long time.”
Alden looked away sharply. He nodded, then walked from the room. Tristan didn’t go after him. She went upstairs and spent a long time staring over the back fence. Automated sprinklers rinsed the neighbor’s garden. She set an alarm for midnight, but couldn’t get herself to nap. At 1 AM, she took the gun from the safe. She had no idea how to check if it were loaded. She asked the internet, learning how to unlatch the magazine, to thumb the safety. She should have at least taken it out to test once. But she’d had no idea things had slid so far, and now that they had, the last thing she wanted to do was announce her presence to all the world just so she could fire a few rounds at a target. Really, how hard could it be?
She found her black button-up coat, put the pistol and a spare magazine in her pockets, and told Alden she was leaving. She contemplated walking: it would be far less conspicuous, but it would also take much longer, extending her risk of exposure, and if she were seen, she would have nothing to save her except her own two feet and very shaky aim.
She drove instead, cruising down the highway at 40 MPH to give her time to respond to any hazards or traps. Twice she had to swerve around abandoned vehicles, but she exited without incident. Three blocks from the hotel, she shut off her lights and swung onto a side street that curved illogically between small businesses and storage sheds. She waited a minute before getting out.
A handful of lights sprinkled the hotel windows. More than should be on at this hour. The lobby appeared to be open, but Tristan crept to the staff door around back, shoes stirring the scent of dewy grass. She used her dad’s keys to get inside. The thick stink of death plugged up the halls. She gagged, pulled her shirt over her nose. It didn’t help.
She took the stairwell to the sixth floor, easing the door closed behind her. Something clunked down the well-lit hall. Her heart jarred. The familiar noise of ice rattled down the machine. Her mom’s room was empty. Not just of her mom, but of the sheets, the mattress, the curtains. Blood stained the carpet in brown blotches. The faint smell of chemical disinfectant fought the scent of death.
She descended to the basement storage, taking everything that wouldn’t easily spoil: flour, sugar, coffee, commercial-size cans of clam chowder and tomato bisque. The smell of rotten shrimp gagged her. She lugged the food to the car and drove away.
At the house, Alden poked his head from the kitchen. “Did you see Mom?”
“She was gone.”
“Did she..?”
“I mean she was literally gone.” Tristan pressed her palms to her eyes. “I’m going to tell you the truth. Last time I saw her she looked pretty bad. I don’t think she made it.”
Alden broke then, slumping to the floor and sobbing. Tristan crouched down and hugged him and cried with him. The gun dug into her hip. When they were through, she went to the garage and stocked the food in the pantry.
They continued to wait. She had no plan. But she had food, heat, running water, a house that had so far remained safe. Every day, she expected the whirr of helicopters, the groan of tanks, the army marching in to retake control and bring them somewhere safe. But all she heard was the laughter of crows, the sigh of the wind in the pines, the rap of faraway shots.
She knew she should do something. Their food would only last a few months longer. The power could drop at any time. But where could she go that would be safer than her house?
So she locked the doors. Practiced kung fu with Alden. Baked cookies and bread to make use of the flour. Filled all the jugs she could find with water. Tended her dead neighbor’s garden. And waited to be saved.
The knock came at night two weeks later. Frantic, pounding. Tristan saw nothing through the peephole. She opened the door. Laura sprawled on the front step, panting, blood dripping from her face and chest.
“I’m so sorry,” Laura said. Tears smeared the blood on her cheeks. “Lock the doors. Hide away. They’re coming.”
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“Here’s what we do first,” Shawn said. He spit on the moonlit ground, stirred needles over it with his toes. “You drop and give me twenty.”
“Huh?”
“Get down on the ground—dropping’s the fastest way to get there—and give me twenty pushups.”
Ness laughed through his nose. “You starting your own militia?”
“That’s right. I’m General Shawn now. So drop. Twenty. Now.”
“I’m not doing any stupid pushups.”
“Really?” Shawn rubbed his goatee. He still shaved every other morning. Ness’ face was sharp with stubble. “Then I’m not giving you any more food.”
“Okay.”
“And you’re not sharing my tent.”
Anger flashed through Ness’ skull. “You can’t just order me around! You’re being a total asshole.”
“You want my help? My stuff? Then you do what I say.”
Ness folded his arms. Shawn shrugged, bent through the tent flap, and zipped it behind him.
“Fine!” Ness said. He got down in the dirt, pine needles prickling his palms, and started counting pushups. By ten, his triceps burned. By fourteen, he could no longer push himself back up. He rested on the ground, breath steaming.
“That’s why you’re doing this,” Shawn said. “‘Cause right now, you’re a liability.”
“Like it’s so goddamn important I look like a model.” Ness pushed himself up. “Fifteen.”
“It’s so goddamn important you can pull your own weight. Mom’s too tired tonight, but I’m going back for her in the morning. Something happens to her because you’re too weak to run for two minutes without losing your wind, I will shoot you in the head and chuck you off this mountain.” He shoved Ness’ ribs with his boot. “Five more, faggot.”
Ness didn’t dare let the sting in his eyes progress to tears. He rose again, arms shaking. Blood pulsed in his ears. He lowered himself to the forest floor and forced himself back up. His second-to-last, he pushed against the ground with all he had left, straining like a four-cylinder trying to get a start up a hill. He had to rest for nearly a minute before the burning in his arms receded enough to finish number twenty.
He rolled on his back, chest heaving. “Happy?”
“Sublimely,” Shawn said. “I’ll take mercy on you. No sprints until daylight.”
He wasn’t joking. At dawn, Shawn kicked him in the side and forced him to run circles around the camp before he’d be allowed breakfast. After five minutes of sliding through the needles, Ness pulled up, a stitch in his side.
“I’m going to barf,” he said.
“That’s the sign this is working. Mush, doggy!”
Ness straightened and ran on. A minute later, he took sour pleasure in vomiting bile on Shawn’s boots.
Shawn grabbed his collar and pulled him upright. “You got the entire forest to yark in and you aim straight at my boots? Well, now you get to scrub them.”
Ness retched again and spit into the brush, acid thick in his throat. “Fuck you.”
Shawn grabbed the back of his head and forced it toward his reeking boots. “Clean them up or I do it with your face.”
“Stop it!” Ness grabbed at Shawn’s shin with one hand. The stench of his own vomit gagged him. “I’m doing it!”
“Then take them off me. I’m not touching that shit.”
Ness tugged at the slimy laces. “I thought you were going to get Mom.”
“And you just set me back twenty minutes. Now get scrubbing before I lose my temper.”
Ness held the boots at arm’s length, grabbing a jug of water. He carried them out of sight of camp and sloshed water over the boots, rinsing away the chunks, but had nothing to scrub with. He grabbed a pinecone and went to work. Finished, he sniffed them. The sour tang was still there, but faint enough Shawn might not notice.
He came back and handed them to his brother, who held them at eye level and turned them in the cold sunlight. “What’d you use to clean ‘em?”
Ness stiffened, bracing himself to be struck. “A pinecone.”
“A pinecone! Not bad.” Shawn sat on his folding camp chair and laced up. “Well, come on. Need you to watch my back at the house.”
“What about breakfast?”
“That can wait. I want to get Mom up here before any cops haul themselves out of bed. Put it this way—what d’you think will hurt worse? Missing out on your corn flakes? Or taking a 9mm to the belly?”
Ness went to the packs hanging from the tree and dug out two granola bars. “Ready when you are, Ranger Rick.”
“Then where’s your shotgun?”
He fetched it from the tent. Shawn started downhill, pistol on his hip, eyes sweeping the path ahead. They reached where the trees thinned in front of the long field down to the trailer and Shawn knelt and lifted his binoculars.
“Looks clear.” He passed the binoculars to Ness. “You know which end of these to look through? Or do I need to write you instructions?”
Ness grabbed them away. “It’s like a quarter mile to the house. How am I supposed to watch your back with a shotgun? Fire it into the air and pray I shoot a plane down on top of them?”
“Just yell.” Shawn stood, knees popping. “Not like you’d be better off with a rifle. You couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn if you were standing inside it.”
Ness crouched beside a tree and spied on the trailer. At the base of the hill to the park, a car sat running, belching gray clouds into the morning cold. A pheasant bobbed in the grass a hundred yards up from their mom’s home, its long tail straight as an arrow. Otherwise, the grounds were still. Shawn socked him on the shoulder, banging the binoculars into Ness’ eyebrows, and started downhill.
Shawn walked with his head down, pistol tucked under his coat. He didn’t seem hurried. No SWAT teams leapt from the bushes. Shawn simply walked to the trailer, unlocked it, and disappeared inside.
Everything was so dramatic with Shawn. Lookouts. Guns. His little boot camp. He was the child, off playing commando in the mountains. Ness’ one consolation was that once this was all over, Shawn would look like every other end-of-days jackass, as wrongheaded and moronic as those reverends with their Rapture. The recession had turned everyone stupid. Willing to believe the USS Civilization could crash with one wrong turn.
Totally illogical. Any cataclysm significant enough to force humanity back into some hunter-gatherer, off-the-grid, survivalist BS would be so strong it would extinct us in the process. Anything less than that—eco-terrorists eliminating the gasoline supply with petroleum-eating bacteria, solar radiation EMPing every piece of electronics on the planet—well, it just wouldn’t be enough. Simple technology would continue to exist, as would knowledge of advanced technology. It might be a few decades before someone was manufacturing new iPads, but even an idiot like Shawn could rig up a windmill and patch it into a power grid.
Still, some part of Ness understood why they got sucked into the fantasy. He believed in personal responsibility, too. Real liberty. The freedom to make your own choices and reap the rewards or suffer the consequences. Over the last few decades, that America of old had been stolen, snatched up by nanny state, soft-headed do-gooders on the left and wealth-obsessed sociopaths on the right who clearly believed their money meant they belonged to a superior species. They’d leveraged that money to make the laws reflect their first-class status.
Normal people just didn’t have a way anymore. They had to spend their whole lives earning jet fuel for the plutocrats, and in the meantime, they couldn’t enjoy what little life-hours they had to spare for themselves, thanks to horrified, oatmeal-eating, Prius-driving parents who knew what was best for the safety, well-being, and health of every other person on the planet. Best to wipe it all out. Start over. See how well the plutocrats and Prius-drivers handled it when their lives depended on catching their meals for themselves. That’s what Shawn thought, anyway, or something like it. If there really were a plague going around, it kind of made a lot of sense.
A figure emerged from the trailer. Ness lifted the binoculars. Far down the hill, Shawn looked both ways, then beckoned their mom out from the home. He carried a backpack over each shoulder. She carried a lot of weight and a left knee that didn’t work too well. Shawn slowed to a pace he would’ve kicked Ness for keeping. All the way up the grassy hill, Shawn glanced from one shoulder to the other, but absolutely nothing happened on their ascent to the trees.
“Ness!” His mom wrapped him up, crushing him into her potpourri perfume. He hugged back with one arm. She dropped back a step and looked him up and down. “You’re just going to run away without telling anyone? I ought to pound you into the ground like a stake.”
“I got a mallet up at the camp,” Shawn said. “Let’s get moving.”
Ness rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t have ever gone anywhere if my room hadn’t been taken over by a dumbass who can’t balance a checkbook.”
They slogged uphill. Their mom had to stop often to catch her breath. In less than a mile, she was grimacing, rubbing her knee.
“Come on, Mom,” Shawn said. “Just a little further.”
“That all? Where’d you set up, Santa’s bunker?”
It took nearly two hours and multiple rests to reach the camp. By then their mom was sweating, red-faced and damp-haired. She took one look at the grounds and grimaced.
“I know,” Shawn said. “Its kind of rustic.”
“Rustic?” she said. “You got a tent and a hole. I’ve seen less rustic caves.”
“Beats dying, don’t it?”
“That depends how long I have to go until my next shower. Anyway, the three of us squeezed into that little tent, who’s to say I don’t get the flu from one of you?”
Shawn frowned. “Well, Ness practically made out with Mrs. Rogers’ dead body, so I’m pretty sure he’s immune.”
“I did not,” Ness said.
“I was in the hospital where they took Ness and the bodies and I’m fine, too.”
“And I’m you two’s mother,” she said. “So who says I’m not immune, too?”
Shawn spit. “It ain’t just the flu we got to worry about.”
She laughed and flapped her arms. “Oh, don’t start in on that again.”
“Well, come on. If this thing is that bad, you think they’ll let us come and go as we please? They’ll lock this town down like it shot a cop.”
Ness planted himself in one of the folding chairs. “Which raises the question of why we don’t just drive somewhere else.”
“Because we don’t have to!” Shawn stuck his hands on his hips and walked across the camp, back turned. “I know you think I’m some paranoid fool who can’t wait to start drinking my own moonshine and shooting the neighbors. Well, people are getting sick, aren’t they? They’re dying. You give me a week. If everything’s okay then, call me all the names you want and go on home. I’m willing to look like an idiot if it means keeping my family safe.”
Their mom lowered herself to the chair beside Ness. “A week, huh?”
“One lousy little week.” Shawn gave her a stare. “Look, Mom, when those police came by, did they look happy to you?”
She squinted into the pines. “They looked like they’d eaten month-old fish.”
“And they’ll probably wind up just as sick, too.” He scuffed fallen needles. “Just give me one week.”
He could have asked for much less. Three days later, helicopters blatted over the horizon. The squeak of tank treads pierced the valley as they rolled down the highway and commandeered the campus. The army had arrived.
 
* * *
 
“I’m going to move the latrine,” Ness said.
Shawn looked up from his twine and knife. “You think?”
“We’re going to be up here for a while, aren’t we?”
“Unless you’d rather get rounded up with the other cattle.” The day the army arrived, Ness had gone with Shawn to the fringe of trees a quarter mile above the trailer. Through the binoculars, they’d watched men in camouflage roust people from their homes and cart them off to the dorms, where they appeared to have set up their base of operations.
“Then I’d better move the latrine,” Ness said. “It looks rainy. Mornings are bad enough without waking up in a pile of your own crap.”
“Sage words,” Shawn said. “Let me know if you need a hand.”
Ness took a shovel and leather gloves and tromped downhill. The animosity between them had cooled since their mom had joined them. That was probably the only reason Shawn wasn’t ordering him to do more pushups right now, but after seeing his mom huff her way up the hill, Ness had taken to jogging up the mountain every morning before breakfast. Perhaps by taking the matter of his fitness into his own hands, he’d roughly stolen it away from Shawn.
He found what felt like a good spot—downhill, near enough that it was within easy shouting range in case of trouble—and started digging. Maybe he was imagining things, but it didn’t feel as exhausting as the first time he’d dug their bathroom. When he finished, he drank some water, took a short rest, and went to fill in the old latrine.
Later, Shawn led him and their mom around the camp’s perimeter, pointing out the alarms he’d strung between trees, twine and empty soup cans. A gunshot echoed from the hills below. Shawn cocked his head. Two more shots echoed and were answered by a thrum of automatic fire.
“That would be the army,” Shawn said. “That’s why we’re not lighting any fires.”
“What would they be shooting at?” Ness said.
“Oh, I don’t know. Whoever shot at them first?”
The mornings grew less bitterly cold. Ness no longer needed a coat on his jogs. Except for troop trucks, all traffic on the highway north of town stopped cold. Ness assumed the same was doubly true of the highway feeding the Washington border. One night they walked down the ridges all the way to the mall on the south end of town. Floodlights glared on the highway. Concrete blocks barricaded the road. Armed soldiers in surgical masks kicked back behind sandbags.
Ness prepared dinner the following night. He sprayed Cheez Whiz onto Ritz crackers, drawing a yellow line of cheese-product along the crackers’ circumference, then crossing it with an X to maximize cheese-product distribution. Shawn dug in without looking down.
“Say they got a pandemic down there,” his mom said. She brushed crumbs from her heavy breasts. “Where you think that pandemic came from?”
“China,” Shawn said.
Ness swallowed down his cracker. “How are you remotely sure it’s China?”
“They want to be the new superpower. Hell, maybe one of their birds did it on its own volition.”
“The radio says it’s all across the country,” their mom said. “Sounds like an attack to me.”
“What do you think?” Shawn said.
“I don’t know,” Ness said. “I don’t think we have enough data yet.”
“‘I don’t think we have enough data,’“ Shawn mocked. “We’re just talking over here, not trying to pass the bar exam.”
“If they began the attack here in Moscow, they picked a damn strange place to start.”
“Got to start somewhere, don’t you?”
Ness rolled his eyes. “Sure. New York. Moscow, Russia. If somebody was aiming there and hit there, I hope they got fired for incompetence.”
Gunshots filtered up from the valley a couple times a day. Shawn muttered something about putting together a more permanent residence. Without being asked, Ness hiked uphill and sawed off the biggest branches he could drag back to camp. Shawn leaned them between two pines, tying them together with twine, weaving smaller branches in to conceal the camp from anyone approaching downslope. Their food cache stayed strong—they hadn’t yet emptied one bag, and Shawn had three more buried in camp—but their bottled water started to dwindle. All the while, their mom sat in camp, radio perched in her lap. If the AM stations could be believed, the deaths had reached several thousand nationwide. The infected numbered in the tens of thousands. Growing by the day.
May approached. On a blustery, rainy spring morning, automatic gunfire crackled from the campus for thirty seconds without stop. Shawn grimaced and spat into the brush.
“That would be an execution.”
“Oh yeah?” Ness said. “Is that what your Spidey-Sense tells you?”
“My common sense tells me your whole squad doesn’t rattle off its whole clip in one burst. Not unless you got a lot of people lined up in one place.”
Ness shook his head. Another minute of gunfire followed in the next hour, and then the hour after that. With the sun sinking toward the low yellow hills of the Washington border, a thick plume of smoke spewed from campus.
Shawn spit again. “That would be the bodies.”
Ness watched the smoke until it reddened the sun above the hills. If Shawn was right, that meant there was no cure. They had advanced to containment—in its most desperate form.
Shawn waited until the following night, then took Ness and all the empty jugs they could carry down to the trailer. The neighbors’ doors had been spray-painted with red X’s. The lights were off across the entire park. Their door had been crossed out, too. Inside, the water ran cold and clear. They filled their jugs and loaded their packs and hustled back uphill. Despite the weight and the slope, Ness didn’t have to slow down until well within the safety of the trees.
“What you got there?” their mom said on their return. “Is that my shower in those backpacks?”
“Not exactly,” Shawn said.
“Next time you leave, if you don’t come back here with my shower, you better just stay gone.”
“Expecting to meet your future husband?” Ness said.
She shot him a look. “Not quite. I’d prefer not to meet any lice, either.”
Shawn muttered, but started working on one of the tarps the next day, poking holes in its middle, threading twine through the metal-reinforced grommets around its edges, and hanging the makeshift bag from a branch a hundred yards from the tent. Their mom rubbed her hands together and shooed them back to camp.
A minute later, she screamed. The boys bolted to their feet and ran.
“Keep away!” she hollered. “It’s just cold.”
She came back in a towel and a grin. Shawn groaned. Ness left to try it out for himself. The water was frigid and limp and he doubted he’d rinsed all the shampoo from his hair. He understood why old-timey people favored baths.
Days passed. Ness dragged more logs and branches into camp and Shawn added a second wall to the makeshift cabin growing beside the tent. Helicopters buzzed in and out of the valley. Shawn taught Ness to make snares. They were fine on food for now, but with no certainty their mom was immune to the disease that had wiped out the town (and, according to the radio, was well on its way to doing to the same to the nation), they couldn’t risk scavenging food from the houses below.
Running water ceased at the trailer. Shawn headed over the mountain for the stream on the other side. A couple days later, he dispatched Ness with a backpack of empty jugs. Ness climbed through the warm morning, cresting the ridge and swinging north, as per Shawn’s directions. The smell of pollen stirred with every step. The grass had gone verdant. Birds had returned to the heights, robins and sparrows and all kinds Ness didn’t recognize.
The stream carved a green channel down the mountains. Ness crouched to fill his jugs with the cold water. After, he followed it downstream to get a feel for the surrounding lands. The creek descended quickly, a lush green band through the piebald grass. He recognized the Rogers’ farm to his right, the fields patchy with wheat and weeds. The stream cut through the lands of another farm uphill and west of the Rogers’. The Shoremans’.
Ness dropped the jugs and sprinted back to camp without stopping.
“Where’s the water?” Shawn glanced up from two branches he was knotting together. “Carrying it in your hump?”
“Where’s Mom?”
“Showering away the last of our water.”
“No!” Ness rushed through the pines. Sweat clung to his skin. Shawn thrashed along behind him.
“What’s going on?”
“The water from the creek. It’s infected.”
“What? How?”
Ness skidded in the mulch. His mom stood beneath the shower, arms raised as she shampooed her hair, loose flesh hanging from her biceps. Pale flaps of skin slumped from her back and hips. She whirled, throwing her arms across her swaying breasts.
“What the hell’s the matter with you! Too blinded by all this white to see I’m damn well naked?”
Ness stopped short. He wanted to shove her out from under the water dribbling from the shower-bag, but he couldn’t bring himself to touch her naked body. “Get out, Mom! Get out of the water!”
Her anger shifted. “What’s going on?”
“The water’s infected,” he said. “That’s why it spread so fast—there wasn’t one infection point, there were hundreds. Thousands. Every faucet that stream feeds. There must be others, too. All around the world. Otherwise, it couldn’t have spread so fast. Maybe it was locked in the snows, and when they melted, it—”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Shawn said.
Their mom spat, then spat again. She wrapped up in a towel and scrubbed herself down with another. “He’s saying I may be in very deep shit.”
Shawn’s eyes darkened. “We don’t know that. We’re fine. You’re our mom. If we’re immune, you must be, too.”
Ness didn’t try to correct him. It would just make him angrier. Their mom shivered long after she was dry and dressed.
Two days later, she began to cough. The day after that, when she pulled back her hand after another coughing jag, blood gleamed under the late spring sun. She tried to laugh it off, but the gesture was hollow, frightened.
“Come over here,” Shawn said to Ness after she’d cleaned up. “I want to show you how snares work.”
“I caught a rabbit just yesterday,” Ness frowned.
“Yeah, despite all your best efforts to the contrary. Now get over here.”
Ness followed him down the slope. A couple hundred yards below camp, Shawn stopped cold and ran his hands down his face. “We got to go into town.”
“But the army’s there.”
“Exactly. They’re still there. They must have a cure. We need to sneak on down and steal it before Mom joins the bonfires.”
“So we can die, too? You’ve seen what they do to civilians.”
“Only if they catch you.” Shawn grinned savagely. “And the only thing they’ll catch from me is a bullet in the eye.”
The old ant-tickle crawled up Ness’ neck. “We don’t know they have a cure.”
“I won’t let her die! You’re smart. You’ll know where to find it and how to get to it. I need you, Ness. She’s the only mom we got.”
Ness shook his head, as if trying to shake loose the dozens of thoughts stirred by Shawn’s plea. He wanted to laugh at him, to strike him, to walk away, to thank him, to hug him. But he already knew his answer. In a situation like this, he had no capacity to say no.
Shawn’s grin was hard enough to cut stone. “You and me, bro. Let’s do this.”
Ness’ plan was simple. Shawn’s truck was still parked at the trailer, which was up a hill, which was itself hundreds of feet above the town. The road to the highway ran up, but the southbound back road that fringed Moscow was a gentle decline that lasted for nearly two miles—enough to take them nearly parallel to the college where the army was based. They could coast in neutral the whole way, engine off, then go on foot through the tightly-packed downtown, cutting between the bars and fast food joints until they reached the campus. From there, they would improvise. Quietly take a hostage and threaten him until they got the location of the cure.
It was far from perfect, but they knew the town well, and with the truck so near, they could flee back to the mountains at the first sign of fubar. Even so, if it had been anyone but their mom, up to and including Shawn, Ness would never have tried it.
They geared up. Shawn produced eyeblack and painted their faces as dark as the night. He took his pistol. Ness carried the shotgun. At the trailer, Shawn set the truck in neutral and let it slide from the driveway. Ness gave it a shove to start it down the hill and hopped back in the cab. Shawn blew through the stop sign and they coasted south past the darkened homes.
“This is just dumb enough to work,” he grinned.
They glided through the night. Ness had to get out and push twice more, but the truck coasted along, as silent as a bird on the wind.
Just before the intersection where the Baptist church sat across from the auto body, Shawn jammed on the brakes. A jeep blocked the road, lights off. Moonlight glinted from the machine gun on the platform on its top. Men in camo shouted to their right. The troops rushed toward the intersection, automatic rifles in hand.
“Oh shit.” Shawn reached for his pistol. “They’re gonna kill us. Just like they killed all the others.”
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Tristan slammed the door and bolted it. “Who’s coming? Are you okay?”
Laura tried to stand and collapsed back to her knees. Blood dripped from her face to the foyer carpet. “The Empty Skulls. All of them. They’ll be here any second.”
“A gang? They did this to you?”
“They’ll do this to all of us.” Laura clenched her head in her hands and let out a half-second scream. Tristan flinched. Laura shook herself like a dog. “And then they’ll kill us. I never should have come here.”
“Did they see you?”
“I don’t know. I was running so hard.”
Tristan’s blood ran as cold as the lake in the hills under snowy skies. “Alden. Go to our parents’ bathroom. Lock the door and lie down in the bathtub.”
“The tub? Why?”
“Just do it!”
She ran up the stairs and fumbled open the safe. She took out the pistol and both spare clips. Alden had followed her. His face was pale and drawn. She jerked her free hand at the bathroom. “Go!”
He turned. She trampled back down the stairs. Laura rested on hands and knees in the foyer, blood sliding from the gash on her temple.
“Lie face down over there.” Tristan pointed to the patch of living room clearly visible from the front door. “Don’t move. Play dead.”
Laura swung up her head, gaping dumbly. A kick rattled the front door.
“Move!” Tristan stage-whispered. Another kick jarred the door. She scurried up the stairs and crouched behind the railing. She braced her arm, elbow down and locked in the position Alden claimed granted unbreakable strength to all his kung fu. Her arm shook like she were standing beside a passing train. Laura dragged herself from the foyer and flopped on the carpet.
The fifth kick burst the lock. The door banged against the wall. A man stumbled inside and grinned at Laura. He carried a pistol. With his other hand, he reached for his belt. Tristan’s whole body felt wooden, immobile. She couldn’t move her finger. Couldn’t pull the trigger. The bullet would destroy him, char his skin, smash his bones, dump his blood from his body. She couldn’t do it. Not to another living person.
The man jutted his chin, scratched the beard running down his neck, and advanced on Laura. Down the upstairs hallway, Alden thumped into the tub. The man whipped up his head, mouth parted, and raised his gun.
Tristan squeezed the trigger. The roar of the gun clouded her ears. The man fell. Blood misted the tile. He writhed. She shot again. He went still.
“Jason?” A voice called from outside. “Hey, Jason?”
Tristan kept still. She’d flipped on the porch light when Laura had knocked and the porch beyond the open door was empty and well-lit. Tristan moved from the landing and clicked off the upstairs lights, then hunkered back down behind the railing. Laura raised her head and glanced back at the dying man.
“Don’t move,” Tristan hissed.
“Jason?” the outsider called again, voice pinched.
The man’s blood spread over the stone in a widening circle. An edge of the pool hit the front mat and absorbed into the weave. Tendrils of red advanced along the grout joints.
Motion stirred the darkness beyond the door. In perfect silence, a silhouette rose up the steps. The man hung outside the doorway, peered inside, and slipped inside the house. He wore a ratty green jacket and the face of a hunter. A steel revolver glinted in his hand, pointed at the ceiling. He glanced down at Jason, then Laura, then looked straight up into Tristan’s eyes.
She shot him in the stomach. He fell, screaming. Her second shot tore into the wooden floor six inches from his chest. Her third took him in the head.
Quiet enveloped the house. Outside, men hooted. A gunshot cracked the night. Glass shattered; a rock tumbled over the living room carpet. Laura screamed. Another rock burst through the den window. A third thumped the outside wall. The men hooted louder, higher. Tristan smelled blood, spent gunpowder, the powerfully rotten stench of the man named Jason’s punctured guts. Her knees were growing store and stiff on the wooden landing, but she didn’t move.
Windows smashed upstairs. The backyard gate creaked open and banged against the fence. Feet thudded in the grass. Another window broke. Laura dragged herself from the entry and curled against the wall. A shot slammed into the upstairs wall, followed by three more. The yard went silent.
“Beau!” a man yelled. “Hey, Beau! You all right?”
Others called out for the dead man, a half dozen hooting his name into the night. “Beau! Beau!”
The voices cut short. The rocks stopped clunking into the walls and windows. Cricketsong drifted through the broken panes. The silence stretched on for one minute, two. Tristan shifted her aching legs. She strained her ears. Two minutes became five. What were they waiting for? Were they going for fire? Had she run them off, unwilling to lose any more members? Were they waiting for morning to regroup and kill whoever was inside?
The hallway creaked. She whirled. Alden stood in the gloom, face pinched with fear. “Are they gone?”
“Go back to the tub,” she murmured.
His eyes tracked to the pistol. “You shot them, didn’t you?”
“Go back to the tub. I’ll tell you when it’s safe.”
His jaw worked, but he turned and disappeared down the hall. A moment later, skin squeaked on porcelain. Laura hadn’t moved since crawling to the wall. It was too dark to see if she was still bleeding. With a sudden pang of anger, Tristan hoped she was: she was the one who’d brought these monsters here.
Tristan regretted the thought as soon as she had it. It wasn’t Laura’s fault she’d been attacked. She was just trying to save herself. Even so—it was her fault the men were here. If they pressed the attack, and something were to happen to herself, to Alden—. She stared at Laura’s unconscious body and thought for a long time about leaving her by the door while she went to her parents’ room and led her brother to the attic.
Instead, she waited. For hours. Head hurting from lack of sleep. Jolting at every scrape of leaves. Until the black patch of the open door turned first gray and then green as the sun revealed the wild-grown lawn. Even then, she waited twenty minutes more before she rose—she could barely force her legs to straighten—and stalked from window to window, gun in hand, scanning the yards for outsiders. She saw nothing but grass, fences, the dead neighbors’ still-green tomatoes.
“Are they gone?” Alden stood on the landing. He had a pocketknife in his hand.
Tristan gazed down on the silent yard. “They must not have wanted to lose anyone else. Either that or they’re horribly disloyal. Whatever the case, we’ve got to move.”
“What? Why?”
“Because two of their people just died. They’ll come back for us. Tonight, I bet.”
“But this is our house.”
“We’re not going to leave it for good.” Tristan pulled the drapes. “Just for a week or two. Long enough to convince them that we’re gone. Or that we never lived here in the first place.”
Alden crouched behind the railing. The men lay in the foyer, long done bleeding. “What if they come back and they burn the house down?”
“Then I’d prefer not to be in it at the time.” She put her gun into her waistband. Broken glass was everywhere. Cleaning it up would give it away that they lived here, but if she left it out, Alden could cut himself so easily. She gritted her teeth. It was a different world. She could try to keep Alden safe, but babying him would only leave him unprepared to face it on his own. She needed him to be competent for selfish reasons, too: to watch her back, to stand guard while she slept, to go for food or help if she got sick.
“Go pack up,” she said. “Clean up anything that makes it look like we’ve been living here. And do not cut yourself, or I’m rolling you in bubble wrap and storing you in the basement.”
“Why do I have to clean up?”
“Because I have to make sure Laura doesn’t die. Would you rather stitch her up yourself?”
Alden made a face and disappeared into his room. Tristan gathered up the dead men’s guns and closed the front door. She set the guns on the marble island in the kitchen and knelt beside Laura, whose skin was hot and dry. Black blood crusted her scalp and ribs. She moaned, pulling away from Tristan’s touch.
“Come on,” Tristan said. “Let’s get you up in a bed. We’re leaving this afternoon and I need you rested.”
Laura hung onto Tristan’s collar and let herself be hauled to her feet. She clung to the banister on the way up and half-collapsed into bed. Tristan stripped her shirt over her head. Laura gasped, eyes flipping open. Blood seeped from a gash on her ribs; the shirt had scabbed to her side.
“Should I clean this?” Tristan said. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I might hurt you.”
“If the alternative is dying of infection, then hurt me away,” Laura said. She rolled onto her side to give Tristan better access to the wound.
Tristan left for a damp rag, rubbing alcohol, Neosporin, and one of her dad’s undershirts. She swabbed the cut and wrapped the shirt around Laura as a bandage. “Okay, that wasn’t hard at all.”
“I don’t need stitches?”
“If you do, you’re doing them on yourself.” Tristan went to the bathroom to wash the blood and Neosporin from her hands. She couldn’t stand when they were dirty. A bit of grime, and she hated to move them, let alone use them, letting them dangle from her wrists until she could insert them under running water and return them to normalcy. She padded to the bedroom. “What happened? Who were they?”
Laura pulled the covers to her chin. “You haven’t seen the Empty Skulls?”
“I haven’t left the house in weeks. The news stopped running. I had no idea it was so bad.”
“It’s total Mad Max out there. The Empty Skulls seized the ARCO down by the train tracks. The Safeway. At first all they did was defend their turf, but now that there’s nobody left, they’re ranging around town as they please. I got jumped while I was raiding one of your neighbors. I figured it was so quiet out here nobody would have thought to scavenge it yet.”
“You’re by yourself?”
Laura nodded, then winced. “Honestly? I figured you’d bit the dust like everyone else. But I had nowhere else to run.”
The drapes flapped in the breeze through the broken window. “Do you think they’ll be back?”
“I don’t know. There aren’t that many of them. If they knew they’d been run off by a girl and a thirteen-year-old boy, for sure, but I don’t think they’ll risk it.” Laura closed her eyes. She smelled of sweat and blood. “I’m sorry I brought them here.”
“It’s okay. You didn’t have a choice.” Tristan was shocked to find she no longer believed that. Everything was a choice. Including the choice to put others at risk to make yourself safer. Nothing had forced her to let Laura in. That, too, had been a choice. It could turn out to be a very bad one. “I need to go pack. Holler if you need anything.”
Downstairs, she found Alden pointing the revolver at the broken kitchen window. “Put that down.”
He gave her an annoyed glance. “I’ve seen the movies. I know how to use it.”
“Oh my God. Put that down before you kill us both.”
“What happens if those guys come back? I should go hide in the bathtub again? That’s so stupid.”
“Alden! I’m not your mom. I don’t know what I’m doing. Sure. If they come back, you can use the gun. But right now, I want you to put it down, and I don’t want you to touch it until I have time to sit down with you and explain a few things.”
He set it on the island with a metal click. “Well, why not right now?”
“Because we need to get out of here. They could be back any minute.”
“Sounds like a pretty good reason for me to carry a piece,” he said sullenly. “Which car are we taking?”
“One in the garage,” Tristan said. “I don’t want to go outside until it’s time to leave.”
She packed hurriedly, taking anything the Skulls might want—food, water, Advil, her dad’s hydrocodone, cough syrup, NyQuil, vitamins, flashlights and batteries, the guns, the best knives, soap and toiletries, her dad’s wrench set, assorted screwdrivers and hammers and pliers, quarts of oil. She didn’t take much in the way of clothes, but made sure to take three pairs of shoes and two coats, one light and one heavy, along with several sets of her mom’s shirts, jeans, shoes, and coats. They’d fit Laura better.
She woke Laura, helped her down to the car, where she stretched her out across the back seats. Alden piled in the passenger door. Tristan backed out, closed the garage, and drove slowly through the four blocks to the Hausers’; Gina Hauser had worked with their mom, and Tristan had been to enough Christmas parties and 4th of July barbecues to know her way around. She parked in the driveway.
“It smells funny,” Alden said inside the front door, which had been locked until Tristan bashed in one of the front panes. It was kind of amazing how easy it was to break into a house. In hindsight, it was hard to believe her parents’ place, with its flatscreens, emerald jewelry, and genuine silver flatware, hadn’t been robbed on a weekly basis.
“You’ll get used to it. Help me get Laura inside.”
They arranged Laura on the front couch. Tristan told Alden to keep an eye on the street, then checked the house top to bottom for bodies. It was clean. The Hausers must have left town when the sickness hit. The cabinets had soup, instant potatoes, cereal. She went back to Alden and they unloaded the car together. The sprawling house had five bedrooms, including a ground-floor guest room. She helped Laura to the bed, then chose an upstairs room overlooking the street.
Downstairs, Tristan sat down on the couch to think about their next move and promptly dozed off. Someone shook her shoulder and she batted at the hated hand.
“Wake up, Droopy.” Alden grinned down at her.
“Leave me alone.”
“Why don’t you go use your new bed?”
“Because I’m so tired I’d shoot myself just to get a little sleep.”
Alden laughed. “Then go upstairs and sleep. I’ll keep watch down here.”
A part of her could not accept the words he’d spoken. They were grammatical, logical—after the previous night, they really should keep watch; she’d been right about to toddle off to bed without a second thought—but the concept those words conveyed was too absurd. Keep watch! It was like they’d stumbled into a George R.R. Martin novel. And she had begun to play the part.
She washed her hands again before bed, but when she slid her hand under the stranger’s pillow, she could still smell the gunpowder burned on her fingers.
 
* * *
 
Laura’s cuts looked worse than they were. She had some deep bruises, too—she’d fought one of the men with her bare hands before escaping to the house—but after some water and rest, she was back on her feet in a couple of days. She helped sweep up the dust, gather up the garbage from the numerous dens, living rooms, and bathrooms. The Hausers’ place was nice, Tristan decided, lush with wood paneling and antique brass faucets, fixtures, doorknobs, and hinges, but she preferred her parents’ house more.
After her initial doubts, Tristan was glad to have Laura around. For one thing, she actually knew something about firearm safety, such as the fact revolvers didn’t have safeties. She taught both Tristan and Alden the basics—commonsense stuff like don’t point at anything you don’t intend to shoot, check to see if it’s loaded each and every time you handle it, etc.—and one morning they left at dawn and drove to the lake, where the Empty Skulls might not hear them, and practiced firing off a few rounds. They had brought fishing poles, too, and spent the afternoon fishing the rocky banks until nightfall. Tristan drove back with the headlights off.
“How are you doing on gas?” Laura asked when they pulled into the garage. Tristan had found the keys to one of the SUVs and moved it to the street.
Tristan squinted. “Half a tank.”
“But how many gallons do you have when that runs out?”
“None.”
“None as in zero? No gallons?”
Tristan smacked her head. “And with the Indy 500 just days away!”
“You do realize you can’t just run out and fill ‘er up, right? Not without a running gang battle?” Laura turned in a slow circle, taking in the dusty garage. “Think they got any siphons?”
“Let me go check the siphon-rack.”
Laura shook her head. “This is something you need to do. You really don’t have anything but what’s in the tank?”
“I’m sorry, I’m still a little new when it comes to this whole ‘end of the world as we know it’ thing.”
“Well, let’s find us a tube. It’s time to get lootin’.”
Tristan nodded, careful to keep the annoyance from her face. She hadn’t explicitly invited Laura to stay. Nor had Laura asked. Now, Tristan felt a keen and strange resentment at Laura’s orders, her intrusion into Tristan’s tiny tribe.
Still, she did need spare gasoline. She found a hose in the garage. Laura cut off a three-foot length, then asked for her a towel and a hammer. Tristan grabbed the gas jug for the lawnmower and a disused plastic storage bin. They didn’t have to go far. In the dark, cool street, Laura pointed to an SUV with thick ripples of dust on the windows, wrapped the hammer in the towel, and smashed open its front window.
She popped the gas tank, poked the hose inside, and passed the other end to Tristan. “Suck. Then get out of the way, because this stuff tastes even worse than what you’re used to having in your mouth.”
Tristan laughed and took the hose. They filled the jug, then the bin. Full, it was shockingly heavy. Tristan had to let Laura carry it while she took the jug, the red plastic banging against her knee with each step, the sloshing fluid tugging her off balance.
They stayed inside during the day. Every few nights, Alden kept watch from the upstairs window while Tristan and Laura ventured into the cricket-sung darkness to empty the pantries of the McMansions. At the corner, a red skull had been spray-painted across one house’s face, a dripping question mark emblazoned on the skull’s round forehead.
Laura joined Tristan and Alden’s kung fu sessions the first time she saw them practice. She took to it with the same bravado she brought to everything, but her elbows strayed constantly from her centerline, and whenever they approached real-time speed, her hands flailed like light-mad moths. After a week of practice, she still couldn’t reliably block one of Tristan’s low-speed punches.
“How do you do that?” She withdrew her arms from Tristan’s and yanked open the fridge. She cracked a beer, scowling over the foam.
Alden tipped back his head sagely. “Ancient Chinese secret.”
“Yes, a tightly-guarded secret known as ‘practice.’“ Tristan fought a smile. Laura had always been more athletic, making varsity in basketball and lacrosse while Tristan couldn’t make it through the first few practices. Here, Laura’s natural skill was a detriment. She thought she should be good at once and became frustrated when she wasn’t.
But it took patience. Dedication. Repeating the same motion ten thousand times until throwing a block was as easy as punching a button in Mortal Kombat. After a few months, Tristan could block with one arm and strike with the other while shifting her hips for extra momentum or stepping aside to slip one of Alden’s hallway ambushes. None of that required any thought. She still had to choose which specific techniques to use, but if the fighting style were a piece of software, she knew all the keyboard shortcuts. Laura still had to hunt each command down manually, dragging her cursor through her mental menus until she found the appropriate response.
Two weeks after their move to the Hausers’, with the moon bright enough to light the way, Tristan returned to her parents’ home. A single light burned upstairs. The doorway was open. She watched for some time from the hedge across the street. She approached hesitantly, creeping across the neighbor’s lawn, pausing often. The red icon of the Empty Skulls stood spraypainted on the front door. The bodies had been taken from the foyer. Dark blood crusted the floor. It smelled vaguely fecal—someone had taken a dump in the middle of the kitchen. Mice had added their own leavings to the cabinets, pillaging the two sacks of rice she’d left behind. Another emblem had been painted across the kitchen wall, its crimson dribbles long dried.
Gun in hand, she went room to room. Papers had been strewn about, down pillows shredded, feathers stirring in the breeze through the broken windows. The Skulls had been back for their dead. Must have expected a fight, too. Failing to find that, they’d trashed the place, but halfheartedly, like a dog peeing on the fourth tree of its walk.
Tristan placed a square of toilet paper just above the waterline in each toilet. She walked out, leaving the door open, then yanked out one of her hairs and tied it from the inside deadbolt to the lockplate embedded in the frame.
She came back three days later. The door still stood ajar. Her hair was unbroken. The toilet paper remained inside the lids. No one had been back. Certainly no one was staying here. She cleaned up the shit in the kitchen, then went for Alden and Laura and brought them home.
Together, they swept up the glass, binned it, and tarped up the windows. They’d need to come up with something more permanent come winter, but even without running the heat, the days had grown warm enough to keep the house bearable through the cool mountain nights. With sprinklers running daily, the neighbors’ garden continued to thrive, but so had the weeds. They stripped these from the ground and returned home with tomatoes and strawberries and cabbage. After so many days of eating out of boxes and bags, the crisp leaves and gushy fruit tasted like the wonders of another land.
One morning, Tristan woke to find her alarm was blank. The lights wouldn’t click on. The bathroom faucet hissed, spat foam, and went silent. She went to the living room to think while the others slept.
An hour later, Laura emerged from bed. Her hair stuck up from the side of her head. “I think your house is broken.”
“We’re in trouble,” Tristan said. “The power finally died.”
“So what?”
“So how do we cook? Clean? Not die of thirst?”
“Fire, brooms, and wearing a rut between here and the river.”
“We can’t build fires,” Tristan said. “The Skulls will see.”
“Then I hope you like your spaghetti extra crunchy.” Laura raked her fingers through her hair. “There has to be another way. We can cook in the fireplace in the middle of the night.”
“How are we going to keep the leftovers cold?”
“I don’t know, I’m not Bear fucking Grylls. Keep them in the basement in the dark? Eat a lot of raw veggies.” She swept open the curtains and gazed at the silk-wrapped corn rising above the neighbor’s fence. “Who knew the apocalypse would be so good for your health?”
For a while, it wasn’t so hard. They ate from the garden, supplementing the raw bell peppers and squash with packaged granola bars, dry Corn Pops, and Asian-style trail mix. Every few days, they risked a fire in the fireplace, boiling up great pots of spaghetti and eating it for two days straight. With the automatic sprinklers dead, the abandoned gardens yellowed in the summer heat. The three of them roamed the neighborhoods by night for as many veggies as they could eat, stirring the smell of dew and damp soil, returning with backpacks full of tomatoes and cucumbers.
The house became a sweatlodge. They abandoned the stifling upstairs between dawn and dusk. At night, the soggy air sat limply, refusing to stir through the broken windows. As summer drew on, they spent more and more time in the half-finished basement playing cards, reading books, and practicing kung fu.
They went to the pine forests above town for firewood. Drove to the river for water. Dug a hole in the neighbor’s yard for their waste. Laura unbolted the toilet and she and Tristan manhandled it from the bathroom, smearing its wax sealing ring over the marble floor. They set it atop the boards over the outdoor latrine and grinned.
Gunshots rang from town every few days, but they had no choice but to continue building fires a couple times a week. They had to boil their water. There could be bodies in the river. Feces. Dying of cholera was low on Tristan’s bucket list. Dirt filled the crescents of her fingernails. Sweat and dust grayed the lines of her hands. She washed them as she could, but every quart she spent rinsing her hands was another quart they had to haul from the river.
And every trip from home exposed them to the Empty Skulls. The men screeched pickups across town, shirtless gangsters with rifles jouncing on the truck beds.
Doubt itched Tristan harder every day. What would they do when winter came, killing the gardens, enfolding the house in snow? What good were all their sacks of rice when the smoke from a boiling pot of water invited attack from a gang of men who killed without qualm?
One night in July, they drove to the river, empty bins and jugs bouncing in the trunk. She and Laura carried pistols. Alden sat in the back, scanning the back roads for movement. Tristan turned onto the dirt road beside the bridge and parked on the soft sod. She hauled jugs from the trunk and plodded downstream to where the banks flattened out enough to descend, leaving Alden with the car as a lookout.
A breeze brought the smell of pines and flowing water. Stars winked on the river. Tristan dipped her plastic bottle into the river, cold mountain-water flowing over her fingers. They filled the wheelbarrow with jugs and turned back for the car.
A small orange light flared from beside the car. Tristan pulled Laura down into the brush. At the car, smoke snaked from a man’s cigarette, its tendrils pulled apart by the weak breeze. Tristan smelled ashy tobacco and old sweat. Her heart hammered. She saw no sign of Alden.
The man circled the car, prodded the tires. He touched the hood. Tristan knew it would still be hot. The man blew a long drag through his nostrils, dragon-like, and glanced downstream. Moonlight touched the black barrel of his rifle. His chest was bare. A red bandanna wrapped his head.
Branches crackled upstream. The man unshouldered his rifle and jogged forward in a crouch. A silhouette slid from the trees beside the car, a short, thin-limbed figure. Alden.
Tristan ran to the car, gesturing Alden to follow. They piled inside, closing the doors as quietly as they could, leaving the jugged water behind on the banks. Tristan reversed down the path with her lights off, then spun around and ripped onto the road. She watched her rearview mirror all the way home.
In the garage, she lit a candle and led Alden and Laura into the kitchen. It was hotter inside than out. Sweat clung to her shirt.
“It’s time to move,” she said.
“But this neighborhood’s as safe as it gets,” Laura said. “We just need to drive further upstream. The Skulls can’t control the whole damn river.”
“Not to a new house,” Tristan said. “To a new city. A new state. A new world. If we stay here, we’re going to die.”
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Ness’ blood froze. His mind went as still as a glacier. As the troops ran across the road, he could see the branches of their future as clearly as the moonlight glinting from the soldiers’ long rifles. If he and Shawn got out and ran, they would be shot. If Shawn turned on the truck and tried to flip a U-turn back to the mountains, they would be shot, or chased down in the jeep and then shot. If they got out and surrendered, they would be taken to the killing grounds and shot.
He had about three seconds, maybe less. He made himself move.
“We’re getting out!” Ness shouted from the truck window. “Don’t shoot!”
“What are you doing?” Shawn said.
“Get out. Get ready to push.”
“Great thinking. We can surely outrun them with our shoulders bent to a ton of Ford steel.”
Ness turned on him. “You have three seconds to get out and push. Then we die.”
A pair of soldiers edged closer. “Out of the fucking car! Hands up!”
Shawn’s lips curled from his teeth. “Fuck!”
He shouldered the door open and hopped onto the road. Ness followed him out his door, putting the truck between them and the soldiers.
“Push,” Ness said. “Push with all you’ve got.”
Shawn laughed madly and leaned against the door, palms splayed.
“Stop right there!” The nearest soldier stepped sidelong, moving to intercept the truck. He wore a gas mask and rubber gloves. Ness pushed the truck’s frame with one hand, using the other to pull the wheel left. His shoes gripped the pavement. The truck glided down the shallow slope and angled toward the jeep. Ness reached for the shotgun. The soldier regripped his rifle. “Stop that car or we will open fire!”
“Duck,” Ness murmured. He jammed the shotgun into the gap between the door and the hood and pulled the trigger. The bang bounced from the walls of the dark houses. The soldier spun to the pavement.
A dozen rifles roared, battering the truck. Glass shattered. Bullets chunked into the sides. Ness hunkered down beside the rolling truck. Shawn screamed, covering his head with one hand, firing blind over the hood. The truck bounced into the jeep and jarred back.
“The machine gun!” Ness said. “Come on!”
Shawn gaped at him, then rolled to the back of the jeep. It was open-topped, the .50 caliber machine gun mounted on a metal frame, but the gun was protected by a peaked metal shield. Ness dropped prone beside the truck and ejected his spent shell. Boots thumped nearer as the soldiers closed. Bullets cranked into the truck, spraying sparks onto the road. Ness fired, pumped, and fired again.
Light and thunder blazed from the machine gun. Shawn gripped its handles, sawing it across the incoming troops. Bodies fell to the pavement. Men screamed. Ness fired at a retreating pair of boots. Brass shells clinked over the truck, the road. The weapon roared and roared.
The banging stopped. The last brass rattled across the asphalt. Shawn stood and whooped. Ness’ ears rang. His elbow stung, scraped. He stood. Soldiers littered the intersection. Shawn vaulted from the framework and ran to a writhing man.
“Where’s the cure, buddy?” He yanked the soldier’s mask away. The man was pale, eyes rolling. “Where’s the cure?”
“Don’t shoot me!”
“Little late for that. Tell me where the cure is and I won’t subject you to round two.”
The man struggled to wrench his collar from Shawn’s grasp. “There’s no cure, you crazy asshole. They’re all dead. We all are. We just don’t know it yet.”
Shawn straightened, blinking. “Then how are you all still alive?”
“We’re not.” The man coughed, spraying blood onto the asphalt. “85% casualties. The rest of us don’t drop mask except to eat. It’s just a matter of time until we get Panhandled, too.”
“It’s time to leave,” Ness said.
Shawn glanced toward the black hills. “Mom’s still up there. She’s still sick.”
“And we just had a shootout with the army.” Panic clogged Ness’ throat. “What do you think happens from here?”
Shawn pushed his fist against his forehead. “Truck’s shot to shit. Get in the jeep.”
Ness climbed in. His body felt like it was moving on its own. His heart was beating far too fast. Shawn swung the jeep around, sped toward the hills.
“Slow down,” Ness said.
“Dude, I hear a chopper. We ain’t slowing down until we’re back in the mountains.”
Ness’ veins felt ready to burst from his skin and wriggle in the street like cut worms. He leaned over the side of the jeep, seatbelt pressing into his chest, and vomited into the wind.
“Knock that off,” Shawn laughed. “Heroes don’t puke. What the fuck, man! Where’d you come up with that?”
Ness retched again. Sour mucus dribbled from his nose. His eyes watered in the wind of the jeep. He couldn’t catch his breath. The thump of a helicopter rolled between the houses of the dead. His heart hammered. His vision went black and white.
“Hey Ness.” Shawn shook his shoulder. “Nestor!”
“What.”
“How’d you know that was gonna work?”
“I didn’t.” He belched, gagged.
“Come on.”
“Every other option would have left us dead. I chose the one that had the chance of a different outcome.”
Shawn swung the car sharp right. The ground tilted as they climbed the hill to the trailers. “All that in about three seconds.”
Color returned to Ness’ eyes. The smell of a cool late spring night flooded his nose—pollen, wet weeds, the gunpowder on his hands. His left arm stung where hot brass had landed on it. Beyond that, he was unharmed.
Shawn parked the jeep in a neighbor’s trailer. He gazed down at the dark valley. A set of lights drifted across the sky, the chuff of the helicopter’s blades cutting over the quiet.
“Well, come on. Time to run.”
Ness obeyed numbly, glad to have orders. They didn’t slow down until they were in sight of the camp. Their mom stood in silhouette, painting a flashlight across the trees. “Shawn? Nestor?”
“We’re here,” Shawn grinned.
“Sweet quarterbacking Christ!” She swept them into her arms. She smelled of potpourri and blood and the cave-like odor of illness. “I heard all that shooting and I thought I’d lost you both.”
“With Ness on my side, they never stood a chance,” Shawn grinned. He pulled back and his smile faded like something left too long in the sun. “Mom.”
“Shawn.”
“How you feeling?”
She shrugged her burly shoulders. “Been better. But God’s got a plan for us all, doesn’t he? It’ll be all right.”
It wasn’t, of course. Ness hadn’t seen someone progress from up close. The change was startling in its speed. The next day she coughed without stop, shoulders jiggling. She dabbed blood from her lips with an old cloth. Bruise-like circles ringed her eyes, a sharp contrast to the white of her face. The day after that she could barely lift herself from the floor of the tent. She called Shawn inside that afternoon. He went out, rummaged through his bags of gear, returned inside, and reemerged a couple minutes later bearing a cup. He held it at arm’s length and walked into the woods.
Her breathing rattled from the tent with the sound of leaves scratched over old concrete. That night, Shawn stayed with her inside the tent. Ness laid under the stars and listened to her breathe. Shawn murmured too softly for Ness to hear. His brother’s voice stopped some time after midnight, replaced by snoring. Her breathing stopped two hours after that. Ness didn’t rise. He watched the stars track slowly across the sky.
In the morning, Shawn cried, then made Ness help wrap her in a tarp and drag her far down the hill, where they buried her in a natural clearing in the pines. Shawn nailed two sticks together in a cross and jammed it in the earth. He stepped back and brushed his hands on his pants.
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Do you think she can hear you?” Ness said.
Shawn turned on him, face drawn into a hatchet of anger. “Are you making fun of me?”
“I’m asking you, very literally, if you think she can hear you.”
Crease by crease, Shawn’s face turned pensive. “No. She’s just dead.”
Ness nodded. After a minute, he turned and walked away.
 
