
        
            
                
            
        

    ADRIFT
The Scourge Series Book 2
Tom Abrahams
 



A PITON PRESS BOOK
ADRIFT
A Scourge Series Story
© Tom Abrahams 2020. All Rights Reserved
 
Cover Design by Hristo Kovatliev
Edited by Felicia A. Sullivan
Proofread by Pauline Nolet
Formatted by Stef McDaid at WriteIntoPrint.com
 
This book is a work of fiction. People, places, events and situations are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or historical events is purely coincidental. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

http://tomabrahamsbooks.com
 
Click here to join the free PREFERRED READER’S CLUB
 



WORKS BY TOM ABRAHAMS
THE SCOURGE POST-APOCALYPTIC SURVIVAL SERIES
UNPREPARED
ADRIFT
GROUNDED (FORTHCOMING)
THE WATCHERS DYSTOPIAN SCI-FI SERIES
THE BAR AT THE END OF THE WORLD
THE BAR AT THE EDGE OF THE SEA
THE BAR IN THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE
THE TRAVELER POST-APOCALYPTIC/DYSTOPIAN SERIES
HOME
CANYON
WALL
RISING
BATTLE
LEGACY
HERO
HARBOR
A DARK WORLD: THE COMPLETE SPACEMAN CHRONICLES
SPACEMAN
DESCENT
RETROGRADE
THE ALT APOCALYPSE SERIES
ASH
LIT
TORRENT
AFFLICTION
POLITICAL CONSPIRACIES
SEDITION
INTENTION
JACKSON QUICK ADVENTURES
ALLEGIANCE
ALLEGIANCE BURNED
HIDDEN ALLEGIANCE
STAND-ALONE WORKS
PILGRIMAGE: A POST-APOCALYPTIC ADVENTURE
EXTINCTION RED LINE (WITH NICHOLAS SANSBURY SMITH)
 



Contents
Author’s Note
PROLOGUE
CHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5
CHAPTER 6
CHAPTER 7
CHAPTER 8
CHAPTER 9
CHAPTER 10
CHAPTER 11
CHAPTER 12
CHAPTER 13
CHAPTER 14
CHAPTER 15
CHAPTER 16
CHAPTER 17
CHAPTER 18
CHAPTER 19
CHAPTER 20
CHAPTER 21
CHAPTER 22
CHAPTER 23
CHAPTER 24
CHAPTER 25
Acknowledgements
 
 



Author’s Note
The Scourge series is based on the same plague that altered the world in the eight-book Traveler series featuring Marcus Battle. However, this collection follows the adventures, trials and perseverance of an entirely different cast of characters.
Instead of beginning five years after the onset of the disease that killed two-thirds of the world’s population, the Scourge begins with the plague in its earliest days. And rather than feature a war veteran in Texas, these books are centered on a group of men and women in Florida who have no survival expertise.
The rules governing the Traveler books apply here. You may even notice some Easter eggs that pay homage to the original series and if you read carefully enough, you might even notice a familiar character or two whose lives intersect both series in different ways.
I hope you enjoy this exploration of the same world that brought you Marcus Battle, Lou and the rest of the beloved men and women readers so welcomingly embraced. And I expect it will offer a wholly new perspective on those who survived well beyond the eventual confines of the wall.
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“Our pleasures were simple—they included survival.”
—Dwight D. Eisenhower
 



PROLOGUE
AUGUST 21, 1349
LONDON, ENGLAND
 
Ralf Brooker never liked the city. It was too crowded. The air was fetid. The people were rude. The food wasn’t fresh.
Now, he trudged through the rutted street, pulling a heavy cart, he longed for the crush of Londoners pushing past him on their way to somewhere important. He wished a horse might splash refuse-infused mud onto his trousers. A piece of moldy bread would be a dream.
Blisters formed on his forefingers and thumbs. Splinters stabbed at his skin from underneath the surface of his skin. Both were a product of dragging behind him the wood-handled cart filled with rotting, bloated corpses.
He dropped the handles when his boss yelled at him to stop. The handles lifted and the cart tipped back on its single axle. A woman’s body partially dropped over the edge, flopping into the dirt.
“C’mon now, boy,” the boss said through a thick accent. The man was from a part of the city that forged English from something less than intelligible. “Pick it up now.”
Ralf adjusted the rag over his mouth and nose. It did little to tamp the overwhelming stench of death that clung to everything.
He stepped around the side of the cart and squatted down to heave the body back onto the cart. He took the woman by her forearms and yanked her up atop three bodies. The limbs were stiff, the skin mottled purple. Her body were swollen. If she weren’t nude, he wouldn’t have known she was a woman.
The boss pointed to a door to the right. “We got two more in this house. I think we can fit ’em on the cart before we burn ’em, eh?”
Ralf disagreed. The cart couldn’t take another body, let alone two. But he didn’t argue. There was no point in arguing. He needed the work. There were few jobs anymore.
His father was dead, as were his older brothers. His mother was sick. Being agreeable was more important than being right.
Up ahead, within sight of the house, was one of the disposal pits. It was lined with brick. It was full. Hands and feet, knees and elbows stuck up into the air above the rim of the pit.
They’d dump this cart into the pit and set it on fire. It was the only way now. The odor of burning flesh and hair was singed into his nostrils and his memory.
Ralf didn’t smile anymore. Nobody did.
The boss shouldered open the door to the house. He had to push on it, ramming his weight into it when it wouldn’t open. There was something on the other side pushing against it.
The boss adjusted his own face cloth and disappeared inside the house. Ralf steadied himself and lifted the cart again, rolling it closer to the door. The shorter the distance he had to carry dead weight, the better.
Near the door, he lowered the cart again. This time he was careful not to lose any of the cargo. He rubbed his thumbs across the blisters on his forefingers. The blisters were full, about to pop. He considered himself lucky. He was alive.
The stench hit Ralf the instant he stepped into the house. The pungent odor was overwhelming in the small space. His eyes watered and he gagged.
At one end of the room was a bed. There was a body on it. Although it wasn’t bloated like many of the others, it was a mess.
His boss was standing on the opposite side of the bed, next to a full chamber pot. He pointed at the body. “She popped.”
Ralf swallowed the acrid taste in his mouth. “She?”
The boss shrugged. “I think. Wearing lace. I think she went first. Then the man.”
He pointed past Ralf to the other side of the one-room house. On the floor near the fireplace was a man’s body. He was facedown. A rat gnawed at the back of his arm.
Ralf looked down. On the floor in front of him was a large wooden cross. Burned into it was the name Allerton.
“Man was a smithy,” said the boss. “Name was John. Wife was Alice.”
Ralf looked at his boss. “How do you know?”
They didn’t always know the names of the people they served. Ralf didn’t want to know. It made it too real. The idea that they were disposing of things and not people made the job easier somehow.
The boss rested an arm on a shelf that resembled a mantelpiece. It was bolted to the wall above the wide fireplace. Both were large for the size of the home.
“I knew the family. Alice was a Pembroke. They had pigs and chickens outside the city. Good people. I was at Alice’s wedding.”
“Knew? The Black Death, all of them?”
Ralf’s eyes watered. He hadn’t adjusted to the pungency of the place. He took a step toward the bed and bumped into it. A rat scurried from underneath the bed and found a hole in the wall. It squeezed through the narrow space and disappeared.
With the back of his hand, the boss wiped his forehead. He nodded and swept the house with his eyes. “Alice was a teacher,” he said. “I think John was a blacksmith.”
The boss’s eyes settled on the man’s body. His chest heaved.
Ralf marveled at how the boss could take deep breaths in the foulest of places. Maybe it was his familiarity with the dead. He was too preoccupied with who the dead were to concern himself with what they’d become. Either that or bathing in the malodorous was a penance of some sort. There was a lot of guilt that accompanied being a survivor. Ralf felt this acutely.
He frequently asked himself why he was alive. Why was he spared? Was it a blessing or a curse? Were the dead the lucky ones? Were they spared having to live in such times?
Ralf swallowed and tried the smallest breath he could take. It wasn’t enough. He inhaled more deeply and his gag reflex gripped his throat.
“Apologies,” he said to his boss.
“For what?”
“Your loss.”
The boss stepped from the mantel and motioned toward the man’s body on the floor. Ralf took the hint and moved to the dead man. He took the legs, the boss took the arms and they shuffled through the front door.
Both men grunted as they struggled with the weight. They heaved the stiff corpse onto the top of the cart and its grisly haul. They did the same for the woman without saying anything to each other, their effort punctuated by heavy breathing.
With a rock of chalk he took from his pocket, the boss made a mark on the Allertons’ door, indicating the house was cleared. Ralf took a deep breath of the outdoor air. It reeked of death but was markedly fresher than the stale, tear-inducing atmosphere of the Allertons’ house.
Ralf wrapped his hands around the cart’s handles. The familiar sting from the blisters pulsed in his fingers. He lifted the handles and pushed. With this much weight, it was easier to push than pull. He followed the boss, who led him toward the pits. The wheels creaked with protest and the joints holding the cart together jolted as Ralf navigated the uneven road. At least the mud was dry, the dirt hard and compact.
His lower back aching, the blisters rubbing and his arms burning, he made it to the edge of the pit. He lowered the handles and flexed his fingers.
The boss stood at the edge of the pit, studying it for a moment before he worked his way around the cart and stood beside Ralf. In unison they each took a handle and, using their legs, lifted the cart. It tipped toward the pit and Alice Pembroke Allerton’s body slid into the pit. Her husband’s body followed, as did three others.
Ralf extended his arms over his head and walked forward until they’d dumped the last of the bodies into the pit. Then he walked back, again lowering the cart.
From the sack attached to the cart handles, the boss produced a metal rod, a quartz rock and char cloth. He handed them to Ralf. Then he reached into the bag and pulled out a handful of wood shavings.
He got down on his knees and piled the shavings on the back of a dead man, carefully arranging them on the fabric of the man’s shirt. He took the char cloth and set it next to the wood shavings. Then he struck the rod with the quartz, producing sparks, which lit the char cloth, the cloth igniting the wood shavings. Soon the shirt was on fire. Within minutes the fire produced enough heat for Ralf to feel it on his face.
The boss got back to his feet. “It’s not my loss.”
Ralf looked at the boss quizzically, the radiating heat warming the side of his face. “What?”
The boss rubbed his jaw. He nodded to the burning bodies and sniffed. The air was acrid. He spoke above the crackle of the fire, his Middle English as clear as it had been in days. “You apologized for my loss. It’s not my loss. This is everybody’s loss. When a whole city dies, when the bodies burn and the air stinks, when the best job is carting bodies, it is everybody’s loss.”
They locked eyes for a moment. Saying nothing, both men turned back to the flaming pit and watched their loss turn black with char. The smoke thickened, turning black and darkening the sky directly above them.
Ralf wondered if it could get any darker. These were the early days of this new world. Everything had changed. This was the reality now. The boss was right. Everybody lost. The dead, the survivors—nobody escaped the plague unscathed.
 



CHAPTER 1
MARCH 4, 2033
SCOURGE +154 DAYS
ATLANTIC OCEAN, TWO MILES EAST OF COCOA BEACH, FLORIDA
 
“You think it’s safe to go ashore?”
Mike Crenshaw stood on the port side of the sixty-foot yacht. He tugged on his shorts, pulling them up and cinching his belt another notch tighter. The boat’s bow was pointed due north. He was toward its stern, an area that opened to the cabin belowdecks.
Miriam Weber stood next to him, her body close to his. The warmth of her shoulder brushed his arm and sparked an electricity that radiated through him.
“I don’t know,” he said. “The smoke isn’t as thick.”
He wanted to go ashore. More than anything, Mike wanted to put his feet on solid ground, drop to his knees and kiss the Earth. This many days at sea, but with land in sight, would make anyone sick of the ocean.
They were two miles from land. Mike looked west toward the yellow haze that hung above the Florida shoreline. In the early morning light it was hard to see whether any remnant flames burned in the dense communities that ran along the strip of land that included Cape Canaveral, Port Canaveral, Cocoa Beach, Patrick Air Force Base and Satellite Beach.
At night, the red and orange glow flickered like distant stars and marked the literal and figurative hot spots closest to them.
“We have to go ashore at some point,” said Miriam. “I heard the others talking about it last night after you went to bed.”
The others. They were asleep.
There were nine of them aboard the Sea Ray Sundancer, their home for the last five months. As spacious a boat as it was, it was crowded. Mike couldn’t remember the last time he’d had more than a few minutes to himself.
The only quiet he achieved was underwater. He looked down at it, wishing he could dive into it and sink. The ocean was glassy, the chop of recent days having left with the wind and rain, which had pounded them for the better part of a week. He sighed and lifted his gaze back toward the shore. When the rains stopped, the fires started again.
“My dad might be alive,” said Miriam. “At some point I need to find him. He’s in Texas. That’s far, I know. But he’s my dad.”
Mike sighed. He didn’t have family. Both of his parents died long before the Scourge. He understood the pull of land though, even if he didn’t want to return. There was something about being on the water that had given him a newfound confidence that had wiped away his fear of confrontation.
“Brice has a mom and a brother in south Florida. I know he misses them. He talks about them in the present tense. Clearly he thinks they’re alive.”
“Or he hopes they’re alive,” said Miriam. “It’s hard to picture what life is like ashore, isn’t it? I mean, we get the glimpses of violence, the fires, the helicopters, the searchlights at night. I think I heard sirens two days ago when we were closer to the coast.”
Something flickered in Mike’s peripheral vision. He ignored it and kept his eyes on Miriam. It was hard not to look at her. He often stared at her when she didn’t seem to notice. She grew more beautiful by the day. Her strength impressed him. Physically and emotionally she was formidable and she was smart.
“I’m not sure I want to know what it’s like on land,” he said, “but you’re right. We have to go back. You’ve got to find your dad. Brice deserves a chance to see his mom again.”
He smiled at her, their eyes locking until an electric heat sparked in his chest and sped up his heartbeat. Then he looked away, finding the movement on the water at the edge of his vision.
“How many days is it?” Miriam asked. “You keep count, right?”
“One hundred and fifty-three.”
“How many since the last attack?”
“Zero.”
Miriam frowned. “What?”
“We need to wake the others,” he said. “Someone’s coming.”
Miriam followed his stare toward shore. She must have seen it then, rubbing her face with her hands and running them through her hair.
“Not again,” she said.
“Please,” he said. “Go get them. We don’t have a lot of time.”
Saying nothing, Miriam bounded across the boat and swung below deck.
Mike took a deep breath of the briny, humid air and curled his hands into fists. His muscles tensed as he prepared himself for the fight to come. This wasn’t the first. Unless they went ashore, it wouldn’t be the last.
Straight off the port side, coming at the vessel Rising Star, was a speedboat. In his months at sea, trolling up and down the Florida coast, Mike had become good at identifying other watercraft. This one looked like a Boston Whaler. It had twin outboard engines and it bounced against the surf as it motored straight at them.
He couldn’t remember now how many times they’d fended off would-be pirates, thieves who had a boat and nothing else to lose. They’d attack the Rising Star, trying to take provisions by force.
The first time they’d come, on day twenty-six, they’d given in to the pirates and lost a week’s worth of dry goods plus their store of fresh fish. The next time, the nine of them lost nothing, but the pair of thieves lost their lives.
Mike was convinced every boatload of pirates who attacked them had stolen their rides. None of them seemed to know the finer points of seamanship. Not that Mike did either. The Rising Star wasn’t his boat. He was a guest.
Mike watched the Whaler approach with purpose. As it drew nearer, the sound of its engines alternately whirred and gurgled as the boat punched its way through the water. The craft was on plane, its bow lifted high into the air so that Mike couldn’t see how many people were aboard. He figured at least four. There were rarely fewer than four.
From behind him, he heard the thud and scramble of the others coming up onto the deck. He wheeled around to see the boat’s owner, Barry Miller, wide-eyed and armed. His wife, Betsy, was behind him. Miriam reappeared with Mike’s friend Brice beside her. There were five of them on the aft deck now, standing underneath the custom canvas camper back, which provided shade over the cockpit. The canvas was once a deep blue that matched the boat’s hull. The relentless Florida sun had bleached it to a stone-washed gray. Other than the faded color, the top was in good shape.
“Where’s Phil?” asked Mike. He put his hands on his hips, one grazing the top of a diving knife he kept on his waist at all times.
“He’s below deck with Kandy,” said Barry. “She’s not feeling good. They’re both in the end suite.”
Phil was a longtime family friend of the Millers. Kandy, a television reporter in Orlando, was his girlfriend.
Mike nodded. “And the kids?”
The end suite was another room with a queen bed and a full bathroom, complete with a shower, head and sink.
“In our cabin,” said Betsy. The Millers shared a queen berth with their children. It was at the stern of the boat and Barry referred to it as the Aft Suite. “Safest there.”
The Millers had two children, Jimmy and Sally. Neither was old enough to fight.
Barry took two steps toward the port side and handed Mike a shotgun. In his other hand he held a rifle. Betsy had a nine millimeter in her right hand. Only Miriam was on the deck and unarmed. She’d take the wheel if they ran.
The sixty-foot yacht was the only one of Sea Ray’s many models with so much living space. Besides the two suites, a third bedroom was on the starboard side of the boat and featured twin bunk beds. All of the berths were off a large salon, which contained the kitchen, a comfortable eating area and a flat-screen television. In the salon’s roof were two sliding sunroof panels that opened onto the foredeck.
“Do we sit and wait?” asked Mike. “Or do we run?”
“Neither option is good,” said Brice.
They’d tried both with success. Mike enjoyed running. It was less confrontational. He could kill from a distance. When they sat in the water and waited, the fighting was close contact.
Despite everything he’d experienced since the Scourge altered the planet, Mike was uneasy with conflict. His stomach would roil and tighten; he’d sweat and become light-headed. The overwhelming sense of dread that once paralyzed him wasn’t as powerful, but it remained nonetheless. Like all of the survivors on the boat, Mike was hardened. But he wasn’t hard.
Running wasn’t an option. Through trial and error, they’d honed their defenses. They all knew the most effective way to combat would-be thieves. It was practiced, refined and ultimately brutal.
“We should save fuel,” said Barry. “Let’s sit. I think you already knew that, though.”
Mike pressed his lips into a flat line and nodded. The boat was far enough from them he was pretty sure the pirates couldn’t see them. Not at their distance and not with the bow planing above the water.
“How do we do this?” asked Mike. “Usual spots?”
Barry rubbed his chin then raised the rifle. Through its scope he studied the approaching boat. It was a mile away now.
“Mike,” he said, “you like the water. How about you take a dive? I’ll take a position on the starboard side and stay low. Everyone else below deck.”
Brice frowned, his eyes darting amongst the others on deck. “What about me?”
Barry motioned toward the angled ladder that led down. “Below deck. Man a gun there.”
Most of the Sundancer was below the forward deck, which was surrounded by a stainless steel bow rail. The fiberglass foredeck was good for lying out in the sun and little else. It certainly hadn’t proven a good spot from which to defend the vessel at close range. But the large living space beneath the deck and the modifications Barry had made to accommodate their defensive strategies proved more than enough. Being in the water was fine with Mike. It meant he was less likely to add to the number of men he’d killed in defense of his own life. He didn’t like to think about that number. The men’s faces haunted him when he slept, if he slept.
Mike put a hand on the stainless steel frame that supported the canvas camper top and swung his body to a storage chest next to the wet bar and ice maker on the port side of the cockpit. From it, he pulled a full-face snorkeling mask, a pair of black Scubapro fins and a pneumatic spear gun.
As the others took their positions below deck, Mike loaded the gun. First he used a small screwdriver to twist a valve at the back of the fishing weapon and release the internal pressure trapped from the gun’s previous use. Then he took the spear, which was attached to the gun with a long string and pushed the rear end of it into the top of the gun. Using his foot to give him leverage, he forced the spear past the gun tube’s initial resistance and then locked the barbed spear into place. He checked the flip switch above the trigger and thumbed it into the higher of the two pressure positions.
With the spear gun loaded, Mike checked the approaching Whaler. He had a few minutes before they’d be in range. Quickly, he pulled his shirt over his head and dropped it to the cockpit’s fiberglass floor.
He held the full-face snorkeling mask toward himself and spat into it, spreading the spittle across the plastic visor with two fingers. It would keep the mask from fogging. Once he’d coated the entire mask in a thin sheen of his saliva, he put on the mask and adjusted the four straps at the back of his head. Two of them controlled the fit around his eyes and two the fit at his jaw and chin.
Mike took a normal deep breath through his nose and dropped to the deck. He slid his feet into the flippers and pulled the rubber up over his heels. He was ready and checked the Whaler once more. Certain nobody aboard the pirate boat could see him, he dropped into the water over the starboard side.
The water was cool enough to make him gasp. The mask pressed against his face, securing the seal and he stayed under water until he’d kicked his way to the bow. At the starboard bow, he resurfaced. With force, he blew hard to force air from the breathing tube. It wasn’t necessary. Unlike a traditional mask and tube, which had a purge valve at the mouth and a semi-dry valve at the top of the tube, the full-face mask was constructed such that water couldn’t get into the tube at all.
He was breathing normally despite his heart racing from the water temperature, one hand holding the spear gun and the other pressed against the hull. Beneath the water he slowly kicked his legs back and forth in a scissor motion. It kept him in place and his head above the surface so he could watch the oncoming boat from the protection of the bow.
The Whaler’s engine was louder now. Mike guessed she was no more than one hundred yards away. He imagined and hoped, that to the pirates the boat would look as if the passengers were all asleep below deck. He assumed they would figure this an easy target. They would be wrong.
Mike listened to his own breathing. The water lapped at the underside of his neck and at his ears. His heart rate slowed until the sound of the Whaler’s engine softened to a purr. The pirates were here. Adrenaline shot through his body. Showtime.
He took a deep breath and, using the hull, pushed himself under the water’s surface. With the spear gun in both hands, he kicked forward. Looking up through his mask, he saw the sunlight refracting through the surface a few feet above him. The fins propelled him with minimal effort as he held his breath. To his left, the hull of the Whaler came into view. He kicked harder, whipping his legs up and down in a smooth rhythm to speed his approach. At the boat’s stern, he saw the churn of water from the twin outboards. The wash was minimal, but he didn’t want to get too close to it. He spun his body to position himself at the port stern of the Whaler, which was slowly pulling alongside the Rising Star, positioning itself bow to stern.
Mike straightened himself and rose to the surface. As silently as he could, he lifted his head above the water and exhaled. He drew in another quick breath and surveyed his surroundings.
Before he could focus on how many men were readying their attack, the crack of a rifle shot cut through the air. It was quickly followed by a scream, cursing and the sound of something heavy hitting the hull of the Whaler.
Time slowed. And the world exploded in gunfire.
From the edge of his vision, he saw Barry and Becky taking aim through the twin sunroofs on the foredeck. They were unleashing a barrage of semi-automatic fire on the unsuspecting attackers. He didn’t see Brice or Miriam.
I’m useless in the water. They’ll take care of the threat in an instant and it’ll be over.
It wasn’t.
The Whaler rocked hard, as if riding a wake and Mike saw a man appear near the bow of the Whaler. He was armed with a pistol and was positioned such that neither Barry nor Betsy could get a good angle on him.
Mike lifted the spear gun and, leaning onto his back, kicked away from the boat. It exposed him to whoever was on board but gave him a better vantage point. The kick also lifted his torso higher above the surface. An errant shot zipped by his head. Another grazed his left arm. He ignored the burning sting of it and focused on his task.
There were three men on the boat. All armed. Muzzle flashes popped like strobes.
The one closest to the stern jerked violently to one side. He grabbed at his shoulder before another pop preceded a second spasm. The man fell awkwardly into the water on the opposite side of the boat with a thunk and a splash between the two vessels.
Mike had one shot. That was it. There were two men. If he missed, he was a sitting duck.
He took aim at the one on the bow, the one readying himself to climb aboard the Rising Star. Mike was dumfounded the pirates hadn’t cut bait and run.
The gun was already primed. He leveled the business end and applied pressure to the trigger.
The gun kicked with a thwack and the pop of releasing pressure. The spear shot straight and Mike’s aim was true. It pierced the back of the target’s left leg below the knee. The man stumbled and lost his balance as Mike kicked away from the boat and jerked hard, pulling the line taut and setting the barb into the man’s flesh. He cried out in agony and his pistol bounced off the deck before dropping into the water. At that same instant, the churn at the back of the Whaler bloomed and the boat moved quickly from alongside the Rising Star. They were leaving.
Mike took a deep breath and dove underwater. With his free hand he drew his diving knife from the sheath at his hip and sliced its serrated edge across the line connecting the spear to the gun. He kicked his legs to move away from the expected path of the boat. The Whaler drifted in place next to the larger Sea Ray. Looking straight under the hull of both boats, he saw a man’s body. Or was it a body? Through the dark cloud of lingering blood darkening the water, he couldn’t be sure. Then he was sure it wasn’t a man at all. It couldn’t be. A dead man wouldn’t sink only so far. He’d go to the bottom. And a dead man wouldn’t grow in size or move so fast.
It wasn’t a man. It was a shark.
Panic shot through Mike’s system. His heart accelerated like he’d pushed a pedal. His chest tightened and he froze.
The shark was large, at least twelve feet. He guessed it was a tiger shark. He’d seen them before from the safety of the boat when fishing with Barry. They were fast. They were strong. Next to great whites, they attacked more humans than any other species of shark.
The animal swung to Mike’s right and dove, circling around and below him. It disappeared into the darkness of the deep blue water beneath him. He knew from the depth finder aboard the Rising Star that the water two miles from shore got deeper quickly.
Mike tightened his grip on the spear-less gun and spun in the water, searching for the shark. He didn’t see it, but did catch a thin puff of blood expanding from the wound in his arm.
Not good.
Kicking his fins hard, he surfaced to get another breath of air. He was near the bow of the Whaler and the stern of the Sea Ray. Though he couldn’t see anyone in either boat, he heard shouting.
“Sharks!” Miriam yelled. “Mike, get out of the water! There are sharks!”
Then Brice. “Duuude. Shaaarks. There. Are. Shaaaarks.”
Sharks? Plural?
Mike dipped his face back into the water and saw two dark shapes moving below him. Then three. Something hit the back of his leg. It spun him around and Mike saw the beast swim away and arc back toward him in a wide circle.
Four.
Mike was in the middle of a circle closing around him. The sharks were testing him, measuring him. From above him, he heard several voices shouting at him.
The largest of the sharks, close to fifteen feet, changed its course and moved close with its next pass. It flexed its jaws as it passed by him, its identical rows of sharp, serrated teeth visible on the top and bottom.
Mike thought he saw a human hand inside the mouth. He wasn’t sure. He was sure he was running out of time.
He moved the spear gun to his left hand and unsheathed his diving knife with his right. Now his hands were occupied, but he was double-fisting his defense. Mike dipped under the hull of the Whaler, keeping his back against the underside of the vessel, scissor-kicking himself toward its stern.
By having the boat at his back, he didn’t have to worry about an attack from above and he could see what was coming at him from below. Barry had warned him that sharks liked to attack from underneath and behind. While being against the boat’s hull limited his escapability, that was the least of his obstacles.
One of the four sharks came at him. Mike tensed and stopped kicking. He braced himself. The shark, its flat snout aimed at him, veered at the last second and bumped against the boat. It rocked above him. A pair of pilot fish scurried along its underside.
Mike’s air was low. He didn’t have much time to reach the stern. Getting aboard the Whaler was his only hope, even if a pirate was aboard it and alive.
Mike moved his arms in front of him, waving them to aid his backward movement in the water. His lungs burned. He shook his head against the lack of oxygen and swallowed several times in succession.
It can’t be much farther. The boat isn’t that big.
He glanced over his shoulder, his vision clouding and saw the largest shark feet away and closing. Its jaws were open. The hooked, serrated teeth looked huge as the powerful animal surged at him.
At the last instant Mike swung around and, with his hand wrapped around the knife, punched the shark squarely in the snout. The fist landed hard and the shark twisted away. Mike turned his hand over and the star blade dragged along the animal’s left side, cutting a deep gash more than a foot long. Blood poured from the shark in a bright red trail that spread and dissolved into the ocean.
Before Mike could celebrate the win, a second shark came straight at him from underneath. Its jaws were wide open enough Mike could see well beyond its mouth and into the blackness of its body. Instinctively, he jabbed his left hand toward the shark and jammed the spear gun into its maw. The shark thrashed, trying to free the weapon from its mouth. A whip of its caudal fin slammed into the side of Mike’s head. It spun him in the water, disorienting him. The last of his stored air was gone. The edges of his vision darkened. He ripped the mask from his face and saw it float up. Mike tilted back his head and saw shimmering daylight. He was no longer underneath the Whaler and was close to the surface. With what energy he had left, he kicked his feet, scissoring them until he broke the surface.
He didn’t look behind him or to either side. He kicked and thrashed and moved his way to the back of the Whaler. He reached it and grabbed the stainless rail of a deck ladder. He tugged and the ladder flipped down.
With a knife in his right hand, he grabbed both sides of the ladder and heaved himself up onto the teak rungs. One foot was out of the water. He reached for the metal cleat ahead and to the left.
He couldn’t reach it. Something had his foot. Or his flipper. It was jerking hard and it pulled Mike from the ladder. His lower body was in the water. He grabbed the ladder with his left hand and saw the top half of the shark. It had him. But he didn’t feel any pain.
Miriam screamed. Brice yelled something. Mike let go of the ladder.
In a final desperate move, Mike spun, wrenching his body away from the boat and slammed his right fist downward onto the shark’s head. The knife plunged into the skin and cartilage. It crunched and the pressure on Mike’s foot was gone. He was free.
Holding the knife, he pulled away from the shark and scrambled back to the ladder. He climbed aboard the Boston Whaler and flung himself onto the stern.
The boat rocked hard. Mike pressed his body flat and closed his eyes against the sting of saltwater.
It was quiet now aside from the splash of water against the sides of the boats and the cries from aboard the Rising Star.
“Are you okay?” Brice called out. “Are you hurt?”
Mike couldn’t speak. He was struggling to breathe, to control his rapid-fire heartbeat. Facedown on the deck, he lifted an arm and waved.
He lay there for another few seconds before an acute pain burned in his foot. With each pulse beat, the sensation spread. It throbbed. Mike didn’t want to look.
He rolled over and scanned the Whaler. There were two men aboard; both appeared lifeless. One was in a pool of blood between the pilot’s seat and the steering wheel. The other was lying across the port gunwale, a large spear piercing his lower leg like a skewer through a kabob. The spear, though, was angled up through the man’s leg. The rear end, line attached, poked through the back below the knee. The tip of the barbed, angry part of the spear protruded through his leg above the front of his knee.
The man’s skin was gray where there wasn’t blood. There was a lot of blood. Too much. Mike wondered if he’d hit an artery.
By striking the man in the leg, he’d tried to avoid killing him. Mike didn’t want to kill him. It looked as though he had despite his intentions. The exsanguination brought his mind back to his own thumping pain and he hazarded a glance at his injury. He expected his foot was gone.
Mike exhaled through puffed cheeks when he saw the wound. It wasn’t good. It looked like his pinkie toe might be missing. But the shark had misjudged its strike. The entire blade of the fin was gone. Four of Mike’s five toes protruded from what rubber was left. He was bleeding, but it wasn’t life altering or threatening as far as he could tell.
He sat up, the rock of the boat forcing him to brace himself and pulled the flippers from his feet. Yep. He was missing a pinkie toe and some of the outer edge of his foot. He’d need stitches and he might walk funny, but he’d survived a shiver of sharks.
The adrenaline leaked from his body and the pain intensified. He laid back on the deck and looked up at the blue sky above. He closed his eyes and called out to his friends on the other boat. He exhaled and sucked in another calming breath of the damp air. He’d had enough of the sea. They had to get on with their lives at some point. Now was as good a time as any.
An hour later, he was back on the Rising Star inside the salon. Barry and Brice were siphoning fuel from the Whaler. Betsy was the lookout.
Miriam sat next to him. She was capping a bottle of iodine. “You’re lucky,” she said. “You could have been killed.”
Mike was looking through the porthole toward land. His mind was elsewhere.
“I think you’ll be okay,” she said. “The stitches should hold if you stay off your foot for a few days.”
Mike ran his tongue along the backs of his teeth. He could taste the chalky and bitter remnant of the painkillers in his mouth.
“Where are you right now?” she asked. “It’s not here.”
He didn’t respond. He heard the words, but they didn’t register.
She touched his leg and squeezed gently to get his attention. “Mike.”
Mike swallowed and blinked. “Sorry. Just thinking.”
“Clearly. What are you thinking?”
“I think it’s time we go ashore.”
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HOUSTON, TEXAS
 