* * *
 
The bear pawed at the log upstream, impatient, splinters of bark chipping from its claws. Ness watched for some time before hiking back to the roofless cabin they’d built two miles above the Shoremans’ old farm. Shawn sat on the chair in the pine-cast shade reading a university textbook on the chemical composition of gunpowder.
“There’s a bear down by the stream.”
Shawn put his thumb in his book. “You want me to go get rid of it?”
“No. Just don’t get eaten.”
“Oh.” He frowned. “Well, thanks for the heads up.”
Shawn still hadn’t adjusted to him. He was still trying to play older brother/dad. In truth, Ness hadn’t entirely adapted to himself, either. He still caught himself worrying about the smallest things: whether they’d baked the trout long enough to kill the worms, what they’d do if they couldn’t find more tabs of vitamin C. But he brushed these anxieties away as lightly as the spider-silk glimmering between the trees every morning when he rose to pee. The itch on his neck was gone.
They’d moved to the other side of the mountains two days after the death of their mother. Shawn had said it was to be closer to fresh water. Ness dug a new latrine. Removed from soldiers’ earshot, they hacked down trees and built the cabin. It would have been easier to move into the Shoremans’ homestead, but Shawn declared it would be better for them to learn to build their own home, and Ness surprised him by agreeing. They still hadn’t decided on the best form of roof, but they had months before the high cold of autumn mountains made that a necessity.
They fished, foraged the abandoned farms, dug a cellar to store food, reinforcing the earthen walls with planks. The simplicity of their needs clarified things. Where once Ness had been frozen by indecision—there had been too many choices, too many possibilities to know which one was right; easier to watch The Matrix again, to spend all night raiding enemy guilds with his friends—he found each day’s decisions simple and immediate. If they needed wood for a fire to cook their food, he gathered it. If they needed nails to hammer their walls together, he raided one of the farms.
There was a logic to everything. That meant it could be attacked, broken down to its component pieces and overcome bit by bit. If winter was cold, then they needed to find a way to generate heat. If they were hungry, then they could hunt, fish, forage, scavenge, or grow their food. It was basic math.
Shawn no longer baited, insulted, or tormented him, either. Not unless he got to thinking about their mom. At those times, Ness wandered the mountain, mapping the creek, the stand of wild walnuts he’d found upstream, the rotting, long-lost farmhouse deep into the northern woods.
A month after their encounter with the jeep, they crept into town on foot to go to the Ace for screws and something to mortar the cabin’s log walls. The streets were dark. Utterly silent. The roadblock on the northern highway was abandoned. They jogged through the dark bars and grimy patios where girls in tank tops should have been drinking beer in the neutral night surrounded by frat boys Ness had once envied. The dorms were dark, too. No smoke rose from the quads. No engines or generators thrummed. In the alley between the two-floor apartments fringing the campus, a man in camo lay motionless. His decaying skin was as blackened as the asphalt.
The rest were dead, too. Their jeeps and Humvees left behind. Few bodies rested in the grass. When taken by the Panhandler, most victims had just enough strength to crawl to a bed to cough away the last of their lives.
Shawn kicked one of the fallen troops. “Cocksuckers.”
“You’ve got one of their yellow stickers right on the back of your truck.”
“Which they shot. Hence the cocksucking.”
Ness knelt beside the dead man. The skin had pulled from his cheek, revealing brown sludge on white bone. “I have my doubts all these men were gay.”
“You don’t got to be gay to be a cocksucker.”
“I wonder if they were following orders—if shooting everyone in town was meant to contain it—or if they were acting on their own. To keep themselves safe. Or to take over.”
Shawn tugged his shirt over his nose to dampen the smell. “Who cares?”
“If there are any of us left in two hundred years, and they tell stories about what we did, that’s going to define how they see themselves.”
“Sounds like their problem. Now let’s go take some shit.”
Food preservation would be their biggest long-term challenge. Their scavenging runs brought in more canned and dry food than they consumed, but this would run out or spoil eventually. Ness found canning equipment at the Rogers’ and bottled wild blueberries. Shawn shot a couple of pheasants and Ness took what they didn’t eat that night and experimented with smoking it over fires of differing heat and wood. Winter wheat grew wild in the fields. He found books on bread-baking at the university and ground his own grain. It was simple enough to bake dough in a pan. It cooked into flatbread, very plain. Their next trip into town, he took all the salt he could find. If they ever ran out, they might have to drive to the salt flats of Utah, or take the highway to the Washington coast and spend days boiling sea water away from the minerals within it. Were there mines somewhere closer? He had no idea. So much knowledge was lost already.
He was by the stream contemplating the best way to irrigate a plot of wheat when the grass stirred behind him. He turned, reaching for his shotgun. Something orange romped from the grass and leapt for his shoulder. He fell into the grass and the cat nibbled his ear and purred.
“Volt!”
Her fur was matted, dirty. One of her ears had been split at the tip. Ness hugged her in one arm and jogged back to the cabin, sweating in the swelter of high summer.
“Look who came back!”
“Told you I didn’t kill her,” Shawn said. He glared over the top of his textbook. “But if she pees on my bed again, there will be no mercy.”
Shawn wanted to build the cabin roof from nothing but items they could find and manufacture themselves—planks and woven branches, in other words—but Ness talked him into tar and shingles with the promise they’d go au naturale on the shack they planned to build beside their home. He fed Volt scraps of trout and pigeon smoked over wet wood. There were flies everywhere.
He spent the hot afternoons reading in the shade. He wanted to learn to tan leather before Shawn started hunting deer. He gathered wheat. The Rogers’ truck battery was dead, so they hiked over the mountain to the jeep and went back to the Ace for brick and mortar, which they lugged in wheelbarrows up the mountain, their shirts tucked in their waistbands, sweat swamping their skin. It was simple enough to build a fireplace inside the shack. Construction was just the process of securing one thing to another thing. People used to hire professionals because they didn’t have time to learn for themselves, but when you had nothing but time and no one else to do it for you, there was nothing you couldn’t learn.
One day in August, a jet engine crackled across the sky. They grabbed their binoculars—they both had a pair now—and walked down to the clearing. Volt padded at Ness’ heels. The jet was squat, black, triangular. It banked, cutting a low circle above the mountains.
“That’s one weird-ass plane,” Shawn said. “Got to be Japanese or something. They just got to be different.”
The ship banked again, bleeding elevation. Ness couldn’t say for certain when he knew; the knowledge came from somewhere deep down, a chthonic eureka that had been brewing for months. But he felt no surprise as the jet circled and slowed and circled and slowed, descending, at last, vertically into the Rogers’ fields.
“Got to be a Harrier,” Shawn said. He grunted. “Tell me, Brain. What’s a Harrier doing touching down onto Mimi Rogers’ lawn?”
“It’s not a Harrier,” Ness said.
“Like hell. It just landed like it was dangling from a string.”
“Watch.”
Shawn snugged his binoculars back atop his nose. Dust whirled around the craft, raking the front of the Rogers’ house. A door swung up from the jet’s side.
Ness smiled. “Try not to shit your pants.”
In the yellow August sunlight, spindly legs spiked from the ship. Tentacles wavered. Alien flesh touched dry earth.
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“A new world?” Laura said. “Have you been building a rocket while I wasn’t looking?”
Tristan spread her hands, indicating the city outside the dark house. “Somewhere else. Somewhere that isn’t overrun by a gang of jackals who were writing memos and playing fantasy football six months ago.”
“Like I said. Another planet.”
“San Francisco.”
“Same thing. You think it will be better in San Francisco?”
“I know someone there with a boat. We’re going to Hawaii.”
“I’m sure it’s a real paradise.” Laura reached out and knocked on Tristan’s forehead. “You think it’s going to be any different? You think the bug didn’t hit it, too? The whole world’s gone.”
“What’s the alternative, Laura? Wait for the Empty Skulls to die in a backyard wrestling accident? I’ve spent months waiting. For help. From anybody. Well, nobody’s left. If they are, they’re off saving themselves. We need to start doing the same. That means we fight back—which I’m not going to risk—or we move.”
Laura took a step back, frowning. “Well, sailing off the edge of the world in a boat sounds crazy.”
“Then you don’t have to come.”
“What does Alden think?”
Tristan cocked her head. “Don’t you bring him into this.”
“Lord. I’m just asking.”
Tristan turned to Alden, who watched them in silence from the other side of the kitchen. He frowned. “What do I think? I think this house sucks. It’s too hot and there are bugs everywhere. And I don’t know if you guys know this, but the back yard smells like shit.”
“I don’t think he likes it,” Tristan said.
“So here’s the plan, as I’m hearing it,” Laura said. “Drive to San Francisco, a city that, for all we know, may be overrun by radioactive cannibals. Then steal a boat that may no longer be there and use our nonexistent piratical skills to sail thousands of miles to an island that’s probably even worse off than the mainland.”
“Do you have a better idea?”
“Thousands of them!”
“Well, this one is mine.” Tristan went to the fridge; out of habit, they’d kept the beer there even after the power died. She grabbed a lukewarm bottle and screwed off the cap. “Could be it’s hell there, too. But the virus can’t have wiped out everything. I want to find where it hasn’t.”
Laura shook her head and grabbed a beer for herself. “I’m going to need time to think about this.”
“Take all the time you need. We’re leaving in two days.”
Tristan took a candle to the living room. Alden followed her in. “Are we really going to Hawaii?”
“We’re going to try.”
“So you can check out surf-dudes?”
“Because it has a year-round growing season and it’s very isolated.” She rifled the desk for paper and a pen. “Also the surf-dudes.”
She devised her list based on what she’d need for a really long camping trip. Food. Water. Clothes. Gasoline. Medicine. Toiletries. A tent. Sleeping bags. Binoculars. Candles. Lighters. Flashlights. Batteries. Pistols. Knives. A few tools and eating utensils and a radio. In the morning, she steeped tea from sun-warmed water, a process that took forever and resulted in a thinly-brewed fluid tragically low on both taste and caffeine, and started packing.
“You’re serious?” Laura said.
“About not dying in the winter?” Tristan said. “Pretty serious, yeah.”
“I thought maybe your head was all stirred up. Like, ‘Wow, I went to the river and almost got shot. Better run to Hawaii, where that can never ever happen.’“
“Nope.”
Laura paused. “Is everything okay?”
Tristan didn’t look up from rolling up her socks and bras. “Yeah. I’m mad.”
“At me?”
“Yes, you dirty bitch.” She swung up her head and laughed. “No, I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at this thing for happening. I’m mad at myself for sitting around for so long, waiting like a princess in a castle for President Mario to swing by with a cure and the National Guard. I’m mad at my parents for not being immune. I’m mad at whoever caused this, if someone did, and if nobody’s to blame, then I’m mad that something like this can just happen.”
Laura laughed. “That’s a lot of mad.”
“Do you think I’m being stupid?”
“How the hell should I know? I can’t start a fire without gasoline and a flamethrower. I don’t know what we should do.”
Just hearing Laura admit she didn’t know any better helped set Tristan’s mind at rest. Or if not at rest, then at a less-anxious pitch. It was hard not to worry, as she loaded the car with their gear, that she was making a terrible mistake. One that could easily get all three of them killed. She knew staying in Redding would be a mistake of its own—and in its way, a worse one, since the only reason to stay in a place where you couldn’t get your own water without being menaced by gunmen was one of sheer inertia. The fear of traveling into the unknown. The fear that, as bad as things were now, if they went somewhere else, it could get even worse.
But they needed to find a place where civilization endured or where there were no people at all. No bandits and madmen making this new life even harder. She hadn’t been raised by Inuits or Highlanders or Bedouins. If she was going to learn to live off the land, she wanted to do it someplace where the land was her friend. Not in these savage mountains where one bad winter could literally bury them.
Still, she doubted. And she knew that, no matter what she did or where she went, she’d have to second-guess all of her decisions for a long time to come.
They readied the car. Did a second sweep of the house for anything they didn’t want to leave behind. She didn’t try to take all the food or water; if disaster struck, she wanted a safe haven to return to. Late that afternoon, Laura hauled open the garage and Tristan backed into the street. Laura pulled the door back down and jogged to the car.
“Road trip!” she said. “Boat trip?”
Tristan accelerated down the street. “Multivehicular voyage.”
“Congratulations, nerd-girl, you have just ruined all the fun.”
Grass yellowed in the hard sun. Dust mottled dead cars. A body lay in its yard, a genderless knot of desiccated skin and stained bones. Tristan took the back roads from the subdivision and turned onto 273 to parallel the freeway. At the merger to I-5, a wall of torched cars had been dragged across the road, blocking it. A red skull had been sprayed over the charred paint.
“Fuck,” Laura said. “Double-fuck.”
Tristan idled. They had the windows down against the heat. Back in town, an engine roared across the silence.
Laura twisted in her seat. “Turn around and go home. Before they get here.”
Tristan’s pulse roared. All that time spent waiting, and now that she’d finally got in motion, the way forward was blocked. She punched the roof. “Joyful Cooter.”
“What?”
She swung the car around and accelerated back the way they’d come. “Happy Valley Road. Remember high school?”
She peeled left onto a serpentine side road. Scruffy pines and empty brown fields blurred past the windows. She turned onto Happy Valley, tires squealing. In the rushing wind, she could no longer hear the other engine. Single lots lurked behind tree-lined drives, separated by stretches of sun-dead weeds.
“Joyful Cooter!” Laura hooted. “I always knew we’d get murdered on this road.”
“Can we not be murdered?” Alden said.
“That’s my current thinking,” Tristan said. “Let me know if you change your mind.”
The road straightened. Tristan juked around an abandoned van, pushing the car to 60 MPH. Her arms were locked tight against the wheel and her triceps quivered. She watched her rearview all the way to the turn that would link them back to the freeway.
She willed the onramp to be clear. Hot air thrummed through the windows. The road ahead was empty, baking. Her heart gentled.
The wind plastered Alden’s hair into his eyes. “Why would they want to stop us from getting out?”
“For our own good, obviously,” Laura said. “I mean, who would want to leave Redding?”
“Do you think they’re eating people?”
“No way,” Tristan said. “There are far too many cans of Campbell’s in the world.”
Alden palmed his hair from his face. “They’re probably taking sex slaves.”
“What the hell, Alden?”
“Well, it’s true.”
The sunlight in the great northern valley looked like something out of Field of Dreams. There had been so much green when she last drove to Berkeley. In the weeks without power, the valley fields had gone a monochrome yellow. Browned grape vines hung crucified from trellises. All that was left living were the trees, gnarled things that clung to the dirt like a nonagenarian’s hands.
They reached the Bay by sunset. Cool winds swirled through the windows. The Bay Bridge hung intact, its plain white pillars rising from the sea. Part of her had expected to see a charred hole where downtown San Francisco once stood, but the skyscrapers remained, windows shining orange in the sunset. Cars gobbed the freeway on the approach to the marina. Tristan detoured east, then dropped down into Berkeley.
Laura gazed behind them. “You do know boats tend to be found on water, right?”
“We’re going to my friend McKenzie’s.” Tristan slowed at an intersection clogged by a wrecked bus. She climbed the curb, car tilting as she threaded through the gap. “Her dad owns the boat.”
“Have you talked to her?”
“Not since leaving school.”
“Then how do you know she’s..?”
Lush pines enfolded the winding roads north of campus. “She’s not. I know she’s not. But on the one percent chance she is, she can make our lives a hundred times simpler.”
A pack of dogs trotted through the twilight, gazing at the car, noses low. Tristan parked in front of the brick home. The white picket fence was still closed. Behind it, purple, pinecone-shaped blossoms spurted from an aster-leafed bush. The front yard smelled like damp needles and the green onions growing in the box beside the door. No one answered Tristan’s knock. Laura and Alden stood behind her on the brick path, watching the street.
The door was unlocked, but Tristan had to shove hard to get inside. The remains of a golden retriever were wedged against the door. Dried blood stained the carpet beneath its paws. The inside of the door was raked with claw-ruts. Bones scattered the living room. McKenzie rested on the floor beside her bed, blond hair clinging to her cleaned skull. Her ribs and pelvis remained, but her limbs had been taken.
“What now?” Laura said softly.
“We go to the marina. Find a boat.”
“Won’t we need a key?”
Tristan closed the door behind them. “Since when were sails motor-powered?”
Smoke rose somewhere up the hill; a motorcycle whined in the distance. They saw no one on their way to the marina. Cars sat silent in the lot. Tristan took her pistol from the glove box. The dock thumped hollowly beneath her. Boats creaked in the minor tide. The pier they were on was dominated by sailboats, small white sloops twenty and thirty feet long, their sides dull in the fading light. It smelled of salt and mussels and algae.
“So we can just take whichever one we want?” Alden said. “That’s so cool.”
“I don’t think it’s wrong anymore, is it?” Tristan said. “I mean, it’s like picking up a shell from the beach. Nobody owns it.”
Laura thumped the side of a sloop. “It’s totally cool. Worst thing that happens to us is some rich-ass zombies come stumbling after us for their yacht.”
Tristan gazed between the bobbing boats. She thought they would need one of the larger ones to cross half the Pacific, but beyond that, she had no idea how to choose their vessel. For a moment, she was paralyzed—this whole idea was so stupid, she wouldn’t be able to navigate one of these things out of the marina, let alone across thousands of miles of open ocean—but she squashed that thought before it could sweep her under the waves. It didn’t matter. They could figure it out. All they had to do was try.
She pointed to the nearest of the larger boats. “That one. We’ll check it out, then grab our stuff from the car.”
Alden and Laura followed her lead. Tristan climbed the metal ladder up the side. The cabin was dark, empty. It smelled of seawater. There were no bodies. Space was tight; they wouldn’t have much privacy. Alden would be embarrassed. Well, he’d live.
They lugged bags and boxes from the car, piling them up inside the musty cabin. On their third trip, a man stood on the pier in front of the boat, water dripping from his wetsuit. A speargun rested on his shoulder. Tristan froze, dropping a bag of assorted pasta and reaching for the pistol in her jacket.
“Good evening,” he said in what sounded not quite like an Australian accent. “Moving in, are you?”
“We’re taking this boat,” Laura said. “It’s not yours, is it?”
“Might be.”
“Then I’m just going to keep loading it up with our stuff until you figure that out.”
He grinned with half his mouth. “Fair enough. You going somewhere, then?”
“Might be,” Tristan said.
“Listen, I’m what you might call a water-troll. Seeing as this here quay is my bridge, if you’d like to use it, I’m going to have to exact a toll.”
“How about you skip it?” Laura said. “Housewarming gift.”
He shrugged, speargun rising up his shoulder. “I’d like to make an exemption, but it’s a union thing.”
“And what’s your toll?”
“A kiss.” He grinned, shark-like. “Nah, I’m taking the Mickey. Just tell me where you’re from and where you’re going.”
“Here’s a compromise.” Laura stepped forward. “You get out of our way, and we don’t rehome twenty bullets into your lungs.”
The man pulled back his chin. “Now that’s downright unneighborly.”
Laura reached for the back of her waistband. “Then maybe you should move to a more friendly location.”
“What does it matter?” Tristan said. “We came from Redding.”
The man glanced at her, mouth open in thought. “Up north?”
“Couple hundred miles.”
“How is it?”
“Overrun by a gang. I was hoping we’d do better down here, but I forgot to account for the trolls.”
“Trolls are plenty good people. Keep out the riffraff.” He slicked water from the back of his head. “So where you off to?”
“He doesn’t need to know that,” Laura said.
“What’s he going to do, swim after us?” Tristan said. “Hawaii. We’re sailing to Hawaii.”
“Good one, I hear it’s beautiful this time of year.” He smacked the boat’s smooth side. “You know how to run her then, yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“You sure? Last guy who tried to swing out of this little cove had an odd idea about parking.” The man pointed off the dock. Tristan peered into the darkness. A mast projected from the water, its drenched rigging weaving in the currents. The man waggled his eyebrows twice. “I’d rather not have my little waterway snarled up any further.”
Tristan cocked her head. “Do you know how to sail?”
“Reckon so.”
“Then it sounds like you’d better teach us. Because we don’t know shit.”
“Tristan!” Laura said.
“Who cares? What could he possibly do with this information?”
“Then why does he want to know?”
“I’m right here, you know.” The man scratched the stubble on his neck. “I ask where you’re from ‘cause I’d like to know where to go. I don’t know if you’ve been outside lately, but the world’s a bit of a mess.”
“Have we got a deal, then?” Tristan said.
“Sure. Long as you let me come with you.”
“Trapped on a boat we don’t know how to use with a man we don’t know,” Laura said. “I think my mom warned me about stuff like this.”
Tristan stuck out her hand. “Teach us to sail. If you’re not some maniac, we’ll see about taking you to the islands.”
 
* * *
 
The man’s name was Jack. He was from some place in New Zealand Tristan had never heard of. He had a weak chin and strong arms and never shut up.
Every morning, he arose from his boat across the marina and swam across the cool water to their pier. For days on end, he spoke of nothing but ropes. The standing rigging that supported the mast. The running rigging that maneuvered the sail. He taught them knots for cleats and ropes. He shredded a plastic bag, tied it to the top of the mast, and delivered lengthy lectures on wind.
“The wind is your friend,” he said, stamping across the deck, where he insisted they spend as much time as possible to get a feel for the sea. “But it is also your enemy! Do you know why, Alden?”
“It’s like fighting a stronger opponent in kung fu,” Alden said. “If you try to resist his force, you’ll be broken. But if you can redirect his energy, you can use it against him.”
“Very good. As the ancients knew, the wind hates karate.”
“Kung fu.”
Jack flipped his hand. “Ah, the wind doesn’t care about your words. Or your intentions. Wind doesn’t care what you want. It’s going to just yank you right along. Your job as a sailor is to keep it from overpowering you. You don’t get to be boss of the wind. All you can do is come along for the ride, preferably in a way that’s not going to tear you to pieces.”
He shielded his hand against the glare on the water. “There’s a great metaphor for this. It probably involves a tiger. Hang on a minute, almost got it.”
“If you’re going to ride one,” Tristan said, “make sure you don’t let go?”
“Nah, that’s no good. Forget it, let’s just pretend I explained it using tigers. Now then, Alden, when you’re sailing, where’s the best place to have the wind?”
Alden shrugged. “At your back?”
“Heh! Hardly. Not unless you fancy getting clubbed in half by a runaway boom. And that’s if you know how to wing the jib. If not, your mainmast is sitting right behind the jib sucking up all its wind. Not too efficient, eh? What you want is wind in both sails. That means running at an angle.”
There was much, much more of this, most of it gibberish Tristan could hardly begin to absorb. After several days of lectures and lessons, she began to despair: Jack might not be wear-your-skin crazy, but she feared he spoke an English only he could understand. They’d hitched their wagon to a loser, a madman. Every day they spent on the pier, skin burning and peeling in the late summer sun, she felt that much further from Hawaii.
Then he took them out on the water.
He untied all the lines, started the engine with a bulky key that clearly wasn’t standard-issue, and motored them out of the marina. At a clear berth from the rock breakwaters, he cut the engine, leaving the sails down as he let the wind straighten the boat.
“Out of the way, damn it,” he said, guiding Laura ungently from the sails. “Think of it like a sex club. You don’t get to touch until you’ve watched.”
He reeled up the main’s halyard, sail flapping in the wind, and tied off the line. The boat pulled forward, cutting into the chop; Tristan braced herself. Jack trimmed the main, angling them against the wind, and set to work on the jib. The sails flapped madly. He worked with the assured snap of someone who’s spent years honing their expertise. Within moments, he calmed the sails. The ship struck southeast, straight for the red rise of the Golden Gate Bridge.
“Pretty easy, right?” he hollered.
“Oh sure,” Tristan yelled into the wind. “As easy as crashing into a bridge.”
He loosened the main. “What you don’t want is all this flapping. Is there any situation where flapping’s a good thing? Flap your gums, balls flapping in the breeze. Those of us in the know call it luffing, and it’s a good way to ruin your sails.”
He demonstrated how to tighten the main just to the point where it ceased flapping. He loosened it again and beckoned Tristan over. “Give it a shot. You probably won’t dump us overboard. And if you do, the sharks have probably already eaten.”
She laughed hollowly and took up the rigging. The line pulled hard. She pulled back, tightening the sail. Its flapping shrank in volume but increase in speed until it was a single long noise. Then it smoothed and she could hear the hull slicing over the sea.
“Well done!” Jack smacked her on the back. “Who said women were bad luck on boats?”
Tristan grinned. The wind ripped at her hair. Spray misted from the prow. Sunlight glanced from the downtown windows. Her heart thumped with the power of a task overcome. Alden laughed and joined them.
“Can I try?”
“I dunno,” Jack said. “Think you got what it takes to wrestle the sea?”
He let them play with the rigging for three hours, taking over whenever they began to drift too far or the wind shifted too drastically. Laura declined her turn, watching the sea and the shores instead. For the better part of an hour, soaked by mist, battered by wind, enthralled with the boat’s clumsy responses to her clumsier maneuvers, Tristan forgot the world had ever ended.
At last, Jack took back over and turned around, showing them how to work against the wind. At the mouth of the marina, he struck the sails and used the engine to navigate back to the dock.
They barbecued fresh fish in the parking lot and boiled pasta. Jack charred the fish skins black, the pepper searing Tristan’s nose, and forked the meat onto paper plates. She drained the spaghetti and dumped in one of their two jars of alfredo.
“Went great out there today,” Jack said around a mouthful of hot whitefish. “You take to sailing like a fish to whatever it is fish live in.”
“When do you think we’ll be ready to set sail?”
“Couple weeks? This is insane, you know. You won’t know hell-all about navigation. You better pray to Poseidon I don’t die of scurvy mid-trip, or you’ll be more screwed than a thirteen-year-old’s beanbag chair.”
They sailed for hours every day. When they weren’t at sea, they struck out at the shops around the marina, gathering up any food they could eat without any cooking. Jack guessed it might take them three weeks to make Hawaii under ideal conditions. Another week or two if there were storms or they missed it the first time past. A restlessness coiled and grew in Tristan’s stomach. Jack combed the other boats for analog gear: maps, stopwatches, compasses, a sextant, a barometer. They collected bottled water and fishing gear and lifejackets.
They set a date. Before Tristan knew it, it was time to go.
Laura asked her on a walk on the eve of their departure. The night was cool, still. A stray dog trotted down the street, nails clicking.
“We’re really doing this?” Laura said from under the trees lining the marina.
“I didn’t spend the last three weeks trimming jibs just to get this glorious tan.”
“It’s been so quiet here. Maybe we should stay.”
“What are we going to do when the Trader Joe’s runs out of garbanzos?”
“Move to one of the other thousand Trader Joe’s in this state?”
Tristan shrugged. “How long until all the old things are broken and gone? Five years? Ten? I don’t want to wait until I’m desperate to start learning how to live.”
Laura scuffed the sidewalk. “And you trust Jack to not gut and scale us the second we can’t see land.”
“We stopped keeping watch like three days after we got here. He’s had a million chances to butcher us.”
“I suppose if he gets the ocean madness, I can just shoot him.” Laura laughed. “Leaving us adrift with no fucking clue how to get home.”
“That’s the spirit.”
They made the last of their preparations with the dawn. Jack had found a tri-corner captain’s hat, which he donned before gunning the engine.
“And now begins the first journey of the Fool’s Errand.” He grinned back at the others. “I rechristened the ship, by the way. I know it’s tradition to bust a bottle of champagne, but I reckon a new era calls for new traditions. We’ll drink it instead.”
“Can I have some?” Alden said.
“Of course!” Jack said. “There’s no law at sea!”
They hove across the waters. Gulls soared beside them, cawing foul. The ship glided past silent Alcatraz toward the red span of the bridge. Its shadow engulfed them. Tristan whooped.
Jack turned and winked. He angled the boat southward. Beneath the wind, a vast hum sounded in Tristan’s bones. She scanned the patchy skies, but couldn’t find the jet.
Laura stumbled back into Tristan’s hip, knocking her against the cabin. “Oh my God.”
Tristan swore, righting herself before the pitching waves could toss her to the deck. Laura shrank into the cabin wall. Tristan followed her gaze west.
A black orb hung in the sky, as massive as a moon. For a crazed moment, Tristan thought it was the moon, inbound to dash the Earth into dust—but the object held steady, miles out to shore, engines humming for miles and miles. Tristan was too frozen to scream.
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There above the Rogers’ farm. Shawn’s hand clawed into Ness’ shoulder. “No way.”
“They’re coming for the canister,” Ness murmured.
“What canister? What they?”
“The aliens. The aliens who gave everyone the Panhandler.” Ness didn’t dare move. “Could it have been an accident? The infection? Wait, couldn’t be. There’s no way the virus would kill humans unless it was designed for us.”
Down the mountain, the creature settled onto the lawn and turned in a slow semicircle, two meaty tentacles raised above its head.
“That means they’re hostile,” Ness said.
“The alien invaders?” Shawn’s voice cracked. “No fucking shit.”
“Aliens wouldn’t necessarily come here to kill us.”
“Then why else would they fly all that way? To sell us space insurance?”
Two more creatures disgorged from the craft. One spread its tentacles and tipped back its head to the sun, like a man receiving the prophet’s word.
“Maybe they’re here to tell us the good news,” Ness said. “The fact they haven’t disintegrated the two of us implies either they haven’t seen us, or they don’t care about us.”
Shawn slicked sweat from his forehead. “So what do we do?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know? You’re the one going all Sherlock Holmes up in here.”
A prickle climbed Ness’ neck, as if a hungry tick were on its way to the safety of his hair. He shivered in the August heat. “How should I know? What about you? All that time you spent dreaming about the end of the world, you never thought about what to do if you were attacked by crazy aliens?”
“That’s enough.” Shawn’s voice was calmly forceful, a brick wrapped in terrycloth. “If you’re gonna sit there shaking like Elvis’ left hip, I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. Nothing.”
“Nothing? What do you mean, nothing?”
“This is our land. Our home. We’re staying.”
Far down the slope, one of the aliens turned their direction, two ropy tentacles held over its head. The other two beings scuttled around the side of the house, disappearing from sight. Ness held his breath. If he could have held his heartbeat, he’d have done that too. The first alien turned and followed the others.
Shawn turned to look at him. “You don’t want to just give up our home, do you?”
“Our ancestral estate? The one with the dirt floors and the shit-pit?”
“Our shit-pit. That we built with our own hands. If they want it, they can try to come take it.”
Ness wanted to object that they had already, in essence, taken the entire world, but that would be a rational argument, and Shawn wasn’t exactly approaching this from a rational perspective. And how could he? Down the valley, life that wasn’t born on Earth was strolling around one of Earth’s many nondescript patches of grass.
“We could run away,” Ness tried.
“Yeah? You know someplace that’s guaranteed alien-free? How do we know these guys won’t fly back to the mothership in five minute and leave us in peace?”
Panic curdled Ness’ nerves. He wanted to be somewhere else. Anywhere else. Why didn’t Shawn just pack up their stuff and drive them away? Why should Ness have to convince him they could always come back later, or build a new home? How was it his responsibility to not be the dumb one? It was overwhelming. Too big to grapple.
Even in the moment, he knew he was falling back into old patterns. But that only made him want to give up more.
“Fine.”
Shawn grinned and adjusted his binoculars. With the jet engine spooled down, Ness could once more hear the buzz of the flies. Something tickled his leg. He jerked his foot, slapping at it, then froze and stared downhill. Insects whirred in the heat. Shawn shifted occasionally, wiping sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. Ness tried to think through the implications of the ship in the front yard and its alien crew in the back yard, but even in the shade, the heat seemed to boil his brain. He returned to the same premise over and over—there were aliens, and they didn’t like us—but the fuse never burned any further than that, never sparked an explosion of epiphany. The solution was always the same simple thing. Get somewhere the aliens weren’t, and stay there.
An hour later, the three beings returned to the front yard, gestured at each other for a minute, climbed into the ship, and launched into the hot blue sky.
“Told you.” Shawn stood and stretched, grimacing at his stiffness. “Now don’t you have a ditch to dig or something?”
Ness had planned to smoke more meat that afternoon, but couldn’t stomach the idea of sending up a big white signal screaming “HERE I AM.” Instead, he wandered the slopes with his shotgun, pretending to hunt pheasants while he watched the skies. At dusk, Shawn stoked the evening’s cookfire and Ness strained his ears for any rumble of engines. Shawn grinned at the tinder, jabbing it with a brass poker taken from the Rogers’. Ness liked to think he could hide his anxiety, but somehow Shawn always knew.
The creatures stayed gone the next day. Ness fiddled with the radio, heard nothing but static. It would have been the perfect time to start working on the bow he’d meant to build—bows were silent, and their ammunition easily manufactured—but that was going to be a complicated project, one he didn’t want to interrupt should the invaders return. Instead, he pieced together an atlatl, a lever with a small notch or basket at the end that was used to throw spears with extra strength and distance.
After three days, he began to doubt what they’d seen. Perhaps it had been a prank. A bizarre hallucination. Shotgun over his shoulder, he dropped down to the Rogers’ farm. The yellow grass was scorched in a wide circle. Prints marred the dirt: deep gouges from their pointed, crablike legs; shallow furrows left by their squirming, eel-like limbs.
He was experimenting with using pine sap as an air-tight sealant for the chinks in the walls when Volt charged into camp in a blur of orange limbs and leapt into the food cellar.
“Your cat takes after you,” Shawn laughed. Ness scowled at his sappy hands. Downhill, an alarm-wire jangled. The mirth drained from Shawn’s face. “Probably just a raccoon.”
“One of those day-raccoons.” Ness rose. “I’m with the cat.”
He grabbed his shotgun from the corner and hurried down the ladder to the dirt cellar. It was cool, dark. Another alarm jangled. Shawn slid halfway down the ladder and silently pulled the door closed, sealing them in a deep gloom. Before Ness could make fun of him for freaking out, twigs snapped from the edge of the camp.
Ness breathed through his mouth. Something heavy dragged through the needles and leaves. The cabin hinges squeaked. Footsteps thumped the dirt, muffled yet harsh, far too rapid to be human or mammal. A second set of steps rattled the boards of the horizontal door to the cellar.
Ness tasted bile. Shawn raised his pistol. Dirt sifted through the gaps around the door. Under a card table topped with boxes of crackers and oatmeal, Volt’s tail whipped side to side.
The low, thoughtful hum of a truck engine drifted from downhill. The steps ceased. Shadows flickered through the gaps. The door rattled. Footsteps pounded back down the hill, fading quickly.
Shawn tipped back his head, mouth agape. They waited in the darkness. Two minutes later, a faraway explosion rattled up the slopes.
“Should we run?” Ness whispered.
“Grab your cat.” Shawn took three quick breaths and eased open the door. Sunlight flooded the cellar. Shawn disappeared into daylight. Ness followed him up. The same sharp gouges he’d seen at the Rogers’ littered the clearing around the cabin. Shawn gestured uphill. They ran.
Ness didn’t glance back until they reached the clearing on the plateau above camp. Down near the Rogers’, oily smoke geysered into the air. Shawn didn’t stop until they reached the old campsite on the other side of the mountain. Ness was breathing hard, but could have kept going.
“We leave tonight,” Shawn said. “Any objections?”
“That we didn’t leave three days ago.”
“Duly noted.”
They took turns napping until evening. Long after sunset, they returned across the ridge to the cabin. When they’d first taken to the mountains, Shawn had insisted they each pack an emergency “Oh Shit” bag full of the basics—food, water, weapons, tools, medicine, a blanket, extra shoes. Now, they grabbed these from the cabin, along with as much extra food and water as they could stuff into their other backpacks. The night hung on to the day’s heat, but Ness wore his coat; he didn’t have enough space to carry it.
Volt trotted after him up the slopes. On the western side, they descended to the stolen army jeep. Shawn coasted past the trailers and as far into town as he could, then grimaced and turned the key. The battery worked. Headlights off, he threaded through the downtown bars and headed to the main drag.
Ness glanced behind them, wind buffeting through the open roof. “Where are we going?”
“Anywhere they don’t got villainous lobsters raining down from the sky.”
He hit the highway and flipped on the lights. The road curled between endless hills of yellow grass. Ten minutes later, it descended into Pullman, the college town across the border, once infamous for its campus-wide parties. Blackened bodies twisted from the power poles. As they roared across town, a flashlight blared from the roof of a dorm. Ness scrambled up behind the machine gun and swung around. The flashlight clicked off.
Shawn floored it up a long, steep hill. Pullman disappeared. They drove through a land that had always been empty. The speed-borne wind was cool and smelled like sagebrush and dust. They peeled through a small town, its main street fronted by brick banks and baroque woodwork from the first decades of the 20th century. Within two minutes, they were back in the desert. Dead farms fronted the road now and then, but most of the land was empty dirt scruffed with sage and weeks-dead weeds. After the better part of an hour, the highway split into a T, one road continuing west, the other south.
Shawn stopped in the middle of the intersection and gritted his teeth. “What do you think about Seattle?”
“The likeliest spot in the entire Northwest for villainous lobsters.”
Shawn nodded and took the southbound fork. They climbed into a scabland of basalt cliffs. Tumbleweeds clogged barb wire fences. Mice darted across the road. Crickets sang and sang.
It took an hour for the farmland to resume. Signs sprung from the side of the road advertising fresh blueberries and apples and cherries. Vineyards rested in the night.
“I’m about to crash over here,” Shawn said. “Your choice as to whether it’s into a bed or a guard rail.”
“Let me think.”
They started down a long and shallow hill. Miles away, the distinct blackness of buildings surrounded a vast river winking in the moonlight. A few miles north of town, Shawn pulled into a motel at a small cluster of buildings: a truck stop, a McDonald’s, an ARCO, an actual general store. He gazed up at a sign even bigger than the one at the McDonald’s.
“King City? Whoever named this place was full of shit.”
Ness frowned at the closed motel doors. Maybe they could break a window? As he tried one handle after another, Shawn strolled into the two-room office that had served as reception, jumped the counter, and walked out with a key to room 237. The room smelled agreeably of dust and sported two full beds. They grabbed their stuff from the jeep. Volt vaulted onto the nearest bed. Shawn turned on the Coleman lantern with a hiss. It sprayed the room with harsh white light and equally harsh shadows.
“Are we going to stay here?” Ness said. “There’s a whole town to scavenge down the road.”
“Dunno yet.” Shawn toweled the sweat from under his arms. “Awfully hot.”
“There is a river.”
“Yeah, and it flows west. To a part of the country that doesn’t look like what’s underneath God’s bed when He forgets to vacuum for a year.”
Ness brushed his teeth and gargled with a mouthful of water. Shawn clicked off the lantern. Ness lay in bed listening for the rumble of engines. Maybe they shouldn’t have run at all. Maybe they should have stayed in the mountains of Moscow and accept whatever fate came their way. It would have been much easier than this drive into the desert of nowhere, the first leg of a search that could go on forever. It was no longer humanity’s world. He should have let the government take him after he’d found Tim’s body. They would have taken care of him. Brought him somewhere safe. It would have been better than putting in so much work with so little guarantee they’d still be alive next week. What if the aliens kept coming? How long would they have to keep running? Didn’t you reach a point where it just wasn’t worth it? What if they already had and just didn’t know it yet?
In the morning, Shawn was gone. Ness found him in the parking lot smoking a Camel and gazing west. Volt lay sprawled in sunlight that was already far too warm.
“Want to show you something,” Shawn said.
He led Ness up a hill behind the motel. Dust and cheatgrass seeds popped with every step. At the top, Shawn pointed back north and to the west.
“You see that?”
Ness accepted Shawn’s binoculars. White clouds rose from the plain. At first Ness thought it was smoke, that the city was burning, but instead of a field of flames, the clouds rose from a cluster of squat round vents.
“Know what that is?” Shawn said.
“I don’t know.”
“‘Cause those don’t look like the cooling towers you’re used to.”
“Cooling towers?” Ness said. “Like, a nuclear power plant?”
“Not just any nuke plant. Hanford. The one that built the plutonium we dropped on Nagasaki.” Shawn’s lighter flicked. Tobacco roiled from his mouth. “And it’s still running.”
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The boat rose and fell with the waves. The dark orb hung in perfect stillness, the vibration of its engines shaking the meat on Tristan’s bones.
“What is that?” Alden said.
“An incredibly large object,” Jack said. “Personally, I’ve made it my life’s mission to stay away from those.”
Tristan reached out for the side of the cabin. Spray misted her face. “It’s a ship, right? Do you guys hear its engines?”
“Reckon so,” Jack said. “Never knew my guts had ears.”
Laura shrank to the deck, hugging her knees. “They’re aliens.”
“Well, that’s one possibility.”
“That thing’s the size of an island! What else could it be?”
The jib began to flap. Jack absently tightened its thin rope. “An actual island? Maybe Hawaii heard our pleas and decided to come to us. Everyone’s always going to it, but when does it get a holiday?”
Dark, sporelike specks fell away from the craft, angling north, south, and directly inbound. Tristan glanced back at the towers of the city. “I think we should turn around.”
“Dunno,” Jack said. “Those things will be on us before we make landfall.”
“They’ll be on us either way. We’re totally exposed out here. I don’t want to wait around to be snatched up like the last beer at a party.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Laura’s voice was a monotone with a glassy edge of despair. “You can’t run. You can’t hide.”
“You don’t know that,” Tristan said.
“Look at that ship. All those jets. It doesn’t matter what we do. In five minutes, we’re dead.”
Tristan glanced at Alden, who was mesmerized by the vessel, then knelt in front of Laura and jabbed a finger at her face. “We’re all going to cry until we can’t move—once we’re safe and away. For now, keep your fear away from my brother.”
“Hell,” Jack said. He angled the jib. The boat pulled southward. By the time it swung its prow to the high glass buildings, the first of the jets streaked overhead, dark wedges that left corkscrew contrails across the sky. Tristan hunkered against the cabin, as if that would hide her. The jets flew past and banked above the city, circling.
Jack zigzagged between south and southeast, fighting the inland wind. The shore grew, a thin strip of jumbled rocks fronting stone steps up to bright white buildings. A second wave of craft floated from the main ship. These were fatter, lumbering like bumblebees. The sailboat ground into the rocks as the first of the followup ships buzzed into the city.
Tristan flung their backpacks ashore. Alden hung onto the railing, jarred by the waves, leaning over the side to examine the water. Tristan took a deep breath and swung over the side. The water was witheringly cold. Her feet struck the bottom; she found she could stand.
“Come on!”
Jack followed her down. He and Tristan held up their arms to Alden. He leaped and they half-caught him, holding his head clear of the water. Laura closed her eyes and flung herself over the rail. She emerged from the water, coughing. Jack grabbed her by the shirt and hauled her up the broken rocks.
Tristan scooped up her pack. One of the bumbleships veered from its path and headed toward the grounded sailboat.
She ran up the steps, shoes squirting seawater. Engines thrummed overhead, paused above the plaza just ahead of them, and descended on a cushion of air.
“Might I suggest a different route,” Jack said. He dashed south.
“Dude, they are aliens,” Alden said. “They look like if an octopus had sex with the aliens from Aliens!”
Creatures surged from the landed ship. Balloonish heads projected from ovoid bodies. Sticklike legs clattered over the concrete square. Tentacles dove into pouches and waggled furiously at the others around them. The things streamed south, following the humans into the city.
Glass-fronted shops faced the street, staring blankly as Tristan and the others pounded along. A torso lay under the wheels of a delivery van. The arm had been gnawed to tendon and bone. Skyscrapers climbed in the north. Tristan didn’t recognize the streets. Jack zagged down the roads as if he were still steering the boat against the wind.
“Where are we going?” Tristan said.
“I was letting my legs decide that one,” Jack panted.
The clatter of claws echoed behind them. “I think they’re gaining.”
“Well, it’s not exactly fair, is it? They’ve got ten legs and we’ve just got the two.”
The clean white stores shifted to brick walkup apartments. The streets narrowed. They could try a car, but even if they found one with keys, the batteries would no doubt be dead. The sewers? No time to pry up a manhole. They needed to get out of sight. Get lost in a maze. They swerved down a back street behind two apartments blocks.
“There.” Tristan pointed to a corroded fire escape, its lower ladder stuck some nine feet above the ground. “We get inside, go out the front of the building, try to lose them.”
“Worth a shot.” Jack sprinted toward the ladder. He knelt, laced his hands into a basket, and nodded at Alden. “Ready for a jump, chief?”
“No sweat,” Alden said. “I know what to do if I fall.”
“Scream?” Jack grinned. Alden stepped into his hands. Jack boosted him up, arms straining. Tristan got beneath her brother and pushed on his butt. His arms waggled. He grabbed the lower rung of the ladder and pulled, one of his feet kicking Jack’s head. Jack pushed him up by the feet and Alden crawled up onto the platform.
Jack beckoned at Tristan and crouched down. She stepped into his hands, grabbing his shoulders. He grunted, lifted. She grabbed at the ladder. It was deeply pitted. Rust scraped her hand. The ladder creaked, jolted.
“Reckon you might want to hurry,” Jack said, voice pinched.
She scrambled up the ladder. It groaned and dropped an inch beneath her. Alien feet chattered from the entrance to the street. Tristan leapt from the ladder to the landing. The ladder gave way with a shriek. Its legs hit the street and it tilted like a falling tree, hitting the pavement with a sharp clang.
Beneath her, Laura leapt and leapt, her upraised hands feet below the platform. “Help me up!”
Creatures flooded the far end of the street. They’d be on the apartment in seconds. Tristan turned and kicked in the apartment window. She used her pack to sweep the jagged top edge clean of glass and shoved Alden inside.
“Let me up!” Laura screamed. Rust flaked from Tristan’s feet, speckling Laura’s upturned face. “You bitch!”
Jack bolted away from the oncoming horde. Laura turned and found herself alone. Tristan tumbled through the broken window. The apartment smelled of faded death. Filtered sunlight touched the avocado-colored carpet. She ran for the entry. From the street, Laura screamed, a rising howl. It cut off before it reached its peak.
“What about Jack and Laura?” Alden said.
“Come on.” Tristan grabbed his shoulder and pulled him through the front door. Their footsteps echoed in the cramped stairwell. The lobby’s tiles were grimy and gray. The street was empty. Jets rumbled in the distance. She sprinted toward what she thought was east, pulled her bag over her shoulder, and pawed out her pistol. The grip was tacky with seawater.
“We left them,” Alden said, voice soft with understanding.
“There was no time. Those things were right there.”
“But they’re dead now.”
“Probably. And if we’d stayed for them, we’d probably be dead, too.” Anger shuddered across the panic that had taken her body ever since she’d seen the massive vessel hanging over the Pacific. “But we’re not. Because we kept moving.”
She jogged down another side street. Two cars sat smashed at its center. Broken glass ground under Tristan’s shoes. She emerged onto a broad avenue of shoe stores and coffee shops and wine bars. A squadron of aliens scrambled down the street. One pointed a tentacle. The others rushed straight toward the two humans.
Tristan leveled the pistol and pulled the trigger. It clicked impotently. Twice, three times. Worthless. Dampened in her leap from the boat. She stuck it in her pocket and ran.
Dozens of footsteps clattered behind her. A jet ripped across the sky, pursued by the scream of its own engines. The footsteps closed, striking the pavement in a spider-dance of chitinous points. Alden’s foot hit a pothole. He dropped hard and stayed down.
Tristan closed her eyes. She whirled, putting herself between her brother and the monsters, and formed her kung fu fighting stance, left hand extended in a guard, right held close to her chest to strike.
“Come on!” she screamed. “Come and take him!”
The aliens slowed, fanning out. Their swollen, irisless eyes stayed level as their legs churned beneath them. Tentacles darted forward as if tasting the air. Tristan screamed again, a wordless cry, and charged.
An alien extended its tentacle. A canister gleamed in its treaded grip. The canister hissed, engulfing Tristan in pale mist. Her limbs felt soggy, as heavy as drenched clothes; she fell in stages, flopping at the aliens’ pointed feet.
Her head swam. One of the creatures clicked forward, tentacles snaking smoothly from its body. Her world went dark.
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Ness stared across the yellow hills at the steaming vents of Hanford. “What do you think?”
Shawn spit in the dust. “I want to know what you think, Sherlock.”
“Do we want to live somewhere with power?”
“I don’t give a damn about having working alarm clocks. What I want to know is whether we can use it to fight back.”
“Well, then the question is who’s running it,” Ness said slowly. “Some vestige of the government? Real scientists? Or scavengers like us?”
“What’s it matter?”
“The government is apt to blow us up for coming too close to their high-security nuclear power plant,” Ness said. “Scavengers are apt to blow us up because they don’t know how to run a high-security nuclear power plant.”
Shawn huffed smoke from his nostrils. “We got aliens crawling around the hills blowing people up. I’m not exactly afraid of a few leftover bureaucrats huddled in a silo. If it turns out it’s a bunch of schoolteachers and auto mechanics in there, we’ll be on our merry way.”
Ness rubbed the gunk from his eyes. “I wish we had coffee.”
“You know where they’ll have coffee? The same place they’re building nuclear bombs.”
They ate a breakfast of smoked pheasant, Tostitos, and a warm two-liter of Pepsi. Ness called in Volt. Shawn busted into the truck stop and returned with a map. The plant was across the river and twenty miles back the way they’d come; they’d have to drive through town and swing back. Ness was grateful for the breeze generated by the jeep. It had to be nearly ninety degrees already. He sweated steadily, underwear sticking to his crotch. Sage and weeds lined the highway into town. Tall brown hills rose to the south. Water towers and grain elevators rose from the sprawl of houses and strip malls. Spent brass glittered in the parking lot of the community college. Bodies matted the asphalt, limbs twisted, skin mummified by the endless sun.
The highway turned west up a long hill. For two miles, the land was scorched black, fields barren, houses burned to the foundation. They crossed the Columbia, blue and steady, a cool draft rising from the mile-wide waters. The highway spit them onto a northbound main drag fronted by foreign-food restaurants, pubs, and gas stations. One of these was a blown-out crater that had strewn rubble and dirt across the road. Shawn detoured around it and continued north.
Yellow yards gave way to yellow fields. Hot air tumbled through the open jeep. Ness saw no obvious signs of life. If there were people left, they were waiting out the worst of the day in basements and shade.
The wasteland lasted for miles, a brown-yellow moonscape mocked by the blue river flowing a few hundred yards to the right. After a ways the road peeled from the river into a sea of broken black rock, clumped yellow grass, and crumbly gray dust. Ness could see why they’d built the plant here. If anything went wrong, there was nothing here to ruin.
A tall rectangle rose from the desert, its top third white, its lower two-thirds gray. The jeep blew past a sign: “COLUMBIA GENERATING STATION.” After another mile, the road forked. The way to the plant was blocked by a chain link fence. A guard station waited beside the road. Dust grimed the dark windows. Shawn rolled to a stop, chuckling, and leaned past Ness.
“Yeah, I’ll take two nukes and a side of unprocessed uranium. You want anything, Ness?”
The station window swung open. An automatic rifle poked through, held by a man in slacks and a collared shirt. “Step out of the jeep.”
“Whoa,” Shawn said. “We’re not here to—”
The man raised the weapon to shoulder height and sighted down the barrel. “Out.”
Shawn tightened his jaw. His eyes flicked toward the jeep-mounted machine gun. He popped the door and hopped out into the blazing sun. The jeep door scorched Ness’ hand. A rumble permeated the air, steady and deep, as if the desert itself were growling at the intruders. The guard opened a door in the side of the station and exited, gun trained on Shawn. He held a radio to his mouth.
“I have two stray dogs here,” he said. “Should I escort them to the pound?”
The radio futzed. “Affirmative.”
“Come on,” the man said to Shawn.
“Can I bring my cat?” Ness said. “It’s really hot.”
The man frowned. Volt sprawled in Ness’ seat, blinking sleepily. The man raised his radio. “I got a cat, too. A literal one.”
The radio was silent for a couple seconds. “Whatever, Cam. Just bring them in here.”
Cam got a pad from his pocket and pushed a button. The chain link gate buzzed and separated. Ness smiled—it had been so long since he’d seen anything automated. Cam beckoned with his gun. Ness called to Volt, who licked her own ruff, then bounded over the side of the jeep and followed.
Cam walked behind them, tersely guiding them through the outbuildings surrounding the power plant. Shoes scuffed the cracked asphalt. Cam halted them at a steel door and radioed inside. Another man opened the door, also in slacks and dress shirt. Frigid air raised the hair on Ness’ skin. For a moment, he completely forgot he was a prisoner.
“Have you searched them?” the man asked Cam. Cam shook his head. The man raised his eyebrows at Shawn. “Spread them.”
“Spread them?” Shawn said. “What are you guys, accountants?”
“We’re the guys who you do what we say.”
“Got it. Accountants who watch too many movies.”
The man pressed his lips together and leveled his pistol. “Spread your arms and legs. Cam, pat him down.”
Shawn gave the man a sharky stare and lifted his arms from his sides. Cam’s search produced a Swiss army knife and three jackknives. The other man turned the gun on Ness.
“Your turn.”
Shawn went still. “Why don’t you point that gun away from my brother before I double-windsor it around your throat?”
The man swung the weapon at Shawn. “You’re trespassing.”
“This is your nuclear power plant, is it? Mind if I see your deed?”
“It’s okay,” Ness said.
The man gestured with his gun. “Turn around and put your hands behind your back.”
“Maybe you misplaced it,” Shawn said. Ness’ stomach churned. He wanted to run. Shawn took a step forward, leering. “You got it stashed at the bank? Should we take your car or mine?”
“Turn around, shut up, and put your hands behind your back.”
“What happens when I don’t?”
The man centered the pistol between Shawn’s eyes. “Then we get a real good look at what’s wrong with your brain.”
Shawn took another step forward. The man’s hand flinched.
“Earth has been invaded by aliens,” Ness blurted.
The man didn’t glance over. “Count of three, kid.”
“One.” Shawn took another step, his head inches from the gun. “Two.”
“They look like lobsters,” Ness said. “Or octopuses. Octopodes. They’re the ones who brought the virus. They wanted our planet and didn’t want to have to fight us for it. That’s my guess. It’s not like I’ve Skyped with them.”
“Stop,” Cam said. Worms of doubt crawled beneath his face. “Are you serious?”
“We’re from where it started. Moscow.”
Cam’s eyes widened. “Are you spies?”
Shawn rolled his eyes. “Idaho, dumbass. And last time we saw it, it was crawling with space-lobsters.”
“Oh, stop it,” the other man said.
Cam’s brows darkened. “It’s plausible, isn’t it, Leonard?”
“Plausible? Do you know how long it would take an alien species to reach Earth?”
“If they started from the nearest star? A minimum of roughly four years and three months. There are 135 known stars and star-like objects within a twenty light-year trip to Earth. I’ve had dogs live longer than that.”
“Really?” Ness said. “I knew cats lived that long, but—”
“That’s enough!” Leonard said. “This is nothing but a ruse, Cam. Cuff them and call in Roan.”
Cam frowned. Ness’ skin crawled. He had no way to prove it. He would just sound like a fool. A liar or a maniac. He crossed his wrists behind his back and stared into nothing.
“They’re flying these vee-shaped jets,” Shawn said. “But they got VTOL capability. We watched one touch straight down on the neighbor’s farm. Ness, you know why they were there. Tell ‘em.”
Ness blinked. “Well, I don’t know.”
“You sure as hell knew when you were telling me. Come on, who cares if they think you’re a nutsack? You might be the only one on the planet who knows the score—leastways, the only human.”
Ness’ mouth was dry. “A few months ago, I found a canister. It was made of this weird metal and it had all these scorch marks on it. I think they were burns from atmospheric entry. I think it spread the virus to the water supply. I don’t know if it was on a timed release, or if it landed in the mountains and got flushed down with the meltwater. But the aliens came back for it.”
Leonard’s pistol drooped. “This is patently absurd.”
“No one ever discovered where the Panhandler originated, did they?” Cam said.
“It was the flu. A hog farm. Excessive proximity of livestock.”
“Oh please. That was entirely speculative. The tests I saw indicated no genetic link between porcine flu and the Panhandler.”
Leonard rolled his eyes. “Yet it still strikes me as more plausible than some yokel’s claim that it was the opening salvo in a campaign of interstellar warfare.”
Cam turned to Ness. “When did these beings arrive?”
“A few days ago,” Ness said. “They came to our cabin yesterday. That’s why we ran.”
“I don’t know what to make of this,” Cam said to Leonard. “But it isn’t impossible. On the off chance the fate of mankind is at stake, I, for one, would feel more comfortable passing that decision on to Roan.”
Leonard narrowed his eyes. He smiled wryly. “I suppose she can’t think any less of us.”
“There’s that, too.”
Leonard beckoned down the hall. “This way. No more talk. Any talking will be answered with shooting.”
Ness looked to Shawn, who shrugged and followed Cam down the beige hallway. Ness scooped up Volt. Cam opened a door to a windowless office. Monitors and computer towers hummed from desks.
Ness stopped four feet inside the room and stared in wonder. “Do these have internet?”
“Oh sure,” Cam said. “It’s the rest of the world that isn’t hooked up too well.”
“Don’t touch anything,” Leonard said. “We’ll be back.”
The door closed and locked. Shawn slung himself into an office chair, spinning himself in circles. Ness bent over a keyboard. Volt climbed up the slope of his shoulders and came to a rest at the base of his neck, purring. Ness booted up Chrome, which kicked back a connection error, but the local network showed dozens of links.
“These things have power.”
“Sweet,” Shawn said. “They got Minesweeper?”
“This can’t be the only part of the world that’s still running. If they’ve got their own servers, we could get news from outside.”
“Great. You’ll be hit on by fifty-year-old men again in no time.”
Ness straightened. Shawn dug something from between his front teeth and scraped it back off into his mouth. Ness turned away. “You don’t seem very concerned.”
Shawn didn’t look up. “Should I be?”
“Men with guns have locked us in a room a few hundred yards from an active nuclear fission reaction.”
“Yeah, but they’re pussies.”
“They have guns!”
“They could have a Sherman tank. There’d still be a pussy in the turret.”
“You are so stupid.” Ness’ pulse thundered. He wanted to pace, but he had to sit down or risk toppling over. “You appear genuinely unconcerned about our imprisonment. There are no laws anymore. We could be shot! Shot and buried in the desert. They wouldn’t even have to leave their back yard to do it.”
“Save some of that aggression for them,” Shawn laughed. He kicked his legs, spinning his chair. “We have a shootout with the army and you’re worried about getting locked in a cubicle farm by a pair of office boners? If I kick down that door, will you quit hyperventilating?”
Ness was too frustrated to speak. He stewed instead, glaring at the geometric screensaver bouncing between the monitor’s corners. Why had Shawn acted like a jerk at the gate? If they’d announced themselves officially, they probably wouldn’t even be in trouble. And now he thought it meant nothing that they were locked up here. Ness wanted to die and melt from the earth. He didn’t want to follow Shawn, but he didn’t know where else he could go. The serene green mountains felt very far away.
Roan arrived twenty minutes later, a woman in late youth or early middle age, brown hair ponytailed behind her head. She had the shoulders of a pole-vaulter, the gait of a leopard, and a face as incapable of expression as an iguana. She wore jeans and a tank top and carried no guns and no papers. She gave one look at Ness and honed in on Shawn.
“Why did you come to Hanford?”
Shawn slung his boots up on the desk. “I wanted to glow in the dark.”
“You drove straight to the gates in a US Army jeep. Do you represent the US Army?”
“I won the car in a drinking contest.”
Her expression remained as flat as a tile. “Is your name Shawn Hook?”
“Nuh uh,” Shawn said. “I want to talk to your boss.”
“I am the boss.”
“I find that hard to believe.”
“Believe what you want.”
“Yes, that’s his name,” Ness said. “And I’m—”
Shawn whirled on him. “Don’t you tell her that. Don’t you tell her my name.”
“Who cares? I thought we came here to help.”
“Well, that was before they started acting like dicks.”
Roan had remained inscrutable as they talked. “You say you left Moscow, Idaho after you were attacked by aliens.”
Shawn leaned back, springy chair creaking. “We never said that.”
She nodded. “There were no aliens.”
“Oh, there were aliens. But they never attacked us.”
With no apparent anger, Roan drove her heel into Shawn’s unbalanced chair, tipping it. He dropped straight to the hard, tight carpet.
“What the hell was that?” he spat.
She didn’t stand. “To help you focus and respect our time together.”
Shawn’s mouth pulled toward his ears in something that wasn’t a smile. It was an expression Ness had seen many times before, too often from far too close, and he wanted to call out, to warn the woman. Instead, he froze, watching as closely as if he were a rolling camera, as if his recording the memory were a vital act, as important as if he had actually interceded.
Shawn rocked to his feet, cocked his elbow, and swung at Roan’s face.
For the first time, her expression changed. She grimaced, eyes narrowing in a flinch. She spun her chair to her right, rotating her head away from Shawn’s incoming fist; simultaneously, she raised her left hand to intercept, fingers pointed straight up, the back of her hand facing Shawn. As their wrists met, she pulled her hand back as if brushing her hair, guiding his fist past her head. She hooked her hand around his wrist and yanked.
Shawn’s momentum plowed him straight into the floor. He groaned. Still holding his wrist, Roan wrestled his arm behind him, dropped her knee into his back, and punched his turned face three times. He shrieked, groaned, went silent.
She stood, chest rising shallowly, and turned on Ness. “Your name.”
“Ness. Ness Hook.”
“Why did you come to Hanford?”
“Because we saw the steam.”
“That’s it? I will advise you to stay away from Yellowstone.”
Ness blushed. “I don’t know what our plan was. I guess to tell you what’s happening and see if you wanted to fight back. Shawn knew this place builds bombs.”
She stared at him, reptilian. “What do you say these aliens look like?”
“Spiders. Or octopuses. They have all these sharp, pointy legs and a lot of rubber, eely arms. Big heads.”
“Have you fought one of them?”
He shook his head. “They’re bigger than us. All we’ve done is run and hide.”
Wordless, Roan turned for the door.
“What happens next?” Ness said. “What if Shawn’s hurt?”
“Pound on the door if he dies.”
She locked the door with a click. Computers hummed. Ness sat there, head awhirl, then crouched beside Shawn. He couldn’t bring himself to reach for a pulse. He tilted his ear to listen for breathing. Shawn’s breath was the damp, shallow huff of someone breathing around a thick tongue. Ness immediately felt stupid. Of course he was alive. He’d only been punched. With a fist, not a chainsaw. Ness sat in a chair and waited.
Shawn stirred. He pushed himself to his knees and cried out. He drew his right arm to his chest and held it there as he sat up. “Where’d she go?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know?”
“She walked out that door a couple minutes back. For all I know, she hijacked an alien jet to Pluto.”
Shawn stood, wincing, breath hissing between his teeth. “Why didn’t you do something?”
“Like what?”
“Fucking hit her! You’re supposed to have my back, Ness.”
“Did you see how fast she moved? Probably not, considering she was making an omelette of your brains.”
Shawn scowled at him, shoulders bunching, then grimaced, his face draining of color. He slumped against the wall and closed his eyes. “Well, that’s great. How am I supposed to get out of here when I got a busted arm? How you gonna just let that happen?”
Ness glared at the floor. “Quit whining.”
“What?”
“I said quit whining.” Adrenaline flooded from Ness’ center. “I’m sick of it. You’re always trying to start fights. Well, this time someone fought back. That’s why your arm’s hurt. Deal with it.”
“Look at you,” Shawn sneered. “Pretty easy to be tough when I can’t hardly walk.”
“Oh, did she hurt your leg, too?”
“Why don’t you shut up and let me think.”
“About what?” Ness said. “Your daring escape?”
“Damn right.”
“Okay. You let me know once you’ve got a plan.”
Shawn smirked and shook his head at the floor. Footsteps shuffled down the hall. A chair scraped outside the door. A man coughed. Lights buzzed. After a while, Ness curled up on the floor beneath a desk. Volt padded over, purring, and stretched out across his neck.
The door clicked hollowly, awakening him. A well-built man stood in the doorway. A machine gun hung from his neck.
“Bathroom time,” the man said.
Shawn remained in his chair. “Don’t have to go.”
“Then you’ll be pleased to know we have a bucket.” He glanced at Ness. “How about you?”
Ness stood. The man let him out and locked Shawn in, leading Ness to a clean white bathroom, which Ness used without incident. Back in their office-prison, Ness and Shawn sat in silence for another twenty minutes until an older man entered with steaming bowls of macaroni and cheese. After days of dry, cold food, Ness set right to it.
Shawn didn’t touch it. “My arm hurts.”
The older man didn’t look up. “I’ll let someone know.”
“Might be broken.”
The man blinked over his glasses at Shawn. “Then you have suffered it with admirable stoicism.”
He left. As the door closed, Ness glimpsed the man with the gun seated across the hall, a black e-reader perched on his knees. Shawn stared dully at the door. Ness saved the last of his macaroni for Volt, who licked the cheese off his plastic spoon and chewed up a few bites of pasta before licking the bowl bare.
Shawn sulked. Ness slept. That was their routine for two days: periodic marches to the bathroom, two meals a day (including a can of water-packed tuna for Volt), and idle fiddling on the computers, with Shawn playing Minesweeper while Ness poked around the local network. Most of the files were password-protected. Many of those that weren’t were daily planners, now defunct, and spreadsheets that made no sense. At least it killed the time.
Two days later, the lock clacked. Ness’ stomach rumbled in response, but Roan entered. “Come on.”
“Think I’d rather stay,” Shawn said.
Ness picked up Volt and went into the hall. The man with the gun was there as always. Roan went to close the door. Shawn sighed dramatically and joined them.
Roan walked without sound. She took them to the front door. Sunlight blared. Heat pounded Ness’ skin. He groaned, then glanced quickly at Roan, fearful she might strike him for speaking out of turn. She didn’t acknowledge him.
Dust billowed from their feet. The black pavement shimmered with silvery promises of water that disappeared as they approached. Roan took them inside the tall building with the whitecapped roof and striated gray base. Steam rose from two clusters of squat cooling vents, while pillars of vapor bending in the meager southwestern breeze. Small brown birds chirped from the brush.
The air inside the main building was cold and infused with a chemical tang. The rumble of machinery vibrated in Ness’ lungs. Roan took them to an elevator. There had been millions of elevators once. It was possible this was the last.
They wound up in a room that looked ripped from Isaac Asimov’s dreams. Gray-blue panels lined the walls, set with a galaxy of buttons, knobs, and lights. Keys sat in switches below round orange button-lights. A flock of L-shaped levers rose from a control bank, their bases bright red, yellow, or blue.
“Is this the main control room?” Ness said in tones meant for a library.
“Indeed,” a voice said from behind them. A tall man with a full gray beard stood in front of a chair, the fluorescents gleaming from his glasses and bald scalp. “You’re Ness and Shawn?”
“That’s right,” Shawn said, cutting Ness off.
“I’m Daniel.” He gestured to the man beside him, who was taller yet, with thick lips, heavily hooded eyes, and tanned, wind-chapped cheeks. “This is Larsen. Roan tells us you’ve had a run-in with some unusual visitors.”
Ness was far from eager to speak in front of strangers, but his enthusiasm overwhelmed him. “Did you see them, too?”
“We have confirmed their existence,” Larsen said grudgingly, as if each word cost him ten dollars.
“Roan tells us you came here with thoughts of dealing with them.” Daniel rubbed his hands together. “We’d like to hear your plan.”
Ness flushed, his tongue thickening.
“Well,” Shawn said. “You dudes make bombs here, right? Nukes?”
The two men glanced at each other. Larsen smiled in disgust. “Hanford’s participation in the active production of weapons-grade plutonium ceased in 1987.”
“Then what the hell do you do here?”
“At this reactor?” Daniel frowned, stirring his beard with his index finger. “We generate power. The rest of the site is—was—largely dedicated to the cleanup of radioactive materials produced during the plutonium era.”
“Was that your big plan?” Larsen said.
“Well.” Shawn glanced back at Roan. “Look, I just heard about you all on the History Channel.”
“I’m sorry for wasting your time, sirs,” Roan said. She turned to the man with the machine gun. “Back to their cell.”
“Wait,” Ness said. “Do you still have radioactive material here?”
The two men burst out laughing. Even Roan cracked a smile.
“How many tons?” Larsen said.
“Liquid, solid, or in between?” Daniel said.
Larsen’s face returned to its humorless plane. “Why?”
“To me, they look like sea creatures,” Ness said. “Crabs or octopuses or something. Something that’s very sensitive to radiation.”
“How interesting.” Bemusement danced behind Daniel’s glasses. “You’re suggesting we become terrorists.”
Ness nodded. Shawn swore. The plant rumbled like the laughter of a long-dead god.
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Tristan woke to orangeness. Her hands were dim and orange. The walls were soft and orange. Orange light traced a square a few feet above her head. She sat up, blood rushing from her head, and stood. The ceiling hung just above her. She pushed her palms against it. The spongy surface didn’t budge. She was trapped inside a box.
The air was damp, cool. She stepped toward the wall. Soft fabric rustled around her pelvis. She was nude except an off-white diaper strapped around her waist. Sickness rose in her gut. The curdling, hollowing sickness of violation. They had taken her here in her sleep.
There was just enough light to see that the box was empty, but she shuffled from corner to corner regardless. Her neck itched. Her fingers brushed cool metal.
She jumped back, stumbling into the spongy orange wall. It was lightly damp. She pulled away, slapping at her moist shoulder, but there was no escaping the orange beneath her bare feet. The liquid the wall left on her shoulder was thicker than water, salival. She had nothing to wipe her hands on except her diaper.
The thing on her neck was a finger-sized metal tube. She tugged it and fingers of pain reached into her spine. She gasped and sat down on the floor. Beneath her thighs, the surface felt like skin left too long in the water.
She was alone. Alden was gone.
She called out, but her voice died within the spongy walls. She struck them with her fist and her fist stopped without pain. Her knuckle prints faded from the porous, sweating surface.
Tristan stayed on her feet until they grew sore, then rested on the slimy floor. Sometimes she thought she felt it moving beneath her and she’d jerk into a low crouch, but it was too dark to see. She managed to nap. When she could no longer hold it, she peed into her diaper, which absorbed thirstily. She slept again.
Greenish light sliced into the box. The lid peeled away and tentacles burst over the lip, coiling, grasping. One slid around her thigh and tightened, its skin as damp and firm as the walls. Two wide eyes appeared above the rim. A beak clacked. She shrieked and pulled from the tentacle. Others joined it, squeezing the breath from her ribs, and hauled her into the green light.
A row of tall orange boxes lined three of the walls. She hung above the broad and empty floor, tentacles gripping her limbs. In the edge of her vision, a small tube flashed green. Metal scraped the metal port in her neck. She gagged. Her limbs went limp, half-numbed. The creature laid her on a table and rolled her through an empty hall. She could barely blink at the recessed lights glaring from the ceiling. The thing swung her into another room and receded from her sight. Metal instruments shined in the fringe of her vision. A door whooshed closed.
She couldn’t turn her head. It was just as damp in here as in her box. A cool that verged on cold. Across the room, something was breathing. The door swished. A second alien loomed above her, face masked in an agile plastic. It rolled her on her side. Another woman lay on a table across the room, her deep brown skin bare except for the white fabric around her pelvis. A short canister glinted from the woman’s neck. She breathed steadily. Something warm flooded into Tristan’s blood. She choked. A machine whirred, stopped, whirred. The being’s feet thumped the ground. It walked to a counter, picked up a metal canister shaped like a headless soap dispenser, and jabbed it with a blunt syringe.
The alien returned to Tristan’s side. Its tentacles pressed her into the table. A second burst of fluid entered her neck. Tristan gasped, tears pooling against her nose.
The thing walked to the door, exited. She was left in the low hum of machines and the woman’s even breathing. After a few minutes, Tristan’s muscles de-numbed enough to shiver.
“Hi.”
The woman’s eyes were open. Tristan’s tongue felt as thick as a foot. She shook her head a fraction of an inch.
“They don’t mind if we talk,” the woman said. “My name’s Cindy.”
“Tristan,” she slurred.
“It’s all right, Tristan. They haven’t killed any of us yet.”
“It gave me a shot.”
Cindy nodded, face somber. “That seems to be what these things do best.”
“Have you been here long?”
“I’m not sure. Haven’t seen a window yet, let alone a clock.”
“I’m looking for my brother,” Tristan said. “His name’s Alden.”
“Lot of people here,” Cindy said.
“He’s thirteen. Blond hair. Green eyes. Skinny. About 5’ 4”.”
The woman shook her head. “I haven’t seen any kids here.”
Tristan fought to sit up, but she could barely stir her arm. “Where did they pick you up?”
“L.A.”
“I was taken in San Francisco. They must be stealing people from all over.”
Cindy’s eyes became mineshafts of pity. “I’m sure you’ll find him, Tristan.”
Her throat was too tight to answer. The door swooshed. One of the beings tugged the diaper from her waist, tentacles slipping down her thighs. The thing carried her to a side room with bare walls and a drain. Lukewarm water blasted her skin. A machine groaned, blowing most of the moisture from her. The thing re-diapered her and returned her to the fleshy box. The ceiling self-sealed with a slurp, enclosing her in the orange dim.
Movement slowly returned to her limbs, but she had nowhere to go. She turned Cindy’s words over and over. She hadn’t seen any kids. Were they keeping them separate? The woman had been taken from Los Angeles. How far had the aliens roamed? Was there more than one place like this? Why were they here? Why were they being kept alive?
She had no sense of time. Two urinations passed before she was taken from the box again. The creature doped her, brought her back to the lab, where the alien in the mask gave her another injection from one of the metal canisters. It set down the syringe and squirted a sack of water into her mouth. Tristan gagged—it was lightly salty and as cool as the room—but then drank readily. It was the first water she’d had orally since arriving. The thing fitted a catheter to the port in her neck and left the room.
“Come here often?” Cindy said.
Tristan shrugged her shoulders, scooting her numb body a quarter of an inch at a time to face the other woman. “You’re back.”
“One of these days they may even ask me first.”
Tristan laughed through her tingling lips. “Is there a way out?”
“They brought us in, didn’t they? Most ins double as outs.”
“Have you seen anyone get brought in?”
Cindy shook her head, hair flattening against the hard, smooth table. “How’d you get caught?”
“I was in San Francisco,” Tristan said. “We were going to sail to Hawaii. We’d just shoved off when the ship appeared. We went back. Tried to run. My friends...”
“You were sailing to Hawaii? You got a boat?”
“After I stole it from some dead rich guy.”
Cindy laughed. “To think I just moved to Santa Monica. Should have stolen a palace in Malibu. Those people would never buzz an alien through the gates.”
“They’d have loaded them right into the squad cars,” Tristan said. “How did they take you?”
“They just busted in the door. Scooped out the whole block like an avocado.”
The door swished open. Cindy went quiet. Tristan was cleaned and returned to the orange box. She pressed her hands to the ceiling. The lid slurped, attempting to seal, but green light seeped through the open gap. Her hands sunk into the spongy pad. Her drug-weakened arms shook. She lowered them and the gap closed, locking her back in the gloom.
She felt sorry for herself through one more cycle of imprisonment, injections, cleanings, and the return to the box. Then she practiced kung fu. The box was humid and she sweated freely. The floor squicked beneath her shifting feet. The action centered her mind, cleaning it as thoroughly as the scouring showers washed her waste from her legs. Her stomach burbled, but she was able to practice for what felt like hours on end; her injections must have included nutrients. They wanted her healthy.
Yet the next time she saw Cindy, the woman had a cough.
“What do you do while they’ve got you in the orange?” Tristan asked.
“The orange?”
“Your box. Your cell.”
Cindy frowned at the ceiling. “I dream.”
“You just sleep?”
“I dream when I’m awake, too. There aren’t any sounds in there besides your own belly. After a while, you stop feeling the damp. I lie there and I dream of how it used to be. My husband. He was sweet. We fought too much. I didn’t understand how sweet he was. You married?”
“I was proposed to,” Tristan said.
“Well? Yes or no, damn it?”
“I said no.”
“You regret it?”
“I never had time,” Tristan laughed. “He tried to kidnap me as soon as I said no. I brained him with a bottle.”
Cindy laughed, then went quiet. “You serious?”
“Well, there was a reason I turned him down.”
Cindy gazed at the ceiling.
“But it isn’t just my man,” she said without prompting. Machines hummed quietly from the walls. “It’s all of it. I miss watching movies. On the couch and in the theater. I should have snuck in more food; they wouldn’t have done anything to me. A whole industry of people just want to make you happy for a couple hours. I miss making dinners. Turn a knob and the stove’s hot. The ocean, too. I lived in Los Angeles my whole life, you know how often I went to the beach? Five times. Five! I could have driven there every damn day.”
Tristan laughed. “I grew up in Redding. We were the same way about the mountains.”
“I’ll tell you something. They ever let us out of here, I’m going to live on the beach. Build myself a sand castle. Hire a couple of seals to keep out the trouble.”
Tristan grinned. The meds had made her pleasantly woozy and warm. They cleaned her and brought her back to the box. She forgot to try to keep the lid open.
She continued to practice her fighting. The yielding walls made a perfect punching surface. Her knuckles snapped into the sponge with wet smacks. But how could you block a tentacle? The bone-breaks Alden had taught her, would they work on the chitinous limbs of the invaders? She laid down on the clammy ground and visualized fighting the aliens, how their arms might slither free, how she’d gouge her fingers into their froggy eyes.
Tristan’s next visit to the lab, Cindy tried to say hello and coughed instead, curling into a shuddering ball. When she finished, she drew her hand away and stared. Crimson gleamed from her palm.
“Aren’t you immune?” Tristan said.
“Yeah. I am.” Cindy wiped her hand on the table and squeezed her eyes shut. “They gave us this shit in the first place, right? What if it was on purpose?”
“On purpose?”
“You think they got us here for our health? What d’you think is in those needles, Tristan?” Cindy rocked to the side, rolling her drug-addled legs off the table. She limped to the door, feet dragging, and pounded it with a clumsy fist. “You motherfuckers! You open this door!”
The being that cleaned them emerged while Cindy’s hand was halfway to the door. Its eyes bugged, cartoonishly angry. It slathered her in a mess of tentacles and dragged her to the floor.
“Tristan!” Cindy’s hand jutted from the net of gray, worming limbs. “Help!”
Tristan rolled to her side. Her legs worked. The creature extended a pincer and plucked a syringe from the counter.
Tristan let herself go limp. “I can’t move!”
“Help me!”
Cindy thrashed her neck, yanking the port on her neck away from the needle. The alien bore down hard, many-jointed limbs flexing. Cindy rasped for air, coughing blood. The needle flashed. Cindy went still. The creature laid her on her slab and wheeled her from the room.
Back in her box, Tristan stared at the orange lid. The thought Cindy had impregnated in her head was impossible to unthink. Over the span of a few months, two impossible events had taken place: first viral apocalypse, then alien invasion. It was impossible the two things weren’t connected. The only thing that was hard to believe was that Tristan hadn’t put the two together sooner.
They’d brought the disease, but they hadn’t finished the job. A small fraction of the populace had proven immune. Even if the Panhandler had taken 99.9% of the world, that would leave 7 million humans to gum up the aliens’ landing. Here in this facility, the enemy was searching for a new strain, the variation that would knock the survivors as dead as the rest.
On her next treatment cycle, Tristan was alone in the lab. The masked creature plunged the syringe into the canister. Body-hot bile bubbled in Tristan’s throat. The alien swung the needle toward her neck. She tried to scream, but could only groan. The fluid burned in her veins.
The masked alien left. As she waited for the one that cleaned her to arrive, she practiced one of Alden’s exercises, tensing every one of her muscles as she breathed out, then relaxing them all as she breathed in. It was a chi exercise, meant to build awareness and strength of breath, but it was also designed to teach pinpoint muscular control. By the time the second alien arrived, she had worked the feeling back into most of her body. By the time it returned her to the orange, she had the strength to keep the lid from slurping closed.
She braced the fleshy top open with both palms, waiting until the clatter of the alien’s feet receded and the door whooshed closed. Then she slid one of her hands into the gap of green light. The lid kneaded her hand like a blind mouth, fighting to reseal itself. She wedged her other hand beside her first. Inch by inch, she forced them past the damp mouth into the lighter air beyond. She stood on her tip-toes until her arms were through to the elbow, then clamped herself to the side, dug her toes into the porous surface of the wall, and squirmed. Forcing her head through the gap was the worst: the damp, slick sponge tongued her brow, her nose, her mouth, brackish and cold. Her shoulders popped free. She wriggled her torso out into the green-lit room. Gravity expelled the rest of her from the box with a flatulent sigh. She fell.
She tucked her right arm above her head, letting it meet the ground, and rolled like Alden had taught her, distributing the impact along her body. The room was silent. She approached the door and it whispered open.
The hallway was empty. She didn’t know the way out, but she guessed the labs would be closer to the center of the facility than the holding pens would be. She headed the opposite way from the lab, her bare feet gripping the slick floor. The hallway was too high to be human. She jogged past several closed doors. Like the others, they were knobless, but she’d never seen one open unless it was approached directly. Her heart raced. She was shoeless and nearly naked, but she could deal with that once she got outside. She glanced around for a weapon—a club, anything—but the hallway was barren.
The corridor terminated in another door. She glanced back down the silent hall and stepped forward.
Beyond the doorway, a wide window showed a cloudless night. Tristan held her breath. A few seating-slings and pedestals stood around the room. A desk of sorts. It might have been a lobby, but Tristan saw no sign of aliens. She stepped inside. The door whisked closed behind her.
She glanced around for exit signs, then almost laughed out loud. Her mirth dried up as she scanned the walls. There were no signs of any doors at all. Were they somehow hidden? She ran up to the exterior wall, tracing it with her fingers. It was smooth and cold and damp.
A light bloomed in the window. At first she thought it was a jet, but it was awfully low. A motorcycle? An alien car? She shrank behind one of the pedestals and waited for it to pass. The light expanded, brightening. A school of gray fish floated past the window.
She stumbled forward. The fish darted away from her movement, tails stirring bubbles in the water. She slumped to the ground, palms squealing on the window. There was no way out. She would die here. Wherever Alden was, he would too.
They found her a few minutes later. She gave no resistance as they dragged her back to the orange.
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“It’s not like that, Shawn,” Ness said. “They invaded us. Tried to wipe us out. It’s not like we have some global army to fight back with.”
Shawn snorted. “Yeah, but that doesn’t make us terrorists.”
“Call it what you will,” Roan said. “It’s smart fighting.”
Daniel tipped back his chin, combing his fingers through his beard. “It is, isn’t it? Are we reasonably convinced these men aren’t spies or seditionists?”
Larsen stuck out his lower lip. “Reasonably.”
“Then let me ask you this,” Daniel said, swinging to face them. “We have a society of sorts in this place. Certainly not enough for a state. More along the lines of a tribe. As we struggle to resurrect the necessities of life, to say nothing of the luxuries, we find ourselves with more work than we have hands. May I ask your plans for the future?”
“Well,” Shawn said, “I imagine I’ll be killing some aliens.”
“And you, Ness?”
“I’d like to try to help get the internet back.”
“That’s the most pathetic thing I ever heard,” Shawn said. “We got real goddamn aliens pouring out of the sky and you want to hop online and pretend to be an elf chick.”
Ness scowled. “To communicate, dumbass. To figure out where the enemy is going and what they’re doing. What’s the alternative, irradiating the whole planet and hoping they blunder into the hot spots? Sweet idea. If we can’t have Earth, no one can!”
“This is moving past the point,” Larsen said.
Daniel patted the air. “Agreed. We have a foundation to lay before we begin to hope of active resistance. Do you two have any special talents? Skills?”
“I’m an electrician,” Shawn said.
Ness rolled his eyes. “And you were so good at it you lost your house.”
“I’m certified.”
Daniel’s gray brows rose. “We could certainly use one of those. Right here at the site, in fact. How about your brother?”
“He was too lazy to ever do a damn thing,” Shawn said. Ness opened his mouth to protest, but Shawn drowned him out. “But he’s smart. Plenty smart. A problem-solver. You put a knot in front of him, he’ll pick it loose before you know it.”
Ness was too stunned to speak. Shawn winked.
“I’m sure we’ll have a use for that, too,” Daniel said. “Larsen?”
Larsen finally smiled. “I can think of something right now.”
 