Rufus Buck rubbed his foot. Although the scar that ran along his ankle was faded, the keloid was wider and longer than his original injury. It stretched from between his big and second toe to his calf. Some days the joint ached more than the memory.
He was in a surplus military Humvee he’d bought three years earlier after leaving the Army. It guzzled fuel, which wasn’t a good thing in the post-apocalypse of the Scourge, but it was a tank. He’d welded the angled blade of a snowplow to the front of it and it could power past most any jam of stalled vehicles, light barricades, or people who stood in his way.
His foot was on the dash to the left of the wheel. His boot was off. The rank odor of sweat and leather permeated the spartan cabin of the truck. He liked it. It was better than most smells these days, which only served to remind him of war and his time in Syria thirteen years earlier.
It didn’t matter how much time passed. The scent of war clung to those who served. It was an unrelenting brew of blood, excrement, sweat and nitroglycerin.
The brake lights on the truck in front of him dimmed and the driver accelerated through the checkpoint. An armed soldier waved Buck forward and he sat up in his seat. He dropped his bare foot to the floor and used the other to tap the gas above idle. He stopped when the soldier held up a hand and motioned for him to roll down his window.
Buck appraised the man with the HK416 rifle in his arms. It was the same model he’d carried in Syria. Before the camps. Before the Scourge.
The soldier was wide-eyed, clean-shaven. Buck wondered if the kid could grow a beard. He looked fifteen. Lean features, a prominent Adam’s apple, rosy cheeks.
Two other soldiers moved around the back of the Humvee, checking under the tarp that covered extra diesel fuel and camping supplies.
The kid put one hand on the open sill. “Where you headed, sir?”
Buck handed over his identification. “East.”
The kid’s expression tightened. “Yes, sir. Everybody on I-10 is headed east. But where exactly are you going?”
“Does it matter?”
The toy soldier stood up and stiffened. He checked over his shoulder to his left. Then he stepped back from the door and waved for Buck to get out of the Humvee. “Please step out, sir.”
Buck sighed. He noticed the kid’s superior up ahead, a lieutenant who didn’t look much older. He narrowed his gaze at the kid. “Is there a problem?”
The kid squared his shoulders and lifted his chin. “I asked you a direct question, sir. You failed to give me a direct answer. Now you’re questioning my order to step out of your vehicle. If you fail to comply, I’ll—”
Buck shouldered open the door and raised his hands. “No need for that. I’ll comply. I’m just not sure why I need to be specific about where I’m headed.”
“Wait here, please,” said the young soldier.
The kid walked to his superior and showed Buck’s identification to the lieutenant. Both men shot him simultaneous overtly serious looks.
Buck suppressed a smile. He could tell by the starch in their uniforms neither man had seen combat. This posting was as close as either of them had gotten to a war zone. They did not understand who he was. Other than his name, they were oblivious to the sacrifices he’d made on behalf of an ungrateful nation that left him to struggle with his health, employment, housing and other basic human needs.
Both men marched back to him, the superior holding Buck’s identification pinched between his thumb and index finger. Unlike Buck, the lieutenant hadn’t enlisted. He was ROTC or National Guard. He went to West Point. Regardless, he didn’t work for a living like enlisted men and women. Not like Buck had. Straight out of high school. On a bus. In basic. Into battle. His promotions came from doing his job downrange.
Buck stuffed his hands deep into the loose pockets of his cargo pants and balled them into fists to keep himself from throwing a punch. The cuffs of his black denim jacket bunched around his wrists.
The officer glanced at the identification as he approached. “Mr. Buck?”
“Yep.”
“I’m Lieutenant Gregg. Private Quinn here tells me you’re not being cooperative. Is there a reason for that?”
Buck leaned a hip against his Humvee. He used his boot to scratch the scar on his bare foot. “I’ve answered his questions. I’m cooperating.”
The officer used Buck’s ID to reference the line of cars and trucks behind him. Then he handed it back to him. “All you’re doing is holding things up. If you could be specific about where you’re heading and what it is you’re doing, we’ll let you be on your way.”
“As I told your E-1 here, I’m headed east. I’ve got a meeting with some important people. It’s not any of your business why I’m going where I’m going. I wasn’t aware this was a roadblock. I just thought it was a checkpoint to control the flow of traffic in and out of the city, look for any obvious signs of contamination or bad intentions.”
The soldiers exchanged glances. The officer jutted his chin toward Buck. “You active duty?”
Buck said, “Nope.”
“Veteran?”
“Yep.”
The private laughed. “That explains the Humvee.”
Buck raised an eyebrow. “What explains the Humvee? What are you trying to say?”
Behind them, the driver of a Honda SUV honked his horn. The officer held up a finger.
Private Quinn lowered his chin. “Nothing I just—”
“You just what, E-1? Thought you’d make a joke at my expense? You don’t know me. What are you, eighteen? You drink warm milk at night and get the lieutenant here to tell you bedtime stories about what it’s like to pull the trigger.”
The private’s already red cheeks flushed crimson.
Lieutenant Gregg stepped forward. “Look, he didn’t mean anything by it. He’s doing his job, as am I. Our orders are to find out where everybody is headed and why. It’s simple. If you can’t—”
Buck pulled a hand from his pocket and started to open his denim jacket. He did it slowly and deliberately, keeping eye contact with the officer. He withdrew a folded piece of paper and handed it to the officer in the same flicking motion the lieutenant had handed him his ID.
The officer’s eyes flitted between Buck and the paper in his hand. He unfolded it and studied it. His face tightened and relaxed. He ran a thumb across an embossed circle at the lower right corner of the page.
Private Quinn glanced over at the paper. “Is that legit?”
Lieutenant Gregg swallowed. “It is.” He handed Buck the piece of paper.
Buck folded it and tucked it back into the inside breast pocket of his jacket. “Good enough for you?”
The officer nodded. “You can move along. It would have been easier for all of us if you’d shown Private Quinn that from the start.”
Buck stepped to the open door of the Humvee and climbed into the driver’s seat. His left boot was on the passenger’s seat on the other side of the large center console. He shut the door. “E-1 didn’t ask for it, so why would I show it? Y’all might want to get more specific-like with your questions. Otherwise you’re going to keep making things tougher than they need to be.”
Buck rolled up the window without waiting for either man to request he do so. He put the truck into gear and pressed the accelerator with his booted foot. The Humvee’s six-point-five-liter V8 engine responded with a growl and he motored through the checkpoint. In the side-view mirror behind him loomed the skyline of what was once the nation’s third largest city. Like other congested metropolitan areas, it had taken the brunt of what the Scourge dished out. Houston was a shadow of its former self. All of Texas was. In a few short months, the republic had devolved into a Wild West replete with disparate bands of survivalists, homesteaders and fortune hunters. It was a pity. It was also an opportunity for a man like Rufus Buck.
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Gwendolyn Sharp applied the coral lipstick then blotted the excess with a paper towel. Studying herself in the mirror of the women’s restroom, she adjusted the bun atop the crown of her head and straightened her suit jacket at her waist. She plucked the collar of her silk blouse from under the jacket and flattened it against the lapels. The end of the world wasn’t an excuse to look unkempt.
The scientist politician ran her hand under the faucet in front of her. It clicked and a steady waterfall streamed into the porcelain sink. Another wave of her hand produced a dollop of cleanser, which she scrubbed vigorously over the backs of her hands, between her fingers and onto her palms.
Careful not to get any overspray onto the cuffs of her jacket, she rinsed her hands clean under the warm water. She stuck wet fingers onto a neat stack of paper towels and lifted some into her palms.
Gwendolyn dropped the bunched towels into a circular opening in the marble counter and checked the mirror again. She stretched her eyes to look at the whites. They were veined with red and despite heavy makeup underneath them to mask the dark circles, her eyes betrayed her exhaustion.
It had been weeks, months perhaps, since she’d last enjoyed a good night’s sleep. Even her growing reliance on hypnotics didn’t help. The best she could do was three hours and that was frequently restless and non-restorative.
She pressed her lips together, gave herself a final check and left the restroom. Her watch told her she was three minutes late for her meeting. They would wait. They always did. No point in beginning without her.
Her shoes padded softly against the solid flooring that ran along the wide corridors of the facility’s third level. The sneakers were in contrast with her pantsuit, but there was no law that suggested Gwendolyn Sharp had to sacrifice comfort. Nobody looked at her feet anyway.
At the end of the hall she pressed a key card to a magnetic pad. A red light turned green. She manually entered a code on an adjacent alphanumeric pad and pressed a thumb onto a biometric scanner. The door clicked and she pulled it toward her.
Inside the room was a large oval conference table with a half dozen chairs surrounding it. On each wall was a large flat-panel monitor, each of which showed the same four-panel display. A serious-looking man or woman whose images were transmitted via a secure video feed filled each panel. They represented the World Health Organization, The Hague, NATO and a Texas epidemiologist affiliated with the Center for Surveillance, Epidemiology and Control of Influenza. The epidemiologist was new to the team. Morel had insisted. Gwendolyn didn’t like the idea of another scientist being added to the group. It made no sense to her. She’d fought his inclusion and lost.
Gwendolyn took the last remaining seat and inserted a device the size of a kidney bean into her right ear. She tapped the device and a pleasant tone indicated it was powered up.
“Now that Dr. Sharp is here, I guess we can begin,” said Colonel Whittenburg of the US Army chemical corp. His tone didn’t hide his annoyance.
Whittenburg was no-nonsense. A relationship with him was give-and-take. Gwendolyn gave and Whittenburg took. The only give he’d ever offered Gwendolyn was at their first meeting inside the hangar at Dobbins Air Reserve Base five months earlier. She’d hijacked his ride into Atlanta and he’d acquiesced. Since then it was his way or the highway, without the benefit of a ride.
Flanking Whittenburg was his pair of aides, Major Bailey and First Lieutenant Lowe. Gwendolyn was seated between Dr. Charles Morel and CDC epidemiologist Dr. John Treadgold. Treadgold was a quiet man who chose his words carefully. He spoke only when it mattered. When he offered a hypothesis, an opinion, or thoughts, it carried weight.
Gwendolyn wished she could be as disciplined as Treadgold but didn’t envy his lack of ambition. He seemed content to slave away in a lab or in front of a computer, a life path diametrically opposed to hers.
She nodded a greeting to everyone around the table. “Thank you for waiting. I had urgent business. Should we begin?”
A woman on the displays spoke in English with a thick Dutch accent. She sighed heavily before and after she spoke. She represented The Hague. “Please,” she said. “I have other places to be.”
Gwendolyn chuckled. “Of course you do,” she muttered under her breath.
The woman leaned forward, her face filling her quadrant of the screen. She glowered into the camera.
Whittenburg leaned back in his chair and put his palms flat against the glass-top conference table. He sighed, perhaps to mimic the impatient woman on the screen, or because he was as irritated with Gwendolyn. “We all have places to be. I would strongly suggest, however, nothing is more important than this meeting. Somehow, by the grace of all that is good and holy, we’ve pried all of the players away from their urgent business.”
He shot a look at Gwendolyn that clarified the sigh. It was a warning that she’d best be on her game. She nodded back at him her understanding and began.
“We are at an impasse,” she said to the room and those joining via teleconference. “It’s no secret to any of us here.”
“Or to the five and a half billion people who’ve died in the last five months,” added the Texan. “This is the worst humanitarian crisis in the history of—”
“Humans,” Gwendolyn cut in. “We know. How’s the weather in Houston?”
“What does that have to do with this?” snapped the Texan.
“About as much as your opinion.” Gwendolyn eyed Whittenburg then Morel. “Remind me why someone from the Texas Medical Center with a background in the flu is involved with—”
Whittenburg slapped his hands on the glass. “Cut it out. I know we’re exhausted. We have few, if any, answers. Puerile bickering isn’t going to save any lives.”
“Is that what we’re doing?” asked Treadgold.
The room was silent save for the steady low hum of the electronics and the whoosh of the air conditioning. Even the four on the monitors were silent. They all knew what he meant.
Since Gwendolyn had been recalled from Kiev, there was little research, at least at the CDC, into finding a vaccine or any viable mortality-reducing treatment for the infected. What she and Morel suspected was true. The survivors working at the highest levels of global government and the affiliated power brokers who clung to the shadows, had made a decision to let the Scourge play out.
The world’s population was too much for the planet. The Earth was dying.
By 2030, there were over eight billion people. Half of them lived in places with limited or no access to fresh water. Human life expectancy dropped given that most of the new population was in less developed parts of the world. The extinction rate of plants and animals was happening at a faster rate than since the end of the Cretaceous period sixty-five million years earlier. Surviving species found their habitats disappearing.
Sharp increases in crime led to fewer true democracies or representative republics. The vast majority of recognized nations fell under autocratic rule. Civilized, or even somewhat civilized, societies hung by a thread across much of the planet. Only a few westernized countries, including the United States, managed a semblance of their historic freedoms and rights.
The Scourge was a way to reset the planet, to build new federations free of population stress. Yes, it would provide challenges in the short term. In the years and decades to come, though, it would prove a beneficial cleansing.
Gwendolyn had fought this assessment in the first few weeks back home in Atlanta. She believed it immoral not to do what they could to stop the suffering. But as Colonel Whittenburg effectively argued, the suffering would be less if they did nothing. Without the Scourge killing two-thirds of the population, mankind might be extinct in three generations or less.
Rather than fight the company line, Gwendolyn joined up. If this was how it was going to go, she might as well push her way to the front. No point in getting trampled at the rear. It appeared the well-respected Treadgold was weighing his options.
“I’m suggesting,” he said after the prolonged silence, “we stop telling the world we’re working on a fix when that’s not the case.”
The Dutch woman laughed sardonically. “You’re saying we should tell the world that we’re letting people die? That the sacrifice of the whole is to benefit the few?”
The acting NATO deputy secretary piled on. His gruff voice was gravelly, an indication he was a smoker, or had been. He spoke in short, chopped sentences, the upper half of his face expressionless as he talked. “Not good. Can’t do it. Revealing the truth leads to greater unrest,” he said. “We’ve already got skirmishes everywhere. North and South Korea are ’bout ready to go nuclear. Iran and Iraq are rattling sabers. Sub-Saharan Africa is as bloody for ethnic purging as it is from the Scourge. We can’t inflame the few places that aren’t already on fire. Hell, there are rumors about Texas.”
“What rumors?” asked the epidemiologist in Houston.
“Nothing big,” said the acting deputy secretary, an American who’d spent a lifetime in the military. Gwendolyn thought from his slight twang he might be a Texan. Even in his quadrant of the screen he carried the swagger of a Texan.
“What?” the epidemiologist pressed.
“The place is devolving fast. The governor’s refusal to deploy his National Guard troops isn’t good. Lots of resistance. Independent-minded folks are taking up arms. There are militias and talk of declaring independence.”
“That’s hogwash,” said the epidemiologist. “I’m not seeing any of that.”
The acting secretary said, “Would you though?”
Whittenburg opened his mouth to stop the digression. Before he could, the woman representing the World Health Organization jumped on the opening when the acting NATO deputy secretary took a breath.
Gwendolyn recognized her from a briefing in Kiev over six months earlier. Her braided hair, decorated with rows of plastic beads, hung to her shoulders. Her dark skin was flawless and her mind was as sharp as her jawline. Gwendolyn remembered her name was Zuri, which was Swahili for beautiful. It fit.
“Let’s get back on track,” she said. “I agree with the acting secretary general. We need not pick at an already raw populous. It could make things worse. Instead of focusing on what we’re not doing, I think it best we examine the critical efforts we are undertaking.”
Whittenburg scanned the room. “So where are we?”
Gwendolyn repeated what she’d said to begin the meeting. “We’re at an impasse.”
She checked Treadgold and waited a beat to see if he’d interrupt. He didn’t. His hands were on the table in front of him, fingers laced together.
“We’ve long known the plague and more specifically the Scourge, is endemic to certain parts of the world,” she continued. “The western United States, for example, is especially susceptible. New Mexico reported—”
“With due respect, Gwendolyn,” said Dr. Charles Morel, “you’re rehashing old data. All of us know this information already.”
Gwendolyn smiled humorlessly. Morel was becoming more combative and less collegial the closer to the front of the line she got. Rather than engage him, she acknowledged his concern and moved past it.
“Indulge me, Charles. As I always do, I’ll get to the point quickly. This way you’ll have context in case you’ve forgotten some of the finer details.”
There were snickers. Morel’s face reddened.
Gwendolyn continued. “Let’s look at the sylvatic cycle,” she said. “This is the cycle that—”
“We know this,” interrupted the Texas epidemiologist. “The sylvatic cycle measures the transmission cycle of a pathogen in the wild.”
Whittenburg rose from his seat, leaning on his hands, which were pressed to the table. He spoke firmly, spacing the words for effect. “No…more…interruptions. I have given Dr. Sharp the floor. She has it until I take it back. If any of you interrupt her again, I will cut your feed or boot you from the room. Better to stay silent and me think you a fool than to open your mouth and leave no doubt.”
Gwendolyn suppressed a smile. The maxim was often ascribed to Abraham Lincoln or Mark Twain. It didn’t matter to her who’d said it first. She liked hearing it come from the mouth of the colonel.
“Thank you,” she said. “Back to the sylvatic cycle. Let’s look at dengue fever. There is ample evidence and well-founded research on a spike in the sylvatic cycle prior to outbreaks in Senegal in 1999. I know this is over thirty years ago. But that research is critical in understanding where we are with the Scourge. For eight years before the reemergence of the disease in southeastern Senegal, there was an upward slope of nine different strains. Granted, this is a virus, not a bacteria like Yersinia pestis or plague. But there are markers here to which we should pay attention.”
Gwendolyn reached for a sweating stainless pitcher of water at arm’s length and poured herself a glass. After a sip, she forged ahead.
“The other difference is transmission. Dengue is directly from parasites into humans, specifically the mosquito. The Scourge, on the other hand, is a rodent pathogen accidentally passed on to humans when an infected rat flea bites the rodent. This can happen through an isolated sylvatic cycle or one that combines with an urban cycle.”
Gwendolyn studied the room. She had their attention. “The Scourge begins as a bubonic plague, which becomes pneumonic. Unlike past pandemics, in which the bubonic plague sometimes becomes pneumonic, it’s happening in virtually one hundred percent of infections.”
“One hundred percent?” asked Whittenburg. “That’s new information.”
Gwendolyn motioned to John Treadgold. “We can thank Dr. Treadgold for that. Even though we suspected it, he’s the one who’s done the work. Of that one hundred percent, his team has further identified that eighty-one percent of those infected also become virulent.”
Whittenburg steepled his fingers and brought them to his chin.
“Dr. Morel and the team in Kiev learned, even before I arrived last July, of the viral component to the disease,” Gwendolyn said. “That’s what made it so much harder to fight. They work together to kill their host. I was brought on because my doctoral thesis was in this area. Is that right, Dr. Morel?”
Morel sat up straight and cleared his throat. He checked with Whittenburg for approval and then began. “What was unusual about the disease at that point was the way the virus strengthened the bacteria’s efficacy,” he explained, using his hands to punctuate. “There are four mechanisms by which this relationship can happen—receptor concentrations, epithelial, displacement and immune suppression. In the case of the Scourge, they were connecting using all four of those methods. It was a single bacterium and a single virus. Highly unusual. It helped explain the high mortality rate and how the bacterium was able to adapt so quickly to its environment. At least that’s what we thought.”
He lowered his hands onto the table and offered a “go ahead” nod to Gwendolyn. Sinking back into his chair, he exhaled audibly.
“What you thought?” Whittenburg prompted.
Gwendolyn raised a finger, her elbow on the table. “Until recently we were convinced of the single virus, single bacteria model. That has changed since we’ve been back here in the US.”
There was an audible reaction to this. Unintelligible mumbling or thoughts whispered aloud rose in volume until Whittenburg raised his hands to silence the eight others.
Whittenburg was part of the Army’s chemical corps. That branch of the service was responsible for understanding, delivering and defending against chemical, biological, nuclear and radiological weapons. He was more versed on the science of the Scourge than almost any other person in the military. Still, he wasn’t a PhD. Some things needed explaining and this was one of them. Gwendolyn knew that.
The colonel pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut. “Okay, break it down for me. What is the significance of this new information?”
“And what does dengue fever have to do with any of it?” added the Dutch woman. “I’m not following this ridic—”
Whittenburg punched a button on a small remote and the feed from The Hague went black. The colonel waved a hand at the display closest to him. “I told her not to interrupt. She can read the transcription or watch the recorded feed to catch up. Go ahead, Dr. Sharp.”
Gwen suppressed the urge to stand and cheer. “Thank you, Colonel. Here’s the significance: there are multiple viruses attaching to the bacteria.”
“An antigenic shift?” asked the Texan epidemiologist.
In that moment, Gwendolyn understood why Morel wanted the Texan on the team. Her face flushed.
“Yes,” she said. “An antigenic shift. It’s why you’re now a part of the team.”
She and Morel exchanged glances. He looked at her as if to ask for an apology right then and there. It wasn’t happening. Instead of offering a mea culpa, she explained for the lesser initiated.
“An antigenic shift is when two or more different viral strains merge and create a new virus. The new strain is radically different. It’s most commonly seen in the influenza virus. Different strains of influenza A, for example, combine to create a new superbug.”
The Texan raised his hand in his quadrant. “May I add something, please?”
Whittenburg glanced at Gwendolyn for approval. She gave it. “Go ahead,” he told the Texan.
“If these superbugs don’t have an easy way to move from host to host, they don’t do much damage,” said the man in Houston. “On the other hand, if they do spread easily, they cause widespread disease. These superbugs are especially difficult because humans won’t have antibodies to fight them. Attach them to a plague like the Scourge and there’s no stopping it.”
“That’s where dengue enters the equation,” Gwendolyn picked up. “I told you about the rise and fall of its historic infection rates. This plague came along at the same time there was a sharp increase in dengue along the West African coast.”
“What does that mean?” asked Whittenburg.
“Several things,” said Gwendolyn. “First, there is…was…a heavy international presence there. A lot of energy companies have plays in that part of the world. That means there’s a lot of travel. Whatever diseases people contract travel with them when they head back to London or Beijing or Houston. The people who had dengue were especially susceptible to the Scourge.”
Whittenburg waved his hands in front of his face as if to shoo away mosquitoes. “You’re meandering, Dr. Sharp. You’re all over the place. Allow me to condense this. May I?”
Gwendolyn pursed her lips and nodded.
The colonel stood and started pacing back and forth, counting off the various points on his fingers as he spoke. “We’ve stopped trying to end the plague. That’s a given. Now you’re saying we couldn’t stop it if we wanted to. That it’s morphing in ways we just now understand. It’s acting like the flu, but it’s worse and multiple viruses are combining with an already lethal bacteria. It’s all made worse by the cyclical rise in dengue fever. And that’s what accelerated its spread to through the western hemisphere.”
Gwendolyn nodded. “So far, so good.”
Colonel Whittenburg appeared to think about this. He pinched the bridge of his nose again. He eased back into his chair and then moved forward. He opened his mouth to speak several times. Finally he did. “What I’m hearing then is good news. Correct?”
Gwendolyn exchanged glances with Morel, ignoring the horrified look on the Texan’s face on the displays.
“Yes, sir,” she said. “Now we just have to figure out how to synthesize the versions of the Scourge we can use for specific purposes.”
“Very good,” said Whittenburg. “This meeting could have lasted half as long. Now get back to work.”
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“Trick” McQuarry lay prone in the bed of his F-350 and shouldered his rifle. Both eyes open, he focused his right through the scope and repositioned his aim to find the target.
He breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth, maintaining a slow heart rate and a steady hand. His finger eased toward the trigger.
The Mossberg Patriot was a good bolt-action rifle. It had a twenty-two-inch-long barrel, carried five plus one and unloaded Winchester .308s at twenty-six hundred feet per second. It was a nice pickup from the house in which McQuarry and his crew were squatting.
In the scope’s crosshairs he zeroed in on the target in front of a storage unit. The man, wearing a bright orange trucker’s hat, checked over one shoulder and then the other before he bent at the waist and fussed with a lock.
McQuarry held his aim, waiting for the man to rise. His finger was on the trigger. The round was already in the chamber.
The man lifted his head, unwittingly bringing himself squarely into the center of the target. McQuarry applied pressure. The rifle kicked against his shoulder as the round exploded toward its target. The crack pierced his ears at the moment the bullet drilled into the man at the storage unit.
McQuarry checked the scope. The man was on the ground. The hat was next to him.
Without getting up, McQuarry slapped the metal truck bed three times. That was the signal.
“Go, go, go!” he shouted.
The pickup’s driver, a simple but obedient disciple named Neil, put the Ford into gear and slammed on the accelerator. The truck did a one-eighty and sped toward the dead man.
A few seconds later, Neil managed a three-point turn and slow-rolled the truck’s bed toward the storage unit. McQuarry hopped from the bed, retrieving his rifle and stepped over the body. He grabbed the bottom of the storage unit’s rolling door and threw it upward.
Neil stepped from the driver’s side of the truck. A third man, Dickie, hopped from the passenger’s side. He tugged on his garnet-colored tank top, lowering it over the soft, pale flesh that hung over the waistline of his denim shorts.
“Dayum,” said Neil. “You put him down.”
Standing at the threshold to the storage unit, McQuarry pivoted to look at his sidekick. Neil was standing next to the body, his hands on his wide hips, shaking his head.
“C’mon,” said McQuarry. “You act like you never seen a dead body before. We ain’t got all day. Let’s get what we can and bolt.”
He motioned for them with the rifle in his hand, jabbing the business end toward the unit. The men followed him inside.
The unit was stacked with valuables made even more precious in the dystopian world in which McQuarry and his crew thrived. They’d been watching the old man for days.
He lived a few houses down from their newly commandeered place and made daily trips to the unit. Neil was the first to notice it and he’d told McQuarry. They’d set up surveillance and struck when the moment was right. This was that moment.
The unit was ten feet by fifteen feet, a little smaller than a standard one-car garage. It was stacked with goodies. It was smaller than some of the other units they’d hit, but it had more to offer. And with convenience and big-box stores long since emptied by looters, this was as good as it was going to get.
First, they went for the large drop-in cooler in the back corner. The white box, dingy with age, was plugged into a wall-mounted one-hundred-ten-volt outlet. The power wasn’t working, but the cooler had never been disconnected.
McQuarry pulled up the lid and leaned it against the corrugated metal wall behind it. He leaned over and looked inside.
“Bingo. Dickie, start loading these into the truck. Seven minutes and we’re outta here.”
They’d studied the patrol patterns and figured, at best, a patrol car passed every two hours. They were at the end of that window given the timing of the dead man’s trip to his storage unit.
Dickie squeezed between a pair of plastic storage shelves and reached into the cooler. His shirt rolled up his back and his belly dropped out. He grunted, but with his hands carrying four six-packs of Funky Buddha beer, there was nothing he could do about it. He sidestepped back toward the truck.
McQuarry scanned the shelves. They were dark gray vented plastic and stood a little more than six feet tall. McQuarry was a big man. Broad shoulders and a barrel chest sat sturdily atop his hefty frame. He was strong, but the muscles were underneath a layer of fried seafood and cold beer.
His eyes swept across the top shelf. There was nothing useful there other than boxes of trash bags and a warehouse-sized package of paper towels. He pulled them down with his free hand and they hit the concrete floor.
Neil picked them up without McQuarry telling him to do it. He was in charge of storage and cleaning supplies.
“Grab all the canned food you can find,” McQuarry ordered. “I doubt we’re gonna be coming back here.”
Dickie, whose job it was to load the food and drink, leaned on one of the shelves and tugged on the front of his shirt. His cheeks were flushed red. Beads of sweat populated his top lip like a translucent mustache. He spoke like someone who was on mile twenty of a marathon.
“All of it?”
McQuarry stopped his inventory check and sneered at Dickie. “Sheesh. How is it you’re so damned fat and out of shape? I darned near lost twenty pounds. Your cousin Neil’s lost at least that. But you’re a greasy lard. How is that?”
The rest of Dickie’s face turned the color of his cheeks. He bit his lower lip and wiped the top one with the back of his hand. “I’m just sayin’, Trick, you told us we’d grab what we could and come back. This place isn’t goin’ nowheres.”
McQuarry sucked in a deep breath through his nose. If it weren’t for his lifelong friendship with Neil, Dickie would be lying next to the dead man on the ground outside the storage unit.
The kid, several years younger than the rest of the crew, was a drain on resources. He complained and he whimpered in his sleep.
McQuarry exhaled slowly and did his best not to snarl. He worried Dickie would piss himself if he barked at him. Plus they didn’t need to call more attention to themselves. Just because what was left of the police were busy with roadblocks and checkpoints, it didn’t mean they wouldn’t respond to a rifle shot. He forced a humorless smile. “Look, Dickie, I changed my mind. That’s my prerogative and all. ’K? We likely won’t be coming back here. We gotta hide that dead guy somewheres. It might as well be in the unit. Five minutes and we leave.”
Dickie’s brow twitched, like he didn’t understand. Or it was that he didn’t agree with McQuarry. Regardless, he nodded and turned to grab an armful of canned cream of mushroom soup.
Neil shuffled past McQuarry with large boxes of rice under his arms. He jutted his chin toward the shelf full of dried goods. “This guy musta been one of them preppers. He’s got all kinds of stuff we ain’t got at the house. This is gonna set us up for a few weeks at least.”
McQuarry nodded in agreement. “It was a good find, O. Nice work. The rest of the guys are gonna be super happy. It might keep them from complaining for once.”
Neil dropped the boxes into the truck bed and hustled back to the unit. From the shelf he took three boxes of Bisquick. “Gotta keep the guys happy.”
That was the smartest thing Neil had said in days. Back at the house, there were seven other people waiting for them. Three men and four women. The men were all brothers. They were tough dudes McQuarry figured would come in handy in a pinch. They also had their own ideas about things. More than once, there’d been vocal disagreements about how to live, acquire goods and amass fortunes from the less fortunate. McQuarry was in charge, but it was a tenuous position. He didn’t know how long he could hold the group together or how long the brothers would let him.
McQuarry moved around the shelves and plucked a pair of clip-mounted fishing rods from the wall. The lines were drawn tight against the poles, the barbed hooks tucked into the eyelets. The rigs were cheap, picked up at Walmart, Target, or from the discount rack at a sporting goods store. They’d work though. No doubt. Now he needed the tackle box.
“Take these,” he said to Dickie and held out the poles. “We can use them.”
Dickie took them silently, spun around and rushed them to the truck.
McQuarry scanned the shelves at eye level and squatted. With the butt of the rifle on the floor and its muzzle pointed skyward, he leaned on it for balance. The others were scurrying to and fro, loading up whatever they could carry.
McQuarry checked his watch, another find at the new house. It was a self-winding watch with a fancy foreign name. All he had to do was shake his wrist every now and then to make sure it had enough motion to keep time. “Three minutes,” he called out.
He looked up from his watch and found what he was searching for. To the far left of a lower shelf was a two-toned brown tackle box. It looked like it might have been a small toolbox. The latch on its face was freckled with rust and when he grabbed it, latent dust plumed around the box. He coughed and unlatched the box with his free hand.
The lid peeled back and two hinged trays accordioned open. They were filled with extra hooks of varying types, tiny lead cannon balls, red and white bubble floats and a collection of lures. McQuarry smiled and latched the box shut. He used the rifle to stand and grabbed the box by its handle. It rattled at his side as he moved back to the truck. He placed the box in the bed and lifted the tailgate, slamming it closed. He turned back toward the unit.
“Let’s go. Time’s up.”
Neil was standing on a bottom shelf, trying to free another box. It was beyond his grasp and he looked like he might fall. “We got a couple of minutes, don’t we?”
“Nope. We gotta move the body. C’mon, get down from there. The two of you best—”
Dickie swiped at the sweat-soaked hair matted to his forehead and shook the moisture from his fingers. “You’re not helping?”
McQuarry stepped closer to the road and checked for oncoming traffic. His back was to the truck, the unit and his underlings.
Neil climbed down from the shelf and moved to the dead man. He picked up the hat and put it on his head backward. After adjusting it, he reached down and grabbed an arm.
“Help me with him,” he said to Dickie. “He’s too heavy to pull by myself.”
McQuarry held the rifle with both hands and rubbed a thumb along the barrel. In the distance to his left was the dark shape of a car or squatty SUV. Behind him, he heard the rumble of the rolling door lowering and slamming against the concrete lip of the unit. He called over his shoulder, keeping focus on the approaching car, “Lock it.”
“Done,” said Neil. “Let’s go.”
McQuarry spun on a boot heel and walked back to the truck. He took the front passenger seat. Neil got behind the wheel and Dickie climbed into the back.
Neil rolled the truck to the road as a green and white sheriff’s patrol SUV passed them. The deputy in the passenger’s seat craned his neck to watch them and McQuarry offered a friendly wave. The rifle was on his lap.
“That was close,” said Neil, easing the truck onto the road and accelerating in the direction opposite the SUV. “Too close.”
“They’re going to find the blood,” said Dickie. “We didn’t clean up the blood.”
McQuarry looked out his window, watching the tangles of roadside palmetto blur as the truck reached its cruising speed. He heard Neil and Dickie talking to each other, but he wasn’t listening. His focus was on the task at hand.
There was only so much time before the chaos would settle and he’d lose his upper hand. By then, he needed to make sure he’d amassed enough people, weapons and supplies to fortify his position.
He vaguely paid attention to the green that crept onto the shoulder, reaching out for sunlight from the dense forest of palms and brush that crowded the narrow strip of land between the road and the intracoastal. He thought about his father and the last time he’d seen him.
McQuarry didn’t know his father. The man was in and out of his life as he was in and out of prison. They’d crossed paths once on the inside. For two weeks they’d been among the thirteen hundred men at the Marion Correctional Institution. The state prison held a mix of security classes.
Sitting on the dirt next to the baseball diamond, his father offered him a cigarette, which McQuarry declined.
“Things’ll kill you,” said McQuarry.
His father laughed, revealing the wide gap where his front teeth used to be. He stuck a smoke between his thin lips and let it hang there while he spoke from the corner of his mouth. “At least you got your momma’s sense of humor. Better than taking after her in the looks department.”
The elder McQuarry took a book of matches from his prison shirt pocket. He tore a match from the book and held it between his fingers.
McQuarry bristled. He loved his mother. She was there for him. It didn’t matter the things she’d had to do to keep a roof over their heads. This man, his father, didn’t have the right to talk about her, let alone criticize her generally accepted lack of beauty.
“She’s dead, you know.”
His father stopped short of lighting the match. His face, hardened and pocked with acne scars, soured. A hint of regret flashed in his eyes before it disappeared. “Sorry to hear that,” he said. “I didn’t know.”
McQuarry watched his father light the cigarette and suck in his cheeks. The man closed his eyes and held the smoke in his lungs before blowing it out through his nose in twin streams.
They sat in silence for several minutes. McQuarry didn’t know what to say to him. And clearly, his father didn’t either. Finally, the old man rubbed the top of his shaved, pitted head and flicked the ash from the shrinking butt. “I know I ain’t been there for you, Trick. That’s my bad. I wished I was. That’s the God’s honest truth. If I was, you wouldn’t be here. You’d be on the outside and doing good things.”
McQuarry’s father took another drag and smashed the butt into the dirt. He exhaled and looked at McQuarry. “You gotta do what? Another six?”
McQuarry shrugged. “Five months, twenty-two days.”
“What are you gonna do when you get out?”
McQuarry didn’t answer. He didn’t have one.
“I’m gonna give you some advice,” said the elder McQuarry. “Take it or leave it, up to you. But if I learned one thing in my life, it’s to take advantage of opportunities when they come up. Don’t wait. Don’t think about it. Act. It’s the pondering and the hesitating that screws the pooch, you know?”
McQuarry thought about his father’s advice. A man who was spending the rest of his life in prison was offering what he thought was wisdom. He listened.
“When I waited for an opportunity to come to me, or when I thought too long about the plusses and minuses, it never worked out. When I acted though…” He snapped his fingers. A toothless grin reappeared. “When I acted, McQuarry, lemme tell you it was like gold falling from the sky. ’Cause like I said, when you think too hard about the right and the wrong, the good and the bad, you end up in here.”
McQuarry laughed at his father. It was a condescending “I can’t believe you actually believe this crap” laugh. “Do you hear yourself, old man? You’re doing life. You ain’t never gettin’ out. You spent more time in than out. You got caught doin’ about everything a man can get caught doin’ short of killing someone and you think your advice is worth two cents?”
His father was a moron. Pure and simple. He lived by some half-baked credo scratched on a bathroom wall with a razor blade.
The elder McQuarry frowned. The crease at his brow deepened. Without saying anything, he got to his feet and walked away. McQuarry watched him, waiting for him to stop, look back, say something. The old man did none of those things. He marched with purpose toward one of the eighteen buildings on the prison campus.
A couple of days later his father was transferred from Ocala to the Calhoun work camp. McQuarry never saw his father again. A couple of years later, he learned a shiv cut his father’s sentence short. It was a fight over cigarettes. At least that’s what he’d heard.
Now he sat in the passenger’s seat, having just murdered a man, blankly staring out at the blur and replaying that last conversation over and again in his head. After all of that time and distance, Trick McQuarry actually took his father’s advice.
When the Scourge struck, people panicked. They scurried around mindlessly like ants out of a stomped mound. Law enforcement spread itself thin. Behavioral norms reset. McQuarry acted.
He didn’t wait. He didn’t think about it. He took what he wanted using instinct and guile. One hundred and fifty-four days later, while the world around him struggled to come to grips with a new reality, he was just getting started. Damned if the old man wasn’t so much of a fool after all.
 