* * *
 
Ness stared at the hoe in his hands. The sun beat down from the sky, whaling his neck and his face, its rays as heavy as a wet canvas.
“What’re you waiting for?” Larsen gestured at the hoe. “Never seen a screwdriver before?”
Tidy green rows stretched out before him. Ness was close enough to smell the river. “Sure. Just not one this large.”
“There are weeds in the rows. Apply as necessary.”
The large man stepped away. Ness almost let him go, too afraid to speak up, but he could imagine Shawn shaking his head. “I have a question.”
Larsen turned. “Then question.”
“This is farming.”
“Not a question.”
Ness’ blood ran hotter. “I was hoping to help reconnect your internet. Start talking to people.”
Larsen nodded. The flat sheets of his freckled cheeks looked designed to absorb the sunlight. “Do you have a degree?”
“No.”
“Work experience?”
“I’ve spent my whole life online. With a little bit of time—”
Larsen nodded at the housing at the far end of the farm. “Do you know how many people we have at this settlement?”
“If I did, wouldn’t that be highly suspicious?”
“237. And counting. Do you know how many of those people need to eat every day?”
Ness sighed through his nose. “That depends on whether you like them.”
Larsen gazed blankly, as if his lips and lids were too heavy to move. “Most of the men and women who knew how to manage the nuclear reaction going on across the river have died. The few who are left don’t have time to pull weeds. You want power? Weed the garden.”
As the man watched, Ness turned to the endless rows of green sprouting from the brown furrows. Sweat trickled down his neck. He bent and hacked at the cheatgrass and dandelions hiding between the crops. He looked up a minute later. Larsen was gone.
Ness worked hard for five minutes. Dust clods burst, gray clouds sifting on his shoes. The rhythm of his chops grew sparse. He needed to conserve his strength in the heat. Anyway, they had a whole city to scavenge from. A couple hundred people could survive for years on all that had been left behind. It would be more productive for him to be going door to door, sacking up bags of linguini and cans of tomato paste.
And if there were really 237 survivors here, few of them appeared compelled to join him in this oh-so-crucial business. A handful of others hunched over the rows, hoeing and spraying pesticides from big green jugs. The remainder must have been back in the longhouses at the far end of the farm. Enjoying the air conditioning. Ness stopped to drink from his water bottle. There was no shade for hundreds of feet in any direction.
After a while, he set to work again, slashing the grass and dragging it away from the crops. He didn’t know if the uprooted weeds needed to be segregated in this fashion, but dragging a fallen one away was less work than whacking a new one out of the ground. Anyway, no one was watching.
He worked halfheartedly for an hour, then quarterheartedly for a couple hours after that. By the end, he was hardly advancing at all, bashing listlessly at long-uprooted weeds until they were reduced to an oozing green mulch. His clothes were soaked with sweat. It wasn’t that he was exhausted. Not physically, anyway; his time in the mountains had trained his muscles to accept hours of low-level manual labor in exchange for little more than occasional breaks and plenty of water. It was a mental thing. A fundamental lack of motivation he remained unable to do anything about. Experimenting with meat-smoking? That was interesting. That was something he’d happily dedicate hours to. Whole days. Working the fields of strangers he’d just met that morning? That was another story. A much duller one.
Why couldn’t he be like everyone else? Working away for hour on hour without complaint? It was like they could block those hours out. Forget about them like last week’s garbage. He just got depressed. His depression, his lack of motivation, that just made it worse, eroding his ability to keep going like icicles melting in the sun, destroyed not only by the sunlight, but by their own meltwater as it slipped to the ground.
A man in a baseball hat hollered the workers in from the field for dinner. Men and women sat at dozens of picnic tables under a canvas roof with open sides. They were fed plates of spaghetti with a spoonful of grated cheese and a single strip of bacon apiece, which Ness watched the others crumble over their pasta. It was the first bacon he’d tasted in months and the meat was so salty and the fat so sweet that it hurt him to have to swallow.
“Hey.”
Ness glanced up and met inquisitive eyes. The kid was a couple years younger than him and wore a mustache that looked like it needed to be erased. He spoke with a soft Spanish accent. Ness shrank into his chair. Had the kid been watching him in the fields? Seen him slow down, working the same spot over and over to kill time until the day was done?
“What do they look like?”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Ness said.
“Man, you know. The aliens.”
Ness looked down at his plate, the sparse parmesan clumped around his remaining noodles. “Like you’ll never eat crab legs again.”
The kid snorted. “Never knew why anyone ate those to begin with. Big, nasty water-spiders. My name’s Nick. You just got here today, huh?”
“Yeah.”
“I been here a while. Hard to say, really.”
Ness frowned. “Do you have amnesia?”
“No, man.” Nick twirled a finger at the fields. “Like, how long I been at this farm? A few months. This life? Since always.”
“You were a..?”
“My parents moved here when I was just a little kid. We followed the harvest. When strawberries were ripe, we picked strawberries. When cherries were ripe, we picked cherries. Apples, apples. This place right here, it’s like my life’s no different at all.”
“Do you like it?”
“Who likes picking fruit?” Nick laughed. “So you ever like fight one of them?”
“Dude, they’re like seven feet tall,” Ness said. “They got all these little pincers. I heard them blow up a truck once. That was right before we decided to run.”
“That’s crazy.” Nick tore off a piece of bread that hadn’t been soft in days. “Well, better here than out there with them, I guess.”
They slept six to a room, multiple rooms to a house, each room accessible from the outside only, motel-like. Each person had a bed and an end table and a dresser. The lights switched off at nine o’clock that night. The sun had barely set. Ness unpacked in the darkness. They’d let him keep Volt. He went outside and called softly, not wanting to wake the others, but she was too far off in the fields to hear.
In the morning, Nick followed him into the fields to give him some pointers on how to speed up his work. Ness hadn’t asked—Nick just wanted to help, and, in the way of all experts, to demonstrate his expertise—but despite Nick’s intentions, Ness couldn’t help resenting it. Having someone with him meant he had to work hard.
He was too embarrassed to take his shirt off like the other men. His hands blistered. He went to the barn where they stored the workers’ gear and got a pair of yellow leather gloves, signing them out from the older woman whose entire duties consisted of sitting at a card table and making sure no one stole tools and equipment. Truly irreplaceable gear, that. Why, to get a new pair of leather gloves, you’d have to drive ten whole minutes to the city to the south.
He hated the work. It was as simple as that. He didn’t see why he had to weed corn and harvest cabbage when it had been his idea to dirty-bomb the aliens. And he was producing far more food than he could eat. There were scores of workers here at this farm. Scores more left every morning in trucks bound for more farms down the road, dust devils spinning from their wheels. Just how much food did their little tribe need?
In exchange for this labor, Ness and the others got an hour of electric light before bedtime, which he spent reading books from the makeshift library in the lodge’s common room. He supposed they had running water, too, although there was never enough hot water to go around. Anyway, the showers were communal. Mortifying. He’d almost worn his underwear into the grimy, tiled bathhouse, but he decided that would be even more embarrassing than the other men seeing his genitals. Instead, he showered sparingly, late at night or very early in the morning. He asked Nick about going into town—they had Sundays off—but gasoline was reserved for farm business and emergencies.
An old man with weather-beaten brows woke them every morning. Breakfast began at six o’clock. They were expected in the fields by eight. They worked unsupervised until noon, then were given a two-hour break for lunch and personal business, after which they returned to the rows until evening. Now and then a pair of men with guns drove down the dirt roads enclosing the fields, cigarettes rolled into the sleeves of their flannel shirts, but they were mostly watching the wastelands, the gray dirt and the yellow grass. Nick ate most meals with Ness. They complained about the weather, exchanged stories of their lives before the plague.
The fourth day in the fields, Ness worked quickly until he reached the very end of the furrows. The others were back toward the middle, bent over their hoes. He dropped down to the irrigation canal and followed the sluggish water back to the river, where he skipped stones and poked at bugs until dinner.
On Sunday, a pickup thrummed over the bridge to the south and turned for the farm. Ness sat in the shade at the picnic tables. The truck pulled into the gravel drive, dust breathing from its tires. A half dozen people hopped out. Shawn saw Ness and grinned.
“How’s it going, baby brother?”
“Okay.”
“Just okay? Taken any farmer’s daughters up to the hayloft? Hey, you guys got any beer?”
“There’s water in the coolers,” Ness said. “Sometimes we get Kool-Aid.”
“Ritzy,” Shawn said. “You get nap-time, too? Where are the graham crackers?”
“Overseen by a surly old woman with a ledger and trust issues.”
“Well, it sounds like you guys are doing great out here,” Shawn said. “Daniel and Larsen are shipping all kinds of stuff up north.”
“They are?”
“Sure. Colony up in Spokane.”
“They’re trading?”
Shawn nodded, sipping his grape Kool-Aid. “Gasoline. Hogs and chickens—haul ‘em here live, butcher them in one of the old labs. Some clothes, they got a real tailor up there or some shit.”
Ness stared at the blisters on his palms and fingers. He’d popped a few of them and the skin had whitened and died. “What about the bombs?”
“Hell if I know. I’m just a grunt. A wire-monkey. They got me stringing stuff up for miles.”
“If they’re not going to fight back, maybe we should go find our own place.”
“I dunno, man. I’m getting addicted to showers.” Shawn crumpled his cup and tossed it at a trash can. “You bored? Why don’t you come into town with me and find some Playboys?”
Ness blinked. “They let you go into town?”
“What, they got you cooped up here all day? No wonder you’re going stir-crazy.”
They made plans for the next Sunday. Nick showed Ness how to soak his blisters to cool the pain, how to wrap them in bandages small enough so he could still wear his gloves. He worked the fields at his own pace, jabbing idly at the never-ending grass and weeds hiding close to the roots of the corn and the wheat. For a few days, the temperature dropped to the 80s before climbing back to low triple digits. Volt came back for a couple of nights, chewing his earlobes in the morning, then went back out to the wasteland. Across the river, the steam of the plant clouded the sky.
“Hey.” Nick plunked down across from him at the picnic table. A few bits of tomato dotted their plain spaghetti.
“Hey,” Ness said.
“What’s up?”
“Not much.”
“Yeah.” Nick twirled his pasta. “Hey, it’s like not really my business. But some of the guys have been talking.”
“People do that.”
“Well, you might want to put in more effort, is all.”
“More effort?” Ness said.
“Yeah, you know.” Nick chewed, eyes on his plate. “Out in the fields.”
“Or what?” Ness said. “They’ll beat me with a sack of doorknobs?”
“I mean, we’ve all got to work.”
“Where do you think all this food is going?”
“We had salads for lunch.”
Ness laughed. He tossed the last of his dinner and wandered the fringe of the farm, calling softly for Volt. She didn’t come. At work, he stuck to his own pace, chugging his water and returning often to the tarp-roofed tables for more, or heading to the lodge to pee. Most of the men went right there in the field. He could feel their eyes on him. He didn’t care. He was doing enough.
On Thursday, Ness hurried through his dinner and went back to his room to read. They had a swamp cooler in the room and it hummed loudly, fighting to bring the air down to a tolerable temperature. He’d just sat down in bed when Nick knocked on the door.
“Hey, Larsen’s here,” he said. “He wants to see you.”
Ness’ heart jolted. Outside, Larsen stood in the hot yellow light of evening, arms folded. He watched Ness with his hooded eyes. “Walk.”
Ness walked, dust clods crunching under his shoes. “What?”
“What.” Larsen made a noise that might have been a single chuckle. “Your weight is going unpulled.”
“I do plenty.”
“People have complained.”
“Sounds like they have too much free time.”
Larsen made his almost-chuckling noise again. “Do you know how hard it is to keep people motivated when there’s no money? When they see someone else not working, do you know how fast their motivation decays?”
Ness rolled his eyes. “None of us would have to work so hard if you weren’t shipping everything we make to Spokane.”
“For necessary goods for the good of us all.”
“Tailored suits. Really fucking necessary.”
“Tailored suits?” Larsen stopped and stared Ness down, his face as flat and hard as the basalt slabs by the river. “I don’t know what you’ve heard. I do know what I’ve heard. Work. Or provide worth by becoming an example instead.”
Ness was too frustrated to argue. “Fine.”
“Good.”
Larsen left, taking his vague threats with him. How scary. Was the man lying about the tailor? Or was he too stupid to know where the food was going? Ness wasn’t going to be bullied. Larsen didn’t own him. The man wasn’t President Larsen of the Most Worthless Pile of Dust in the Remnants of the Former United States. Ness wasn’t a slave. He just looked bad because the others didn’t care how hard they had to work so long as they had a roof and some air conditioning and three meals of starch and salt.
The weather-beaten old man never came back to check beds after his nasal morning wake-up call, so Ness stayed in bed the next morning, stretching under his too-warm sheet. He finally got up in time to get to the fields for the noontime meal call, bending over his hoe like he’d been there all along. No one said anything, so he did the same thing the next day, too.
The third day, Larsen grabbed his wrists and yanked him from bed while he was still in his underwear. His hip hit the floor. He cried out.
“I warned you,” Larsen said.
“Let go of me!”
“There are rules.”
“Really? I don’t remember reading anything before you dropped me off over here.”
“We haven’t had to write them down. Most people have sense to know for themselves.”
“Let me put my clothes on,” Ness said. Larsen let go of his wrists. He hit the ground again, sharp tears springing to his eyes. He turned away and pawed through his dresser. “Where are we going, anyway?”
Larsen was silent a moment. “To whip you.”
Ness rolled his eyes and followed Larsen outside. What a joke. A little scare before Larsen frogmarched him to the field to look over his shoulder at every stroke of the hoe.
But the other workers weren’t in the fields. They were crowded around the picnic tables. A post rose from the dust a few paces from the shade of the tarps. Ropes dangled from its top. Nick was in the crowd, too. His eyes were round with sorrow.
“What’s going on?” Ness said.
“Take off your shirt,” Larsen said flatly.
A hot wind scattered dust into Ness’ face. He obeyed, mechanically peeling his shirt from his sweating ribs. The men in the crowd stood as still as the post. Something stirred in their eyes: the hard hunger to see the wicked get what they deserved.
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The orange. The lab. The needle. The shower. Tristan endured her routine with the detachment of a man falsely condemned. Two days after Cindy’s death, another patient replaced her on the other table, a middle-aged woman who wept each time the aliens touched her. Once, the masked alien left and the woman said hello. Tristan didn’t respond. The woman didn’t speak again.
Back in her box, Tristan punched the air and kicked the walls. Her practice was automatic, an act without joy or release. Her body was her canary. One day, she would throw a punch and stir the phlegm collecting unseen in her lungs. She would cough, then. See blood. When that day came, she would know it was over at last.
She never felt the tickle that would signal the start of her release. Some weeks later, the alien who served as her nurse unsealed her box, lifted her from the orange—she had stopped struggling against them long ago—sedated her, and wheeled her the wrong way down the hall.
The wheels squeaked. Lights flashed overhead. Four sets of doors swished open and shut. At the fifth, the nurse-alien paused, tentacles dancing in front of a green panel set beside the door. It opened with a low rumble. They passed into a damp and airy chamber. Water dripped from all sides. The ceiling was too dim and high to see. The creature rolled her up a ramp. An enclosure swallowed her up. Tentacles slithered under her arms, tightened around her hips. The alien laid her on a spongy floor and strapped her down.
The thing departed, wheels of the cart soughing over the yielding floor, then banging down the ramp. It was only after its wheels faded that Tristan could hear the breathing of the others strapped in beside her.
The creatures carted a new body into the chamber twice a minute. Something whirred; the chamber dimmed as the outer doors closed. Several people shrieked.
“Shut up,” Tristan commanded. “Your screams won’t help.”
To her surprise, they went quiet. Were they afraid of her? In the darkness, she smiled. Engines vibrated through the spongy floor. For a moment, she allowed herself to believe they were about to be cremated, their ashes left to wash away in the tides, feeding the coral and the starfish and the bottomfeeding crabs. Then the whole thing lurched forward, straps digging into her shoulders, and she closed her eyes and tried to sleep.
Pressure bulged against her ears. Air hissed from vents. It smelled metallic, scrubbed. Over long minutes, the pressure eased. Without warning, the vessel popped upwards, peaked, leaving Tristan momentarily weightless, and slammed back down. People moaned, screamed. Above the clamor, waves smacked hollowly against the sides of the craft.
The engines whined higher. The vessel lifted smoothly from the surface. Tristan’s ears popped. She slept.
She was jolted awake hours later. The engines spun down. Dull clanks penetrated the walls. Servos spun within the walls. The doors parted, splashing daylight into their faces. Spindly legs clumped inside, the aliens silhouetted by the relentless sunlight. One by one, the passengers were taken from the craft. Most screamed. Tristan squeezed her eyes shut; she had a headache.
The straps were yanked from her shoulders. A tentacle groped her belly and circled her chest. The being carried her across a hot and dusty tarmac to a round orange building. It stripped her diaper, removed an agile faucet from the wall, and hosed her down. The water had a chemical tang. She stared into the alien’s plate-sized eyes. It didn’t look back.
After she was dried, the alien loaded her into a wheeled, hemispherical truck. There were no straps or seats. Two dozen other naked humans were packed in around her. The others were her age and up, male and female. None were Alden. A woman’s skin pressed against hers. The close space smelled of disinfectant and what she thought was fear. The truck started off, bouncing over rough ground. A blond man gazed openly at her swaying breasts. Tristan stood, keeping her knees bent to absorb the jounce of the truck, and snapped a straight punch into his nose. He flailed, blood spurting over his mouth. Tristan sat back down. The others looked away.
“Did anyone recognize the field outside?” she said. The blond man pinched his blood-sopped nose and glared at the wall.
“What does it matter?” a bald man said across the truck. He looked half-melted from weight loss, skin hanging in long flaps from his sides.
“We’re in a truck,” Tristan said. “Wherever they’re taking us, it isn’t far from where we landed.”
“It was a desert,” a red-haired woman rasped.
“Good. What else?”
The bald man considered his lap. “I saw mountains.”
“Does that rule out Texas?” Tristan said. “Is this the Southwest?”
He sighed. “We were underwater, weren’t we? We could be anywhere. We don’t even know if this is Earth.”
Tristan frowned. “I saw an old Coke can crushed in the weeds. Either their marketing was successful beyond their wildest dreams, or we’re still on our own planet.”
No one had better answers. She supposed it didn’t matter. They were off to a new lab. A new virus. Once the aliens finally found the strain to wipe out these survivors in the truck, they would unleash it across the world. The Earth would be theirs alone.
A few minutes later, the truck stopped. The engine snapped off. The doors clicked open. An alien loomed in the dust, pointing a blunt gun into the truck. It gestured them outside. Tristan’s bare feet sank into the dust. Blue cones rose from the plain. Three of the things herded the humans into a high pen fenced by wires. The aliens closed the pen and entered a tower beside the enclosure. A moment later, the wires buzzed.
Sunlight pounded Tristan’s pale skin. Except for a few moments during their transfer, she hadn’t felt its heat in weeks. She stood naked beneath it. Something seemed to unlock inside her, something so basic she was horrified to realize it had been missing: hope.
The others milled around the pen, turning their backs to hide the worst of their nudity. Most were middle-aged. Gaunt, too, their skin hanging slackly. The aliens had met their nutritional needs well enough—none of Tristan’s teeth were loose from scurvy, and while her hair had started to tangle, it still seemed strong enough—but after spending weeks or months confined in boxes smaller than some closets, her fellow prisoners were in dire need of a little exercise.
Not good. When it came time to escape, they’d be more of a liability than an asset.
She gazed around the enclosure. The wires were clearly electrified. Too tightly-spaced to squeeze through. Not unless Tristan took a few lessons from Trinity, anyway. Guard tower. Would night help, or did they have infrared? Aliens skittered around the city of cones. Tanks groaned through the unpaved streets. Strange they’d set up camp in the desert, considering they appeared to be so at home in the ocean. Was there something specific they wanted from this place? Or was it a test of their survival skills on this new world, the equivalent of a human base camp established in Antarctica?
The sun deflated toward the western peaks. Tristan found a rock to sit on and made the mistake of lowering herself with her hand. Dust coated her fingers, gritty and distressing. She wiped it as best she could on her leg, which was prickly, unshaven, but the dirt clung to her hand.
She frowned and gouged her heel into the dirt. As if absently, she gazed at the tall blue cones, pivoting her heel in the dust, digging through layer after layer. Four inches down, she still hadn’t hit a foundation. She doubled its depth to eight inches down into the crumbly dust and loose reddish rocks. Had they sunk the support posts straight into the dirt? Had they bothered to embed more wires beneath the ground? Did they understand humans could dig? She’d spent weeks with them, yet knew virtually nothing about them. How much did they know about humans? Other than the fact they apparently hated mankind’s soft, stinking guts?
She’d find out tonight. Dig until she hit something or they found her out and made her stop. Maybe the creatures were counting on the desert and the prisoners’ shoeless nudity to keep them in check.
“Hey assholes!” A young woman cupped her hands to her mouth, face tipped toward the high tower. The ends of her hair were faded blue. “Why don’t you just let us out over here? Haven’t we done enough for you? I promise not to sue for malpractice.”
A few of the others exchanged worried glances. The bald man stood and relocated ten feet away. The tower remained silent.
“Can we at least have some pants?” the girl said. She grabbed her right cheek and jiggled. “This is gonna burn pretty bad tomorrow. Or do you like it extra crispy?”
“Heavens,” a bony old man murmured. “Are they planning to eat us?”
“Just be quiet,” the red-haired woman told the shouting girl. “You really want them coming down here?”
The woman with the blue-tipped hair laughed. “You prefer to get baked to death when the sun comes up?” She jerked her chin at the old man. “Hey, I know. We can use that guy’s balls for shade.”
The old man blushed. The red-haired woman shook her head. “They didn’t drag us all the way out here just to let us die.”
Tristan watched in silence. How close an eye were their captors keeping on them? The young woman crouched down, raked together a handful of rocks, and began slinging them at one of the poles suspending the fence wires.
“Knock knock!” she yelled. She pitched another stone, ringing the pole. She had a good arm. Might have played softball earlier in life. “I would like to register a complaint about the quality of your service!”
She bent for more rocks. This time, she hurled one at the tower, striking it square. She cocked her arm for another throw. A blue beam connected the tower to the woman. She gasped. Possibly it was the sound of her lungs exploding. Blood burst from her chest. Charred meat-smell filled the pen. She collapsed into the dust.
Tristan jolted back, rocking in the dirt. The others screamed, rushing close to the live wires shutting them in, calling for help, wailing, praying. Tristan kept both eyes on the tower. The sun sank. The people returned to their seats in the dirt, keeping a clear circle around the body. Some time later, two aliens strode to the pen. The buzzing of the wires went dead. They opened the door. The prisoners pressed to the far end of the pen as the things dragged the body from the pen. The sweet stink of burned meat persisted through the sunset.
The bald man called a meeting, apologetically suggesting they confine their waste to one corner of the pen. Several people looked relieved. One by one, they went to the corner. The smell of urine and feces overcame the dead woman’s scorched guts.
Light melted from the land. Tristan drew her knees to her chest and waited for the aliens to fall asleep, which she wasn’t sure they did. She waited for the humans, too. Alone, she might be able to make it. No way two dozen of them could flee without being noticed.
Stars twinkled, as bright as they’d been above the lake back in Redding. Alden must be alive. He had the same genes she did. If they’d found a strain he were vulnerable to, they’d have sickened her with it, too. The air grew cold. She shivered. One by one, the others laid down, balling up in the dust. The last of them had just gone to bed when she heard the scrapes outside the pen.
She peered into the darkness. Stone ground against stone, stopping instantly. Something rustled, paused, resumed. Too large to be a desert rat. Too regular. Too furtive.
“Who’s out there?” she said.
“Shut up,” a man whispered from so close she jolted back. “Put your hands above your head.”
Tristan raised her arms and honed in on the voice. The man popped his head up from behind a ridge of dirt. He grinned, eyes dropping to her chest.
She smiled in angry disbelief. Imprisoned in the desert, miles from anywhere, amidst a city of dozen or hundreds of aliens, and he was staring at her tits? She quashed her anger. The man was outside the pen. She could use that.
“I’m kidding,” he said. “My name’s Walt. I’m—”
“What are you doing out there?”
“No time for questions. This fence—”
She shook her head. “I asked first. What are you doing here?”
Walt scowled like a bearded Elmer Fudd. “Getting you out of there.” He gestured at the pen. “Is that electric? How does it work?”
“How should I know?” Tristan said. “For all I know it’s sorcery.”
His scowl inverted to a bright smile. Her anger softened. It had been a long time since she’d seen a happy face. Walt flicked his eyes at the high blue cone overlooking the grounds.
“How many of them are in the tower?”
She shrugged. “Three? Nine million? I haven’t been making them sign in and out.”
Quick mental arithmetic crunched across his face. “Listen. I’m an idiot, so I’m going to go inside that building and try to disable the fence. I need you to wake up the others and tell them to get ready to move. If any of them makes a peep, I’m running away without looking back.”
A pang of frustration pierced her stomach. Of course he’d want to free the others. Worthless do-gooder. They’d only slow the two of them down. She squinted, sizing Walt up. What if she could convince him she was special? That the others weren’t worth the risk? She stood, planting her legs shoulder-width apart, and leaned forward, making no effort to cover herself.
“Who are you?”
Walt put a finger to his lips. “Take care of business. I’ll take care of mine.”
He disappeared beneath the crest of dirt. She swore. He rustled through the dirt, advancing on the tower. Two silhouettes sat up from the dust, watching her. No doubt they’d heard every word.
“Who was that?” the red-headed woman hissed.
“Our knight in shining armor,” Tristan said. “Help me wake the others. If somebody makes a sound, snap their neck.”
The woman laughed. Tristan wasn’t certain she was joking. The woman rose and moved from person to person, touching shoulders, speaking gently. Tristan followed suit. When she touched the bald man’s ankle, he sat up with a gasp. A sleep-erection poked from his pubic hair. She slapped her palm to his mouth.
“Be quiet,” she murmured in his ear. He shifted, crossing his legs. She withdrew her hand, keeping her eyes on his face, which blushed so hard she could see it in the starlight. “Someone’s here. He’s going to help us escape.”
The man nodded and sat still, unwilling to meet her eyes. She supposed she should be embarrassed, for him and herself, but she’d been diapered or naked so long she no longer automatically thought of her body as a thing to be guarded. Besides, months of training—first with Alden, then in the orange—had left her smooth and lean. Her flesh had become more than a vessel for food and a perch for the male gaze. It had become a weapon.
She smiled sharply, ashamed at last, and moved on to wake the next woman.
They waited in silence. Tristan watched the tower. Its top window flashed with the same blue as the bolt that had struck down the woman with the rocks. She waited for an alien to burst from the door, gibbering, lasers lashing from each of its tentacles and pincers. Instead, a man as lean as herself dropped from the doorway.
The others gasped. Tristan whirled on them, glaring them into silence. Walt jogged up and winked at her. He crouched down, blunt black pistol in his hand, and lasered through the wires.
“You were in there a long time,” Tristan said.
“Did you miss me?”
“Who would miss a failure?”
Walt smiled at her. “Get the others over here.”
She padded to the others. “Time to go. Unless you’d rather take your chances with the space-monsters.”
They followed, wordless. Tristan bent under the smoking wires, contorting her body away from their razory ends. The prisoners filed from the pen one by one.
Walt gestured at the ground. “Now get down and crawl until we’re outside the light.”
“We’re naked!” the bald man whispered.
“Would you rather get a thorn in your balls or a laser in your back?”
“Can’t you steal a car?”
Walt fingered the gun. “Crawl.”
That shut them up at last. Tristan stayed beside Walt, eyeing the gun; if he were shot, it would be her first move. Rocks jabbed her knees. Dust ground into the scrapes. Her elbows rasped through yellow grass. Behind her, whines and pained gasps punctured the night. She fought the urge to stand and run as far from them as she could get. Walt stopped, gesturing them to do the same, and got out a pair of binoculars. He stared back at the tower for some time, then stood and motioned the others to follow. They stepped lightly, hands cupped to their groins. Dust caked their knees. Tristan kept her eyes on her feet, one hand held before her, as if expecting to meet a wall at any time.
Walt leaned forward, jogging up a sudden slope. Tristan’s feet hit asphalt. The tarred pebbles had never felt so good against her bare skin. Walt passed around water. As they shared, he glanced back toward the dark city repeatedly, but his eyes held no particular fear. She watched him as closely as he watched the silent grounds. He hadn’t been surprised by the alien city, that much was clear. He was a survivor. Not in the sense that he hadn’t died. In the sense that he actively refused to.
“Well,” Walt said abruptly, “good luck.”
The bald man laughed. “Good luck? With what?”
“I’m not your shepherd,” Walt said. “Besides lying down in a big human bull’s-eye, traveling in a group is the stupidest thing we could do. They’d find us in an instant. I’m leaving. On my own. If you like living, you should do the same.”
“That is insane,” Tristan blurted. She flung her arm at the others, appealing to whatever misplaced goodness had caused him to rescue them in the first place. “We’re hungry. We’re tired. We don’t even have any goddamn clothes. They shipped me here from San Francisco and I don’t even know where here is. People are going to die. You can’t just walk away.”
Glacial coldness swept over his face, killing the happy-go-lucky action-boy who’d busted them loose. Involuntarily, Tristan fell back a step.
“I got you out,” he said flatly. “You can figure out what to do next.”
Walt walked down the road. The bald man hesitated, then followed behind him, joined by a half dozen others. Walt turned, scowled, and swerved off the highway into the brambles. One by one, the prisoners stopped and watched him go, their shoulders slumped in the starlight.
“What an asshole,” said the red-haired woman. “What do we do now?”
Tristan scanned the side of the highway for anything she could use as shoes. It was like the old joke about being chased by a bear: she didn’t have to outrun the bear, just the people she was with.
“At best, we’ve got a few hours before they find us,” Tristan said. “They’d have to be blind to miss our tracks.”
“Do we know for sure they aren’t?” said the red-haired women.
“You’ve seen the size of their eyes. Or do you think those things are implants?”
The woman snorted. “What, then? Follow the road?”
The others began to drift back from the field. The bald man wiped sweat from his brow. “He’s gone. He just walked right off!”
“I saw that,” Tristan said.
“Why would he do that? Let us loose and leave us to die?”
“Because we don’t have to die. Not unless your master plan is to stand here all night.”
The man flung out his hands, then quickly covered himself back up. “Then what do we do?”
“Split up,” Tristan said. “Half one way, half the other.”
“How do we decide who goes which way?”
“It doesn’t fucking matter!” Anger flooded her nerves, tapping the oceanic reservoir that had gathered in her ever since her capture. It was all she could do to stop herself from driving her elbow straight into the bald man’s prissy lips, or from kneeing his shabby little cock. Instead, she turned and strode down the road.
Footsteps rasped behind her. The entire group was following her. Not a single one had turned to try the other way. She clenched her jaw until it ached. She wasn’t their leader. Their mother. She wanted to spin on her heel and run the other way, but she knew they’d reverse with her, following like a school of bait fish. She upped her pace. Their steps slapped behind her, keeping up. Such idiots. So, so stupid. Weeks in captivity had stripped them of any ability to choose for themselves.
But if a willingness to follow was their flaw, hers was her frustration. She saw this too clearly not ten minutes later when the alien city across the plain blazed with blue and orange lights. These strobed through the darkness, stirring the creatures from their homes, their hives. Engines blasted through the still night.
Tristan ran. The others ran with her, twenty naked shadows, far too pale beneath the white of the stars.
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The post stuck from the dust like a warding finger. Ness’ mouth was dry. Gulls laughed from way on down the river. Larsen nodded, his face as flat as a tablet. The eyes of the workers urged Ness forward as strongly as a hand to the small of his back. He stepped to the post and raised his arms above his head. Gently, Larsen tied the thin ropes to Ness’ wrists. Sweat prickled his back and brow. He twisted his head around. A whip dangled from Larsen’s hand.
“No speeches,” the tall man said. “You all know what this is about. Don’t make me repeat it.”
“Do you really think this will make me work harder?” Ness moaned.
“Hell if I know,” Larsen said. “Five lashes. I’ll keep track if you can’t.”
The first stroke fell before Ness had time to tell him he was ready. It hit his back like something molten. His knees collapsed and he dangled from the ropes, writhing, spikes of heat searing his spine. He screamed and choked. He had no frame of reference for the pain: a hundred bee stings, followed by a hundred more, followed by a hundred more—pain without end, his back tensing so hard he thought his bones would break. Sweat dripped from him in cataracts, soaking his shorts, pattering to the ground. Blood mingled with it; the crowd was so silent he could hear it hitting the thirsty dust.
On the second stroke, he wet his pants.
The third stroke stole what little strength was left in his legs. He hung there, too dizzy to find his feet, panting without end or ease, white sparks overwhelming his sight. Time became a single awful thing. He forgot to scream. Spit dribbled from his lips.
There was no fourth stroke.
“Looks like enough,” he heard Larsen say. A strong arm wrapped around his shoulders. Ropes scratched his wrists and fell away. Larsen carried him to his bed and laid him on his stomach. Someone cleaned his back while he was still too dizzy to speak. Nausea cramped his belly. He emerged from the fog and wished he hadn’t. Pain beat his back like a tide, drawing back just enough to think it would soon drain away before surging back in a white-hot roil that left him gasping for breath. The swamp cooler strained at the window. He sweated through his sheet.
“You don’t look too hot,” Shawn said from behind him.
He opened his gummy eyes. He’d somehow been asleep. The light from the window was the yellow of late afternoon. “Feels like I was left in the oven too long.”
“They said you haven’t been working. I’m shocked, man.”
Ness rolled a couple inches on his side, back burning. It was worth it to sneer at Shawn. “Why are we here?”
“To kill the aliens. As long as they’re on our dirt, that’s the only duty we got.”
“I’m not sure how many aliens I’m going to kill by growing corn for the tailors of Spokane.”
“Shit.” Shawn sighed and sat on the neighboring bed. “We all got to do work we don’t want to, Ness. That’s what life is all about. I thought you’d turned that corner already.”
Ness shut his eyes. “That’s such bullshit.”
“Maybe you never noticed, living under Mom’s teat all your life, but none of us liked our jobs.”
“I liked it in the mountains.”
“Me too. Right up until the plague-lobsters rode up in their jets.”
Ness closed his eyes. He hurt too badly to argue. Even if he were fit, whole, he doubted he could express what he felt to Shawn. He could feel the shape of the lie being passed from the people across the river, but Ness didn’t yet know it well enough to describe.
“What do they have you doing over there?” he said.
“Wiring stuff,” Shawn said. “I don’t know.”
“You don’t know?”
“Nope. The less I know, the less I have to understand.”
Ness shook his head into his pillow. “You don’t even sound mad. That would be a first.”
“I heard they warned you.”
“They did.”
“Well, then you got to take responsibility for what happened, don’t you?” Shawn stood, mattress springs creaking. “This won’t last forever. You just need to buckle down and ride it out.”
His boots clomped across the wooden floor. Ness drank the last of his water and napped again, woken a couple hours later by his roommates returning to change out of their work clothes and towel off. No one spoke to or looked at him. Nick showed up after dinner, gazing at the floor.
“You okay?”
“I’ll live,” Ness said. It was a cliché, but the words slapped his awareness like an open hand. He tried to sit up, but a wave of pain arrested him as soon as he tensed his back.
“That’s cool.” Nick picked up a book from Ness’ bedside table and ruffled the pages. “Man, I tried to warn you.”
“It’s not your fault. I didn’t think anything would actually happen.”
“That shit was crazy. That was like something out of the Bible. A lot of the guys are actually mad at Larsen.”
Ness eased onto his stomach. His pillow was stained with sweat and drool. “I’m not.”
“You kidding me?” Nick laughed. “I’d want to stab the guy. With his own bones. That’s what I’d do—cut off Larsen’s arm, carve the bone into a knife, and stab him.”
Ness laughed, pain pulsing through his back. “What do you expect him to do while you’re whittling his ulna? Stand there and wait?”
“I don’t know, man. He looks pretty dumb. If they weren’t stuck to his legs, I think he’d forget which feet were his.”
Nick left. Past the window, people laughed, clanked dishes. Ness was hungry but had no appetite. He napped more, waking to snores and the wash of moonlight through the window. The air conditioner blattered on. Ness rolled slowly from bed and walked stiffly to the bathroom. He could feel himself bleeding beneath his bandages.
After he peed, he stood outside in the dust, shirtless and barefoot. The night was dry and just this side of cool. He could smell the river. Crickets chirped from all sides. His back ached dully. But he was alive. He had been whipped—literally whipped, like a slave or an old English criminal—yet here he was, not twelve hours later, and he could walk. That knowledge seemed to turn a key in him. He had expected to wallow in bed for days, soaking in the soothing bath of his self-pity, but the notion repulsed him. When Larsen came to his room in the morning, hours after the others had left for the fields, Ness looked the man in the eyes.
“Come to finish the job?” Ness said.
“To make sure you’re alive. Never whipped a man before.”
“Could have fooled me.”
“But you’re all right.”
Ness stretched gingerly, stopping as soon as the lash-wounds began to sear. He still felt sick, weak, and woozy, but he knew it would pass. “I question the wisdom of your methods. How long do you think it’ll be before I can swing a hoe again?”
Larsen gazed into his thick hands. “Is there something you’d like to do better?”
“Win the lottery. Exist without hurting.”
“I am asking you if there is another job you’d rather do.”
Ness cocked his head. “You’re serious?”
“I don’t like to mismanage my resources.”
“I don’t know,” Ness said. “I’m not really sure how this place runs yet. I don’t know what I can do that you need.”
Larsen cracked his knuckles. “Think on it. I’ll be across the river.”
“When should I go back to work?”
“When you’re ready.” The laconic man nodded at him and left. Ness eased himself back into bed. Everything hurt. Even walking to the bathroom left him sore and exhausted. Nick brought him meals, water. It was several days before he could walk well enough to fetch his own food. He spent a few days shuffling along the fringes of the fields, doing what he could to regain his strength. Men glanced up from the rows of tall green shoots. Ness wanted to get back beside them, prove he belonged.
He didn’t know what they were doing across the river—besides keeping the power plant operational and overseeing the safety and resources of the community, of course—but the structure on this side was simple enough. Some twenty percent of the citizens managed the workers and the logistics of their labor while the rest cultivated the fields. Sometimes they were allowed to use combines and tractors and trucks, but for the most part labor was done by hand. Ness sent a letter to Larsen asking for a chat. Larsen crossed the river two days later.
“Why don’t we run the tractors all day long?” Ness gestured at the tall green corn. “There must be thousands of gallons of gasoline back in town.”
“Less than you’d think,” Larsen said.
“Even so.”
“One day, the tractors would stop.”
“And one day we’ll all drop dead.”
Larsen eyed him. “Sustainability. Don’t do anything we can’t still be doing in a hundred years. No bad habits. No crutches. That’s how we survive.”
Ness leaned on the stick he’d taken to carrying. “Then why are we trading with Spokane?”
“To get what we don’t make for ourselves.”
“I thought we want to make everything for ourselves.”
“Once the silos are full.” Larsen pointed his thick finger to the high, steely grain elevators projecting from the eastern fields. “We’re producing more than we consume. That’s good. Once we have enough to outlast disaster, we can start peeling people off to work on other things.”
It made sense. Ness went to the old woman at the warehouse and requisitioned a pen and a notebook. As he rested in his room or in the shade of the trees by the river, he wrote to himself, thinking things through. When it came down to it, the Hanford colony ran a very simple economy. Ness had participated in one of those once. Before finally giving up on it, he’d played the Star Wars Galaxies MMO for far too long, sticking with it more out of a loyalty to its half-assed universe than to the mechanics of the game itself. Its biggest virtue was its economy: while enemy NPCs dropped loot like any other game, a sizable portion of its weapons, armor, spaceships, clothing, and vehicles were craftable by players—in some cases, such as housing, exclusively so. Ness had started life as a smuggler, sticking with it despite the thorough shittiness of the class, but once they introduced spaceships to the game, he became addicted. Soon, he dropped more and more combat skills in favor of the newest crafting class: the shipwright.
At first he sold nothing. Despite two years of play, he only had a couple million credits, and he could barely afford the mines to begin extracting resources needed to craft his parts. Meanwhile, established weapon- and armorsmiths literally hopped ship, investing tens of millions into new factories and resources to immediately crank out the best TIE Fighters and blasters and engines.
Bit by bit, Ness grew his business. Got better resources. Made better parts. Soon, a few people dropped by his shop. He tracked resources obsessively, relocating his few extractors as soon as rich new veins opened. Every credit he made went back into the business. Soon, he was relocating entire fleets of extractors weekly. He hit his limit on the number of buildings he could set down at once and hired more spots from players who didn’t use them. People flocked to his store. He spent less time in his ship PVPing and more time combining parts from his factories. He upped his prices, but still couldn’t keep up with demand. By the time he retired from the game a year later, he was the server’s top shipwright, with nearly a billion liquid credits to his name and untold wealth in his parts, buildings, and resources.
But if he’d had the credits to start with, he could have skipped months of development.
The currency of Hanford was labor. Labor produced the food they needed to survive. If he could expedite the food-creation process, they could skip months or years of development, peeling off farmhands to learn other trades. They had more electricity than they could ever use, but gasoline was limited. Unrenewable. Without it, the labor-saving devices of old civilization—the tractors, cultipackers, backhoes, and flatbeds—sat idle.
He walked the cornfields, pushing himself until his back burned. Amid the swaying green crops and their waving yellow heads, he found his solution.
He asked and received Larsen’s permission to go into town. The driver took him to the abandoned library at the WSU Tri-Cities branch. The agricultural department was extensive. Without computers, it took several hours to find his material, but once he collected his texts, he discovered that producing corn-derived ethanol was shockingly simple.
He scheduled a meeting with Larsen and Daniel.
They met him at a conference room inside the white-capped building that controlled the reactor. The air conditioning calmed Ness’ nerves. He laid out his plan very simply. Begin immediate experimentation of ethanol fermentation. Set aside a percentage of their corn yield for the production of fuel. Once their production methods were sound, start widescale fermentation at once. Devote that fuel to the harvest of this year’s crops and the growth of next year’s, increasing production several-fold over their projections.
Daniel removed his glasses and wiped them on his shirt. “That is...ambitious.”
“It fits your philosophy to a T,” Ness said. “How much food are you shipping to Spokane? Why not use that food to create our own fuel? Their gasoline won’t last forever. As long as we depend on them, we won’t be independent.”
“This makes sense,” Larsen said.
Daniel raised his gray brows. “How long before this investment begins yielding results? What if we’re struck by crisis while our food stores are tied up in the production process?”
Ness pushed a paper across the table. “Fermentation only takes a few days. All we need is yeast, ammonia, a couple other things. They’ll have yeast at the wineries. Ammonia anywhere there’s farm stuff.”
“Farm stuff,” Daniel muttered. “And what expertise do you have to oversee this endeavor?”
“None.”
“A ringing endorsement.”
“That’s why I’ll need a few of your people. You’ve got some chemists here, don’t you?”
Larsen drew his thick lips into a smile. “A few.”
Daniel gestured at the walls, the rumble that permeated every inch of the plant. “We’re short-staffed as it is. I propose our limited pool of labor is best spent ensuring the nuclear reaction going on beneath us continues to react as intended.”
Ness scratched his neck. He hadn’t shaved in days. “Ask for volunteers. All they have to do is teach me how to do it myself. I’ll pick a couple of farmhands to help me over the long-term.”
Daniel shifted in his chair. “Well.”
“I’ll ask,” Larsen said. “We’ll see.”
Ness rode home with a smile. Across the river, the workers ate at the tables beneath the tarps. Ness hobbled up to Nick. “Well, I’m now an ethanol baron. Want to help me run my empire?”
Nick wiped salsa from his mouth. “You sit on your ass all day and they promote you to baron? Man, I thought this was a meritocracy.”
He got his volunteers two days later: Brandon, a man in his forties who walked with a sway to his shoulders and looked more like a surfer than a chemist, and Kristin, a woman who didn’t look much older than Ness and whose quick eyes flew to every caw of the crows or sway of the wind. The three of them drove to the college and filled the pickup with a still, bags of chemicals, glassware, hydrometers. Brandon guided them to a winery across town and they combed through the warehouse with flashlights for yeast.
“So what’s your background, Ness?” Brandon asked on the drive back.
“Computers,” Ness said.
“Programming? Web stuff?”
“Games, mostly.”
“Design?”
“Playing.”
Brandon glanced across the cab. “And now you’re in charge of our fuel supply. Brave new world.”
“Ever play EVE?” Kristin said.
Ness laughed. “For like two straight years.”
“Oh my God.” She sat in the middle. Her slim leg jostled his. “The scams I used to pull. They hated me.”
The process was as simple as it sounded. They mashed up corn still in the husk and dumped the lumpy meal into a watery drum, then boiled it for about an hour, keeping careful track of the temperature. After it cooled, they stirred in the yeast and moved the drum to the corner of Ness’ room, where the straining air conditioner would keep the heat from getting lethal. Brandon was a chronic over-explainer, breaking down every part of the process no matter how trivial or tangential; Kristin spoke up rarely, augmenting and contradicting Brandon’s points. Ness kept a close watch on the drum. Even at room temperature, bubbles churned constantly, toiling viscous mash to the surface.
After three days, the bubbling ceased. Kristin plumbed it with the hydrometer. “5.7%.”
“Is that good?” Ness said.
“We are approaching Natty Ice.” Her eyes darted to him. “Hey. We should make beer. We’re running out of the good stuff.”
“You guys have beer?”
“The fact I haven’t committed suicide indicates that yes. Yes, we do.”
They boiled away the ethanol, separating it from the water and condensing it via tube in another, smaller drum. They poured the purified fuel into a red jug and brought it to a tractor waiting in the yellow afternoon. It wasn’t yet quitting time, but most of the farmhands had gathered to watch, grinning, joking about all the naps they’d be taking if the tractor turned over.
Brandon planted his hands on his hips and rocked his heels. “Fill ‘er up.”
Ness tipped the jug into the tractor tank, smelling the sharp tang of the fuel.
Kristin pressed the keys into his hand. “Want to go for a ride?”
He smiled uneasily and climbed into the high seat. He put the key in the ignition. An intense wave of heat washed over his body, prickling the scarring lash-lines on his back. A week ago, the stuff in the gas tank had been swaying in the wind. Brandon and Kristin, did they have the first idea what they were doing? Why did they think they could do this? What if it exploded, coating him in flaming fuel, crackling his skin, killing him in a final minute of shrieking agony?
Kristin vaulted into the seat beside him. “What if this whole thing just blew up right now?”
“Stop it,” Ness smiled.
“We’d look pretty stupid, wouldn’t we? Boom!”
“Maybe you should turn it on while I manage from a bunker.”
She reached for his hand at the ignition. “Will you turn the damn key already?”
He nodded, took a deep breath, and turned the key. The engine coughed. Rattled. Roared. Outside the dust-streaked windshield, fifty men and women grinned and clapped.
Brandon and Kristin returned with him to the college for more and bigger stills. Ness boiled a big new batch, then experimented with several smaller ones, varying the temperature at several points along the way. The old woman cleared space for his vats and drums at the warehouse, where the air conditioning was potent enough to keep the temperature in the yeast-friendly 80s even with the full might of the sun pounding the metal roof. With Brandon and Kristin busy at the power plant, Ness asked Larsen whether Nick could be spared to assist him. When Nick heard that he was going to be pulled from fieldwork, he bent at the knees and pumped his fist.
In the warehouse, Ness pulled the lid from one of the smaller vats, releasing the sweetish smell of fermenting corn. Bubbles and chaff turned the surface. Ness dipped a pH stick into the fluid and shook it.
Nick leaned forward, frowning at the sludge floating on top of the mash. “What’s all this for, anyway?”
Ness glanced up from the stick. “You don’t even now what we’re doing? Then why were you so happy to help me?”
“Because I don’t have to pick any more damn strawberries.”
“We’re making ethanol. Gasoline, basically.”
Nick gave him a look. “Oh, is that what you used to start the tractor? Gasoline?”
“I can bust you back to scything corn in no time flat.”
“What’s it all for?”
“You have to promise not to tell anyone.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t want everyone to be mad at me if it doesn’t happen.”
Nick shrugged. “I promise.”
“I want to have enough to power all the machines for the harvest.” Ness replaced the lid on the vat and wandered past a row of coiled hoses. “If I get them running, the harvest won’t take weeks, it’ll take days. I’m going to ask Daniel if we can use our free time to go into town and pick up a few things to make life here a little less cave mannish.”
“Like what?”
“Real air conditioners. Something to eat besides pasta. More washers and dryers.”
“No joke,” Nick laughed. “The lines on Sunday are so long I just take my stuff down to the river.”
Ness wiped off his hands, gave the stills one last check, and walked out into the afternoon. The heat wilted him, stole the breath from his lungs. “Anyway, that’s my hope.”
Nick gazed across the river at the steam rising from the wasteland. “They got all kinds of gas already, don’t they? How come they won’t let us use that? Think they’re huffing it?”
“They don’t want to spend more resources than they take in.” Ness watched the plant with him. “They’re being kind of stingy, aren’t they?”
With Nick’s help, he boiled a new batch of mash each day. With limited corn at hand, they walked a wagon to the untended orchard up north where apples browned in the grass. Ness collected a truckload of big blue jugs and filled them one by one. He didn’t know how much they’d need—hundreds of gallons, most likely—but the main harvest wouldn’t come until late October. He thought they might make it.
Brandon came twice more to check on his process, then ceased making off-hour visits across the river. Kristin still visited regularly, delving into the nitty-gritty of the chemical process, interrupting herself with wistful comments about making beer and loading up an old copy of Doom on the Hanford computers. Ness made a note to track down some hops. Shawn dropped by now and then, too. He seemed genuinely impressed with the mounting collection of blue jugs.
Weeks passed. The days cooled. Ness’ back scarred. He gathered unwanted vegetation, boiled it, fermented it, purified it. On a trip into town for more yeast, he found some old hops and attempted to put together a batch of beer.
One day in early October, with a morning rain drying in the dust, Larsen came to the warehouse and said he needed to take the jugs back to the plant.
“All of it?” Ness said. “Why?”
Larsen shrugged. “Daniel wants to do some tests. And doesn’t like the idea of incendiary matter sitting under the same roof as our farming supplies.”
“So we’ll build a shack for it.”
“It’ll be right across the river,” Larsen said. “Stop worrying.”
Ness watched in stony silence as the big man loaded the truck with his fuel. He found himself on the verge of tears. He’d worked toward this for weeks. He knew it wasn’t gone—it would still be waiting for them come harvest time—but the river made the nuclear plant feel much further away than the mile of road separating it from the farm.
Volt didn’t come home that night. Ness couldn’t sleep. While the others snored, he went to the fields to find her, bringing the same things he always took when he walked in the night alone: some water, a snack, a knife, his walking stick, binoculars, a flashlight. He stalked down the rows, calling Volt’s name, pausing to listen for her querulous mews.
An engine hummed to the south. Ness wandered through the tall, dark corn until he emerged into the thin strip of green grass between the field and the river. Russian olives rose from the shore, smelling of a sick and artificial sweetness. Headlights headed up the road to the plant. Ness had never heard a truck out this late. He lifted his binoculars. A large truck pulled to the gate where he and Shawn had first been stopped. After a moment, the truck pulled through. It disappeared behind an outbuilding, then drove into the floodlights surrounding the white-capped control center. Ness couldn’t make out the truck’s lettering, but he recognized the orange stripe across its side. It was a U-Haul. And it appeared to have a machine gun mounted to its roof.
It stopped a stone’s throw from the control center. Men debarked into the pool of light. Others emerged from the command building. The two groups faced each other, gesturing. The Hanford men returned to the building and emerged a minute later, great blue jugs dangling from their hands, and delivered them to the back of the U-Haul, where the arrivals were busy offloading bulky wooden crates.
Ness made sure his knife was still on his belt, then ran straight for the bridge across the river.
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Lights whirled miles away across the desert. Tristan’s bare feet pounded the pavement, her soles scraped and stinging. The other prisoners dogged her heels. Weeds lined the road. She saw nothing in either direction along the highway—no houses, no stores, no cars, nowhere to get lost. If they left the road, their feet would be destroyed in minutes. Their only hope was to find somewhere to hide before the aliens tracked them down.
Engines keened. Searchlights slashed from light and low-flying craft, scouring the desert floor. Tristan headed up a gentle rise. The other captives strung out behind her, breathing hard in the cool night. Lights splashed from wheeled vehicles fanning across the flatland toward the road. Tristan crested the hill. A half mile down the road, a small cluster of buildings rested in the starlight.
A craft whined nearer and nearer. Its searchlight swooped forward, gushing over the pack of prisoners. Some stopped, pinned in place, deerlike. Others ran harder. The light followed the runners down the road, leaving the ones who’d stopped in darkness; the jet banked, taking its spotlight with it, and circled around for another pass.
“There are buildings down the road!” Tristan shouted. “I think I see cars!”
“No way the batteries aren’t dead,” said the blond man she’d punched on the way to the prison camp.
“They’ll grab us any minute,” she said. “What other chance do we have?”
The red-haired woman sprinted forward. Like schooling fish, the others followed her lead, racing downhill toward the dark buildings. Tristan fell back. Once she was a few yards behind the bald man, who panted heavily, grasping his gut, Tristan cut off the road and flattened herself among the weeds.
The searchlight caught up to the prisoners just before they reached the cluster of buildings. The alien cars reached the road and sped downhill. Tristan ran through the dust, putting a hundred yards between herself and the highway, then hid behind a wall of sage. Headlights blared past. She got up and ran again. The jet circled, painting the rooftops with light. The ground vehicles converged on the site. Screams joined the moans of the circling craft.
Tristan was a mile across the desert by the time the cars pulled away from the houses and returned to the city of blue cones. The jet made three wide circles, searchlight zooming through the yellow grass.
After a few minutes, all Tristan heard was the crickets.
She took stock while she waited. Her feet bled from a dozen different cuts. Dust clung to the bloody lines of her soles. She needed to find disinfectant cream. Antibiotics. Then again, she was buck naked in the night. She needed to find a lot of things.
She supposed she was better off than the others.
She laughed, startling herself, then sunk under a wave of horrified guilt. She’d tricked them. Wielded their own willingness to follow against them. She’d known there wouldn’t be any working trucks at the farmhouse. No way to run or place to hide. A couple of them might have been smart enough to hide in the weeds like she had, but most had been returned to the pen.
It was their own fault. They should have listened to her when she told them to split up. When they refused, they left her with no choice but to look out for herself. Being recaptured with them would have served nothing. She did not regret what she had done. She would do it again right now if the universe called a do-over and reset to the moment the searchlight had first hit them. She wouldn’t hesitate.
And that was exactly what scared her.
She sat on her feet and thought things through. She’d probably die if she spent a full day naked in the sun. Her mouth was already dry, her tongue pebbly. Who knew how far she’d have to walk to the west before she found any place with food and water. Her best option was to go to the farmhouse where the others had been captured. If she wanted to get any further than that, she’d better take the road to get there, too. Another mile shoeless through the desert night could leave her feet too shredded to use.