CHAPTER 5
MARCH 11, 2033
SCOURGE +161 DAYS
COCOA BEACH, FLORIDA
 
Kandy Belman was frozen. Her body wouldn’t let her move. Remnant smoke mixed with the sea air, acrid despite its faint odor. It told her the land might not be any safer than the ocean. Her muscles tensed; her stomach tightened.
Phil smiled empathetically and reached for her. “It’s okay, Kandy. We’ll be okay. I promise.”
How could he promise they’d be okay? There was no possible way he could
promise.
The boat bumped against the dock. She was the last one on board. Everyone was ashore now. Even Barry Miller, the boat’s owner and de facto captain, was on the dock. He and Mike Crenshaw were making sure the lines were properly secured to large metal cleats.
The Millers’ kids, Sally and Jimmy, stood hand in hand on the dock. They watched her with what she deduced was a mix of pity and condescension.
Finally, she extended her hand and stepped from the boat as it drifted from the dock. Phil helped her maintain her balance, pulling her up and away from the fiberglass boat on which they’d spent the last five months. Her legs felt like jelly and her equilibrium was off. She took two steps on the dock and into Phil’s arms.
“It’s weird,” he said. “Standing on solid ground is disconcerting, isn’t it.”
It was good to have his arms wrapped around her. Even if he’d lost weight and appeared too thin for her liking, he was a comfort. She pressed her hands into his back and squeezed, her voice somewhat muffled as she said into his chest, “I don’t like this. I think we should stay on the boat.”
Phil chuckled and the laugh reverberated through his body. “You made that clear. That’s why we stayed out there another week. If it were up to the rest of us, we’d have come ashore five days ago.”
“Hey,” Barry said, “you guys take as long as you need, but we’re going in the house. We need to see what’s what. It’s been too long.”
Barry’s patience wasn’t what it had once been. For three weeks he’d ached to come ashore. He was tired of the constant shore watch, awaiting the arrival of the next flotilla of would-be pirates. He constantly checked his watch, though time of day was irrelevant. But Barry looked at it, shook it on his wrist out of habit and mumbled the time.
The watch was the first Christmas gift his wife had given him. It was a Tag Heuer, not cheap and it wound with the movement of his wrist. He couldn’t part with it. And apparently he couldn’t part with the convention of checking the time.
His temper was quick and he’d become short with everyone—his wife, his children and especially with Mike Crenshaw. Mike had pushed to stay at sea. It wasn’t until Mike proposed going ashore that the majority went along with it.
Somehow Mike had become the leader on board the Rising Star. He’d gone from a quiet, self-effacing nerd afraid of his own shadow to a self-assured hero. More than once he’d risked himself for the benefit of the others on board. Self-sacrifice had a way of making someone a leader.
“Go ahead,” said Phil. “We’ll be there in a minute.”
Kandy pulled away from Phil’s embrace and watched the others move toward the Millers’ intracoastal home. Mechanized hurricane shutters covered the wall-sized, seamless glass panels, which provided a view of the water from inside the home’s beautifully appointed living room and kitchen.
She’d only been there once, in the hours before they set out to sea, but she held onto the images as some sort of grounding memory. At some point she’d hoped they’d get back here. Now that they were here, she wanted to be on the water and away from the reality of what awaited her on land.
Barry, Mike, Brice and Miriam were armed. They moved cautiously toward the side of the house. Betsy stood with her children at the edge of the dock where it met the thin strip of grass that served as a backyard. The children held their mother’s hands.
Kandy looked up at Phil. “I know I’m being stupid. If anything, we’re safer on land now than we were on the boat. How many times did people try to steal from us or hurt us?”
Phil shrugged. “Five?”
“Six. Six times. We were sitting ducks out there. My rational mind tells me that. Here on land, we have room to move. We could stay here. We could go to your place. We could even venture back into Orlando. The station might—”
Phil frowned. “You know that’s not true. There’s no job awaiting you, Kandy.”
Her throat tightened and tears welled in her eyes, blurring her vision. She tilted her head back and blinked to keep them at bay. “I know. That’s part of the problem. What is it I’m coming back to, Phil? I’m a television reporter. A journalist. It’s not just what I do, it’s who I am. My identity is wrapped up in telling people’s stories in ninety seconds. I run toward the sirens and into the storms. What am I without that?”
Barry turned a doorknob and shouldered open the door. Mike and Brice had rifles leveled at the opening. Neither of them fired.
“It’s clear,” Mike said and the four of them disappeared inside the house. Betsy let go of her children’s hands and put her arms around their shoulders, pulling them against her hips.
Phil put his hands on Kandy’s shoulders to draw her attention. “You’re one of the strongest people I’ve ever met. You’re a survivor. You’re a fighter. You’re smart. You’re beautiful. You’re—”
She put her hand on his chest. “Okay. I know what you’re trying to do and I appreciate it. I do. But—”
“I’m scared too,” said Phil. “I don’t know what’s going to happen. Where will we live? How will we provide for ourselves?”
Phil motioned to the house at the moment the hurricane shutters buzzed and started retracting. That was a good sign. “We can’t stay here forever,” he said. “It’s not our home.”
“It’s not just that.”
Phil offered a parental narrowing of his eyes. “What else?”
Kandy looked up and sniffed. “Do you smell that?”
“Smoke.”
“Yes. That means the fires are still burning. It’s getting worse before it gets better. You’d have thought after five months we’d be able to come ashore and not worry about our safety.”
“I love you, Kandy, but that’s naïve and you know it. It could be years before things are back to normal. From the radio traffic, we already know there’s little if any organized government. Plus—”
Barry emerged from the door through which he’d entered the house. He waved his hands, a broad grin stretching across his tanned face. “We’re all good. C’mon in. It’s like we left it.”
Kandy patted Phil’s chest and moved to walk toward the house. “To be continued?”
He sighed. “To be continued.”
She took his hand and led him along the dock toward the side of the house. They followed the children, who skipped ahead of their mother and then sprinted into their home.
The house was musty and dank. It smelled like dust with a hint of mildew and Kandy couldn’t help but cough as she moved into the kitchen.
Sally had her nose pinched and had a sour look on her face. “It stinks in here.”
Her brother, Jimmy, waved his hand in front of his sour face. Then he coughed out a question to nobody in particular. “Why does it smell so bad in here?”
Betsy put her hand on her daughter’s head. “We don’t have any electricity. The power went out, so there’s no air conditioning. We’ll get it working, okay?”
“How?” asked Jimmy. “If there’s no power, how will we get rid of the smell?”
Barry was standing on the stairs. “We have a natural gas generator. I’ll get it going and we’ll be as good as new.”
Mike was standing at the windows, looking out at the boat. He held a rifle in his right hand. Without turning from the glass, he said to Barry, “Is that a good idea? Should we turn on the generator, assuming it works?”
Barry shrugged and descended to the main floor of the house. “Why wouldn’t we? We can’t live in here with the way it smells. We’ll all get sick.”
Mike turned around, careful to aim the rifle’s barrel toward the ground. He leaned on his good foot. His hand was nowhere near the trigger guard. “That’s not what I mean. If you turn on the generator, we call attention to this place. People with…intentions…will show up.”
“Intentions?” asked Betsy. “You mean bad intentions?”
Kandy didn’t wait for Mike to clarify. She understood him. “He means any intentions. Good or bad. Bad people will intentionally try to hurt us. Good people will do it unintentionally.”
Mike nodded. “That’s exactly what I mean. We’re only marginally better off if good people show up here looking for help. We don’t have the resources.”
Barry took another couple of steps toward Mike. His posture changed. There was an aggression Kandy hadn’t noticed before. Barry jabbed his finger at Mike. “You mean like you? Like Brice? Both of you were good people looking for help. Should we have turned you away despite the drain on our resources? On my family’s resources?”
Betsy moved toward her husband. “Hon—”
He shot up a hand like a traffic cop to stop her. “Wait, Betsy. I want to understand why Mike is suddenly telling me how to run my house.”
Mike laughed nervously and scanned the room. “Where is this coming from, Barry? I’m not telling you anything. I’m only suggesting we not turn on the generator. That’s all. It’s like a big red strobe light inviting people—”
“The Rising Star is a strobe light too,” said Barry. “How many times did bad people come looking for us out on the water? I wanted to come ashore weeks ago. You said no. You talked everyone else into staying out there. Then a shark nearly eats you and we putter around for almost another month. We should have left you for chum, Mike.”
There was a collective admonishment from the other adults in the room. Instead of forcing him to withdraw, it only strengthened Barry’s resolve. “We’re turning on the generator,” he said. “If you don’t like it, you know where the door is. That goes for all of you.”
Mike pressed his lips into a straight line and nodded in resignation.
Barry stood with his feet shoulder width apart, his shoulders pulled back. “All right then. While I do that, I’m sure there are other things the rest of you can do. There are supplies on the boat that need to come inside. The house could use a good scrubbing.”
Betsy moved to her husband and placed a hand on his shoulder. Her voice was soft, like a parent trying to calm an upset child. “It’s okay, honey. There’s no need to get upset. Everyone is tired and on edge. Mike is just—”
He shrugged her off. “Don’t defend him to me. I’m your husband. The offer to leave extends to you as well.”
Betsy gasped, a quick intake of air that almost sounded like a squeak. Her brow furrowed and tears glistened in her eyes. Saying nothing, she spun around and marched across the space, shouldering past Brice and through the door. She stopped once she reached the dock. Her back was to the house. Hands drawn to her face, she cried, her shoulders shuddering.
Barry stood near the stairs. He swallowed hard and took in a deep breath. Then he steeled himself and issued orders. “C’mon. We’ve got work to do. Jimmy, come with me.”
Kandy folded her arms across her chest, offering Barry her best disapproving glare. He caught it and immediately averted his eyes. She left the house to join Betsy on the dock.
Phil started after her. “I’ll start moving bags from the boat.”
Phil loved the boat. With Barry’s tutelage, he’d absorbed as much as he could about its mechanisms and its shortcomings. He’d worked like a first mate. When something needed fixing, Phil wanted to help or do it himself. He’d maintained their gear, cleaning it and repairing it. He was a good man. It was more evident to Kandy now than in the days before the Scourge. She wanted to tell him this. There’d be time later. Now there was work to do.
Kandy reached Betsy and tried comforting her with reason. “He’s stressed, Betsy. He didn’t mean it.”
Betsy used her pinkies to dab away the moisture from the corners of her eyes. She looked up at the sky. “I know,” she said, her voice shaky. “It’s no excuse though. He’s been this way for weeks. He snaps at me, at Sally, at you. He’s not the same person. It’s like I’m losing him to the Scourge in a different way.”
Kandy focused on her friend. The best way to get people to talk was to remain silent. The best sound bites often came from interview subjects becoming uncomfortable with the pauses in conversation. They invariably filled the gap with something unrehearsed and natural.
Between awkward silences and the question, “Is there anything else you’d like to add?” Kandy didn’t need any other questions. Those two tools alone provided the bulk of great sound bites from interviews with people in power on Orange Avenue or grieving widows in the poor community of Eatonville.
“I try,” said Betsy. “I give him a wide berth. You know? When he’s upset, which is all the time now, I don’t bother him. I listen if he talks to me. I’m positive. I’m understanding. That only makes it worse.”
Kandy waited a beat. Then two. “How so?”
Betsy wiped her nose with the back of her index finger and sniffed. “He tells me I’m being foolish. It’s like he wants me to wallow in the negativity. I think the reality of this is getting to him. It doesn’t help that everyone rallies around Mike, looks to him for advice.”
Kandy ran a hand through her hair. She put a hand on Betsy’s arm and rubbed up and down.
“It’s not Mike’s fault,” said Betsy. “He’s a good guy. I don’t even think he wants to be a leader. You know?”
Her eyes narrowed and locked on Kandy’s. She was looking for a response. It wasn’t a rhetorical question.
In the periphery of her vision, Kandy saw Phil stepping from the boat. His arms were full. He was struggling under the weight of trying to carry too much in a single trip.
“Hang on,” Brice called out. “I got you. Let me help.”
Brice brushed past Kandy. A wash of woodsy scent followed his wake. It was a mostly pleasant cologne Brice wore every day and whose aroma was only slightly more appealing than pine-scented cleaner.
The women exchanged a knowing smirk. They’d talked about Brice before. He was a well-intentioned, less reliable version of Mike. Where Mike led, Brice followed. Always aware of himself, Brice was rarely self-aware. Still, he was likable and pulled his own weight in between grooming sessions. Kandy used the opportunity to lighten the conversation.
“I think he wants to make sure Phil doesn’t drop his hair gel.”
Betsy laughed through her tears. A spit bubble popped in her mouth. “I’m sorry to unload on you,” she apologized. “It’s not fair to you. I know you’ve got your own issues.”
Kandy mocked offense. “Gee, thanks. A girl always likes hearing she has issues.”
Betsy rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. It’s not easy to come back here.”
In the distance, as if on cue, the staccato pop of semiautomatic gunfire cracked in the air and echoed. Both women glanced in different directions, neither of them certain where the shots had originated.
“I’m not sure this was the right move,” said Kandy, “and to be honest, I think Mike was right about the generator. It’s not my call though.”
With her hands on her hips, Betsy checked over one shoulder and then the other. She scanned the area behind Kandy and bit her lip before agreeing in a hushed tone. “I’m going to talk to Barry about it. Hopefully I can talk some sense into him. We could run the generator long enough to cool off the house, get the air circulating. Long enough to chill the fridge. That’ll save some of the fish we have left on board.”
Kandy didn’t want to tell her friend and host, what to do. How Betsy handled her husband was none of her business, even if the woman was confiding in her. If five months in cramped quarters had taught her anything, it was to stay out of other people’s messes.
Phil had made the mistake of trying to play referee in a lovers’ spat between Mike and Miriam. It hadn’t ended well. Now Miriam referred to Phil as “counselor.” It wasn’t as endearing as it sounded.
Betsy reached out and embraced Kandy. The two women held each other while Phil and Brice moved past them on the dock. Kandy patted Betsy on the back, signaling the end to the prolonged hug.
“We should help them,” she said. “There’s a lot to do.”
Betsy moved toward the Rising Star. “Better to keep moving, right?”
Kandy climbed back aboard the boat. She wanted to descend below deck and crawl into her berth. Instead, she opened the cooler to survey the stored fish. There was enough kingfish for the next two or three days. On shore, the rumble of the natural gas generator elicited a profanity-laced cheer from Barry.
 



CHAPTER 6
MARCH 11, 2033
SCOURGE +161 DAYS
COLUMBUS, GEORGIA
 
The noise woke Rufus Buck from his nap. At first, he wasn’t sure what it was, only that it was loud enough to get his attention. He heard it again. Someone was coming. Footfalls on detritus were unmistakable. They were close to his tent. He closed his eyes again and listened. Two people, one larger than the other.
The footsteps stopped. There was whispering and the sound of someone checking the magazine in a semiautomatic handgun. Buck reached to his right and grabbed his shotgun.
Although he had a rifle and a .45 ACP inside the tent, the shotgun was good for close range. Maximum damage. And it would scare away anyone else who wasn’t close enough to get hit.
In the moment, he cursed himself for having picked this spot. It was too close to the freeway and he’d been tired enough that he hadn’t done a good enough job of camouflaging his truck. The freeways were littered with looters, gangs and sometimes good people with bad luck.
Most hadn’t figured out yet that the best bet was to stay put. The end of the world had them searching for a normalcy that didn’t exist anymore. Nowhere was better than anywhere else.
 
It was an eight-hundred-mile trip from Houston to Buck’s destination. What would have taken less than twelve hours seven months ago was now a weeklong journey. He had to sleep along the way. But he’d gone too long without a rest and it had led to this. He was in Columbus, Georgia, a place he never intended on visiting. He certainly wasn’t going to die here. The Chattahoochee River was nice and all, but he’d just as soon listen to Alan Jackson sing about it than see the muddy water in person. It had been months since he’d heard any music, let alone an old country crooner from the last century. His heart raced, not yet recovering from the jolt of interrupted sleep.
 
He sat up and lifted the shotgun. He’d already pumped it. It was ready to go. Buck focused and ran through his options. Should he stay in the tent and wait for one of the morons to open it, or should he unzip the flap enough to peek through, getting better intelligence?
Both options had their merits. Both had their risks. Diffused light leaked through the tent’s red vinyl walls but gave no hint as to where the intruders were. Buck stayed put. Trying to hear past the pulse in his hears, he listened for clues. Why had they stopped moving?
A twig snapped to his left, but he remained motionless. Dead palm leaves and needles crunched to his right. Neither of them was coming for the flap directly in front of him.
Buck swallowed hard, taking deep breaths through his nose. Beads of sweat bloomed at his graying temples and on his neck.
A shadow moved across the tent from his left. Nothing to his right.
The old soldier was hyperaware now. The fog of sleep was gone. And now there were three people outside his tent as the light darkened at the tent’s flap.
Buck moved his finger to the trigger and waited. He licked his lips and watched the zipper slowly open from the top.
The instant the whites of two eyes appeared in the opening, he squeezed the trigger. The deafening blast kicked the shotgun against his shoulder. A three-inch slug burrowed a wide hole in between the eyes. A fan of red sprayed from the back of the man’s head.
Loud voices cried out from both sides of the tent, cursing as they scattered. The pops of return small-arms fire echoed in the woods. Buck didn’t flinch, even when one of the shots punctured the tent and let in a bright cone of light.
He dropped the twelve gauge and picked up his rifle. Rolling forward and climbing through the opening, he kicked past the fresh corpse in front of him, dropped to a knee and lifted the rifle, pressing it tight against his shoulder. Using the iron sights, he swept the weapon until he found the target running away. Buck exhaled and pulled.
The rifle cracked and the .300 Winchester Magnum round drilled into the target’s back, hitting his spine. The man dropped like a rag doll. A pistol dropped from his left hand. A pile of leaves blew into the air around his body as he hit the ground. He grunted rhythmically as if voice boxing the beat to a hip-hop song.
Buck missed music. He regretted not installing a sound system in the Humvee. Now it was too late.
He pivoted onto his other knee, cleared the spent round and chambered another. He scanned left and right, not locating the target at first. Then he saw him hiding behind a tree thirty yards away.
Buck stood, the rifle leveled at the target’s cover. He marched confidently toward the man. His heavy steps crushed the deadfall. The canopy of trees above him played with shadows and shafts of sunlight. He zeroed in on the target. The man was hiding, but his profile was visible. He whimpered like a child.
Twenty yards out, Buck called, “Step out. Raise your hands.”
The target’s body trembled violently behind the slim protection of a tall pine.
Buck stepped over a fallen trunk. He was fifteen yards away now. “Do it. You’re dead if you don’t.”
The man raised his hands and faced Buck. He was gaunt, his deep-set eyes wide with fear. His hands trembled and his gray sweatpants were stained dark from crotch to knee. “Please. Don’t shoot me,” he quivered. “We just wanted food. We ain’t had nothin’ to eat in a week.”
Buck marched. He was five yards away. “So you were going to steal from me? Then what? Kill me? Take my truck? Sell my weapons?”
Drool snaked from the man’s open mouth. The stain on his pants had spread to his ankle.
Buck stopped in front of the coward and pressed the hot muzzle against his forehead. The man cried out and winced. When he recoiled, Buck growled, “Don’t move.”
Tears streaked down the man’s face, finding paths among the splotchy beard that peppered his face like mange.
“Please. Please don’t,” he whimpered. “You done already killed my brothers.”
Buck tilted his head to the side. “Apologize.”
“What?”
“Apologize.”
The man’s eyes darted nervously. A spark of hope flickered. “I’m so—”
He never finished his sentence. Buck pulled the trigger. The man’s head snapped back. Eyes open, he crumpled to the forest floor.
Buck lowered the rifle and stood over the body. As the color drained from the dead man’s face, Buck saw how young he was. He’d thought the whimpering and crying had given the appearance of youth, but it was more than that. The desperate thief wasn’t twenty.
He marched back to the first kill and picked up the handgun, a Smith & Wesson nine millimeter. Nothing special but it was in good shape. He tucked it in his waistband and turned to leave, when he realized its previous owner was not quite dead yet.
Squeaks of air leaked from his lungs. He was on his stomach, his head turned to one side, his hands awkwardly positioned next to his body. Buck figured the spine shot had paralyzed him on impact. The dying man’s glistening eyes blinked.
Buck squatted, using the butt of the rifle to balance himself and faced the dying man. This one was older, definitely in his twenties. Early thirties even. There were the beginnings of crow’s feet fanning out from his eye. The flesh at his jawline sagged despite how thin the man was.
“Was it worth it?” Buck asked.
The man blinked again but was otherwise motionless.
“You coulda asked,” said Buck. “Been polite. Come in peace. I might have offered you some beans and a swig of whiskey. I’m not heartless. But I don’t abide thieves.”
Buck sniffed, wrinkling his nose and drawing phlegm into the back of his mouth. He worked it across his tongue and then spat it at the man, hitting the ruffle of leaves in front of his face.
He used the rifle to pull himself to his feet. He was trudging back toward his camp when he noticed the men had pulled back the tarp on his Humvee. They’d rifled through his belongings. It made him feel better about dispatching them with prejudice. They’d had it coming.
An hour later, he’d cleaned up his camp and maneuvered the Humvee onto the dirt road leading to the interstate access road. He left the bodies where they were, not busying himself with burying them or hiding them. It would be days before anybody found them, if anyone ever did. By then, the animals would have done plenty of work on them and he would be long gone.
He eased the fueled Humvee onto the interstate and accelerated, feeling the hum and rumble of the oversized tires spinning on the asphalt. He sank into his seat and leaned against the headrest. It wasn’t far to his destination now.
As he reached speed, a sense of comfort washed over him for the first time in a long time. He hadn’t thought about it until now, but with three kills under his belt and blood spattered across his black denim jacket, Rufus Buck was at home. The post-Scourge world was a war zone. It was every man for himself. To the victor went the spoils.
A broad smile spread across his face and he laughed. Then he started singing. It was Metallica. His fingers thumped the beat on the wheel, his shoulders moving in rhythm. Adrenaline surged through his body and he pressed the accelerator to the floor.
 



CHAPTER 7
MARCH 12, 2033
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ATLANTA, GEORGIA
 
Before the Scourge, there had been thirteen biosafety level four laboratories in the United States. Now, less than six months after the disease gripped humanity’s throat and choked the life from it, there were three and two of them were in Galveston, Texas. They didn’t count though. Not since the Lone Star Republic went rogue. The third and largest, was at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta, Georgia.
There were four BSL categories, one through four. The higher the number, the deadlier the work inside the protected lab walls and the more important the containment. The Scourge was definitely a BSL-4 disease. Work inside the lab was tedious, fraught with challenges and dangers and required a series of procedures to ensure the contagions held inside the lab stayed where they were. Working in the lab was Gwendolyn Sharp’s least favorite part of her job.
She stood naked, studying herself in the full-length mirror affixed to the side of her locker door. She touched her hand to her flat stomach then ran a finger across the skin that stretched over the pelvic bone at her hip.
Instrumental music played through the speakers recessed into the ceiling. Gwendolyn absently hummed along with the recognizable tune she couldn’t quite place.
How much weight have I lost? Too much.
She considered the old maxim that one could never be too rich or too thin. Staring at her physique, which somehow felt like it belonged to someone else older and sickly, she decided only the first half of the saying was true.
From the shelf inside the locker, she withdrew a fresh set of crisply starched pale green scrubs. Gwendolyn pulled the cinched waist above her hips and tied a knot in the drawstring she hoped would hold the pants in place. Braless, she slid the top over her head and adjusted the sleeves on her arms.
“Earth, Wind & Fire,” she said to herself and shut the locker door. There was a lock, but she didn’t engage it. No other women used the locker room attached to the series of anterooms that fed the BSL-4 lab better known as the vault.
Humming, she moved from the locker room to a smaller space immediately next to the lab. From the wall, she plucked a stark white positive-pressure suit. Using a stainless steel bench for balance, she donned the suit and connected herself to a coiled tube.
After a series of final checks, she entered the lab. Now connected to a fresh supply of air, Gwendolyn took deep breaths to acclimate herself.
The smell of the off-gassing plastic suit and the hiss of oxygen into her headgear was enough to make a claustrophobe of a cave diver, but Gwendolyn adhered to her routine and steadied her nerves. She flexed her hands inside oversized gloves. She hummed. She slowed her breathing. In through the nose. Out through the mouth.
Through the speakers in her helmet, a familiar voice greeted her.
“Welcome back to the vault,” Charles Morel said. “You’re late.”
She lifted her wrist and looked at a watch that wasn’t there. “You’re early.”
Morel glared at her. “Let’s get to work, please. I’ve got other places to be.”
She crossed the lab toward a glass-encased bench that ran along one side of the room. Treadgold was already seated at a terminal, his hands manipulating a joystick, which controlled a mechanism on the other side of the glass.
“You sound like you’re from The Hague,” Gwendolyn said, “but with less enthusiasm.”
Treadgold let go of the joystick. “Enough of the bickering, please. I can’t abide it today. Too much going on.”
Gwendolyn raised her hands in surrender. She wasn’t the one with the problem. It was Morel. Since they’d come back to the States, their relationship had deteriorated because of his own insecurities. At least that was how she saw it.
In Ukraine, Morel was her boss. She took orders from him. Not anymore. Colonel Whittenburg had empowered her with more authority than Morel. And given the military change in the CDC leadership structure, Whittenburg’s decisions held sway.
When she’d questioned the colonel privately about this move, about her concerns Morel might try to usurp her new position, Whittenburg dismissed her with a military idiom. He’d looked her straight in the eye and said, “Don’t confuse rank with authority. He might outrank you. But you have more power. Period. End of story.”
Morel didn’t like his diminished role and he took it out on Gwendolyn. He overtly suggested she’d aggressively sought to leapfrog him.
She feigned innocence, as if she’d had nothing to do with her own meteoric ascension and pretended Morel’s assertions were unfounded. They weren’t.
They stood on either side of Treadgold. Gwendolyn liked the hooded suit if only so she didn’t have to see Morel at the edges of her vision. Effectively having on blinders was a nice side effect of the uncomfortable suit. She could taste the plastic in her mouth.
Treadgold pointed a gloved hand at a large flat-panel monitor affixed to the wall on the other side of the glass. The screen displayed the magnified images of a petri dish underneath the lens of a powerful microscope. At the center of the image was a collection of green tube-shaped bacteria.
“This is an original sample of Yersinia pestis,” said Treadgold. “It’s from the 2014 infection in Yumen, China.”
Gwendolyn chuckled. “It looks like a turd.”
She’d seen the bacteria countless times before. It always struck her that the deadly microbe looked exactly like a perfectly formed stool.
Treadgold pivoted in his seat and leaned back to look at Gwendolyn through his mask, his face squeezed with irritation. “Really?” he asked. “What are you eating?”
The surprise attempt at humor from the typically droll researcher drew laughter from Morel.
Gwendolyn tried to suppress a smile but failed. “Funny,” she said. “Treadgold plus one.”
Her face flushed. Despite the rush of cool air, Gwendolyn was suddenly hot. She tried to recover. “I remember the China case,” she said. “A man died from contact with a dead marmot. They quarantined more than a hundred people and shut down the city of thirty thousand. They acted quickly and stopped a potential plague.”
“There’s something to be said for authoritarian governments,” offered Morel. “A lack of freedom is sometimes the best way to protect liberty.”
“That’s some doublespeak,” said Gwendolyn. “I would suggest that—”
“Let’s get back to work, please,” said Treadgold. “This is important.”
Gwendolyn exhaled audibly in her helmet. “Fine. Proceed.”
Treadgold turned back to the monitor, his suit crinkling and palmed the joystick. The image on the monitor changed, enlarging one of the green tubes. At higher resolution, hairlike tendrils visibly extended from the tube. “You notice the structure of the bacteria. Gram-negative, nonmotile rod-shaped coccobacillus. No spores.”
Now it was Morel who huffed. “We know this. It’s elementary. I don’t understand the need to—”
Treadgold raised a glove to silence Morel. “Stay with me. I have a point.”
The display shifted again. Now there were two separate but similar images on the screen, both of them magnified images of the bacteria. “The image on the right is the China sample,” said Treadgold. “The image on the left is from Syria, taken eight months ago.”
Gwendolyn inched toward the glass, focusing on the screen. “They’re identical.”
Treadgold zoomed in on the Syrian sample. “Virtually. There are tiny differences. You can’t see it here, but the chromosome strain KIM is twenty-eight pairs longer. And this one hosts two plasmids that the China sample doesn’t host.”
“So it’s a different strain,” said Morel. “What’s special about that?”
Treadgold’s voice lifted an octave and he spoke more quickly. Clearly, he was getting to the meat of the discovery. “From what we’ve been able to deduce, this Syrian strain is quicker to attack the plasmin enzyme in humans. That’s what accounts for its virulence. But that’s not all.”
When he didn’t immediately clarify, Gwendolyn pivoted to look at Treadgold. “Okay. I’ll bite.”
The display changed. This time the Syrian strain appeared markedly different. Gwendolyn studied it. The more she looked at its features, the less it looked like the Syrian strain. In fact, it was nothing like it at all.
“Are you sure that’s Syrian?” she asked Treadgold.
The scientist pivoted awkwardly toward her, his suit crinkling. There was a puff of condensation on his visor. He nodded. “Yes. It’s the same strain. This one, though, is a newer generation. Some three removed from the initial sample. Notice the viral agent here?”
“Fast mutations in plasmids are nothing new,” said Gwendolyn.
“But like this?” asked Treadgold. “With the viral attachment? It’s like they’re feeding off each other. The whole is greater than the sum of the parts.”
The virus looked like a popcorn ball. It was much smaller than the tube-shaped bacteria. There were dozens of them attached to each bacterium.
Treadgold pointed to the screen. “This is why vaccines are useless.”
“That’s not entirely true,” Morel corrected him. “The pneumonic form of the disease has never responded well to the KWC vaccines formerly in production. And they didn’t respond to the samples we tested in our early days of work in Kiev.”
KWC meant “killed whole cells.” EV76, a live attenuated vaccine, was virtually useless. There was no hope of a vaccine. That was why they’d come back to Atlanta. It was time to turn the Scourge to their advantage.
“It’s clear to me we have an out-of-control viral-charged bacteria,” said Treadgold. “It’s building upon itself like a snowball rolling downhill. We cannot stop it. It will have to run its course. But we’ve made a breakthrough.”
Gwendolyn had been waiting for this. “What is it?”
Treadgold stepped back to the joystick and maneuvered the image on the display. Using the joystick, he thumbed a button, which added an overlay onto the screen. A complex mathematical equation was superimposed over the images of the mutating plague.
“I’ve isolated the timing of each mutation. There’s an algorithm that predicts it now. We know when and how each phase of the disease will transform into its next, more deadly, iteration.”
Gwendolyn nodded. “Excellent work.”
“It’s what you asked of me.”
Morel stepped back from the glass. “It’s the perfect bioweapon.” He looked stunned, like the reality of it had just now hit him. His gaze was somewhere outside the lab. His voice sounded as if he were talking to people who weren’t there. It was as if he’d not even heard Treadgold acknowledge the completion of an assignment about which he’d not known.
“I knew it when they pulled us from Kiev,” he said. “But seeing it here…the speed at which it keeps morphing, staying one step, two steps, three steps ahead of us… It’s eventually going to wipe out everyone.”
“Some are immune,” said Treadgold. “Others carry it but don’t exhibit symptoms.”
Morel refocused. “That’s less than thirty percent.”
“Thirty-two point four,” Treadgold amended.
“Whatever,” said Morel. “The world as we know it is gone. Our efforts failed. They’re failing now.”
Gwendolyn engaged now. “Are they?”
Morel glowered through his visor. “Are they what?”
“Are they failing? Are we throwing good effort after bad?”
Neither man said anything. They look confused, like Gwendolyn was speaking some ancient tongue nobody understood.
She pointed to the monitor with her gloved hand. “This is a breakthrough. Our ability to see the transformation, to know the speed and genesis of each mutation, is remarkable.”
This was an inflection point. Treadgold didn’t know what he’d achieved. That was something above his classification.
Whittenburg had given the order to Gwendolyn. Gwendolyn gave it to Treadgold. Morel was never in the loop. And he hadn’t caught onto that. He was in his own head, lamenting the work he hadn’t accomplished in Kiev months before.
“What good is it if we can’t stop it?” asked Treadgold.
Gwendolyn took a deliberate step toward him, Morel at her side now. She couldn’t see his face. All of her attention was focused on the man who’d made the breakthrough.
“Can we harness the mutation? Make it work for us?”
Gwendolyn blurted it out without thinking. At first she wasn’t even sure she’d said it aloud. Then both men looked at her. Treadgold remained silent. Morel took the first stab at understanding the question.
“What are you saying? That we turn the disease into an agent?”
She hadn’t planned on telling either of them. Not yet. Whittenburg wanted to wait. Too late now. The cat was out of the bag and its turd was in the punch bowl.
Gwendolyn thought about the mixed metaphors and almost smiled. She steeled herself and took a step closer to her colleagues. Over Treadgold’s shoulder, mounted on the wall near the ceiling, was one of three cameras. They were being recorded. She’d already said enough to get in trouble. She had to walk back the implications.
“I’m not saying anything. I’m only asking a question. Can we make the best of a bad situation?”
Treadgold laughed incredulously. It almost sounded like a cough. His eyes settled on hers for a moment before moving to Morel. Then both men stared at her again.
Morel’s face was red. “Is this because I called it the perfect agent? You latch onto that and think bioweapon? You can’t be—”
Gwendolyn balled her gloved hands into fists. “Don’t flatter yourself, Charles. My ideas aren’t a mutation of yours.”
Morel seethed behind his visor. “No. You’re right, Gwen, they’re not. They’re a monstrous adaptation of whatever thoughts Colonel Whittenburg injects into your brain.”
He was right. Gwendolyn was doing Whittenburg’s bidding. The military wanted to develop a stable mutant form of the disease, one they could predict.
These were uncertain times; governments could fall. There had to be a way to ensure the survival of the United States, to end threats before they became too great.
Gwendolyn understood Whittenburg’s objective. She would do everything she could to see it to its fruition no matter how long it took. No matter what it took.
She took in a deep breath of the filtered air and exhaled. Calming herself, she flexed her hands inside the gloves. She had to deescalate the situation.
“Charles,” she said, “you can say about me whatever you want. Call me names, question my intelligence, it doesn’t matter to me. I’m the one with the authority here, not you. Get on board or get out.”
Morel’s face twitched. His eyes darted around the room. His clenched jaw relaxed and his lips parted. He bumped past Gwendolyn on his way out of the lab.
Gwendolyn put her hand on Treadgold’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about him.”
“I won’t. I’ll worry about you.”
 



CHAPTER 8
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ROCKLEDGE, FLORIDA
 
The smell of burning meat was mouthwatering. It didn’t matter to Trick McQuarry that it was squirrel. He wanted something other than fish.
He lifted the top of the charcoal grill and the heat washed across his face in waves. The thin strips of meat were white now. With a pair of tongs, he gripped a piece and flipped it to reveal blackened grill marks. He flipped the other four pieces.
“There gonna be enough for everyone?” asked Neil. “It doesn’t look like there’s gonna be enough for everyone.”
McQuarry shot Neil a glare but didn’t answer the question. He lowered the grill’s hinged top and hung the tongs on the handle, then pointed to the plastic cooler near Neil’s feet. “Hand me another beer.”
Neil looked at the cooler as if seeing it for the first time, unlatched it and reached in to retrieve a beer. He twisted off the cap and handed it to McQuarry. “It’s not cold. We don’t have any ice.”
McQuarry took a long pull from the air-temperature Funky Buddha beer. The carbonation tickled his sinuses. The beer was funky. He didn’t care. He took another swig and swished it around in his mouth before he swallowed.
With the beer bottle McQuarry gestured toward the house. “Where is everybody?”
Neil shrugged. “Around. Hey, Trick, is there going to be enough food?”
McQuarry liked Neil. The guy did everything asked of him. He didn’t complain. Still, his childlike behavior was an annoyance.
He smiled. “You’ll get enough to eat. Don’t worry, Neil. I’ll make sure you get some. There’s enough.”
There wasn’t enough for everyone. McQuarry had ten people living in the two houses he’d commandeered along the Indian River in Rockledge. The stringy meat from four fox squirrels wasn’t going to feed all of them unless he diced it up and tossed it in a stew.
McQuarry wasn’t going to do that. The others could eat energy bars or MREs. He opened the grill again. Smoke spilled from underneath the lid.
Fox squirrel wasn’t preferable. Eastern gray would have had more meat. But it was what it was and beggars couldn’t be choosers.
They’d gone through the haul from the storage unit in three days. Most of the meat was bad, but some frozen chicken tenders were good enough to eat. The soups went next. They had rice. McQuarry was sick of rice.
“Dickie didn’t catch any fish today,” said Neil. “He tried.”
McQuarry lowered the grill lid. Two more minutes, then he could eat. He took another sip of the beer and stared past the small yard to the river. He spoke to Neil without looking away from the water. “Sometimes they’re biting. Sometimes they’re not.”
If McQuarry never had redfish again, it would be too soon. They’d only caught trout once and snook wasn’t his favorite.
“Dickie says he’ll catch some tomorrow,” said Neil.
“He won’t have time tomorrow,” said McQuarry. “I’ve got other plans. Now run next door and tell folks it’s time to eat.”
After two minutes, he popped open the grill and tonged the anemic squirrel tenders onto a plate. He unfolded a sheet of tinfoil and wrapped it haphazardly over the plate. He carried it and his beer into the house.
It was dark inside except for the inviting glow of candlelight. It amazed McQuarry that no matter how dire the circumstances, how scarce the food, or how foul-smelling the company, candlelight could make a place feel elegant.
Long stretches of light and shadow flickered on the walls. The house was what they called an open floor plan. If McQuarry stood in the middle of the family room, he could see the dining area, the kitchen and the hallway, which led into a small foyer.
The entirety of the downstairs was floored with twelve-by-twelve gray tiles and there were no rugs aside from a small one underneath the round glass table in the dining area, what some fancy people called “breakfast nooks.”
Everything echoed, including the slam of the sliding glass door behind McQuarry and his boots on the floor. He set the plate and beer down on the table and crossed the space to a long sectional sofa, which filled up half the family room.
Dickie was sleeping, his feet crossed at the ankles and hanging over one arm of the sectional. He snored.
McQuarry moved to the sofa and yanked Dickie’s feet off the arm. “Get up. I got a job for you.”
Dickie snorted, blinking rapidly until recognition softened his features. He sat up and yawned. Then he sniffed.
When he started to stand, McQuarry pushed him back down and sat beside him.
Dickie rubbed his eyes with his knuckles. “Is it time for dinner?”
McQuarry put a hand on Dickie’s thigh. “Yeah. Not for you though.”
Dickie’s face twisted with confusion. In the candlelight he looked almost worth pitying. The soft yellow glow had a way of making everyone more palatable. Dickie could never be elegant, despite the light. Palatable was the best he could be.
McQuarry shifted his weight on the worn cushion. “Neil tells me you ain’t catch no fish today. That right?”
Dickie looked at his gut. Slowly, he nodded. “They wasn’t bitin’. I gave it a go. Got up early. Used my best lures. I—”
“You didn’t catch anything, so you don’t eat. Not tonight. I figure you could skip a few meals anyhow, Dickie. You’re somehow getting bigger. After the apocalypse. Everybody else is cinching their pants tighter, but not you. How’s that figure, Dickie?”
Dickie opened his mouth and closed it again, like a fish who refused to bite.
McQuarry inched closer to his minion. “I’m almost thinking you caught somethin’. Trout? Then you fixed it up good. I mean trout’s good eatin’, right? Hard to wait. Hard to share.”
Dickie swallowed hard. “No, you got it all wrong, Trick. I didn’t do that. I swear. They wasn’t bitin’ today. I wouldn’t hold out on you or nobody. Like you said, we all family and such. I wouldn’t do that to family.”
Dickie wasn’t skimming food or anything else. In fact, it looked like he had lost weight. He almost had a jawline now. And losing weight for big people was hard under any circumstances. His mother was a big woman. She’d tried all her life to get thin. It never worked.
Sometimes being big wasn’t somebody’s fault, they were just born that way. And sometimes, McQuarry decided, being mean wasn’t somebody’s fault either. They were born that way.
For McQuarry, this was about power. It was about controlling people and getting them to do what he wanted. He had to break them down to build them up. Making Dickie think he was in trouble was part of the plan, so was telling that thickheaded oaf Neil that everything he did was right, reassuring him he was on the inside and would always have a seat at the table.
“I’m not so sure I can trust you, Dickie.”
Dickie’s eyes widened. He nodded with desperate enthusiasm. “Oh, sure you can, Trick. I’ll prove it to you. Anything you want, I’ll do it.”
McQuarry had learned in prison that a quiet man often speaks the loudest with his mouth closed. Especially when that silence spurs someone else to speak. He remained silent.
“Really,” Dickie said, “tell me. Whatever it is, I’ll do it. I’m loyal to you, McQuarry. You know that.”
McQuarry narrowed his gaze and ran his teeth along his lower lip. “I’ll give you a chance to prove it. We got somethin’ comin’ up.”
Dickie’s body sagged as if McQuarry’s words released the building tension in his shoulders and face. “I do appreciate you. Thanks for letting me prove—”
McQuarry slapped Dickie on the knee and stood. “That’s enough for now. Go upstairs and get the others. It’s time for them to eat.”
The rear door slid open, riding rough on its track and Neil stepped into the room. He shut the door behind him and stepped over to the table, where the strips of squirrel rested under the tinfoil.
McQuarry watched him for a second and then called over to him. “You tell the others?”
Neil nodded. “I did. They’re coming. I think they’re bringing rice. Winter was boiling a pot.”
Winter was McQuarry’s common-law wife and his right hand. They’d met at a strip club where Winter served drinks and other things. She was crafty, resourceful and, like him, was one who seized opportunity.
No sooner had Neil said her name than she pulled open the slider and bulled her way into the house. She had a pot of rice in one hand and some paper bowls in another. Her friend Mony was behind her, carrying two gallon jugs of water.
They dropped their freight onto the table and stood next to one another, hands on hips. Winter motioned to the tinfoil-covered plate. “That squirrel?”
McQuarry nodded. “Best we could do tonight.”
“It’ll do. I can mix it with rice. Drink some water with it and we’ll go to bed full.”
Mony rolled her eyes. “For a change.”
McQuarry huffed. “You think you can do better? Be my guest, Mony. But so far, I ain’t seen you do much other than complain.”
Mony clenched her jaw. She cursed at McQuarry, calling out his mother and him with a common epithet. The woman had dark eyes, jet-black hair she kept short like a man and pale white skin that looked translucent even in the candlelight. The only thing that gave her color was the red rose tattoo that ran along the right side of her neck. The ink had once been the name of her boyfriend, Earl, but when he’d bolted with a dancer named Jazz, she’d had the pronouncement repurposed.
She looked young for her age, her porcelain skin giving her the appearance of a china doll and she was the photographic negative of Winter.
Platinum blonde with tanned skin and bright blue eyes, Winter could have gone to Hollywood. That was what she always said. Then she clarified she meant California and not south Florida. Chances were she was wrong about both.
She was pretty enough. Once. Not so much anymore. Time, cigarettes, hard liquor and circumstance made her look much older than she claimed to be. Still, she was a good partner. Tough, smart, a survivor. Winter was exactly what McQuarry wanted before the Scourge took hold and what he needed after it. And despite being Mony’s best friend, she always took McQuarry’s side when push came to shove.
She frowned at Mony, putting a hand on her shoulder. “C’mon now. No need to fight. Not tonight.”
Mony took a step back. McQuarry winked at her.
Winter pivoted and put her hand on his chest. “You too, big boy. No need to be all antagonistic and such. Let’s eat.”
While McQuarry uncovered the plate, revealing the meager main course, the pounding of feet rumbling down the stairs signaled the arrival of the rest of the dinner party.
Rose and Mary Rusk, the twins, were the first into the family room. They were in their early twenties. They’d lived in the apartment next door to Mony and one of them was dating the bouncer from the club where Winter and Mony worked.
The bouncer was Cooper James. McQuarry wasn’t sure whether he was hooked up with Rose or Mary. It didn’t matter to him and he’d never taken the time to figure out which of the full-figured women was which.
He lumbered into the room with his brothers, Danny and Cal. The three of them together were a trio with whom to be reckoned. Mean as fighting dogs, all of them were petty crooks who’d done time for minor drug offenses, auto theft and burglaries.
McQuarry kept the men at arm’s length, never letting them know too much about what he had planned. Unlike Neil and Dickie, the James boys weren’t feckless. Under the right circumstances, McQuarry could see them mounting a coup. But he needed muscle. As loyal as Neil and Dickie might be, they wouldn’t be the ones to get him out of a pickle if need be. McQuarry understood that as civilization soured post-Scourge, he’d find plenty of pickles.
To keep them on a leash, he gave them the entire upstairs of the larger house and let them eat first at mealtime. That was what you did with fighting dogs.
The James boys stomped over to the table and crowded around the plate. All three grumbled their complaints.
Cooper was the loudest. “This ain’t a meal. This here’s a snack. What is this? Squirrel?”
Despite that, he took a generous helping and dumped a pile of rice over it. He motioned with his chin toward McQuarry and held out his plate. “You cook this?”
McQuarry nodded. “Grilled it. I know it ain’t much. I got plans to fix that.”
Cooper grunted and found a spot on the floor across from the sofa. He pressed his back against the wall and slid down, holding his grub with both hands.
His brothers joined him. The trio huddled together, grunting and chomping their food.
The women sat at the table. Winter, Mony, Rose and Mary took small portions. They nibbled and picked at their plates.
McQuarry sat on the sofa, Neil and Dickie on either side of him. Neither McQuarry nor Dickie ate anything. McQuarry slurped on another beer, wincing at the aftertaste when he swallowed.
Once the sounds of eating had diminished and conversations grew louder, McQuarry got up from the sofa. He went over to the table and took the serving spoon from the rice pot.
He banged the spoon against his empty bottle. “All right. Time to talk. I need everybody listening, no interruptions. You got something to say, you wait until I tell you it’s okay to say it.”
One of the James boys belched. Another cleared his throat with a nasty phlegmatic sound. The women adjusted their chairs at the table to face the same direction. The candlelight was enough that McQuarry could see their forms if not their faces.
He stood in the middle of the room. “All right, here’s the deal. We’ve pretty much exhausted what we’ve got around us. The goods from the storage unit are pretty much gone. We took everything we could from the guy’s house a block up. We need to look in a different direction if we’re gonna do better than squirrel meat and rice. And it’s only so long before we lose the upper hand. Things are chaotic now. We need to get while the getting’s good. We need to spread our wings.”
He held his arms out at his sides and flapped his hands. Scanning what he could see of the faces of the nine others, he had their attention.
“We’re a small group. Just ten of us. We’re not a militia. I heard some groups of thirty or more are starting to stake out territories and such. They’re taking up properties a little inland and making them compounds. Like forts. We can’t do that.”
One of the James boys coughed. McQuarry couldn’t tell which one, but it sounded like a legitimate cough, not the insolent kind someone barks when they disagree with a premise.
“I say we go toward the coast. Stake out a couple of neighborhoods, look for some good places to hit. I’ve already made some notes on a map. I’ll take two of you to recon. Then we hit it. Cocoa Beach.”
Nobody spoke. McQuarry remembered he’d told them not to say anything without his permission. “Any thoughts?”
Cooper James wiped his face with his hand and then ran it along his jaw. “What about hitting houses on this street? Other than these two, the only one we inventoried was the one of that dude you killed at the storage unit. Seems to me there’s plenty of other houses we could check out.”
McQuarry shook his head. “There’s nothing here. We checked already.”
Danny James wiggled his finger as if pointing to things beyond the walls of the house. “What about other streets in the neighborhood? I mean, why we gotta go all the way to Cocoa Beach?”
Cooper shook a finger at his brother and added, “Yeah. Why Cocoa Beach? I mean, how we even gonna get there? That’s two bridges to cross. And I heard they got checkpoints every so often. Why not the neighborhood around here?”
McQuarry nodded. He had to give a little to get a little. “You’re right. We gotta deal with checkpoints. Here’s the thing, though. We get to Cocoa Beach and we got the ocean in front of us. If we can’t find something easy, we take a boat. We go up and down the coastline until we find something. In the meantime, we fish or whatever. It gives us more possibilities. I worked over there doing construction. Handyman stuff, you know? Lots of rich people on the coast. Lots of nice things. Plus I know my way around a bit. I can navigate it without Google maps.”
“That didn’t answer my brother’s question,” said Cooper. “Why not stick around the neighborhood? See what’s what? We’ve laid low for a few weeks, living off what we got. We ain’t even tried the area. Seems to me that Cocoa Beach is pie in the sky when we got cake right here on the ground.”
McQuarry didn’t much care for the metaphor, but he understood it. He folded his arms across his chest and took the temperature of the room. Neil and Dickie would do whatever he said; the James boys were gonna have each other’s backs. The women were the key. He jutted his chin at Winter. “What you think, girl?”
Winter leaned back in her chair. Its feet scraped against the tile. Her eyes moved between the James boys and McQuarry. “I think you’re both right. Trick, you’ve got us this far and we done good. I think getting to the coast is a good thing. But Coop’s right that we ain’t even tried much around here. Maybe we do both. We check around here and make plans to leave.”
McQuarry clenched his jaw but did everything he could to hide his disappointment. He’d hoped she’d side with him and silently cursed himself for asking her opinion in front of everyone. Yet he trusted her judgment. She was smart. Street smart.
He relaxed his jaw. “Okay, let’s do that. I’m all about making sure we do what’s best for us even if it means not doing what I think is best for us. Let’s try the neighborhood. See what’s what. Tomorrow, I want Danny, Cal and Neil doing a sweep. Take notes, figure out which houses might be ripe for the picking. Cooper and Dickie are coming with me. We’re checking out the 520 bridge. We get across to Merritt Island and go from—”
“Hold up,” said Cooper. “Why I gotta go with you? It was my idea to check the houses around here.”
McQuarry smiled the kind of smile that lacked humor. It was the smile of a man restraining himself from a more violent response. He stepped forward so he could look down on Cooper, who sat on the floor with his back to the wall. “First, don’t interrupt me again, son. You do and you’ll get to make all your decisions out on your own. And to this point, while I hear you make hay about things, you ain’t brought a lot to the party.”
Cooper started to stand from a cross-legged position. McQuarry stuck out his leg and put a boot on the man’s ankle to keep him on the ground.
“Second, it wasn’t your idea. It was your brother’s. He’s doing what he suggested.”
Cooper wriggled free of McQuarry’s boot but didn’t try to stand. He pulled his knees to his chest like a pouting child. He scowled, McQuarry’s body blocking the flickering light from hitting his face.
“Third, this is my place. My team, my rules. You do as I say.”
McQuarry took a step back and moved toward the center of the room again. He scanned the group as he spoke, the mask of his smile returning. “Now, I think I’ve been more than fair. Let’s clean up, get some shut-eye and start fresh in the morning.” He clapped his hands to signal the end of the meeting.
An hour later, he was in the backyard, sipping on a third bitter beer, Winter next to him. They were alone, sitting in molded plastic chairs and looking up at the cloudless night sky. A citronella candle burned between them on a four-legged molded plastic table. Its sweet scent was calming.
Winter reached out and put her hand on his arm. “You handled that right, giving Cooper a taste, you know? I know you don’t like them, but you need them.”
He put the bottle to his lips and blew. A deep sound resonated from the glass.
Winter tickled his arm with her fingers. “I didn’t want to say it out there, but they’re right. It’s too big a risk to go to Cocoa Beach when there’s the chance of supplies around here.”
McQuarry set the bottle on the table and took her hand, lacing her fingers into his. She was right. Going that far, picking up everybody and caravanning across three bridges, was a huge risk.
“I reckon it might be,” he conceded. “Big risk comes with the possibility of big rewards. We been playing small ball here. We gotta swing for the fences or we gonna get caught in a rundown.”
She chuckled. “You know I don’t watch football. I get your point, though. You’re thinking long term and that’s good. Those James boys can’t think beyond next week.”
McQuarry ran his thumb along hers. She was good for him. She spit fire when he crossed her, but she had his back above anyone else’s.
Only dumb criminals got caught. The smart ones got away with everything. McQuarry had done time, which didn’t speak well for his smarts. He had no tactical experience, no ability to count five or ten moves ahead and play out all of the various eventualities. He was one to swing for the fence even if it meant striking out.
Winter squeezed his hand. “You were smart to split them up. Taking Cooper with you was a nice move.”
“I know Neil will tell me everything the James boys find in the neighborhood,” he said. “And it’s best to keep Cooper with me where I can keep an eye on him. I wish we didn’t need the manpower.”
“Me too. But with those bigger groups forming, scouting all the time, we need as many strong men as we can hold onto, ya know?”
Those large militias were sending out more and more search parties, looking to pillage or commandeer whatever they could. It was another reason to get out of Rockledge.
He slid down in the chair and leaned his head back. He didn’t want to admit it, but he was worried. Worried that the James boys were more of a threat than a help. The only thing worse than not having power was losing it.
The Cocoa Beach move was a huge risk, but idle hands were the devil’s workshop. That was what his dad had told him in prison. Keep people busy; give ’em things to do. That keeps them from focusing on what you’re not doing.
The longer they stuck around Rockledge, the more agitated the James boys would become and the more they’d question him. If he moved them around, came up with plans and gave his people hope, the James boys might be less likely to stage that coup. Might.
 



CHAPTER 9
MARCH 12, 2033
SCOURGE +162 DAYS
COCOA BEACH, FLORIDA
 
Mike stood on the dock, his back to the water; his hands were on his hips. Through the glass, he could see the entire workings of the Millers’ house. It was like looking at one of those dollhouses where you could see every room at once.
To his right, the generator rumbled. He almost didn’t hear it anymore. For the two days they’d been on shore, Barry had it running.
It was a luxury Mike appreciated in some ways. They had hot water, conditioned air that kept out the humidity at night, plenty of ice and a working microwave. Plus they were able to charge small electronics. Their phones were useless as phones, but occasional text messages would get through and the satellite radio app gave access to looped government and civil defense information.
Standing on the dock, aware of the noise the generator created, he was less enthusiastic about those benefits than the others. Kandy, the television reporter, seemed to be the only one on his side.
Not that there were sides. Everyone got along well enough for having spent months cramped together on the boat, but it did feel to Mike as if there was a schism forming.
He understood that in the weeks and months following the Scourge, he’d unwittingly become a leader. He didn’t ask for it. It was just that in his own effort to become less conflict avoidant, he dived headfirst into it.
Barry didn’t like it. It was his boat; this was his house. He was the oldest.
Mike couldn’t blame him, which was why he’d done everything he could to keep the hairline fractures in the group from becoming chasms. The generator was a manifestation of it all. Barry flexed his muscle. Mike let him.
A phantom pain shot through the missing part of his foot. He winced and flexed his calf, leaning forward on his bad foot.
Gunshots cracked in the distance, rippling like July fireworks. The warbled voice of law enforcement on a megaphone at a checkpoint echoed. This, along with the generator, was the soundtrack of the beach.
Other than the generator, he couldn’t be sure if the noises were on this side of the bridge or the other. Sound carried across water.
From the side of the house, a door opened and Miriam emerged from behind it. She wore a pink Spirit Jersey and gray sweatpants, which puddled at her ankles. Despite the warm spring air, she had her arms folded across her chest, hands tucked under her biceps, like someone barricading herself from a chill.
She clopped along the dock, flip-flops snapping against her heels as she walked toward him. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail. He watched her hips sway in that unaware way that drew his eyes.
Neither spoke until she untucked her hands and wrapped her arms around him. His worry melted in the moment as he pulled her tight against his body and kissed her on the lips.
They lingered in the embrace. Electricity zipped through his body. She purred softly and pulled away, looked at him and smiled.
She moved her hand up to his neck and brushed his skin with her thumb. “I saw you out here all alone and thought you could use some company.”
“I could always use your company. Thanks for thinking of me.”
“Always.”
He kissed her again. Longer. Deeper. Then he pulled away. “I think I’m falling in love with you.”
She giggled and brushed the back of her hand across his cheek. “You think?”
“I mean I am. It’s just…”
She nodded. “It’s complicated.”
Mike shrugged. His hands rested on her hips. “It’s hard to reconcile all of it. Finding love in the apocalypse is—”
“The name of a reality show?”
He chuckled. “Funny.”
She ran her hand along the outside of his arms, tracing his triceps. “You’ve been working out.”
Rolling his eyes, he stepped back from her. “Funnier.”
His body had changed. He’d lost what little fat he had and put on muscle. Fishing, swimming, fighting off sharks. All of that made him stronger than he was before the Scourge. In the months since his world changed, so many things were better.
His physique, confidence level, survival skills—everything combined to make him the hero he never thought he could be. He didn’t think of himself that way, but he understood others in his group did. Everyone but Barry. Barry was threatened. Mike understood it and worked to avoid confrontations when possible. The generator was a battle worth fighting.
Mike glanced toward the house and back at Miriam. She must have sensed his preoccupation, that something weighed on him.
“I’ll stop teasing,” she said. “I can tell you’re not in the mood.”
“True. I’m sorry.”
She glanced back at the house. “The generator?”
He didn’t answer, letting the rumble speak for him. The longer he listened, the louder it sounded.
“I think it’s a mistake,” he said. “It’s only a matter of time before someone with bad intentions rolls past and realizes what’s what.” He waved a hand at the glass. “Even with the hurricane shutters closed over those windows, it’s not as though we’re in a fortress. Wouldn’t take much for somebody to break into the house. We can’t be on guard around the clock. Not—”
She put a hand on his chest. “I get it. It’s Barry’s house though. We have two choices. We accept the things we cannot change—”
“Or we change the things we cannot accept.”
Miriam smirked. “I was going to say we either accept the things we can’t change, or we make a change. Nothing is keeping us here, Mike. We could leave.”
The side door opened again. Phil peeked his head around the edge and then closed the door behind him. He made his way along the dock toward them. With a wave, he started talking before he reached them.
“I was looking for you guys,” he said. “Had a question for you.”
“Hi, counselor,” said Miriam. “It’s not like we were outside because we wanted privacy or anything.”
Phil frowned. “It’s a serious question. It’s about Barry.”
The mention of his name automatically drew Mike’s attention to the house. He scanned the glass for Barry but didn’t see him. Jimmy and Sally were in the family room now, both of them on the couch. Sally tapped and slid her fingers on a tablet while Jimmy read a book.
Their mom, Betsy, was in the kitchen. She had a bottle of red wine in front of her and swirled a glass in her hand.
Miriam bit. “What about Barry?”
Mike watched Betsy down the glass and pour another. She leaned on the kitchen island with the palm of her hand and tossed back her head with a sigh before taking another healthy sip from the glass.
Phil stepped into Mike’s line of sight. “He’s got a short fuse. Very short. He wants nothing to do with any sort of discussion. I think he sees any alternative point of view as a threat or a challenge to his authority.”
Miriam stepped back from Mike and crossed her arms at her chest. “Authority?”
“It’s his house, his boat. We’re all here at his invitation.”
Inside the house, a light flicked on in an upstairs room. Brice moved into view and stood in front of the window. He pressed his hands to the glass, cupping them around his eyes and looked out into the night. It didn’t appear as though he noticed the impromptu confab on the dock.
Mike rubbed his chin. “He’s your friend, Phil. You guys go way back, right? Can’t you talk to him?”
“I’ve tried,” Phil said. “He blows me off. Or he yells at me. He’s not the same guy. Not at all.”
Conspiratorially, Phil checked over his shoulder and lowered his voice. “Betsy’s not the same either. She’s drinking a lot. Always has a glass in her hand. I’m worried. Miriam, could you talk to Betsy? Get a gauge on what’s going on behind closed doors? Is he confiding in her things we should know?”
Mike studied Miriam’s body language, thinking she might lob another “counselor” shot at Phil. She didn’t. Her arms were unfolded. She played with the end of her ponytail, twirling it with her index finger.
“Look,” she said, “I could talk to Betsy. Though I’m not sure how much she’d tell me. We get along and all, but we’re not besties. Why don’t you have Kandy do it? They get along. They’re roughly the same age, have more in common. Betsy might take offense to someone younger butting into her business.”
Phil twisted his mouth to one side, considering her point. He nodded. “You’re right. I should ask Kandy.”
Miriam motioned to the house with her chin. “Where is she? Kandy, I mean?”
“Sleeping. She’s not herself since we came back. Very distant.”
Mike put his hand on the small of Miriam’s back, drawing her closer to him. “Everybody is handling this in their own way. It’s not easy. None of us have been through an apocalypse before. Our lives are not the same. This place isn’t the same. Might not ever be the same.”
Phil chuckled. “You seem to be handling it better than most, Mike. It’s like you’re made for this.”
Mike wasn’t sure how to take that. It sounded like a backhanded compliment at best. Or a dig. But Phil wasn’t the kind of person to antagonize and he wasn’t passive-aggressive. Rather than jump on him, he asked, “What do you mean?”
Phil raised his hands in mock surrender. “It’s a compliment, Mike. Seriously. Kandy and I talk about it…well, we did on the boat…about how you’ve come into your own. Like you were waiting for the world to end to start living.”
Mike narrowed his eyes. “Uh, thanks?”
“Really,” Phil said, “I meant it as a compliment. None of us would have made it out there without you. I think I can say that on behalf of everyone.”
He glanced at Miriam for support.
“You won’t get an argument from me,” she said, looping an arm around Mike’s. “He’s my hero.”
Phil took two steps back. “I’ll talk to Kandy, ask her to see what she can find out from Betsy and we’ll go from there. In the meantime, I think we need to keep watch. Especially in the middle of the night. You know?”
Mike sighed. “Yeah. We were just talking about that. I’ll take first watch tonight.”
“Thanks. Sorry to bother.” Phil waved and spun around to walk to the house.
Mike waited for the door to close behind him. “I don’t like this.”
Miriam looked up at him. “Like what?”
“Any of it. It’s like we’re coming apart at the seams. It was better on the boat.”
“We could leave,” she reminded him. “There’s nothing keeping us here.”
“Brice.”
She rolled her eyes lovingly. “We can take Brice with us. I wouldn’t suggest leaving him alone. There’s one condition though.”
“What’s that?”
“I’m not killing people for hair gel. He’ll have to accept that as a condition.”
Mike laughed. It was a genuine laugh and it felt good, releasing the tension from his body. “Deal.”
“I’m going inside,” she said. “You coming?”
“In a minute.”
Standing on her tiptoes, Miriam kissed his cheek and whispered in his ear, “I love you too.”
It was the first time a woman had said those words to him. His heart pounded in his chest and he pulled back from her, his hands gripping her shoulders. “It only took until the end of the world for us to find each other,” he said.
She thumbed his cheek on the spot where she’d kissed him, turned and winked at him over her shoulder. “Better late than never.”
Mike watched her walk toward the house, his eyes lingering on the places that men’s eyes linger on the women they love.
When the door was closed, he stuffed his hands into his pockets and turned away from the house. He walked toward the boat and stood with his toes at the edge of the dock. Inhaling the salt air, he looked out across the black, listening to the water slap against the pilings.
It was more soothing than the distant gunshots, the whoops from sirens, the faint but familiar thump of helicopter rotors. It was better than the drum of the generator.
Water sloshed against the Rising Star. His mind drifted, recalling what Phil said to him. Like you were waiting for the world to end to start living.
Was that true? Had it taken the Scourge for Mike to find himself?
He stepped to the boat and climbed aboard. He reached his hand into the ice chest on the rear deck and dug around blindly until he found the hidden key.
Mike took the key to the helm and turned on the boat’s power. The command panel came to life, glowing in front of him. He sank back into one of the captain’s chairs and found the controls for the satellite radio, their only consistent means of communication with the outside world. The standard AM and FM channels were mostly static. If there was anything broadcast, it was squelchy, intermittent and unintelligible.
Their two-way radio could communicate with other vessels and with those along the coast, but they’d learned quickly not to trust the people on the other ends of those radios. While there were good people, there were also desperate people and it was hard to tell the difference. After getting burned a couple of times, they’d abandoned direct communication with anyone, instead relying on eavesdropping and audio reception only, no outgoing messages. That was Mike’s decision, though he convinced everyone but Miriam it was Barry’s idea.
The satellite radio proved their best link to the truth of what was happening. Or at least the official truth of what was happening. Multiple channels provided updated recorded statements from various government agencies.
He adjusted the volume so it was loud enough to hear but soft enough not to draw attention. There was a series of tones and then a woman’s voice began the start of the message.
“You are listening to an update from the United States Department of Homeland Security. The following information is the most recent available. It does not necessarily reflect changing conditions or operational shifts.”
The updates never gave a time or date. Since it was several days since he’d last listened, he couldn’t be sure how fresh the message was.
“The United States government executive branch is operating from an undisclosed location. Leadership from the legislative branch is operating from an undisclosed location. The judicial branch is nonoperational. Martial law remains in effect for all territories under government control. The Posse Comitatus Act is suspended. The military is empowered to enforce laws. If you come in contact with United States military personnel, you are to comply with their requests and demands. They are acting under the authority of the executive branch.”
None of this information was new. For three weeks or longer, the judicial branch had been reported nonoperational. Mike didn’t know what that meant. The repeated use of the phrase “executive branch” had him wondering if the president was alive.
“Territories not under government control include the former states of Wyoming, Montana and Texas. United States military personnel are positioned at the borders of these territories. Passage into these territories is permitted. Return to the United States from these territories is not guaranteed. Be prepared for lengthy delays if attempting to cross borders from these territories into the United States.”
This was also old information. Mike understood from previous broadcasts and from eavesdropping on others’ conversations that Wyoming and Montana were partially under government control. Large pieces of property, ranches and farms that amounted to hundreds of thousands of acres, had declared independence, but the states themselves were in the fold. Texas was a different story altogether.
The Lone Star State’s governor had refused to comply with the president’s requested National Guard deployment in the days after the Scourge took hold in North America.
“Also be aware that lawlessness exists within the rough boundaries of these rogue territories. Neither the United States government, its military, nor any representatives will provide assistance to those who venture beyond the secured borders of our nation.”
There were already stories of gangs taking control, of wandering bands of miscreants creating havoc. Without a deployed National Guard and with local law enforcement essentially disbanding in the wake of the expanding crisis, Texans were left to defend themselves.
“The Centers for Disease Control continues to work toward a vaccine and curative measures to diminish the spread of disease popularly known as the Scourge. Their efforts are nonstop. Expect updates on this channel as developments occur.”
Mike thought that was laughable. How could anyone diminish the spread of a disease that had already killed two-thirds of the world’s population?
“Mobile field clinics are operational throughout the United States at military checkpoints. These clinics are for the immediate and emergency treatment of injured and sick residents. They are not for minor injuries or for nonemergency medical scenarios. Do not visit a mobile field clinic unless loss of life or limb is imminent. You will be turned away.”
Nothing new. All of this information was weeks old.
“Government-sponsored food-distribution centers are temporarily suspended.”
That was new.
“Violence at several of the distribution centers in Florida, Georgia, Maryland and Illinois necessitates this decision. Until the United States government, in cooperation with local authorities, is better able to provide a safe environment for those seeking assistance, we urge self-reliance. This decision does not impact the privately run food pantries in a multitude of communities throughout the territorial United States. Check with your local authorities for locations and availability of charitable services.”
“It’s a little late to start thinking about self-reliance,” Mike muttered.
Then he chastised himself. He’d never thought about preparing for the apocalypse. Not until it was too late. If he hadn’t fortuitously run into Miriam and followed her lead to the Miller’s house, he and Brice would have been screwed. They might have lasted a few weeks, or two months; then they’d be starving and wandering the streets.
He apologized to nobody in particular for judging the unprepared masses struggling to survive. It was those people whom he both pitied and feared. Desperation bred irrational behavior. Irrational behavior meant violence.
“A sundown to sunup curfew remains in effect for all jurisdictions. If you are—”
“What are you doing?” Someone behind Mike, his features shadowed in the dark.
Startled, Mike swung around and jumped from the chair, his fists balled at his sides. His body tensed, muscles strained. The defensive posture was instinctive now. He recognized the man and relaxed.
“Sheesh, Barry. You scared the living daylights out of me.”
Barry’s hands were on his hips. “I asked you what you’re doing here. Why are you on my boat without my permission?”
“Permission?” Mike said without thinking. He wished he could suck the word back into his mouth.
Barry stepped forward and jabbed his finger in the air. “Rising Star is my boat, Mike. Last I checked, I didn’t sign it over to you. I didn’t give you carte blanche to come out here and take her for a spin.”
Mike raised his hands. “Barry, I didn’t—”
Barry stepped closer. Close enough Mike smelled the whiskey on his warm breath, felt the heat from his body. Barry jabbed a finger at Mike’s chest. “You are here because I allow it. This is my boat. That is my house. Do you understand?”
Mike nodded, lips pursed. He was stronger than Barry. Taller. And, at the moment, more sober. He could take the man down if it came down to it, but Mike didn’t want it to come to that. It was far better to apologize and deescalate the situation. Until he, Miriam and Brice could plan, staying here was their best and only option.
Mike swallowed and answered in a calm, measured voice. “Barry, I apologize. You’re right. I’m wrong to come onto your boat without your permission. I’m grateful for everything you’ve done for me. I should do a better job of showing you that appreciation.”
Barry lowered his hand and took a step back. The luminescent sweeping second hand on his watch glowed green.
Nodding, he licked his lips. “Okay then. Don’t do it again. You’re starting to piss me off, Mike. You and your…” He waved his hand as if trying to pluck the words from the air using magic. He frowned and licked his lips again, swayed and leaned against the wall.
Mike turned off the radio. He powered down the boat and offered the key to Barry.
Barry said, “You got it out. You put it back.”
“You okay?” Mike asked. “Anything I can do?”
Barry laughed. Spit leaked onto his chin. He wiped it with the back of his hand. “Not sure you can,” he said. “I think you’ve done enough.”
Mike folded the key into his palm. Barry blocked the exit to the deck. This confrontation wasn’t over.
“My kids think you’re a hero.” Barry mimicked the whiny voice of a child. “Mike does this. Mike does that. He’s so strong. He’s not afraid of anything. Mike. Mike. Mike.”
Barry sucked in a deep breath and exhaled. Saying nothing more, he backed away and moved to the rear deck.
Mike followed him off the boat and onto the dock. The percussive staccato of semiautomatic gunfire cracked in the distance. When Barry reached the side door of the house, he swung it open, stopped and faced Mike. His silhouette was hunched at the shoulders and if Mike didn’t know better, he would have thought its owner was a much older man.
Barry stood there, his fingers wrapped around the door’s corner, until Mike was close enough to see his face. He jutted a chin at Mike and spoke evenly, absent the hints of inebriation. “You and I need to make a run.”
Mike raised an eyebrow. “A run? What kind of run?”
“There’s a Home Depot on Merritt Island.”
“Home Depot? What for?”
“Whatever we can find. The Walmart north of 520 on this side of the bridge is empty.”
“I know, we checked it out two days ago. There was nothing there. I think I found car fresheners. That was it.”
Barry adjusted his fingers on the door and pulled back his shoulders. “That’s why we need to check out Home Depot. Cleaning supplies, hand tools, plywood, whatever. We need it long term.”
Mike did his best to avoid condescension. “Barry, we are more than five months into this. There is no way anything is left at the Home Depot. It’ll be stripped bare. Plus there are checkpoints. It’s a dangerous trip to get there and—”
“We’re going. If it’s empty, there’s a Harbor Freight store south of it, an Ace Hardware north on Courtenay Parkway and a Dollar Tree in between. Even if we find nothing, it’s good recon. Gives us a sense of what’s happening on the other side of the bridge.”
Mike talked with his hands, hoping the emphasis might not be lost on Barry. He stepped closer and lowered his voice through a clenched jaw. “Barry, listen. None of these places will have any supplies. And what do we need? You were smart enough to stockpile canned goods. We can fish. Your electricity works. The plumbing is iffy but functional. It’s a useless—”
“You don’t get a say here, Mike.” Barry said his name like it hurt to speak it. He let go of the door and let it close, jabbing the air with his index finger again. “We’re going. You and me. If you don’t like it, you can pack up and head out. It’s not an option. Your cost for staying in my house is to do as I say and I say we go to Merritt Island at first light.”
Barry didn’t wait for an answer. He pulled open the door and disappeared inside. The door shut behind him and Mike was alone again.
He stood there at the side of the house, trying to get inside Barry’s head. What was the purpose? Was it a goods run that doubled as a fact-finding mission? Was it machismo? Was it a chance to talk away from the others?
Whatever it was, Mike had work to do. He’d need to ready a pack, clean a gun and get a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow would be a long day.
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For the third time in what seemed like five miles, Rufus Buck was stopped at a checkpoint. He wrapped his fingers around the steering wheel and rubbed it, exorcising his frustration on the molded plastic.
It wasn’t that much of a surprise that security tightened the closer he got to his destination. His contact warned him he’d need to show his papers to get anywhere close.
Buck didn’t like that. Not much for authority in his post-service life, he preferred subtle defiance. He was exhausted from his trip, though and willing to play the game if it meant getting out of the Humvee, into a climate-controlled space, eating a hot meal and sleeping on a soft mattress.
As he waited he took stock of his surroundings. None of it was familiar. The city of Atlanta didn’t resemble itself. Debris littered the streets, ground-level windows were either shattered or boarded up with large plywood sheets and spray-painted graffiti decorated most surfaces with messages that marked territory or the numbers of dead at a given address.
Stray dogs wandered aimlessly or gnawed at the decaying corpses of smaller animals. Smoke lingered in the air, a distant reminder of the season and burning leaves. This smoke had a different flavor, though. The stench, even with his windows up and the ventilation closed, was nauseatingly familiar. It was worse than anything he’d smelled in Texas and was as close to Aleppo as anything he’d sensed since the war. He could taste it in the back of his throat.
A banging on his driver’s door uncharacteristically startled him. He jumped in his seat and turned to see a young woman in an oversized cotton hoodie staring up at him. She made a motion toward her open mouth with pinched fingers.
Tendrils of curly auburn hair peeked out from the edges of the hoodie. Heavy bangs covered her forehead, drawing attention to her bright green eyes and freckles dotted her nose and cheeks. She blinked.
Buck considered what he’d told the men he’d killed at his campsite outside Columbus, that he was the kind to share if asked. He scratched his chin.
The girl stayed there, repeating the motion like an animatronic character in that slow boat ride in Orlando and Anaheim with the earworm of a tune repeating ad nauseam. She blinked again.
He puffed his cheeks and blew out a hot breath. “Fine.”
From the center console, he fished an energy bar. It was dense and tasted like sawdust, but it was something. Beggars could be choosers, but he suspected the girl would take the bar without complaint.
Reaching through the open window, she snatched it from his hand and drew it to her nose. She sniffed it and frowned. Then studied it. Flipped it over in her hands.
Was she slow? Or was she so disoriented by what resembled civilization that she’d forgotten how wrappers worked?
Buck made a ripping motion with his fingers, then mimed peeling open the wrapper and taking a bite from an imaginary bar. The girl blinked again but mimicked him and sniffed the bar again. Her face twisted and she tested the texture with the tip of her tongue.
Then, like an animal, she chomped half of the exposed bar and tore at it with her teeth. Squirreling it into the corner of her mouth, she chewed. Without remark, she turned and wandered away toward a group of adults squatting on a street corner a half block away.
The adults were huddled around something. Squatting and anxious, the group appeared feral. Wide-eyed, the largest of them tracked the girl. As she approached, he snatched the bar from her mitts and shoveled the remainder of it into his maw.
This was a war zone. Or the aftermath of war. Or a place teetering on the edge of war. All three looked the same. The suffering, the fear, the panic. The instinctive and selfish struggle for survival. This was what his world had become. He rolled up his window and gripped the steering wheel. The cars ahead weren’t moving. Soldiers aggressively questioned the woman at the front of the line. He wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.
As it often did, his mind drifted a world away and thirteen years in the past. Aleppo, Syria. January 2020.
No fewer than twenty factions controlled Aleppo, the most dangerous city in Syria, if not the Middle East.
Buck and the other one hundred and fifty thousand American soldiers, Marines and sailors fighting the war were never sure who was on their side. It changed from week to week.
One of the factions, the Asala wa al-Tanmiya Front, was reportedly in control of western Aleppo near the university and the hospital. It was one of the largest territories controlled by a singular group. They called for help patrolling the zone between their checkpoint and one controlled by the hardline Syrian Islamic Front, a coalition of smaller factions that kept assimilating like-minded groups to increase its reach and power.
Buck and the other men were the last of three teams tasked with a daylong, triple-shift effort to check weaknesses along the sector’s boundaries. They’d unwittingly found one when an IED exploded under their feet.
Buck was the lone survivor and his lower leg was shredded. At least it felt shredded. Waves of pain alternated with the distinct urge to vomit. It was tough staying conscious. He was at once cold and sweating. A shiver ran through his body. His thoughts fogged.
His captain saved him. Dumped him into a wheelbarrow and rolled him from the active gunfire. The wheelbarrow broke minutes later. They were miles from the closest friendly checkpoint.
His captain carried him over his shoulders like a fireman. Buck was across his captain’s shoulders like a rag doll. He was helpless, at the mercy of his captain, an officer named Marcus Battle, who thought he was better than everyone.
Now wasn’t the time for pettiness. Buck couldn’t help himself. His own inadequacies led him to search for the same in others. The thought of this tea sipper saving his life was beyond palatable. It was marginally better than the alternative, which was to bleed out or face capture in enemy-controlled territory.
The slog was slow and Battle took a break every ten minutes, resting in the relative protection of abandoned cars or behind the remnants of decimated structures.
“We’re exposed,” Buck said in between sips of water from Battle’s canteen. “We run into any opposition, we’re both dead. Every time I see a burka or a kid carrying a backpack, I freak.”
Battle adjusted the splint on Buck’s leg. “How’s the pain?”
“Bad. I feel like I’m gonna puke.”
“I can’t give you more morphine. I’ve got Phenergan. It might help the nausea and amplify the morphine.”
Buck took the circular orange pill. “Where’d you get it? The medic kit was obliterated.”
“I have my own stash,” Battle said. “I like to stay ahead of the game.”
Buck laughed and then coughed. “It’s a game, is it?”
Battle stood and scanned the area. “Everything is a game one way or the other, Sergeant. You stay here for a minute. I’m gonna check the path forward.”
Battle picked up his HK and stepped over a rusting wheel frame, walking north. It was late afternoon, he was drenched in sweat and they were halfway to the checkpoint. He pulled out a handheld GPS and tried to orient himself. The sun set early in Aleppo; he had forty minutes of sunlight.
An odd, unfamiliar feeling flooded Buck’s gut and he wondered if the medicine was already taking hold. He didn’t want Battle to leave him. He didn’t want to be alone. Not here, not helpless like this. He cursed himself for wanting the company, for needing someone. Especially Marcus Battle.
They were near the intersection of Handaseh Street and Kher Eddin Al Asadi. Behind them was what was left of the university’s civil engineering faculty building. A block north was a bank building and the Alrazi Hospital.
The hospital was on the edge of Asala wa al-Tanmiya Front control. The latest intelligence was a month old. It could have flipped hands.
The checkpoint was between the old Aleppo railway station and Aziziya Square on the eastern side of the narrow Queiq River near an amusement park. It was about two and a half kilometers. Battle turned back south toward Buck when the familiar zip of a semiautomatic rifle cracked through the air, coming from the east near the railroad track.
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
A pair of shots whizzed past Battle’s head and he dove behind the corner of a building for cover. He was fifty yards away. Buck couldn’t see him. His heart beat hard against his chest and his breaths shortened.
For an instant he thought Battle was hit.
Buck’s mouth went dry. He started to call out, but Battle beat him to it.
“Buck! I’ve got incoming. Are you good?”
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
Buck exhaled. “I’m good!”
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
A moment later, Battle reappeared. He’d come from the other side of the alley. The gunfire stopped.
Buck swallowed. “We’re pinned?”
Battle nodded. “Yeah. And we’re about to lose daylight. I’ve got to find another way out of here.”
A horn honked behind the Humvee and brought Buck back to the present. There was a car-length gap in front of him. He took his foot off the brake and eased the truck forward. The woman at the front of the line was in custody now. Plastic zip ties bound her wrists behind her back. She was seated cross-legged on the curb next to another bound prisoner.
Buck wondered what they’d done. Then he didn’t. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t concern himself with others. He had a meeting.
It did cross his mind, as a soldier waved him forward, closer to the front of the line, what had happened to Marcus Battle? Had he survived the Scourge? That smug Battle was indestructible in a comic book sort of way.
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Colonel Whittenburg rubbed his chin. He’d said nothing in more than a minute. Now he spun in the chair behind his desk and leaned over to pull open a drawer.
With a thunk, he set a large glass bottle on the desk and two shot glasses beside it. He popped open the top to the bottle and poured the soft brown liquid, capped the bottle and slid one of the shot glasses across the desk to Gwendolyn Sharp. The colonel toasted her and tossed back his shot with a flick of his wrist, slammed the glass onto the hard oak and winced.
Gwendolyn picked up her glass and toasted her boss. “No lime or salt? I like to lick it, suck it and then slam it.”
He laughed heartily and undid the button at the collar of his pale green shirt. Uncapping the bottle, he poured another shot for himself. Accidentally or on purpose, he overfilled the glass and the tequila spilled onto the oak, leaching across its glossy surface.
“I haven’t seen a lime in months,” he said. “Salt is at a premium given its preservative qualities for meat. You should be thankful for the anejo. It’s almost as rare as smart people these days.”
“Or people at all,” she said with a wry smile.
She brought the glass to her lips and inhaled the strong aroma. Gwendolyn couldn’t remember the last time she’d had tequila. Vodka? Sure. Whiskey? Frequently. But not tequila. Not even mescal.
It burned her lips and tongue as she took the shot in a single gulp. Her head buzzed.
“Touché,” said Colonel Whittenburg.
He looked down at his desk and noticed the spilled tequila worming its way toward an open file. Quickly, he reached into a drawer and pulled out a paper napkin, another luxury and swiped the desk dry. He crumpled the napkin in his hand and his eyes fell back to the folder. “If what you’re telling me is true,” he said, “we’ve struck gold. This is months, if not years, ahead of schedule.”
Gwendolyn wiggled her glass, set it down and slid it across the desk. “It’s true.”
Colonel Whittenburg obliged, filling her glass, careful not to spill this time. He eyed a photograph on his desk. Other than the bottle, a wireless keyboard, twin flat-panel monitors and a nameplate, the framed photograph was the only thing on the broad oak desk.
The black-and-white photograph featured a younger Major Whittenburg standing with his hands on the shoulders of an attractive, svelte woman who sat ramrod straight in front of him. On her lap was a child, two or three years old. Whittenburg and the woman smiled with their eyes. The child grinned, his eyes looking off camera.
The colonel reached out and positioned the frame so that Gwendolyn could see it more clearly. She didn’t touch the shot glass.
The colonel fiddled with a thick silver band on his left ring finger. “They’re both gone.”
Gwendolyn frowned. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” he said. “You didn’t kill them. The boy died in Syria two years ago. Nineteen. Enlisted right out of high school. I wanted him to go to West Point. His mother wanted him to study art history at Sewanee or some other liberal arts enclave. He defied both of us.”
His hands ran across the oak, his palms wiping imaginary dust from the surface. He leaned forward and back in the chair, its joints creaking. “Ambushed near the Turkish border. Bad call by the sergeant. Should have called for air support. Didn’t. Whole squad died. The rest of the platoon tried to help. Half of them came home draped in flags too.”
The air in the room seemed almost too thin to breathe. Gwendolyn stared at the untouched drink, not able to look into the colonel’s glistening eyes.
“My wife died a week into the Scourge. She was an ER nurse. Never had a chance.”
“What was her name?”
“Kay.”
“And your son?”
“Junior.”
He waved a hand at the photograph. He lifted his chin and looked down his nose at her. Then he shifted his gaze toward the other end of the office, staring at a round table with four chairs. The table was empty, the chairs slid underneath.
“I tell you this so you understand a little bit more about me. I’m not doing this to save my family, to create a better world for my grandchildren. I won’t have any grandchildren. I’m doing this because I believe in it. This world is at its tipping point.”
He swung his hips in his chair, swiveling the seat. It creaked. “Hell, the world was already leaning in the wrong direction. Too many people, too little to sustain them. This plague was a course correction. It was God’s way of saying, ‘Whoa. Slow down. Back up.’”
The colonel pulled the frame away from her and sighed. He narrowed his gaze, his brow knitted. “The work we do here, Dr. Sharp, will shape the next generation and the next and the one after. If we can flip the script on this nasty bug and make it work for us, we can short-circuit wars before they start. Before nineteen-year-olds die in an ambush.”
Gwendolyn took the shot and downed it. It burned less than the first.
“Another?” he asked.
“No, thanks,” she said. “Two’s my limit.”
“Cheap date.”
She snickered and rubbed her lips with her thumb. They tingled and felt foreign against her own touch.
The colonel slapped the table with his hands. “Enough melancholy. Let’s get back to the issue at hand.”
“Let’s.”
The colonel opened the drawer under his desk and dropped the bottle into it. He took the glasses and moved them next to the monitors, leaving the desk open between them. With one hand he reached over and planted his fingers on the file folder. He slid it across the oak and tapped the top page with his finger.
“These results, the work your Dr. Treadgold is doing, suggest we can expect when the disease is about to morph. Which means we know enough about it to facilitate a change in its structure?”
Gwendolyn tilted her head from side to side. “Not yet. That’s the goal. But the results you see there are accurate. We’ve replicated this multiple times. The algorithm is infallible.”
Lips pursed, he nodded. “Good. Good. I want you to work toward a predictive model based on artificially induced evolutions in the disease.”
“Okay.”
“We’re working toward having something deployable in the next five years.”
“Deployable?”
The colonel scratched his nose. “Field ready.”
“Overseas?”
“TBD. Suffice it to say we’d deploy it on non-US soil.”
She considered the semantics. Her eyes widened. “Texas?”
A smile snaked across Whittenburg’s face. He said nothing.
“Is it that bad there?”
The colonel pushed back from his desk and stood. He walked around the table, trailing his fingers on the oak. He moved to within a foot of Gwendolyn and sat on the edge of the desk closest to her. This gave him the advantage of looking down on her as he spoke. The colonel was a big man and enjoyed using his size as a tactical advantage.
“This isn’t public yet,” he said. “It will be in the coming days. Keep it under your hat until then.”
“Of course.” Gwendolyn had the highest security level available to a civilian at the CDC. There was nothing he could tell her she wouldn’t keep secret.
“Texas remains unstable. It’s a drain on our resources. We can’t keep policing the entire border that stretches more than fourteen hundred miles from New Mexico to Oklahoma to Arkansas and Louisiana.” He crossed one leg over the other. “We’re building a wall.”
“A wall?”
“It’s a Homeland Security project. It’ll separate Texas from the United States. Damn republic didn’t want to listen to the president when he ordered National Guard deployment, let ’em twist out there in the breeze. Behind a wall.”
She shook her head. “I don’t understand the point. Aren’t there bigger things to concern ourselves with? Now that the primary threat of contagion is past, there’s the rebuilding to do in our cities. People need jobs; they need food.”
The colonel lifted a finger and pointed as if she’d made his argument for him. His eyes widened as if he’d had an epiphany. “Exactly. This wall will kill multiple birds with a single stone. Or with walls of stone, as it were. Not only do we physically put a barrier between us and a territory that is rapidly falling under the control of drug runners, thieves and ne’er-do-wells, but we create a jobs program in the process.”
“Jobs program?”
“Yes. It’s like the Works Progress Administration, the old WPA, in the 1930s. Ninety-eight years ago, then-President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 7034. In the middle of a depression, he put millions back to work through government infrastructure programs. That’s what we’re doing. We’ll hire every able-bodied adult who wants to work. They’ll get paid with rations, housing for their families, free medical.”
Even if it didn’t make sense, it made sense. Gwendolyn remained silent.
“The wall will get built in record time. Once it’s complete, we don’t have to worry about Texas. They can stew in their own broth.”
“What happens to the workers after the wall is finished?”
“That’s a couple of years from now,” said the colonel. “By then the economy might stabilize a little bit. If not, we’ll come up with another program. It’s a win-win.”
“And then we deploy a plague.”
“Inside the wall. Clever, right?”
“Diabolical.”
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Trick McQuarry slung the backpack over his shoulders and clicked the harness at his chest. It was already warm and the sun wasn’t yet visible above the rooftops of the houses across the street.
Winter stood next to him, checking the Mossberg Patriot rifle. She slid the bolt action. “I oiled it up good for you,” she said. “It’s like butter.”
She handed him the rifle, its twenty-two-inch barrel pointed at the sky. He thanked her and took it.
“It’s loaded full,” she said. “And you got another box of .308s in your backpack. I checked. You taking the truck?”
McQuarry said, “No. Doing this on foot. It’s not too far. We need to save fuel for when we need it.”
“Good idea,” said Winter. “Be careful. Looks like you’re loaded for bear.”
McQuarry adjusted his belt, sliding a nylon pouch closer to the outside of his hip. Inside the sheath was a Kershaw Brawler. Its blade was shaped for piercing. All black, it was sleek and a good everyday carry. There was a belt clip on the back of its handle. McQuarry liked the pouch better, given the possibility of the clip catching and slowing the Brawler’s deployment.
On his opposite hip, underneath his untucked long-sleeved cotton T-shirt, he wore a Taurus G2s Slim. It was a nine millimeter without the bulk or weight of other weapons that fired the same sized ammunition. It was a cheap, decent gun. Certainly reliable enough in a pinch. It carried seven plus one in the chamber. He had an extra magazine in the back pocket of his jeans.
Cooper James pushed through the front door. His pack was slung over a shoulder like a high schooler. He wore a Glock 19 on one hip and carried a pump-action shotgun in his right hand. The Rusk twins followed him outside. They looked greasier than usual.
Winter stepped close to McQuarry. “Trick, you sure you don’t want me coming with you? I could do good.”
Trick kissed her forehead. “Nah. I appreciate it. I know you’d do good. You need to hold down the fort here.”
Dickie walked around the side of the house and into the front yard. He had a rifle slung over his shoulder and a nylon cinch pack on his back. The pack was a freebie from some radio contest promotion a year earlier. It had the radio station logo printed on the back along with the phone number for an animal rescue. The lettering was peeling.
McQuarry furrowed his brow. “You’re bringing that? You don’t have a bigger pack?”
Cooper James and the Rusk twins pivoted to stare at Dickie, whose face flushed pink. His eyes darted from person to person.
“I do,” he said, “but I don’t want to carry too much. I’m bringing only what I need. I got water, a couple of energy bars, some extra ammo, a flashlight.”
McQuarry shrugged. “Suit yourself. C’mon, let’s head out.”
“What about Neil and the others?” asked Dickie.
Cooper James adjusted the pack on his back. “What about ’em?”
Dickie frowned and looked at his boots. “Nothing. I was just wondering what their plan was.”
“Search the neighborhood,” said McQuarry. “We’ll find out what they know when we get back.”
Dickie pursed his lips and nodded. He looped his thumb under the rifle sling and marched toward the street.
Cooper James kissed both women on the mouth, which both answered McQuarry’s question about his relationship with the women and sparked new ones. There’d be plenty of time for Q and A on their journey toward the island. It was a good hour to the 520 bridge and the first checkpoint.
McQuarry leaned over and kissed his woman. Winter kissed him back.
“See you, Bonnie,” he said.
She winked. “See you, Clyde.”
The march through the neighborhood toward the highway was uneventful. The streets were empty; windows hid behind shutters or curtains; houses appeared abandoned.
They weren’t. People simply stayed to themselves. It was the best way to survive. Born from the fear of contracting the Scourge, isolation became the new normal even after the threat of the disease was virtually gone.
McQuarry wondered if he and Winter might be better off alone. They could hide and wouldn’t have to worry about fending off the land barons bent on building new micro-societies with cultlike followings.
Could be after this scouting expedition it would be what he decided to do. It wasn’t that he was afraid of confrontation or violence—he’d proven that time and again—it was that he was tired of it. Months of scavenging, giving in to his basest instincts, wore on him.
It wasn’t guilt, it was exhaustion. Being a bad guy took more effort than being good.
Cooper James pulled even with him when they reached Highway 1 outside Pine Cove Village. There was a Publix Super Market and a Pizza Hut across the highway from them.
“Should we check the Publix?” asked Cooper. “See if they got anything of value?”
McQuarry shrugged. “Why not? It’s on the way.”
He had no interest in checking the Publix. Without stepping inside, his gut told him the place was empty of everything but wiring and framing studs. Maybe even the wiring was gone.
But there was no harm in placating Cooper. Let him think he had good ideas. Let him believe he was a right hand. That could be helpful.
They crossed the highway, maneuvering in between two abandoned cars stripped of their tires and interior seating. Huffing, Dickie kept pace behind them.
The parking lot was empty of cars. It was an easy walk across the asphalt to the store. Its facade was a mix of orange, yellow and beige. Painted concrete or stucco lifted over a yellow-orange metal awning, which slanted toward the curb that fronted the building. Bright green letters announced the store’s name and underneath the awning was a tangled collection of grocery carts. They were spilled onto each other like spent dominos and chained together.
The ATM to the right of the entrance was smashed. A large hole occupied the spot where the digital display once sat. The glass doors were open. Sheets of plywood covered the windows, which ran the length of the front of the entrance. A mélange of graffiti covered the wood such that none of the individual artwork was distinguishable from one another.
Without hesitating, they crossed the threshold into the market, a foul odor washing over them as they did. It was ripe and pungent, like rotten fruit or spoiled meat. It was a mix of the two.