She waited another hour, watching the black plain, listening for the whine and whuff of foreign engines. The alien settlement had once more gone silent, a handful of white lights gleaming from its cones. She rose and rejoined the road. Asphalt yanked at the cuts on her feet. She slowed to a dawdle; she had hours before daylight. She paused a couple hundred yards from the farmhouse. Crickets chirped innocently. No sign of life, human or alien.
An analog gas pump stood from the gravel and dust. Paint peeled from the house’s wooden walls. A truck sat on blocks, its windshield opaque with dirt. Her heart grew grim—the site might have been abandoned decades before the Panhandler—but the home’s windows were intact, and inside, the dust on the floor looked months old, not years. It was incredibly dark. She eased the door closed and shuffled to the kitchen. With no real hope, she tried the faucet. Dead. She opened the fridge and wished she hadn’t. The stink of rot overwhelmed her, cloying and diarrheal. Too dark to see if there were any untainted bottles or cans. She closed the door, unwilling to reach inside blind.
She took the hand towel from the oven handle and swabbed the dust from her feet, cleaning it from her cuts with what little spit she had to spare. Upstairs, three bodies lay tangled in the master bedroom bed, starlight exposing the skin dried to their skulls. Tristan checked their drawers. The wife’s panties were hopelessly large, but the man’s Wranglers fit when belted. So did his plaid button-up shirts. His socks, too, but her toes waggled inside his shoes. She’d blister. Have a hard time running. She went to another bedroom, hoping the third body in the bed was a teenage daughter with normal feet, and immediately rammed her little toe into a dresser corner. Pain sparked across her eyes. She collapsed, holding her foot tight.
It was too dark and she was too tired. She made sure the bed was empty, then undressed, climbed beneath the covers, and slept.
Sunlight snuck through the window. Her feet hurt. Her eyes were gritty. She didn’t have to pee. Not a good sign.
The house had already been looted. Possibly more than once. The fridge was a mess of sludge in plastic bags. It held no bottles of water or cans of soda. No drinkable liquid of any kind. The pantry contained one can of garbanzo beans, one six ounce can of tomato paste, a box of Kraft macaroni, a bottle of A1, a half-empty bottle of sherry, assorted spices, packets of dry gravy, and powdered Gatorade. She couldn’t find a can opener. She took the garbanzos and tomato paste to the garage, laid their rims against the concrete step, and hammered open the garbanzos. Gooey fluid spurted the dust. She yanked the can straight and drank the bean syrup inside. It was salty and sweet and ran out far too fast.
She smashed open the tomato paste, scooped it out with her fingers, and mixed it in with the cold garbanzos, eating it all. No sense rationing. Food wasn’t her worry now. What she needed was water. Her plan was simple. Find a town, enough food and water to rest and recover, then find Alden.
She got a backpack from the daughter’s room and spent the daylight gathering gear. Extra clothes and socks and shoes. Cutlery. The hammer. A bar of soap and a roll of toilet paper. A couple of sheets. A thick-bladed kitchen knife. Scissors. A roll of string from the garage. An empty plastic bottle in case she found water.
That filled the backpack. The day’s heat cooked the house. Miles across the plain, vehicles stirred the dust at the alien settlement. Tristan descended to the cellar to wait out the heat. A tall white water heater took up the corner. She found a crescent wrench in the garage and cranked open the valve, but nothing came out. Her tongue was dry again, bumping over the rough ridges of her mouth. She went upstairs and gazed out the eastern window. The road rolled on for miles, its shoulders blank, a useless expanse of killing desert.
She was going to have to do it, wasn’t she.
She got a bowl from downstairs and, for reasons she couldn’t quite explain, went to the bathroom, where she squatted over the bowl. Her urine was yellow and odorous. She waited for the metal bowl to leech her body heat from the fluid. She wanted very deeply to open the window and fling the bowl into the dust and sun.
But those were the old instincts. The old prejudices. Vestigial revulsion left over from a time when water just poured out of taps. She didn’t know how far away the next water would be nor how to coax it from the mummified soil. If she was going to find Alden, she’d likely have to do far worse along the way.
It tasted brackish and foul, a salty poison. She gagged, but held it between her teeth and lips, refusing to spit or spill. She swallowed, breathed hard, and chugged the rest, trying to get it down before the taste could taint her brain. After, she wiped her tongue on a towel. Her eyes tried to water but couldn’t.
Much later, she might tell Alden this story, as much to gross him out as to make him laugh. For now, she was glad no one else had seen.
She slept in the cellar until twilight. Her mouth was completely dry. Her head ached and her stomach twisted. She made another pass of the grounds to make sure she hadn’t missed a gun, then grabbed a pitchfork from the barn, hoisted her backpack, and set off down the road.
Bugs sang in the night. She thought about trying to catch some, but it wouldn’t be worth the bother. She needed water. Badly. And treatment for her feet, which were so sore she couldn’t manage more than a plodding walk. The road unspooled through the empty hills. A sliver of moon crawled up the sky. Tristan stopped to rest. She took three shells of macaroni from the box and tucked them into her cheek, hoping to remind her saliva glands how to work.
Dawn came far too soon. She watched the eastern hills with tired anger, wishing she could push back the sun with the strength of her gaze. She’d put several miles and hills between herself and the aliens, but there would be no escape from the daylight. Blue-gray dawn drew the weeds from the darkness. The sun climbed above the mountains, its itchy heat needling her skin. She stopped sweating after an hour.
She laid one of the bedsheets in the dust, draped another between two clumps of sagebrush, and did her best to sleep, dreaming of featureless faces and gleaming tentacles creeping from the cracks in the desert floor to drag her through the thorns. When it grew too hot to sleep, she gathered up her sheets and continued east.
It was amazing how fast she fell apart. Her legs weakened, going noodly. Her feet landed in strange ways, straining her ankles. Not that she felt it. Her eyelids stuck to her eyes when she blinked. When she stopped to rest, it took her several minutes to remember which way she’d been going. At one point, she stopped and turned back, convinced she’d passed a farmhouse, but the vacant desert stretched from hill to hill.
Past another slope, a town baked in the heat. Trailers and single-story homes with yellow yards. Her right knee went out. Tristan sat down hard, right hand resting on the boiling asphalt. She could smell the tar. Her chest rose and fell. Her breath felt like a drug. She just needed a moment. She lowered herself to her elbow. Something hard and hot rested beneath her head. Was it the road? How odd. She hoped her brother would have a happy life.
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Ness ran across the bridge, cool air wafting from the river. Water trickled over itself and lapped against the broken rocks of the far shore. The idling U-Haul kicked into gear, headlights swooping behind the plant. It passed through the gates and headed south. Its engine was a low murmur by the time Ness reached the chain link fence.
He scaled it and dropped to the other side. Floodlights illuminated the lot where the men had made their exchange. Men pulled machine guns from the wooden crates and examined them in the hard white light. One of the troops whirled on Ness with a shout.
Ness stopped cold, heart threatening to batter its way from his ribs. “I want to see Larsen!”
“On your knees!” The man stutter-stepped forward, pistol pointed at Ness’ face. “Hands behind your head!”
Ness obeyed. They handcuffed him, yanked him to his feet, marched him to the same room where they’d imprisoned him and Shawn when they first arrived. He had several minutes to feel very stupid.
Larsen entered, his flat eyes bloodshot and puffy. “You’re lucky you weren’t shot.”
“Why did you do that?” Ness said.
“Specifics.”
“You took my fuel. You took what I made and you sold it for guns.”
Larsen pulled his chin to the side. “No, I didn’t.”
“Well, somebody did. I just watched them do it. I needed that ethanol for the harvest. Do you guys even care what it’s like over there?”
“Get calm. I’ll be back.”
Larsen left for a long time. Ness’ head beat with a dull and useless anger. On Larsen’s return, he beckoned Ness into the hall. “If you want answers, ask questions.”
“Why—”
“We’re asking Daniel.” He brought Ness upstairs to a conference room. Daniel faced a black window, hands clasped behind his back. Larsen shut the door and stared at Daniel, his thick hands hanging by his sides. “Did you trade our ethanol for guns?”
Daniel turned, frowning in distaste. “No. I did not.”
Larsen didn’t move. “Then we have a thank-you note to write whoever donated those crates.”
“I traded our fuel for safety.”
“From what?” Ness said. “Dust devils?”
Daniel removed his glasses and scowled at a recalcitrant speck on the lens. “The aliens, for one.”
“Funny you start caring about them now. Have you even started on the bombs?”
“Of course. But this exchange isn’t just about the aliens. Those men represent a group settled beyond what used to be the Oregon border. Most are ex-soldiers. They control the Umatilla chemical weapons depot.”
“Appeasement,” Larsen said.
Daniel nodded sharply, a small smile on his mouth. “The power lines through the hills are dead. I had to find another way to convince these men we’re reasonable. Friendly. Meanwhile, they have armed us, making us even less attractive as a future target. I thought it quite an elegant solution.”
Ness’ shoulders sank. “But we needed that fuel for the harvest.”
“You can make more, can’t you? I thought that was the whole point of this enterprise.”
“Yeah, with all that extra corn I don’t have. It will go perfect with all the time I don’t have, either.”
Daniel ran the nail of his index finger through his beard. “I’m sorry, but fuel was the only thing they wanted. Perhaps we could divert you some of the gasoline stores for the harvest instead. Would that work?”
“I guess,” Ness said.
“Why didn’t I know about this?” Larsen said.
Daniel’s brows flickered. “Do you know how fast this came together? Anyway, if I’d known you were going to raise such a fuss, I would have made sure to consult you.”
“Consult.”
“Yes, consult. What more do you want?”
“I don’t remember the vote that put you here.”
Daniel rolled his eyes. “Listen, get someone to drive him back to the farm, will you? If you must yell, let’s do it in private.”
Larsen’s eyelids drooped. He nodded and brought Ness outside. The plant’s men had disappeared, taking the crates and guns with them. “What do you think?”
“I don’t know,” Ness said.
“Yes, you do.”
“No, I don’t?”
Larsen rubbed one eye. “Everyone has an opinion at every time. When they don’t share, it’s because they’re polite or scared.”
“He should have asked first,” Ness said. “I’m the one who made it. Everyone across the river helped grow the corn, too. Who made Daniel boss?”
“No one.” Larsen smiled. “Does that scare you?”
Ness went back to work, but his enthusiasm had been lost somewhere across the river. He was starting over from scratch. With less than two weeks till the start of harvest, he’d be lucky to get in two good batches, and that itself depended on collecting enough fallen apples from the northern orchard to fill the stills with mash.
“It’s not that big a deal,” Nick said. “You know this stuff grows right out of the ground, right?”
“Wrong,” Ness said. “It grows out of next year’s ground.”
“So we spend one year picking by hand. Who cares?”
“If I have to eat spaghetti one more time, there is a nonzero chance I will kill myself.”
Nick examined the thermometer in one of the vats of mash. “Can you shoot yourself in the head? If your body’s intact, I can make some pretty good meatballs.”
Ness watched the skies for aliens, but saw nothing. If he hadn’t seen them for himself, he’d suspect the whole thing were a lie, a boogeyman invented to keep people scared. To prevent them from protesting when Daniel allocated them just twenty percent of the gasoline they needed for the harvest, and declared there would be no fuel for any more trips into town.
The old man woke them earlier than usual for the first day of harvest. Ness tried to take to the fields with them, but a hefty man named Erasmo shook his head and barred Ness’ way. “Those bony little arms won’t do no good. You want to help, you get those tractors running.”
Ness followed them out anyway, raking up any fallen or discarded cobs and lugging them back to be smashed and boiled. It was pointless, really. He’d be lucky to have twenty gallons ready before they finished up a few weeks from now. It would hardly be enough to run the tractors for an hour. The combines grumbled through the early part of the morning, but burned through their fuel rations before noon. Men and women pulled wagons through the fields, yellow corn piled so high it spilled with every bounce of the wheels, and rolled their loads to a warehouse to be binned and dried.
“How goes the great chopdown?”
Ness startled, dropping wormy cobs onto the warehouse floor. Kristin stood in the doorway in sweatpants and a tank top that showed no obvious stains, which was more than Ness could say about any of his own clothes. Her hair was combed and ponytailed. Ness had the urge to duck below the table. Their water heaters had been acting up and he hadn’t showered or washed his shirt in days.
“Laboriously,” he said. “Someone had the bright idea to run the harvest with fleshy, people-shaped machines instead of those great big metal ones.”
“I heard about the ethanol. That’s so weird. We’ve got guys with guns just standing around in the hallways.”
“I thought everyone on your side of the river was a nuclear scientist or something.”
She shrugged. “I don’t recognize these guys. I think they’re new.”
“Did they show up in a U-Haul?”
“I didn’t see. Just one day and wham, the whole plant looks like an airport on September 12.” Her eyes locked on a stack of small green bottles in the corner. “Hang on a minute. What is that?”
Ness followed her gaze. “Beer.”
“Beer?”
“The hops were old. It’s not very good.”
She walked forward slowly, as if in a dream. “You’re talking to a girl who happily bought things with ‘Lite’ and ‘Ice’ in the name. Who thought Steel Reserve belonged on the middle shelf.”
Ness’ pulse picked up. “Want to try some?”
“With you?”
“I guess I could just give you some.”
She rolled her lip between her teeth. “No. If there’s something wrong with it, I’d like to be able to stab you before I go blind.”
Ness laughed. “Well, I share a room with five other guys.”
“Tempting. Why don’t you just bring some over to the plant instead.”
“Tonight?”
“Sure. We could all get hypernuked by Martians tomorrow. Better drink all the beer while we still can.”
He watched her go. Nick chuckled from the other side of the floor.
Ness scowled. “How long have you been there?”
“Long enough to know you need to hit that.”
“‘Hit that’?” Ness said. “I was hoping the one good thing to come out of the apocalypse would be the death of that phrase.”
“Sorry.”
“Anyway, I don’t even think she likes me.”
“Man, you’re dumb.”
“What?”
“No,” Nick said. “You’re hopeless.”
After dinner, Ness loaded twelve bottles of the label-less beer into a backpack and walked across the bridge, pack clanking. At the gate, two men with machine guns waited in the shadows of the guard station, smoking cigarettes.
“Business?” one said.
“I’m here to see Kristin,” Ness said. “She’s expecting me.”
“Kristin’s last name?”
“I don’t know. Do you have a lot of other Kristins here? Did that particular name protect them from the plague?”
The man gave him a long look, then muttered into his radio. A moment later, he buzzed Ness through, gates sliding back with the rattling of chain. Ness walked to the open space around the control center and drifted to a stop. He had no idea where Kristin lived. He turned in a circle, straps of his pack digging into his shoulders.
“Ness!” In the last of the light, her face appeared from a third-floor window in a nearby outbuilding. “Stay there. I’ll be right down.”
He adjusted his pack. In a field between her housing and a windowless metal structure, chain link fence lay in tightly stacked rolls. The October night was this side of chilly. Kristin emerged in a hooded sweatshirt, grinning at his backpack.
He jangled it. “Where to?”
Her eyes darted between his. “The river, obviously. That’s the only proper place to drink moonshine.”
“What about in the back of a moving pickup?”
“But one of us would have to drive. Illegal!”
“That never stopped my brother.” Ness started back east toward the river. The reactor thrummed under his feet. Cold air rolled from the water. Green grass lined the banks, overhung by thick trees with browning leaves.
“Should have brought a blanket.” Kristin popped down in the grass. “Oh well. Everything’s a hardship these days.”
Ness unzipped his pack and handed her a beer. It was air temperature, cool but not truly cold. He’d fitted them with twist-off caps. Kristin palmed hers open with a hiss. She sniffed, gaze darting between him and the bottle, and drank.
“Any good?” he said.
“It’s beer,” she said.
He opened his and had a drink. It was strongly bitter and lightly metallic. “I don’t even like beer.”
“Then why did you make it?”
“To see if I could.”
She grinned, teeth white in the moonlight. “I thought so.”
He drank, bubbles tickling his throat. “This is weird.”
“Tastes pretty much like beer to me. You did great.”
“Not the taste.” He gestured the bottle at the river. “Like, if you’re just sitting here, and here’s the river, and there’s a fission reaction rumbling behind us, and there’s the lights of the farm on the water, and there’s a beer in your hand—you can forget that any of it ever happened.”
“Would you want to go back?” She laughed, holding her bottle in front of her mouth. “Wow. Has there ever been a dumber question? Besides ‘do you want another beer’?”
“I’d only go back if I could know what I know now.”
“You weren’t happy before?”
“I didn’t do anything. I didn’t know what to do.”
“Don’t tell me you lived in your mom’s basement,” Kristin laughed.
“Ha ha,” Ness said.
“So what do you know now?”
He shrugged. “That you can learn to do just about anything. Most things aren’t that hard if you put in the time.”
She finished her beer. Ness passed her another bottle and chugged his to catch up. By the time he drank his second, he was half drunk. Kristin asked him about the harvest and floated the idea of grabbing up the computers at the campus and setting up an internet server.
Ness tipped back his bottle. “Assuming anyone else has power.”
“Sure they do. We hear them on the radio sometimes. They’ve probably got solar or whatever.”
“I thought radios were a security risk.”
“Not if you don’t transmit anything back. Sounds like the aliens have mostly stuck to the cities, anyway. I don’t think they place a high priority on bombing a guy with a windmill and a CB.”
“What about a guy with a nuclear power plant?” Ness said.
Kristin grinned. “I always knew working here would be the death of me. I don’t know. I think Daniel’s hoping to keep a low profile and wait for someone else to take care of our unwanted guests.”
“That sounds like a good way to wind up atomized, sucked into the upper atmosphere, and distributed over several thousand square miles of land.”
“Well, I’ve always wanted to travel.”
He laughed. She was easier to talk to than most girls, and not just because she would get his WOW references. He reached for another beer. Had she kept coming across the river because she was interested in him? Or was she just curious about his projects? He wished he could have met her before. Texting, instant messaging—with an electronic buffer between him and the girl he was talking to, it had been so much easier to be explicit, in all meanings of the term.
But with a live person in front of him, he felt trapped in a block of ice, knowing what he wanted, but physically unable to take the steps to achieve it. If he leaned over and kissed her, what was the very worst thing that could happen? What was the worst she could do? Besides drowning him in the river, scattering bottles around the shore, and writing his suicide note. At worst, she would push him away, he would go back to the farm, and she could stop coming to see him. In many ways, that would be better than the confusion he’d grappled with for the last few weeks.
One more beer. That would do it.
Stars glinted on the river. Short waves lapped between the rocks. Kristin wedged her bottle into the grainy dirt, leaned over him to fetch another beer from the pack, and pressed her mouth to his.
She withdrew a moment later. “Good?”
“Good.”
“Thank God,” she laughed. “You went so tense I thought I missed and was making out with a tree.”
He shifted to hide the bulge in his pants. “I was just kind of surprised.”
“You brew a girl homemade beer, take her and the beer down to the river at night, and you’re surprised?”
“By the moment.”
Her eyes darted between his, metronymic. “Do you want to stop?”
“Hell no.”
She grinned and drank her beer and kissed him. She tasted like bitter hops and sweet skin. After a few minutes, he moved his hand over her shirt to her breast. She laughed and unzipped his pants. Ness hadn’t had sex in more than two years since responding to one of the Craigslist ads he used to peruse, but he lasted a good five minutes. She made him pull out. He wasn’t sure she’d come and couldn’t quite ask. He offered his socks for her to wipe off with.
“How romantic,” she said, still breathing hard. “Do you feel like cavemen?”
“It wasn’t too rough, was it?”
“I’m talking about the grass under my butt. The wind in my everything.”
Ness smiled. “Next time I’ll bring a club. I’d hate to be interrupted by a mammoth.”
She pulled her beer from its makeshift cupholder in the shore, muck slurping from its base. “We should do this again. Clubs optional.”
He agreed, then saw her to her room and went home, beer in hand. He stopped halfway across the bridge to piss into the river. His head felt very clear. He resolved to go see her again tomorrow after harvest wrapped up for the day. It had been fun. He liked her, and she liked him, too. Life could be so easy when you let it. All you had to do was decide Hey, this is what I want, and I’m going to take my shot. That’s all it took. That was the entire secret right there. He grinned and chucked his empty beer into the river. The bottle spun end over end, catching the moonlight and taking it under the black water.
When Ness woke, it was to the same shame as always. The vague yet pervasive sense he had done something wrong. He raked in corn and brought it back to the warehouse to boil. They were still in the throes of the harvest and he worked so hard he often forgot all about her. Four days went by. He doubted he would see her again. It was better this way. Easier. It was tough enough to work out your own life. Add another person to the mix, and it became downright impossible.
She came across the river on the fifth day, finding him in the warehouse amid green husks and white-yellow silk. “This place is a mess.”
He stirred fresh-boiled mash, steam rising into the cool air. “It’s been really busy.”
“Too busy to do any brewing?”
“I bottled some new stuff last night. But I think it’s even worse. It tastes like I filtered it through an old sock.”
“Not the one you keep beside your bed, I hope.” She grinned. “Well. Want to take that stuff down to the river with me again?”
He glanced at her. Was it that easy? Should he tell her he was too busy? It would be so much simpler. Get lost in the work. Forget it all. He felt stuck, trapped inside the same old block of ice. Kristin smiled, eyes tick-tocking between his, asking for a decision. But he was capable of movement, wasn’t he? It was the ice that was stuck. He just had to will his limbs to move.
“I’ll be there,” he said.
He spent the night with her and returned to the harvest at dawn. Day by day, they cleared the fields, hacking down swaths of green and baling them into wagons to be dried. He saw Kristin every second or third day. At night, the desert air grew so cold he thought the dew would crust into frost, but the weather held through Halloween. One day, he realized he hadn’t seen Shawn in weeks. He wasn’t sure if he missed him.
At the plant, the lights stayed on late. Sometimes, when he wasn’t too exhausted, Ness took his binoculars to the river’s edge and watched men with guns patrolling the grounds. Rains came and went. At sunset, dust set the horizon aflame with orange and pink and red.
Larsen’s heavy hand stirred him from the middle of the night. Ness startled, scrabbling to the edge of his mattress, back pressed against the cold wooden wall.
“Get up,” Larsen said.
“Where are we going? Do I need my shoes?”
“Only if you like your feet.”
Ness dressed and got his shoes. Larsen strode through the cornfields, crunching through dried stems and broad, striated leaves, cutting to the banks of the river where the water would smother his words.
Larsen stared at the silvery ripples for so long Ness began to shiver. The tall man planted his foot on a rock and heeled it into the river. “There are no bombs.”
Ness hunched his shoulders tight against the wind. “Is that a Zen thing?”
“Daniel doesn’t think they’ll work.”
“He doesn’t think high doses of radiation will kill things made out of flesh and blood?”
“Do we know they have blood?”
“Okay then, flesh and goo.”
Larsen gazed across the river. “Daniel thinks two things. First, that the fact they were able to survive a trip of unknown light-years proves they’re radiation-resistant. Second, that we shouldn’t fight.”
Ness breathed into his hands. “Sooner or later, they’ll come for us.”
“Unless they don’t.”
“Yeah, they’re probably perfectly cool with us running a nuclear reactor. Just so long as we keep our yard trimmed and don’t let any missiles pee on their rose bushes.”
“Again, he sees two things. Someone else drives them off. And we’re fine. Or the resistance fails, and we’re dead no matter what we do.”
“What if we could have made a difference?” Ness said.
Larsen swiveled his flat-cheeked face toward Ness. “He thinks the chances of that are so low that it’s not worth antagonizing the invaders.”
“I don’t get why you’re telling me this.”
“To do with it what you wish.” Larsen sniffed and turned from the river. Ness followed him for three steps, then fell back. The conversation was over.
He returned to the river and sat down. He watched the ripples until his mind was ready to move. Larsen wouldn’t have come to him to prompt him into speaking to Daniel. Ness had no special evidence. No proof of concept in the bombs. If Larsen couldn’t talk the old man into action, Ness wouldn’t have a prayer.
The tall man could be coming to him to vent. Ness had the impression few people liked Larsen. Maybe he didn’t have any friends. Or maybe he’d come to Ness because he knew Ness had no power nor the will to grab it, and that he could spill whatever he pleased without fear that Ness would use it against him, to discredit or betray him to Daniel.
No, he didn’t think so. Larsen wasn’t so different from the farmers and locals back in Moscow. If he had a problem, he’d do something about it—or keep it to himself.
He had given Ness this information so Ness would put it to use. So Ness would go on strike? Stop producing ethanol until Daniel started producing bombs? Daniel would just get Brandon to do it. Or bribe Nick.
Ness went still. He knelt and tapped a wave-lapped rock, reassuring himself with its solidity. Daniel could replace one person. He couldn’t replace a hundred.
Ness went home. He woke so nervous he couldn’t eat breakfast. He spent hours rehearsing what he would say, discarding one phrase after another, searching for the perfect line of logic. He still wasn’t sure he’d found it when the workers came home from the fields for dinner.
He waited until most had finished but few had left the tables. Then, heart beating so hard he thought his heart would squirt from his ribs, he climbed on top of his picnic table and cleared his throat.
“My name’s Ness. I’m the guy who was so lazy he had to be literally whipped.” A few people chuckled uneasily. His entire body itched. “Since then, I’ve tried to get my head on straight. Because I thought we were working toward something important. I thought we were working to kill the aliens who took our families away. Who are still fighting to wipe us out. But I don’t think we are fighting back. I think we’re working toward something else instead. Something the people running this place don’t want you to know about.”
Nick looked up at him like Ness’ teeth had fallen out one by one while he was speaking. “What are you talking about?”
He almost lost his nerve. “We’re not working for our safety or our future. We’re working so the people in the plant can take what we make and sell it for themselves.” He described the arms deal, the meat they ate, the radios they had access to, the computers and the trucks and the hired soldiers. “That plant isn’t just across a river, it’s in a different world. One where everything we create gets sent to them and we’re left with the scraps.
“Daniel tells us all this hardship is about fighting the aliens. But someone in his camp just told me he doesn’t plan to fight back at all. Therefore, I can only conclude that we are being used—and will go on being used until we do something to stop it.”
He broke off; he’d had more, but he forgot it abruptly. He stood on the picnic table, biting the skin around his thumbnail, their sunbeaten faces watching him from under the shadows of the tarps.
“Is that true?” Erasmo said to the old man who woke them every morning, who still hadn’t moved. “They get to just drive into town?”
The old man shrugged. “How should I know? Don’t tell me shit.”
“This whole time they said they were building bombs,” said Ellen, a hefty woman who swore every time she rose from tending the rows of crops. “If they’re not looking to give the squid a taste of what we did to Nagasaki, just what the hell are they doing over there?”
Ness shrugged. “Selling our stuff for other stuff we’ll never see.”
“So what do you want to do about it?” Nick said.
Ness could have hugged him. “Nothing. I want to do nothing. Quit working. Go on strike.”
Ness hadn’t known what he expected. Cheers? Applause? Boos and a hail of tomatoes? Instead, they met his proposal with blank silence, looking away when he climbed down from his perch. He walked to the river and wandered the banks until long past dark. He thought about going to Kristin, but it wouldn’t do any good. He’d failed.
In the morning, the workers rose, ate breakfast, and stayed at the picnic tables, watching each other, as if waiting for someone to break rank and Ness’ spell with it. The old man stood with his arms folded, toothpick wiggling from his teeth. He caught Ness staring and nodded.
A half hour after they were scheduled to start the day’s harvest, the people dispersed. Some went back to their bunks. Some went to the river to wash their clothes. Others walked south, packs on their backs, to spend the day foraging in town. None went back to the fields.
At the tables, Nick sipped his water and laughed. “It’s like we’re all skipping school. Know what happens next?”
Ness shook his head. “I never skipped school.”
“They send security to get you.”
Ness laughed through his nose. His humor was as short-lived as his rebellion. The next morning, while the workers were still waiting on their oatmeal, trucks rolled onto the bridge. They crossed the wide gray waters, wheels spitting dust, and came to a stop at the end of the road to the farm. Men with rifles leaped from the backs and advanced on the workers. Ness stood and prepared to run.
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Teeth swam above her head. Two white rows of teeth. Teeth divided by narrow gray seams. They sank toward her neck, a pink tongue-tip protruding from the incisors. Tristan tried to scream.
Water touched her lips. She swallowed. She had done this before. She choked and sat up, water dribbling down her shirt.
“It’s alive!” said the woman who owned the teeth. “Glad to see we’re not just wasting the stuff. Starting to feel like I was pouring it down a pretty little drain.”
Tristan sat up, taking in the plain white sheets, the bare and water-spotted walls. “Where am I?”
“Williams,” the woman said. “Williams, Arizona. Former United States of Earth.”
“So you know about them.”
“We’re not living in a basement just to keep cool.”
Tristan reached for the water glass, finishing it. The water was room temperature and tasted like dirt. “They’re trying to wipe us out. I didn’t know anyone was left.”
“Oh, was there a plague or something?” the woman said. “That would explain why all my friends dropped dead.”
“They’re working on a second plague. A final strike.”
The woman pressed her lips together. “Doubt there’s enough of us left to kill.”
Her name was Jen and she was gently plump. His name was Mikel and his brown eyes were as bright as his smile. They were married, both in their late thirties. They lived in the basement of a former Grand Canyon gift shop and diner beside a large blue lake. Mikel had found Tristan on the road while scavenging their designated sector of the town—even before the Panhandler hit, Williams had just three thousand people, most of whom knew each other by face if not name. After the Panhandler hit, it was reduced to 22. One Sunday after the dust had settled, a former volunteer firefighter went door to door to invite the survivors to the Lutheran church to learn who’d lived and hash out what to do next.
After the meeting, six survivors left town to seek different fates. The sixteen who remained in Williams split scavenging rights between themselves as equally as possible—although it had taken more than a few arguments to settle who got what share of the propane shop on the north end of town—including shared and unrestricted passage to the two lakes and two reservoirs. There hadn’t been a single significant squabble since.
Jen told her all this over a breakfast of potatoes, eggs, and homemade bread. Tristan held the velvety yolks in her mouth before swallowing. “So you just split up the whole town? Is there anything left?”
Mikel poured her more water. “Food, guns, gas, and Coke? That’s all been hauled back to our lairs, which ought to tell you a thing or five about a people’s values. Nonessentials haven’t been picked quite so bare.”
“Where’d you come from?” Jen said. “You looked like a scarecrow come to life.”
Tristan dug into her potatoes. “West. I ran out of food. I meant to restock along the road. Turned out the road was out of water, too.”
After another day of rest, Tristan felt well enough to get up and do some wandering. Like Mikel said, the town had been picked free of food. She found a duffel bag upstairs in the gift shop and walked to the sporting goods store on the east end of town, which still carried a few things deemed too common or useless to be worth hoarding: a canteen, a compass, two silvery emergency blankets, two Swiss army knives, a radio, a collapsible fishing rod, artificial bait. All the guns were gone. The biggest knives, too. Tristan shouldered her bag, climbed onto a bike, and rode back to the house, dropping the bike off the bushes down the street and stashing the bag in the passenger side of a dust-caked Cadillac.
She volunteered to help clean their home. Jen grinned and showed her to the broom, dustpan, mop, and bucket. Tristan took care of the basement, spending extra time in the couple’s bedroom, then moved upstairs to the gift shop, careful to sweep all the closets and storerooms as well.
Along the way, Tristan discovered Mikel kept three guns in his bedroom and another nine wrapped in coats in a box in the attic. He’d hidden spare ammo in a chest, the small boxes buried beneath shot glasses printed with tiny pictures of the Grand Canyon and Flagstaff. Tristan waited for the couple to fall asleep, then crept to the attic, where she took a scoped rifle and an automatic pistol. Using a pen light taken from the kitchen, she compared the ammo in the guns’ magazines to what was in the green cardboard boxes—she hadn’t had time to do so earlier, too afraid of being caught—and returned downstairs.
A man waited in the darkness, gun pointed at her head.
“What you got there?” Mikel said.
“Two of your guns,” Tristan said.
“What are you thinking?”
“That the rest of the world isn’t likely to be as nice as Williams.”
“Man, we don’t need all these weapons. You could have just asked.”
Tristan shrugged. “People say yes more when a gun does the asking.”
Mikel sighed. “You got food? Water?”
“I’ve got water from the lake. I was going to go to the reservoir and catch a few fish before dawn.”
“You can’t drink straight out the lake, you’ll shit your brains out. Go wait outside while I kit you out right. And for God’s sake, be quiet. Jen hears you robbing us, you’ll break her heart.”
Tristan went out to the car and got her bag. Mikel crept outside and handed her a pillowcase heavy with small boxes and bottles.
“You know there’s an alien camp down the highway?” she pointed.
“I’ve heard the jets.”
“You heard about any others like it?”
The light of the quarter moon glinted in his eyes. “Who you lose?”
“My brother.” She slung the bags over her shoulders. “I’m sorry. Tell Jen whatever you want.”
She walked to the end of the street and got the bike from under the bushes. Its basket was big enough to hold both her bags, so long as she bungeed them down, but she had to carry the rifle slung on her shoulder. She’d taken a map from the gift shop. It was cartoonish and poorly-scaled, but all she had to do to find Flagstaff was follow the highway.
She biked east into the lukewarm night. She could spend an eternity combing the country and still never find Alden. She needed news. That meant she needed people. People carried news like STDs.
She was still weakened from her bout of exhaustion. It took her two days to bike the 35 miles to Flagstaff. In between, she holed up in a rest stop. From the east, a line of mountains oversaw the city. Flagstaff was smaller than she expected. Smaller than Redding. Snows held to the heights of the two pyramidal peaks beyond the town. She climbed a hill a mile outside the city. The grass had died during the summer, but the outskirts were dotted with gnarly pines that smelled of needles and bad syrup. She scanned the streets through the scope of the rifle, keeping her finger outside the trigger guard.
Extrapolating from Williams’ numbers, Flagstaff could have as many as five hundred survivors. If so, they were doing a damn good job of hiding from each other. Anything green and orderly stood out from the desert like a malleted thumb, but she saw a bare handful of gardens scattered around the town.
It had been one thing to deal with a gaggle of naked, traumatized prisoners and a too-kindly couple. It was another thing entirely to stroll into a strange town demanding answers from total strangers who’d been through unknown trials of their own. Could she connive her way into another household? Someone nice. Popular. A former reverend or elementary school teacher. Sponge them and their connections for knowledge.
But it would take too long to set up, be too risky. Anyway, she wasn’t sure she had the stomach for some elaborate con. It hadn’t been that long ago she was campaigning the streets of Berkeley for gay marriage rights. Some part of her—the same part of her that believe Alden was still alive—continued to believed others deserved respect, honesty, fair treatment.
She channeled her inner Clint Eastwood and walked her bike down the middle of town. When that drew no notice, she picked out a two-story house, checked it for people living and dead, tore a square of cardboard from a box in the garage, and wrote a message in block Sharpie. After thinking for some time on the apocalypse’s equivalent of the saloon, she biked around until she found the Walmart and duct taped her sign to the front doors:
“NEED INFO ON ALIENS, ESP. PRISON CAMPS. WILLING TO BARTER. LEAVE TERMS HERE.”
She returned to her home, which had enough canned fruit and soup to last her a week or better, and killed the rest of the day raiding the neighbors. When she returned to her sign the following afternoon, she found it had been defaced with two names, a drawing of a penis, and a request to meet at 5 PM, no date given.
She turned in a circle, eyeing the parking lot. Several RVs rested at the far end. She cleared them one by one and settled inside the second-largest, prying open the windows to convince a breeze to flush out the sweltering air. She found an unopened bottle of grapefruit juice in the pantry. It was blood-warm but smelled fine. She drank it as she watched the lot.
The sun was still well above the horizon when the man walked to the door and stopped to gaze across the baking asphalt. He lit a cigarette and stepped into the shade of the entry. Tristan examined him through the scope. He wore baggy sports shorts, but despite the heat, a light jacket covered his torso. Probably had a pistol on his hip. She made sure she could draw hers, then popped the door and dropped down the steps.
His eyes locked on her. As she crossed the baking lot, she kept her attention on his right hand, which he used to hold his cigarette. Dry, bitter smoke dispersed across the cars.
She stopped out of arm’s reach. His gaze skipped from her chest to her rifle to her hips. “What’s your name?”
“What’s it matter?”
“All relationships are based on trust. How can you trust when you don’t know who to hold accountable?”
“Tristan.”
“You lying to me, Tristan?”
She squinted against the smoke. He hadn’t shaved in a week and his long hair was held behind his head in a samurai knot. She rolled her eyes. “You’ll have to forgive me. I left my birth certificate back with civilization.”
“Got a boyfriend, Tristan?”
“I left him with my birth certificate. What do you know about the camps?”
He drew on the cigarette. “Do you suck?”
She took a moment to process that was what the man had really said. “Do you?”
“How bad do you want to know about the camps?”
“If you know something, we can deal. I have food.”
“Me too. What I don’t got is a girl. Or enough flexibility to pretend.”
Tristan glanced at a crow pecking at something in the sun-splashed parking lot. “It’s just information. It won’t cost you anything.”
“And all I want for it is five minutes of your time.” He dropped his cigarette, stamped it out, keeping his eyes down. “No one has to know. Nobody’s left to know. It only seems like a lot because we used to treat it like a lot.”
“It’s not on the table. The table has been burnt and left on the side of the highway.”
He nodded, gazing at a planter where crickets chirped in the shadows of the weeds. “Same question as before: how badly do you want it?”
“Enough to be here.”
“Same here. So why don’t we satisfy our wants together?”
She met his eyes. He raised his brows and glanced back at the crickets. Tristan considered her gun. “Would you have talked this way before the plague?”
“What’s it matter?”
“I want to know whether I should worry about turning into a pathetic little vulture, too.”
He smiled angrily and reached for her face. “Listen, that’s no way—”
Tristan moved with him, pivoting to the left, away from his reach, while thrusting her left palm forward and intercepting his forearm with hers. At the same time, she snapped her right fist into his nose.
Tristan would replay that moment for days, weeks, years. Enough times to know with bone-down clarity she could have ended it then and there. But she was too used to punching walls. Too conditioned by solo one-step sparring, where each strike and block was followed by a pause and a reset to her default stance.
She struck his face. He staggered back. She paused.
He swung for her cheek. She lifted her left to block with her wrist, but she caught him too near the elbow and his fist hinged into her face. She’d diverted half the force, but the remainder stung her, making her hesitate again. He drew his pistol from his hip and leveled his arm.
She grabbed his wrist with her left hand, straining to keep his aim offline, and slammed her right fist into the veiny softness of his inner forearm. The gun flew from his hand and spun over the pavement. His left hand, free and clear, hammered into her head. She dropped to one knee. He hit her again, knocking her down, and dropped his knees onto her chest, driving the air from her lungs. The rifle dug into her back. She groped for her pistol, but he spread his knees apart, pinning the weapon and her left hand to the sidewalk.
He swung his right fist and she slapped it past her ear. His left struck her eye, bouncing her head against the concrete. Stars burst across her sight. His next punch slammed into her mouth, tearing her lip over her teeth. She tasted copper. He hit her again and again. She felt two of her teeth uproot from her jaw, strings of gum-flesh yanking away. She prepared to die.
The man grabbed her throat, pushing his thumbs into her windpipe. The short respite brought Tristan back into the world. She clawed for his eyes, nails scraping furrows of skin from his cheeks. His hold relaxed; he cried out and jerked his head, biting for her fingers. Her right index finger slipped inside his wet cheek. He bit down until his teeth clacked together. White fire exploded from her hand. Her finger was a one-knuckled stump. He spat her severed finger into her face and bore down on her throat.
Her vision grayed. He leaned forward and she jerked her left arm free from his knee. She groped for her pistol, but he spread his knees further, covering the gun. His shorts rode up his hairy thighs. She snaked her hand inside one leg of his shorts and grabbed his testicles.
She twisted, pulled, and squeezed.
He yelled and leaned down, thumbs crushing her throat. She felt something give in her hand, a semihard, gelatinous orb breaking into pieces. His hands disappeared from her neck. He arched his back and screamed, pulling away. She yanked her hand toward herself, grinding her palm, nails slicing his skin. He fell to his side and clamped his hands to his bleeding crotch. She picked up the fallen pistol in her left hand, her right dripping blood. The man had enough survival instinct remaining to push himself up on his hip. She punched the pistol into his mouth, shattering his teeth.
“Suck.”
His eyes went wide. She pulled the trigger. Pink goo fanned the sidewalk. His head yanked back. He slumped, head lolling, blood watering the ground. Tristan jerked her hand, slinging the gun away. She dropped to the ground. Blood dribbled from her face and squirted from her finger. Nausea cramped her guts. She retched, thin streamers of blood mingling with spools of saliva and bile. Pain thundered over her with every heartbeat. Her knucklebone peeked from her finger. The man’s head was a hollowed gourd. She lay on the ground and sobbed.
She couldn’t stay here. She was exposed. Badly hurt. She sat up. The blood left her head in a welcome rush; for a moment, the pain faded. Its return was as sharp as chipped glass. She used her pocketknife to cut away the hem of the man’s shirt, holding the nub of her finger away from her grip, then awkwardly wound the cloth around the stump of her knuckle and clamped down until the pain defeated her. She spat blood from her mouth every few seconds. A red puddle grew beneath the man’s head, seeping through the sidewalk’s cracks, crawling past her fallen teeth.
Tristan hauled herself away, gun in hand. She gargled a mouthful of water, managed to get down a drink. She needed to get off the streets. Get home. She stood and waited for the blood to return to her head. Each step jarred the wounds on her face. She hugged herself, the pistol in her hand digging into her ribs.
She forced herself not to stop. Even when she vomited again. Even when the pain grew so bright the street shrank to a fuzzy gray circle. She was a half block past her house before she realized she’d gone too far. Inside, she bolted the door and lowered herself to the rug in the wood-planked foyer.
She stayed there until the flames of pain burnt down to aching embers. She found a half-full fifth of vodka in the pantry and used it to swab her finger and face. Her cheeks and eyesockets felt swollen, distended. Possibly broken. Would she be ugly? She sobbed again, not so much for her vanity as for being unable to stop herself from having the thought.
She knew she needed to find antibiotics, but she had no strength left in her limbs. She drank a bit of warm Sprite and lowered herself to bed.
She woke in the night, but lacked the strength to do more than drink the rest of her Sprite and a bottle of water and choke down two handfuls of kettle chips. Come morning, she ached just as bad, but she made herself scour the neighborhood door to door, checking medicine cabinets, refusing to let herself see the face in the mirror. Her hopes were low, but she found the right pills within an hour. And more than that. Painkillers. She took two of each and returned to the house.
She stayed indoors for days, stepping out only to go to the bathroom in a corner of the sun-browned yard. As her physical misery ebbed, doubts played in the spaces it left in her head. She should have just done it. It would only have taken five minutes. If she had just been able to get over herself for that long—to block it out, to think of England, to crush her hateful awareness beneath the understanding of the act’s purpose—she could be on her way to find Alden right now.
She wallowed in this for three days, hating herself and her weakness. She tried to drown it with pills and the nightly AM broadcasts of a chatterbox named Josh Jones. But she kept coming back to the doubt, worrying at it like a dog chews its own cuts, heedless of the damage.
A single thought silenced the others. The man hadn’t been entitled to ask. She wasn’t a device for his physical release; she’d done nothing wrong in wanting to find her brother. Anger coursed through her, hotter even than the pain when the man had bitten off her finger, an anger so loud and insistent and consuming she laughed and cried in wrath. She wanted to destroy him all over, to smash his teeth and hollow his head a second time. She lurched from bed, sheets falling from her shoulders, and took up her pistol and her rifle and walked down the streets in broad daylight, hoping someone would step out and try to stop her so she could shoot them dead.
The body was still there in front of the Walmart, but the face was gone, chewed away by dogs. The brains had been lapped from the sidewalk. Brown blood sheeted the ground. Tristan hadn’t known exactly what she meant to do—shoot him, drag him around—but nature had done its own work.
It wasn’t enough to quell her rage. That showed all signs of lasting. Even so, it couldn’t extinct the doubts, which emerged in the small moments of the night to remind her of her low worth and massive guilt, to ask whether it might not be better to be dead. She had no escape from this. She feared she never would.
There was a single silver lining to her time in recovery in the dark and too-hot house. Josh Jones’ nonstop mouth blabbered through the nights, passing on news and rumor from all corners. Aliens laying waste to Chengdu. Gang warfare leaving Milwaukee in flames. And a cryptic message about a resistance movement named the Bear Republic Rebels, a group Tristan worked out was based somewhere outside L.A.
She still hurt, and still hadn’t met her own gaze in a mirror, but she was ready to move. Her best chance of finding Alden was to find the people dedicated to tracking and fighting the aliens.
She detoured south to Phoenix, meaning to bypass the prison camp in the desert. There, she swapped out her bicycle for a Vespa—the bike, for all its advantages, was limited by her own legpower, and if she got injured along the way, she couldn’t afford to be stranded again in the desert. She strapped the scooter with a red plastic gas jug and a siphon tube and cut straight west for Los Angeles. Her radio killed three sets of batteries along the way. Listening to Jones each night, she gleaned the rebels were encamped somewhere north of the city.
That left an awful lot of ground. But they’d need water. Even with that to narrow it down, it took three weeks of riding through the mountains to find them at Pyramid Lake along I-5.
They weren’t much. Men and women in camo tents. Jeeps and SUVs parked under beige tarps to shield them from sight of passing jets. Two men climbed the switchback trail to meet her, rifles raised. She had to make a fist to stop from going for her gun.
She killed the Vespa and stepped into the gravel, hands empty. “I need to see the man in charge.”
“I bet a lot of people would,” said a tattooed man in his twenties. His gaze skipped around her scarred face, focusing past her shoulder. His voice softened. “What do you want?”
“To kill aliens.”
The older man chuckled. “Leave your weapons with me and I’ll see if she’ll see you.”
“She?” Tristan said.
He raised his brows. “Last I checked.”
“When did you check that?” the tattooed man said.
“Well, never, I suppose. Guess I’ve always just taken her word for it.” He crunched through the gravel to Tristan. Heart beating, she handed over her guns and knives. The old man passed her weapons to his partner. “Mind if I search you?”
“Yes,” Tristan said.
“Well, you got to understand we’re not in the habit of marching potentially armed strangers straight to Dear Leader.”
“I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it.”
He scowled, creasing his beard. “Quit making my job tough, would you? You want me to do this, or want me to bring up one of the girls?”
She cocked her head. “You’re fine.”
He proceeded, businesslike, only pausing when he saw the scarring nub of her right-hand finger. After, he led her down to the lake, where the rebels caught fish and scrubbed clothes. Tristan accepted a bit of trout and a mealy bowl of boiled and mashed roots.
“She’ll see you now,” the older man told her a few minutes after sunset. He brought her to a cabin. Inside, a woman in her early thirties gazed down at a desk full of papers.
“Kerry tells me you want to join up,” the woman said without looking up.
“Kerry’s wrong.”
The older man coughed. “Hey now, you said—”
“I said I wanted to kill aliens,” Tristan said. “And I will. If they get in my way. What I want to do is find my brother.”
The woman frowned, wrinkling her young face. “We’re not a search and rescue team.”
“And I’m not dumb enough to expect you to be. The alien prison camps. Do you know where they are?”
“We’d be pretty bad at this if we didn’t.”
“Any with children? Teens?”
“Could be,” the woman said. “It’s not a priority.”
Tristan placed her four-fingered hand on the table. “They’re taking kids and that’s not a priority?”
“Tonight, I won’t give it a second thought, and I’ll sleep fine. Our one and only priority is the survival of the human race.”
“Not to me.”
“Sure enough.” The woman tapped her fingers on the desk. “Not here to enlist? This meeting is through.”
“I need to know where the camps are,” Tristan said. “I need to find my brother.”
“Then I’d advise you to get walking.”
Tristan gazed across the desk. “It’s just information.”
“And it’s also need-to-know.” She stood, chair scraping. “Kerry will show you out.”
Tristan stood perfectly still. Kerry wore a rifle on his shoulder; she’d need to take that away. Twist it to entangle his arm in the strap, the drive her elbow into his head. Take him down and turn the gun on the woman until she talked. Use her as a hostage to as Tristan retreated to her scooter. Would be an awful lot of guns trained on her when she walked out the door of the hut, but she didn’t have a choice.
The woman smiled slowly. “You’re thinking about killing me.”
Tristan shook her head. “I’d need you alive. Talking. Convincing your soldiers not to shoot.”
She laughed, shooting a bemused look at Kerry. She tapped her finger on the table. “You ever seen one of them in person? Do you have any idea what you’re getting into?”
“They kept me captive for weeks. Last month, I escaped one of their camps. I was the only one to make it out.”
“That were you got those scars?”
“The one on my neck.” Absently, Tristan stuck her tongue into the gap where her left canine and nearest incisor had been knocked out. “The rest came afterwards.”
The woman rolled her lips together, suddenly pensive. She rubbed her nose. “Farms east of Fresno. Somewhere off 168. That’s where I hear they’re keeping the kids.”
“Thank you.”
“Been a while since I heard that. Might not be any good.”
“Then I’ll keep looking.”
The woman snorted. “No doubt. If you could kill a few of the squids while you’re there, it would really give us a hand.”
Kerry led Tristan outside. “She must have liked you. Sure I can’t talk you into staying?”
“Where are my guns?” Tristan said.
He chortled. “Take it that’s a no.”
She’d grabbed a state map from a rest stop as soon as she’d crossed into California. She knew Fresno wasn’t far, all things considered, but when she saw it was less than 150 miles north, she smiled for the first time in weeks.
She coasted down the mountain slope, buzzing past the yellow deadlands of Bakersfield. Smoke rose from the city. The grumble of machines. She needed gas, but she didn’t stop to siphon any until she was on the very edge of town. Even then, she listened to the wind for engines or gunshots before she paused to take fuel.
She throttled the Vespa to its top speed, 40 MPH on flat ground. Twisted orchards flashed by, leafless and brown. Dusty signs denounced a senator for causing the drought. One denounced her for causing the Panhandler, too.
At the interchange, she peeled off I-5, Fresno-bound. An anxious readiness tingled in her veins. Field after field faded behind her, browned-out by the sun. Isolated patches of green exposed the people clinging to the land. She hit Fresno and followed the road through Clovis, heading for the hills. She thought she might face days of searching, but the blue cones stood from the heights like signal fires.
She parked by the road and crouched in the brush, sighting the alien camp through the rifle. Her heart sank with the sun. Besides the swaying grass, the grounds were motionless. She waited for nightfall before she climbed up the hills and entered the settlement.
She found no aliens. No vehicles. No people. If Alden had once been here, he’d been gone for a very long time.
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Soldiers tromped across the dusty grounds. Ness stood still, fixated. The workers went quiet. A few trickled from the lodges to stand with the others. Curtains stirred in the windows.
Daniel walked behind the soldiers. Roan was with him, steps as smooth as a leopard’s. A machine gun hung from her shoulder. Ness counted fifteen other troops, all armed.
Daniel clapped his hands and smiled. “I heard there’s been a strike. That true, Howard?”
The old man—Howard; it was the first time Ness had heard his proper name—tugged on the bill of his faded baseball cap. “Looks like.”
“Would someone like to tell me why?”
Faces turned to Ness. His went hot. He searched for words.
Erasmo stood. “Because you’re working us to death and you’re not even fighting back.”
“Is that what you want to do?” Daniel said. “Fight back?”
“Hell yeah.”
“All of you? You want to put your lives on the line assaulting superior beings who’ve already reduced humanity to far-flung tribes?”
“Better that than waiting for them to wipe us out,” Ness said.
Several others murmured their assent. Roan found each speaker, her eyes lingering, as if fixing them in her mind.
Daniel ran his thumb through his beard. “I’d like to fight, too. Very much so. If it made sense, I’d devote every spare erg to the cause. But that’s the thing. It doesn’t make sense.”
“You said you had tons of nuclear waste,” Ness said. “How many dirty bombs would that be good for?”
“Hundreds,” he shrugged. “Thousands. But after we set them off—assuming they have stationary bases worth bombing, and that we can reach those bases without being bombed ourselves—we will discover they just don’t work.”
“Radiation—the thing that kills everything—won’t kill these things.”
Daniel shook his head, morning light bouncing from his glasses. “Do you know how much cosmic radiation these beings must have absorbed over the course of their flight? Even if we assume they’re capable of traveling at light-speed and that they came from the nearest extrasolar star, they spent five years in flight. It’s more likely they spent ten. Twenty.” He tipped back his chin and pursed his mouth tight. “A two-year flight would expose a human to enough cosmic radiation to cause a breakdown of the DNA. This, in turn, would case fatal cancer.”
Ness glanced around for help. “So maybe they’ve got shields.”
“Cosmic radiation differs from earthbound radiation in one key aspect: it’s traveling very, very fast. As fast as matter goes. No amount of shielding could protect them from it.”
“Well, they didn’t take the fucking highway! Obviously they got through it somehow.”
Daniel nodded soberly. “Indeed. Because they’re immune.”
“Immune to radiation?” Erasmo said.
“That’s one option. The other—and, from a logical standpoint, perhaps more likely—is that they don’t exist at all.”
Ness gaped. Several people spoke at once. Howard’s rangy voice cut through them all. “Better explain yourself, boss.”
Daniel gestured at the sky. “Do you see any aliens? Have you ever seen any aliens?”
“I have!” Ness said.
“So you say.”
“Because I’m in the general habit of saying true things. And am just concerned enough about my fellow man to want to warn him about the interstellar monsters that landed in my back yard.”
Daniel tugged his nose and sniffed. “Where was that, again?”
“Moscow. Idaho.”
“So the first and apparently only place the aliens stop when they finally reach Earth is a town so obscure you have to clarify which state it’s in.”
Ness’ skin prickled. “You told me you knew about them. Do you actually believe what you’re saying here? Or is this another lie to keep us happy and hoeing?”
Daniel blinked, affront spreading across his face. “I don’t know whether there are aliens. All I know is what you say and what I’ve seen. I haven’t seen any. Neither have the people we’re in contact with in Spokane. Or Umatilla. Could there be aliens? Hypothetically. But the physical evidence suggests they’d have an awful hard time getting here. And if they were capable of such a thing, of absorbing or deflecting lethal doses of radiation, I don’t see why they’d be incapable of continuing to do just that.”
Ness could only shake his head. All that radiation stuff, was that even true? It sounded plausible enough, scientific enough, but—well, he supposed there was no but. It didn’t matter whether it was true. It mattered how it sounded. Most of the audience around him had even less education than he did. Fieldhands like Nick. Old farmers like Howard. All they knew about space was it was really big and you couldn’t reach it no matter how high you jumped. He could already see their doubt, their furtive glances.
Daniel made a pleading gesture with his palms. “We’ve been doing very well here. Power. Water. Plenty of food. Thanks to Ness, it’s looking like we’ll soon have cars again. Working farm equipment. I’m sure you’d all appreciate that.”
The old scientist rubbed his temples, face a portrait of concern. “We’re staring down a critical juncture. We’re in the middle of harvest. If we finish reaping what we’ve sown, we’ll find ourselves with abundance. Next year, we’ll be able to divert that much more resources to the luxuries we’re all missing. To making life better. We’ve all seen how fast things can change for the worse. Well, things can change for the better, too. But it’s going to take a lot of hard work. If you’ve got questions, those I can answer. But if things stay where they are, all that food we’ve worked for will rot in the field. We’ll lose a whole year. I may know how to maintain a nuclear reactor, but I can’t turn back time.”