All three men drew their weapons. McQuarry and Dickie shouldered their rifles. Cooper held his shotgun belly high.
The store was powerless. The only light came through the opaque skylights that dotted the unfinished ceiling. It gave the store the dim, hazy appearance somewhere above darkness.
They stood at the entrance between the doors and the registers. McQuarry let his eyes adjust and swept the area in front of him with the Mossberg, listening for any movement.
Nothing.
He spoke above a whisper. “All right. We should fan out. Cover more ground faster. It shouldn’t take long to find out if there’s anything worth taking.”
Cooper James nodded and motioned across his body with the shotgun. “I’ll take the left.”
Without waiting for approval, he moved in that direction. McQuarry jutted his chin straight ahead.
“You take the middle,” he said, ordering Dickie toward the central aisles, which ran from the front to the back of the store. “I’ll go right.”
McQuarry pivoted and crouched. He moved heel to toe toward the right side of the store and a reflective sign that read “Customer Service.”
Ears pricked, he took in his surroundings as he moved deliberately toward the counter on the far side of the building. It was dark beyond the counter. McQuarry couldn’t see anything past it. Even as he approached the light was too dim. He stepped across torn plastic bags strewn across the floor, almost slipping on one as it slid on the tile floor underneath his boot heel.
To his left, he passed the last of the register lines. It was a self-service line. The flat-screen display was smashed. A coiled electric cable dangled from a port next to the display, wires tangled at its end. The handheld scanner was missing, as was the credit card machine. Only the stub of a mount stood next to the embedded scanner/scale.
He reached his destination and lifted his rifle as he leaned over the waist-high laminate counter. Narrowing his eyes to try to see better in the dark, he saw papers scattered across the floor. Blank red and white lottery forms fanned out on the counter, crumpled and torn coin wrappers piled on top. The register, whose cash drawer was built into the counter, was open and empty.
McQuarry set the rifle on the counter and lifted himself onto and over it. Standing in the customer-service area, he faced out toward the store and picked up the Mossberg. Shrugging his shoulders to adjust the pack on his back he squatted behind the counter. He found the safe to the left of the register. It was open.
He reached his hand into the metal box and felt around, touching only the felt protector that lined the twin shelves. No luck.
On the balls of his feet, in a baseball catcher’s crouch, he pivoted to check for any other loot. His eyes having adjusted, he saw the shelves clearly. Nothing.
McQuarry used a hand to balance himself so he could stand. Pushing to his feet, he looked again across the customer-service counter toward the bank of registers, which ran along the front of the store. Almost all of them were the self-service types of checkout lines. Only one looked to be the old-fashioned sort where a person stood behind the register and ran purchases across the price scanner.
It angered McQuarry, seeing this. It was this kind of automation that made it more and more difficult to find good, honest work. It was easier and more rewarding, to collect government handouts than it was to find a job with what politicians had called livable wages.
Unskilled jobs, the kind of service-industry jobs that had so populated central Florida’s workforce for decades, had dried up in the years before the Scourge. Damn robots and computers stole paychecks from living, breathing people.
If it hadn’t been for automation, his mother wouldn’t have become who she was. His dad wouldn’t have stolen and thieved to make the rent. McQuarry’s life would have been totally different.
He laughed at himself. What difference did it make now? Nobody had jobs and the damned computers and robots didn’t work.
In this world, a place where only the fittest adapted and survived, he was well trained. He was skilled. If only he could keep the James boys in line.
A shout and loud noise shook him from his reverie. He hopped over the counter and bolted toward the center of the store.
Another shout, a voice he didn’t recognize, demanded something. McQuarry couldn’t make out the words in the echo of the virtually empty store, but he could tell the general direction in which he needed to go.
Jogging now, he heard the shout again. It was two voices. Three. Three voices. How could it be three voices?
McQuarry passed aisle seven. Aisle six. Aisle five. Aisle… He backed up. Aisle five. He stopped and lifted his rifle to his shoulder, pressing the butt against his arm. One hand wrapped around the forestock, the other at the trigger. His index finger rested on the trigger guard, twitching.
Cooper James’s back was to him, his shotgun aimed at Dickie. Dickie’s hands were raised above his shoulders. A stranger had an arm wrapped around Dickie’s chest and the barrel of a handgun pressed to his temple. Dickie’s rifle was on the floor three feet from him.
“Sorry,” said Dickie. “He ambushed me. I didn’t see him until—”
The man kneed Dickie in the back, silencing him. “Shut up,” the stranger spat. “How many are you?”
“Six,” McQuarry answered. “There are six of us.”
The stranger’s eyes widened and darted from one side of the aisle to the other. He was bald. Either naturally or shaved, McQuarry couldn’t tell in the light. The man was tall. Wiry. Long muscles strained in his arms.
McQuarry took a tentative step forward. His trigger finger rubbed against the guard. “You have no way out of this.”
The man’s speech was clipped. Angry. “No way. Not six. Not six of you. Three’s it. This is all you got. I got more than three. You’re trespassing. This place is spoken for. Ain’t nothing here for you.”
Resisting the temptation to look over his shoulder, he focused on Dickie. His eyes glistened and his chin trembled. McQuarry moved his finger to the trigger and shifted his aim almost imperceptibly.
Cooper James barked, “What do you want?”
The man took a step back, his grip tightening around Dickie. He jabbed the gun and Dickie squeezed his eyes shut, pressing tears down his cheeks. “Ha,” the man huffed. “I ain’t gotta tell you nothing. Put down your guns.”
Neither McQuarry nor Cooper moved at first. Then McQuarry took another step forward, repositioning his aim again, up and to the left.
“My name’s Trick. This here’s Cooper. You already met Dickie.”
The bald man’s eyes skittered between Cooper and McQuarry. He took another step back, dragging Dickie with him. He was closer to the end of the aisle, standing next to empty shelves.
His cheeks were drawn; his shoulders tapered into thin arms. His forearms weren’t much bigger than Winter’s. His sallow skin and the dark bruise-colored circles under his eyes betrayed starvation and a lack of sleep. The man was desperate.
McQuarry tried again. “What’s your name, friend? Tell us what you want and we could help you.”
Shaking his head, the man spat. “I don’t got a name. Not for you. Put down your guns. Do it or I swear I’ll kill him. I’ll kill him.”
“Cooper,” said McQuarry, “put down your shotgun.”
Cooper flinched and half checked over his shoulder. “Are you serious?”
“Do it. Let’s give the man what he wants.”
Cursing, Cooper bent at his knees.
“Careful,” said the stranger. “Do it slow.”
Cooper cursed again. He reluctantly crouched and carefully put his shotgun at his feet. Standing, he held his hands up at his sides.
“Now step back here with me,” said McQuarry. “Let’s give the man what he wants.”
Cooper balled his hands into fists, but he did as McQuarry instructed. Taking long strides, he moved backward several steps until he was at McQuarry’s shoulder. There was nothing between McQuarry and the stranger except for Dickie.
McQuarry listened. Other than the thump of the blood pulsing through his body and Cooper’s heavy breathing, there were no other sounds. No footsteps. No radio chatter. Nothing. As he’d lied about having twice as many men with him, the stranger had lied too. The man was alone.
“Drop your rifle,” said the stranger. “Do it. Or I—”
“You can have the shotgun.”
McQuarry felt the stranger’s and Cooper’s eyes on him. Neither understood what he was saying.
“When’s the last time you ate?” asked McQuarry. “Days? Longer? You can take that shotgun and trade it. Get something in your belly. Once you take care of them hunger pangs, you’ll be able to sleep. Imagine, friend, a good meal and good sleep.”
The man flinched. His eye twitched. “You don’t know nothing,” he said with a hint less confidence. “I got plenty of—”
“You’re not kidding anybody,” said McQuarry. “Take the shotgun. Consider it a trespassing fine. You go your way; we go ours. It’s all good.”
Next to him, Cooper glared at McQuarry. He hadn’t figured it out yet.
McQuarry exhaled slowly. He leaned forward at his hips.
The stranger’s eyes flitted toward the floor. He licked his lips. “Put down your rifle. Then the one in the holster.”
“I can’t do that,” said McQuarry.
“I’m gonna shoot your—”
“No, you won’t. If you kill Dickie, I’m gonna kill you. Nobody wins. I can’t lower my weapon. It’s insurance for me. You understand, friend?”
“I ain’t your friend.”
“You wouldn’t tell me your name. I gotta call you something. Now let Dickie go. Take the shotgun. It’s all good.”
There was a tremor in the stranger’s voice. “If I let go of him, you’re gonna kill me. Then I lose.”
McQuarry had the man thinking, had him contemplating the countless different ways this could go down. The stranger didn’t have control anymore. McQuarry did.
“Tell you what,” he said. “You let go of Dickie. Keep your gun on him. Dickie can pick up the shotgun. He’ll keep it pointed at me as he walks back to you. Then you take it from him. You’re covered; I’m covered. It’s all good.”
He hoped the more he said aloud everything was good, the more the stranger would believe it. The man was desperate. Desperate people acted irrationally. They didn’t think through their actions. McQuarry wanted to make the stranger understand the stakes and that he had no options.
The man swallowed. He adjusted his grip on the gun he had pressed to Dickie’s head. “All right,” he said. “We’ll do this. Back away from the shotgun.”
Cooper cursed under his breath. McQuarry kept his rifle leveled, his finger on the trigger and took a giant step back. He considered the knife at his hip. Too risky.
“C’mon, Cooper,” he said. “Let’s give the man room.”
McQuarry pressed the Mossberg’s butt tighter against his shoulder.
Cooper took two steps back and stood behind McQuarry and to his left. There were ten feet between them and the shotgun, another twenty-five feet to the stranger, who withdrew the handgun from Dickie’s head.
He shoved Dickie. “Get it. Slow. Stay between me and your people. Once you pick it up, you back up slow.”
Dickie stumbled forward and kept his hands up. Fear painted his face. Clearly he didn’t follow what was about to happen. Neither did Cooper, who grumbled incessantly, calling McQuarry a litany of names. McQuarry clenched his jaw, ignored him and kept his focus on the stranger.
“Slower,” the stranger said to Dickie. “Slower.”
McQuarry’s view of the target was blocked. Dickie stood directly in his line of sight. This gave McQuarry the opportunity to tilt his head to the right and put his eye to the scope. He aimed for Dickie’s chin.
Dickie reached the shotgun and stood still. His eyes found McQuarry. McQuarry gave the faintest hint of a nod.
“Okay,” said the stranger. “Now I want you to—”
Dickie dropped into a crouch. The stranger filled the scope. McQuarry pressed the trigger.
The rifle kicked against McQuarry’s shoulder. The recoil hit him at the same moment the bullet drilled a hole in the stranger’s right cheek next to his nose.
His body jerked. His head lifted back and to the left. His finger pulled the trigger of the handgun, firing an errant shot into the shelves to his right.
Before he dropped, McQuarry adjusted his aim and fired a second shot at the man’s chest. Then McQuarry moved forward, his boot steps deliberate as he fired a third .308 into the man’s throat.
The stranger’s body spasmed once before it dropped in a heap. Bright red blood poured from his wounds, pooling around him on the floor.
McQuarry’s ears ringing, he moved toward the dead man. A high-pitched tone made it difficult for him to hear what Dickie was saying to him even though he saw his mouth moving when he passed him.
Standing over the stranger, he kicked the body with the toe of his boot. The limp mess moved against the kick. McQuarry stepped back to avoid the expanding pool of blood.
Then he turned and marched back to Cooper. Without paying any attention to Dickie, who stood with the shotgun in his hands, he purposely approached Cooper. When he got within striking distance, he held the rifle with both hands flat against his chest and then pushed with his left hand. The butt of the rifle shot forward and connected with Cooper’s cheek.
The speed and surprise of the hit knocked him to the side and against the shelves. He slammed into them and crumpled to the floor.
McQuarry stood over Cooper while the younger man whimpered in stunned semiconsciousness. He put his foot on Cooper’s leg and pushed his weight onto it. Cooper writhed and shrieked.
“You ever talk to me that way again, I will gut you,” McQuarry growled. “Do you understand?”
Cooper James reached for his jaw with a shaky hand. He didn’t respond to the question.
McQuarry leaned into his boot. Cooper cried out and grabbed at his leg.
“Do you understand? I will kill you and skin your brothers alive. I’ll make both your women watch and I’ll hand them hacksaws to cut you into pieces. Then I’ll grill you up nice and tender before I force-feed them the best parts.”
He reached out his hand and Cooper flinched. McQuarry lifted Cooper’s chin so he could look him in the eyes. “Do. You. Understand?”
Cooper’s eyes streamed tears. The right side of his face was swollen and red, his right eye on the verge of closing. He managed a weak croak of a response. “I understand.”
“Good,” said McQuarry. “Now let’s get out of here.”
He stood and reached down with his free hand to offer Cooper help. The injured man eyed the offer warily before he took it.
On the road ten minutes later, McQuarry wondered if he’d overreacted. Actually, he admitted to himself he had overreacted. But he couldn’t abide Cooper James challenging his authority. Not when their lives hung in the balance. Not when Cooper James was a threat. He had to teach the punk a lesson. The kid needed to understand who was in control.
Yet as the three of them trudged north along Highway 1, he wondered if his rash decision to physically assault Cooper would come back to haunt him. He hoped not. He’d have to do a better job of controlling his temper. Violence was best employed when calm.
Dickie hurried next to McQuarry, interrupting his introspection. “Thanks for what you did.”
“Sure thing.”
Cooper was several feet behind them, sulking.
Dickie lowered his voice. “You think you were too tough on him?”
“No.”
“I’m the one who got us into that mess, not him.”
McQuarry tightened his grip on his rifle and shrugged his pack higher onto his back.
Dickie whispered, “Did I hear you say you were going to feed him to his women?”
McQuarry couldn’t help but smile. It just happened. Recalling what he’d said almost made him laugh. “Yeah,” he said. “I did.”
Dickie flashed a smile; then his expression turned serious. “He and his brothers are bigger and stronger than you, me and Neil. I’m not telling you what to say or do, but—”
McQuarry shot Dickie a look. “Then don’t.”
Dickie pressed his lips together.
“And if you lose that rifle again,” said McQuarry, “I’ll be feeding you to the Rusk women. Understood?”
McQuarry glared at Dickie.
Dickie returned the stare, seemingly unsure if McQuarry was serious. Apparently concluding he was, he swallowed hard. “Won’t happen again.”
“Good,” said McQuarry.
“Hey. You talking about me?” Cooper called to them, his words rounded from the swelling on his face, which extended toward his jaw.
McQuarry slowed and waited for him to catch up. Dickie stepped to the side, letting Cooper move between them.
“Yep,” said McQuarry. “Dickie here was telling me I was too hard on you. That I shouldn’t have beat you up and I shouldn’t have threatened to cook you up and serve you hot and steaming to your women.”
The men kept walking. Cooper had a hitch in his step that wasn’t there before the Publix stop. He was favoring the leg on which McQuarry had put his boot.
“Why did you?” asked Cooper.
McQuarry sucked in a deep breath, filling his lungs with the warm air. He blew it out through his nostrils, measuring his response. How he responded was important.
He shrugged. “You had it coming.”
“What? All I did was—”
McQuarry said, “You insulted me. You questioned the purity of my dearly departed mother. You were rude and you put us in danger.”
“Danger? How?”
“I was negotiating a peace. You couldn’t keep your filthy mouth shut, Cooper. Unacceptable.”
Cooper rubbed his jaw, seeming to consider this.
“I could have turned the other cheek, so to say,” McQuarry elaborated. “You know, sticks and stones and all. But what would that teach you? That it was okay for you to put my life in danger? That you have the right to say whatever you want without consequence? Nope, I can’t have that. You needed a lesson. I hope you got it.”
Cooper’s expression tightened, making his injured eye appear closed from the swelling. He studied the road underneath his feet and kicked at the chipped center line. White paint flecked onto the toe of his boot.
“All right then,” said McQuarry. “I’ll take it we have a mutual understanding. This is my world and you’re living in it. You don’t like it? Leave. Otherwise, you, your brothers and your women will do as I say. I’ll listen to suggestions; I’ll give you your due. But I ain’t putting up with your guff.”
McQuarry again resumed his march north. To his left, on the other side of the bifurcated highway, was a barbershop. He ran his hand along his neck and felt the tendrils of scruff, which had grown from stubble to a fine tangle. He needed a haircut and couldn’t remember the last time he’d had one.
That was the thing about an apocalypse. It made the mundane and routine disappear from one’s life. McQuarry thought about the things he no longer did or worried about on a regular basis. Haircuts, taking out the trash, picking up fast food in a drive-through, mowing the grass and paying the light bill all took second fiddle to finding food, ammo and water. He had shelter for now. But for how long?
Up ahead, he saw the intersection with 520. The bridge was to the east. To his left were residential streets that wove into neighborhoods not dissimilar from the one in which he now lived. He scanned the environment around them. No people, no movement. It was surreal, yet it was normal.
He gripped his Mossberg with both hands. The pack swung against his back. Cooper was on his left. Dickie kept up on the right. The three of them were a motley trio of survivors. None of them had good intentions as they stalked the intersection up ahead. McQuarry chuckled to himself at the absurdity of it all.
The apocalypse was the opposite of prison. In prison everything was orderly. There was structure, three meals a day, clean clothes and a job to occupy his time. He didn’t have to think about anything. Everything was done for him.
Sure, he had to watch his back, because there was always someone who wanted something. But he handled it. Prison was easy to navigate. Surviving was a matter of playing by the rules. It didn’t matter if the rules belonged to the guards or the prisoners. If you figured them out, it was cake.
The apocalypse was altogether different. It was about survival, just like prison, but without walls, without structure. No meals, nothing guaranteed to occupy his time. McQuarry had to do everything for himself.
Yet prison’s order and dystopia’s chaos were somehow environments in which he found himself thriving. In both cases fear drove him to his decisions, to his actions. In both he was forced to understand his place: stronger than most, weaker than others. Projected strength was as good as the real thing. Perception bred reality.
It was why, as they reached the intersection and turned east to the bridge, McQuarry decided he’d made the right call with Cooper. He didn’t admit to himself that also like prison, the apocalypse gave a man too much time to think. Too much thinking always led to rationalization. A man could convince himself bad decisions were good ones if it meant he could push the fear a little farther from the surface. It wasn’t until the bad decision shivved him in the gut that a man was honest with himself about the mistakes he’d made.
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The rising column of smoke was gray now. The thick black plumes no longer twisted toward the blue sky. Whatever was burning in the near distance had lost its fight against the flames and heat.
Miriam stood next to Mike, watching the dissipating smoke drift with the wind away from the shore. It moved inland on a breeze they couldn’t feel on the ground. Behind them, the rhythmic churn of the ocean was little comfort.
Miriam reached for his hand. “I don’t like this, Mike. Barry’s lost it. He’s not the same person. He not coping. We should leave. You and me.”
“First of all, he’s your cousin,” Mike said. “He’s family and—”
“Distant cousin.”
“Okay,” Mike conceded, “but he saved us. He let us into his house when we had nowhere else to go. Then he welcomed us aboard his boat. With his children. I’m not even family. Neither is Brice.”
Miriam dropped her chin. She let go of his hand and ran her fingers through her hair.
Mike kept his voice low. “And we can’t leave Brice. He’s my friend. That would be crappy if we abandoned him.”
She exhaled. “You’re right. On both counts. I worry about him. He’s going to get us killed. Or worse.”
Mike laughed. “Or worse? What’s worse than death?”
She shot him a look like he should know. The side door opened and Brice emerged. He swiped at his bangs, which hung over his eyes now. Shoulders hunched forward, he loped toward them.
“Speak of the devil,” said Mike. “We were just talking about you.”
Miriam jabbed an elbow into his ribs and played it off as an accident as she raised her arm and ran her fingers through her hair again. Mike grimaced.
“Oh yeah?” Brice said, then asked, “What about?”
Behind him, others spilled out from behind the open door. Kandy led Phil toward the trio, walking with her arms folded across her chest.
Mike feigned a smile at Brice. “What a stud you are.”
Brice smirked. “That’s a given. You wouldn’t need to discuss that. What were you—”
Phil, apparently unaware Brice was talking, shook his head. “No luck. Both of us tried. Barry wouldn’t talk to me at all. He’s intractable. There’s no reasoning with him. He’s like a different person.”
Miriam elbowed Mike again. He winced.
Kandy shrugged. “Betsy’s shut down. She’s not present at all. I don’t know if it’s the liquor or Barry or the weight of everything. She just cries and mumbles.”
“What about the kids?” asked Miriam. “How are they holding up?”
“They’re hanging in there,” said Kandy. “Jimmy is keeping Sally occupied. He’s making sure she gets food and he’s sleeping in her room with her.”
“Kids are resilient,” said Phil. “They’ll hold up.”
Brice put his hand on Mike’s shoulder. “What were you guys saying? About me? Before Phil and Kandy got here?”
The door slammed open, banging against the exterior wall. It slapped back and Barry pushed it open again. He marched with purpose.
He pointed at them. “Am I missing something? Was there an executive committee meeting I wasn’t told about?”
His nose and cheeks were red. Thick swells of skin framed his eyes. The stubble along his jaw was in the awkward space between a five o’clock shadow and the scraggly beginnings of a beard.
Mike took the question. “You didn’t miss anything, Barry. I was telling everybody about our excursion. You and I are heading out to look for more supplies. You ready?”
Barry stopped close to Mike, reeking of liquor. His bloodshot eyes swept with suspicion across the group, pausing on each of the five standing on the dock.
Mike was suddenly aware of the generator’s rumbling hum on the far side of the house. There was something about Barry’s presence that brought it to his attention.
“I’m ready,” Barry said. “You?”
“I’d like to go.” Brice spoke up.
Barry and Mike both turned to Brice at the same time. “What?”
“I want to go. I want to see what’s out there, if it’s as bad as it seems. If it isn’t, that’s good to know. If it is, you’ll need another body.”
Barry waved his hands in front of him. “No. You’re not going.”
“Why not?” Brice counted off his reasons on his fingers. “I’m willing to help. I’m in good shape. I can carry extra ammo and supplies. What’s the downside? Plus if I want to go, how are you going to stop me? It’s a free country.”
Kandy laughed. “We don’t know that it’s a free country.”
Brice frowned. “You know what I mean.”
“He’s right,” said Mike. “It couldn’t hurt to have a third person with us.”
“Then I want to go,” said Kandy.
Barry cursed. “Are you kidding me?”
Phil’s face stretched with surprise. “Are you serious?”
“I’m a reporter,” Kandy stated. “I need to know the truth of what’s out there. I’ve been in tight spots before, shot at, threatened. What’s the difference? I can handle myself.”
Phil laughed, although there was no humor in it. “What’s the difference?” His voice went up an octave and he repeated his question. “What’s the difference? This is the end of the freaking world, Kandy. That’s the difference. We should not randomly decide to go on some fact-finding mission.”
Kandy put a hand on Phil’s chest. “Look, don’t feel obligated to go with me. I know you’re being chivalrous and all and I love you for it. But I didn’t ask you to go. I don’t want you to go. If the other men are heading out, then you need to stay here and keep an eye on things. There’s gear that needs fixing. You’re so good at it.”
Miriam cleared her throat and glared at Kandy.
“No offense, Miriam. I know you can take care of yourself.”
Phil said, “I don’t want you going.”
“Neither do I,” said Barry.
“Neither of you have a choice,” said Kandy. “I’m an adult. I can make my own decisions.”
Mike raised his hands, trying to make peace. “Look, we can all make our choices. But this trip is Barry’s deal. Let him decide who comes and who stays.”
Barry pinched his fingers on the bridge of his nose and then waved at the rest of them. It was a dismissive wave. The kind of wave a fed-up parent gives a relentless child who incessantly begs to stay up late. “I don’t care, but we’re losing daylight. We should go.”
Kandy moved close to Phil, softening the tension in his body. He put his arms around her, lacing his fingers together at the small of her back.
She looked up at him and smiled. “I’ll be careful.”
Phil sucked in a deep breath and held it for a long moment. “I can’t stop you,” he said when he breathed out. “It doesn’t mean I agree with this. I’m just not the kind of guy to tell you what to do and expect you to do it.”
Kandy giggled. “I’m not sure whether that says more about you or me.”
He kissed her forehead. “Me.”
She kissed him back and ran the backs of her fingers along his cheek. “I love you.”
“I love you too. I’ll keep myself busy with boat stuff. But I’ll be counting down the seconds until you’re back in my arms.”
Kandy giggled again. “You’re stupid. You sound like a Hallmark card.”
“That’s a new career when the world needs greeting cards again. I could create a whole line of ‘Greetings From The Apocalypse’ cards.”
“I’d buy one.”
His smile faded. “Please be careful. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
Barry cut short the farewells. “Seriously, if we’re going to go, we need to go. Now.”
An hour later the four of them were marching inland toward the 520 bridge that stretched west toward the mainland. All of them were armed. Brice carried the shotgun; Barry had the rifle in both hands, holding it diagonally across his body with the muzzle aimed skyward; Kandy had the 9mm tucked in the small of her back; and Mike carried a spare pneumatic spear gun. It wasn’t his choice, but he was the most skilled with it and it was a better option than a baseball bat or a tennis racquet.
Also, the spear gun was light in his hands. His pack was heavy enough that he didn’t mind the lack of a burdensome weapon. Carrying a nine millimeter in the small of his back wasn’t his idea of a good time.
Mike thought they were an interesting bunch. Kandy wore an undersized Star Wars backpack slung over one shoulder. Brice’s pack was worn khaki canvas that almost had a military look to it. That combined with the shotgun might have projected an imposing appearance, but Brice’s orange vinyl slides and calf-high socks mitigated any threatening appearance.
Barry didn’t carry a pack. He had cheap serrated filet knives tucked into his belt on both hips of his tightly cinched blue Dockers. Barry had lost more weight than any of them since the Scourge. It made him look older, adding to his wiry, wild-eyed appearance.
He reminded Mike of the homeless veterans he’d sometimes offer spare change or his leftovers from Havana’s Cafe near Orlando’s Rock Lake neighborhood. It was a favorite weekend hangout. The diversity of cultures and foods in that part of Central Florida was a draw. It gave Mike perspective on the advantages he’d had and the hard work he had ahead of him. He tried to use his visits there as both respite and motivation.
He wondered what had become of the people who lived in and around the neighborhood. The restaurants, the clubs, the homeless.
The homeless, if they survived the illness, were the most likely to adapt to the new order of things. They were accustomed to subsistence. It was their norm. The only difference was the swell in competition for limited resources.
It was incredible how many things were different now. The constant acrid tinge of smoke in the air, the tension that hung with it, the abandoned cars and houses and buildings. If six months left the world with such a grotesque patina, what would six years do? Sixty years? How long would it be before the world stopped its regression and advanced toward something akin to what they’d taken for granted less than two hundred days earlier?
“Oh my—”
Kandy’s hand was over her mouth, her eyes wide and glossy with the sudden onset of tears. She stood in front of them. Stopped. In the middle of the street.
Her gasp drew Mike’s attention, but he didn’t see at first what sucked away her breath. Scanning their surroundings, it took two passes before he saw it. When he did, it amazed him he’d missed it the first two times. Seeing it now, he walked toward it.
To their left, in the postage-stamp front yard of a house elevated on stilts, was a large mound. It resembled the swollen henge of a buried septic tank, but it was wider and the slope not as extreme. On either side of the mound were rows of stakes. They weren’t as large as stakes though. The closer Mike moved toward them to examine them, he realized they were wooden paint stir sticks. On each one, written vertically in neat print with black marker, were names. Mike read the names aloud, giving life to whomever the names belonged to.
“Alyssa. Mary. Brittany. George. Colton. Gibson. Ryan.”
That was one side. Seven names. And that was one row.
With reverence and solemnity, he moved to the other side. Mike sensed the others were at the edge of the road now, standing on the weed-pocked sand. There were seven more names here.
Mike read aloud. “Bobby. Blair. Tony. Alice. Darren. Jeff. Katherine.”
The four stood there. A breeze lifted sand from atop the burial mound and the grains twirled into the air, scattering like ashes. An arc of pain sparked in Mike’s foot, a phantom ache from a part of him no longer attached.
Mike moved toward the house. There was an old Chevy in the carport underneath the main floor and between the stilts on which the house stood.
He pointed at the car with the spear gun. “Check it out. See if there’s anything useful.”
“Where are you going?” Barry called after him.
Mike reached the stairs to the right of the carport. They ascended along the right edge of the house and ended at a landing at the home’s side-facing front door. He put a hand on the pine railing and motioned up the steps with his chin. “Somebody had to bury them. I’m checking to see if that somebody is alive.”
Barry hurried after him. “Wait. Why? I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
Mike’s gut told him it was risky. But there was also a chance of finding supplies in the house. More weapons perhaps. If someone lived long enough to bury fourteen people, they likely had supplies. If nothing else, they had a shovel.
“I’m coming with you,” said Barry. “Wait up.”
Mike stood on the third step and waited. It was better to have two people investigate. That same person who’d survived long enough to bury fourteen people might not be benevolent and might not take kindly to strangers.
Barry lowered his voice when he reached Mike. “We don’t know how those people died. Whoever is in there, if there’s someone there, could be dangerous.”
Mike nodded his agreement. His hand glided along the smooth, weathered pine. The warps and cracks rubbed along the underside of his fingers and palm as he climbed.
They reached the top of the steps. Both stood on the landing.
There was a screen door. Its aluminum frame didn’t fit snugly against the wood molding that encased the opening. The screen peeled away from the top right corner and exposed the sun-bleached red wood door behind it.
Mike put his hand on the cheap metal handle and pushed the latch button with his thumb. He pulled and the door swung open more easily than he expected. Its pneumatic hinge was broken.
Barry reached up behind Mike and held open the screen door. Mike balled his right hand into a fist and rapped on the door twice. The door creaked inward on the second knock.
The men exchanged wary glances. Mike leveled the spear gun and elbowed the door all the way open.
Mike took a step into the dim light of the room. “Hello?”
No response. Mike took another step and rounded the door into the house. Soft pile carpet cushioned his movement. It surprised him. Most of these homes had tile or engineered wood floors. Very few were carpeted. Had it been six months earlier, he’d have removed his boots.
His eyes adjusted to the diffused light that filtered through the gaps in the louvered blinds covering the glass windows. The air was stuffy, the weight of dust giving it the thick sensation of a long-neglected space.
The aluminum screen door creaked behind him on its rusting hinges as Barry followed him inside.
Mike called again in the instant before the door slapped shut with a rattle.
“Hello? Anyone here?”
The floor groaned under the weight of another step and Mike was standing in the middle of what he now saw was the living room. A sectional sofa wrapped the room in a U shape. Opposite it, on the wall facing away from the street, was a large flat-panel television. It was sixty-five inches at least.
Wall-mounted speakers framed the television on both sides and underneath it. Above the television was a transom window that ran the length of the wall. It was high enough that Mike couldn’t see the glass window, but rays of dust danced in the shafts of light, indicating where the light shone through.
A round glass table was at the center of the U-shaped sectional, a fan of gossip magazines neatly arrayed at its center. A container holding drink coasters was angled to one side of the magazines and two television remotes were positioned opposite.
He looked down through the glass and noticed the telltale parallel lines from a vacuum. There were no footprints as far as he could see.
He surveyed the room and saw a glass dining table, which matched the design of the coffee table. It was large for the space, crowded almost. Eight side chairs surrounded the table. On the glass were eight place settings. Mats. Dishes. Flatware. Empty glasses for wine and water.
At the table’s center was a large clay pot wrapped in a yellow ribbon. Rising from the pot was what was left of an orchid. Its dead stalk and branches reached toward the ceiling and the edges of the table with empty arms. Beneath them, curled and shriveled petals decorated the glass.
Barry must have read his mind. “This place is immaculate,” he whispered. “There’s no sign anyone is living here. Or lived here. Or whatever.”
Mike padded to the kitchen. It was off the living room and beyond the dining table. Barry followed. Both of them kept their weapons raised.
The kitchen floor was tile. Large rectangular slate gray planks set alternately like bricks on a wall. White stone countertops sat atop gray cabinets. The modern lines and hard edges gave the small galley an austere, clean appearance.
Empty glass mason jars filled with colored marbles decorated a sill between the lone window and the single deep stainless sink. The marbles were varying shades of blue and green that, even in the diffused shafts of light, gave the appearance of tropic waves harnessed and trapped in glass.
The upper cabinets were glass fronted. Behind them stacks of white plates and bowls stood in neat rows. The only color behind the glass fronts was the cabinet holding coffee mugs.
School logos, watercolor landscapes, or text decorated the collection of mugs. One oversized cup glazed in bright red had the familiar “World’s Greatest Mom” stenciled across its face in curly script. Another proclaimed, “Sorry I’m late, I didn’t want to be here.”
Despite the variety in shapes and sizes, the mugs and cups were orderly and arranged in neat rows that stair-stacked from the tallest in back to the shortest in the front. Whoever had decorated the home and maintained it bordered on obsessive compulsion.
The galley ended at the refrigerator, a side-by-side stainless with an ice maker and water dispenser in the freezer door. Mike put a hand on the door handle but didn’t open it. No good could come from finding whatever was left in an uncooled refrigerator/freezer.
He looked at the floor between his feet and the fridge. Unlike Barry’s house, there was no melted ice pooled underneath and around the defrosted icebox. Not only was the floor dry, but there were no water-stained rings evident of a previous melt. And the stainless steel surface of the refrigerator was spotless.
The sink was too. And the gas cooktop. And the microwave.
Aside from the unavoidable dust in the air and lying in fine layers on every surface, the house was immaculate.
“Here’s a pantry.”
Behind Mike, Barry stood at an open door. He stared into it space beyond it.
Mike didn’t move. “Anything good?”
“Well,” said Barry, “there’s something weird.”
“What?”
“A calendar. It’s tacked to the wall. And it’s got days marked off.”
“What’s weird about that?”
“The last mark is January 26.”
Mike tried to calculate it in his head. “That’s more than six weeks ago, right?”
“About.”
“Anything else?”
“Some sealed jars of uncooked pasta,” said Barry. “Cans of sardines, an unopened box of saltines, a bottle of balsamic vinegar and a container of salt.”
Mike pulled his pack from his back and swung it to the floor. “Odd assortment. But some good finds. I’ll load it up if—”
“Hey.”
A voice from the home’s entrance. Mike lifted his spear gun and leveled it. Barry swung around, his back to the pantry door and aimed his rifle.
Mike tensed. His finger slid to the trigger. His heart was in his throat. Pounding.
From the kitchen, they couldn’t see the entrance. They stood motionless. Waiting. Listening.
A knock at the open door. “Hey. You guys in here? You okay?”
Mike relaxed and lowered the weapon. It was Brice.
Barry lowered the rifle and frowned. “In the kitchen,” he grunted. Then softer, “I coulda shot that idiot. Sneaking up on us like—”
Brice appeared at the kitchen entrance. “Sheesh, guys. You’ve been gone a while. How long were you going to leave us hanging?”
Mike eyed Brice then looked past him. “Where’s Kandy?”
Brice motioned over his shoulder with a jerk of his head. “On the landing outside. Figured it was good to have her stand watch. What did you find? Anything good?”
“A few snacks,” said Mike. “Nothing else yet.”
Brice stepped into the kitchen and tugged on a drawer pull. It slid open, the flatware inside clinking against the organizer insert. He plucked a steak knife from the drawer and held it up. The blade glinted in a thin bar of sunlight leaking through the window above the sink. He turned the knife over in his hand, inspecting it. “This place is clean. I mean super clean. Like nobody has been here since the Scourge.”
Brice set the knife on the counter and pawed three more from the drawer. He took a vegetable peeler and a large serving fork.
“What do you need those for?” asked Barry. “We’ve got that stuff at my house.”
“Who knows how long we’ll be at your house?” Brice said with a shrug. “Can’t hurt to have duplicates anyhow. It’s called redundancy.”
Mike laughed. “Is that your word of the day?”
Brice smirked. That gave his answer.
Since they’d left the Rising Star, Brice had studied a word every day from the pocket dictionary he’d taken from Barry’s house. Whenever Brice used an unlikely word, something Mike hadn’t heard him use with any frequency in the past, it was the word of the day.
Mike smiled at Brice and knelt to unzip his heavy pack. “Back at R, then?”
Brice opened another drawer. Without looking up, he said, “If I didn’t study a different letter every day, I’d get bored from the redundancy. Do you know how many words there are that start with A? I’d still be on the As if I didn’t skip around.”
“No judgment,” said Mike. “Just curious.”
From the pantry, he pulled all of the items Barry had mentioned. They barely fit into his pack, but he managed and zipped it closed. Brice pulled a butane lighter from a drawer and added it to his collection. Then he said to nobody in particular, “It feels weird, doesn’t it?”
Barry was opening and closing other drawers. “What feels weird?”
“Taking stuff. Looting it.”
Barry shoved closed a drawer. “It’s not looting. Nobody’s here. Nobody’s going to use any of this. We’re repurposing it so it doesn’t go to waste or fall into the hands of bad people.”
Mike chuckled.
Barry turned on him. A scowl drew deep creases in his face, which was half in shadow. “What’s funny, Mike? Did I say something funny?”
Mike lifted his pack from the floor with a grunt. He heaved it onto his shoulders and adjusted the straps, picked up his spear gun and only then did he address Barry. “It’s just that nobody ever thinks of himself as the bad guy, right? Everyone is always the hero of his own story.”
“Or her story.”
All three men looked over at the galley entrance to see Kandy standing near the dining table. The nine millimeter was in her hand at her side. She took two steps toward the kitchen and leaned on the doorframe.
“What are you guys doing?”
“Stocking up,” Mike said. “Taking what we can.”
Kandy nodded. “Anyone check the bedrooms yet?”
Mike nodded. “That’s next.”
“Mind if I start?” she asked. “This isn’t my mission or anything, but the longer we take here, the less time we’ll have at the bridge and beyond. I figure—”
“Go ahead,” Barry interrupted. “Knock yourself out.”
Kandy stood upright and disappeared from the entry. Mike followed her.
She was right. They’d spent too much time admiring the place and pillaging the galley kitchen. This was a distraction costing them valuable daylight. And for what? Sardines and a butane lighter? Some steak knives? Redundancy had its merits, but it wasn’t worth risking the bigger picture.
“Hold up,” Barry called from behind them as they reached a dark hallway, which led to the rest of the single-level house. “Wait for me.” He jutted his chin toward the length of the carpeted hall. “How many bedrooms?”
Kandy spun and squinted. “Looks like two or three. There are four doors. All of them closed. One is a bathroom.”
Mike checked over his shoulder. Brice emerged from the kitchen with his bag over one shoulder and his weapon in hand.
Barry sucked in a deep breath and exhaled. “Do we each take a door?”
“Sounds good,” said Kandy. She marched through the opening into the hallway. Heading straight back to the door at the end of the hall, she slowed as she got close and lifted her handgun. She didn’t wait for the others and didn’t stop until she reached the door. With one hand she turned the knob and pushed.
She stood in the doorway, her body silhouetted against the gray light coming from the bedroom. The tension in her body relaxed and she lowered the weapon.
Kandy spoke without turning around. “You need to see this.”
Barry stepped into the hall ahead of Mike. Then Mike motioned with his head and let Brice go second. Mike took up the rear. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see whatever it was that had caught Kandy’s attention.
The carpet was soft under his feet, cushioning his heavy, trudging steps toward the end of the hall and whatever awaited him there. He wanted to take off his boots and socks and feel the plush fibers between his remaining toes. Even better, sit down right there in the hallway and run his fingers through it.
Mike reached the end of the hall. The others were in the room now. Brice stepped to one side when Mike entered. At the opposite end of the room, between two windows and beneath a large abstract seascape framed behind non-reflective glass, was a king bed. Its wrought-iron frame was painted white, the spindles twisting in parallel lines to form the frame against the wall.
Mike noticed the duvet first. It was white and gray. The sides were tucked into the bed frame, revealing the thickness of the mattress and the bed’s iron side rail.
He noticed the shovel next. It was on the duvet. Foot of the bed. Its blade curved to a point. Angular and spotless, it fit with the rest of the immaculate home aside from its spot on a bed.
Last and Mike wasn’t sure why this wasn’t the first thing he’d seen, was the body. A woman. At least Mike assumed she was a woman. Decay made it difficult to know from the face. But her hair was long and in ponytails neatly braided and resting on her shoulders.
She was on her back, tucked into the bed. The duvet was to her chest. Her arms were at her sides above the covers. Eyes closed, had it not been for the sunken features or teeth gleaming from behind receding lips, she might have looked peaceful. Asleep, not dead.
On her chest was a paint stir stick. Black lettering decorated it, as it had on the grave markers outside. On the nightstand next to the bed was an empty glass on a coaster. And an empty orange prescription bottle.
They stood in silence. Mike wasn’t sure if it was sadness, reverence, the sense of having intruded, or a combination of all three that kept the others cemented in place. But Mike stepped to the bed. He read the name written vertically on the stick. He said it aloud as he had the others outside.
“Grace.”
He studied her face. Looked at the necklace that hung at her chest above the stick. It was a thin gold chain with a filigreed oval locket. The initial G was in silver. The rest of the piece was gold. Or brass. He wasn’t sure in the dim light. To his left was the nightstand. Mike picked up the bottle.
“Flurazepam hydrochloride.”
“That’s a sleeping pill,” said Barry. “Betsy takes them sometimes.”
Mike put the bottle back on the nightstand. That was when he noticed a piece of paper folded in half. It was tucked partially under a lamp. Mike reached for it with his fingertips and slid it from the table. It was folded twice. When he opened it, he found it was two sheets of lined paper torn along one side as if ripped from a notebook. The printed handwriting was as precise and orderly as the house.
Mike studied the note, reading the words but not processing them.
Barry broke the silence. “What’s it say?”
Mike’s mouth was dry as he began to speak. A lump in his throat swelled and he swallowed it down. “It’s dated January 27, 2033.”
Barry’s eyes widened. “That accounts for the calendar in the pantry.”
“What about it?” asked Kandy.
Barry made a writing motion in the air with his finger. “It had x’s through the dates. The last one was January twenty-sixth.”
“Keep reading, Mike,” Brice urged.
Mike spoke slowly and enunciated. The writing was easy to read.
 
To whomever finds this,
Thank you.
Thank you for finding this so that my story doesn’t end with me. It’s important that someone, anyone, knows what happened here. Though, as I write this, I’m not certain anyone is left to find this. I might be writing this to the ether, for an audience that will never materialize.
I’ll start by telling you my name is Grace Ward. I am twenty-nine years old. I was born in Akron, Ohio, grew up in Cleveland and moved to Florida for college eleven years ago. I earned a degree in graphic design from Flagler College. I got a job at a small engineering firm doing drafting work.
I met a man through a dating app. We fell in love. We got married two years ago and bought this house. His name was Ryan Ward. He was a beautiful person who spent his life helping others. You might have seen his name on the marker out front. He was the last to die.
The others were friends of ours. We took them in when it became clear the Scourge was more than a simple outbreak. Ryan and I were the only ones among our social group to own a home. The rest lived in apartments. It wasn’t as safe in places with a lot of people. Ryan, being the kind soul that he was, invited them to crash with us indefinitely. I protested. We all stayed inside the house. We turned off the air conditioning. We did everything we could to stop the disease from affecting us. It didn’t work.
Bobby was the first to get sick. That was November first. We were in denial at first. It was a cold or allergies. We were certain. Of course it wasn’t. It was pneumonia. By the time he died six days later, Blair, Tony and Alice were showing symptoms.
We thought about leaving them here, but there was nowhere to go. It was worse outside. The gunshots, the fires, the sirens, the roadblocks. Ryan thought it best we take our chances in the house with the sick. There were people surviving the illness, according to the news stations. Then Darren, Jeff and Katherine contracted it.
Within two weeks of Bobby showing the first symptoms, half of the house was dead. We couldn’t leave them inside. The smell. I can’t tell you how bad our house smelled.
Ryan told me it was psychosomatic. Have you ever smelled something that wasn’t there? It’s like hearing noises and making them into something they’re not. Even if he dismissed me, Ryan agreed we couldn’t keep the bodies in the house.
So late at night on November 13, several of us carried the bodies outside. It was a Sunday. It was quiet that night. We thought it was a good time. Ryan and George dug a grave. It wasn’t a grave. It was a large hole. It’s not fair to call it a grave.
We put the bodies in the hole and covered them up. I stood at the window in the second bedroom and looked down at the mound of sand over their bodies. It made me sick to my stomach. I was sick to my stomach for days.
A week later, there was another hole. Gibson, Ryan and I were the last ones alive and Gibson didn’t have long. The disease was getting more aggressive. The symptoms got worse so much faster. It took Bobby a week to die. Gibson was gone in forty-eight hours.
Ryan was the last to die. And his death was the worst. He suffered.
It was so hard to carry him down the stairs to the hole. I have to be honest with you, I didn’t carry him, I dragged him. He was too heavy.
It’s incredible to me how different a person’s body feels when they die. I thought I knew everything about Ryan. The way his soft skin felt. His warmth. He was always warmer than me. And he smelled good. I could bury my face in his neck and inhale. He was intoxicating.
The body I dragged down the steps on November twenty-seventh was Ryan. It was cold. It was rigid.
After he was gone, I spent the next few days in bed. I expected to get sick and die. I didn’t. I’m immune, I suppose. I’m not sure that’s a blessing.
When I forced myself from bed, I went to the storage closet we have in the carport. We planned on painting the walls of the house before the Scourge put everything on permanent hold. Ryan took more than his share of stir sticks from Home Depot. I used them as grave markers. I’m sure you saw them out front. It made the holes feel more like proper graves. That was important, I think. People need to be remembered. Otherwise, what’s the point? If your memory dies when you die, it’s as if you never lived.
After cleaning my house from top to bottom, scrubbing the sickness from it, I cleaned again, until my battery-operated hand vacuum died and until the water stopped running clean. That’s when I made the decision.
You might think I took the pills and ended my life because Ryan is gone. I’ll admit that’s part of it. I never imagined living without him. I’m sure none of us imagined this, right? You never considered finding me here, did you?
But that’s only part of it. I took the pills because I am alone. I have nobody. More than that, I have no purpose. I’m not a graphic designer anymore. I’m not Ryan’s wife anymore. I’m nobody’s friend.
“To be or not to be; that is the question. Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune or to take arms against a sea of troubles.”
That’s Hamlet. Shakespeare. Sorry if I seem pretentious. I don’t mean to be. I’m not one of those people who goes around quoting literature. But I was in the play in college. I don’t think I mentioned I was a theatre arts minor. I played Ophelia. I digress…
All of this is to say that I no longer see a point in living. This is no life. It’s barely survival. I took the pills. All of them. And it’s time for me to sleep. I can neither take arms nor suffer. Maybe that makes me weak. It means I’m going to hell. But I believe that hell in the afterlife can’t be worse than what I’ve endured. I hope you’ll tell my story to others and that you have someone to share yours.
 
Tears streaking down her cheeks, Kandy said, “Is that it?”
Mike lifted his eyes from the paper. “That’s it.”
Kandy inhaled and puffed her cheeks. She exhaled, blowing the air from pursed lips. “I get her,” she said. “I totally get her.”
Barry shot her a confused look, his brow drawn tight. “How is that? You want to kill yourself?”
Kandy wiped the tears from her eyes with her thumbs. “No. I don’t want to die. That’s not my point.”
Brice tilted his head to one side. It reminded Mike of a curious dog. “Then what do you mean?”
“I mean,” said Kandy, “I get not having a purpose. I mean, who am I now? In a past life, I could identify myself in so many ways. I was a single woman. I was a television reporter. I was a homeowner. I was a big fan of the Orlando Magic and Epcot’s International Food & Wine Festival.”
Mike folded the letter. “You’re still those things. Just because—”
Kandy laughed. It was incredulous. “C’mon, Mike. You don’t believe that. I appreciate you trying to make me feel better, but seriously, I don’t have a home anymore. I might never see my house again. I’m not a television reporter anymore. There’s no television. And I bet Epcot isn’t planning another festival come September. They’d be light on visitors.”
“And the Magic haven’t been a basketball team since 2009,” said Brice. He grinned. The joke elicited a hint of a smile from Kandy before she turned serious again.
“There’s a demarcation,” she said. “A before and an after. Our old lives and our new. I don’t know yet who I am in the new life. I’m having trouble letting go of the old one.”
Barry huffed. “This is too deep for me. We should check her closets, that storage room downstairs she mentioned in the note and get out of here.”
“I’m not going through her closet,” said Mike.
Barry frowned. “What? Two minutes ago you were stuffing that pack on your back. Now you’ve gone all righteous?”
Mike put the note on the bedside table and slid it partially under the lamp. Then he adjusted it so it appeared as it had when he’d found it. He looked up at Barry. “It’s different. We know her now. Who she was. How she died. It’s not like we’re scavenging some random place. This is familiar now. It’s like stealing from a friend.”
Barry rolled his eyes. “Good lord, son, you are a real piece of work. Your shifting moral compass is too much for me. I’m going through the closet. If you don’t agree with it, leave. Whatever. I don’t care. Take your depressing friends with you too. I don’t have time for existential crises.”
Mike didn’t respond. There was no point. Barry moved to the closet and pulled open the sliding door. Mike exchanged glances with Brice and Kandy. The three of them left the bedroom and Grace.
The carpet no longer felt as soft under his boots. Or it was that he didn’t pay attention to it. He led the others along the hall, through the living room and out the door. They descended the stairs in silence. It wasn’t until they were on the street that any of them spoke.
“Dude,” said Brice, “what is with him? It’s like he gets angrier every day. He’s not the same Barry who let us on his boat.”
Mike stared up at the house at the spot where he imagined Barry was going through the dead woman’s closet. He adjusted his grip on the spear gun. “You’re right.”
“About Barry?” asked Brice.
Mike looked at Kandy. “Yeah. But I was talking about what Kandy said upstairs about the demarcation. There is a before and after, that point at which our lives changed irreversibly. With every day that goes by, I think there’s less and less of who we were before.”
“Is that good?” asked Brice. “I mean, I know Kandy thinks it’s bad, but—”
Kandy smirked. “I didn’t say it was bad. I’m just not sure who I am, who I’m going to be. It’s an adjustment.”
“You have Phil,” said Brice. “That’s nice. I don’t have anyone. I mean, I don’t have a girlfriend. But I didn’t have one before the Scourge. My life’s the same in that regard.”
Mike sighed. “I think it’s up to us as to whether it’s good or bad, Brice. It’s about adapting. It’s how we look at things. To your original point, it’s not good right now for Barry. He’s not adapting.”
“What do we do?” asked Kandy. “It’s like he’s a boiling pot ready to spill over and burn everything around him.”
Mike swallowed hard. “I agree. Something’s going to happen with him. It won’t be good. We have to be prepared for that.”
Kandy took the handgun from the small of her back and checked the magazine. “What does that mean? How do we prepare? Do we neutralize him now? Take his weapon? Tell him to go home?”
Brice protested. “We can’t do that.”
“Why not?”
“He took us in when we needed help,” said Brice. “He kept us sheltered and fed. He hasn’t done anything to hurt us.”
“Not yet,” said Kandy.
Mike checked the stairs. No sign of Barry.
“Brice is right,” said Mike. “We can’t take preemptive action against him. I think the best thing we can do is keep the peace. I shouldn’t have gone against him up there. I’m going to apologize when he gets down here.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong,” said Kandy.
“That doesn’t matter,” said Mike. “Not right now. Remember, Phil and Miriam are back at the house. Last thing we need to do is send him back angry. That puts them in a bad position. Let’s get through this expedition and figure something out when we’re all together.”
Kandy twisted her pursed lips to one side. “Okay. I’ll go along for now. But I’m telling you, the old Barry is gone. And this new one is unpredictable. If it comes to it, I’ll do what I need to do.”
Mike offered a sympathetic smile. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”
 



CHAPTER 14
MARCH 13, 2033
SCOURGE +163 DAYS
ATLANTA, GEORGIA
 
Colonel Whittenburg motioned to the other men in the room. One man was bald, not a strand of hair on his oblong head. The other one had so many wrinkles his face looked like a piece of paper tossed into the trash and then retrieved and flattened.
“I want you to meet Harvey Logan and Parrott Manuse.”
Rufus Buck extended a hand. The man named Harvey Logan took it and they shook. Logan applied more pressure than necessary. Buck reciprocated and the two stared at each other for a beat past what was comfortable. Neither let go of their grip.
“Children, come on. Stop measuring each other and let’s get on with it.”
Buck pulled away from Logan and shook Manuse’s hand. It was more cordial.
“What kind of a name is Parrott?” asked Buck.
Manuse smiled. “It was my mother’s second choice.”
“I’ll bite,” said Buck. “What was the first?”
“Rufus,” said Manuse. “But my father said it sounded impotent.”
Buck laughed and wagged a finger. “You’re funny.”
Colonel Whittenburg sighed with frustration. “Enough. Let’s sit and talk.”
Buck took stock of the office. While it was large and well lit, there was something sterile about it and Whittenburg had virtually nothing on his desk.
He took off his black hat, revealing his salt-and-pepper hair that was mostly salt. It hung to his shoulders and long bangs covered his eyes if he failed to sweep it back from his face. His beard was almost white. It ran from his ears and across his cheeks, extending beyond his chin and jawline onto his neck. It itched almost constantly, but Buck liked the way it looked.
The colonel motioned to the side where four chairs sat around a circular table. Each man took a seat. None of them spoke until Whittenburg started the dialogue by slapping his palms against the laminate wood surface.
“Okay. I’m sure all of you are wondering why I’ve summoned you here. Each of you thought you’d have a private audience with me. You weren’t expecting company.”
“Private audience?” Buck chuckled. “What? Are you the Pope now?”
Manuse frowned. “The Pope died in the early days of the Scourge. There’s nobody left to replace him.”
Buck rolled his eyes. “It was a joke.”
“It wasn’t funny,” Logan chimed in.
The men erupted into a shouting match in which none of them likely understood what the other was saying. It wasn’t until Colonel Whittenburg pounded his fists on the desk the arguing stopped.
The colonel’s face was red. His jaw flexed; his eyes bulged. “I did not bring you here for this. If you can’t put away your egos for the length of this meeting, leave now.” Glowering at the men, the colonel pointed at the door.
None of them moved. None spoke. Manuse folded his arms across his chest. Logan rubbed the top of his bald head.
“Good. Now, I have a proposal for all of you. It will make you powerful men. It will make you rich. And I will be indebted to you.”
The colonel put his hand to his chest as a show of what might become heartfelt appreciation should they grant whatever favor it was he sought. Buck wondered if the gesture was to call attention to the impressive rows of campaign and service ribbons and medals that adorned the colonel’s chest.
He cleared his throat and began again. “Each of you is a talented soldier. You’ve distinguished yourself in battle. In Syria, in Afghanistan, in Ukraine.”
Buck eyed the other two men. He wondered which of them had served in Ukraine. As bad as Syria had been, he’d heard horror stories of the Crimean war and the untenable situations in which American forces repeatedly found themselves.
“My proposal is simply that the three of you work together to establish order in the territory of Texas,” said the colonel. “You’ll have free rein. Divide up the territory however you like. One of you takes Houston, another Dallas, a third San Antonio. Whatever you want to do, it’s up to you.”
There was a pause. The colonel’s gaze panned from one man to the next. When he said nothing, Buck spoke.
“For what purpose? To what end?”
The colonel narrowed his eyes. He studied Buck before he pushed back from the table and stood. He put his hands behind his back and began pacing in front of his audience. “There is a short game here and a long game. I’m interested in the short game at the moment.”
Logan leaned on his elbows. “Colonel, with all due respect, I think it would serve all of us for you to be specific.”
Manuse unfolded his arms. “Be direct, please.”
A broad grin spread across the colonel’s face. “I picked the right men. Straight to business, no foreplay. Good. I’ll be direct, then.”
Manuse folded his arms again. “Thank you.”
“Texas is a mess,” said Colonel Whittenburg. “The governor screwed the pooch by not deploying the National Guard when the former president requested it. He—”
Logan interrupted. “Former president?”
Whittenburg frowned in a failed effort to appear genuinely sad. “He died. Wasn’t immune to the disease. Caught it in the early days. Lasted a week.”
“Who’s running the country?” asked Logan.
“Hard to say exactly,” said Colonel Whittenburg. “It’s fair to say much of the power structure in DC is nonexistent now. There’s talk of moving the government to here in Atlanta, where the infrastructure is more secure. But let’s focus on Texas. You asked me to be direct.”
The colonel walked to his desk. He ran his fingers along the oak and adjusted a picture frame. Other than the computer monitors, a keyboard and a nameplate, it was the only thing on the desk. His eyes lingered on the photograph, which Buck couldn’t see from his seat.
“As much of a nuisance as the territory presents,” the colonel said, “it also gives us an opportunity. The current lack of order there has the government thinking big. We’re building a wall around it.”
Logan chuckled with disbelief. “Around Texas?”
Colonel Whittenburg didn’t smile. Hands behind his back again, he crossed the room and stopped in front of Logan. “Yes. Around Texas. The whole of it. From New Mexico to Oklahoma, Arkansas and Louisiana.”
Buck shrugged his shoulders. “Why?”
The colonel stood in place but rocked on his heels. “Containment. Rufus, you’ve been there. What did you see?”
“Lawlessness,” said Buck. “At first, in the early days, people stayed to themselves. They avoided contact with others if they could help it. That’s changed now. People are bold. Gangs are starting to take hold, stake out territories. There’s a black market, a drug trade. Good people live in fear.”
“It’s the same vacuum that always develops in a war zone,” Logan said. “The power structure collapses. The resourceful and ethically challenged find a way to fill the void. It’s an old story.”
“I saw it in Ukraine,” said Manuse. “When the Russians did their business, they destroyed so much of the infrastructure, people were desperate for anyone to step up. When the United States didn’t do it, oligarchs did. I think the situation there is worse now than in the middle of the Russian occupation.”
So it was Manuse who’d served in Ukraine. Buck immediately had more respect for the man. Logan was a toss-up. He wasn’t sure if the overly zealous hand shaker was the real deal or a poseur.
Manuse he could work with, no doubt now. Logan? That was undecided.
“If there are already people flexing their muscle,” asked Logan, “how do you expect us to choose territories and run them?”
It was the colonel’s turn to laugh. “I’m disappointed in your lack of self-confidence, Logan. Each of you has vast military experience. Each of you has done things most men won’t do. And let’s be honest here since we’re among friends, each of you left the military under questionable circumstances. You all have…baggage. Do what you do. Create an insurgency and take over. You become the cartel. You become the ethically challenged opportunity seizers. You are the oligarchs.”
Logan wasn’t convinced. “What do we know about running a cartel, about getting disparate groups to work together instead of against each other?”
“Speak for yourself,” said Manuse. “I know plenty about insurgency. I’ve facilitated…well…I’ve managed groups. ‘The enemy of my enemy’ and all that. It’s not difficult if you know what you’re doing.”
The colonel stood behind Logan now. He put a hand on his shoulder. “I understand you can be quite persuasive when you need to be. That was a problem in your past life. It’s not now. I’m giving you permission.”
Logan shifted in his seat. “Permission?”
The colonel patted Logan’s shoulder and stepped away. “To do what needs to be done. It’s a priority. If Texas is going to be the Wild West, I want to know what the desperados are doing. Also, there are refineries along the coast. We need to make sure our people have access to them. They cannot fall into the hands of those who might oppose our interests in Washington or here in Atlanta.”
It was silent for a beat. Buck broke the quiet. “I know the drug trade.”
The other men snapped their attention toward him. Both looked nonplussed.
Buck shrugged. “Man’s gotta eat.”
Logan frowned. “I’m in, I guess. What else have I got to do?”
“Me too,” said Manuse. “Sounds like fun.”
The colonel clapped his hands together. “Good. We have a deal. This is excellent.”
He moved to his desk and leaned down to open a drawer. When he stood, he set down a bottle of golden amber liquid. Then he fingered four shot glasses. They clinked as he placed them next to the bottle. With a wave, he motioned the men from their seats.
The three exchanged glances and stood in unison. Buck let the others go first and they stood opposite Whittenburg on the other side of his broad oak desk. He uncapped the bottle and lifted it.
“This is my last bottle. Don Julio Anejo. Bought it two days before the Scourge hit DC.”
The colonel tipped the bottle to the glasses and poured a healthy shot into each. No spill this time. He lifted the bottle toward the light and admired the dregs of what was left. He might be able to squeeze two more drinks from it. Or one good one.
“I always loved tequila,” he said. “You know, like champagne, you can’t call it tequila unless the agave is from that specific region in Mexico. The good stuff gets aged like wine. Oak barrels flavored with whatever.”
He held the bottle in his hand, gesturing with it as he spoke. The men took their shots but didn’t yet drink.
“I wonder what it’s like now,” he said. “The town of Tequila. It’s in the western part of the country at the foot of a volcano. Jalisco. At the edges of the town are fields of agave. Their blue fans dot the landscape, make it even more beautiful if that’s possible. But what’s come of it now? We know Mexico City has fallen. The oil production in Cantarell Field has stopped, Pemex is in shambles. But the tequila? Who knows what’s happened? I suspect that in the aftermath of an apocalypse, he who controls the tequila controls the world.”
Buck understood the metaphorical context of the colonel’s soliloquy. It was a charge, a mission. Control the flow of goods and they could have whatever they wanted.
He didn’t trust the government. Not after how they’d handled his homecoming post-Aleppo. As a result, he didn’t trust Colonel Whittenburg. There was something about this that didn’t make sense.
Why would a man empowered such as Whittenburg pick three dishonorably discharged vets to take control of a territory the United States wanted to wall off from the rest of what remained of society?
He considered this and slapped back his drink. He swallowed the shot in a gulp, not sipping it, as was the custom with aged tequila. Rufus Buck wasn’t the kind of man to sip.
He tasted the burn in his cheeks and down his throat and relished it. He didn’t wince. Real men handled the liquor. Buck set his glass on the desk with a clack and jutted his chin toward the colonel.
“How do we do this?”
Manuse set his glass on the table. He hadn’t winced either, nor had he sipped. “Good question. What’s the setup?”
The colonel narrowed his gaze. “What do you need?”
Manuse checked with Buck. Buck motioned for him to go ahead with his wish list. Neither man conferred with Logan, who was nursing the shot.
“We’ll need weapons,” said Manuse. “Men. Vehicles. Tech. Whatever you can give us.”
The colonel pushed back the chair behind his desk and made a show of putting away the bottle in the drawer. It was as if he’d suddenly acquired the flourish of a tequilier.
He sat in the chair, rolling it away from the desk and rested his hands on his chest, fingers laced. The colonel rolled his tongue in his mouth, perhaps relishing the drink or considering the request. He smacked his lips.
“The weapons you’ll get on your own,” Whittenburg said. “I can supply some sidearms, but requisition is virtually impossible right now because of the premium on ammunition. We do have some intelligence about caches of shotguns.”
“Shotguns?” Logan asked. “That’s absurd. I don’t think we can mount an army to take over Texas with shotguns. Tactically that’s—”
Whittenburg waved a dismissive hand. “I don’t care what you think. You’ll make do with what I give you.”
Logan’s shoulders slumped and he stepped back from the desk, dipping his chin like a scolded dog. Buck suppressed a smile.
“I’ll get you some men,” the colonel said. “They’re grunts with nothing to do. No families, no attachments. They’ll get you started until you start proselytizing the locals.”
“We’ll give the shotguns to the grunts,” said Buck. “We’ll make them get up close and do the dirty work. Shotguns are fine for handling situations in tight quarters.”
Manuse grinned. “I like the way you think, Buck.”
Logan sneered. He nervously rubbed the top of his head. Beads of perspiration populated on his scalp. His shot glass wasn’t empty.
“I’ve got some vehicles,” said the colonel. “Not many. Most of your travel will be on horses. That seems to be what’s developing as primary transport in Texas, Oklahoma and eastern Louisiana. Up through Wyoming and the Dakotas too. At least that’s the intelligence we’re receiving.”
Logan held his shot glass, rubbing a thumb along its edges. “Gasoline?”
“We’ve got some. Diesel will last longer than the regular stuff. Again, the refineries are a priority for us. We’ll work on a pipeline to keep it flowing once the wall goes up. Tech wise, I can have you set up with a satellite communication system we’ve got working. It’s video conference. Secure lines. You’ll each get one.”
“I like horses,” said Buck. “They get good mileage if you treat them right.”
The colonel rubbed his chin and nodded. A smile spread across his face and his eyes brightened. “I like what I’m hearing. I think we’re good for now, gentlemen. I’ve got rooms for you. Spend the night. Meet up with some of my subordinates, Major Bailey and First Lieutenant Lowe. They’ll show you to your quarters, point you to the mess, where you can grab some food and get you requisitioned with some starter kits. I think the three of you have a lot to discuss.”
The colonel faced his computer and typed on the keyboard. A few seconds later, there was a knock at his door. “Come in, Major, Lieutenant.”
Two men entered the room and stood at attention. They saluted the colonel, who ignored their adherence to protocol. Instead, he dismissed the lot of them.
“That’ll be all. I’ve got other things to do.”
Buck left the room without saying anything else to the colonel. He didn’t thank him, didn’t wish him well or tell him he’d see him soon. He walked out, scratching the itch from the curling tendrils of hair on his neck and followed the two officers along a brightly lit corridor. He wondered how his luck had changed. Was this as good as advertised, or was there more to it? Rufus Buck suspected it was a little bit of both.
 