The people did have a few questions—whether they would all have access to cars once the fuel came in, whether the settlement could divert the resources into getting the farm another pair of washing machines and dryers—but the answers didn’t matter. He had already won them back. Roan found Ness’ eyes and smiled.
They went back to the fields that afternoon. For lack of anything better to do, Ness went back to the stills.
“Did you really see the aliens?” Nick asked.
“They came right up to our cabin.”
“Then why did Daniel say they didn’t?”
“He’s either ignorant or a liar.” Ness pulled the lid from a fermenting tub. “I don’t much like it either way.”
The wagons returned with corn and wheat. The nights grew colder. The harvest finished days behind schedule. Kristin sent him a note asking him to cross the river, but when he went to see her, they would up fighting over the dumbest of things—whether Bush had been right to invade Iraq; Kristin thought the evidence had been fabricated, but Ness argued it didn’t matter, not when Saddam Hussein was a ruthless dictator—and he went straight home, shivering in the north wind. The first frosts fell. The days alternated between cold and clear and cold and damp. He and Kristin made up, but fought again the next week. With Ness feeling the lowest he’d been since their mother had died, Shawn came to see him.
“What do you want?” Ness said. He was in bed reading one of the communal library’s paperback mysteries. The cover had fallen off. He suspected his bed had fleas, too. He hadn’t yet caught one, but he had small red bumps on his arms and legs.
“Just wanted to catch up with my baby brother.”
Ness rolled his eyes. Shawn knew he hated that term. “Nothing to catch up on.”
“Really? ‘Cause I heard you were a little Che Guevara out here.”
“Nope.”
“Well, okay.” Shawn plopped down on the end of the bed, jolting Ness’ book from his hands. “Then I guess you don’t care they just hired me to build a fence around you guys.”
“What?”
“Now, a thinking man might ask, ‘Why do they want an electrician to build them a fence?’ But this here man just needs to think a little harder. What if the fence were electric?”
Ness set down his book. “Why would they do that?”
Shawn shrugged. He looked good. Tan. Well-fed. “Normally you rig one of those when you don’t want your cattle getting loose.”
“Do you know how Daniel broke our strike? He told them the aliens weren’t real.”
“Tell that to the shit I dropped when they came to the cabin.”
“Well, thanks for coming by to rub it in. After I kill myself, I’m going to haunt you. You’ll never jerk off in peace again.”
“I didn’t come here to rub your nose in it,” Shawn said. “I came here to do something about it.”
“Like what?” Ness said. “Capture an alien?”
“Well, I was just gonna go yell in the streets or something. But yeah. Let’s go bag us an alien.”
“You’re serious.”
“Why not?”
“Where are we going to get an alien?”
“Last time I saw one, it was banging down our front door. Ness, I think it’s time to go home.”
Ness laughed, surprising himself. “Do you think we can take one alive?”
“Why? You want to do some probing? Give them a taste of their own medicine?”
“I want to poison one with radiation until it dies.”
Shawn’s face puckered. “You’re sick, dude.”
“Is that a yes or a no?”
“I’ll get the jeep. You get planning.”
Ness rolled out of bed. “Can you give me a ride across the river? There’s someone I need to see.”
“Hot piece of tail?”
“Don’t talk about her like that.”
Shawn snorted. “I bet.”
The sun had set a few minutes earlier. Shawn’s headlights slashed across the black water. He dropped Ness off in front of the three-story outbuilding and Ness jogged up the stairs and knocked on Kristin’s door.
“What do you want?” Her eyes were bloodshot, tired. “Think up some brilliant new defense of strike-first fascism?”
“I’m leaving,” Ness said.
Her lips parted. “Ness. It was just a silly fight.”
“Not you. And not long. Just until I bring back an alien.”
Kristin drew back her chin, eyes darting between his. “Are you trying to impress me? Flowers are more traditional.”
“Daniel’s going to build an electric fence around the farm,” Ness said. “To pen us in. And the only way I can get the others to do anything about it is to prove the aliens exist—and that we can kill them.”
“I think the electric fence might be enough to get them off their butts.”
“He’ll just tell them it’s for their own safety. I have to prove he’s been lying about everything.”
She rubbed her fist against her forehead. “Wow. Holy shit. What if you don’t come back?”
“Then tell my friend Nick,” he said. “And consider running away before things get any weirder.”
They kissed, long and sweet. Ness put his hand up her shirt. She laughed and closed the door behind them. Down below, Shawn honked the horn.
“I think I hate your brother,” Kristin said.
“He gets that a lot. Love you.”
He hadn’t meant to say it. Judging by her expression, she hadn’t expected to hear it. He blushed furiously and ran down the steps. As he jumped into the jeep, Kristin opened the window and waved.
“Kind of skinny,” Shawn said.
“Shut up.”
Shawn told the guards he was taking Ness home for the night, then turned onto the southbound road. Cold air gushed through the roofless cab.
“How’d you get the jeep?” Ness said.
“Obviously I stole it. Guns are in back.”
Ness twisted in his seat. The weapons gleamed from the floorboards. “How are we going to take them alive?”
“You got two and a half hours to figure that one out, smart guy.”
Ness sat back and spent the next ten minutes wishing he’d brought a thicker coat. They roared through town and circled around to the highway, blowing past the defunct wineries and desiccated blueberry fields. The stars blazed from the sky. When he leaned close to the windshield, Ness could see his breath; it could snow soon. Cliffs of black basalt flanked the road. Wastelands of cheatgrass and sage blew past the car. Pullman was completely silent. No lights, no smoke of chimneys. The bodies dangling from the poles were months old.
“Well?” Shawn said as they drove into Moscow. Moonlight glinted from the curved metal roof of the Kibbie Dome. “What’s the big idea?”
“Shoot them until they’re dead.”
“I could have thought of that. I did think of that.”
“Well, what are we going to do, stuff a chloroformed rag in their beaks and hope they have lungs?” Ness pushed his wind-mussed hair from his forehead. “Anyway, they don’t need to be alive for us to bombard them with radiation.”
“That’s messed up, messing with dead bodies like that,” Shawn said. “Good way to wind up with a bunch of Godzillas.”
The town was dead silent. A crater yawned across the intersection to the WinCo. Shawn slowed to the shoulder and stopped the jeep.
He huffed into his hands, breath roiling. “This place looks all jacked up. What say we proceed on foot?”
“Beats getting blown up on jeep.”
Shawn handed him his old shotgun and a machine gun with three spare magazines. “It’s set to three-round bursts. Nothing fancy about it. Your basic point-and-shoot interface.”
“Thanks for putting it in my language.” Ness turned over the matte black machine gun. “Where’d you get this?”
“Again, stealing. Let’s roll.”
Shawn jogged past the crater. The streetward faces of the dorms were pitted and scorched. A skeleton lay facedown in the patchy grass, legs missing, shriveled skin and ligaments clinging to its elbows and ribs. They crossed town without hearing anything but the calls of nocturnal birds and the rustle of rodents. At the hills on the east end of town, the trailer showed few signs it had been abandoned for the better part of a year. Cobwebs on the siding, wind-blown dirt. A profusion of half-dead grass. The windows were fine, though. A bit of cleanup and they could live there again.
They climbed into the pines and crossed the mountain. As they approached their old cabin, Shawn crouched low, gun ready, and slowed to a silent creep. Shredded boxes and bags littered the grounds; something big had gotten into their abandoned food cellar. The cabin appeared untouched.
Shawn stopped when the pines gave out. The Rogers’ farmhouse waited down the mountain, as dark as the fields around it. He watched it through his binoculars for a long time, then passed them off to Ness.
“What do you see?” Shawn murmured.
Ness panned across the vacant grounds. “Whole lot of nothing. No ships. No cars. No creatures.”
“Me neither.” Shawn exhaled through his nose. “We might have just gone on a wild lobster-chase, man.”
Ness’ hopes sank by the moment. Perhaps the things had finished their research here and moved back to quash the major cities. He and Shawn could try Seattle. Portland. But that could add days to their venture. Who knew what was happening on the farm in the meantime. Even if they drove all the way to the cities, there was no guarantee they’d find any of the creatures there, either. If he and Shawn simply drove away, what then? What about Nick? What about Kristin?
“Want to check it out?” Ness said.
Shawn shrugged. “We came all this way.”
They slunk through the high grass. No sirens sounded. No lights strobed. Keeping one eye on the house, Ness circled to the tree in the back where he’d buried the canister. A bowl-like hole had been dug in the ground. Winds and rains had softened its edges, half-filled it with dirt.
“Shit,” Ness said.
“Shit?”
“They got what they came for.” He didn’t know why the aliens wanted the old canister so bad, but that’s what had brought them to Moscow, that much was clear. “They must have been gone for months by now.”
“Shit,” Shawn said.
A blue bolt burned past Ness’ head. He screamed and fell into the grass.
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Tristan walked up the hill to the city of cones. Footprints told stories in the soil. Narrow, deep divots announced where aliens had walked. Five-dotted treads told of human toes. She shucked off her shoe and placed her feet next to the human prints. Almost universally, her feet were larger.
She approached one of the cones. A door unzipped itself and disappeared into the wall, producing a moist noise that reminded her of the orange. Tristan jerked up her pistol. Inside, the cone was nearly pitch-black, weak moonlight shining through the slitted windows. A ramp spiraled up the inside walls. She crawled up it, feeling her way forward with her four-fingered hand while keeping her gun ready in her left. At intervals, the ramp expanded into alcoves hollowed from the walls and flat platforms extending into the center of the cone. After reaching the top, she clicked on her penlight. The spaces were just as empty as they felt. Like the orange, the blue surfaces of the cone had a semi-organic feel, but were dry and pebbly beneath her fingers.
She poked around a bit, then walked back down the road to a one-story rambler with a functioning well and pump. At daylight, she returned to the city of cones for a longer look, but found nothing more than old footprints and empty buildings.
The trail went cold.
She returned to the Bear Republic Rebels to let them know the site had closed and to ask them to keep their eyes open. The woman asked her to join them. Tristan shook her head and walked back to the Vespa.
Los Angeles was half burnt; alien ships keened across the skies. She rode south to Anaheim, which had fared little better, and then to San Diego, where she parted with half a box of ammunition in exchange for the location of two more camps up in Oregon: one in Eugene, one in Corvallis. She motored north up I-5. Once, two wedge-shaped jets creased the sky, contrails spiraling behind them. A foreign tank had been blown across four lanes of the highway through Sacramento, its hemisphere cracked, burnt shards gleaming in the autumn sun. After the long yellow valley, she detoured around Redding and climbed into the mountains, where pines and redwoods thrust from the slopes to surround the serpentine road. Past the grasslands of south Oregon, she found the two camps. They were as empty as the one outside Fresno.
The days drew short and cold. Hope became a distant thing. She went back to the rebels and found they had gone. Perhaps they’d been wiped out.
She siphoned gas, collected food, rigged a second basket to the Vespa to tote her water. Learned what she needed and what she didn’t. Her scars healed. On the off chance Alden had gotten free and returned home, she braved a trip to Redding, stashing the well-worn scooter south of town and approaching on foot through the woods. Smoke and engine-noise rose from the railroad tracks. Red skulls blazed from the walls of houses, grinning under the full moon.
The house, too, was empty. She stood in her old room and gazed at her old things. She went to the bathroom to pick up the extra toothpaste they’d left behind. Something flashed in the darkness. She drew her pistol; so did her reflection. From the safety of the shadows, she faced herself. Halfway down its slope, her nose crooked. A web of white scars snared her right eye. When she grinned, blackness gapped her leftward teeth. She smiled gently, eyes stinging. It was better than she had expected. Even so, it wasn’t her.
September became October. The nights grew sharp. She scavenged a heavy leather jacket and a proper helmet. She avoided the cities as best she could, speaking to the survivors flung across the farms and small towns. After a while, and two shouting matches that had nearly become shooting matches, she developed a system: sit down a couple hundred yards in front of any obvious habitation—smoke and gardens were the most obvious giveaways; clean cars, too—raise a sign saying “TALK?”, and wait for the survivor to emerge. Most times, the curtains ruffled once and not again, and Tristan rode away. Often enough, however, the survivor walked into the daylight, one hand raised, and Tristan stood and met them.
They were so eager to talk. So eager to hear. About the survivors. The aliens. The roads. The dangers and safe harbors she’d seen along the way. After soaking up five minutes of her stories, they were ready to tell her whatever she wanted about alien camps, other towns, whether they’d seen any thirteen-year-old blond boys. She drove through the damp chill of Portland and Seattle, then followed I-5 through the pine-choked hills to Bellingham. Miles outside Vancouver, she stopped the bike. The black ship hung above the city, impossibly large, a false moon above the field of pines.
She returned to southern California to build a cache and wait out the winter. When she wasn’t riding, she practiced her kung fu. Alden hadn’t taught her anything about weapons, but she began to integrate sticks and knives into her shadow-fights, finding the flow of her attacks adapted easily to short blades and batons. After so much practice using both hands at once—block and attack, simultaneous offense and defense—wielding two knives concurrently and independently was no challenge at all.
One after another, all their tips about other camps or descriptions matching Alden failed to pan out. She settled in Oceanside as a base of operations, scavenging at night, when it was too dark to approach homesteads without risking gunfire, and continued her sit-down parlays during the day. The mountains stood in easy reach if the aliens came to lay waste to the town. Midway between L.A. and San Diego, she was positioned to catch and filter news from both.
And that was how she met the old man.
She found him on the beach, shirtless, three fishing lines flung into the breakers. When he saw her walking down the sand, he reached for a pistol, holding it in his lap as she stopped and produced her sign. He narrowed his eyes and nodded.
They put their guns away. Tristan offered him water; he accepted. She swept her greasy hair from her face. “I’m looking for my brother. Thirteen, nearly fourteen. Blond. Last time I saw him, he was thin, couple inches shorter than me.”
The man glanced at his fishing lines. “And when was the last time you saw him?”
“Months ago. The aliens took us.”
“Probably not beneath the couch cushions, then. Or in the fridge. I can’t count how many times I left the remote in the fridge. Keys in the other pants. Like they had little legs of their own.”
It was sometime in November—she hadn’t been keeping close track of the days—but the wind from the ocean remained a neutral non-temperature. “My missing key does have legs. I don’t suppose you’ve seen him.”
The old man scratched his beard so hard she winced. He examined his nails, wiped them on his cutoffs. “La Jolla Country Club.”
She nodded. She’d run into too many maniacs to be disappointed. “If it helps, I saw the ship coming into Los Angeles a few days ago. Thanks for your time.”
She turned down the beach. The man called after her. “I heard there’s a man who turned the La Jolla Country Club into his own little fiefdom. Got his own knights. Horses and swords and lances. Makes ‘em swear oaths of fealty.”
“I’ll try not to offend His Liege, then.”
The man shook his head, tanned face scowling. “Will you let me finish, young lady? He’s got peasants, too. Which is a very polite way of putting it, if you ask me. Turns out the king has a thing for blonds. Male and female.”
“Kids?”
“Them, too.”
“Know where he gets them?”
The man shrugged his mole-mottled shoulders. “Sends his knights a-ranging.”
“I appreciate it,” Tristan said. “Anything I can do in return?”
He looked suddenly out to sea. “A hug.”
“A hug?”
“Don’t have to.”
“A normal, hands-in-the-right-places hug?”
He glanced sharply back to her. “Don’t know what you’re implying, ma’am.”
She shook her head. “Sorry. I’ve spent too much time with the wrong crowd.”
“These days, it’s hard not to.”
She extended her arms, ready to jab his eyes or twist out his beard if he got funny. He smelled like sea salt and less sweaty than she expected. After a long moment, he disengaged.
“Been so long since I felt anyone but myself.” He went red beneath his beard. “Not to say—”
“I know what you mean,” she smiled. By the time she got back to the bike path, he’d gotten back to his poles.
She went to the house to ready her gear and her cover story. She was the employee—the agent—of a wealthy man. One with specific tastes of his own. A man whose vast wealth had survived the Panhandler perfectly intact, if in different forms: gasoline, women, groceries, orchards, a small fleet of working cars, boats, even jets. She consulted her map and got on her bike and rode down the coast.
It was a quick trip. Thirty miles, if that. With only one major traffic snarl to detour around, her Vespa killed the distance in just over an hour. Palm fronds waved from the drive to the club. A wall of stakes barred the turn into the parking lot. Tristan stopped and killed the engine.
“Halt! Who goes there?”
Tristan peered for the source of the voice. An ostrich feather bobbed behind the stakes. The sunset gleamed from a metal cap. A man planted his feet and stared down the road, a pike in one hand, a machine gun in the other.
“Tristan Arthur,” she improvised; could have done better, but at least the last name couldn’t link her to Alden. “I seek an audience with the king.”
“Is His Majesty expecting you?” The guard had a deep Southern accent, Tennessee or Georgia.
“He is not. However, I represent a lord of San Francisco, and I believe the king may find the proposition I bear more than fruitful.”
The man leaned the pike against the stakes and raised a walkie-talkie to his mouth. It futzed and clicked. After a short talk, he holstered it and gestured with the gun. “Well, come on in, milady. Leave your steed at the gate. ‘Less you think it’s likely to bolt.”
Tristan dismounted the Vespa and threaded through the stakes. The guard requested her guns and knives but left her with the two foot-long batons she wore strapped around her left shin as an apparent brace. A woman raked leaves from the shoulder of the asphalt path. Other fieldhands chopped at yellow stalks in the fields beyond, which were interrupted by sand traps and putting greens. Beyond the high barb wire fence enclosing the grounds, the ocean glittered in the sunset. A horse clopped down the path. The guard stepped off, scowling at Tristan until she did the same, and doffed his plumed cap to the rider, who glanced their way and carried on.
An expansive white building waited at the end of the path, glossy black solar panels glinting from the shallow pitch of its roof. Inside, the guard presented Tristan to Lady Winslowe, a forty-year-old woman with a swan’s build and a chandelier of braids dangling from her head. Electric lights beamed from the ceiling. The lady took her to a former office repopulated with cushions and candles, and used her walkie-talkie to summon a servant for coffee.
“You have electricity,” Tristan said.
“His Majesty believes in gilding tradition with modern advances,” said Lady Winslowe. “Does your lord lack power?”
“Only help skilled enough to act as quickly as My Lord would like,” Tristan smiled. “Lord Hugo expects to have the grounds repowered by spring.”
The woman chuckled. “Well, I hope you haven’t come to poach our man.”
“Bear no such worries. I am here for the purpose of...my lord’s diversion.”
“The harem,” Winslowe said casually. “Well, if you’re hoping to part Lord Dashing from his pleasure, I hope your own king is wealthy indeed.”
“Lord Dashing?” Tristan said.
The woman eyed her levelly. “Our king.”
“My lord’s resources are expansive,” Tristan recovered. “And as his agent of the field, I have been granted full power to disburse them.”
Lady Winslowe nodded, braids swinging. They chatted a while—weather, roads, the likelihood of alien attack—then the lady withdrew with promises to return soon. Tristan sat still. The black hemisphere of a security camera lurked in the corner.
Winslowe took a full thirty minutes to come back. “The king will see you at his table.”
“An honor.” Tristan followed her up a broad staircase. Men with rifles stood at arms, ostrich plumes twitching in the fan-stirred air, which was moist and warm despite the snow growing on the mountains. Servants bustled past, eyes downcast, plates clanking on their trays. They moved with the precision of those who know their task and the consequences of its failure.
King Dashing took his dinner on a patio overlooking the sea. A cherrywood table glowed in the light of two electric lamps. Blackened whitefish steamed on his plate, adorned by mashed avocados and a careful tower of orange wedges heavy with molten sugar. Two guards stood blankly behind him, rifles held to their shoulders. Black hair flowed from his widow’s peak, a braided silver crown circling his head. He had the long, hawkish nose of a Roman lord and the dark-rimmed eyes of a man who’s been up all night drinking.
“My liege.” Tristan knelt, bowed her head. “I bear greetings from Lord Barry Hugo, ruler of the kingdom of North San Francisco. As his agent of the field, I—”
The king set his fork on his plate. “Don’t patronize me.”
“Patronize you, my lord?”
“You talk like a fucking hobbit.”
“The rest of your men—”
“This isn’t Camelot. This isn’t Westeros.” The man waved his hand as if dispersing noxious smoke. “This is a pageant. This is how I roll. Does this Barry Hugo even call himself a king?”
Crickets chirped from the golf course cornfields. Tristan lifted her eyes. “I believe he’s related to a French baron.”
Dashing forked up a bite of whitefish and chewed around the meat’s heat. “Look, talk however you like. Spit it out in iambic pentameter, if that’s what gives you a kick. But if you think I’m a madman playing dress-up, you’re going to leave with nothing but bad news.”
“Thank you for correcting me,” Tristan said evenly. “To my distress, I’m somewhat ignorant of courtly etiquette. Should I be seated?”
“I forgive your ignorance, since it’s shared by nearly the entire damn world. You may sit and stand after securing my permission. Address me as ‘my Lord,’ ‘Your Highness,’ ‘Your Grace So Generously Endowed That None May Doubt the Proof of God’s Love,’ et cetera.” He considered her across the night. “Basically, follow the Leaden Rule: treat me as you would treat any other man surrounded by a compound of men with guns.”
“Noted.” She sat. “Then allow me to flatter you. Your estate is run like Mussolini’s wet dream.”
“Men crave order. Remind them of that and their lives get much happier.”
“Happiness in servitude?”
Dashing snorted. “What were you before? College girl?”
She nodded. “Berkeley.”
“Thought so. You have the arrogance of one. Probably why you caught that beating.”
“I ‘caught that beating’ defending my family,” she said. “Defending my lord.”
“Mind your tone, lass,” he smiled. “Anyway, we’re off point. Did you know what you wanted to do? At Berkeley?”
“I majored in music.”
“You wanted to be a musician?”
“I don’t know,” she said. She had a hard time dredging up the memories; that life had been erased like yesterday’s errands. “I just wanted to work in something related. I hadn’t really figured out what.”
He pried an orange wedge from the syrupy tower and bit off its end. Hot juice squirted the table. “That’s my point. When you’re told you can do anything, you wind up certain of nothing. Where would you rather be? Dropped off in the jungle, for all its lushness? Or set down a clear, straight road?”
“Some roads are rougher than others.”
“Yeah, but at least you always know where you’re supposed to go next. That was the problem with the old world. Too many choices. With too many choices, you wind up with doubt. When you doubt, you hesitate. When you hesitate, you lose and you second-guess and regret. Everyone’s a sad sack of shit. I made millions selling houses and all I could think was ‘Jesus, I should have been a quarterback.’ That’s what we had before. Endless opportunity and endless misery.” He pointed the tines of his fork at her face. “I guarantee you, you’d be happier as one of my whores than working PR for some longhaired, guitar-toting whiner.”
“I doubt that,” she said. “My lord.”
“I’m sure you do. But consider this. You’d know when to rise, what to wear, how to rear my children. I’d give you purpose. What’s more important than knowing why you exist?”
“What about the blond boys?”
“What about them?”
“I majored in music, not anatomy, but it could be a long wait before they bear any of your kids.”
Dashing sucked pulped fish from his teeth. “Yeah, well, their purpose is their lord’s happiness. Doesn’t get more important than that.” He waved his fork in a wide circle. “All these people here, you think they’re happier when I’m happy? Or when I’m pissed off?”
Tristan considered the grain of the table. “I’m sure that’s a great comfort to them.”
“Far better than trying to make it out there. Want me to prove it?”
“I already have a lord, my lord.”
The king smiled, thumbing his crown up his brow. “And he can come rescue you, if he loves you as well as I would.”
She met his gaze. “Is this a threat?”
“It’s a talk.”
“I’m here as a businesswoman. Not a new piece of your burgeoning empire.”
“Sure. You want my boys. Strange, traveling five hundred miles for that. Did San Francisco get nuked? Or did your guys’ strain of Panhandler only hit the blonds?”
Tristan’s veins tingled. The man’s voice carried a detached curiosity, but she could see the shape of the knife inside the sheath. “Your Majesty’s reputation for wise judgment and taste has traveled further than you might think.”
“If you were here to open diplomatic channels, you would have just said so.” He speared another slice of orange. “The question, then, is what truth does the lie conceal? Does Mr. Hugo want me for his vassal? Are you here to scout the lay of the land? Report back with the weaknesses Hugo can exploit to make me his slave?”
“Your Majesty is tragically mistaken,” Tristan said. Heat rose up her spine. “My lord has no designs on you nor your empire. I am, quite frankly, shocked that a man of your stature would feel threatened by the visit of a lone woman.”
He rolled his eyes. “I sold houses, girl. I know lies like mothers know sons.”
She crossed her legs, reaching under the table for the batons strapped to her shin. “Again, my Lord, I can assure you—”
“Enough. Guards! Seize her!” He laughed, clapping. “Oh, I’ve longed for an excuse to say that.”
The two guards unfroze, circling the table. More feet pounded toward the balcony. Tristan yanked free her batons and flung herself at the nearest soldier.
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Ness fell into the bristly grass. Another laser flicked across the night, electric blue, sizzling into a pine with a pop of boiling sap.
“What the hell’s their problem?” Shawn said, prone beside Ness. He snugged his assault rifle to his shoulder and pumped a burst into the house. “We were supposed to ambush them!”
“We should call ahead next time.” Ness pulled the trigger. The stock juddered into his shoulder; he winced away from the bang. “Make sure we’re all on the same page.”
Another laser flashed overhead. Shawn returned fire. “I’m only counting two points of contact. What say you circle around to the front door and hit them from behind?”
“You do it. It’s your brilliant idea.”
“Then we should make sure I stay safe enough to keep having more.”
Ness fired blindly through the grass. His shots thunked into the wood of the outer wall. “I wouldn’t even know what to do.”
“Pretty simple, man. If the door’s open, sneak in. If it’s not, kick it down. I’ll keep ‘em so busy they won’t even notice.”
“Why can’t you do it?”
“Damn it, Ness, you spent years hanging out in this house!” Shawn shot another burst and crawled on his belly toward a tree. Lasers strobed in the darkness, smoldering the grass, filling the night with hot and bitter smoke. “Anyway, chances are you flush them straight into me. You want to be in my place then?”
Ness followed him through the half-dead grass. “Why don’t we just stay here until we hit them?”
“Because that gives them the time to act first. You ever wondered why all the shit I pull works so well even when it’s dumb as hell? ‘Cause I make them react to me.” He fired again, then hurled a pine cone as if it were a grenade. The lasers ceased. “Now get up. Act. Make them fuck up.”
Ness wanted to scream. It was like his brother could switch off his brain whenever he pleased. Well, Ness couldn’t. He could see all the ways he could fail. Rush inside and meet a whole hive of aliens. Miss his most crucial shot. Get his head boiled by a blue bolt until it burst like a microwaved tomato.
He could see all these things and a dozen more. Yet he crawled from the tree and circled around the house.
The autumn rains had revived the grass. It flattened beneath him, dew soaking his elbows and jeans. Shawn’s rifle roared in three-round bursts. Blue lightning lit the way in regular pulses. He wasn’t sure what had spurred him to move. His brother’s faith in him? Being so close to the proof of the lie keeping Nick and Kristin in slavery? Or just inborn familial stupidity? Whatever the case, his fear remained, but his hesitation melted like February snow in a southern wind. He crawled around another corner. The lights of noise of battle faded. Ness faced the front door.
Shawn had been right about one thing: Ness knew the house well. Sleeping over as a child, he’d made countless trips through the dark to the fridge, afraid that a single light or creaky step would send Mr. and Mrs. Rogers flying from bed to shriek in his face and call his mother to come pick him up. By the time he turned twelve, he knew the house well enough to be able to rise without waking Tim, slip into Tim’s older sister’s room (while she was out, of course; not to say he hadn’t thought of going in while she slept and—kissing her? Seeing if she slept naked? His thought process had never made it beyond entering the darkened room), and examine her things, as if seeing a teenage female’s natural environment would unlock his understanding of how such creatures worked.
It had been years since they graduated high school. Ness hadn’t slept over more than a handful of times since then. But childhood memory ran deep. He could find his way from front door to back with his eyes closed.
He switched out his rifle for the shotgun. The door was unlocked—who knew if aliens even knew what locks were. The foyer was dark. Blue light flashed from the family room in sharp and jarring bursts. Ness curled around the doorway, sweeping his shotgun across the entryway where he used to stomp off the snow and pry off his boots. The boards along the wood-paneled wall were sturdy and hardly ever squeaked. He crossed to the linoleum kitchen. Shawn’s rifle boomed. Plaster sprayed in puffs from the family room wall. Glass shattered, spraying the floor. Tentacles rose from the couch and wriggled like tapeworms exposed to the air.
Ness stalked forward. He moved in perfect silence, but two fat limbs climbed to face him. A bulbous head popped up from behind the couch, fist-sized eyes goggling. Ness shotgunned it. Mucosal blood globbed the curtains, thick and yellow. A second alien swung out from the cover of the couch, slashing its blue laser across the room. Ness ducked, the beam sizzling into the wooden side of the counter behind him. He fired back. A tentacle spun across the room. The beam jerked upward, burning through the ceiling. Ness pumped, fired again, hulling its body. Kelpy organs slithered to the shag carpet, the guts off-yellow and quivering. The thing staggered. Ness shot it again, dispersing its head across the coffee table.
He fell to a crouch, sweeping the shotgun across the starlit room. A piece of glass fell from the window frame. Ness jerked so hard he fired the shotgun into the wall.
“Shawn?” he called.
“You in there, buddy?”
“I got them!” He leapt around the couch, clearing the space between it and the wall. Cold wind gushed through the broken sliding doors. “What now?”
“Cover the front door. Hang on.”
Ness turned to face the front of the house, straining into the darkness. Outside, feet whispered through grass and crunched over glass. Ness glanced back to the shattered windows. Shawn stepped high over the jagged glass in the bottom of the sill.
“Holy Moses, it stinks like yesterday’s crab legs in here.” He gazed over the fallen aliens, laughter barking from his throat. “You ruined these sons of bitches. ‘Mad Dog’ Hook. That’s what we’re gonna call you.”
“No we’re not,” Ness said. “Shouldn’t we be clearing the house?”
“Yeah, if you don’t feel like getting shot.”
Shawn went room to room, sweeping his rifle around corners like a SWAT officer. They found no more aliens. Just various tools, spindly and metal; small metal bits stamped with icons, like the pieces of a strange game; a few displays and touchpads. Ness’ heart leapt. Alien computers?
“We’ll worry about those in a minute,” Shawn said. “Right now we got to bring the jeep around.”
They jogged down the steep mountain road, following it to the base of the mountain. They found a couple of bikes in a house on the main road and raced around the mountain to Moscow. The jeep was still waiting by the crater in the road. Shawn nosed the car around the hole and drove straight on back to the gravel road to the Rogers’ farm. There, he climbed into the turret of the .50 cal and watched the house until he was certain nothing had shown up in the hour they’d been gone.
Together, he and Ness hauled the first body to the jeep. Its tentacles were as rubbery as they looked. Its pincer-limbs wore a foamy layer over the hardness of their chitin.
“I think they’ve got some kind of sixth sense,” Ness said. “Either that or eyes on the back of their butt. I didn’t make a noise and one still sensed me coming.”
“Maybe it could smell your fear,” Shawn said. He grunted and leveraged the body onto the hood of the car, stew-thick blood spattering from its gunshot wound. “Give me a hand here.”
Ness gaped. “This isn’t a trophy buck. This is proof of the alien presence on Earth. You don’t just sling it over your car!”
“You want to prove these things are real, right? What’s more convincing than riding into town with a goddamn alien tied to the hood of your jeep?”
Ness shook his head, failing to find a counterargument. He helped push the sagging body up the jeep, where Shawn tied it down with bungee and extension cords. As a compromise, they loaded the other corpse into the back. Ness bagged up the two lasers along with several of their tools and knickknacks, carefully wrapping the devices he suspected were computers in Tim’s old shirts.
Shawn rolled his eyes. “You even find a way to make a gunfight nerdy.”
“Two kills under my belt,” Ness said. “How many you got?”
Shawn chuckled and started the jeep. The dash clock read 3:53 in the morning. His adrenaline long gone, Ness slept most of the drive back to Hanford, woken often by the wind’s cold grasp and the slap of tentacles against the hood of the car.
Shawn shook him awake for good. The dash said it was nearly seven in the morning. The eastern hills showed hints of dawn. Dust spewed behind the jeep. Shawn banged across the bridge, the river a black band beneath them, and skidded to a halt in front of the picnic tables. Coleman lanterns painted hard white light across workers blinking over the steam of their breakfasts.
“Behold!” Shawn leaped from the car, sweeping his hands at the alien tied down to their car. “Holy fucking shit!”
A few workers edged closer, asking how Shawn killed it, where he’d found it, whether there were more. Most people kept their distance. Strangely quiet. Suspiciously undisturbed by the abrupt delivery of an interstellar cadaver.
“No big deal,” Shawn said, frowning at Ness, tracking the same train of thought. “I mean, here we got E.T.’s bloody corpse, but whatever. I’m sure you’ll remember to scream once you’ve had a little more coffee.”
“There are aliens,” Nick said. “We know.”
“What do you mean, you know?” Ness flung his hands wide. “When we left last night, you guys were denying their very existence.”
“That’s when they came by to let us know.” Nick nodded off to the side. In the shadows of the nearest longhouse, four men with machine guns watched the proceedings. One lifted a radio to his mouth and murmured into it, eyes locked on Ness. Nick gazed in disgust at the alien body. “Daniel said he’d just heard the news. Someone took down the mothership, man. The aliens, they’re toast.”
Ness stared blankly. “How? All of them?”
“I don’t know. Somebody kamikaze-crashed the ship into L.A. No survivors.”
Shawn spat and swore. “Somebody could have thought to mention that before we rushed off to get our asses barbecued.”
Ness could only go on staring. He was still trying to figure out what to do when Roan arrived from across the river to arrest him for treason.
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She rushed the first guard, a smooth wooden baton in each hand. She swept the first stick through an outward arc, intercepting the tip of his rifle, then drove her hand forward, leveraging the gun away from her body. It fired, bullet banging past her. She rammed the other baton end-first into the knight’s solar plexus.
She was not a large woman. She hadn’t weighed herself in months, but she doubted she cracked 120 pounds, meaning the man she was currently reducing to a moaning heap outweighed her by half as much. She hadn’t practiced with a live partner in nearly as long as she’d last stepped on a scale. Not since Alden’s abduction. After so much static practice, adjusting to the reactions of a living, breathing opponent wasn’t too different from trying to swim on dry land.
All these things worked against her. Working for her, she had surprise and madness.
The man fell with a groan. A second rifle swung toward her chest. She cracked her right-hand baton into the soldier’s knuckles, splitting them to the bone. The rifle boomed, the round going hopelessly wide. She jabbed her other stick straight up into the soft hollow beneath his jaw. His teeth clacked. He staggered back into the wall, grasping his throat, rifle forgotten, lungs rasping as he fought for breath. Tristan whirled on King Dashing. His deep eyes rounded. He backed up, banging into the table.
She didn’t see the blow that dropped her. Her beating was more gentle than in Flagstaff. When they finished, they dragged her to a bare room and laid her on a futon. Lady Winslowe gazed out the dark window as a young woman with a long brown braid tended to Tristan’s wounds.
Tristan watched her, too exhausted and aching to rise. “I’ll kill any man you try to put on me.”
Winslowe rolled her eyes. “Please. His Majesty is no savage. His stock must have teeth.”
“Then why are you cleaning me up? Why not put a bullet past what’s left of my dentistry?”
“Because Lord Dashing needs servants to tend to his stock.”
Tristan stared at the off-white ceiling. Cobwebs grayed one corner. “And you expect me to serve. And not run, flee, or commit regicide.”
Lady Winslowe smiled in bemusement. “You’ll serve. That’s what Yvette here is for.”
Tristan eyed the brown-haired woman washing the blood from her body. Yvette was no older than Tristan herself. Thinner and lighter, too. If Winslowe thought this waif was going to hold Tristan down, she was deluded.
She soon learned what Winslowe really meant. Tristan was put to work the next day. Ribs aching, face puffy, she followed Yvette room to room through the harem on the upper floor, removing dirty dishes from dressers, stripping stained sheets from the beds, emptying trash bins spilling over with wadded tissues. Everywhere she went, Yvette went with her, brown eyes following Tristan’s every move. Meanwhile, armed knights slouched about the lounge, playing pool and flirting lazily with any woman allowed downstairs.
Despite the presence of Yvette and the knights, Tristan tried her first escape that afternoon, making a run to the patio while Yvette peeled potatoes with her back turned. The rumble of the sliding door gave Tristan away; Yvette screamed out before she hit the grass. Two knights rode Tristan down just as she caught sight of the fence: high fieldstone topped by three lines of barb wire.
The riders returned her to her room without comment or harm. Lady Winslowe arrived minutes later.
“Everyone gets one chance to learn there’s no escape,” she said.
“What happens after the second try?” Tristan said.
“His Majesty’s mercy takes a vacation.”
Winslowe locked the door behind her. The bedroom had no books, no stereo, nothing to divert Tristan. Her ribs were still too sore for full kung fu practice, so she drilled her forms instead.
Yvette didn’t return for another two hours. Without a word, she began folding her laundry, eyes intent on the lavender-scented linen.
“Why would you yell?” Tristan said.
“They’d beat me if I didn’t.”
“Just give me a one minute head start.”
“You shouldn’t try to flee from the man who safeguards your well-being,” Yvette murmured.
“You don’t really believe that.”
“That he wants to keep us healthy and safe? Why does he feed us? Clothe us? Guard us from raiders?”
“As a cheap source of docile labor?”
Yvette gave her a side-eyed glance, then flicked her fingertips at the world beyond their room. “And survival out there is so simple and carefree.”
“Right now?” Tristan said. “It’s easy enough. There’s enough food left in the houses to keep all the survivors alive for years. I’d rather feed myself through robbery than prostitution.”
Yvette smoothed a camisole and threaded its straps through a hooked hanger. “He’s gentler than you’d think.”
Tristan watched her fold another strapped shirt. “You want to be one of them, don’t you? That’s why you yell.”
Yvette pursed her lips and turned to her socks. “You’d rather scrub dishes and mop floors ten hours a day?”
“I’d rather hop that fence.”
“Please don’t. I don’t want to yell again. Our lives could be worse, Tristan.”
Tristan let her have the last word. Less than a year ago, Yvette’s capitulation would have outraged her, filled her with a hapless fury and the irresistible urge to lecture her about the dangers of accepting the assumptions of a patriarchal hierarchy designed to keep everyone with a vagina underpaid, undervalued, and permanently available for uncompensated childcare. Not that she would have used all those terms, exactly, but neither had she considered her position the slightest bit extreme. As if wanting more than 15% of the seats in Congress or equal pay for the same job was so “radical.”
But that had been the Tristan of another world. She no longer had the time or energy to convert this woman. Not if she wanted to escape and find Alden. There was a bitter edge to her mindset, too. Yvette wanted to serve up her body in exchange for meals and a roof? Then that was what she deserved.
Escape, however, proved quite impossible. Tristan was locked up all night. All day, Yvette followed her like a judging shadow—while they worked, while they ate, even while she went to the bathroom. The young women and boys in the upstairs bedrooms hardly gave Tristan a second look, but Yvette’s eyes never left her.
Neither did those of a twenty-something man who acted as squire to the knights, which meant, given their propensity to hang around the pool table drinking canned beer, that the young man spent as much time in the clubhouse-palace as he did out tending to the horses. When he was inside, he waited at the lounge wall, one eye on the knights in case they wanted another Bud, while his other eye followed Tristan on her duties. He had a lined jaw and active eyes that seemed to carry as many answers as questions. After enduring three days of his wordless gazing, Tristan finished vacuuming, coiled up the cord, and walked right up to him at the wall.
“What?” she said.
The young man smiled. “Just watching you move.”
“That’s creepy.”
His eyebrows shot up. “No, not creepy-watching. I’m trying to see if I can believe you beat down those two guards.”
Tristan shrugged. “All they had were guns.”
“So it’s true?”
“All housemaids know kung fu. Guild by-law.”
He laughed, corners of his eyes crinkling. “My name’s Colin, and I like you.”
She stared at him levelly. “Let me know when that will do me any good.”
“That depends on what you want,” he grinned.
She glanced at the knights. One leaned over the pool table, cue plunging forward and back as he sized up his shot. Another sat on a leather loveseat, one arm wrapped around the waist of the woman seated in his lap, the other hand moving rhythmically beneath her dress. Tristan hadn’t yet figured out which of the harem were off-limits and which were literally up for grabs. This was how Dashing sustained the knights’ loyalty, she supposed. The woman’s gaze was a million miles away.
“To find my brother,” Tristan said lowly.
“That’s why you came here?” Colin said.
“I heard His Majesty had boys who looked like him. Even if my brother weren’t here, Dashing might have had an idea where to find him.”
“What’s he look like?”
Tristan described Alden, named him, mentioned the circumstances of their capture. “Why? You know a lot of teenage boys?”
“The universe is a mysterious place,” Colin said. “You never know when it will burp up what you want.”
She frowned at him. Yvette stared at her from across the room. Tristan rejoined her, accepting a thick-bristled brush to swab out the fireplace with.
Days disappeared into the past. She rose before dawn to clean the kitchen while the angry old woman who ran it cooked homegrown vegetables and mixed them in with canned goods. After she and Yvette brought the meals to the women upstairs, they returned downstairs with the harem’s dirty sheets and washed them in big plastic garbage bins—the clubhouse had power, but no running water. Afternoons they spent cleaning the palace, dusting, scrubbing, and vacuuming each room on a weekly cycle. 
After dinner, they were locked in their room, which was placed on the second floor of the clubhouse. Windowless. An old storage closet or something. It locked with a key; the screws on the lock plate were on the outside of the door.
Two weeks into Tristan’s confinement, Lady Winslowe entered with two guards. Yvette looked down at her stitching. Winslowe went straight for Tristan. “Stand.”
Tristan uncoiled slowly. One guard kept a pistol trained on her while the other hauled her mattress from the box spring. Tristan’s heart raced with angry despair. The guard handed her shiv to Winslowe, who examined the sharpened plastic comb with open disgust.
“What was this for?” the woman said.
“Flossing,” Tristan said.
“With a blade?”
She lifted her lip, revealing the two-tooth gap on the left side of her mouth. “I get whole pigs stuck in here sometimes. Have to stab them till they wriggle out.”
Winslowe gazed down on her with the air of a husband who’s caught his wife’s new dog shitting on the rug. “Or perhaps you fancied a room to yourself.”
She departed with the guards. Yvette threaded another cross through her pattern. “Is that true?”
“That you sold me out?” Tristan said. “Most definitely.”
“That you planned to stab me.”
“Why would anyone want to stab a sweet young thing like you?”
Yvette glared up from her fabric. “Because they want to run off. In silence. Bought with a knife.”
“It wasn’t much of a knife.” Tristan lugged her mattress back into place. “I was going to have to work pretty hard to get your head off.”
Yvette’s mouth dropped open. “You’re a monster.”
“I wasn’t really going to cut off your head. It would take too long. All you need is a line across the throat.”
“A king doesn’t let monsters walk free through his castle. See what you get.”
Tristan went still. “What are you talking about?”
“You’ll see. You’ll see what you get.”
She did, and very soon. Winslowe returned with a set of prison-issue leg bracelets. The guards held Tristan down while the Lady Winslowe clamped the chains around her ankles. At full extension of the chain, Tristan almost but couldn’t quite take a full step. Running was out of the question. Each step jerked just short of what she was used to. She could have throttled Yvette. Beaten her as the man in Flagstaff had beaten Tristan. Winslowe left the cuffs on her at all times. Even when Tristan complained that she needed to change her jeans, Winslowe simply had one of the knights cut them right from her legs, along with her underwear. Tristan crouched in a corner, envisioning how she would break their arms with thrusts of her palms, collapse their throats with chops from her hand’s edge, burst their eyes with flicks of her fingers.
Winslowe clicked back out into the lobby and tossed a dingy cotton dress in her face. “That should come off and on easily enough.”
The knight who’d cut off her jeans grinned. “Want me to give that a test?”
“Oh, Vincent. Don’t you have enough toys upstairs?”
“They’re getting worn out,” he pouted.
“Women don’t get ‘worn out,’“ Winslowe said without a hint of humor. “Though I’ve known some men to grow soft with age.”
The man went red. The other knights laughed. Tristan returned to her mop, chains scraping the marble floor.
Colin watched from across the room. He’d seen the whole thing, of course. When she went to clean the lounge, he detached from the wall, keeping his eyes on the knights in case they had some urge or desire for him to quench.
“I heard they found a shiv in your room,” he said.
Tristan rubbed at a stubborn smear on the otherwise shining tile. “You hear a lot.”
“Question is, do I hear right?”
“They didn’t chain me up for washing whites with colors.”
He chuckled, rubbing his stubble. “Why exactly does a chambermaid need a shiv?”
“Roommate troubles.”
He met her eyes. “For real?”
She snorted. “Do you intend to stick around here forever, Colin? I’m a little more ambitious.”
“Oh, I’m not so content with my lot in life, either. Or hadn’t you noticed I have a shadow, too?”
Tristan frowned. He nodded across the room. Another young man sat on a bar stool reading an old copy of National Geographic. She’d seen him before, and always around Colin, come to think of it, but hadn’t put two and two together.
“Last question,” Colin said. He leaned close enough for her to smell his Irish Spring. “Would you have done it?”
She stared into his sky-blue eyes. “Nothing will stop me from finding my brother.”
He nodded, smiled at his shadow seated across the room, and turned away. A moment later, a knight demanded another “ale,” and Colin disappeared into the kitchen, smile still seated on his lips.
She watched him go, allowing herself to hope, however guardedly, that he had something up his sleeves beside arms as leanly muscled as her own. A week later, and her hopes were as dead as the yellow corn stalks the peasants continued to clear from the golf course in preparation for the spring planting. Rains swept in from the sea. The temperature plunged to the high forties. Without warning, King Dashing ordered a party for the next day. Tristan’s heart sank—had she grown so inured to the passage of time?—but when she consulted a calendar, she discovered Christmas was still a week away.
She and Yvette were conscripted to pluck chickens and prepare the dining hall for feasting. The old woman swore over pots of boiling stock, back door open to suck out the steam. Tristan lingered there, watching the sea, then returned to the hall to scrub down the walls. By the time they finished stringing bunting and whomping out the royal carpets, she was too exhausted to even think about slitting Yvette’s throat.
The feast was scheduled for mid-afternoon. Tristan hauled folding chairs from a shed out to the patio, grass snarling her chains. Lady Winslowe demanded row after row of seating, concentric half-circles facing a wooden throne erected by the knights, who had been forbidden from drinking until completing their task.
“Just how many people does Dashing expect to show?” Tristan said. “What’s he announcing, the resurrection of the NFL?”
Yvette wrestled another chair into place. “His Majesty has invited the peasants.”
“I didn’t think they were allowed within smelling-distance of the palace.”
The atmosphere of pregnant excitement swelled through the morning. At noon, the knights broke out coolers of Budweiser and set up a ping pong table with Jose Cuervo and salt and limes. Ragged clouds streamed in from the sea. The humidity staved off the worst of the cold, but Tristan had left her coat in her room. Going back would mean convincing Yvette to come with her, trudging up the stairs in her chains. Instead, Tristan worked harder, keeping her blood flowing.
Shortly before two o’clock, a man in a pheasant-feathered cap walked to the throne and faced the palace of the clubhouse, a trumpet glinting in the thin sunlight. He piped a three-note blast, the final note dying in a blatter of spittle. Peasants filtered in from the fields, faces scrubbed and suspicious. The knights continued to joke, drink tequila, and ignore everyone else in sight. Even the harem was let outside, dressed modestly in sweatpants and jackets; some went to sit up front and take shots with the knights, while others sat alone in the back rows and pulled their jackets around their shoulders.
“Citizens of the Kingdom of Better San Diego!” the trumpeter hollered from before the throne. “Be seated, one and all!”
Tristan sat at the edge of one of the back rows. Yvette sidled past her and took the next seat.
“Now rise for your king!” the herald said. Tristan rolled her eyes and stood, chains scraping. The crowd craned their necks toward the palace doors. Dashing emerged onto the patio, a knowing smile embedded in his face. He strode down the strip of AstroTurf carpet and took the throne.
“So kind of you all to come.” He smiled at himself, eyes glittering from within the dark circles surrounding them. “Yesterday, a messenger came to me with a little bit of news. I’ve spent the last day deciding how to break it to my loyal subjects. With the pomp and drama it deserves? Teasing you, one hint at a time, bringing you closer and closer to understanding until you’re screaming for me to finish?”
King Dashing smiled again, absorbing the laughter of the knights. “But sometimes you’ve got something so big you just can’t hold back. So here it comes, people. We took down the fucking aliens.”
His words struck the crowd into total silence. A moment later, they rose and roared. Caps flew into the air, feathers flapping. Knights grabbed harem-girls and swept them into deep kisses. Colin caught Tristan’s eye and grinned.
“We knocked their mothership right into the sea,” Dashing said once the crowd quieted enough to hear him. “It’s sticking out of Santa Monica Bay. Smashed. Wrecked. The bodies of those monsters tumbling in the breakers. We got the bastards. Earth is free.”
They cheered again, voices climbing so high they thundered in Tristan’s chest. She remained cold. Since her escape from the camp, the aliens had been a peripheral concern. A link to Alden, little more. Now that the invaders’ power was broken, what would they do with their remaining prisoners? Execute them, flee into the remote corners of the world, isolate themselves from humanity? That’s what she would do. Their efforts to finish humanity with a second plague had failed. It was time to cut their losses.
And she was trapped by madmen.
The knights passed out beers. Someone switched on a stereo, blasting Snoop Dogg and Deadmau5 and Boston. Tristan tried to go inside, but Yvette, wanting to dance, complained to Winslowe, who reminded them the celebration was to be enjoyed by all. She ordered the knights to chain Tristan to a post while the others drank and danced.
Cleanup took two days. There was trash to rake. Chairs to fold up. Great chunks of turf to reseed. Post-alien life at the country club went on with little difference besides a few more visitors from the roads and more numerous sojourns of the knights into the surrounding lands. Tristan scrubbed sheets and floors and plates. She grew used to the gait required by her chains, which were never removed, even when she bathed. Yvette stuck to her as closely as the shackles.
Dashing seemed content to screw his harem and boss around the peasants, who cleared the old cornstalks from the golf course and seeded it with new kernels. A clean slate, all the world’s resources at his disposal, and this was what Dashing chose to do with it. Construct a pleasure-pen, laws enforced by half-drunk men with horses and guns. Keep some servants in chains and others imprisoned through simple fear. This was how it would always be, wasn’t it? Even if Dashing had the vision, splitting the spoils of the land equally among his free people, it would collapse as soon as he died—or, more likely, was assassinated. All it took was one selfish or venal or mad leader to rot the whole fruit from the inside. This rot was inevitable. Unstoppable. Every bit of good would someday be undone. It didn’t matter if King Dashing would rather lead a life of easy leisure than struggle to shoulder a better way. Even if he built a city on the hill, it would only die like everything else.
Tristan began to consider suicide.
Colin came to her while she was hanging wash from the lines. Yvette had gone back for more water, trusting Tristan’s chains to keep her in place. It was February, but no one had told the weather; hot sunlight poured from the sky, slicking Tristan’s bare shoulders with sweat.
“How’s life?” he said. “Everything you would have wanted?”
“I’ve been having a tough time lately,” Tristan said. “Should I hang myself? Or kill Dashing first, and let the knights end it for me?”
Colin laughed, then covered his mouth, blue eyes gone wide. “You’re serious.”
“I’m a slave, Colin.”
“Well, that answers my question.”
She could barely bother to ask. “Which is?”
“Do you want to leave?”
She raised her knee, jangling her chains. “Turns out my wants aren’t as strong as steel.”
Colin nodded, rubbing his stubble. “Well, if you ever want out of those, just let me know. I know where the key is. Oh, and one more thing.”
“You can get me the keys?’ Tristan said. “What more could there be?”
“Nothing much.” He grinned broadly, enjoying his moment. “I found your brother.”
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Troops in black trained matte black machine guns on Ness and Shawn. Roan bound their hands behind their backs with nylon zip ties. She turned her reptilian gaze on Nick, reached a snap decision, and tied him, too. A guard pulled a black hood over Shawn’s head.
“What the hell?” Shawn said. “Like we don’t know where we’re going?”
Dark fabric slid over Ness’ face. He tossed his head. Hands yanked him into the back of a van. Shawn swore. Doors thunked closed. The engine grumbled to a start.
“Don’t move,” Roan said from nearby. “I will shoot.”
Shawn snorted. “No seatbelts? Don’t get too itchy on the trigger when I start sliding across the floor.”
“Don’t speak.”
Ness could imagine Shawn’s face curling in contempt, but for once his brother stayed silent. The van’s wheels scraped on the asphalt, shifting tone as it entered the bridge. No one spoke. The van stopped on the other side, engine idling. Roan exchanged words with a man outside the car. The gate buzzed open. A minute later, the van stopped for good. Someone grabbed Ness’ wrists and marched him through a series of echoing halls.
Someone seated him. Yanked the hood from his face. Fluorescent light blinded him. The rumble of the core shook the floor. Ness was seated between Shawn and Nick in a windowless room. Daniel and Roan sat across from them. Roan had a pistol on her lap. Guards fidgeted at the closed door.
Daniel frowned at his collared shirt, smoothing it. “You boys have committed some serious crimes.”
“Taking our own jeep for a spin?” Shawn said. “Sorry we didn’t ask permission, Mom.”
“You willingly attacked a foreign species. You put the entire settlement at risk of reprisal.”
“Who cares? The aliens are all dead, ain’t they?”
“You didn’t know that,” Daniel said.
Shawn shrugged. “No harm, no foul.”
“Not all are dead,” Roan said. “We don’t know how many weren’t in the ship when it crashed.”
Shawn sniffed. “Either way, sounds like they got much bigger worries than what we might or might not have done to two aliens so lowly they got assigned to mountain farmhouse duty in BFE, Idaho.”
Roan rose while he was still speaking. She waited for him to finish, then struck him in the face. Shawn grunted, head snapping back, blood spurting from his lip.
“We are at war,” Daniel said gently. “The terms of that war are to be decided by the commanders. Not two rogue actors. What you have done is treason. Treason, in the United States, is a crime punishable by death.”
“Is that where we are?” Ness’ heart pounded. “I haven’t heard from the President in a while.”
“It doesn’t matter where we are. What matters is that you have betrayed us.” Daniel removed his glasses, huffed on the lenses, and swabbed them with his shirt. “But while you have caused harm to our settlement, it isn’t logical to execute you. Not when you can work to heal that harm instead.”
Ness smiled, sick to his stomach. “You want me to keep making ethanol.”
“We have a use for Shawn as well.”
“What about me?” Nick said.
Roan didn’t glance his way. “Be quiet.”
“We never should have come here,” Ness said. “I choose exile instead.”
Daniel pressed his lips together. “Exile isn’t among your choices. You can repay your debt one of two ways: with sweat, or with blood.”
“Starting with Shawn,” Roan said.
“Oh please,” Shawn said. “You’re not gonna shoot me any more than you’re going to grow wings and fry yourself from dinner. Shoot me, and what have you got left to threaten him with?”
Roan stood and moved behind them. Ness twisted around, adrenaline setting his nerves on fire. Roan lifted her pistol. Before Nick had time to show his fear, she shot him in the head.
The bang clapped across the room. Ness jerked away, falling to the tile floor and clawing from Nick. Shawn kicked back with a scrape of his chair. Nick lolled from the chair, blood pumping from the hole in his skull.
“Sweet Mother Mary!” Shawn yelled. “You shot him!”
Roan leveled the pistol at his face. “Choose.”
“Why are you doing this?” Ness cried.
“Because we have to!” Daniel stood, face strained, and paced to the wall. “Paradoxically, the aliens kept us safe. None of the other settlements were willing to risk war when it could draw the invaders’ attention. Now that the aliens’ back has been broken, what’s keeping the barbarians away from the gates? Threats and bribes, that’s what. Without the fuel to back up both these prongs, this whole place will be put to the sword. One of mankind’s last candles will be snuffed out.”
He planted himself in front of Ness. “This is what you must believe: there is nothing I won’t do to prevent this place from falling.”
Blood pattered from Nick’s slumped body, bright red on the dirty white floor. Ness picked himself up, dizzy, and looked to Shawn for answers, but his brother was too scared to speak.
“Please don’t shoot him,” Ness said.
Daniel raised his gray brows. “Do we have a deal?”
Ness nodded. The world shrank to a small gray hole.
 
* * *
 
This time, he was to stay on the plant’s side of the river. Roan showed him to his new lab, a broad clean space that smelled like rubbing alcohol. Steely stills gleamed under the fluorescents.
“Shawn has two guards with him at all times,” Roan said. “If you try to run, he gets shot. If you try to sabotage, he gets shot. If you try—”
“I get the picture,” Ness said.
“Then get to work.”
He was surprised to find himself left largely unattended. A guard or two milled around outside the lab, and they locked him in a converted closet every night, but for the most part he was free to move and work as he saw fit.
Because they were right. They didn’t have to keep him under close watch. Not when escape or sedition meant a bullet in his brother’s brain.
He worked numbly, mashing, boiling, and yeasting the increasingly withered and rotten corn castoffs hauled across the river. The first snow fell overnight and melted in the morning sun. Often, he heard gunshots to the west, where Daniel’s Umatilla-hired mercenaries had set up a firing range. Twice, he heard shots to the east, across the river at the farm.
Day by day, a fence crept around the distant fields. A watchtower climbed into the sky, followed by three more, simple things with wooden frames and corrugated aluminum walls and roofs. They hadn’t thought it through. Come summer, the heat would boil the guards alive. Dogs bayed across the fields.
Soon, the bushels trucked to him switched from frost-withered mold-dotted cobs to dried, healthy kernels. Daniel was tapping into the food supplies.
“Experiment,” Roan ordered him. “The watchword is efficiency. Get the most from what we’ve got.”
“Fruit.”
She cocked her head. “What did you say?”
“Fruit is more efficient than corn.”
“And corn is what you have.”
“Where’s Larsen?” Ness said.
Roan went to the door. “Get to work, Ness.”
For several weeks, he saw no one but Roan, the guards, and the man who drove the truck with his grain. Shawn was kept locked in another room elsewhere in the facility. Ness had made no mention of Kristin; he didn’t want her to become the next person put to the gun to push him to work. He had asked about Volt, once, but Roan had paid him as little mind as his question about Larsen. Ness knew Volt would be all right. She was a survivor. She’d seen far worse winters in the mountains of Moscow. Here in the desert, it was hardly cold enough to snow.
Once in a while, between testing temperature, pH, and alcohol percentage, his work engrossed him enough to forget the hole in Nick’s face. The rest of the time, he thought about drinking half a gallon of pure ethanol in one go. He’d never been happy, not really. Even his old life with his mom had been a waiting game. Fifty-some years whittled away by computers and TV shows until he’d be allowed to die. It would not have been so bad.
There had been one exception. The cabin in the mountains. That had been good. That had been fun. Allowed to pursue his own interests without the pressure, expectations, or fear of failure that had always cowed him into inaction elsewhere in life, the days had reeled on with the pleasant exploration of a limitless world. If he could do it over, he would never have come here.
A part of him yearned savagely to walk away into the desert and leave Shawn to his fate. Better one of them find happiness than both staying enslaved.
But he was tipping self-serving poison into his own ear. For all their fights, Shawn had always been there for him. Protecting his back. Trying, in his own way, to push him forward. Ness couldn’t leave him behind to be shot. But he couldn’t see a way out of the woods, either.
Life wasn’t worth living. It was now a matter of how much longer he could resist that truth.
In mid-January, they allowed Shawn to see him at the lab. Shawn hugged him, thumped his back.
“Still at it, huh? Bet you could make some badass bourbon by now.”
Ness glanced at the door. “Don’t give them any ideas.”
“You seen the fence across the way?”
“Hard to miss.”
“Almost done.” Shawn nudged one of the stills with his boot. “They got this new program in the works, ‘Earned Citizenship.’ You get thirty credits, you get promoted to full-fledged member of the community. Votes and shit. The fence will get me ten credits.”
“They’ll raise it to forty right before you reach thirty.”
“Look, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll make it and maybe I won’t. They got to do something to prove Daniel’s not Dr. Doom.”
Ness itched his nose. “It’s a trick, Shawn. So long as a few make it over here from the farm, the others will go on working, because they think they can make it, too. Most will die in the same place they were born.”
“You don’t know that. I’ll talk to somebody. See if you can start earning credits, too.”
“They’re just waiting for me to perfect the process,” Ness said. “Then they’ll kill me. Just like they did Larsen.”
“Larsen isn’t dead,” Shawn said. “I seen that big Swedish bastard working at the farm just the other day.”
Ness laughed. “Even better.”
“Well, until you got a better idea, I’ll keep plugging away. What else is there to do?” Shawn turned for the door, but stopped with his hand on the handle. “Look, Ness, where’d that brain of yours go? We aren’t gonna get rescued by dragon-riding dwarves. You want out of here, you got to figure a way out.”
Ness watched him go.
More snows fell, smothering the dust. Ness wrote a note asking permission to scout the feral orchards around the river. Next summer, the fruit trees could bolster his ethanol output without touching the staple crops. That was his out-loud rationale, at least. What he didn’t say was that he was so bored he would do anything to get beyond the fences of Hanford, and that he held hope, however slim, he’d see something in the wilds to help him plan an escape.
One night, as he laid down in his converted closet to go to sleep, the door creaked open. Light sliced into the gloom. He sat up hard, pulling his sheet past his bare chest.
“Kristin?”
“Shh!” She closed the door behind her, enfolding them in the darkness. “Sweet pad you got here.”
“How’d you get in?”
“I bribed the guards.”
“With what?”
“What do you think?” she said, an edge of sharpness to her voice. “Civ IV and porn.”
He rose and hugged her. “They’ll kill Shawn if I try to leave. I didn’t want to get you in trouble. I didn’t know if you’d want to see me again.”
She pulled back. It was too dark to see her face, but he could hear her breathing. “Why wouldn’t I?”
“I don’t know.”
“You are strange.” She kissed him. “I would have come sooner, but it’s been crazy. They’re trying to lay a backup water pipe into the reactor because Daniel’s all paranoid about getting bombed by our rivals. The new pipe would have taken a miracle before the apocalypse. It’s been soaking up every spare minute. I didn’t even know they had you here until last week.”
“Well, I’m glad you came.”
The smile was audible in her voice. “Not yet.”
He got her there with the second try. After, they lay tangled in the darkness. The closet was close and their sweat stuck their skin together. Their breath panted from the walls.
“Have you ever thought about leaving?” she said.
“Every day,” he said. “Then I remember they’ll shoot my brother if I do.”
“Seriously? I thought you were joking.”
He shook his head. “They say we committed treason.”
“There was a riot at the farm last month. Did you hear? They shot two of the workers. They’ve been shipping in new ones ever since. I see them on the trucks.”
“Where from?”
“I don’t know.” She brushed her hand across his chest. “But judging from the chains, they’d prefer to go back.”
“I wish we hadn’t killed the aliens,” he said. “Maybe they could have saved us.”
She laughed. A while later, she caught herself snoring and jerked awake. She had to be gone before the guards changed shift. She kissed him goodbye. She didn’t know when she’d be back.
It was all right. He understood. And at last, he had an idea.
He asked to speak with Daniel. It was days before the old man granted him an audience. Roan watched from the far wall of Daniel’s office, pistol on her hip.
“We brought some things back with the jeep,” Ness said. “Alien things. I’d like to take a look at them.”
“Why?” Daniel said.
“Because they look interesting.”
“Like the lasers,” Roan said.
“No.” Ness flushed. She’d seen straight through him. He supposed that was a good sign. To pass among snakes, you must think like one. “Do you know how bored I am in there? Dipping sticks in vats of old corn all day? I’d rather be back in high school.”
Daniel raised a skeptical brow. “And you think tinkering with strange gadgets will make you more productive.”
“Look, I don’t know. I thought it might be cool. I don’t care.” And it was true: it had all been a ruse, an effort, however unlikely, to get his hands on one of the lasers, or to discover one of the other items held secret powers—something that could blast down a wall or reduce a man to a shocked skeleton. Roan had defused that spark at once. Even if they gave him something, it would be an impotent trinket, incapable of violence unless he threw it straight at their heads.
Yet it was his exasperated indifference, oddly enough, that changed everything.
“We’ll see,” Daniel frowned. “What about this other suggestion of yours? These feral orchards?”
“Fruit ferments best,” Ness said. “That’s why you don’t see a lot of corn champagne.”
“The old farms. Which you propose to visit for yourself.”
“Visit once,” Roan said. “As he sprints right past them.”
Ness rolled his eyes. “So you can put a bullet in Shawn’s ear? If I wanted to escape, I’d run from the lab while the guards aren’t looking. Those guys don’t do their jobs for shit.”
“What about your other duties?” Daniel said.
“I’m just messing around in there. Killing time until I have more material. The stills won’t have me overworked until the next harvest.” Ness stood. “Well, I thought I could help. Take me back to the lab.”
“Christ, you’re a sullen one,” Daniel sighed. “We’ll discuss it.”
Ness doubted that, but the old man was serious. Two days later, a guard delivered him a handful of small objects they’d taken from the aliens: two flat metal circles etched with strange sigils; four abstract idols that might resemble chess pieces, so long as you didn’t look too closely; a narrow plastic rod of no obvious use. As Ness gazed at these in disappointment, the guard mumbled about going to the truck, then came back with a touchpad attached to a small square screen.
“Mr. Wizard said to tell you there’s no wireless on this one,” the guard said.
“Mr. Wizard?”
“The old man. King Daniel.”
Ness laughed and took the items to his desk to start playing. It took him more than an hour to learn how to turn the pad’s screen on—there were no buttons, and the touchpad wasn’t supposed to actually be touched; instead, it responded to gestures made in the space above it—and even then there was little in the way of navigation. The screen showed shapes as abstract as the tiny chess-idols. He could change the display, sometimes, by waggling his hand around the air above the pad, but the symbolism remained inscrutable.
The other items were even less interesting. The metal was pretty, a smooth, iron-like surface swirled with iridescent colors, but the objects themselves were inert. He took to carrying one as a good luck charm, absently running his thumb over the symbol-etched surface whenever he grew stressed.
A couple days after the delivery of the trinkets, a driver arrived to chauffeur Ness to the wild orchards up the river. They fueled the pickup with his own ethanol and took off for the backroads. The rows of trees were long done fruiting, de-leafed by the winter. Grass grew thick between them. Many looked outright dead, or at least well on the way, but others sported hopeful green buds. Ness sketched rough maps and rougher tree-counts. The next day, he took the alien screen with him to kill the long drive into the fields.
The first few trips, the driver shadowed Ness at all times. The next few, the man wandered off on his own, seeing whatever there was to see. Ness was left to his own devices until the driver called through the orchard to let him know his time was up. Very soon, the man didn’t leave the pickup at all, listening to old Metallica tapes on the car stereo while Ness tramped between abandoned rows of apple trees. Getting the fruit back to Hanford would have logistical issues, but given the labor to pick it and load it, it would pay for itself several times over in fuel.
By mid-February, the guard arrived to tell Ness he’d be allowed to drive himself. Ness frowned—he’d never liked driving, and the truck looked as awkward as a boat—but the man didn’t look willing to argue.
At least that meant Daniel and Roan trusted Ness was too cowardly or devoted to run off without Shawn. He could use that, should the chance present itself.
The opportunity came much sooner, and in far different form, than he could have imagined.
Wintry light slicing through the knobby branches. He’d stopped counting apple trees half an hour ago. The more time he spent in the orchards, the less actual work he did. Instead, he pretended he was elsewhere, exploring terra incognita, mapping parts of the world no one else ever had ever seen. He could live here. Eat the apples. Build bridges between the trees and never touch the ground except to dig up the food he buried to get through the winter. He could do that right now, couldn’t he? Hide away from Roan and her men in plain sight of the steam rising from the plant. They’d never find him. He could drive the truck into the river and strike out on his own that same day. If not for Shawn.
He was wondering how long the guilt would last when the alien stepped from the trees and lifted its tentacles above his head.
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Tristan grabbed Colin’s collar. “What do you mean, you found my brother?”
Colin tried to pull away, scowling at her white knuckles. “Alden Carter, right? Blond kid? Fourteen?”
“Thirteen,” she corrected before remembering his birthday last month. “Where is he?”
“No, no, no.” Colin glanced around for Yvette and the man who served as his own shadow. He lowered his voice. “I can’t tell you that until you help me get out.”
“If you can get me out of these chains, exactly what do you need my help with?”
Colin continued to gaze across the grass. “Parting me from my shadow.”
Tristan didn’t look. “That’s why you wanted to know what I planned for Yvette.”
“And to satisfy my general curiosity about you.”
“You’re sure he’ll scream if you run?”
Colin rolled his eyes. “He’s a loyal subject.”
“So you can give the order, but you can’t pull the trigger.”
“Is that supposed to be a character flaw?” He softened his voice. “Look, I like him, all right? I don’t want to do this to him. But he’s left me with no choice.”
Tristan poked her tongue into the gap in her teeth. She could think of no clear motive for a setup. He could be lying about his motives for leaving the killings to her—he could be less squeamish about the blood than about being caught with it on his hands—but his intentions, at least, sounded legit.
If they weren’t, she could always kill him, too.
“When?” she said.
Colin smiled. “That didn’t take much convincing.”
“I’d be long gone if Yvette weren’t afraid to take a single beating. She banked that I’d roll over as easily as she did. She was wrong.”
He smirked. “One o’clock. Tomorrow night.”
Colin strode away, winking at Yvette as she waddled up with a fat tub of water. Yvette smiled back. She saw Tristan at the wash lines and her smile withered like the vineyards in the valley south of Redding.
She clunked down the tub at Tristan’s feet, splashing her ankles. “You’d get more work done if you spent less time talking to boys.”
“I’m a shameless flirt.” Tristan bent over the washboard. “What are you going to do? Tell Mom?”
Yvette tossed her head. “Maybe I will. It’s not very fair to me when I work twice as hard and we both go back to the same room every night. How do you think that makes me feel?”
“Resentful,” Tristan said. “I’m sorry. This has been such a big transition. I know I could have handled it better.”
Yvette frowned, wrung out a sweatshirt, clipped it to the line. “Well, you won’t be happy until you start to put your heart into it.”
“You’re right.”
Yvette laughed. “Maybe you should talk to more boys. You’re much more reasonable when you’re happy.”
“I’m just seeing things differently, that’s all.”
Tristan found it easy enough to fake her amiability. She just had to turn back the clock to the person she’d been a year before. If she could make it through 36 hours of this polite pliancy, she’d be back outside the walls. So she worked hard and without complaint. Yvette gave her several pointers, nodding in satisfaction when Tristan gave them a shot. Tristan watched Yvette when she wasn’t looking. She felt no qualms about the plan. She could make herself feel guilty, if she sought the emotion out, but mostly what she felt was rage. A part of her wanted to kill Yvette. The woman was weak. Would rather bow to every one of Winslowe’s rules than to stand and resist. She was a weasel who hid in the master’s skirts, waiting for prey to fall, wounded and helpless. Humanity didn’t need people like her.
Playing demure helped hide Tristan’s nerves, too. Those buzzed like her fourth cup of espresso. Her stomach fluttered. But these biochemical reactions didn’t climb to her brain. That remained detached. Focused. Resolved.
The day after she agreed to the plan, with just seven hours until it was scheduled to begin, Colin drifted up to Tristan after dinner. He gestured toward the patio where the servants were allowed to smoke, chat, and grab some fresh air, so long as they didn’t leave its cement boundaries. After the warmth of the kitchen, the nighttime marine air gripped Tristan’s body in a clammy fist.
“Still ready to get a little exercise?” Colin said.
She zipped up her jacket. “Hard to run when your legs are in chains.”
“Oh, that. Maybe this will help.” He reached for her hand. She started to draw back. He pressed something sharp and metal into her palm. In case anyone was watching, she held his hand for a minute, then moved the keys to her pocket.
“Where did you get these?”
He grinned with half his mouth. “Winslowe.”
“She hates me. She’d never just hand these over.”
“No, but get an orgasm or two in her, and she sleeps like a stone.” He gazed at a roly-poly crossing the patio. “Don’t judge me. We all do what we have to.”
“I wasn’t about to stone you. After tonight, you’ll have a couple of boulders to chuck my way.” She glanced inside. Yvette watched from a chair by the window, gaze ticking between Tristan and Colin. “What’s the plan?”
“Take care of your chains. Take care of your shadow. Then come to my room and take care of mine. He’s an absurdly light sleeper. Expect him to wake the second you open the door.”
“From there?”
“Hop the fence. I’ve got supplies waiting down the hill.”
“How?”
“Same friend who found your brother. You get us out of the house. I’ll take it from there.”
Tristan nodded slowly. “If this friend can do all that, why doesn’t he get you out?”
“Because he’s not that good a friend. And he’s not a fan of being executed.” Colin glanced at the window. “We’ve been out here too long. That shadow of yours can’t seem to keep her eyes off me. What do you think, should I ask her out?”
Tristan returned inside, ignoring Yvette’s stares, forcing herself to keep her hand out of her pocket. She read a National Geographic article on oceanic volcanoes until the bell sounded for bedtime. Yvette gave her the cold shoulder as they brushed their teeth and dressed for bed. That was fine with Tristan.
Winslowe came by to lock them in. Tristan waited in bed, listening to Yvette’s breathing. Tristan had a digital wristwatch Winslowe had given her to keep up with her chores; every few minutes, she cocooned herself in the covers and pressed its light function to check the time.
At 12:58 AM, she removed the key from under her mattress and fit it into her shackles. The right cuff popped free with a metallic click. Yvette breathed on. She released the second cuff and pulled her feet up to her butt, leaving the shackles beneath the sheets. Her ankles felt incredibly light. She unzipped her mattress cover one tooth at a time and slid her fingers into the cut in the fabric. She touched plastic. She withdrew her second shiv, a long-toothed comb. She’d worked on it for weeks, sharpening its handle against the grout whenever she went to the bathroom, using the noise of the toilet and faucet to cover the sound of the scrapes.
She rose, careful not to stir the shackles. Light peeped from the base of the door. Yvette slept on. Tristan leaned in. She clamped one hand to Yvette’s soft mouth and slashed the shiv across her throat. Blood spurted over her hand. Yvette tried to scream, gargling on her own blood. Tristan jabbed the shiv into her heart and dropped her weight. Plastic scraped the girl’s ribs. She shuddered. Tristan bore down on her shiv and Yvette’s mouth. The blood stopped pumping. The girl’s chest stopped rising. After another minute, Tristan eased off and cleaned herself on Yvette’s sheets.
She dressed in pants, shoes, and a jacket. The door was closed with a bedroom/bathroom handle, reversed so it locked from the outside and keyed from the inside. But Colin had given her a key for this, too. She slipped it into the lock, feeling it glide over the tumblers, and turned.
The hallway was bright and empty. She paused in the doorway, heard the buzzing of lights and the muffled moans of the king enjoying himself upstairs. She crept down the hall to Colin’s room, turned the lock, and slipped inside.
It was a converted office, boards nailed gracelessly outside the window so the moonlight cut through in silver slats. Both men sat up in their beds. Tristan held the shiv in front of her and stared at Colin’s partner.
“You’re going to be very quiet,” she said.
The man pushed himself against his headboard. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”
Tristan advanced on the bed. “You have a choice to make.”
The man shuffled his feet in the sheets, as if trying to force himself through the wall. “I won’t say a word.”
“Convince me.”
“I’ve seen you together. I saw Colin give you the keys. I could have said something.”
“Why didn’t you?”
He laughed, burbling and off-kilter, then covered his mouth, eyes wide. “You kidding? I saw what you did to the guards the night you came here.”
Tristan turned to Colin. “Come on.”
“This isn’t what we planned,” Colin said.
“Shut up and get your shoes.”
“We can’t risk him—”
“He’s smart,” Tristan said. “Smart enough to prefer a beatdown to a comb through the heart. Right now, the king is upstairs with one of his brides. In sixty seconds, I’m out this door.”
“Break your word the moment you step through my door.” Colin fumbled for a shirt, pulled it over his smooth chest. He jammed on his shoes and laced them tight. “Great way to earn my trust.”
Colin’s partner stared through the moonlight. “You made her promise to kill me?”
“It was nothing personal.”
“I’d say that’s pretty fucking personal!”
“This is no time for couples counseling,” Tristan said. She pointed at the man in the bed. “I’ll leave the door unlocked. Wait ten minutes, then you can leave, too.”
The man’s brow creased. “Why can’t I leave with you?”
“Because I’m not friendly.” She pocketed her shiv. Yvette’s blood lined her nails. “The hard part is over. Wait ten minutes, then run.”
Colin pulled on his coat and picked up a small black bag. “Ready to go? Or do you plan to literally shoot us in the foot first?”
She stared at him, then opened the door. The hallway was still empty. The moans upstairs had ceased. She went to the back stairs and leaned over the railing. The kitchen was dark. She descended and moved to the light blinking on the alarm beside the back door. She’d been watching Winslowe reset it every morning. She punched the code. The light went green. She slid open the door, glass rumbling.
Cold air touched her face. She jogged across the dew-soaked lawn Dashing had the peasants mow every Sunday morning. Colin kept pace. She didn’t look back until they reached the high fieldstone wall. No extra lights had gone on at the palace.
She climbed straight up the rough stone, flattened herself under the first string of barb wire, and held down a hand to help Colin up.
“Who are you, Spider-Woman?” he whispered once he’d struggled his way up top. “What do you need me for?”
She smiled. “We’ll see.”
They dropped into the grass beyond the wall. Still no lights or alarms from the clubhouse. It would be another two or three minutes before Colin’s shadow made his move. And he would, too. Colin had misjudged him. She understood the urge to keep their conspiracy to a tight two, but it would have been less messy to include the man than to kill him.
Colin’s shoes smacked asphalt. She followed him down the road between the dark mansions of Oceanside. Or was it still Oceanside? It was Dashing’s land now. The territory of Better San Diego. The kingdom was a joke, but it was real, too. The institutions that had made it Oceanside were all dead. If a stranger were to come and draw a map, an update of what the country had become, Dashing’s claim would be the accurate one, the one that should be set down in ink. How many micro-nations bloomed on the blackened corpse of the United States? Even with the aliens gone, there was no hope for restoration, was there? Too many people had died. The few who were left would persist in pockets like Dashing’s for years. It could be generations before rulers had the resources to begin conquering and consolidating, pulling these new cities back into proper states. It could be hundreds of years. Progress was not inevitable. It was always easier to burn than to build.
The fog of her breath hung in the night. Colin jogged down a long hill, scanning house numbers, then turned into a driveway and knelt beside an overgrown flower bed. He lifted a stone owl and fished a key from the dirt.
“Just as planned,” he grinned. He led her through the dark house to the garage. A black Prius sat in the gloom. He laughed and grabbed her and hugged her to him. “Can you believe it?”
“Maybe.” She put her shiv to his neck. “Now where’s my brother?”
Colin went very still. “What are you—? I’m on your side!”
“Then you’ll be happy to tell me where Alden is.”
“Did the squid swap your brain with a crocodile’s? If you stab me, you’ll never find your brother.”
“Unless I start with your extremities and work my way in. If I cut off your balls, how long do you think it would it take you to bleed to death?”
“Cartwheeling Christ,” Colin said. “Washington State. A nuclear power plant made it through—it’s called Hanford. They got all kinds of slaves there. What’s your problem?”
Tristan lowered the knife. “How do you know all this?”
He popped the driver’s door and leaned in for the keys. “Same guy who set me up with this car. Old high school friend. He’s a coyote now, been driving people up there for weeks.”
“A guy like that is your friend?”
“Look, I just know the guy. You got a problem with that? Maybe you can go talk it out with Yvette.”
“Just want to know what we’re getting into.” She pulled the trunk latch. Water. Food. Blankets. She closed it, the click echoing in the three-car garage. “We got out. That was the deal. Why are you helping me now?”
He crossed his arms, rocking on his heels. “I had a little brother, too. He made it through the Panhandler. He wasn’t so lucky with what came after.”
She met his eyes. They were steady, bright. She went to the garage door and hauled it up with a metallic clatter. “Let’s go.”
He smiled unhappily and started the car. Brake lights flooded the garage. The engine was far softer than her Vespa. Colin wound through the palm-lined streets and the silent Spanish manors. He reached the highway and headed north. The gas engine kicked in, grumbling through the car’s sleek frame.
“What do you think you’ll do once you find him?” Colin said.
“Kill whoever’s got him.”
“I meant after that, Terminatrix.”
“I hadn’t really thought of it.” She gazed out the window at the flat, black Pacific. “Find a place. Stock up. Go from there.”
“I want to find a few people. Just a tight little group. No psychos like Lord Dashing.”
“You don’t want to go it alone?”
“No way,” he said. “Who’s going to watch your back against the wolves? Anyway, you’d get lonely, don’t you think? I mean, my hand makes great company, but it’s awfully clingy.”
“You could get a mannequin,” she said. “Dress her up however you like.”
“Just you and your brother.” He laughed, gazing across the car at her. “What are you going to do when he wants to find a girl?”
“I told you. Mannequins.”
“Well, he is fourteen. He’d probably go for that.”
With the aliens gone, they drove straight through Los Angeles, slowing to weave through the wrecks blockading the lanes of the highway. Smoke rose from a handful of chimneys, but entire stretches of the landscape had been burnt to the foundations. Tristan looked out Colin’s window, trying to catch a glimpse of the sea and the disc of the ship jutting from the waves, but the highway was too far inland. Another time.
They stopped at a gas station in the cleft of the hills north of the city. Tristan peed in the weeds, then made a pass through the convenience mart, but it had been stripped bare. Colin topped off the tank with one of the two jugs in the trunk. Tristan bashed in the window of an SUV and siphoned the jug back to the top. They continued on.
“You smell like gasoline,” Colin laughed.
“Peril of the age,” Tristan said.
“Got some gum if you want it.”
“You kidding? I’d kill for gum.”
“I don’t doubt it,” he chuckled. He dug into his pocket and passed her a stick of Orbit. Sharp spearmint. Her mouth watered around it. He grinned. “Good, right?”
She blew a pathetic little bubble, cracked it between her teeth. “Best thing mankind ever did.”
They stopped for the night at a motel on the road north of Bakersfield. The eastern mountains grayed as they prepped for bed. Tristan’s twin bed smelled musty and the room was cold enough to see her breath, but she piled the covers high, napping in fits and starts until the early afternoon.
Awake, she was eager to hit the road. Colin snored on, shirtless, hair sticking up from his head. She got out some granola bars and Cheese Nips and crunched them as loudly as she could. He woke with a sharp intake of breath, blinking at the unfamiliar white ceiling. He saw her and smiled.
“You chew like a gorilla,” he said.
“Shared a lot of dinners with the larger apes?” she said.
“Every Thanksgiving.” He rose, twisted his back, grimaced, and stripped down to his jockey shorts. He plopped beside her on the bed and scooped up a handful of salty orange crackers. She passed him a bottle of water. He swigged and scratched his chest. “Eating cheese crackers on the road with a pretty girl. My sixteen-year-old self would be so proud.”
“This life has its moments,” she said.
She packed up and waited for him to dress. She offered to drive, but he shrugged her off and pulled back onto I-5. The Prius thrummed up the endless valley. Snow rested on the peaks to both sides, but the valley floor looked better than the last time she’d seen it: the winter storms had brought it fresh water, returning hints of green and green-gray to the swaths of brown and yellow. The road climbed into the mountains. Patchy and half-melted snow covered the grass, a worn-out white blanket. She called their first stop a few miles south of Redding so they could use the bathroom and switch seats.
“There’s bad people here,” she explained. “I know a way around.”
Colin squinted up the desolate road. “You’re from here?”
“Yeah.” She closed her door. “You?”
“San Diego. Loved it. All this white stuff on the ground is kind of freaking me out.”
She thought about asking him more, but there didn’t seem to be any point. It would be like asking about the life of a stranger. A stranger with nothing but bad memories of lost family and friends. She detoured around the city and rejoined the highway.
Mount Shasta swelled to the east, its white heights painted pink by the sunset. Colin guided her off the junction at Weed. Sunlight disappeared from the road through the forest. The highway swooped and fell, embedded in a mass of primeval pines that blotted out all but a narrow strip of starlight. Up in the pass, snow obliterated the road. Tristan slowed to a crawl, heart thudding at every curve, frustration mounding with every minute they crept through the unkempt roads.
The pass dropped. The snows receded, revealing beautiful black pavement. Wary of black ice, Tristan didn’t press past 50 MPH until they reached Bend, Oregon.
“Why don’t we call it a day?” Colin said.
“The day stops at midnight.”
“Which is what, ten minutes from now? Hanford’s another 250 miles from here. Through two-lane highway. It’s going to be five o’clock before we get there. I don’t know about you, but I get cranky when strangers knock on my door at five in the morning.”
Tristan slowed the car and clenched her teeth. “Fine. But we stop early, we start early.”
“Good by me. I don’t want to get there after dark tomorrow anyway. I don’t know what this place is like. It could be just as crazy as Dashing’s.”
She exited the highway and started looking for a quiet subdivision where they could break into a house. “What do you know about this place?”
He gazed up at the cloud-skeined stars. “Not much. They’ve still got power, which is cool. And slaves, which is a lot less cool. But I don’t think they’re totally swinging from the chandelier. I’ve heard there’s a way to buy your way in to citizenship.”
“With what? I doubt they care about cash. Unless they’ve got a shortage of toilet paper.”
Colin shrugged. “I didn’t get the specifics.”
“Is Alden a slave? What will they want for him?”
“I’m as clueless as you are, Tristan. If they’re doing business with my friend, I’m sure they’ll do business with us.”
She pulled into the driveway of a darkened home. The door was locked, but the neighbor’s wasn’t. She yanked open the empty garage and Colin guided in the Prius. Using a flashlight from the trunk, she scavenged the house, turning up a few cans of green beans and boxes of cereal. No milk, of course, but she’d gotten used to pouring water on her Rice Krispies long ago.
Colin rattled around the den, emerging a minute later with a bottle and a grin. “Look what I found.”
She turned the flashlight on him. A brown bottle of Jack Daniels glinted in his hand. She smiled with half her mouth. “How thoughtful of them to leave the liquor cabinet unlocked.”
He raised his brows. “Fancy a party?”
“We’ve got to get up early.”
“Come on. We’re escaped fugitives. All the best criminals drink bourbon.”
She snatched the bottle from his hand and showed him the label. “This is sour mash, not bourbon.”
“Sounds even tougher.”
She took a swig, eyes burning. He winked and tipped it back. His voice went hoarse. “God, I’ve missed that. Think the brewmaster survived? Or is the secret of JD lost forever?”
Tristan found candles in the bedroom and brought them to the living room. They passed the bottle back and forth, discussing what to expect in the morning. He wanted to drive right up and talk their way in. She wanted to watch from a distance before exposing themselves.
“You’re so cautious,” he said from beside her on the couch. “Sometimes you’ve got to just go for it.”
“So cautious,” she said. “Like yesterday. When I broke us out of that Fellini-esque kingdom.”
“We’ll creep up on it, then. But I’m telling you, it’ll all be fine.” He smiled at her. She could see it coming from a mile away. He let a moment pass, as if waiting for her to absorb his smile, then scooted next to her and took her in his arms. As he leaned in, she placed two fingers at the base of his throat and pushed. He jerked back. “What’s the matter?”
“Well, Colin, I’m just not that sort of girl.”
“It’s the end of the world. Who cares what kind of boys and girls we used to be?”
“My uterus, for one.”
He grinned in the darkness. “I’ve got protection.”
She snorted. “That was optimistic.”
“There are other things we can do.”
“Like?”
“Mouths can’t get pregnant.”
She smiled, bringing her hands to the front of her chest, where she could strike quickly if needed. “You realize I don’t owe you anything, right?”
He cocked his head. “For the ride up? I’m not doing this to put you in my debt.”
“I’m talking about me.” She gestured at herself. “I’m not here for you.”
“You have the wrong idea, Tristan.” He met her gaze, his eyes soulful and serious. He shook his head and reached for the bottle. “It’s not a demand. It’s an offer. If it came off otherwise, I’m sorry.”
She mashed her lip between her teeth. “Me too. Look, these days, it’s tough.”
“What?”
“Letting down your guard.”
“I think you just did.” He found his grin and handed her the bottle. “To peace.”
She drank. “Peace.”
They went to bed soon after, she on the couch, he in one of the beds. She stayed awake a while, pleasantly drunk, but he was snoring within minutes. She slept.
He didn’t mention it in the morning. They were back on the road by nine. The pines shrunk, grew scrubbier. Hard black rocks jutted from the weedy fields. Within a couple hours, they were back in the desert, where the sagebrush was the tallest plant in sight and tumbleweeds clustered the barb wire fences of forgotten farms and pastures. A bridge carried them over the wide Columbia into Washington. Colin stopped in the gray and snowless hills to have a snack and hit the bathroom.
Tristan tromped into the dust and picked out a sage to take care of business behind. As she finished up, a muffled crackle drifted on the wind. She went still. It repeated twice more, staticky and brief.
Back at the car, Colin leaned against the trunk, gazing north across the hills. “Ready to roll?”
“Did you hear something a minute ago?” Tristan said.
He shook his head at the hills. “Like what?”
“Nothing. Probably just a coyote.” She got into the car.
Not twenty minutes later, they crested a long hill and a city spread out before them. Single houses, strip malls, bands of green along the river. Brown circles of old farms. Two towers of steam rose from the river north of the city. Colin cruised along, slowing as the highway entered town. After several miles of lost civilization, the desert resumed. The towers of steam grew nearer and nearer. Colin watched the road. They curved around a spur of rock, revealing a striated gray building with a square white cap, dozens of industrial outbuildings, and mile on mile of fence. The road led straight to a gate.
“Stop the car,” Tristan said.
“What? We’re almost there.”
“I know. Stop the car.”
“What’s your problem?” he smiled.
She whipped out her shiv and pressed it to his throat. “Do I need to tell you again? Or is the blade more convincing?”
He blinked, slowed, guided the car to the shoulder. He put it in park, leaving the engine on. “You want to tell me what this is about, you crazy bitch?”
Tristan tightened her grip on her shiv. “Where’s the radio?”
“What radio?”
She pushed the point into his neck until a bead of blood bloomed at its end. “The one you used to call ahead.”
He cried out, lifting his hand to his neck. She dug in harder and he froze. “Under the seat!”
“Is my brother really here?”
“Yes!”
“Then what aren’t you telling me?” She leaned into the shiv, peeling apart the skin of his neck. Blood washed onto his collar.
“Stop it! Don’t hurt me!”
“Then tell me the truth, motherfucker!”
“I made them a deal!” he shouted, eyes wild. His chest rose and fell. His breath smelled like Cheese Nips.
“What were the terms?”
“A simple exchange: my citizenship for your slavery.”
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Ness screamed. The alien lunged forward, limbs lost in the snarl of branches. A tentacle wrapped around his mouth and squeezed. Others grabbed his torso and lifted him from the ground. Something slithered into his pocket, groping. He struggled to free his nose. The tentacle smelled brackish, wormy.
The alien set him down, jarring his knees. The tentacle uncoiled from his mouth. He gasped for air. A pincer stabbed at his face. Between its claws, Ness’ round metal luck charm winked in the wintry light.
Another pincer produced a compact black pad. One of its tentacles executed a complicated dance above it, tip snapping. It lifted the pad, which was inscribed with a single white word:
“WHERE”
Ness fainted.
It shook him awake, thrust the pad back in his face. Its tentacles squeezed the breath from his limbs.
“Hanford!” he squeaked. “Washington State. I don’t know!”
It spun one pincer in a tight circle, then performed another tentacle-dance. The text on the pad shifted: “WRITE”
It let him go and jabbed a stick at him. Ness gaped. He pointed at the stick. Impossibly, the alien nodded.
He reached for the stick, hand shaking so hard he nearly dropped it. After a glance at the alien’s goggle-eyed face, he lowered himself to a crouch and wrote in the dirt: “Hanford, Washington, USA.”
It shook its bulbous head, flailed the metal charm, and refreshed the pad. “WHERE WHERE WHERE”
Ness pointed downriver, then wrote in the dirt. “I got it from the man who runs the power plant.”
“AND FROM WHERE”
Ness frowned, swept the ground clear, and wrote again. “Where did he get it?”
The alien nodded so hard he thought its eyes would roll loose like misaimed cue balls. It squiggled its tentacle, shifting the white text on the black pad. “YES FROM WHERE”
“Why?”
It stiffened its spindly limbs, looming above him, hideous and great. “GUTBROTHERS”
A headache thundered over Ness’ thoughts. What the hell did that mean? He pointed at the metal charm in its claw.
“YES GUTBROTHERS”
Heart beating so hard he thought it might break his own ribs, Ness bent to the dirt. Drawing each line and loop with careful precision, he wrote: “Your gutbrothers were killed by a man named Daniel and his assistant Roan.”
The alien’s limbs shook like a storm-tossed tree. Ness fell back, shielding his head. It shoved the pad in his face. “HERE TOMORROW”
“Me?”
“YES HERE TOMORROW”
Hesitantly, Ness nodded. The alien whirled and trampled through the brush, fallen apple leaves speared on its pointed feet. Ness crouched there, glancing around for others. When he could no longer hear the alien’s thrashing, he dashed to the truck, slammed the door, and peeled out for home.
He replayed the conversation over and over. It had been so quick. So—alien. Minutes later, he could no longer be certain he understood a word it had said. Typed. Whatever. In the moment, it had made its own peculiar sense, but now it felt as foreign as the logic of a lost dream.
He pulled up to the northern gate, sure the guards would be able to see it on his face, to somehow smell it on him, but they buzzed him through without a second glance. He parked the truck and headed to his room to think.
The metal trinket came from the aliens he and Shawn had killed. It could be an ID chip of some kind, a radio or a tracking device. It might have taken the others this long to hone in on it, or perhaps they’d been waiting for it to emerge from the compound at Hanford. Whatever the case, they had found it.
And Ness had pointed them straight to his enemies.
He couldn’t be certain, of course, they were here for revenge. They were squibbly aliens, after all. He couldn’t be sure they knew what revenge was. But he’d find out soon enough. He wouldn’t miss tomorrow’s meeting for the world.
He drove back to the orchard under the glare of the mid-morning sun. He passed Roan on the way; she turned to watch him go by, her face as inscrutable as a trout’s. Ness pretended not to see her. Miles upriver, he parked beneath the apple trees and wandered around. Perhaps it had been waiting for him, perhaps his timing was just good, but the alien crackled from the trees not ten minutes later.
“Hello,” Ness scratched in the dirt.
It snatched him up, coiled him close, carried him to the river, and strode into the water.
He screamed, managed to snatch a panic-shortened breath just as the icy water closed over his head. Bubbles swirled past his face, troubled by the creature’s thrashing limbs. Something gleamed in the murky water. The alien’s legs left the rocky bottom and it propelled itself along instead, tentacles whipping spirals of bubbles behind them. Ness’ lungs burned. The alien hauled him into a cave. Ness blew the air from his mouth, trying to trick his lungs into holding on just a few seconds longer. Machines whirred. The water flushed away, gurgling madly, draining through the slotted floor. Ness panted and shivered. Dusty-tasting water spattered away from his soaked clothes.
“What are you doing?” he shouted. The alien trundled forward without a sign it had heard. It took him through a tight tunnel to an open room with a curved ceiling. Four other aliens were ensconced in alcoves along the wall, like wasps in their comb, waving their tentacles as Ness’ captor carried him into the room. It waved back and set him down. The floor was rubbery and spongy and squeaky with water.
It got out its pad, flicked its tentacle above it. “TELL”
Ness gestured at the floor and spread his hands helplessly. Semitransparent lids flickered over the alien’s eyes. It turned to one of the others, tentacles gesturing violently. The other gestured back with equal fervor, disgorged itself from its hole in the wall with a quiet slurp, and disappeared down the tunnel. Water dripped from Ness’ clothes and was absorbed by the floor.
The second creature returned with a notepad and a Bic pen.
“TELL,” the first alien wrote on its pad.
“Tell what?” he wrote back.
“TAKERS OF GUTBROTHERS”
“Daniel and Roan,” Ness wrote. “The ones who run the nuclear power plant.”
The alien snatched the notepad away and held it to the others to read. They whipped and writhed their tentacles at each other for some time. After a consensus had been reached, the alien gestured over its black pad.
“THANK YOU”
Ness laughed and gestured for his notepad. “That’s it?”
“WHAT”
“That’s all you wanted to ask me?”
“YES THANK YOU”
He knit his brow. “Well, what are you going to do now?”
The alien danced its tentacle over the pad. “KILL”
Ness backed away, face contorted in horror. The alien wagged its head back and forth. “KILL DANIEL ROAN”
“When?” Ness wrote.
“NO”
“What do you mean?”
“NO”
He rubbed his temple, staring at the googly-eyed thing. He bent over his notepad. “Can I ask you something else?”
“YES ASK,” it wrote back.
“Why did you kill us all?”
It twirled a pincer in a quick circle. “NO DANIEL ROAN”
Ness shook his head and tried again. “Why did you send the disease? Why did you attack us? Why did you come here?”
It straightened, clacking several of its claws rapidly. Ness cringed. It turned to the others and wiggled its tentacles. Their conversation lasted even longer than the first time. The wiggles and whips of their limbs were far too fast for his eyes too follow. More often than not, they weren’t even looking at each other as they “spoke.” Were they somehow feeling each other’s movements? Reading the vibration or displacement of air the same way the pad translated the wormlike movements of their limbs into English?
The first alien shoved its pad in his face. “TAKE”
Ness squinted at it, then reached for its pad. The alien pulled it away and moved a claw in a broad sweep, shaking the pad again: “TAKE”
“Yes, to take the planet,” Ness scribbled, “but why?”
“WASTE”
“I don’t understand.”
“YOU WASTE PLANET”
“Pollution?” Ness wrote. “We were going to destroy the Earth, so you took it away?”
It shook its fat head in exaggerated sweeps, claws clicking rapidly. “INEFFICIENT WASTE PARTS DESERVE EFFICIENT”
He held out his palms, wrote, “I don’t understand.”
“INEFFICIENT WASTE DIRT AIR WATER”
“We were ruining it?”
The alien jounced up and down. “NO NO NO WASTE WRONG USE”
Ness pushed the knuckle of his thumb against the bridge of his nose. “We were using the dirt wrong.”
“YES”
“How should we have been using it?”
“RIGHT”
“How right?”
“WHAT”
“How were we supposed to be using it?”
“RIGHT”
Ness laughed in frustration too deep for words. Or gestures. Or any other known form of communication. Here he was not five feet from the answers to everything that had happened in the last year—probably the only human to have ever been faced with this opportunity—and they were locked in a Who’s On First routine. It was enough to make him want to cry. Or shoot something. Or shoot something while crying.
“What is the right way to use our dirt?” he wrote.
The alien paused, gazing at its pad, a few of its claws twirling in what Ness was beginning to suspect meant frustration. “AS THE DIRT WANTS”
“How does the dirt want to be used?”
Its claws snapped back and forth. It calmed itself, squiggled its tentacle above the pad. “HARD TALK” It erased that and made a new series of gestures. “AND WATER”
“We were using our water wrong, too?”
“YES AND WE WANT”
“You wanted our water?” Ness wrote. “The universe is full of water!”
“HARD WATER BAD WATER”
“Hard water? You blew us up because melting Titan’s ice was too much work?”
It began to gesture, but the tentacles of the ones in the wall cut it off. A minute later, it turned back to Ness. “GO”
“Now?”
“GO” It tucked the pad into a pouch in its strappy clothes, grabbed him up, and scuttled down the hall.
“Hang on a damn minute!” Ness said. It hurried down the tunnel to the room with the grated floor. The door hissed closed. Cold river water flooded the chamber. Ness breathed hard as it climbed to his shins, his thighs, his belly. His clothes hadn’t even begun to dry. The water rose to his chin. Outer doors whirred; water clapped into the room, filling it. Once the surging tide calmed, the alien swam forward, using its tentacles as rotors, and struck straight for the surface. Ness’ head broke the surface. He gasped.
It delivered him to the shore and got out the pad, which showed no sign of being harmed by its trip through the water. “GO”
Ness yanked up a cattail and drew in the mud. “My brother and I are prisoners at the power plant.”
“YOU ARE HERE”
“But I have to go back,” he wrote. “Can you help us get out?”
“NO”
“Why not?”
“NOT GUTBROTHER”
“But I told you what happened to your gutbrothers.”
The alien paused, pincers tracing slow circles. “TOMORROW”
“Hot date with a prawn?” Ness said out loud. He wrote in the mud, “Why tomorrow?”
“FOR THINK”
The creature whirled and delved into the river. Bubbles popped in the swirling current. Water dripped from Ness’ clothes. He peeled off his coat and shirt and wrung them out. The rest would have to wait till he was home. His shoes squelched on the walk to the truck. He shivered hard. On the drive back, the vapor from his clothes humidified the cab; he swept his sleeve across the fogging windshield, smearing it halfway clear. He parked in the car lot and went to turn in the key.
“Why are you wet?”
He startled. Roan faced him, the fuzzy flaps of a bomber jacket raised around her neck and chin. Ness glanced down at his damp jeans, as if just noticing.
“I was climbing a tree to get a better look at things,” he said. “I fell in the river.”
“You’ve spent enough time out there.”
Heat prickled Ness’ neck. “But I haven’t even been to half the orchards.”
“We won’t have the manpower to get to them for years,” Roan said. “By then they’ll be completely changed. You’re wasting time.”
He stared at her, lungs stinging, wanting to shout it wasn’t fair. But fair meant nothing to her. His mind shifted gears, clicking from itchy panic into cold analysis. Roan cared about order, efficiency. Ness scrambled for the right lie.
“Some of the orchards are on lower ground than others. They can be irrigated easily. If this can be done in time for summer, it would only take a handful of workers at a satellite farm to produce enough apples to generate hundreds or even thousands of gallons of fuel. Far more than if those same workers were helping to grow corn.”
Her gaze was as steady as the southwest wind that had him shivering in his clothes. “I need reports.”
“Of course.”
“And a proposal. You have two weeks to find your location. If it takes longer than that, it can wait till next year.”
“Thank you, sir,” Ness said. She strode away. He turned in his car keys and went to his room. Only then did he grin. After years of lying to Shawn and his mom to stay out of trouble, it had become as natural and effortless as setting down his foot. He’d bought himself two weeks. Fine. For all he knew, the aliens would move on Daniel and Roan tomorrow.
He drove back out in the early morning, taking a change of clothes with him. Once again, the thing was already waiting for him in the cold shadows of the orchard.
“WHY HERE,” it wrote on the pad.
“Because this is where we met before,” he wrote on his.
“NO WHY YOU HERE”
He cocked his head. “To learn from you.”
“BUT YOU HATE US”
“No,” Ness wrote. “Well, yes. It’s complicated.”
Its semitranslucent lids slid across its fist-sized eyes. “NOT GUTBROTHERS”
“Us?”
“YES NOT”
He scratched the pen over his notepad. “What is a gutbrother?”
It spun its claws in circles. “IT’S COMPLICATED”
Ness laughed. Sparrows flitted from the branches, undisturbed by the alien presence. “Then why are you here?”
“YOU’RE NOT AFRAID”
Ness laughed at that one for some time. “Yes I am. I’m one tentacle-punch from shitting myself.” He crossed that sentence out. He had to be simple. It wouldn’t understand figures of speech any more than he understood its talk about dirt. “I’m very afraid. But my curiosity is even stronger. And so is my want to help my gutbrother.”
“DON’T USE”
“Don’t use what?”
“OUR WORD”
“Gutbrother?”
“YES NOT”
“Why not?”
“HUMANS CAN’T BE” It swung its claws up and down, eyes rolling. Thinking? Frustration? It waggled its tentacle over the pad. “GUTBROTHERS TALK WITHOUT MOVING GUTBROTHERS DON’T LEAVE GUTBROTHERS HUMANS ALWAYS LEAVING”
“Wrong,” Ness wrote. “I could leave right now. I don’t because it would mean leaving my brother to die.”
“WORDS BAD DON’T GRASP TRUTH”
“I know.”
“COME FOR GUTBROTHERS ALWAYS ALWAYS”
“And you wouldn’t come for me?”
It clacked its claws rapidly—laughter? Or extreme sobriety? It had reacted the same way when he’d asked the absurdly large question of why they’d sent the plague.
“THE HELL NO”
“Have you been watching our TV?” Ness said out loud, laughing. He wrote, “I still don’t know why you’re here.”
“OWE”
“You owe me? For telling you who killed your gutbrothers?” he wrote. It wagged its fat head up and down. Ness gazed into the trees. “Then what will you do to repay me?”
“HOW RELEASE GUTBROTHER”
“You’ll help me get my brother out?”
It retracted its claws. “DEPEND HOW RELEASE GUTBROTHER”
“They keep us locked in two rooms,” Ness wrote. “There are a few guards nearby. That’s it.”
“DANGEROUS”
“I know.”
“TALK OTHERS”
“Tomorrow?”
“TOMORROW”
Ness nodded. It was as much as he could have hoped. “What did you mean when you said we used the dirt wrong?”
It considered him with unblinking eyes. “DIRT WANTS LIFE”
“But we bury our dead in it? Is that sacrilege?”
“NO TO BE LIFE” It reached out a tentacle and tapped his notepad. “DEAD DIRT NOT-LIFE”
Ness pointed at its black pad, writing, “That looks pretty dead to me, too.”
It shook its head. “INSIDE LIVE”
“What about that?” Ness pointed at the straps of its clothing.
“EXCEPTION”
“That’s convenient.”
“YOUR WHOLE WORLD EXCEPTION”
Ness laughed; had he just annoyed it? Well, the alien could deal with it. Ness himself was still a little angry over their whole apocalypse thing. With that thought, he was struck by situational vertigo: he stood in a quiet orchard trying to ally with one of the monsters that had nearly wiped out his entire species. That had killed his mom. That would have killed him, if not for whatever quirk of genetics had left him immune. Why wasn’t he angrier? Shawn would have already tried to kill it.
Himself, he just didn’t seem to care. He couldn’t take the invasion personally. Ironically, that same lack of personal involvement that had made it so hard to connect with other people was the same quality that left him equipped to speak with the creature in front of him.
To try to, anyway. He attempted, with minimal success, to explore its concept of live dirt and dead dirt, live air and dead air, but he got the impression it would not have been simple even if the alien had been a native English speaker. It seemed to believe this was a basic organizational principle—that all matter wanted to become life, and thus to shape matter into dead, inert things was to violate some sort of fundamental will, to sin against the very universe—but so much of that was reading between the lines, his human interpretation of its blocky, chopped-up words.
“PURPOSE,” it tried at last, claws spinning in what Ness had come to take as its gesture of frustration/anxiety. “BREAK PURPOSE EVIL”
“So you came here to correct us,” he wrote back. “By killing us all.”
It shook its head, claws spinning. It began to twitch its tentacle over its pad, but the pad lit up. It went still, listening to a message Ness couldn’t hear. It looked up, drawing its tentacle back in the sinuous gesture Ness could now understand without the pad’s interpretation:
“TOMORROW”
Ness had expected as much. On the off chance Roan meant to drill him daily, he spent a few hours doing what he was supposed to be here for—surveying the groves for ease of irrigation—then drove back to the plant, where he asked for and received permission to see Shawn. A guard escorted Shawn to the lab, then sat against the wall, folding a dog-eared copy of Maxim over his lap, presumably to ogle the models who were no less attainable now that they were all dead than they’d been when the magazine was printed. Ness swore. The man’s presence was going to make things a whole lot harder.
“What’s up?” Shawn said.
“How goes your effort to earn your citizenship?”
“Slow and steady,” Shawn shrugged. “Didn’t expect it to happen overnight.”
Ness glanced at the guard, who turned the page. “What if it could?”
His brother squinted one eye, then smiled slowly. “I’d jump.”
“Really? You almost seem happy.”
“Because it’s a load more practical than stealing the guns to shoot our way out, you dork.” Shawn looked lazily at the guard, who remained engrossed in the glossy pages. “It’s called working within the system.”
“But if there were another way?”
“Then fuck the system.”
Ness grinned. “Be ready.”
Shawn gave him another squint. “What have you got up your sleeve, little bro?”
“You’d never believe me.”
“Guess I’ll sleep with my shoes on.”
They caught up for a while, exchanging the trivial details of their progress with the ethanol and the fence, respectively. The guard broke it up to escort Shawn back to his own room.
Ness spent the evening fantasizing about their escape. The alien would crawl in from the ceiling vents, just like in Aliens, strangling a guard in one tentacle, tearing another to ribbons with its claws, and halving a third with its lightsaber-like laser. It would get shot, but Ness would catch its laser in midair and blast down the guard before the enemy could finish the job. As Ness supported the alien on his shoulder, laser in hand, Shawn would range ahead to the gates, sneak up on Roan, and snap her neck. They’d ride out in the jeep, deliver the alien to its friends at the river, shake limbs, and go their separate ways.
That was the dramatic route. More likely, the alien would surreptitiously lase the locks from their doors and they would hide in the shadows of walls until the guards walked away on their routes. From there, they’d go climb the fence, or wade into the river, swim to the other side, and disappear into the city.
Or the alien would cut straight to the chase, land a jet on the roof, extract them, and fly away before the guards had the chance to lace up their boots. These things had destroyed a civilization. How hard would it be for them to bust two people out of jail?
He never got the chance to find out. The alien waited for him in the orchard, tentacles held tight to its body, morning sunshine glistening on the dewy grass. The words were already spelled out on its slim black pad:
“MELT DOWN”
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Tristan breathed out in a hot rush. “You were going to sell me into slavery?”
Colin mashed his head against the window, trying to escape the pressure of her shiv. “That’s how it works. Bring them a worker, they lay out the red carpet.”
“Use me as a tool to escape, then sell your tool to someone else.”
“That wasn’t the plan! I wanted to help you. To find your brother.”
“Then I made the mistake of telling you to keep your dick to yourself.”
He smiled tightly. “That’s not it at all.”
She worked the blade back into the gash she’d dug in his skin. He inhaled through his teeth. She shifted her weight, holding the shiv steady. “Then why?”
“Because they’ve got something here. Power. Security. A future. No more scavenging. No more pawing over dead bodies for cans of Campbell’s. That’s not a life. That’s hell.”
“The old way wasn’t a right. Half the world was born into lives worse than we have it now.”
“Anyway, it wouldn’t be forever. You can earn your way out. Alden’s here, Tristan. Play their game for three years, five, whatever they ask, then you can take him and be on your way. Spend the rest of your lives together.”
She glanced down the road to the chain link gate. The Prius was quiet enough for her to hear a rumble permeating the dry desert air. It was a seductive thought. Put in her time, work hard, then move on once she’d earned out. Little risk. Much less than whatever she’d take on breaking Alden from captivity.
She had already grown tired of this life, this endless need to be on her guard, to read the truths behind the lying eyes. It would be so much simpler to put her life in someone else’s hands for a while. To let them watch out for her while she earned her daily meals. She’d have more time to watch out for Alden, too. The people who ran this place wouldn’t want any harm to come to their investments. She didn’t have to go it alone to keep her promise to her mom. Maybe the best way to keep her brother safe would be to sacrifice herself. It wouldn’t even be forever.
“I’m at the gate!” Colin had the radio to his mouth, fingers clamped to its button. He’d snuck it from beneath the seat while she watched the fence. “Get someone out here! Hurry!”
But that was just a comforting delusion. A way to shrug off responsibility. Once they had her inside the fence, they’d never let her go.
She drove the knife through his neck. Instinctively, he clamped down his chin, catching her forearm against his chest. She reached over, popped the door, and shoved him out with both her legs. He gargled, blood spraying the windshield. The seatbelt caught him halfway out the door; he flailed one hand, keeping the other tight against his cut throat. She unclicked his belt and he thumped to the dust. She threw the car into reverse, backing over him as she swung around and tore back down the road.
She watched in the rearview as the distant gates swung open. Two men ran outside. She thought she saw rifles on their shoulders. The car dipped down the road, pulling the men from sight. The suspension jounced as she pushed the Prius up to sixty. A college campus spread to her left. She pulled in and parked among the abandoned cars. The dust on their windows was so thick you couldn’t see through, but her car was dirty enough to blend in at a distance. She grabbed a bag and ran for the entrance, where she watched from the window for an hour until she was certain there would be no pursuit.
She needed a gun. Binoculars. Black clothes. She found all three looting the houses on the north end of town. The pistol’s ammo box was half empty, but if she needed more rounds than that, she probably wasn’t going to get out alive anyway.
She drove back to the campus, parked, napped inside an office beneath a blanket and all her clothes. After nightfall, she pocketed her knife and her gun and shouldered a purse heavy with ammo and water and Lay’s chips. She walked north, paralleling the road from a distance of a hundred yards. Plenty of space to hide in the sage should headlights shine down the road. A low thrum penetrated the night. Two giant pillars of steam climbed into the sky, highlighted by the glow of the half-moon.
Tristan stopped three hundred feet from the fence. A gate barred the road. Gatehouse beside it. Movement in its dark windows. Electric lights washed the grounds far inside the compound. A man strolled through the circle of light around the main building and disappeared back into the shadows. Bare-bones patrols—it was ten minutes before she saw another soldier—but the fact they ran patrols at all, out here in the middle of nowhere, belied an organization and a paranoia that would not make her task any easier.
Twenty-odd buildings were scattered around the tall, white-capped building near the compound’s center. Alden could be in any of them.
Lights gleamed across the river. She struck east, hit a bridge. For ten minutes, she crouched in the sage and watched it through her binoculars. No sign of guards. No lights, either. She headed across, slinking along the high rails at its sides. On the other end, the road hooked toward a cluster of low, rectangular buildings surrounded by a high wire fence. Forty-foot towers projected above it all, spindly watch-stations of wood and aluminum spaced along the fence. Each sported a spotlight, like something out of an old prison movie. She stooped across the cold and dusty field. A dog barked, waited, barked again. She rose and it bounded forward, angling toward the fence. Tristan froze. It was a Shepherd mix, tall, solid. It barked until she turned away and hustled across the field.
She found a hill nearly a mile east of the fences and set up a short ways from its crest. Should have brought an emergency blanket. She napped fitfully, woken by the cold. She walked around to stir her blood, then curled up again. At dawn, she woke for good, positioning herself below a generous clump of sage, where she propped herself on her elbows and fitted the binoculars to her face.
Dozens of people emerged from the long simple housing blocks. They milled in the cold yellow morning and sat at the benches arranged under off-blue tarps. They were too far away to make out more than heights and builds. Several might have been Alden or possibly just slender women. Men with guns and dogs hung around the fringes. The ground between her and the fences held nothing but sage and weeds and dust.
She rationed her water, making it to nightfall with no worse than an angry stomach. She didn’t see a way to get any closer without getting captured. She walked back to the campus, put together a bag with food and water and shoes and a gun and two sticks and two knives, returned to the hill east of the farm, and buried the bag at the base of a sage.
Unarmed, she walked to the farmland gates.
A man shouted from one of the towers. She stopped and waited. Two men in black caps ran from the gate with rifles drawn. They gave her a quick pat-down and led her to a shed with a concrete floor and a couple of folding chairs.
She explained with minimal elaboration. Four days ago, her car had broken down outside of town. She’d walked in and tried to find another, but couldn’t track down a working battery. No, she hadn’t thought to find a generator and charge one that way. As she tried car after car, she noticed the clouds rising from the north. At first she’d thought it was the smoke of a brushfire, but from her house in the hills, their nighttime lights gleamed like sweet promises. Finding her neighborhood low on water, she attempted to move to a house by the river, but had wound up run off by a pack of half-starved dogs. After that, she’d walked straight here.
“Here at Hanford, we got a system,” the guard-captain said, a man in his late thirties with shaggy brown hair and glassy red eyes. He’d introduced himself as Hollister. “You want to live here, you got to earn it.”
“I expected no less,” Tristan said.
“Hard work. We got a farm. That’s where most residents go. But you could wind up assigned to anything. You good with cars? They’ll take you to the garage. Can you sew? Well, there you go.” Hollister smiled at himself, glassy eyes crinkling. “Most people, they wind up on the farm.”
“We’ve all got to eat.”
“And I need you to know just what you’re getting into. We expect a three-year commitment. Signed. We’re investing in our residents the same way you’re investing in our community. Can’t feed you for nine months to see you run off right before harvest.”
“What happens after three years?”
“Reassessment.”
“What if I try to leave before then?”
Hollister stared her down. “Don’t.”
She shifted in her chair, attempted to look thoughtful. “In exchange, I get food and water? A place to sleep?”
The man nodded once. “Showers, too. Clothes machines. ‘Lectric lights. Aren’t many places in the country can say that anymore.”
“Where do I sign?”
He favored her with a lopsided grin and produced a clipboard. “Right about here.”
The document was more or less exactly what he’d just explained. Short. Unlawyerly. She signed as Billie Winslowe.
“Billie,” he read. “I like that. Tough girl, Billie?”
She mustered a small smile. “These days, who isn’t?”
Hollister showed her to a room in one of the longhouses. Six beds. Two empty, the other four soon to be occupied by the women currently brushing their teeth and removing makeup, jockeying for space at the two mirrors in front of two metal basins.
“I thought you said you had water,” Tristan said.
“We do,” he said. “But only so much that’s halfway clean. Got to preserve it. You’ll get enough to keep yourself pretty.”
She smiled, trying to soften the edge she felt rising in her gut. He left her with the bag of clothes she’d brought with her. The women introduced themselves; she promptly forgot their names. She didn’t intend to need to know them.
She stayed up half the night worrying whether she’d done the right thing. She should have spied longer, made certain Colin hadn’t lied about Alden before surrendering herself to contractual slavery. But skulking in the shrubs, it could have taken days, weeks to pinpoint her brother, assuming he wasn’t working indoors at the plant across the river, where she might never see him, depending on how strictly the lords confined their servants. In the meantime, she’d have no way to tell how he was treated, whether he was being beaten—or worse; her mind approached the possibility with morbid semi-glee, then retreated in angry horror—by the guards in charge of their human cattle. If anything were to happen to him while she dawdled in the wastelands, she could never forgive herself.
Not that she’d have the chance to seek that forgiveness. She’d be killed by guards after killing whoever had hurt her brother.
For better or worse, she was inside the fence. Whether or not Alden was here, she needed to think of a way to get out, not rake the muck of regret. The fences buzzed, electric; she’d need to dig out, like she had in the alien prison, or find some insulated snips. Did the fence border the river, too? Or could she and Alden wade into the water and float to safety? Could she use pesticides to poison the dogs? They roamed free at night; she’d need some method to neutralize them, even if that were simply devising a way to escape during the day.
In the end, it simply didn’t matter. Whatever it took—cultivating a conspiracy, fucking a guard, leading a revolution—she would get it done.
She woke before dawn, stomach growling. While her roommates snored, she practiced her kung fu, stepping lightly, soles a whisper on the unfinished hardwood. At first light, an old man opened the door and grunted a wake-up call without glancing at the women inside.
Tristan filed out to the breakfast tables and lined up for a bowl of steaming oatmeal dusted with white sugar and for a cup of Kool-Aid from concentrate. She sat at the far corner of the tables, paying more attention to the others than the blandness of her food.
A teen boy wandered into the morning, blinking against the hard daylight with sleep-angry eyes. His blond hair jutted at all angles. Chemicals bloomed from Tristan’s middle, surging her with tingling lightness. She stood.
He glanced her way. Just as she’d imagined a thousand times—in the orange and fleshy jail, in the house of the kindly couple in Williams, in the locked room with Yvette in the fiefdom of Lord Dashing—Alden did a double-take.
“Tristan?”
He moved toward her, casually at first, perhaps not allowing himself to believe it, then broke into a sprint that nearly bowled her over. She crushed him to her chest. His half-fed bones dug into her hip and shoulder. He smelled like old sweat, but also something much older: the same scent of skin and specific Alden-ness she’d smelled every time she went into his bedroom at the house in Redding.
To her surprise, she was still able to cry.
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The words meant nothing to Ness. They may as well have been written in whatever alphabet the aliens used for themselves. It was as if he had taken a word like “soft” and repeated it—soft, soft, soft—until it no longer represented softness, but only itself, a tautological negation. He stared at the black pad, trying to understand.
“Meltdown?” he wrote. “At the nuclear plant?”
“YES MELT DOWN”
“You mean it’s going to blow up?”
The alien wagged its head side to side. “NO MELT DOWN RADIATION LETHAL”
“How do you know?”
Its tentacle danced above its pad. “BECAUSE WE DID IT”
“What???” Ness scrawled. “Why?”
“KILL DANIEL ROAN”
“And everyone else!”
The pad flashed. “KILL DANIEL ROAN”
“You can’t do that.”
It gazed at him. Its milky eyelids wiped its baseball-sized eyes. Its two thickest tentacles climbed over its rubbery back and wavered against the backdrop of branches.
“ALREADY DID”
Ness fumbled his pen. “Right now?”
“NO TONIGHT MELT DOWN”
He reached behind himself, as if seeking a wall for support. Very clearly, he saw that this was his fault. Not the killing of the creature’s gutbrothers—that had been an act of war, nothing more or less, and after the aliens’ attempt at genocide, he and Shawn could hardly be blamed for killing two of the enemy who’d landed in their back yard.
But blaming Daniel and Roan—he had done that. He had invited the aliens to strike back, hoping to divert them from discovering he was the killer and lead them to destroy his captors in one fell swoop. It had seemed so elegant. So brilliant. But he’d been trusting aliens to act like humans. Aliens who’d already shown no compunction about killing nearly seven billion humans. For all he knew, they intended to keep fighting despite the loss of their mothership, executing an ongoing guerrilla war for final control of the Earth. In that light, taking out two of their personal enemies alongside several hundred impersonal ones, and at the same time wiping out one of humanity’s few functional power stations—well, that was a solution every bit as elegant as his own scheme.
Not for the first time, he wished he’d never been born.
It was absurd how much could hinge on a single decision. Terrifying. Every one of Ness’ instincts screamed out for him to run, to hide away while Hanford died under a raging storm of radiation, to put it behind him and move on. He could drive off right now. No one would know his part in this except the aliens, and no human would ever ask them. A crime was only a crime when it was known.
But he couldn’t leave Shawn—and Kristin—to die.
“You have to stop it,” he wrote. He didn’t know if it could feel guilt, but it had told him about the meltdown for a reason. It had to be vulnerable somehow.
The alien’s tentacle wriggled above its black pad. “NO”
“My brother’s there and I can’t get him out. You’re going to kill my gutbrother.”
“DON’T USE WORD”
“He’s my gutbrother!” Ness wrote. “I will always go back for him! And you are going to kill him!”
Its claws rolled in fast and tiny circles. “NO NO NO”
“He’s the reason I survived your plague.” Ness looked up from his pad and met the thing’s dead-puppet stare. “Now stop the attack.”
“CAN’T”
“Then help me get him out!”
The alien went still. Slowly as a toppling boulder, it turned its face to the sky. Ness didn’t bother to try to read its face, or even to guess its thoughts. That could only mislead him. Whatever logic it was arranging in its swollen brain, it wouldn’t follow any human pattern.
It moved its tentacle with clear reluctance. The pad lit up. “I HELP”
Ness blinked against sudden tears. “What do we do?”
“I COME TONIGHT”
“There’s a girl, too.” Ness paused his pen over his pad. Did these creatures even date? Marry? Mate? “She is also like a gutbrother.”
“WE WILL ALL LEAVE TOGETHER”
Ness’ smile overwhelmed his face. “Thank you.” It only stared. “What’s your name?”
It rotated one of its claws side to side. “NO WORD”
“I just thought there might be something you’d like me to call you.”
It clacked its claws, then tapped its tentacle through an intricate succession of motions. “SEBASTIAN”
“Sebastian?”
“YES CALL SEBASTIAN”
“Like from The Little—” Ness stopped and scribbled that out. He didn’t want to know. “Where will you come? To my room?”
“YES HAVE MAP”
“There are guards.”
“YES GUARDS DIE”
“What should I do?”
“GO BACK WAIT FOR SEBASTIAN” It lurched toward the river. After several leaf-skewering steps, it turned and held up the pad. “TONIGHT BYE”
Ness drove back to the plant. He sought permission to see Shawn, but Roan was out, and the guard refused to make the decision on his own. Ness supposed it didn’t matter. What would Shawn do with a few extra hours when Ness didn’t even know how to tell him to prepare?
He wandered the dusty grounds, watching the steam rise from the clusters of round vents. The rumble of the reactor felt no different than normal. Had the aliens already begun their work? Would Daniel know? Would the old physicist have any hope of stopping it? Sebastian made it sound inevitable. What would Daniel and Roan do if Ness came to them right now? At the very least, he would have to reveal he’d been in contact with the aliens. His imagination played the sequence of events as deterministically as a movie. Once he explained, they would lock him up. The reactor would melt down, killing him in his cell, or they would somehow avert it. Then Roan would come to his cell, shoot him, find Shawn, and shoot him, too. They would not brook a second betrayal. They’d made him take notes on the entire ethanol process. It would be simple enough to divert Brandon to the task. To promote someone from the farm. It didn’t take a nuclear scientist to mash up corn and boil it a couple times.
That was why he didn’t go to Kristin. She would just try to stop it. Questions would arise; fingers would point. Roan was too canny to miss all the time he’d spent outside the fence. The alien artifacts he still had in his lab. She would follow the links back to him.
Anyway, he didn’t want to stop it. These people deserved to die. Daniel as the despot, Roan as his enforcer, the scientists and engineers and techs as his enablers and willing minions. The workers at the farm would be collateral damage. They’d had their chance to stand up after he’d given his speech. They’d sat back down as soon as Daniel bothered to cross the river. Because of them, Nick was dead.
Ness sat silent in his room and waited for the alien to deliver him.
He woke to the sound of something scrabbling at his lock. He leapt up, looking around for a weapon. The best he could do was his pen. He clenched it like a dagger. The door swung open. Moonlight lined Sebastian’s many limbs. A guard struggled at the alien’s feet. Its tentacle coiled around his throat like an eyeless anaconda. The man’s face was purple; he made small sputtering sounds. Sebastian lifted one of its pointed legs and stabbed down through the man’s open mouth.
Ness went for his notepad. He’d fallen asleep in his shoes. “Is it happening?”
“YES”
“How long do we have?”
“HOUR”
“Until it starts? Or finishes?”
“FINISHES”
Enough time to get several miles away even if they couldn’t find a car or bikes beyond the fence. Ness grabbed the machine gun from the dead guard. The grounds were silent except the omnipresent grumble of the reactor. His heart raced, but he found it oddly comforting to have Sebastian beside him. The alien gazed down at him expectantly. Ness gestured it forward. He jogged to the shadow of the next building, a high, dark warehouse, and paused to stare across the empty space between them and the next patch of cover, a concrete bunker he suspected was used to store spent nuclear fuel. Shawn was housed just beyond it in another cluster of storage sheds. He still hadn’t seen any more guards; either Sebastian had killed them all, or they were elsewhere on the sprawling grounds.
He circled around the light ringing the bunker, then angled straight for the sheds, Sebastian skittering beside him. Ness drew up beside Shawn’s door, gestured at the padlock. Sebastian raised a blunt black pistol to the lock and crowded around it. Blue light flared, bright enough for Ness to write by.
The padlock thumped to the dust. Ness held up his pad to the creature. “Stay out here. I need to explain.”
Sebastian wagged his bulbous head. Ness swung open the door, painting the cramped space with moonlight. Shawn waited just inside, half-crouched in the darkness, fists held out from his body.
“Ness!” Shawn straightened, grinning in disbelief. “We out of here? Where’d you get the gun, Rambo?”
“Shawn, we’re not alone.”
“Yeah. Mercs everywhere. I’ll shut my damn mouth.”
Ness glanced to his side. Sebastian waited beside the wall, perfectly still and surprisingly compact. “I mean, I have help.”
Shawn moved for the door. “Your girlfriend? About time I got a look at her up close. Was starting to think she was another Canadian internet thing.”
Ness grabbed his brother’s arm, stopping him cold. Shawn frowned down at Ness’ hand. “Shawn—I made contact with a group of aliens. One of them is right outside this door. It’s going to help us get out.”
“Ness.”
“I’m not joking. I’m telling you this so you won’t scream or punch it or ruin things with any other typical Shawn business. There’s an alien outside, and it’s my friend.”
Shawn peered at him for any hint of a put-on. “You know what, I believe you. And I am unsurprised.”
Ness took a deep breath and stepped back from the door. Shawn followed in his wake, glancing left, then right. Sebastian turned its head to meet his gaze. Shawn hopped straight in the air, eyes bugging as hard as the alien’s, but to his credit, he didn’t scream.
“Jesus,” he breathed. “Fucking. Christ.”
“Nope, its name’s Sebastian,” Ness said. “Come on.”
He led them around the bunker back to his shed. Kristin’s converted apartment building rose past the roof of another warehouse. As Ness halted in the shadow of his former home, light flicked from the wall of the warehouse. A black-dressed security man lit a cigarette and blew smoke into the cold night.
Slowly, Sebastian leveled its pistol. The man spat, gazed across the dust, and turned back the way he’d come. While Ness considered how best to circle around him to Kristin’s, Sebastian burst forward, feet hardly stirring the dirt, and disappeared after the mercenary. Something grunted in the darkness. Sebastian backed around the corner, dragging the body behind him.
“Glad that dude’s on our side,” Shawn murmured.
“It told me why they attacked,” Ness said.
“Human babes?”
“I’ll tell you after we’re clear.”
Sebastian beckoned them forward with a lithe tentacle. They moved in fits and starts to Kristin’s building, pausing often to watch for security men. The front door was unlocked. Ness crept up the metal staircase to the third floor. Harsh bulbs glared down the empty hall. He sidled to Kristin’s door, directed Sebastian to the side, and knocked softly. He waited three seconds, skin itching, and knocked again.
Her voice was sleepy, annoyed. “Who is it?”
“Ness.”
The lock clicked. She cracked the door, grinned at him, and opened it wide. She was dressed in a thigh-length nightgown whose gauzy fabric did little to conceal her nipples. She saw Shawn and closed the door to an inch-wide crack.
“Hey!”
“Wait till she sees the other guy,” Shawn said.
“This is my brother Shawn,” Ness said. “Can we come in?”
She glared through the crack. “A little notice would have been nice. Hang on.”
Her footsteps withdrew into the room. Shawn elbowed him in the ribs. “Nice pick.”
She returned in a t-shirt and sweatpants and introduced herself to Shawn. “Aren’t you guys supposed to be locked up?”
“Get your shoes on,” Ness said. “We have to run.”
“Oh yeah? Is the video store about to close?”
“The plant is about to melt down.”
She blinked at him, eyes skipping between his. “Glad to see you’ve picked up your Ph.D in nuclear physics.”
Ness laughed helplessly. “Somehow that’s more believable than the truth. The reactor has been sabotaged by aliens.”
“And they gave you a heads-up? Did you help one of their grandmothers across the street or something?”
“I told them Daniel and Roan killed their friends. One of them likes me, I don’t know.” He gestured at her bare feet. “Shoes. Now.”
She crossed her arms. “Ness, modern nuclear reactors don’t just melt down. There are a billion safeguards.”
“And how many of them are devoted to stopping terrorists with tentacles?”
“Ness—”
He pursed his lips, stepped out the door, and gestured Sebastian inside. Kristin gasped and choked. She fell and scrabbled on the rug, heels kicking, driving herself away.
“Ness!”
“Shh!” He ran to her, crouched down, and hugged her. “It’s my friend. It’s going to get us out of here.”
Kristin tried to speak and choked on her own spit. She pounded her chest, voice strained. “We have to stop it.”
“I said it’s here to help.”
“The meltdown. I know how to shut down the reactor. Sort of. It could still overheat, but—”
Ness snorted. “Why?”
“Why would you want to stop a nuclear leak that could kill hundreds of people? I don’t know, because we’re not Satan?”
“You didn’t say shit about a meltdown,” Shawn said.
“Because it’s totally out of my hands,” Ness said. “And we’ve only got like forty minutes before it’s too late.”
“Well, that’s more than enough time to drop the rods and shut it down,” Kristin said.
“I don’t care about any of these people!” Ness said. “They shot my friend in the head! Right in front of me. They’re keeping hundreds of slaves. Goddamn slaves. The government died and these people went straight to selling each other as property. The future looks bad enough as it is. We don’t need them around to make it worse.”
“I have friends here,” Kristin said. “A meltdown will leave this whole area unlivable for thousands of years. It could kill anyone who wanders through town. We have to stop it.”
Sebastian’s tentacle wriggled over its pad. Kristin and Shawn flinched back; Kristin rolled her eyes, Shawn chuckled. It held out the pad: “WHY TALK MUST LEAVE”
“What!” Shawn said. “You taught the lobster English?”
“It learned on its own,” Ness said. “Some gestures, too. Freaky, right?”
“Make it flip me off.”
Ness got out his pad, wrote, “Hold on.”
Sebastian rolled its claws in a tight circle. “RADIATION KILLS HUMANS”
“Thanks for the intergalactic wisdom,” Ness muttered. He turned to Kristin. “Unless you’d like to test its claim, we need to leave. We can have this argument ten miles from now.”
“Leave away,” she said. “I’m going to go stop our personal Chernobyl.”