CHAPTER 15
MARCH 13, 2033
SCOURGE +163 DAYS
COCOA, FLORIDA
 
The Cocoa Riverfront Park was a tent city. More than a dozen of them, most actual tents, were clustered in the formerly grassy circle east of the modest amphitheater.
McQuarry stood south of the park on Church Street. The Indian River was to his right, the city’s civic center to his left. Beyond the tents was Harrison Street, a compact shopping center and the eastbound lanes of 520.
“We could have stayed on Delannoy,” said Cooper. “We could have skipped the homeless camp.”
McQuarry rubbed the back of his neck with his right hand. He carried tension in his neck and shoulders and he was sore.
He winced and faced Cooper. “These people are no more homeless than we are. And I wanted to walk this way because it gives us a better look at what we’ll face on the bridge.”
With the Mossberg, he motioned to the Hubert Humphrey Bridge, which spanned the water between Cocoa and Merritt Island. The bridge, also called the West Merritt Island Causeway, was split on the Cocoa end and then merged into a single span at the Intracoastal Waterway Park.
The three of them stood on the sandy dirt and looked northeast at the bridge. It struck McQuarry there was virtually no traffic in the water or on the bridge. He was also surprised at the lack of a checkpoint on the eastbound side. It appeared from where he stood that barricades only blocked the westbound side into Cocoa.
McQuarry snapped his fingers at Dickie. “You got them binoculars?”
Dickie fished them from his pack. Before he could extend his arm, McQuarry snatched them from his hand. He exchanged the binoculars for his Mossberg.
“Thanks,” McQuarry said and put them to his eyes.
The binoculars were old. They’d found them in the garage of the commandeered house in which they now lived. They were hard molded plastic, but the lenses were good. He used his thumb and forefinger to adjust the thumbscrew focus. The bridge came into view and he swept his view east. At the far edge of the bridge, not far from Merritt Island but still over water, there was a checkpoint leading onto the island. He squinted, trying to maintain a solid look at the far side of the river. It was a jittery view, but he held it still enough that he could see there was a checkpoint on the westbound side. He blinked, clearing his vision for a split second and lowered the binoculars.
McQuarry stared into the distance without the magnification. “That’s strange. They got barricades on both sides of the bridge over there. But only one on the inbound side over here.”
He pointed at the foot of the bridge closest to them. The others craned their necks to see.
Cooper took two steps toward the eastern edge of the park. He put a hand over his eyes and squinted. “That is weird. At least it would be. Except I don’t think that’s true. There was a barricade on this side heading east. It’s just abandoned. There’s nobody there.”
McQuarry moved alongside Cooper. He lifted the binoculars again and inspected the bridge on his side of the Indian River. “I’ll be. You’re right, Cooper. There are barricades there, but nobody’s manning them. Wonder what that’s about.”
Cooper eyed McQuarry over his shoulder with a raised eyebrow. “Would you want to be standing guard at some random checkpoint on a bridge? Or would you be worried about taking care of number one? I know straight up what I’d be doing.”
The kid had a point. If the world seemed like it was ending, some people would forget their jobs in favor of their personal lives.
Dickie stepped up next to McQuarry. He was breathing hard through his mouth. And he stank. At first McQuarry wasn’t sure if it was Dickie’s breath or his body. It was probably both.
McQuarry sucked in a breath and held it. He rubbed his crinkled nose with the back of his hand. “You stink, Dickie. We run into any trouble on that bridge and I’m gonna sic you on whoever’s in our way.”
Dickie frowned and his cheeks flushed. He tucked his chin to his chest and dropped his eyes to the ground.
McQuarry felt the unfamiliar sting of guilt. Cooper was the one to keep at arm’s length. He needed Dickie on his side. He nudged Dickie with his shoulder. “I’m just kidding,” he said. “I mean, you stink. We all do. Don’t worry about it.”
Dickie kept his chin tucked but looked up at McQuarry. “I know I need a shower. Or whatever.”
McQuarry nudged him again. “Let’s go. We got a long way to walk, stink or not. You can lead. You’ve earned that. Do me a favor though. Turn around.”
Dickie wrinkled his brow in confusion but did as McQuarry asked. McQuarry unzipped the pack on Dickie’s back and stuffed in the binoculars. Then he zipped it back up and pointed toward the tents.
“Let’s go.”
Dickie adjusted the pack with a tug on its straps and moved north. The circular park was sandy, the remnants of grass hinting at what the public asset used to be. As they neared the tents, which stretched from the center of the circle to the front of the amphitheater, Dickie slowed.
He checked over his shoulder at McQuarry. “Just keep walking?”
McQuarry nodded toward the tents. “Keep walking. Anyone says anything, I’ll handle it.”
Cooper appeared lost in his own thoughts as they reached the first of the tents. It was an eight-person dwelling. Tan in color, McQuarry recognized it as a model sold at Walmart. Cheap in price but decent quality. It was zipped shut. A woman sat cross-legged on a collapsible camping chair. She held a plastic cup in her hands and eyed the visitors suspiciously.
They walked past the woman. She drew the cup to her lips and sipped, her eyes tracking them as they moved.
Beyond the first tent were four more, smaller and in worse condition. One of them used duct tape to keep closed the flap. The tape curled at the ends and didn’t hold fast.
A large man in a soiled white tank top stood between two of the four tents. He had an unlit cigarette pinched between his fingers, holding it like a blunt. His bloodshot eyes were rimmed with the dark circles of stress and sleep deprivation. They peeked out from between tendrils of long, curly hair that shone with grease or oil. His upper lip twitched as if he was about to speak and revealed a missing tooth.
The wood-grained grip of a pistol stuck out of the drawstring waistband of his gray sweatpants. His bare feet were black with dirt.
To his credit, Dickie didn’t slow. He chose the unguarded path between the adjacent tents and kept walking with purpose. Secretly pleased that his underling didn’t show weakness, McQuarry was equally surprised. Then Cooper opened his mouth and soiled their unmolested passage.
“What are you lookin’ at?”
McQuarry stopped and turned. Cooper stood three feet from the man in the tank top. He held his weapon in both hands. He wasn’t aiming, but his body language was clearly threatening, intended to induce confrontation.
Tank Top lifted the stub to his lips and held it in front of his face. He rolled it in his fingers and studied Cooper, the look on his face dispassionate but intense. McQuarry moved back a step and aimed his Mossberg at the ground, tucking it under his arm, raising his free hand as a show of peace.
“He didn’t mean nothin’ by that,” said McQuarry. “We’re passin’ through.”
From his peripheral vision, he saw others. There were too many people here for a fracas. No need to incite anything when the goal was getting to the bridge and crossing it.
Tank Top let go of the cigarette and it stuck to his lower lip, perched there in mid-drop. He blinked. A slow, deliberate blink. Almost a double wink. He wiped his hand on his shirt, which McQuarry now saw was ribbed.
“Got a light?” asked Tank Top.
His gravelly voice was more of a purr than anything else. There was a surprising resonance to it that took McQuarry off guard.
Tank Top glanced to his right. McQuarry followed the gaze and saw three men approaching fast. They marched with purpose between two rows of tents along a well-worn path. Two of them carried baseball bats. One held a golf club in both hands as if he were approaching a tee box. The head of the club, a large driver, was out in front of him and led the group like a mechanical rabbit leading dogs in a race. All three were filthy and made Tank Top look spit polished.
McQuarry reached into his pocket and pulled out a box of waterproof matches. “Here you go. Take the lot of ’em. Consider it a toll for safe passage.”
He held out the box. Tank Top looked at it for a moment and then took it. He turned the box over in his hand, studying it.
McQuarry pointed to the box. “Slides open.”
Tank Top looked up from the box. “I know how matches work.”
“Hey,” called the golfer. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”
His men could take them. They had guns and knives; the locals didn’t. At least not that he could see. The best they had was sporting equipment. And Tank Top didn’t have his hand anywhere near the pistol in his waistband. There was no need for bloodshed. It would create more problems than solutions.
He started walking away from Tank Top and lifted the Mossberg. He held it in both hands and dipped his head toward the bridge, motioning for Dickie and Cooper to keep moving.
“Just passing through,” he answered the golfer. “Don’t want any trouble. Already told your friend here. Even offered him some matches as a thank-you for safe passage.”
One of the men with a bat, the shortest of the three, held it out and pointed at McQuarry. “You gonna have to give us something too, you wanna keep walking without a limp,” he sneered.
McQuarry smiled broadly. He checked behind him and saw Dickie and Cooper were a good thirty yards north. Then he focused his attention on Tank Top, the woman sitting in the chair and each of the three sportsmen. He addressed Short Bat first and then all of them with a disbelieving chuckle.
“You serious? You’re not serious. He’s not serious. There is no way he’s serious.”
None of the sportsmen laughed. Tank Top slid open the box and plucked out a match. He slid it across the side of the box. The scrape and sizzle preceded a spark of light.
With the cigarette lit, Tank Top sucked in a deep pull and exhaled through his nose. Streams of smoke billowed and then dissipated. Tank Top spoke with the butt hanging on his lower lip. It was remarkable how it just stayed put. “I think he’s serious.”
The sportsmen moved closer, all three holding their weapons at the ready.
The short one grinned. “He’s right. I’m serious. I don’t think what I said sounded like a joke.”
McQuarry secretly cursed. Not because he found himself in a pickle—there was nothing new there. He’d scrapped in the prison yard too many times to count. This was nothing. He was angry because Cooper James was right. They shouldn’t have cut through the park. They should have stuck to the road.
Golfer leaned on his club. “What are you gonna give us?”
McQuarry pushed his tongue against the inside of his cheek. He rolled it around, considering his answer. Then he leveled the Mossberg at Tank Top. The douchebag hadn’t pulled his weapon. McQuarry wondered if it even worked. “I’m not giving you anything. Unless, of course, you want me to put a .308 in his gut. Happy to do that. I’d get to keep the rest of the matches.”
“You might get him,” said the short one with the bat, “but we’ll get you. That bolt action isn’t fast enough. You gotta cycle that sucker after every shot. We’d be on you in a—”
A percussive boom thundered from behind the short man and he dropped the bat. His face pinched in confusion and his mouth gaped. His arm twitched and he dropped to the ground, revealing Cooper James standing behind him. Thin wisps of white smoke drifted from the barrel of his shotgun.
Time slowed and McQuarry saw the bewildered expressions on the other two sportsmen as Cooper James fired another blast. Pellets tore through the other batsman’s chest and neck. He dropped the bat and clutched his throat.
Golfer dropped the club and raised his hands. McQuarry stepped to Tank Top and slapped him across the face with the butt of his rifle. The cigarette flew from his lips. Tank Top stumbled back and fell into the wall of a blue tent.
Cooper stepped to the golfer. “I think we gave you all you’re gonna get.”
A dark wetness spread across the front of the golfer’s pants. His hands trembled above his head. He nodded wide-eyed, silent.
The batsmen were dead; Tank Top was unconscious. The woman sat in her chair, legs crossed and unmoved.
“I think we should go,” said Cooper.
McQuarry picked up the box of matches from the ground, stuffed them into his pocket and strode off toward Dickie waiting at the far northern end of the circular park. Neither he nor Cooper said anything until they stepped from the field and onto the street one block south of the bridge.
They looked back at the trouble they’d caused. A woman’s cry carried in the slight but now constant breeze that came from the south. It might have been more than one woman. It might have been a man. There was no telling, but they weren’t going to stick around to find out. For all they knew, others in the encampment were more heavily armed.
The street sign read Harrison Street. To their right was Riveredge Boulevard, which connected with 520.
“This way,” said McQuarry.
The trio moved quickly, Dickie huffing and taking comically long strides to keep pace. It wasn’t until they’d rounded the corner and put a shuttered pizza joint behind them that Cooper spoke.
“You’re welcome.”
McQuarry’s jaw clenched. He tightened his grip on the rifle but reminded himself of the need to get along. He slowed his pace and made eye contact with Cooper.
“Thank you. But you didn’t need to kill them. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’m all for necessary violence. But that wasn’t necessary.”
Cooper snorted, derision in his tone. “Wasn’t it though? I told you we should steer clear of the park. You ignored me. Thinking you’re smarter than everyone is stupid, as I see it. You’re gonna get us killed. They had you, man. If I hadn’t taken them out, you’d be dead and I’d be having to explain it to your woman.”
Cooper was right, although McQuarry wasn’t about to admit it.
“Don’t bring Winter into this. She’s got nothing to do with the choices I make.”
Cooper snorted again then produced a toothy grin. “Old man, you’re ridiculous,” he said with a shake of his head. “You don’t piss without permission from her. You know it, I know it, my brothers know. Both the Rusk girls know it.”
McQuarry felt the anger well from his gut. It spread hot into his chest. His face reddened and he clenched his jaw so tight he thought he might break a tooth. There was a need to get along and then there was a need to put a boy in his place.
Without warning McQuarry pulled the knife from his hip, spun one hundred eighty degrees and had the tip of blade pushed into the soft spot between Cooper’s chin and throat. One push and the knife would shish kabab the kid’s tongue. Cooper froze, his pupils dilated. McQuarry pushed close to the younger man to prevent him from lifting the shotgun.
“Don’t test me, boy,” McQuarry growled. “You don’t like the way I do things, you can take your brothers and your women and whoever else you want and you can beat it. Leave. Head out on your own and see how long you survive. You can’t hunt, you can’t fish, you can barely wipe your—”
Dickie put a hand on McQuarry’s shoulder. His tremulous voice was an octave higher than normal. “Guys. C’mon, we don’t need to do this.”
Neither man flinched. Cooper was a worthy and unwanted adversary. The kid had shown a flash of impetuousness by killing the two batsmen. If he was that quick to pull the trigger, what did it mean for him? The irony of the thoughts milling through McQuarry’s mind wasn’t lost on him as he held a knife to the unpredictable and dangerous Cooper James.
Dickie tried again. “C’mon, Trick. Please. Let’s not do this. Cooper did the right thing. You did the right thing. We’re wasting time here. We should go.”
McQuarry lowered the knife and backed away. He slid the knife back into its sheath and held the rifle with both hands. “Dickie’s got a point. We need to go. See what’s what. I shouldn’t be wasting my time on you.”
McQuarry turned away from Cooper and started toward the bridge. With both men behind him and unable to see his face, he cursed himself again. This kid Cooper was going to be a problem. There was no undoing that. His own temper only served to exacerbate the issue between them, making things worse than they needed to be.
The new world, like prison, was difficult enough to navigate without making unneeded enemies. And like prison, McQuarry understood that this beef between the two of them, this struggle for control, would end with one of them dead.
He stepped onto 520 and waited for the others to pull even. McQuarry didn’t want Cooper at his back. Cooper slowed when he reached McQuarry and appeared to match his pace. The kid must’ve felt the same way.
They started across the bridge, maneuvering around unguarded concrete barricades placed in a serpentine pattern on the two eastbound lanes. McQuarry stepped over shreds of torn brown plastic he recognized as the packaging for MREs. There were Juuls and vape pens along with empty juice boxes. The abandoned checkpoint was more trash ridden than some of the neighborhoods through which he’d traveled.
The road ascended in a slope toward the middle of the river. McQuarry looked south. The water reflected the sun in white flashes on the succession of small waves moving with the current. The river was more than one hundred fifty miles long. It was brackish—part fresh, part saltwater—and extended from Ponce Inlet north of New Smyrna Beach and flowed all the way south of Jupiter Inlet.
He’d always liked the water. It made him think of far-off places, places he’d never see but about which he could dream. In far-off places, Trick McQuarry could be someone else. He could turn over a new leaf. He could…hell, who was he kidding? McQuarry understood who he was at his core. Either born a heathen or forged into one through life’s circumstances, he was a man who would always be grounded on the foul side of things. It didn’t matter where a river led or to what shores an ocean might carry him.
Dickie interrupted his thoughts and drew his attention to the checkpoint on the westbound lanes. The kid nudged him with his fleshy hand. “They’re letting us go. Not even trying to stop us.”
“Don’t look at ’em, moron,” Cooper snapped. “Act like you been here before, like you know where you’re going and ain’t got no questions about it.”
Dickie frowned, looking to McQuarry for support.
McQuarry shrugged. “He’s right, Dickie. Keep your eyes straight ahead. Less we notice them, the less they notice us.”
Truth was, McQuarry was surprised at the lack of interest from the soldiers positioned yards from them across the small gap between parallel bridges. The sentries were armed with high-powered rifles. They easily could have stopped McQuarry and his men if they chose. Apparently they didn’t choose. Was apathy setting in? If so, this was a good thing. The less inclined authority figures were to challenge them, the more opportunities they’d have to advance their own goals.
Anarchy in a prison could be a good thing. Riots were dangerous, sure. And without the guards telling them what to do and where to go, the apex predators employed the most extreme behavior.
The lawlessness never lasted long. The cavalry always came to the rescue of the establishment. The bosses restored order. They isolated the threats and dealt with them. The repercussions for breaking the rules could be prohibitively punitive for anyone considering a future insurrection.
But out here in a prison yard without walls, where the guards didn’t seem to care who did what or to whom, the lawlessness might last a long time. The threats would widen. The repercussions for breaking rules that no longer existed carried no teeth. This was the current and future insurrection rolled into one.
A smile spread across his face as McQuarry marched the incline toward the center of the river. They passed a boat launch to the south and walked over only water now, a breeze carrying across his face from north to south. The briny scent of the ocean brought with it the sour stench of a wharf. There was no wharf in sight. No cadre of fishing vessels moored, having returned from deep-sea angling. McQuarry wondered if this was the smell of the world now. Death and salt.
He carried his Mossberg in both hands. Since Winter had handed it to him hours ago, he’d already killed with it once. He rubbed his thumb across the smooth barrel. His finger rested on the trigger guard. Though never formally trained, he knew enough about weapons that the only time to put a finger on the trigger was when he intended to press it.
McQuarry sensed Cooper at his shoulder. The kid didn’t have the same stride as McQuarry, he had short legs and an absurdly long torso for his size, so his steps were exaggerated more so than the fatigued Dickie.
Cooper worked to keep pace with McQuarry. There was a swagger in McQuarry’s walk born from the need to exude confidence. The worst thing a man could do was let the predators around him know he was easy prey.
“How long did you spend inside?” Cooper asked amid long strides that appeared almost comical, like someone consciously avoiding cracks in a sidewalk.
The question surprised McQuarry, but he didn’t let on. He didn’t bother to look at the kid, making him ask again.
Cooper obliged. “Did you hear me?”
McQuarry rubbed the barrel. “I heard you. I’m doing the math.”
Cooper shortened his stride now and quickened his pace. He marched a step ahead of McQuarry, alternating glances between the road ahead and McQuarry.
“Seven. That’s hard time. Not counting the days stuck in county.”
“How long in county?”
“Shoot, I don’t know,” McQuarry said, as if talking about something he couldn’t be bothered to remember.
He remembered. No man who spent time in a cell forgot how long he’d been there. Even old-timers could count the minutes. It didn’t matter if it was a holding cell in a muni jail or solitary in a federal pen. Like an elephant, he remembered. Time was slow inside. There was plenty of it to count.
McQuarry took a hand from the Mossberg and rubbed his chin. The stubble scratched against the side of his index finger. It was a pleasant sensation. He rubbed it again. “Six.”
“Six months?” Dickie was interested now.
With a chuckle, McQuarry answered, “Years.”
Cooper narrowed an eye with suspicion. “How does anyone spend six years in county? They can’t keep you more than a year.”
“It adds up,” said McQuarry. “A night here, a month there. Trials get delayed, lawyers quit, judges go on vacation, bail money doesn’t show up. You’d be surprised.”
In front of them, twenty feet above the bridge, a small laughing gull rode the air. Its gray wings extended, it held its altitude. Its white body glided effortlessly past them and made a wide, swooping arc that brought it back in front of them. It dipped its dark head and landed on the railing of the eastbound bridge and joined a colony of brothers and sisters killing time.
They were almost to the halfway point of the bridge, where the bifurcated east and westbound sides joined into a single expanse. The fronts of McQuarry’s legs burned with the effort of having walked the incline with added weight on his back and the burden of the rifle in his hands. His mouth was dry. He poked his tongue along the corner of his mouth and tasted the strands of thick white spittle formed there from lack of hydration.
“Let’s stop for a second,” he said. “Get some water. Take a look through the binoculars.”
Cooper pivoted as he kept walking. Like a turret he spun three hundred sixty degrees, scanning the surroundings before he stopped in the middle of the road. His face was squeezed into a frown. Sunlight reflected in the thin sheen of perspiration that ringed his eyes.
He jutted his chin. “We’re kind of exposed here, ain’t we? Out in the open?”
McQuarry shrugged off his pack one shoulder at a time and dropped it to the street. He squatted, butt on heels and laid the rifle alongside him. “Exposed to what? The gulls? They don’t care. They ain’t armed with nothing. Nobody cares we’re here. Dickie can stand watch while you and I get a drink, refresh ourselves. Then I can scope out the far side of the bridge while Dickie gets his.”
McQuarry hoped giving Cooper preference over Dickie might flatter him, ease the constant undercurrent of tension. His father had told him once that dogs had power figured out. The dog who ate first had the power. Didn’t matter its size. McQuarry always remembered the lesson.
“If you got two dogs,” his father had said in the yard one overcast afternoon, “you can make one the alpha by how you treat it.”
McQuarry had listened, somewhat distracted by the flashes of lightning beyond the guard tower. Thunder had rolled across the thick haze of rain-laden clouds that frequently dampened midafternoons in Florida during the spring and summer.
His father had spoken with his hands, gnarled and yellowed from fighting and smokes. “You take the smaller one and let it eat first. Tell the bigger, stronger one it’s gotta wait. Make it sit there on its haunches watching the little one gobble up the goodies. It’ll lick its chops and drool something awful, but you make it wait until almost nothing is left. Then you let it eat. After a while, that big dog is gonna wait for the little one to go first no matter what you do. Then the little dog is lifting its leg to piss, marking its territory and that big dog squats like a girl. Even if it’s a boy. It’ll squat, subservient and all to the little dog you made king.”
Now on the bridge, years later, McQuarry was hoping to play the same psychological game with his biggest threat. He had to let Cooper think he was almost his equal. Give him enough power to feel good about it. Not too much. It was a delicate balance and McQuarry was exhausted thinking about all the things he had to consider.
From an insulated flask, he drew a long pull of air-temperature water. He resisted the urge to gulp. After a healthy swallow, he wiped his mouth with the back of his arm. Dickie stood guard, his feet spread shoulder-width apart. He held the rifle like a sentry, both hands wrapped around it with the barrel aimed diagonally skyward. He kept his head on a swivel despite the lack of threats.
Cooper had the Glock 19 on his hip. His shotgun was next to him on the cracked asphalt that spanned the length of the bridge. He was on one knee, his pack in front of him. From it, he plucked a canteen. His sweaty fingers unscrewed the cap and it plopped against the side of the neoprene insulator that wrapped the oblong flask. Cooper lifted the opening to his mouth and tipped back his head, drawing a slow drink. He guzzled, sounding like a child gulping juice from a sippy cup. A stream of water dripped down the side of his face. Once he’d had his fill, he exhaled loudly and lowered the canteen.
McQuarry turned his attention from his comrades to the binoculars. He aimed them at the far end of the bridge, where it connected to Merritt Island. Closer now, he could see there weren’t two checkpoints. There was one that spanned the width of the bridge. It stretched across the entirety of the roadway; the blocks of concrete and striped orange and white traffic barriers were arranged like serpentine cues. The blockade was similar to the one on the western edge of the bridge, but larger and more complex.
There was nobody trying to emigrate from the island. And he and his men were the only ones on their way to enter it.
The guards were armed, but appeared relaxed. Thin fingers of smoke rose above two of them. The white puffs were thick near their heads and lifted into a particulate fog that disappeared the higher it went. The men were smoking.
McQuarry imagined the guards, or anyone working for the government, had access to whatever they wanted: smokes, food, liquor. Just like lockup, the guards were the gatekeepers in every way imaginable.
He swept the field glasses north and adjusted the focus by twisting the ring between the twin eyepieces. Closer to them was a small island in the river not far from the Merritt Island side of the bridge. It appeared to be a park that extended like a long finger south of the westbound lanes and then spread underneath both sides of the bridge, ending a few yards from the shore of the island.
There were splashes of color on the island he hadn’t noticed before. Truthfully, he hadn’t noticed the island at all until now. He’d been so focused on the checkpoint at the far side of the bridge, he’d looked right past the small amorphous splotch of land.
McQuarry took his eyes from the binoculars for a moment to think. As many times as he’d crossed 520 going one way or the other, he’d never paid any attention to the island. How had he missed it all this time? He wondered how many other things he’d overlooked in his everyday life pre-Scourge that were right in front of him all along.
Winter often told him his biggest problem, among many, was his indifference to detail. He never spotted the little things, the things that might make the difference between success and failure. That inattention, she’d said in the heat of arguments, was why he’d spent so much time locked up and why she’d spent more on bail money than he’d ever been good enough to steal.
McQuarry lifted the binoculars again and recognized the colors—red, blue, bright green—as tents. More freaking tents. There were eleven of them on the island before Merritt Island. They were pitched close together on the southern finger of the island in what looked like a parking lot.
No people milled about. The fabric walls of the tents flapped in the breeze as if they were breathing. Sucked in and pushed out. In and out. McQuarry wondered how many colonies of people subsisted like this. Why weren’t they in empty houses or condos? The central Florida coast was replete with empty properties, places owned by lawyers in Chicago or doctors in Minneapolis who liked having a place to stay twice a year and an investment to rent on home-share apps.
It didn’t occur to him that flopping in someone else’s place wasn’t legal. Regardless of whether laws existed anymore, the idea of squatting or commandeering things and places that didn’t belong to him was part of McQuarry’s DNA. It would be difficult to help him understand that the end of the world as they knew it didn’t necessarily warp everyone’s morality. At least not only months into it. There was no telling what direction the compass might point two years or a decade post-Scourge. None of that, however, was on McQuarry’s radar. He was all about getting his now.
He adjusted the focus ring again and panned back to the far end of the bridge. It might take them another fifteen or twenty minutes to get there. Plenty of time to cross the checkpoint, do a little reconnaissance and head back to Rockledge before the sun dropped from the sky.
His eyes fell on the smoking guards. They leaned against a tapered orange and white barricade. Neither seemed engaged at first. Then at the same time, both snapped their attention beyond his field of view. McQuarry lifted his eyes from the binoculars, trying to gauge where the men were looking. He couldn’t tell from this far. He squinted, trying to better see, but it didn’t help.
He peered through the binoculars again, played with the focus and found the guards. They were at attention now. Their postures and demeanors markedly different than before, the men were all business. McQuarry could tell even from his distance.
Carefully, he panned to the right, toward the direction the men faced and saw a cluster of people moving toward the guards. Three men and a woman. Two of the men looked younger than the third. The woman was middle-aged. Only one of them walked with confidence. He was the tallest of the four and carried a spear gun. McQuarry refocused on him.
He spoke aloud without realizing it. “Is that a spear gun? What in the actual—”
“What?” asked Dickie. “Who’s got what?”
McQuarry kept his eyes on the quartet as they approached the bridge. “Nothing. Hang on.”
The oldest of them held a rifle by the butt stock in one hand. It looked awkward. He had his other hand in the air.
The woman, who wore a small backpack, had both her hands raised. The shorter of the two younger men had a shotgun resting on one shoulder. He reminded McQuarry of the fraternity guys with false confidence who’d hit up women at bars with their platinum cards, expensive watches and late model foreign leases. McQuarry immediately disliked him.
The older man and the woman didn’t look like a couple. They didn’t carry themselves with affection for one another. Neither of them was old enough to be parents of the younger two. Brothers and sisters? No. None of them resembled the other. At least not from this distance.
Cooper was to McQuarry now. “What’s up?”
McQuarry watched the one with the spear gun talking for the others. He gestured with a thumb over his shoulder. Then he motioned to the older one with the rifle and stepped back, letting rifleman talk.
“You gonna answer me?” asked Cooper.
McQuarry lowered the binoculars. “Yeah. Sorry. Just saw something on the other side of the bridge. Some people coming across. Could get interesting. Very interesting.”
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Kandy stepped forward. She was tired of the back-and-forth. Mike gave it a go, Barry was struggling to make a case and Brice didn’t seem interested in shooting his shot. She tried her hand.
“Look, guys,” she said. “We—”
“Sergeant,” the older of the two guardsmen cut in, although older was an overstatement. Both looked to Kandy to be about fifteen.
They reeked of cigarette smoke, ripe body odor and had nonregulation stubble creeping up their faces in the blotchy pattern of boys whose balls hadn’t dropped. She wasn’t impressed. But they were armed and had some vague authority to protect the bridge and what lay beyond.
“Sergeant, my apologies,” she acquiesced. “We’ve already crossed two bridges. Nobody gave us hassles at those checkpoints. They barely even looked at us. We’re harmless, interested only in looking for supplies and learning more about what’s beyond our little corner.”
The sergeant sniffed, pulling snot into his throat. He swallowed and his nose made a honking noise. “If you’re harmless, why are you armed?”
Kandy smiled. “For protection. You know what’s out there. Not everybody has good intentions. We merely—”
The other soldier, the one who wasn’t a sergeant, narrowed his gaze in recognition and wagged his finger at her. “Hey,” he said, nodding as he spoke. “I know you. You’re that news lady. Right?”
Kandy demurred. A shy, well-practiced smile intended to convey a humble self-deprecation brightened her face. “Yes, that’s me. The news lady.” She extended a hand. “Kandy Belman. Nice to meet you.”
The non-sergeant eagerly shook her hand. “Sal Amande. I’ve been watching you since I was a kid.”
Kandy stopped herself from asking when he’d stopped being a kid and thanked him. Having been on Orlando television as long as she had, viewers frequently told her how they’d watched her from the time they were in diapers. They likely thought this a compliment, though it only made her feel old. At least they recognized her. That was something.
The sergeant’s eyes widened. “You’re Kandy Belman? The reporter? From TV?”
Kandy’s smile flattened, leaving a hint of it. “Yes.”
Sergeant stomped his boot. “I knew I recognized you. I thought I’d seen you before, but I was thinking you’d tried to cross the bridge previously or something. Damn. Kandy Belman. You do all the live reports out in the field.”
Kandy nodded. “That’s me.”
“Don’t get me wrong,” said the sergeant. “I’m not a big news watcher. I get my news on my phone from Twitter or whatnot and—” He caught himself. “I mean, I did get my news from Twitter, not now. But I was saying I knew who you were. You were on Twitter. I’d see you in my feed all the time. People retweeting your stories and all.”
Kandy had forgotten about Twitter. Somehow, in the months post-Scourge, she’d romanticized her former career. Like an old lover whose faults evaporated over time and left only the shiny parts, so did her career morph into something she longingly missed.
Now that the sergeant reminded her of it, her stomach clenched. She’d hated the social media requirements of her job. Well, hate was too strong a word, though the mandate of having to post on Twitter, Facebook, SnapChat and Instagram was taxing. It took away from the time she could take to make her television reporting more thorough, better written, engaging and creative.
During the last years of her career, management had placed an increasing importance on social media. They wanted to own the social space. There were multiple arguments from managers and from consultants that social media was the key to the future. It was the bridge from television viewership to direct-to-consumer consumption on streaming apps or sites.
People in charge always had more of a connection to the research and the data that pointed the business in the proper direction.
But for Kandy, who was about storytelling and community impact, the idea of condensing her worth into a selfie at a crime scene or a pithy post about the foam on her latte didn’t cut the mustard. It was demeaning, devaluing and made her no better than the twentysomething social media influencers who pitched the brands of their amazing yoga pants or tagged the best physical trainer in the world at an overpriced gym.
Standing in front of the sergeant and Sal Amande, all of this flooded back into her memory. Suddenly she didn’t miss her old profession quite as much. It was as if they’d reminded her that her ex-boyfriend cheated on her with her best friend.
Kandy was happy and sad at the same time, a confusing combination of emotions that made her want to sit down on the asphalt and pull her knees to her chest. The world would never be what it was. Never. She had to get over her longing for things.
She sucked in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “Well, I appreciate you watching me no matter where it was. I know a lot of people stopped watching television long before the Scourge. I’d bet you miss your phone more than your TV, don’t you, Sergeant?”
“You got that right,” he said, sounding every bit the post-millennial that he was. “It’s easy to get bored now. Nothing to distract you, you know?”
Kandy smiled again. “I do.”
Barry took a step forward and raised his free hand. She beat him to the punch.
“Look,” she said, “since you know who I am, would it be cool if we passed? You know I’m not some random trying to cause trouble. We’ve spent the last six months on the water. We’re seriously trying to get a handle on what’s happened here.”
Barry lowered his hand in retreat and shook his watch on his wrist.
The sergeant sighed and his posture relaxed. Then he tilted his head forward, as if imparting a secret. “I can tell you it’s not good. Most of the checkpoints are abandoned now. It’s chaotic. Sal and I are only here because we have nowhere else to go. No family or anything. We’re doing our duty.”
“We appreciate that,” said Kandy.
She could sense a softening of will. This was familiar to her. Many times in the course of her career she’d approached people for on-camera interviews and they’d initially shut her down. From experience Kandy could gauge whether it was a hard no or an equivocating denial. If there was any wiggle room, Kandy could work her magic, engaging with gentle persuasion. It was like a Jedi mind trick, in which the participant almost unconsciously changed their mind and agreed.
Kandy didn’t know how men reporters did this, but for her it was part flirtation, part undying gratitude. She appealed to the subject’s desire to help and to be a part of something necessary and most importantly to their ego.
The sergeant glanced over his shoulder like a man checking to make sure the coast was clear. With a nod he stepped closer to Kandy, held out his hand and waved his fingers. “Let me see an ID.”
Kandy’s brow furrowed. “ID?”
“We have to keep track of the people who cross. You have identification and I’ll let you all go.”
Kandy fished a driver’s license from her Star Wars backpack. Behind her, Mike, Brice and Barry produced theirs. One at a time, they handed the plastic laminated cards to the sergeant. He studied them, studied the faces to whom the cards belonged, said the names aloud and handed the cards to Sal. Sal pulled a worn notepad from the pocket at his triceps. He slung his rifle onto his back and plucked a pen from the front pocket of his digital camouflage uniform, punched the pen top with his thumb and flipped through the licenses as he copied down the information.
Barry took his back. “What do you do with that?”
The sergeant frowned. “With what?”
“The notebook. The names and info. What do you do with it?”
Sal flipped the notebook closed. The spiral wire that held it together was bent on the ends. The cardboard backing and cover were curled and looked as flexible as the narrow sheets of paper between them.
Sal glanced at it and tucked it back into his arm pocket. “It’s CYA. We don’t know who’ll come looking for the information. But our superiors told us to do it, so we do it.”
The sergeant agreed. “Totally CYA.”
The soldiers moved to the side of an orange and white barricade and pulled it aside. The movement left an opening through which the quartet could walk. It wasn’t wide enough for a vehicle.
“C’mon now,” the sergeant said, waving them along. “Be careful. Just because we’re letting you cross doesn’t mean it’s a good idea. There are as many people out there who’d yank out your eyes as give you the shirts off their backs.”
Kandy gave the sergeant a thumbs-up. “Thanks, Sergeant. Thanks, Sal. We’ll be back.”
The sergeant saluted. “We’ll be here.”
Kandy waited for Mike, but he motioned for her to take the lead. She did, taking point as they wound their way through the checkpoint and found themselves well onto the bridge by the time the mouth of the barricades spit them out on the asphalt.
She felt the incline in her thighs. It surprised her. But she’d done so little walking in the past six months it shouldn’t have come as a shock that unused muscles were screaming for attention. Sure, she’d swam every day off the confines of the Rising Star. Swimming was swimming though, it wasn’t walking.
Mike was a half a stride behind her and to her left. “You feel it in your legs?” she asked him.
Mike replied with a weary smile. “I do. Especially because of my foot. I think I favor it even though I don’t need to, you know? My knees, my ankles, they’re all sore.”
Kandy slid her thumbs inside the backpack straps at her shoulders and rubbed them up and down. The pack was wearing on her despite its small size. “I didn’t think about your toes,” she said. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to compare my strain to yours. I—”
Mike waved her off. “Please. Everybody’s got their own truth. Nobody ever said the apocalypse was going to be easy. Then again, nobody ever said shark attacks were part of the end of the world either.”
They shared a laugh. The sudden chuckle was unexpected and genuine. Kandy felt it in her chest. It felt good. She tried to think about the last time she’d been happy enough to laugh. Then she reconsidered. Happiness and laughter weren’t dependent on one another.
Happiness was relative. Laughter wasn’t.
She could be happy and not laugh; she could laugh and not be happy.
Thinking about the connection between the two was an issue she knew she couldn’t resolve. Pounding the asphalt in her boots, Kandy vacantly paid attention to the sky above them, the thin cirrus clouds spreading apart like cotton in an otherwise blue sky. A breeze blew along the river below them. On it, a colony of gulls flapped their wings in unison. Some of them cawed, their high-pitched voices sounding like clips of laughter. Were birds happy? Did they know any different? Maybe the human apocalypse was a newfound paradise for them. With fewer people to rape the oceans of their collective bounties, the natural order of things might restore itself. An advance of fish would repopulate and provide endless nourishment for the gulls. Even if the birds weren’t happy, their call was a laugh. And they were laughing at the third of the human population that remained.
She was deep in thought and ruminating on the things she’d never say aloud, not even to Phil, when Mike drew alongside her and jabbed his spear gun at the path ahead. His voice was hushed, his tone serious. All hints of the humor from moments ago were gone, evaporated like the thinning clouds.