“Need a hand?” Shawn said.
Ness’ mouth fell open. “What the hell are you talking about?”
Shawn shot him an annoyed look. “I ain’t some monster, Ness. I don’t have tentacles and big stupid googly-eyes. I’m not gonna let all these people die.”
“But this place is horrible!”
“Seems to me that’s because of Daniel and that bra-wearing pit bull who does his bidding. Mercs won’t care who’s paying their checks. We take the two of them out, we run this place however we please.” Shawn held out his hand. “Run away or come with, Ness. But if you’re leaving, give me your gun.”
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Alden hung on and didn’t let go. “Where have you been?”
Tristan laughed, squeezing him tighter. “Where have I been? What about you?”
“I thought you were dead.” He pulled back, turning away to wipe his tears, as if she hadn’t already seen them. “Did they take you, too?”
“Spent months in a slimy orange box. Practiced my kung fu the whole time.”
“Me too!” he laughed. “What if we were right next to each other? We could have just punched our way through!”
Tristan smiled. “God knows I tried. Anyway, we were at separate facilities. No kids at mine.”
Alden glanced at the other corner of the dining area, where a man in a black uniform and a shouldered rifle watched them dully. “How did you find me?”
“I just kept searching.”
He frowned at the dust, then glanced at her face. “Is that how that happened?”
Her smile tightened. “You should see the other guy.”
“No way,” Alden laughed. “Bet you killed him. He’d be all rotten and wormy.”
“I just sent him to his room without pizza. What about you? Have you been okay?”
His smile emptied; she hoped hers had been less visibly hollow. “Yeah. Fine. Bored.”
“How long have you been here?”
“Like a month.”
“Has anyone hurt you?”
Alden’s smile recovered some of its enthusiasm. “Why? Would you beat their ass?”
“And whatever else that ass is attached to.”
“They’ve been fine,” he said quickly. “Just strict.”
He was still so young. Too young to lie well: he looked away, grinning nervously, some part of his childhood still resisting the idea of telling his parents anything but the truth. She supposed he’d get the chance to learn with her. A large part of her still couldn’t believe that he was here, that she could reach out and run her fingers through his hair, could lean in and smell his skin. In terms of absolute time, they’d only been apart what, nine months?—the length of a school year, a pregnancy—but in terms of relative experience, it felt like a lifetime. She didn’t fight her grin.
And now was not the time to ruin their reunion with talk of what happened to him during that separate lifetime. That could come later. When they were gone. When they were safe. Anyway, if something had happened to him here, she couldn’t afford to let her anger compromise their escape.
They sat together and ate. Her breakfast had gone cold in the chilly morning. Too soon, one of the armed men rose from their own table of Lucky Charms and coffee and called the residents out to work. Tristan was directed to a column of several dozen people assigned to a pile of lumber at the edge of a fallow field. Apparently housing was running low on this side of the river; while others cut pieces, she was assigned to sand the rough edges. The sandpaper rubbed her fingertips raw and red. They were granted two short breaks, including lunch, then wrapped up with the sun inches from the western hills, its pink light interrupted by the steam rising from the power plant.
The day had not given her much to work with. After dinner, Hollister, the red-eyed captain who’d processed her arrival, pulled her from the mingling crowd.
He nodded at Alden. “You know that boy?”
“Why?”
“This morning, he called you Tristan. Before you’d said a word to him.”
She raised her brows. “Is that a crime here?”
“Of course not. But signing a false name to your work contract is.”
She nearly asked him why it mattered; there were no more drivers licenses, no Social Security numbers, no databases of debt and credit and citizenship. In this era, you were whoever you said you were.
“I used to babysit him,” she said instead. “In my hometown. I hadn’t seen him since I left for college.”
“I see.” A shrewd light pierced the fog of whatever drugs he was on. “And if I asked him, he’d say the same thing?”
“I couldn’t believe it when I saw him. Everyone else I know died in the Panhandler or the collapse. I thought everyone on Earth was a stranger. Then I come here and the first thing I see is the little blond kid who used to hide fruit snacks in the toilet tank.”
“And he called you Tristan because?”
“That’s my first name,” she said. “I started using my middle name in college. Do you need to change it for the forms?”
Hollister rubbed his puffy eyes, frowning at Alden, who sat at another table giggling with a girl a year old than himself.
“Better,” he said. “Roan runs this ship just like her asshole: tight and squeaky-clean.”
“Person like that probably wouldn’t be happy to hear you speaking that way.”
The man shot her a fierce look, fog clearing from his eyes. “Are you threatening me?”
Tristan pushed out her lower lip. “That depends on whether you think she’d be mad.”
“Papers. Come on.”
She followed him to an office adjacent to the bare concrete room where they’d received her application for citizenship. He found her papers in a green file cabinet and went over them point by point, filling in many of the places he’d left blank the first time around: place of birth, parents’ names, education. By the time they finished, lights-out had been called; the man accompanied her back to her room, where she brushed her teeth in the dark.
Dumb of her to not work this out with Alden the second she saw him. She couldn’t let them know they were brother and sister. It would be far too easy to leverage that information against her. She resolved to clear this with him first thing in the morning.
She never got the chance.
Alden wasn’t at breakfast. Tristan ate her meal—grits, homemade; three women were still grinding corn for the latecomers—then found the dark-haired girl her brother had spoken to the day before.
“Seen Alden today?”
“Not since yesterday.” The girl combed her fingers through her hair, glancing at Tristan’s face, her shoes. “You’re his..?”
“Babysitter.”
The girl’s lips tightened. “Isn’t he like fourteen?”
“From when he was younger,” Tristan laughed. The girl was worried about unknowingly talking with—and being attracted to—a loser. “He knows kung fu.”
“I know, right?”
Tristan got up and wandered around the longhouses. She still hadn’t seen him by the time they were called to work. As she helped sort and stack lumber, an icy nausea curled in her stomach. Most likely, Alden had been reassigned to another task—forty people toiled back at the housing, carrying away the dirt a backhoe excavated from a growing hole at the end of the buildings; even more worked in the fields far upriver, hacking away the weeds that had begun to poke from the soil, preparing to seed the earliest crops—but she couldn’t shake the feeling something had happened to him. Something precipitated by her arrival.
Work ceased. She returned to eat, mechanically chewing the cornbread and the spaghetti with red sauce poured straight from labelless jars. The sun left. She slept.
It was the same thing the next day and the day after. The nausea ate her from the inside, hollowing her, rasping her nerves from the bone. Her calm resolve eroded, replaced by twin imps of panic and rage. Had Hollister taken him? Relocated him? Imprisoned him as some perverse punishment after ferreting out Tristan’s lies? The security chief had given no sign he disbelieved her babysitting story—in fact, he’d said nothing to her at all—but it could not be coincidence. And if she went to ask, she could only expose herself, confirming his suspicions.
And then—what? Would she be imprisoned? Exiled? Executed? For all their talk of work contracts, this place was not a carefree commune. Armed guards watched their every moment. An electric fence penned them in. Every hour of their day was scheduled: lights on, breakfast, work, lunch, work, dinner, lights out. She doubted a challenge to that control would be dismissed with a simple slap on the wrist.
So she hollowed, devoured by a doubt and indecision she hadn’t felt since the Panhandler had taken their parents. She knew she would act soon, whether or not it was wise.
On the fourth day of Alden’s disappearance, with Tristan still working on lumber, a man shouted in pain. He cursed, flung down his handsaw, and booted his sawhorse into the dust.
“That’s it,” he said. He walked in a circle, sucking on his bloody finger. “I’m done. That’s it.”
An older man came to him, speaking too softly for Tristan to hear over the death metal blaring from the security officer’s pickup. The wounded man shoved his friend away.
“I’m done, okay? I’m going at this stuff like some dumb lumberjack? If they ran an extension cord out here, I could rip a Skilsaw through this stuff in three hours. Without cutting my fucking finger open, either. They don’t want me to work? Fine. I’m done.”
The officer clicked off his music. In the abrupt silence, Tristan could hear the murmur of the river through the trees. A radio hissed static from the cab of the truck.
Most of the others returned to their tasks. The older man argued in low tones with his angry friend, who stomped on his overturned sawhorse until it cracked to pieces, then sat on the rubble and nursed his bleeding finger. Another truck rolled down the dirt ruts to their makeshift lumberyard, its high tires birthing dust devils behind it. It swung to a stop, high frame rocking, clouding them in fine dry dust. Hollister jumped from the cab. The passenger door opened and Alden hopped down to the ground, blond hair hidden under the black cap of a security guard.
Alden trailing behind him, Hollister walked to the seated man. “What’s up?”
“I’m done.” The man shook his head at the stacks of unstained wood. “Not until you get me some proper tools.”
“You’ve got what you’ve got.”
“A big old pile of bullshit? You try it. You pull that saw through boards all day, then tell me it makes any goddamn sense not to run a cord out here.” He flung his arm at the pillars of steam rising across the river. “I mean, what’s all that about? That thing could power half of Seattle. They afraid a single saw’s gonna brown us out?”
Hollister rubbed his thumb and forefinger in the corners of his eyes. “Stand up. Pick up your saw. Work.”
“Get me a Skilsaw and you’ll have to drag me to bed.”
Hollister grimaced, as if he were struggling with a bout of gas, and turned to Alden. “Just like I shown you. You ready?”
Alden stared at the seated man. “How will I know when it’s good?”
“I’ll say when. Don’t hold back. That’s how you wind up hurt.”
Work had stopped across the yard. Gulls cawed from the river. Alden reached for a flat black baton dangling from his belt. The seated man smirked. Alden swung the baton down on his head.
Frozen by his disbelief, the man didn’t flinch until the last moment. The baton caught him on the side of his head. He toppled off the lumber, catching himself on one hand, barring the other above his head. Alden’s first swing hadn’t been all that strong—his forearm had been too tense, his elbow hesitant and stiff—and the surprise, if anything, was what had knocked the man over. But the first blow unstuck something in Alden. His eyes flashed. His second strike carried the same loose power he put into his snapping punches. The stick cracked into the man’s wrist. He yanked back his hand and yelped. Alden followed him in, aiming another blow at the man’s head; the man twisted, catching it on the shoulder instead.
That was the last real defense he mustered. Alden unleashed strike after strike, short, snapping bursts that whipped the baton into the downed man’s ribs and head. Wet thumps and sick cracks echoed past the gaping workers. Alden’s mouth twisted, lips peeling from his teeth.
Tristan read the pain on his face as clearly as a billboard. Whatever he’d suffered in the months since the aliens had snatched him away—the hurt and helpless wrath—he now turned it on the fallen man.
Tristan launched forward, grabbed Alden’s biceps as he cocked another strike, and pulled him away. “Alden!”
He turned on her, eyes burning, struggling against her grip. His left fist jabbed for her ribs. He saw it was her and shortened his punch, knuckles tapping her side.
Hollister moved at the edge of her vision. She let Alden go. Hollister swung his club at her head in a flat arc. She stepped back with her left foot while pivoting toward him on her right, lashing the blade of her left hand into Hollister’s wrist. At the same time, she wheeled her right elbow across her body and into his chin. He’d been stepping into the blow and the combined momentum clotheslined him. His feet left the ground, swinging up as his head jarred back from her elbow. He thumped to the dust.
The guard who’d radioed him in skipped sideways from the truck, rifle pointed dead at Tristan’s chest. Hollister groaned and rolled facedown. He pushed himself up, snatched up his baton, and pulled back his elbow. Tristan bent her knees.
“Don’t!” Alden said.
Hollister looked to the boy. The rage froze on his face, quenched by cold calculation. “Stand down, Moises.”
The guard lowered his rifle. Hollister replaced his baton at his belt. He smiled at Tristan. “You can’t blame a girl for wanting to protect her little brother.”
Tristan’s heart jolted. She brought down her hands to her sides. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”
“You reacted to a threat.” Hollister circled her. “Must run in the family. Alden’s got it, too. It’s going to make him a great soldier.”
She kept her face blank. That explained his absence. They’d pulled him from gen pop to convert him into a guard. “Alden—”
“Do you know the penalty for striking an officer?” Hollister said.
“I don’t imagine it’s one of those good penalties.”
“A whipping. And no, it’s not one of those good whippings.” He glanced at Alden, the mist gone from his glassy eyes. “But you’re new. You didn’t know. Things got heated. Part of good policing is knowing when to crack down and when to show mercy.”
“Sure,” Alden said.
Tristan smiled. “Whatever you think best.”
Hollister considered her, confidence receding from his eyes the longer she stared back. He turned to the other guard. “Get that man to medical. The rest of you—” He twirled his finger at the crowd of workers. “Slack-jawed staring isn’t in your job description. Don’t make me come back here.”
The guard went to the unconscious worker and dragged him by his wrists from the scattered lumber, stirring the smell of sawdust. The others bent to their tasks, boards clattering, saws sighing. Hollister beckoned to Alden and Tristan. Alden sat between them in the cab of the truck. Hollister flipped the car around toward the barracks just inside the gates.
“What do we do with this sister of yours?”
Alden shrugged. “She was just trying to protect me.”
“And our laws are here to protect our way of life. Tough call, man. Very tough. That’s another angle to the job—judgment. You’ll have to learn that one on your own, out in the field.”
“Yeah.”
Tristan gazed out the windshield. “Did you volunteer for this, Alden?”
“Lieutenant Hollister asked.”
“When?”
“The day after you got here. Why?”
“Because your sister’s too clever for her own good,” Hollister said. “I hope we aren’t going to have any issues.”
“Did you enjoy hitting that man?” Tristan said.
Alden squirmed. “I don’t know. He wasn’t going to work.”
“The laws are the laws,” Hollister said. “You don’t enforce them, how is anyone going to respect them?”
“Are you going to make Alden hold my whip?” Tristan said.
Hollister grinned. “Don’t tempt me.”
“I’m not going to whip you,” Alden said.
Tristan gestured back toward the lumber yard. “If that man recovers and still won’t work—”
“Enough,” Hollister said. “More than enough. One more word, and I’ll void your contract for sedition.”
Tristan laughed bitterly. “What’s the penalty for sedition? Beheading?”
“Sedition goes straight to Daniel Morgenstern.” Hollister slowed, tires grinding the gravel in the barracks lot. “Last kid convicted hasn’t come back.”
He rolled from the cab. Tristan got out and waited while Hollister clapped Alden on the back and pointed him inside. “Great job out there. Get you to Sergeant Fredricks. And don’t worry, I’ll go easy on your sister.”
“Thanks,” Alden grinned. He jogged inside.
Hollister turned on Tristan, jaw tight. “Don’t fuck with me.”
“You started it.”
“Inside.” He gestured her through a door further down the barracks. It opened to a spacious office. A poster of a blond woman draped over a red convertible hung from the wall. A space heater grumbled from the corner. Hollister didn’t offer her a seat. “I have decided not to whip you.”
“I’m jumping for joy,” Tristan said. “Inside, of course. Wouldn’t want to threaten you with sudden movement.”
“I should put you on your knees and shoot you. This isn’t the first time you’ve tried to betray me.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You’ve lied to me since you washed up at the gates. That was no accident. You came here to find your brother.”
She tipped back her head. “Did you put it together yourself? Or did he have to tell you?”
“You never meant to stay. Signing that contract meant nothing to you. The rules, the law, this fragile light in the darkness—you’d sweep it all off the table if it meant taking him away with you.”
Hollister moved around his desk and smiled in her face. “Well, he’s mine now. And if you try to take him—if you try to leave—I’ll give him a choice: shoot you in the head, or I’ll kill you both on the spot.”
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Ness couldn’t catch his breath. His head went light. He felt himself stagger.
“Ness?” Kristin grabbed his arm, helped lower him to the floor. “You okay, Ness?”
“Dizzy,” he heard himself mumble. The spots receded from his eyes. Somehow, he’d seated himself. The three others watched him from above, Kristin’s eyes flicking between his, Shawn’s creased with annoyed impatience, Sebastian’s froggish and unreadable. Ness found his feet and shoved Shawn in the chest. “What’s your problem?”
Shawn caught himself on Kristin’s dresser. “What’s yours?”
“What do you care whether these people live or die?”
“Plenty of these people are no worse than you or me. They’re just here doing their thing, trying to grab hold of a little peace.”
“You’re such a piece of shit.”
Shawn laughed in disbelief. “For wanting to save their lives?”
“You’ve been a dick to me your whole miserable life. Just when I found a little peace, you bust through the wall and try to get me kicked out of Mom’s.”
“I didn’t try to get you—”
“That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?” Ness shoved him again. Shawn’s lips went white. Ness flinched but held his ground. “Don’t fake like you care about them. You don’t even care about your own brother. All you care about is looking like the cool guy.”
Shawn sidestepped another shove, tugging his jacket back into place. “How about we shelve the family drama until a time when we’re not about to eat a nuclear inferno?”
“There you go again. Oh, look how rational you are. I’m sure Kristin’s real impressed. The alien who can’t even fucking hear you is surely about to hold out his pad for an autograph.”
“Stop it!” Shawn stepped forward, clunking his forehead into Ness’. “You think I liked seeing you hide out in your room all day? Snickering over your computer? You were supposed to be at college getting laid and learning to make those games. What happened?”
“I don’t know!” Ness shouted. “Maybe if you and Mom weren’t always breathing down my back! How am I supposed to go anywhere when she won’t let me go and you’re always pushing me back down?”
“You mad, bro?” Shawn said.
“What do you fucking think?”
“Good.” Shawn grabbed him, hugged him. “That was what it was all about. Getting you mad enough to do something about it.”
Ness wriggled, fruitlessly trying to escape. “That’s why you moved into my room, huh? Not because you lost your job and your house?”
“You had it easy since the day you were born,” Shawn said. “You got so shook-up when Dad left that Mom never had the balls to give you a kick in the ass. She never tried to send me to college. Know what she said to me when I turned eighteen? ‘You can pay rent to me or you can pay it to a stranger. You got two months to figure out which.’“
“That’s so cool of you to take it out on me.”
Shawn released him, stepping back and gazing at the floor. “I won’t deny it. I resented the hell out of you. That was part of it. But most of all, I didn’t want to see you get lost.”
Ness stared down, too. For all Shawn’s protests, not all of his spite had stemmed from a Fight Club-ish, “Boy Named Sue”-esque strategy to goad Ness into angry self-improvement. More than a few of Shawn’s taunts and punches had come from the mean-spirited glee of knocking little brother down one more peg.
But he’d never seen Shawn talk like this, either. Except, perhaps, after their mother had died. He’d been as hurt then, too. As humble. As willing to let down the walls. No longer too afraid of looking dumb to be honest or to trust.
That was his own flaw, too, wasn’t it. Except where Shawn turned it outward, he turned it inward. Shawn hid behind bluster; Ness, a computer. He was trying to hide away again. To let the aliens take care of it for him. To erase this place. To salt its fields with spent uranium. While he dissolved into nothing.
Himself at sixty, alone in a chair, the cold light of a monitor piercing the darkness of the room.
Ness bent over his notepad, scribbled, held it up to Sebastian. “I need you to understand this. We’re going to stop the meltdown.”
The alien gestured frantically, waved its pad. “NO CAN’T”
“Yes we can,” he wrote back. “Kristin knows how. Do you know what Daniel and Roan look like?”
“YES PICTURES”
“We’re going to stop the meltdown. Then we’re going to kill Daniel and Roan. For all they’ve done and all they’d do in the future. Do you understand?”
The alien stiffened its body, limbs shaking like a tree on the fringe of a storm. Ness forced himself not to step back. To keep his eyes open. To stay present.
“TAKE ME TO YOUR LEADERS,” its tentacle waggled. “KILL DANIEL ROAN”
“No way,” Shawn laughed, glancing from its pad to Ness. “Does it know—?”
“They probably didn’t decide to kill us until they spent the whole trip watching our TV.” Ness hoisted his rifle. “If you two are too stupid to let this place die, let’s get going.”
Kristin arched her eyebrows. “Glad to hear that saving my colleagues is stupid.”
“How about the part where we’re running toward the nuclear meltdown?”
“Okay, yeah. That part is stupid.”
Despite all their yelling, the hallway was still empty. No one had even pounded on the wall. Probably hadn’t wanted to tempt trouble with the maniacs. Ness led the way down the metal stairs, holding up his palm as he exited into the moonlight. Still no sign of security or alerts. He gestured the others out and they jogged to the control building, sticking to the walls of the buildings along the way.
Security cameras watched them from above the door, but if anyone was at the monitors, they didn’t protest as Kristin scanned her card, punched her code, and ushered in two traitors and an alien killer.
“This makes no sense,” she whispered in the concrete entry. “If there were a meltdown in process, the security systems would be going nuts.”
“Maybe the systems don’t know about it,” Ness said.
“Whatever’s happening, we need to get to the control room. If something’s up, we need to drop the rods in the reactor and shut it down right now.”
“We’ll hop right on that,” Shawn said. “Or how about you do it while we stick a gun in everybody’s face.”
A black-dressed guard stuck his head around the corner, frowning hard. Sebastian’s claw flicked up. A blue stream appeared between its pistol and the man’s head, which popped with a burst of pink steam.
Kristin screamed and clamped a quivering hand to her own mouth. She turned on Ness. “You can’t let that thing loose in the control room.”
“All it cares about is Daniel and Roan,” Ness said. “As long as your friends stay calm, they’ll be fine.”
“I’ll just tell them to ignore the eight-foot crab-monster.”
“No, I will,” Shawn said. “And they’ll listen. Now can we get on with it?”
Kristin let out a shaky breath. “You realize this is ridiculous.”
She jogged down the hall anyway. Ness caught up, rifle in hand. She bypassed the elevator, slipping her card into the stairwell lock instead. It went green. She held the door, turning her head as Sebastian clattered past. At the door to the upper floor, she pressed her palms to her forehead, composing herself, and entered the control room.
“I need everyone to stay calm,” she said to the handful of faces turning her way, the skeleton crew keeping an eye on the monitors through the midnight hours. “Because everything is crazy enough as it is.”
Shawn swung through the door. “In other words, stay seated and shut up.”
Ness followed him, sweeping his rifle across the workers. One man and one woman screamed. Ness pointed the gun at the ceiling. “We’re not here to hurt anyone. We’re here to stop the meltdown.”
A bald man wrinkled his forehead. “There’s no melt—”
Sebastian ducked through the doorway, tentacles writhing. The bald man’s eyes rolled back and he fell as if he’d been shot. The woman screamed again.
“Next time we leave the alien at home,” Shawn grumbled.
“It’s not here to hurt you,” Ness said. “It’s the one that told me about the attack on the plant.”
A thin woman stood from her blinking panels, eyes wide enough to swallow her own head. “Okay, well, first I’d like to note that it’s generally against protocol to let space aliens inside the master command of a nuclear reactor. Second, everything looks perfectly fine.”
Kristin threaded around the desks. “Let me see.”
The woman moved aside. Kristin bent over a monitor wedged full of small green figures and pressed her palm to her forehead again. “This is current?”
“It better be. Wouldn’t do us much good to work with yesterday’s figures.”
Kristin straightened, glanced across the room at a man in wireless frames. “Miller?”
The man hunched his bony shoulders. “Acceptable parameters over here.”
She gritted her teeth and sat down at a monitor next to a panel of levers shaped like upside-down Ls. Her fingers weaved over the keyboard. She shook her head, first slowly, then hard enough to knock things over.
“Everything’s fine, Ness.”
He tried to ignore their stares. The ones that made him feel so small. Ears burning, he wrote on his pad and held it up for Sebastian. “There’s no meltdown.”
The alien shook its head. Miller laughed in shock. Sebastian gestured at its pad. “BLIND”
“You can’t see?” Ness wrote. It shook its head again. Ness wrote, “The sensors?”
“YES THEY SEE THE OLD”
Ness turned to Kristin. “You sure that’s current?”
Kristin spread her palms. “Like Zooey said, the only reason to display yesterday’s numbers is if you want to spend today barfing up what used to be your lungs.” She went white. “Oh. Shit.”
She bent over the keyboard, fingers clacking. Her mouth dropped. She hit another string of keys, pounding the last one three times.
Every one of the green figures changed.
“What the fuck,” Zooey said.
“What do you want to bet that’s not what the reactor looks like, either?’ Kristin nodded to a vast screen on the far wall. Ness had thought it was an abstract picture, but now that he focused on it rather than the scared faces of Kristin’s coworkers, he saw it wasn’t static. Water shimmered over concentric circles of blue, green, and yellow. The image looked like a neon subway tunnel, but after a second, his perspective shifted—exactly as if he were staring at the random dots of a 3D picture as it coalesced into a schooner or a sunset—and he saw that he was looking down into the water-cooled reactor rumbling deep beneath their feet. A circle of steely rods sat at its very bottom, their pattern matching the abstract grid shown on a monitor in front of Kristin.
She typed more. The image on the screen shifted to a mess of steam, condensation dripping from green-blue walls that had appeared submerged an instant before.
“What the fuck!”
“I’m dropping the rods,” Kristin said. Miller rushed at her. Ness lifted his rifle. The skinny man cringed, pointing to the seat beside her.
“Can I help? Or do you want to see what we all look like beneath our skin?”
“The help one,” Ness said.
Miller nodded warily and sat beside her. Their fingers hammered over the keys.
“There’s like no water in there at all,” Zooey said.
“I know,” Kristin said.
“Water is a crucial component of preventing reactors from overheating and melting through their containment chambers.”
“I know.”
“And even if you shut down the reaction, the core will continue to produce heat, until—”
“Damn it!” Kristin spun around in her chair. “Yeah. Not Dying in a Nuclear Accident 101. Do you have any suggestions for what to do about that, professor?”
Zooey raised her brows at the floor. “Just sayin’.”
Kristin turned back to the keys. Ness watched the main screen as a series of rods poked into view, descending through the boiling reactor. Alarms shrieked from the walls. Everyone winced except Sebastian.
“These things are cooled by water?” Shawn shouted.
“What did you expect, a force field?” Kristin shouted back. “Why do you think they built this thing next to a giant river?”
“Because the U.S. government didn’t care if a hunk of worthless desert got blown up?”
Kristin cut off the alarms with the stroke of a key. Ness’ ears rang. A security man burst through the door. Without turning, Sebastian shot him down. The creature stuck its pad beneath Ness’ nose. “DANIEL ROAN DANIEL ROAN”
“Don’t worry,” Ness wrote back. “They’ll come to us soon enough.”
“Slap me for being stupid,” Shawn said, “but why don’t you just turn the water back on?”
Kristin pressed her lips tight. “Because the pipeline appears to have been critically compromised.”
“So should I go grab a bucket?”
“Better make it a helicopter. The core’s down, but it’s still generating heat. Without water, it will melt straight through the floor.”
Ness stared at the neon nightmare on the screen. The world clicked into place. “The backup pipe.”
Kristin hit more keys. “Never finished.”
Shawn goggled at the glowing blue core. “There’s a backup? How close to finished?”
“I mean, it’s right up to the cooling station,” she said. “With a six-foot steel cap on the end.”
Shawn gave Ness a wry smile. “Don’t suppose you got a six-foot pipecutter in your pocket.”
Ness pointed at Sebastian. “It does.”
“I didn’t even know lobsters shit. That thing’s a plumber, too?”
“Think its laser can cut through steel?”
A grin flooded Shawn’s face, washing away the lines of worry. “Only one way to find out.”
Ness wrote on his notepad, held it up for Sebastian, and pointed at its laser. “Can I borrow that?”
“NO KILL DANIEL ROAN”
“Without that, we’re all going to die!”
It reached a claw into a seamless pouch in its bandolier-like clothing and handed him a second pistol. “A PRESENT”
Ness passed the rifle to Shawn and transferred the blunt alien weapon to his left hand. He wrote back to Sebastian with his right. “How do I use it?”
“BOTH BUTTONS BANG BANG”
Ness touched his thumb and index finger to the raised buttons on both sides of the thick handle, which sported a groove perfect for the circular claws of the aliens and fit his own fingers reasonably well. He looked up at Sebastian. It nodded. He pointed the gun at the carpet and tightened his grip. Blue heat lanced to the ground, setting a dime-sized spot of carpet on fire. Ness jerked the pistol, anticipating a recoil, but there was none. He removed his thumb. The beam stopped. He stamped out the fire. Hot, chemical-scented smoke burned his nose.
“All right,” Shawn grinned. He raised his eyebrows at Kristin. “Want to show us your pipe, girl?”
“Are you sure you two are related?” She turned to Miller and Zooey. “You two got this from here?”
“Oh sure,” Miller said. “Just give us a shout before our imminent demise.”
The rumble of the core pitched up, a billion angry bees converging on a single intruder. Kristin ran to a stairwell at the back of the room and keyed them through. The stairs and walls were bare concrete. Silver-white lights strobed from the walls. Kristin’s footsteps echoed from the tight walls. Near the bottom of the stark well, Ness realized he hadn’t heard the chitinous strike of Sebastian’s claws in some time.
“Where’d it go?” he said.
Shawn looked over. “Where’d what go?”
“The giant space-monster.”
“It bugged out a couple floors back.”
“Why didn’t you say something?”
Shawn pushed his brows together. “I’m not gonna throw stones at a dude for running off in the midst of a nuclear disaster. I mean, yes I will. But I’ll put a little less zip on ‘em.”
Kristin stopped at the next landing. “If I’ve got the layout right, we can take this tunnel to the cooling station. If you can get the cap off and get the water flowing into the reservoir, we might be okay.”
Ness frowned. “And if you’ve got it wrong?”
“Then we’ll plunge into the reactor and be incinerated like Gollum at the end of Return of the King.”
“What!”
Her eyes skipped between his. “Totally kidding. Then we’d get lost, and hopefully find our way back before the core melts into the ground and shreds our DNA like a puppy with a Kleenex.”
“I can’t believe they let someone like you have access to this place.”
She opened the door. “Hey, I did my grad work at Stanford. Ph.D from MIT.”
“Really?” Ness said. “I think you might be too good for me.”
The halls beyond forked three ways, bare concrete lit by recessed white bulbs. Ness followed Kristin down the rightward branch. The rumble of the reactor rose through his shoes and settled in his chest.
“Is it safe in here?” Shawn said.
“Not really.” Kristin sprinted over the cement. “But it’s a lot safer than if that thing crashes through the floor.”
The walls were windowless. Their footsteps bounced from the tight spaces, echoing forward and back, multiplied. Ness glanced behind him repeatedly. Their own shadows shrunk and loomed as they streaked past the lights. They passed a featureless metal door, then a second with signs indicating a stairwell. He was certain they were far underground. How much concrete hung between them and the surface? If the core melted, would the foundation collapse with it?
Shawn grinned at him. “So what do you say we do about the bossman and his pit bull String ‘em up? Or show mercy, and just jail ‘em for life?”
“I promised,” Ness said. “If we don’t kill Daniel and Roan, Sebastian will whack us together like he’s trying to make fire.”
Kristin turned another corner. The tunnel widened in all directions. A culvert ran down its center. Above the culvert, a massive pipe extended from one end of the tunnel to the other, supported beneath by steel beams as thick as Ness.
“Shoot, that thing ain’t six feet across,” Shawn said. “Barely two.”
Kristin rolled her eyes. “Does it really make a difference?”
“Imagine it did to the guys who carried it in here.”
“Yeah, those trucks were real complainers. Wouldn’t shut the hell up.”
“Is that where all the gas was going?” Ness said. “To run Daniel’s pet projects?”
“How should I know?” Kristin said. “I’m not completely omniscient.”
A big metal button shined from the wall beside the pipe. As they approached, it seemed to grow from the wall; it was another pipe, just as wide as the other, sealed on its end by a welded cap. They halted in front of the wall. Machinery shook the walls, Ness’ guts. Their footsteps echoed for a second after they stopped running.
“How was it supposed to stop terrorists when the pipes are right next to each other?” Ness said.
“The backup intake is a half mile upstream from the first. They just converge here.” Kristin pointed to the channel running down the middle of the concrete floor. “There are drains in the floor. After I saw the backup coolant was down, I rerouted the pump to push anything in drainage back into main cooling. All we have to do is flood the place.”
Shawn gazed up at the pipe, hands on his hips. “And this thing’s got pressure?”
“I sure hope so.”
“Well come on! Give me that laser and stand back.” Shawn held out his hand. Ness passed him the alien weapon. Shawn winked, braced his feet, and aimed at the pipe. A blue line flicked to the metal, scorching it, drawing the first bead of silvery melt.
Shawn’s head snapped forward. A bang clapped down the tunnel. Shawn swayed and toppled to the concrete. Blood painted the cap of the pipe.
Ness turned. Thirty feet down the brightly lit tunnel, Roan pointed her pistol at his head.
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She was about to lose him again. Not to the endless rolling spaces of the country, but to the even vaster spaces of the head. And this time, if she lost him, there would be no getting him back.
She felt him growing further by the day. Alden was relocated from his bunk in the longhouse to one in the barracks. At meals, security segregated its seating from the workers. Not by official fiat—Tristan could walk across the open dining space if she wanted—but the officers would stare her down the whole time she spoke to Alden. No privacy. No hope of opening his eyes. In the five days following Alden’s beating of the man who’d set down his saw, Tristan had held one proper conversation with him, at breakfast the morning after. Alden had risen from his bench with the other men in black and crossed to her picnic table. She was seated alone, but he stayed standing.
“What did Lt. Hollister do to you?”
She glanced across the tables to the guards, who laughed together, gesturing broadly. “He didn’t tell you?”
“He said he gave you a warning.”
“A little more than that. More like house arrest. With probation.”
“Why’d you have to hit him?”
She frowned at him. “He was about to hit me. With a stick. Sticks are generally used to break things.”
He scowled at the dirt. “Well, can you not do it again? They’re calling you Wonder Woman. One of them asked me if he could ask you out.”
She kept her face blank. How had they turned him that fast? Teens were probably even more pliable than children; so willing to fit in, so needful of unjudged acceptance. It was more than that, though. They were tapping his anger. His fear. His impotency. All the feelings simmering inside since the Panhandler had wiped out everything they knew: parents, security, friends, a future. She blinked at the other workers in horror. They all felt it, didn’t they? She sure as hell did. It had felt great to smash Hollister from his feet, and not just because he was about to strike her. Because she had finally been able to hit back.
Everyone felt it. That was the aliens’ legacy. They had turned the world into a grave—and the few survivors into agents of a deathless wrath.
Including her own brother.
“Why?” she said. “Do you like it here?”
“It’s pretty cool,” Alden shrugged. “Lt. Hollister is going to show me around the power plant.”
“I don’t know if we should stay.”
“Why not?”
She smiled dryly. “They’ve made you a security guard. What do you think you’re guarding?”
He angled his head, searching her face for tricks. “The settlement.”
“Is the electric fence there to guard the settlement, too?”
“I mean, yeah.”
“So why is it twelve feet tall? To keep out eleven-foot-tall bears?”
Alden shrugged. “Well, they can’t just let people run off. We need them.”
She ran her fingernail into the weather-worn wood of the picnic table. “I thought we’d go somewhere together. That’s why I let myself be captured.”
“Like where?”
“Anywhere. We can do anything, Alden. Be anything.” She smiled at him. “If you really wanted, we could be like Caine from Kung Fu. Wandering warrior-monks who right wrongs one episode at a time.”
“Who’s Caine?” He made a face at the ground. “I mean, we’d starve, wouldn’t we? Do you think anywhere else even has power?”
She pressed her tongue against her teeth. “Here’s the thing. We can’t stay here. This place, it isn’t good. If we don’t—”
“What’s going on over here?” Hollister strolled up behind her, gazing down his nose in concern. “Come on, Alden. I told you about mingling. Discipline!”
Alden straightened. “Sorry, Lieutenant.”
“Get back to your people. Sergeant Fredrick’s got a job for you.”
Alden’s face brightened. He saluted, then glanced at Tristan. “Well, see you later.”
He jogged off. Tristan nodded slowly. “Is that the plan? Isolate them? Convince them they’re different? Special? Would be hard for them to beat someone they spend breakfast with, wouldn’t it?”
Hollister thumbed his dry right eye. “Standard matter of discipline. Dunno where this conspiracy shit’s coming from.”
“You’re conscripting fourteen-year-olds into your little army.”
“I don’t see any schools out there. We’re back to the apprentice system.”
Tristan took a half step nearer. He reached for his baton. She rolled her eyes, half surprised he hadn’t gone for his gun instead. “I’m his legal guardian.”
“You got a court order?” Hollister laughed. “I’d say I’m his guardian now. And if you don’t watch the way you talk to my ward—and to me—I’m going to make your life hell.”
He lifted his brows, waiting, then smiled and returned to his men. She didn’t want to push him. Things were too delicate already. If she lost all contact with Alden, she might not be able to get him to leave once she was ready.
So she walked away, too, trying to see the farm with fresh eyes. Digging a tunnel was out the question. Even if she could trust all five of her roommates in the longhouse room, extending a tunnel from beneath her bed to beyond the fence would take weeks, if not months. She didn’t think she had that long before she lost Alden for good.
Digging a hole right beneath the fence was more plausible. She might be able to do that much within an hour. But even if she were able to pull that off without being seen, she didn’t see how she could leave her room without waking her roommates. Their rooms were padlocked at night; they had four windows, two on one wall, two on the opposite, but they weren’t made to open. Which was an obvious fire hazard. She would have to raise the issue with Daniel Morgenstern straightaway.
It would be easier to dig a hole under the fence by the river, grab Alden, and float downstream in broad daylight. But Hollister would notice Alden’s absence within minutes. He’d send the dogs after them. That meant they needed enough of a head start to reach a vehicle before security realized they were missing. They could only do that by leaving at night.
She woke to the old man’s voice every morning and worked all day. While others poured the foundation for a new longhouse, she was given a handsaw and boards marked with thick pencil. She soon learned why the other man had complained. Even a tool as simple as a saw took touch to use right; the teeth often skidded off her line or dug too deep and got stuck. For several days, she had to concentrate just hard enough that she could spare no thought to her schemes, and even after she got the hang of the tool’s use, her thinking time was fragmented, constantly broken up by the delivery of more boards or the orders of Jorge, a kindly but driven man who’d found himself managing twenty of the workers after Hollister discovered he’d once been foreman of a work crew of his own.
Her talks with Alden were rare and brief. When they arose, she probed for information on the progress of his apprenticeship, pushing any point where he showed signs of doubt. Even when she bent his confidence, his desire to stay held firm. Even so, she expected he would follow her out if she showed up in the middle of the night, but in the meantime, she couldn’t count on him to help.
Despite that, piece by piece, her plan came together.
Tristan complained of blisters, which was true, and was granted the use of a pair of leather gloves, which she had to sign out of a warehouse of goods from an old woman with heavy jowls and a pen tied to her wrist. Two days later, Tristan returned for a roll of duct tape and a plastic tarp.
The old woman glared over her bifocals. “For?”
“My job,” Tristan said.
“For what at your job?”
“They’ve got me cutting lumber. Every morning I go to the pile and there are spiders everywhere. I’ve seen black widows.”
The woman’s jowls bunched in a frown. “You’ve got gloves.”
“Think those will stop a rattlesnake?” Tristan laughed at herself. “Look, I’m not asking for a battleship. But if I throw down one more load of boards because a wolf spider’s racing up my arm, I’m going to pitch myself in the river.”
The woman craned her neck at the rows and rows of racked goods, then leaned forward and rolled from her chair. “Duct tape. Tarp.”
“Can you make the tarp a clear one? I’d prefer to see the snakes before I get within striking distance.”
“Duct tape. Tarp, transparent.”
The woman disappeared into the stacks. Tristan swore silently. She couldn’t push the woman with another request. She’d have to steal. She signed for her materials and took them to the site. The site itself had any number of tools—including several hammers, which she made sure to note the locations of—but no wire cutters. Scissors wouldn’t be thick enough. She kept her eyes open, scanning benches and workstations as she shuttled cut lumber back and forth. And spotted a pair of fat-headed tin snips.
She kept one eye on them through the rest of the day, tracking them from one workstation to the picnic table used as a makeshift tool bench and back to another station. As the sun drew toward the western hills, she snagged them from the station, wandered to the pile of uncut lumber she had yet to get to, and hid them under the boards.
Whistle blew for cleanup. Workers picked up stray tools and delivered them to the portable shed for the night. Jorge padlocked the shed and the crew filed away for dinner. Tristan ate quickly, exchanging a few words with her coworkers, then rose for a walk through the dusk. She wandered toward the fields, which the farmhands had all but completely plowed, then moved past the lumberyard. She knelt for the snips, glanced back toward camp, and headed straight for the river. Within sight of its banks, deep in the smell of the mud and the leafy decay of spring, she took her leather gloves from her pocket and clipped the lowest wire of the fence.
The sun was all the way down when she replaced the snips beneath the pile of boards. She didn’t dare check whether the fence had been mended the following morning. She didn’t have to; she was counting on security to let her know that.
They obliged the afternoon of the second day after she’d made her cut, calling for a safety check of all the workers’ bedrooms. She watched as they entered her room. Their feet thumped across the floor. Drawers rustled as the men in black turned them out. She wasn’t worried. There was nothing to find. Security finished up and returned to the barracks. They had given no explanation for the search, but Tristan didn’t need that, either. They’d been looking for whoever had made such a clean cut in the fence.
Two days to find it. The fence wouldn’t be any problem, then. They’d notice she and Alden were gone long before they noticed the wires had been cut. Even so, on the chance her test run had stirred them into greater vigilance, she intended to wait several days before making her run. Give them time to get complacent again.
Then Alden came to tell her he was going to war with Spokane.
“It’s not a war,” he laughed.
She rolled her lips together. “You just told me Hollister’s taking ten of you to help put down a rebellion. You know another word for rebellion? Civil war.”
“We’re just like advising the people in Spokane and stuff. Training their troops.”
“You’ve had two whole weeks of training and you’re qualified to teach people yourself? Pretty accelerated program Hollister’s got you on.”
“What’s your problem?” Alden glared at her with teenage defiance, his face contorted, frighteningly reptilian. “It’s going to be like training for me, too. Like field work.”
“When?”
“I don’t know. In a few days.”
She ran her fingers down the scars on the left side of her face. “I don’t want you to go.”
His glare deepened. “Well, you don’t really get a vote. Those are reserved for people who earn it. Like I’m going to.”
“Where do you sleep in the barracks?”
“Why?”
“Where do you sleep?”
“1F,” Alden said. “It’s not a big deal. That’s where all the recruits stay.”
Tristan rolled her eyes. “1F? The back corner without any heating, I bet. Nice view of the fence.”
“There’s heating. Who cares if you can see the fence?”
She managed not to smile. “I thought you were signed up with Hollister to protect the community. How is getting shot to death in Spokane going to do one damn thing to help Hanford?”
Alden shook his head, smiling at her obvious stupidity. “I’m not going to get shot.”
“You can see the future?” she said, abruptly furious with this little know-it-all. “Then why aren’t you running from me?”
“What are you talking about?”
“How I’m about to pick you up by the ankles and dash you against that tree.”
“Did you just threaten one of my officers of the law?” Hollister said, appearing once again at the worst possible moment, as if he’d been lying in wait. He squinted at her through the sharp post-dawn light, mouth half open.
“I threatened my brother,” Tristan said. “No uniform is going to stop a person from threatening their own family. Anyway, what kind of hypocrite are you? Sending a fourteen-year-old to war?”
“The state of Hanford is not engaged in any wars.”
“Really? This Blackwater bullshit you’re trying to pull in Spokane? Just what are they giving you in exchange for your ‘police’?”
Hollister turned his bloodshot eyes on Alden. “That was classified information, Cadet Carter.”
Alden scowled at Tristan. “I’m sorry, sir.”
“Barracks. Now.”
The boy spun on his heel and hustled for the security housing. Hollister tapped his nails on his baton, nodding at Tristan. “I feel like we’ve been here before.”
“Child soldiers?” she said. “That’s a new one to me.”
“Oh please. He won’t see the first hint of trouble until he’s finished his training.” Hollister worked his jaw. “Training you’re compromising with insidious doubt. You know what doubt does to a soldier?”
“Restores his sanity?”
“Ruins him. Gets him killed. Threatens his brothers in the field.”
“What’s apt to get him killed is the fact he’s fourteen!”
“You’re done.” The man cut his palms through the air. “You are no longer to have any contact with Alden Carter. Any efforts to defy this decision—if I so much as see you look at him—and you will be whipped.”
She had to turn away to stop herself from striking him. “You can’t do that.”
“Says who? I run security on this side of the river. This isn’t a joke. This isn’t an idle threat I’ll forget tomorrow. Talk to him again, and I will tie you to a post and whip you.”
To stop herself from whipping the blade of her hand into his windpipe, she resolved to leave in two days. Not that she had much choice; Alden would be bound for Spokane within a week. But she had her gear together already. Her plan. The last piece of the puzzle had been discovering where Alden slept. The barracks was structured like a roadside motel—the front door led to a “lobby” and, she presumed, the upstairs where the security team gathered to strategize and drink Miller, but the bunk rooms themselves were accessed through outside doors, with no interior passages connecting them to each other. The front door was locked, but for whatever reason of philosophy (never leave your weapons behind), hubris (no one who’s not a security officer would dare step into their rooms), or just poor planning (oops), the bunkroom doors didn’t even have locks.
“Understood,” Tristan said.
Hollister’s focus swam through the red-rimmed murk of his eyes. “You’re taking this awful gentle.”
“What else am I supposed to do?”
“The Tristan I know? Throw a fit. Or a fist.”
“How can you move forward when you’re always stopping to fight?”
“Smart girl.” He watched her go.
She got her gloves and went to the yard with the others. Amid the rasp of saws, the low jokes of the men, and the caws of gulls picking at the scraps around the picnic tables, she worked with patient diligence, cutting her marks and loading them up on the wagon for the men to haul off to the dig for the new longhouse. Her feeling of peace ran so deep Hollister could have walked up, slapped her in the face, and forced Alden to eat dirt at gunpoint, and she still would have borne it with a smile.
Because it would all be over soon. In less than two days, they would be gone from here, somewhere on the roads through Oregon or Northern California. That was her provisional plan: head south, stock up for a couple of weeks, and find somewhere permanent before the end of the spring. Somewhere they could grow a garden. Have fresh water and a means of fuel to boil it clean. Find a streamside cabin in the woods beyond Redding. Somewhere past a ridge so the Empty Skulls wouldn’t see the smoke of their fires. If they could find a cabin—and between wealthy skiers, grizzled survivalists, and cartel pot operations, there were more than a few even in the remotest mountains of the Shasta Cascades—all they’d have to do was store enough wood to keep them warm through the winter. There was still more than enough food in the homes of the dead to see them through while they grew their garden and learned where to fish and how to hunt.
It felt good to have a plan again. A future, however fragile. It meant she had hope, too, for the first time in a long time. No matter how hard the work ahead, no matter how much chopping and planting and cleaning it took to set up their home, after everything that had happened in the last year, it would feel like the sleep at the end of a long journey.
By dinner, her numinous optimism had been sucked away like rainfall on the dust. By bed, her doubts had sprung back to life like poison spores. Yet again, she’d let her anger get the best of her. Banned, under threat of actual whipping, from speaking to Alden. What if circumstances changed her plan and she needed his help after all? What if he didn’t even want to come? Was she so sure he’d leap out the door as soon as she showed up? He seemed happy here. Accepted. He was even looking forward to this idiocy in Spokane.
That idea drew the darkest blood. What if Alden were genuinely happy here? She wasn’t his mother. Taking him away from here to be with her would be, in its way, just another form of imprisonment. For his own good, yeah. His safety. But she had been safest in the kingdom of Lord Dashing: locked in a room, knights warned to keep their hands to themselves, fed and housed and protected from all the wrongs lurking beyond the high stone fence. Safest, yes. Happiest? Not close.
She shut these thoughts out. She would take him from this place. And once she taught him how to think well, that’s when he could start to make his decisions for himself.
At breakfast, she didn’t glance Alden’s way. At work, she stuck to her cuts. At dinner, she took the duct tape and tarp back to her room, dawdling along the way to give her roommates time to clear out, and hid the items under her mattress. Alden was still in camp the following breakfast. When work finished at sunset, she took a hammer and the tin snips behind the shed, tucked them into her waistband, and went back to her room, where she scrubbed her hands and face until the last of her roommates left for dinner.
The room was silent. She pressed her ear to the walls of both adjoining rooms and heard nothing besides the empty tone of her own ears. This was, perhaps, the biggest gamble in her plan. She had a cover story in case one of the woman who bunked in her room returned early—she had slipped while trying to hammer a loose nail into the sill—but even if they bought the lie, her plan could be spoiled.
She pulled back the thick brown curtains on the eastern window. Fleeting sunlight showed a field of sparse weeds between her and the fence. The window was framed into eighteen-inch quarters. She tore at the duct tape, laying it in strips across the lower left quadrant of the window, first forming a square, then filling in the glass with a many-pointed aster. Last, she plastered the top of the square of tape to the upper edge of the sill.
Tristan wrapped a sock around the hammer’s head, grinned foolishly, and bashed the taped-over center of the window.
It fell apart neither as cleanly as she’d hoped nor as disastrously as she feared. The noise was a muffled crack; a few shards fell outward, hitting the yellow grass beneath the window. The bulk of the glass hung from the tape holding the window to the upper frame. She donned her gloves, pulled over a chair, climbed up, and removed the broken window from its frame. She brought it to her bed, splinters tinkling on the floor, and hid the mess underneath the bed frame. She hurriedly covered it in her dirty laundry and backtracked to sweep up the fallen pieces with her gloved hands. Heart racing, she cut out a square of the clear tarp and taped it into place in the empty window. She pulled back the drapes.
The sun’s edge had already fallen below the hills. In a few minutes, it would be night. So long as the wind didn’t pick up and ripple the tarp—and even then, it would have to blow out of the east instead of its usual southwestern source—the window should go unnoticed until morning.
She went outside, hastily buried the pieces that had fallen into the grass, brought her gloves inside and washed up, and went to the tables for a late dinner. Workers murmured, chuckled. She was glad she hadn’t made any friends. No one had bothered to note her absence.
Tristan knew she should eat, but her nerves drowned out her hunger. She swallowed what she could and retired to her room for what would be the longest night of her life.
She brushed her teeth and washed up, gaze flicking across the room whenever one of the women went too near the east window. Settled into bed, she feared falling asleep, but she couldn’t exactly do jumping jacks while waiting for her roommates to drift off. She lay on her side with her knuckles digging into her ribs and remembered all she could of Alden. The first day he’d come home from kung fu, flushed and sweaty and smelly, throwing punches at their mother’s stomach. His first day of middle school a week before Tristan left for Berkeley where he refused to tie his shoes because he said no kids tied their shoes anymore. The day their dad had driven them to get the puppy—a baby black lab with the fattest cannonball belly you’d ever seen—and it had licked Alden’s baby face and he’d cried and tried to squirm away.
After remembering for an hour, she discovered she recalled his birth, too. His beginning. Pink. Squalling. She’d hated the hospital; it smelled like her dead grandparents. There was nothing to do. And the baby, Alden, was such an awful whiner.
In the cold of the longhouse on the farm, stretched in deliberate discomfort beneath a worn-out down blanket, smelling her roommates’ skin and the cut lumber of walls that were younger than the virus that had destroyed it all, Tristan laughed and covered her mouth. She’d wanted to run away so badly after her brother was born. She had gone so far as to make herself a baggie of baby carrots and another of ranch dressing (spilling as much on the floor as in the Ziploc) and two boxes of an electric orange drink masquerading as juice and headed for the woods above the subdivision. A survivalist from the start.
Pines so high they must tear holes in the sky. Squirrels yelling from the boughs. The smell of sunlight on fallen leaves. At the time, she would have sworn she’d climbed within a stone’s throw of the very peak of the mountain. In truth, she couldn’t have made it more than a half mile from the end of the manicured lawns before eating her snacks and turning back. Her dad was still at work. Her mom hadn’t even noticed she was gone.
It was time.
She rose, dressing in the darkness. She put on her jacket and carried her shoes. Leaving the blinds in place, she peeled the tape from the sill as gently as she could and lifted the tarp. She flung her shoes into the weeds and dropped her pack into the grass. Her shoulders barely cleared the frame. She wriggled partway out the window like a half-dead snake. There was no room to sit on the sill, to right herself and drop down to her feet. Tristan prayed for no broken wrists and let herself fall face first toward the ground.
She caught herself and half-rolled, half-flopped to her back. Her wrist twinged, but the pain faded as she laced up her shoes. Bugs chirped from the halfhearted grass of spring. She went straight for the fence, put on her leather gloves, got out the snips, and cut a six-foot strip from each of the lowest two wires. She crawled through on her belly.
On the other side, she sat up in the cold night and grinned. The stars burned like angry souls. She crawled on hands and knees for several hundred yards, then crouched behind a clump of sage and turned to watch the enclosure.
Across the river, faint blue light flashed behind the buildings. The color was unnatural, wrong. Her instincts told her to go back. She should have listened. She swore silently and continued on. It took her the better part of an hour to find the sage where she’d buried her gun and her gear; she only found it by walking in ever-wider circles until she literally stumbled over the mound.
She was halfway back to the camp when the alarm screamed into the night.
Tristan froze. The croon of an air raid siren soared and ebbed. Not from the barracks—it was too distant, too night-muffled. From the plant. She dropped to hands and knees and crawled through the weeds. Men jabbered from over by the barracks. A dog barked. Tristan wriggled under the fence and jogged back to her housing, meaning to pull herself back in through the window and try again tomorrow.
“What was that sound?” one of the women said inside the still-dark room. “Are we about to be bombed?”
Tristan gritted her teeth. Of course the alarm had woken them. The circuit breaker for the lights was cut off every night, but her absence would be exposed the second they lit a candle or clicked on a flashlight. Or simply realized she wasn’t joining their anxious conversation about the siren.
The alarm died mid-whoop. The women inside the longhouse went silent, listening. All Tristan could do now was crawl back to the wasteland and hope everyone returned to bed. It was still deep in the night. There was little chance security would spot the gap in the fence. She could return once the guards went back to sleep.
“Turn around,” a man said from her side. “Slow.”
He was dressed in the black of security. A rifle glinted in his hands. He edged closer. “Drop the pack and put your hands on your head. You twitch, you speak, I shoot.”
The pistol was zippered in her pack. No way to get to it before he pulled the trigger. She slid the pack from her shoulders and raised her hands. He circled behind her, yanked down her hands, and knotted them tight with a zip tie. He grabbed her backpack and prodded her toward the barracks.
“Move.”
She walked. Her legs felt numb. Her thoughts went thick. She should have tried to grab his gun when he’d gone for the plastic cuffs, but she’d been so wrapped up in her interrupted plans her brain hadn’t been ready to shift gears. Headlights flared in front of the barracks, illuminating the turreted U-Haul they belonged to. Security milled around the vehicle. A man pulled the lever locking its gate in place and the slatted metal cranked up into the truck roof. Cannibalized car seats lined its walls. A rack of guns stood at the far end.
The guard marched her straight to Hollister. “Look what I got. Found her outside her bunk.”
Hollister eyed her. “What’s in the pack?”
“Heads up,” the man said, chucking it to the lieutenant.
Hollister caught it, went straight for her gun. He held it up by two fingers, as if intending to preserve her prints for evidence. “I don’t have time for this shit. Throw her in the truck.”
“Lieutenant—”
“I’ll figure out what to do with her on the way. Don’t take your gun off her for a second.”
“Sir.” The man grabbed her wrists, pushing her toward the truck. He grabbed her belt and hauled her over the metal lip. Done, he backed off and held the gun on her. “Same terms as before. You move, I airbrush your brains across this truck.”
She nodded. Some people would try to talk their way out, but she was thinking too hard. Hollister barked orders. Men climbed into the truck one by one, thumping into the seats arrayed around the truck. Feet clanked on the metal rungs welded to its side, then scrabbled over the roof, finding the turret. Alden leapt up on the tailgate, stopping and staring when he saw Tristan’s face.
“You’re coming with us?”
She smiled, jerked her elbow around to show the tie on her wrists. “Don’t have a choice.”
“Shut up,” warned the man with the guard. “Cadet Carter, do not speak with the prisoner.”
The engine idled, vibrating beneath Tristan’s folded legs. Hollister hauled himself inside a minute later. He walked behind Tristan. “Turn around.”
She wriggled to face him. “What now?”
“Where did you get the gun?”
“I had it buried outside of camp.”
“And you brought it back here. To get your brother?”
She kept her face blank. “I thought I heard a prowler.”
Hollister sniffed. “Would have shot any of us who tried to stop you, huh?”
“We’ll never know.”
“I think I do.” He gestured one of his men out of the chair nearest her. The man unbuckled, moved down to another seat. Hollister lowered himself to the vacated chair, resting his arms on his knees, pistol in hand. “And I think I know what to do about it.”
“Are you going to execute me?”
“What should we do with traitors?”
That settled it. Whatever had set off the alarm was plenty serious; nearly the entire barracks had piled into the U-Haul. Hollister wouldn’t want to waste one of them guarding her. He’d do it at the plant. Wait until Alden went inside, then shuffle her around the side of the truck and shoot her in the head. Tell Alden she’d been relocated to the plant jail to be judged by those who ran Hanford.
She wouldn’t push Hollister any further. She shrugged and lowered her eyes. She could feel his gaze lingering. If he was mad enough, he might not kill her right away. What he’d do instead would be even worse.
The last man piled in and pulled down the gate, locking the lever into place. Hollister pounded on the wall to the cab. After a minute, the engine grumbled up. The truck lurched forward. Hollister holstered his pistol and buckled in. Gravel popped under the tires. The truck turned right, pulling Tristan off-center. She sat up a few inches closer to the back door.
The floor of the truck was metal. Tristan slipped her hands under her butt. Every time the truck bounced on a dip or pothole, she dropped her weight as hard as she could. On the fourth bounce—the transition to the bridge, judging by the changing swish of the tires—the plastic zip tie broke.
She listened to the rhythm of the road, trying to anticipate the next bounce. When it came, she slammed her fist down on the gate latch and yanked the door up into the truck. Hollister shouted. She leapt off the back and did her best to roll, momentum tumbling her across the asphalt, scraping her knee, jarring her shoulder.
“Stop the truck!” Hollister screamed. “Stop this god damn thing!”
Brakes screeched. Tristan tried to find her feet but stumbled back to her knees. Hollister jumped from the tailgate, pistol in hand. She’d meant to sprint to the edge and fling herself into the river; she’d come back for Alden later. But Hollister already had his gun trained on her.
“This is the last bite of your bullshit I’m going to swallow!” His eyelids were puffy, nearly swollen shut. He must have taken something to get to sleep and another something to wake up for the alarm. “Now your brother gets to watch.”
Tristan rose, knee shaking. “Leave him out of this. Just get it over with.”
“Cadet Carter! Outside!”
Alden’s face swam above the tailgate. He lowered himself to the road, expression pinched, eyes darting.
Another security man leaned out from the truck. “Lieutenant, the plant—”
“Fuck the plant!” Hollister composed himself. “Drive over. ASAP. I’ll catch up.”
“Lieutenant—”
“I said drive!”
The man mashed his lips together, then turned and yelled at the driver. The gate cranked closed. The U-Haul lumbered down the bridge. The river gleamed to either side. Steam rose from the power plant, but the pillars were patchy, interrupted.
Hollister stepped toward her, pistol black beneath the moonlight. “Cadet Carter.”
“Please, Lieutenant,” Alden said. “She’s my sister.”
“I don’t see a sister. I see a threat. To you. To the institution you belong to. To the safety of our entire community.”
“Lieutenant, no! She wouldn’t hurt us.”
“Wrong. She had every intention of doing just that. There are bad people in the world, Cadet Carter. Alden. Used to be they had an easy time hiding among us. Passing for us. But their true colors burn bright now that the rest of the world’s turned the color of shit.”
“She’s not bad,” Alden said. “She went to college. She helped my mom when our mom got sick.”
Hollister snorted. “Bad people wear good faces all the time, Alden. That’s what makes our job so vital. You have to learn to spot them. And once you’ve found them, to remove them.” He held the gun to the side of his body, keeping its barrel pointed at Tristan, gesturing at Alden to take it. “This is what you’ll have to learn, Cadet Carter. This is what it takes to make it. Can you do it?”
Alden shook his head, moisture flashing from his cheeks. “Don’t.”
Hollister held the pistol out to him a second time. Alden backed away. Hollister blinked at him, then sighed. Tristan tensed, preparing to sprint for the railing at the side of the bridge.
“Fine,” the lieutenant said. “Some learn by doing. Others learn by watching.”
He pointed the pistol at Tristan and shot her in the chest.
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Roan strode down the concrete platform, gun steady in her hand. Condensation slicked the tunnel-length pipe. Warm liquid dribbled over the back of Ness’ hand. A singled red drop slid between the tendons of his index and middle fingers. He shook Shawn’s shoulder. His brother’s head lolled, spilling blood across the concrete.
“Don’t move,” Roan said. “Hands up. I will shoot.”
“A little late for that!” Kristin shrieked. “You shot him!”
“Sabotage of a nuclear power plant—”
“It’s about to melt down, okay? For all I know it already has. If you stop us, we all die.”
“Shawn?” Ness said.
The whisper of Roan’s footsteps ceased. “There is no meltdown.”
“Really?” Kristin said. “Did that Glock come with a diploma? Have you seen the core? It’s nearly dry, you fucking idiot.”
“Shawn,” Ness said.
“There would be alarms,” Roan said.
“Yeah, I turned those off when I figured out the only thing that could save us was to get to this pipe you won’t let us fix.” Kristin began to rise.
“Don’t move.” Roan’s gun clicked. “You. Get away from the body.”
“That body is his brother. Who you just shot.”
“I should let you all die,” Ness said to the floor.
“Very generous of you to keep your powers in check,” Roan said. “Get up. Move.”
“You’re a crazy person,” Ness said. “You are actually insane. You just shot my brother and now you expect me to do what you say.”
“Wrong. I expect you to do what my gun says.”
As Shawn had fallen, his knee had trapped the alien pistol to the concrete. Ness turned slowly, supporting himself with his palms on the rough floor. “Has anyone ever told you no?”
Roan’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Not twice.”
Ness crawled a half step forward. He touched Shawn’s knee, then felt the smooth plastic. “Threats only work on those with something left to lose.”
She straightened her pistol, the end of its barrel a dark and unblinking eye. “Let me see your hands.”
“Goodbye,” Ness said, not knowing whether it was to Shawn or for Kristin.
He dove forward. Roan fired. The bullet cracked over his head, whining off the concrete wall. Ness clenched the buttons of the alien weapon. A blue beam lanced down the tunnel. He swung it across Roan’s ankles. Her jeans blackened; meat snapped and popped. Sweet smoke clouded the tunnel. She staggered, shins detaching from her feet, and toppled. She fired mid-fall. The bullet struck the wall and ricocheted away. She landed on her side with a gasp, eyes level with Ness. Smoke curled from her severed feet.
Roan screamed and swung the pistol at his face. He lased off her hand halfway up the forearm. She pointed her stump straight at him, muscles twitching as she tried to command fingers that were no longer a part of her body. Ness rose into a low crouch and ran for her gun. She smacked at it with her blackened stump. He grabbed it, pulled it from her limp fingers, which were still curled around the grip, and threw her seared-off hand into her face.
She cried out and rolled away, raising her arms to block her face. Ness fired the laser past her head, scorching the cement.
“Look at that,” he said. “I missed.” He fired past her head again. She flinched away, the light of the laser shading her face an alien blue.
“Ness,” Kristin said. “Save it for the pipe.”
“I’m almost done.” He feinted at Roan. She covered her head with both arms. He burned off her left arm inches from the shoulder. It hung from a last shred of skin and flopped onto the concrete. Roan screamed. Ness stalked up to her and reached for her head. She waved her stumps. He grabbed her hair and pulled her into the culvert, rolling her down the hard slope. At the bottom, she banged into one of the metal arms holding up the pipe. Ness spit on her. “Think you can swim without any hands and feet?”
“Help me!” Roan flailed all four stumps, wallowing at the bottom of the dry canal. Her expression broke. “What did you do to me?”
Ness turned and walked back to the capped pipe. Shawn hadn’t moved and he never would again. Ness lifted the pistol. He stared at the pipe.
“Ness,” Kristin said.
“They don’t deserve to live,” Ness said. “They preserved this place through the fall, and what do they turn it into? A prison.”
“You realize we’re underground, right? Under the ground the reactor is going to melt into?”
He shook his head. “We deserve to die, too.”
“I don’t!” Kristin laughed, barking. “What did we do?”
“We didn’t stop them.” Ness lowered the laser. “Now we can.”
“Ness!” She grabbed his shoulders, eyes skipping between his. “Do you think this is what Shawn would want?”
He yanked away. “Don’t!”
“Ness—”
“Don’t you dare try to use him against me. He’s right there. You can see his—” He broke down, face crinkling, tears stinging his eyes.
Kristin didn’t reach for him again. “And this is what he died doing.”
His whole body shook. “Don’t. Please don’t.”
“Ness. Don’t let it be in vain.”
He closed his eyes. The last of what was left in him melted down, as out of reach as last year’s rain, as lost as his mother, as gone as that childhood sense, soft and yellow, that you would always be safe. Shawn’s eyes hung half open, vacant, pictures of the void.
Ness lifted the pistol and touched its buttons.
It took several seconds for the first drop of steel to sizzle to the floor. Water shot from the pipe in a line as straight as the laser, soaking Ness’ chest, filling his nostrils with the smell of the river. He moved to the side and turned the gun back on the pipe. Water hissed against the wall. Steam roiled from the pipe, painfully hot, clinging to the hairs on his arms in frostlike beads and dispersing the laser’s swift beam. He moved to the other side of the pipe and burned a new hole. He moved again, carving off a corner of the cap. Water sluiced into the culvert. He turned the beam on the top edge of the cut, extending it straight to the top of the pipe, then moved to the side and sliced away another hunk of steel. It clanged to the concrete and swept into the stream, spinning away.
Roan screamed. The gun warmed in his hand. Metal melted and globbed into the water, popping, spraying his pants with boiling water. The last of the cap peeled away with a dull clunk. A cataract of water spilled onto the sloped floor and gushed into the culvert.
Ness lowered the gun. “Is that it?”
“From here, it’ll drain back into the main system,” Kristin said. “That’s all we can do.”
“Then it’s time to find Daniel.”
He ran back down the tunnel. Roan floated facedown in the murky, turbid water, bumping against one of the struts holding up the main pipe. Ness’ feet echoed ahead of him, Kristin’s a half step behind.
“Left,” she murmured.
He turned down the fork. Down the tunnel, the stairwell door banged open. Daniel stumbled onto the concrete, arms and legs flailing. He saw Ness and grinned, lips peeling from his teeth, eyes aflame with a terrible sickness. Ness raised the laser.
Daniel retched. His spine bent. A tentacle burst from his mouth, showering the concrete with blood. The alien emerged from the doorway, feet clattering, lifting Daniel from his feet, a living puppet. The man’s arms and legs writhed and went slack. Sebastian flung him to the floor. The smell of guts and shit flooded the tunnel.
The alien’s tentacle danced. It shoved its pad in Ness’ face. “KILL ROAN”
Ness grabbed his rolled-up notepad from his pocket and unclipped the pen from its spiral binding. “She’s dead.”
It spread its tentacles like a gray sunburst. “GUTBROTHERS JOIN THE SAND”
“I’m glad we could avenge them,” Ness wrote. Dimly, he remembered the alien’s vengeance should have been brought down on him. “What now?”
“GUN MEN ABOVE”
“What’s it saying?” Kristin said.
“Security’s upstairs,” Ness said. “Is there another way out?”
“Next floor up. There’s another stairwell to the back. They might not have blocked it yet.”
Ness nodded and wrote on his wrinkled page, holding it for Sebastian. “Where are you going now?”
“RIVER MEET FRIENDS”
“Can I come with you? Away from here?”
Its tentacles stilled. “WITH ME WHY”
Ness bent to his notepad. “I’m done with this world.”
Sebastian paused, staring at him with its bulbous, unreadable eyes. It nodded.
“Let’s go,” Ness said.
Kristin took them up to the next landing, then led the way into another series of concrete tunnels. Valves jutted from the walls. A glass case of radiation suits waited by a door. Kristin jogged right past them. Ness didn’t know if she’d seen them; he didn’t care. The permeating rumble of the reactor carried on as always. Slightly lower in tone, maybe. Or maybe his ears were tricking him.
Kristin opened the door to another well-lit stairway. Ness went first, pistol ready, and stopped on the landing. He heard nothing but their breathing and the vibration of the core. Kristin headed upstairs, emerging into a stark room with a metal detector, a bench, and a security booth. She ran through, detector beeping, and opened the door to a plain room with a heavy door. It fed them into a cold and noisy night.
A truck engine rattled from the other side of the building. Men shouted, half-muffled by the reactor. Ness stood outside a house-sized outpost a hundred yards from the control building. A single floodlight lit a white circle of dust. Sebastian skirted the light and scuttled toward the river.
Ness followed without looking back. They could shoot him if they liked. The land sloped gently toward the black water. Russian olives loomed from the shore, snagging his coat with finger-length thorns, clogging his nose with the bittersweet smell of their pollen. The alien ducked through them with disturbing grace. Two shots rang from the control building. Dogs barked madly. Through the gaps in the trees, he saw men silhouetted beside the high gray tower of the control station, gesturing as they shouted at each other, dogs trotting in confused circles, chains dangling from their necks.
“Where are we going?” Kristin whispered.
“Away,” Ness said.
“Should we take a truck? What about the dogs?”
“They won’t find us.”
“How do you know that? They look like they have noses to me.”
“Because they won’t.”
She was silent a moment. “Are you okay, Ness?”
“Come on.”
He trampled through the grass. His pants were already too soaked for the dew to make any difference. Sebastian kept glancing at the river and gesturing over his pad. The shouts and barks faded behind them. Lights blazed across the river, illuminating open fields and the long, shack-like housing where Ness had once lived. Downstream, light flashed from the middle of the bridge. A gunshot crackled over the river. Sebastian didn’t slow down. Seconds later, another shot rolled from the bridge. Screams. A final shot. Ness followed in the alien’s wake. The bridge went quiet.
Sebastian stopped a hundred yards from the foot of the bridge and stared into the dark water.
“Not a great place to stop,” Kristin said. “Look, maybe you and I should just go back. Explain what happened. They can’t arrest us for saving the whole damn site.”
“Sure they can,” Ness said. “They can do whatever they want to do. If they want to kill us, they’ll kill us. There is absolutely nothing to stop them.”
“Except, you know, right and wrong.”
Ness just shook his head. Insects chirped from the weeds, fucking and eating.
Kristin scuffed the dirt. “Okay, well logically speaking, if we’re not going to run back, then shouldn’t we run away—? Oh, holy shit!”
Thirty yards from shore, bubbles churned the current. A black tower broke the surface and climbed ten feet into the open air. A huge, shallowly curved oval emerged from the river, moonlit water streaming from its smooth top as it bobbed up and down.
“What is that?” she said.
Sebastian turned to Ness, tentacle waggling. “READY SWIM”
Ness took a deep breath. He nodded. The creature enfolded him in its ropy limbs.
“Ness?” Kristin’s voice climbed. “What’s going on? Ness!”
The alien trudged from the shore. Cold water climbed Ness’ legs.
“Ness! Where are you going?” A rock plunked into the water. “Drop him, you monster! Ness!”
Water swirled to Ness’ waist. He turned in the creature’s embrace, tapping its chitinous carapace. It stopped. The current tugged Ness’ pants and jacket. He stared across the black water at Kristin, wordless.
“You’re leaving,” she said. “Do you even know where you’re going? That thing’s not your friend. It could kill you. Ness! I love you!”
“Take care of Volt.”
He turned away and tapped the alien’s side. It strode toward the waiting vessel. Ness felt himself slip beneath the water.
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Tristan slammed into the asphalt. Alden screamed. A warm tingle bloomed through her chest. Then the pain hit, and she screamed, too.
Hollister lowered the gun, tracking her fall. He stepped forward. “Hard choices, Alden. We all got to face them. Later on, you’ll regret your choice, no matter which way you made it. There’s no stopping it. You know what will save you?”
Alden drifted behind him, face bright with tears. Tristan squirmed, clutching her ribs. Her hands were warm and wet.
“The knowledge of your strength.” Hollister took another step. “That you have proven there is nothing you can’t do. That you will survive no matter what you must face. Including your own regrets.”
He straightened his arm, lining the barrel of the gun up with her eye. She kicked at the pavement, trying to scoot away. A fresh barb of pain lanced into her side.
“Watching this will make you stronger,” Hollister said. “In time, you’ll see.”
He thumbed the hammer. Alden screamed and, with perfectly practiced form—back foot maintaining contact with the ground even as he pivoted on his heel—he slammed a roundhouse into Hollister’s groin.
The man dropped to one knee, grabbing himself with his empty hand and catching himself on the road with the other, clacking his gun into the pavement. Tristan surged to her feet. Side searing, feeling as if it would split in half, she stomped her left heel on his gun hand, planted, and drove herself forward, spiking her right knee into Hollister’s face. He jerked back, hand grinding under her heel, and yanked free. She staggered back. He pointed the pistol again. Alden leapt on his arm, pushing it off-target. He shot, the bang bursting over the river. Alden flinched from the sound, then bit the man’s forearm as hard as he could.
Hollister screamed and dropped the gun. He swung a left hook into Alden’s temple. Alden groaned and fell away, mouth a crimson mess. Blood gleamed from Hollister’s arm and smashed nose. He crawled forward for the gun. Tristan rose up, ribs burning, wheeled her elbow over her head, and dropped her weight straight down.
The point of her elbow smashed into Hollister’s skull. Her arm went numb to the shoulder. He splayed his arms and fell, head conking against the asphalt. Tristan booted his face and flung herself at the gun, butt skidding over the road.
Alden got there first. He stood five feet from Hollister, feet planted, both hands gripping the pistol.
Hollister groaned, rolled onto his side, spat blood and teeth. He planted his palms and pushed himself upright. “Alden. I am your commanding officer. Put down the firearm and slide it to me.”
Alden’s elbows shook. His voice cracked. He lowered the pistol. “I can’t do it!”
Hollister grinned, blood webbing his face. He lurched toward Alden. Tristan stood, legs quivering, head going light. She took the gun.
“You don’t have to.” She aimed Hollister down. “Yet.”
She pulled the trigger. Hollister’s eye disappeared inside his skull. His head yanked back. Blood spouted the asphalt. He fell onto his side, air gurgling from his lungs.
Tristan sat down hard. The horizon spun. Her tongue felt thick. Alden knelt beside her, grabbed her shoulder.
“Tristan? Are you all right?”
She grunted. She felt very tired. Her ribs ached. It was hard to breathe, which annoyed her. You should always be able to breathe.
“Tristan, I think we should go.”
“Just a minute.”
“What if the truck comes back?”
“I’m tired,” she said. “Just a minute to rest.”
Blood seeped through her fingers. Silhouettes thrashed through the brush on the far bank. Something was wrong with one of them. It had too much of itself, legs poking this way and that. It was one of them, wasn’t it? Were they here to take her back to the orange? She tried to stand, but her arms could only shiver.
It was okay. Alden could still run. In a minute, she’d tell him to go.
Across from the three figures, a black column climbed from the river. She knew at once it was a submarine—the river was so big—but the underlying shape was all wrong, teardropped and fat.
Alden tugged at her arm. “There’s something coming out of the water. Can you get up?”
She shook her head. The woman on the bank screamed, but Tristan couldn’t make out the words. The creature grabbed up the other person and dragged him into the water. More screams. Didn’t the aliens know they’d lost? The fight was over. Time for them to leave.
The alien sank beneath the surface. Tristan tried to shake her head. The creature popped back up beside the sub, scrabbling at its slick sides, then disappeared inside the waiting column. The vessel slunk beneath the ripples. On the bank, the woman let loose a long and wordless scream.
“Tristan.”
“Just a minute,” she said.
The world went gray. Something shook her shoulder, but soon all she could feel was the beat of her heart. No pain. No words. No self.
 
* * *
 
She woke in an office. Sunlight shined from blank computer monitors. An ECG beeped beside her. Her eyes were gummy, sore, as dry as her mouth. She tried to sit up and search for a glass of water but pain stabbed her ribs. She shouted and collapsed into the sheets.
The door thumped open. A middle-aged woman bustled into the room, eyes widening at Tristan. “She lives!”
Tristan untensed her balled-up muscles. “Am I under arrest?”
“This is a hospital.”
“But the bridge.”
The woman frowned. “Your brother told us what happened. You’re not under arrest. Dr. Larsen’s put everything on hold while he sorts the whole mess out.”
“Dr. Larsen?”
“Speaking of holds, I’m going to flatline you now.” The woman grinned and unplugged the ECG. “Gotta preserve power.”
Tristan eased herself upright. “Am I still at the nuclear plant?”
“Yeah, but it’s sort of melted down at the moment.”
“Sort of?”
“I’m a vet tech, not a physicist. It’s safe. It’s off. That’s all I know.”
Tristan gazed at the ceiling; the lights were off, too. The only thing brightening the room was the sunlight through the window. “Is Alden okay?”
“Perfectly.” The woman went to the sink. “I’m guessing you’re thirsty.”
“Yeah.” She accepted the glass and drank it in one ongoing gulp. She sat back, belching, water dribbling to her chest. “But you still have some power.”
“We’re running generators till the brains get the reactor back online. Mean, green ethanol, baby. Been keeping you alive for days.”
“Will I live?”
“Your spleen has seen better days.” The woman put her hands on her hips, considering Tristan’s bandaged torso. “Could be a problem down the road. For now, you’re awake, you’re alert, you’re looking good.”
“Where’s my brother?”
“Asleep. Next office over. Want me to grab him?”
“Please.”
The woman winked and went out the door. Murmurs filtered through the wall. A minute later, feet pounded to her door. Alden flew inside, face open with worry.
“Tristan!” He ran to her, arms spread, but halted just before he crushed her up. “Are you going to be okay?”
“Give me a hug. Be gentle.” She grinned. He leaned in, touching her shoulders. She smelled his hair and his skin. She hugged back with her right hand, keeping her left at her side. “I should be fine. But I doubt I’ll be going anywhere soon. We may be stuck here for a while.”
He withdrew, tears brimming. He turned and tried to wipe them away, as if she hadn’t seen. “I don’t care where we are. So long as we’re there together.”
She moved her throat, but she found herself unable to speak.
 
* * *
 
Spring turned into summer, long hot days that left her sweating in bed. There was no air conditioning; the plant remained off, and while the workers had cannibalized some of the solar panels from town, their meager output was dedicated to essential plant operations. So she gathered from her doctor’s gossip, anyway. As the heat climbed, they were allowed to run fans through the worst three hours of the day, but Tristan had had enough. She asked for and received permission to move from ongoing care to her own room in the basement.
Dr. Larsen called a meeting at the farm across the river. Tristan went with Alden, who helped her into the back of the turreted U-Haul, which had been recommissioned as a bus, complete with foam benches. The farm looked strangely naked: the fences had been torn down.
Dr. Larsen sat on a chair mounted on one of the picnic tables, a tall umbrella shielding him from the killing sun. He had heavily hooded eyes that seemed to be set in a shelf in his wind-chapped cheeks. There was a gravity to him, a hidden wound he seemed to remember each time he paused his choppy speech.
“First thing,” he said. “Our army’s done. Don’t need it. Not unless someone wants to pick a fight. I don’t see that happening.” He paused, staring flatly at the crowd of hundreds. “We will need a sheriff. Two deputies. That should be enough. Draw up some laws. Simple stuff.
“Former members of the army can stay. Everyone can stay. Anyone who stays will have to work. Plenty to go around. We need to get proper housing over here. More running water. Husband some animals. Get us some meat.”
This drew more than a few cheers. Larsen glanced up, surprised, then went on. “Maybe a lot of meat. Anyway, you want to stay, line up and come talk to me. We’ll get you enrolled as a citizen. Anyone who wants to leave will be given food, water, and a ride into town. Ready to choose, line up now, but you don’t have to decide right away.”
A heavyset Hispanic man raised his hand. Larsen’s lips widened; he seemed uncomfortable accepting the gesture. “Yeah.”
“When will the plant be back online?”
“Don’t know,” Larsen said. “Suffered some damage in the incident. May never get it back online. If we do, it’ll be a few months before we’ve got things safe enough to fire it up.” He raised his eyebrows. “Other questions?”
“How is this going to work?” a young and brown-haired woman called out. “Like, are we going to have popular votes? Representatives? Or are you our new dictator for life?”
“Hell if I know.” Larsen stood, knees popping, and clambered down from the table. “We’ll figure it out. Now come on.”
Tristan elbowed Alden. Her ribs twinged. “What do you think? Want to be a deputy?”
Alden shook his head. “No way. Those guys were all so weird.”
“Well, you want to stay? Doesn’t have to be forever.”
His gaze drifted to the U-Haul parked at the edge of the gravel. “That thing is so cool. How do you think they got the turret on it?”
“I don’t know,” Tristan said. “Bet they’d teach you if you asked.”
She signed them up for citizenship. There was no contract or commitment beyond two week’s notice if they decided to leave. The sun baked the dust, shimmering off the wide blue river. The plant vents sat silent, steam-less.
Alden fell in with the mechanics at the garage on the other side of the river, riding with them as they scoured town for as many scraps and spares as they could salvage. Each night at dinner, he filled Tristan in on what they’d shown him that day. He could never get the black crescents of grease out from under his nails.
Guessing she should pick up something useful of her own, Tristan signed on for the fermentation program, which was spearheaded by an eager if flighty young woman named Kristin. The process of creating usable fuel was shockingly simple; once you got used to dealing with the flames needed to boil the big metal stills, it was just a matter of running a few tests and spending a lot of time stomping corn and apples down into mash. Within two weeks, Tristan could have done it by herself.
She was fully recovered by mid summer. Alden seemed happy enough, so she made no plans to leave. In her free time, she gathered equipment from town and made two small stills of her own: one for fuel, one for vodka. Kristin signed off on both, granting her use of some of the lab’s more esoteric materials in exchange for a cut of the output.
Tristan didn’t plan to hoard it anyway. Mostly, she wanted the vodka around for use as a crude medicine. That and to have something to share at the harvest fair.
The day after the farmhands finished hauling in the last of the corn, Hanford’s whole population gathered on the eastern bank of the river. The engineers tethered a barge to one of the small islands near the center of the water. While the crowd waited, drinking vodka mixed with apple juice, eating fresh corn and bacon served over sliced apples with bread, men futzed about on the barge, their orders and curses hanging over the cool water. The sun hid itself in the hills.
A spark launched from the barge. It climbed higher and higher into the twilight, a silver star carving across the purples and reds and navy blues of the sunset’s last seconds. The star wavered through its apex and disappeared. The crowd groaned.
It burst so brightly Tristan had to look away. The bang shot through the night. The men and women around her laughed in surprise, then lifted their hands above their head to applaud, cheering the men on the distant barge, who raised their hands and waved back.
“That’s awesome!” Alden yelled in Tristan’s ear. He’d actually asked if he could drink; Tristan had laughed and nodded, willing to let him tuck into her vodka until he vomited. He had to learn sometime.
He pounded on her shoulder each time a new star popped against the backdrop of the universe. Within five minutes, her shoulder was so sore she caught his hand mid-punch.
“So the student has become the master,” Alden said. His grin softened. “This is cool, isn’t it? Do you like it here?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Do you?”
“Yeah.”
“But?”
“But I wonder what else is out there.”
“Some good, some bad.” She rubbed her sore shoulder. “Did you have somewhere in mind?”
“Somewhere warm,” Alden said. “Sunny.”
“It’s warm and sunny here.”
He peered at her over his red plastic cup. He smelled of juice and liquor. “Somewhere so warm and sunny the girls have to wear bikinis.”
Tristan rolled her eyes. “Lesson one of drinking: you’re not half as cool as you think you are.”
“Half of my cool is still all the cool.”
“We’ll talk later. You’re missing the fireworks.”
Colors streaked the sky. Smoke streamed on the wind. She smelled spent gunpowder. Five minutes later, they sent up the finale, a blistering set that crackled like a machine gun and glowed like lava. The crowd clapped and hugged and cheered.
Tristan stood on the banks a long time after the others had left. The old stars shimmered in the sky. She wanted to believe it was over. She glanced around to make sure she was alone, then spoke her parents’ names. The words tasted foreign, the language of a place long lost to the careless jungle of time.
She turned from the river to find Alden before he made a fool of himself with the girls.

 



 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
He rarely knew where they were going. The submarine ran largely on water; when he pressed how that was possible, Sebastian explained it needed combustible fuel, too—oil worked well enough—but it could roam for weeks between fill-ups. They only stopped at night, when it was too dark to make out the skyscrapers or the coast. Sometimes it was warm. Sometimes it was cold. Sometimes they let him come with them as they scuttled over the docks. The shore felt funny beneath his feet. Too still. Too silent. If he focused hard enough, he thought he could hear it asking to live.
Sebastian thumped his tentacle on the spongy wall. Ness glanced up.
“Landing tomorrow,” Sebastian signed with two tentacles. For simpler subjects, they no longer had to use writing at all. “Come with?”
“Yes,” Ness signed back. He grinned. “Fresh air. You smell.”
“You worse,” Sebastian gestured back. He turned and disappeared through the oval door.
The engines whispered through the moist floor. Ness let them lull him to sleep.
 
* * *
 
The ship was all loaded up. Food. Water. Guns. Clothes. Fishing rods. Plenty of homemade fuel. She untied from the dock and turned over the engine. Alden grinned against the sunlight bouncing from the bay.
A crew of freebooters had taken over Alcatraz and claimed possession of all waters in sight, but she’d bribed them weeks ago with equal quantities of gas and liquor. As she motored toward the red spires of the Golden Gate Bridge, the pirates shot rifles straight up in the air in salute. Alden stripped off his shirt, letting it flutter behind him in the wind. He’d put on some muscle.
“Trying to catch a tan for the girls?” she shouted over the wind and the engine.
He turned, blushing. “You should try it. It feels great.”
“I am not taking off my shirt.”
Alden blushed harder. “I mean, taste the wind.”
Tristan laughed. “Is that what you call that?”
“It tastes different wherever you go. At Hanford, it’s dusty. At Redding, it’s gummy. Here, it’s salty.”
She stood from her chair, wind catching her hair. She glanced at the sails to ensure they remained firmly furled—she wasn’t going to let them out them until they were clear of the coast—then took a deep breath. It tasted salty and cool, ancient yet ceaseless. She breathed again and the sun was warm on her face.
“Enough fun,” she grinned. She dropped back into her seat. “This is your captain speaking.”
Alden straightened. “Sir.”
The shadow of the bridge swallowed them up. The motor purred through the hull. “Prepare to engage sails. We’ve got a long trip ahead of us. Estimated travel time: who the hell knows.”
She throttled forward. The boat smashed through the waves. Gulls circled, cawed, dipped their slender white wings. The ocean spread to the curves of the world.
 
* * *
 
The engines went on whispering, but he could feel the sub slowing. Had it already been a day? He had no watch. Time was as fluid and unseen as the ocean beyond the windowless hull.
Sebastian appeared in the oval doorway. The ship lurched, beginning its ascent, and the alien braced three tentacles in the frameless portal.
“Still coming?” it signed.
Ness nodded. “Oil?”
Sebastian shook its bulbous head. “Friends taken. We take back.”
“From humans?” Ness gestured.
“Yes. Problem?”
“No problem.” Ness rolled from his alcove and stood on the rubbery floor.
Sebastian handed him one of the blunt black pistols. “J-A-P-A-N,” it signed, letter by letter. “Been?”
“No.”
“New things good.” Sebastian’s two sense-tentacles bobbed back and forth, a gesture of pleased anticipation. “Come.”
Ness followed it through the humid tunnel. Another alien emerged behind them. Ness climbed behind Sebastian up the steep ramp. He could smell the brackish sea. Sebastian unzipped the wall and stepped out from the tower onto the sub’s top deck. A beautiful mountain waited on the horizon, perfectly proportioned, crowned by heavy layers of snow painted pink by the last gasps of sunlight.
Sebastian still hadn’t called him by the five-part tip-twitch that signed for “gutbrother.” Ness knew it would come in time.
He checked his gun and jogged after Sebastian to the pier.
 
* * *
 
“Tristan!”
She stirred with a gasp. Her sweat stuck her to the sheet. The cabin was humid and hot, but she’d been dreaming about the man at the Walmart again, too. Each time she struck him, her fist had sunk into his skin as harmlessly as if he were made of dense feathers. However hard she punched him, he kept coming, walking nearer and nearer, lifting and lifting and lifting his gun.
“Tristan!”
“I’m coming.” She pulled on her shirt and tromped upstairs. The sails snapped lightly, nicely trimmed. Waves beat against the hull. Alden stood at the front and pointed ahead, his grin as bright as the tropic sun.
A hazy green lump swelled on the horizon.
They’d been on the water so long the sand felt wrong. They’d weathered two storms. Lost one jib sail (she’d brought two spares). Seen sharks. Whales. Once, they thought they’d seen another boat, its sail a bright spot miles to the south, but it had disappeared before they could be sure.
Hawaii hadn’t escaped the Panhandler either. She hadn’t expected otherwise. She hadn’t expected to step off the boat into a ready-made paradise, to be handed a drink with an umbrella by a handsome yet shy poolboy, who would then lead them to their upstairs suite. She knew they’d have to work for it. That it might take years of labor to attain a life of comfort. But it would be best here. Away from the jackals of Redding, free from the slavery of the tick-king of Better San Diego, separate even from the well-meaning anthill at Hanford—here was where they could raise their own home.
She stood in the sun, shorts dripping seawater. Waves tumbled up the beaches. Palms hissed in the constant wind.
“Well?” Tristan said. “Where do you want to set up camp?”
“The beach.” Alden glanced over his tanned, freckled shoulder. “Can we?”
“Man, we can do whatever we want.” Someone cried inland. Tristan hunched down, reaching for her pistol, then laughed at herself. It was just a bird, uncannily human. “Just keep your eyes open.”
The breakers rolled in one after another.
 
* * *
 
The man sat atop Chichen Itza and surveyed his jungle. Very green. Very jungly. Hot as all hell. That, too, was normal. He sometimes wondered why he’d stopped here. His reason had not been particularly wise or tactical; the monument had simply been too cool to pass by without stopping. He’d climbed up its outside, then found it had a staircase inside it, too, a stifling, steamy, terrifyingly steep rise that led to a blank wall. After he got out, he climbed back to the top to consider the jungle and shake off his claustrophobia.
Then he’d just sort of stayed. Even after the small people emerged to drive him away. (It had taken weeks to reach a detente with them.) Even after he discovered there were no rivers or proper streams in the peninsula, and that when it wasn’t raining, he had to hoist buckets of water from foul-smelling and horrifyingly enormous sinkholes. He hadn’t traveled on even after it turned out that it was never really not hot in this place.
Because seriously, the monument was just that cool.
He sat on the top step, shaded by the overhang, running his palms over the rough stone. He should think about going to the shore for a few days. Cool off. Catch and dry some fish. Grab some citrus. Ward off the ol’ scurvy. The roads were clear; he could bike the twenty miles by sunset, easy. But it was so hot. He could wait till dusk, at least.
He napped a while. As he woke to scan the jungle and ensure the trees were in the right places, motion caught his eye. A woman strode across the grassy field. Straight for the pyramid he was enthroned upon. Too tall to be one of the locals. Not quite brown enough, either, though she had his rich tan beat. He got his laser out from under the stone bench and rested it on his knee.
The steps were comically steep. There were 91 of them on each of its four sides and every one felt like the one that would send you tumbling to a snapped neck. She steadied herself with her hands, breathing hard, sweat beading her lineless face. She was pretty. He doubted he was. As she climbed, she looked up several times, as if to check if he were still there.
Four steps below the flat top, she stopped, knelt, and shielded her eyes with the blade of her hand. “Are you the man who drove the enemy’s ship into the sea?”
“Nope,” he said.
“That is funny,” she said. “Because yes, you are.”
Walt swore and scowled down at the languid ball court. He’d thrown a tennis ball around there once before almost passing out from heat exhaustion. Impossible to get it through the stone hoops.
“Who told you?” he said. “The Maya?”
“Yes.”
That information—conveyed largely through gestures, partly by bastardized Spanish—was what had convinced them to let him stay in the first place. He regretted it with sudden intensity.
“What do you want?”
“They’re not gone, you know,” said the woman. “The invaders.”
“So what? They’re grounded, aren’t they? Sent to their room without dinner.”
Her gaze didn’t falter. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He gestured at the sky. “Their ship’s gone. Most all the little ones, too. A few more years, all we’ll have left is their big weird skulls.”
She shook her head. Sweat pattered to the hot stone. “They’re breeding. I need your help.”
“You don’t need my help,” he snorted. “Anyone can shoot them. Anyway, I’m retired.”
She climbed higher, reaching for his hand. “Please, sir.”
“Come on. This isn’t Indiana Jones. I’m not traipsing off into the jungle to save a village from the evil—”
“No village. Unless Los Angeles has shrunk considerably since I last saw it.”
“You’re American? You came all this way?”
She nodded. “And I need help.”
“Oh.” He scuffed his shoe, suddenly embarrassed by his delusions of being approached as a mysterious foreign king atop his lofty ziggurat. “Well, I’m a nice guy, once you get to know me. I’m not going to send you back without listening to what you came all this way to say.”
She smiled. The jungle moved as it should. The sun beat down from the sky. She began her story.
Walt swore.
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