He stopped to wait for Barry and Brice. “There’s somebody up ahead. Three men. They’re armed. Don’t look now. We should keep walking, weapons ready.”
Kandy resisted the urge to spin and stare. Her hand went to the small of her back and her fingers wrapped around the grip of the nine millimeter. She pulled it from underneath her shirt and popped out the magazine. She checked it, making certain it was loaded and then used the heel of her palm to slap the magazine back into the handle. The audible slide and click was oddly comforting.
Handgun at her side, her index finger rubbed the outside of the trigger guard. The safety on the weapon was embedded in the trigger. No need to check. The firearm was ready to go.
Brice checked his shotgun and gripped it with both hands. He held it level, with the butt beneath his ribs.
Barry drew his rifle to his shoulder. He tilted his head from side to side. His neck cracked and he exhaled.
“Let’s keep moving,” said Mike. “Try not to make contact. Try not to engage. Nothing good can come from it.”
Kandy agreed with him. Strangers weren’t a good thing. All those rules her mother taught her as a child applied here. She sucked in a breath and exhaled, unintentionally mimicking Barry as the quartet restarted their march. The only sound was the collective scrape from their boots on the uneven asphalt and the beat of her heart in her ears.
As they moved at an even, deliberate pace to the east, the trio opposite them moved with purpose to the west. The men were a dark blur at the edge of her vision.
Her jaw clenched. She tried to control her breathing, her accelerating pulse. The surge of adrenaline coursing through her body made her want to run, to take off in a dead sprint.
Kandy always told herself that nervous energy was a good thing. The beginnings of perspiration under her arms, the desire to chew on the inside of her cheek, were signs she was alive. The twitch in her fingers, the bounce in her step evidence of her ability to perform on live television.
That was good. This was not.
This energy was born of fear. Kandy adjusted the grip in her right hand but kept the weapon at her side.
The thick fatigue in her thighs was gone. The weight was in her chest.
Kandy focused on the ascending bridge in front of her. Keen on the sounds of birds to her right, she locked her eyes on the far side of the expanse and the low rise of riverfront buildings dotting the western edge of the Intracoastal Waterway. The gulls’ laughter mixed with the scrape of their boots, the brush of wind across their faces and the thud in her ears. It was a cacophony of sounds that threatened to distract her from the approaching threat potential but only heightened the drama. It was a soundtrack synced with cinematic dread.
The shapes of the men materialized more clearly as they neared, even as they drifted to the farthest point of her peripheral vision. Mike was in front of her now, Brice next to him, Barry to her right. She smelled him. His sweat was pungent, like overripe fruit. It was fear, she imagined, manifesting itself. Kandy wondered for a moment if the odor was hers. Had the rush that fueled the tingling anxiety that ran throughout her body also soured? No, the odor was too masculine. The foul musk was his. No doubt.
“Hey.”
The voice cut through the air and lodged a thick knot in Kandy’s throat. She didn’t stop and, despite a twitch, didn’t look across the bridge to the eastbound lanes that ran adjacent to them. Only a short concrete barrier separated the two thoroughfares. The barrier, tattooed with the rubber skid marks and swaths of automotive paint from vehicles pre-Scourge, was low enough to cross with a high step.
Mike kept walking and Kandy followed. Now she stared at the back of Mike’s head, unaware of the path beyond.
The voice, gruff and barbed with the twang of underprivilege, was even with them and called to them a second time. She’d heard the prominent accent in the diminishing rural stretches of land in Lake County or north in Marion County where the well-heeled horse breeders masked a greater poverty that stretched across the flatlands smack-dab in the middle of the state south of Gainesville. It was a twang that some referred to as belonging exclusively to Florida Crackers. It was a pejorative term unless used by those who self-identified. It was an ugly drawl that hid one’s intelligence and drew mockery from those who failed to understand its history.
“I’m talking to you. You four. You’re right here; I see you. You can’t not see me. I’m talking to you, Spear Gun.”
The voice was behind them now and the man to whom it belonged was shouting. There was aggression in his voice. They should have stopped. They should have acknowledged him at least.
Mike stopped and spun around. He held the spear gun at his waist, but his aim wasn’t directed at any of the three men. Kandy followed his lead and faced them. Her mouth was dry. She ran her finger across the trigger guard, tapping the barrel of the nine millimeter against her hip.
Mike’s voice was calm. Kandy didn’t know how the kid wasn’t quavering with fear. She could taste it, a thick paste on her tongue. She wanted to puke. As many times as she’d faced threats, none of them carried with them the palpable tension of this encounter. Not even the shoot-out at the store parking lot her last night on the job. Everything then had happened so fast, she’d not had time to process what was happening until after it was over. That was a narrowly avoided head-on collision. This was more like a slow-motion fall from a cliff she could see coming from a mile away.
“We don’t want any trouble,” said Mike. “No disrespect intended. We’re just trying to beat sundown.”
The man with the rough voice and the Cracker accent took a step toward them. He carried a bolt-action rifle. Kandy wasn’t a gun enthusiast, but she’d done enough stories about gun-control measures over the years she understood the basics. A shotgun was different from a rifle. A revolver wasn’t the same as a semiautomatic.
The Cracker wasn’t aiming the rifle at them, but the tension in his body told her it was loaded and ready to fire. He ran his teeth over his lower lip and appeared to study each of them before resting his eyes on Mike. “Nobody said anything about trouble.” He then checked with the men on either side of him, craning his neck to one side and the other. “Did anyone say anything about trouble?”
The two men behind and beside the Cracker were polar opposites. Both were young, but one was tall and thin, wiry. His eyes were dark, absent something human.
The other was overweight and lacking any definition. His ruddy cheeks were flushed, giving him a childlike appearance. His eyes were wide, appearing to take in everything around him as if seeing it for the first time.
The chubby one shook his head. “No, Trick. Nobody said nothing about trouble.”
Cracker, whose name was apparently Trick, turned back to them and shrugged. He smiled, multiplying the creep factor by ten. “See? No trouble. Just being neighborly.”
Mike’s expression flattened. “It’s all good, then. No harm, no foul. Y’all have a good day.”
Trick raised a hand. “Whoa. Where you headed? If we’re being all neighborly and such, I mean. I came from where you’re going. You came from where I’m going. We can exchange information.”
Kandy tried telepathy. She wanted to tell Mike to start running. To race westward and avoid the stranger offering candy from the open door of a white van. In her head, she repeated his name over and again. She whispered to herself, “No. No. No. No.”
Kandy cursed herself for wanting to come on this adventure. She was angry at Barry for suggesting it, at Mike for agreeing to it. This was a bad idea. How could it happen any other way? How could they expect to wander the apocalyptic coastal landscape and not run into bad people?
She remembered her mother telling her never to be on the road after two in the morning. Nothing good ever happened that late. Only drunks and idiots. The corollary to that was that if nothing good happened, then you weren’t supposed to be out. And if you weren’t supposed to be out, you exposed yourself to things that weren’t supposed to happen to you. Go out after two in the morning, bad things happen.
This might as well be two in the morning. Bad things were happening.
Kandy cursed herself again for drifting in and out of the present moment, calling to mind useless metaphorical aphorisms instead of life skills that might help mitigate whatever might come next.
Her telepathy didn’t work.
“All right,” Mike said. “What can we expect on the mainland? You from Cocoa?”
Trick smiled broadly. He clicked his tongue against the back of his teeth. “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” he said. “I don’t think so. You go first, brother. Why don’t you tell me about your day? That a spear gun?”
Kandy tried moving the chess pieces in her head. All seven of them were armed, though Mike’s spear gun was a one-shot weapon. It didn’t count for much in a firefight. If one of them opened fire, all of them would die. It was a zero-sum game. Better to keep talking for now.
“There are graves on the side of the road.” She spoke up when Mike hesitated. “The stores are empty. Nobody’s out. It’s a ghost town.”
Trick didn’t look at her at first. His eyes stayed on Mike, perhaps gauging his reaction to Kandy adding herself to the conversation. When Mike didn’t react, Trick faced her. He gave her an elevator appraisal, pushing his lips into a pucker as he gave her what was easily among the most lascivious looks a man had ever shot in Kandy’s direction.
She ignored it and jutted a chin toward the mainland. “How about you? What’s it like over there?”
Trick lifted his chin and scratched the underside of his jawline where it met his neck. He ran his tongue over his teeth. He was as creepy a dude as she’d ever met and that was saying something. She’d interviewed death-row inmates in Raiford, New Year’s Eve drunks on Church Street and fraternity brothers at UCF. None of them matched Trick. But the inmates came the closest. There was a desperate resignation in the way they carried themselves. They had nothing to lose, but that didn’t stop them from working the system, manipulating people, trying to gain control where they had none. Trick was an ex-con. She was certain of it. His answer confirmed her suspicion. He scratched at his collar, revealing a black ink tattoo.
“Better than some places I been,” he said. “Worse than others.”
Barry spoke up. “Can we get past the checkpoint over there? Are they letting people through?”
Trick shrugged. “I couldn’t say. There’s no barricade on this side.”
The seven stood in awkward silence before Trick spoke again. He pointed at Mike’s pack. “Y’all are loaded down. Seems like you got plenty in them bags. Why you out looking? And what’s with the spear gun?”
“I like fishing.” Mike adjusted the pack on his shoulder. “Can’t ever have enough, right? No telling when things will get back to normal.”
That elicited a condescending laugh from Trick. “Normal? You think things is getting back to normal? Brother, this is normal. This is how things is gonna be for a while.”
The tall, thin man standing off to the side and behind Trick ran his hand across the top of his head. He sucked in a deep breath and puffed out the air with an obvious degree of boredom. The chubby one swayed in a way that reminded Kandy of a mother comforting a child in her arms. After another uncomfortable silence, Trick’s eyes locking on each of the weapons as he studied them again, he cut through the building tension.
“Well,” he said, “it was a pleasure meeting you. Maybe we’ll see each other again. You never know. It’s a small world.”
Trick turned away from them and led his men east. The tall one glanced over his shoulder as they walked.
Mike held up his hand, indicating to the others they should stay put. “Let’s not turn our backs on them yet,” he whispered. “Hold on a minute.”
Brice edged toward Mike. “Dude, I thought they were going to shoot us or rob us or both.”
Kandy shook her head. “It wasn’t worth it. We’re as armed as they are. Too risky for them to make a move. But I don’t trust them. They’re bad guys.”
Barry laughed. It was a bark of a laugh. “You think?”
Kandy shot Barry a disapproving glance. “Yeah, Barry. I think. The one who did all the talking… Trick? He’s spent time in prison.”
Brice’s eyes widened. “Why do you say that?”
She ran her finger along her neck. “The tattoo at his collar. It looks like something he got behind bars. The color of the ink, the amateurish script, the symbol. I think it’s a prison gang.”
Barry frowned. “How would you know that?”
Kandy smirked. “I was a reporter, Barry. I interviewed guys in prison. I covered murder trials, did the perp walks after arrests. I’ve been around my fair share of bad dudes. He’s one of them.”
She faced east and saw the men shrinking in size as they walked slowly toward Merritt Island. They were almost shoulder to shoulder. Trick was moving one of his arms as if gesticulating while emphasizing a point. The tall one shot another look back at them.
They were talking about her and her friends much as she was discussing them. She wondered what their assessment was.
Brice watched the trio walk east and then looked toward the mainland. “I wonder how many like them there are over there.”
“What do you mean?” asked Mike. “Ex-cons?”
There was a sudden sadness in Brice’s eyes. A frown deepened the creases along the sides of his cheeks. It made him appear worn. “Bad guys in general. Are there more of them than there are of us?”
Trick and his men were almost to the other side of the bridge. The first of them wound his way into the entrance to the serpentine barricade.
Mike motioned toward the mainland and the quartet started walking. “That’s a good question,” he said. “It’s a philosophical question, right?”
“What is?” asked Barry.
“Are people inherently good or not?” Mike posed. “Are we only good because of the rules and conventions of society? When there are no repercussions for our actions, do we resort to our basest instincts?”
Kandy understood this. “Survival in extreme circumstances requires extreme actions.”
“Is that from a movie?” asked Brice. “Or a podcast? Where did you hear that?”
“Nowhere,” said Kandy. “I made it up.”
Brice smiled. “You should write that down.”
“You’re sweet,” said Kandy, “but it’s not that eloquent. And it does sound like I stole it from a poster hanging in the dentist’s office.”
“It’s true though,” said Mike. “I never thought I’d shoot someone with a spear gun. Or a regular gun. And for what? My own survival. It’s like civility disappears in the name of self-preservation. Is that okay? Am I a good person? I don’t know. How am I different from that guy Trick? He kills to survive, I’m sure. No different from me.”
Kandy shook her head in disagreement. “It is different, Mike. You’ve killed in self-defense. You didn’t go looking to kill or injure someone. They came to you. It’s a big difference.”
“I looted Grace Ward’s house back there. I took things that didn’t belong to me. I violated the sanctity of her home.”
“We all did that,” said Brice.
Mike was unmoved. “That doesn’t change anything. It goes back to my original question. Are we good or bad? There’s that saying, it’s not a poster or anything, but it goes like, ‘Adversity doesn’t build character, it reveals it.’ So is this apocalypse just revealing who we all are when it strips away societal norms?”
“This is way too deep,” said Barry. “I don’t think we need some freshman survey class analysis of human behavior, Mike. I think we should focus on—”
The crack of gunfire rippled through the air. A flock of gulls launched from the bridge railing and flew west in formation. A second shot altered the birds’ course. It was an echo of the first, the same weapon fired twice in quick succession.
All four of them froze.
Kandy spoke first. “Do you think…?”
“The guards,” Brice finished. “The sergeant and Sal.”
“Should we go back?” asked Mike.
Barry checked the west side of the bridge then looked east. “I don’t think so. For what? So they can ambush us? We should keep moving. We’re running out of time.”
Mike gestured toward the east end of the bridge with his spear gun. “They could be alive. We could help them.”
Kandy started east. “I agree. We should go back. If they’re alive—”
“They’re not alive,” said Barry. “No way. All we’re doing is putting ourselves in danger. That exchange with those guys was enough for me. You said it, Kandy. The guy’s been in prison. We’re best to steer clear.”
“I agree with Kandy,” said Brice.
Mike swallowed, flexing his jaw in thought.
Barry threw up his hands, lifting his weapon into the air. “Fine. I’m clearly outvoted,” he huffed. “We go back and find two dead guys. Then we get shot and—”
“Nobody’s making you come with us, Barry,” said Mike. “You can make your own decisions.”
Barry checked his watch. “I think you’re stupid for going back to check on those soldiers. But I’m not stupid enough to go exploring by myself. If the three of you are headed back, I’m stuck with you.”
Kandy ignored the exhaustion, the swelling fear and led the men east again. Blisters stung her heels in her boots. The raw skin rubbed against her socks, almost forcing a limp every few steps. The blisters, she worried, were the least of their problems.
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John Treadgold sat across from Gwendolyn. His head was in his hands, his fingers spread across his scalp such that clumps of hair covered them. She couldn’t see his face. Didn’t need to see it. Not from his slumped posture, his bouncing knee and the repeated deep sighs.
When she’d had enough, she spoke. “If you’re not up to the task, I’ll find someone else. It’s that simple.”
Treadgold ran his fingers through his hair, which now looked wild. He lifted his head, his weary eyes searching hers. He licked his lips, curling the lower one into his mouth and biting down on it.
“This is happening,” she said.
Treadgold leaned his elbows on his knees. The bouncing stopped. “I heard you. I get it. I either get on the train or get tied to the tracks.”
Gwen rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say that. You’re being dramatic.”
“Dramatic? Are you serious? You’re talking about weaponizing this disease, testing it on people and then deploying it on American soil.”
Gwen pinched the bridge of her nose, closed her eyes and shook her head. “There are three problems with that assertion.”
Treadgold barked a laugh. “Only three?”
The two of them were in a secure office near the labs. It was at the end of a hall, electronic locks separating them from the rest of a virtually empty section of the facility. He sat on a faux leather loveseat along one wall underneath a framed black-and-white photograph of the Tower Bridge in London. She was in a matching club chair, sitting perpendicular to him. The office served a dual purpose. It was a quiet meeting place and a lounge. Its furniture, for reasons unknown to everyone, was on the plush side of things. Certainly they were more comfortable than the furnishings in most every other room in the complex, save the converted dormitories.
The whoosh of processed air filtered from the overhead vents. An analog clock ticked, its second hand sweeping haltingly across the face. They were alone and insulated, but Gwen lowered her voice and spoke in the even tone of someone trying to reason with an irrational person.
“The disease is already weaponized. The Scourge killed more people than all of the wars, bombs and ethnic cleansings in all of human history. We’re not making it a weapon, we’re harnessing it. Adapting it to our needs.”
Treadgold sat back and folded his arms across his chest. He scratched his elbows with nervous fingers.
“As for testing,” Gwendolyn continued, “we don’t have the luxury of preclinical research on microorganisms and animals. There is no regulatory body anymore to oversee us, to track our progress and suggest alterations in protocol. Plus this isn’t some manmade compound intended to help with diabetic blindness or erectile dysfunction. This is a known combination of bacterial and viral material. We know its primary efficacy. It’s only a matter of tweaking it. Controlling it.”
Treadgold said, “You can’t compare this to diabetic blindness or erectile dysfunction. Aside from those being the oddest combination of examples you could posit, the research for those issues is beneficial in nature. What you’re talking about is not curative. It’s deadly. Add to that we can’t control it. Nature made it, not us. To think we can somehow bridle nature is hubris.”
Gwen folded her hands into her lap and clenched them into tight fists. She tried to hide this from Treadgold, not wanting him to see her frustration. She lowered her voice and slowed the pace of her speech another notch.
“To your third point,” she said, “Texas is no longer US soil.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means Texas is a threat. The people there are a long-term threat to rebuilding our country. Testing it on Texans isn’t testing it on Americans.”
“That’s semantics,” said Treadgold. “And it’s not ethical.”
Gwen snorted a laugh. “Ethical? What does that even mean? Our job here is to save lives and protect people from health threats. When those threats arise, we respond.”
“You don’t need to quote the mission statement to me,” said Treadgold. “I’m well aware of our job. This doesn’t feel like it fits.”
She reached out and touched his knee. He eyed her hand but didn’t flinch.
“This is for the greater good, John,” she said. “Think about it. If we can harness the Scourge, understand and anticipate its adaptive morphology, we can save more lives than we take. The sacrifice of the few is always required for the success of the many. It’s how the world works. Ethics have nothing to do with survival.”
Treadgold rested his head on the sofa, looking at the ceiling. He squinted at the soft light or at his own thoughts.
Before he could say anything, there was a series of clicks at the door. An electronic thunk and hum preceded the door opening into the room. It was Dr. Charles Morel.
The door shut behind him and he padded across the office. His lab coat was unbuttoned and he wore a black Georgia Tech T-shirt underneath it.
He looked at Gwendolyn. Then Treadgold. Then Gwendolyn again. “Am I late?”
Gwendolyn lifted her arm and looked at her wrist. There was no watch there. “What do you think?”
“Sorry. So sorry. I was indisposed.”
“That’s French for being on the toilet.”
Morel twisted his expression. “Is it French? Indis—”
“It’s a joke,” Gwendolyn said with another roll of her eyes.
Men were useless, she decided and motioned toward the club chair opposite her. Together, the love seat and two facing club chairs formed an angular U shape. Morel took his seat and adjusted his lab coat underneath his body. It took him several seconds to stop fidgeting. When he was finished, he nodded at Gwendolyn.
“What did I miss, Dr. Sharp?”
Gwendolyn wasn’t accustomed to having men here address her formally. It was almost always Gwendolyn. Occasionally, they called her Gwen, which she despised. Rarely did someone refer to her as Dr. Sharp. She liked the sound of it. She’d earned it. Double major in her undergraduate years. A master’s, an MBA and then a PhD. Her parents, rest their souls, wondered if she’d ever finish her schooling and, moreover, if she’d ever pay off the debt.
Working for the government was a way to work off a large portion of her six-figure graduate loans, but there was a hefty undergrad bill that until the Scourge, she thought might always hang over her head. The end of the world had also seen to the end of her debt-repayment plan. Thank the lord for small miracles.
“I was telling Dr. Treadgold about what comes next,” she said. “His work has led to some exciting opportunities. It’ll keep all of us busy for some time.”
Morel crossed one leg over the other and rested his hands on his knee. He studied Treadgold and addressed Gwendolyn. “You mean Project Yellow Rose.”
There was the hint of a suppressed smile on Morel’s face when he said this. Gwen was unaware the effort had a name. How did he know? And how did he know she didn’t know? The feel of the room changed. No longer was he the tardy supplicant asking forgiveness. Now he was in charge. Or trying to assert that role. It was as plain as the cartoon yellow jacket on his shirt.
Morel was trying to alter the balance of power in their relationship and within the structure of the lab. Before they’d come home to Atlanta, he’d been her boss. He was the senior researcher, the one with the connections to the inner workings of disease control and prevention.
In Ukraine, he’d run the show. He’d told her what to do. She obeyed.
Then they got on a plane and came home. She’d decided then and there not to be his subordinate anymore. She sidled up to Colonel Whittenburg, played the game. And now she was the one in control in all the meetings, executing the missions designed at the highest levels. She’d usurped Morel. Or so she thought. Here he was not so subtly letting her know he had irons in the fire. And if push came to shove, he could burn her.
Treadgold tossed up his hands and slapped them on his lap. “It has a name? We’re that far along? Project Yellow Rose?”
Gwendolyn answered Treadgold but kept her eyes locked on Morel. “It’s clever, right?”
“I don’t know,” said Treadgold. “Might as well call it Project Lone Star. Or Project Tejas. Or Project Ethics-Have-Nothing-To-Do-With-Survival.”
“I like Yellow Rose myself,” said Morel. His gaze hadn’t moved from Gwendolyn, but he lifted an arm and rested it on the side of the chair. He raked his fingers along the faux leather. “You know the history of the Yellow Rose?”
“I know the song,” said Gwendolyn. She hummed a few bars of the tune.
Morel hummed with her until they finished humming the chorus. He conducted with one hand and smiled. Then he pointed at Gwendolyn. “The details of the story are disputed, of course, but the gist is the same in every version. The Yellow Rose was a woman named Emily West. She was a freed black woman during the time of the Texas war for independence from Mexico. It was her…charms…that helped the Texans win the battle of San Jacinto and defeat the Mexican General Santa Anna. That effectively won the war and Texas became an independent republic.”
Treadgold squinted. “Charms?”
“Her feminine wiles,” said Morel. “Let’s leave it at that. Anyhow, I think it’s the perfect name for the effort, given the historic context.”
Gwendolyn feigned a smile. “As I said, clever. Did you come up with the name, Doctor Morel? I assume it wasn’t you, but out of courtesy…”
She let the slight hang in the air.
Morel’s hinted smile slunk into a suppressed frown. Disdain darkened his glare.
“And what exactly are feminine wiles, Dr. Morel?” she pressed. “Care to elaborate for my benefit. I’m feminine and not sure I have any wiles.”
Without missing a beat, Morel countered, “I assure you, you don’t.”
Treadgold fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat. The faux leather squeaked. “Am I missing something here? What’s with the two of you?”
Gwendolyn pushed herself to her feet with the help of the club chair’s overstuffed arms. Her teeth ground together; her jaw muscles flexed. She didn’t like that Morel had drawn her into his game, dragged her down, forced the conversation to devolve.
It was a weakness from her childhood. Gwendolyn had trouble letting others think they were right even when she knew they were wrong. She’d corrected them, schooled them with didactic condescension that made her feel good in the moment and lousy when it was over.
Her ambition frequently got the best of her. Why couldn’t she be content with being in charge, with being right? Why did she have to drive her heel into people’s throats?
Morel knew he was her subordinate in this new reality. They both knew it. Why did she have to create drama where none needed to exist?
She clapped her hands in front of her, laced her fingers together and then pointed her index fingers at Morel. Her tone was even, hiding the strong urge to lash out. The more she worked with the man, the less respect she had for him. Why couldn’t men give women their due? It seemed to her the smarter the man, the more threatened he was by a smart woman.
“You will never find out, dear Charles. But your interest is noted. Let’s move to the issue at hand. We have work to do and all of this ancillary gibberish doesn’t get us anywhere.”
Gwendolyn stepped away from the chair, turning her back to the men. She didn’t give Morel a chance to respond. “John, you’re the expert here,” she said to Treadgold. “You’re the one who discovered the rate and method of change within the disease. How do you propose we begin? If we’re trying to predict and model the mutations, then use that knowledge to create the changes ourselves preemptively?”
She spun around to emphasize her point. Her index fingers, mocking a church steeple, pointed at John Treadgold. He twisted his puckered lips to one side of his face and looked at his knees.
“We’ll need more computing power. And more people.”
Gwendolyn jabbed her fingers toward him. “Yes to the computers. No to the people. We have to keep this in a small circle. Very need to know.”
Treadgold frowned. “How long do I have?”
“To what?”
“To provide an accurate predictive model capable of helping us modify the disease ourselves?”
“I’ll find out,” she said. “Let’s work with the assumption that it’s sooner than later. They’re building a wall around Texas. I think I’m safe to share that.”
“A wall?” echoed Treadgold.
“Yes. Construction starts soon. I think they’re hoping to have it completed within a year or two. It’s a massive government effort to employ people, keep the peace here and cordon off Texas. They’re not happy with how the governor thumbed his nose at the president’s request for National Guard troops. The place is falling apart now. A lot of issues. I think it’s safe to say you have until the wall is complete. I’ll get that confirmed for you.”
Treadgold rubbed his chin. “I’m not sure we can do that. No new people? Predictive software that’s specific to a new application? Essentially engineering a new deadly disease in which bacteria and virus interact? Two years? I’m not sure.”
Gwendolyn folded her arms across her chest. “You don’t have to be sure to get to work. Put your head down; focus on the task. I’ll take care of everything else.”
Morel half raised a hand and waved it for attention. “And what do I do?”
Gwendolyn considered a thousand different responses. She could placate him, make him feel important. She could be demure and ask him his thoughts. She could lie to him and suggest he’d have more of a role than he would. This was her project. The colonel had empowered her.
“Whatever my wiles tell you to do, Charlie.”
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Trick McQuarry shook the notebook in his hand. It flopped back and forth, its cardboard binding having lost its strength. There was a new bounce in his step. Killing a man seemed to do that. Like an infusion of energy, of life force, from a dying man.
He led the others in their march east on 520. An Olive Garden was to their right. The western edge of the abandoned Merritt Square Mall lay ahead to the south of the causeway.
“This is it, guys,” he said. “We don’t need to hit any stores or shops or whatever. This little book holds the key.”
Cooper motioned to the notebook. “You haven’t told us what you found. What’s so good?”
McQuarry had taken the notebook from the body of one of the two guards they’d shot. The soldiers weren’t letting them pass, told them to turn around and head back. McQuarry didn’t like that, so he’d pretended to acquiesce. He’d turned around to head back west, then swung around with his handgun leveled. Two quick pops dropped both soldiers. Neither knew what hit him. One had a third eye and was dead before he hit the asphalt. The other, the one with the notebook, was gurgling and making a high-pitched keening sound that reminded McQuarry of a cat in heat.
They’d searched the men, taken their weapons and ammo, rifled through their pockets. The only things of value were a box of orange Tic Tacs and the notebook.
McQuarry knew what he had as soon as he’d leafed through it. Names and addresses of everybody who’d crossed the bridge heading east.
Cooper scowled. “The key to what?”
“The key to empty houses on this side of the bridge. I’ve got names and addresses. We don’t have to guess which places are empty. We know.”
He waved the notebook in the air like a lawyer would a key piece of evidence. McQuarry had seen lawyers do this at his trials. Those keys only ever led to him being locked up. The key he now held was liberating.
“The last names in the book are the four people we just passed,” he said. “I recognize their street. I think I can get us there.”
Dickie raised a hand. “Can I ask a question, Trick?”
McQuarry tucked the notebook into his hip pocket. “What?”
“I’m not saying that notebook there isn’t a gold mine or nothing. ’Cause if you say it is, I’m sure it’s valuable and all…”
“But?”
“But if people left their homes, couldn’t it be because they didn’t have nothing left there to begin with? Going to these houses means we’re going to find nothing too.”
Cooper shook his finger at Dickie. “He’s got a point. Why waste our time on places people already left?”
McQuarry silently adjusted his grip on his rifle and kept moving. He let the others keep pace with him.
“You saw those people on the bridge. They were loaded down,” said Cooper. “They took what they could and bolted.”
Both men had points. McQuarry had to acknowledge that. “True. I hear you. I happen to disagree. They didn’t have the look of people who were leaving and not returning. That older one checked his watch. It was an expensive watch too, the kind you wind by shaking your wrist. They were paying attention to the time. Nobody does that unless they’re on a schedule.”
“I don’t know,” said Cooper. “That’s a pretty big leap. Could be habit. I keep wanting to check my phone and I ain’t had one for four months.”
McQuarry pressed forward, walking with definitive purpose. “Could be. It’s worth finding out. There must be thirty or forty names on this list. You can’t tell me all of the addresses are empty houses with nothing of value inside.”
Cooper relented. “I guess.”
Dickie echoed, “I guess.”
McQuarry recognized the name of the street next to the name Barry Miller. It was a Cocoa Beach address. The other names at the end of the list didn’t live close. They were Orlando and Lake Mary addresses.
None of the people shared the same last name. McQuarry figured they were friends. Or they might all be newly acquainted and working together. Either way, he was sure the Cocoa house was plush by comparison to his place in Rockledge. And chances were there were boats too. Moored boats might have fuel or weapons. That reminded him of something.
“You saw that one fella with the spear gun?” McQuarry asked. “The tall one who looked like he was training for American Ninja or something?”
“I saw it,” said Dickie. “Thought it was weird.”
Cooper didn’t appear intrigued. “What about it?”
“It means they’ve got a boat. People who fish shore side or wade in the shallows don’t use spear guns. That’s for diving. Offshore stuff.”
Cooper remained unimpressed. “So?”
McQuarry sighed. “So it means there could be a lot of boats. Nice boats. Not skiffs or jon boats. But cabin cruisers, ski boats. Twenty-four footers and up.”
Dickie coughed and cleared his throat. “How far?”
It wasn’t too far. Wasn’t close either. Once they passed the mall, they’d cross the bridge and Kiwanis Island to the north. Then they’d wind their way south, through neighborhoods, until they found the street. It could take an hour or two. Or three.
“Not far,” he lied. “Keep moving. We’ll be there before you know it.”
“We’re not getting back to Rockledge before dark,” said Cooper. “There’s no way. Especially if somebody finds those bodies. The place will be swarming with people. It’ll be impossible to get back across. We should have tossed them into the river.”
“I don’t think so, Cooper. Too hard to pick up the dead weight and heave them over the side of the bridge. No need for it. Even if somebody finds the bodies, who are they going to call? The police? The military? Nobody’s coming. And so what if we don’t make it back by dark? We’ll spend the night in Cocoa Beach. It’ll give us time to take inventory and plan our next steps.”
“I just thought of something,” said Dickie.
They were passing the mall now. McQuarry saw a big sign for Macy’s. “What?”
“That guy with the watch. He also wore a wedding ring. But you said that lady wasn’t his wife. What if the wife is at the house?”
The Macy’s was set back from the causeway, an ocean of parking spaces between the two. Closer to the causeway was a Chick-fil-A and a Bonefish Grill. The glass fronts to both freestanding buildings were gone. Shards of window stuck to the frames like clear stalagmites.
McQuarry ignored the question. He was fixated on the restaurants. “I hated Sundays.”
Neither of his partners questioned the non sequitur. They exchanged confused glances.
“Not because of church or because it was twenty-four hours from Monday,” he said. “It was because Chick-fil-A was closed. For some damned reason the only time I ever craved that sandwich was on Sundays. Must say something about my personality that I want something I can’t have.”
He chuckled and imagined tasting the dill pickle on the buttered bun, the lightly breaded juicy meat. He loved the sauce too. And the waffle fries. Things he’d never have again.
He sighed and leaned into his next step. “I wouldn’t worry about a wife. She probably died in the Scourge. If she didn’t, she’s gone.”
His mind drifted again, this time to Winter. His woman. Or was he her man? Who kept who? It was a little bit of both. She was as tough as nails. Drove him to be better, or worse, depending on one’s perspective.
He missed her. Should have brought her along. Strategically, he understood why Winter needed to stay behind, but it would have been nice to have her with him. She had more common sense in her pinkie finger than he had in his entire body.
Winter wasn’t her given name. He didn’t know what that was. She’d never told him. Winter was a nickname her friends had given her in middle school. She was ice cold. Didn’t play games or mince words, shot straight. Somebody once said she was like the dead of winter and it stuck.
McQuarry wondered if he was too soft sometimes, if his heart lacked the fortitude to persevere in a dystopian world. He’d overcompensated in prison. Violence masked his fear, his own sense of inadequacy. His father saw it and told him as much.
In the current post-Scourge anarchy, McQuarry thought about the two men he’d laid waste to minutes earlier. Were they victims of his overcompensation?
He cursed himself for overthinking. None of the extraneous stuff mattered. Survival was key. Whatever it took, whomever he had to kill, however he had to do it. The rest was immaterial. Immaterial. He’d heard his public defender use that word once and he’d asked him what it meant.
The lawyer had tugged at the loose knot on his tie and replied, “Irrelevant.”
Everything other than his survival was irrelevant.
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Mike saw the blood before he saw the bodies. It puddled on the asphalt. Dark and bright at the same time, it was unmistakable. It both swallowed and reflected the sunlight.
A trio of gulls swept across the checkpoint, diving low as if to get a closer look at the carnage. Two bodies lay at awkward angles. Despite their lack of movement, they didn’t look dead. Not at first.
The four of them picked up their pace. None of them spoke about it, it happened organically, all of them sensing the need to hurry. Somewhere between a jog and a run, they got close enough to the barricades to see what had happened to the two young soldiers.
One of them was slumped against a concrete barrier, akin to a drunk man sleeping one off. The other was flat on his back, sunbathing with his legs splayed to make sure his thighs got an even tone. Absent the blood, the men appeared peaceful.
“Hey, you guys hear me?” Mike called out. “You okay?”
They weren’t okay. The conclusion was foregone. He didn’t know what else to do other than call out to them. It made it seem like they might be alive.
Like Schrödinger’s cat. If he didn’t know for sure the soldiers were dead, then they must be alive. That was the theory.
“Guys,” he called, this time a strain in his voice he didn’t recognize as his own, “are you okay? Do you need help? We can help.”
He slowed to weave his way through the serpentine barricade. One hand gripped his weapon, the other slid along the tops of the rough concrete, guiding him and providing some sort of balance. He stopped when he saw the bullet wounds, the source of so much blood. The others were right behind him and they stopped as well. All of them were breathing hard. Mike’s pulse pounded in his chest, in his neck. He was suddenly exhausted. His foot hurt and his phantom toe throbbed.
He’d opened the box and the cat was dead. It was real now. No pretending, no hope.
The birds took another pass. They laughed, quick bursts of cackling and lifted on flapping wings over the water to join a colony banking toward the coastline.
Kandy was the first to speak. She was matter-of-fact, devoid of emotion. “I remember my first dead body.”
Mike cocked his head. “What?”
He turned from the gore. His eyes flitted from Mike to Brice and settled on Kandy. She stared at the slumped body. It was the sergeant. But she wasn’t looking at him. There was a blank look on her face that told him she wasn’t altogether on the bridge. She was somewhere else, some time in her past.
“A prostitute,” Kandy said. “She was dead a while. Body was rigid. My photographer and I got there before the medical examiner. I don’t even think Homicide had shown up yet. The first couple of officers were on the scene, setting up a perimeter. They pushed us back before we set up a tripod, but I saw her. Took a couple of shots with my phone and taped a short video segment where I positioned myself in front of the body so you couldn’t see it in the picture.”
Kandy touched her cheek. She blinked twice. “We were on some other story. City Council, I think. A story about I-4 and its expansion. I got a text and then a phone call. The assignment desk wanted us to move to breaking news, so we rerouted and headed toward the address they gave us. I’d been to plenty of crime scenes—I wasn’t a rookie or anything. But I’d never seen a whole body before. A hand or a foot sneaking out from underneath a sheet, sometimes the top of a head.”
She touched her head and left her hand there. Tears pooled in her eyes and ran down her cheeks. Kandy didn’t wipe them away. She blinked again in rapid succession. “Seeing a whole body is different. You connect somehow when you see a person’s face, their clothes, the color of their fingernails or the way they tie their shoes. It’s like you’ve somehow seen into their life. You imagine what they were they thinking as they died. I mean, chances were they didn’t know they would die when they put on their clothes for the last time, or ran a comb through their hair. It’s a thing, seeing a whole body. It sticks with you.”
The foursome was silent for almost a minute. Kandy thumbed away the tears. She sniffed and swallowed. Then she apologized.
“Sorry, guys. I don’t know what happened there. It just hit me. Not sure why.”
Mike smiled. “It’s fine. We all have our moments. Nothing about any of this is normal. I’m sure we’re all going to see or experience things that trigger memories of what life was like before the Scourge.”
“Thank you.” Kandy puffed her cheeks and exhaled, exorcising the unanticipated emotion.
“How’d she die?” asked Brice. “If you don’t mind.”
Mike frowned. “Dude. C’mon.”
Kandy waved her hands. “It’s fine.” She looked at the sergeant and then at Brice. “Strangled. A belt, I think. Not sure. I just remember how stiff her body was. Her fingers were curled into claws. Her leg was twisted weird. It was unnerving. You never forget it.”
Barry was at the bodies now, checking them. There was no point. All of them had to know that. But it was something to do. It was confirmation.
Barry looked up from Sal’s corpse. “They’re dead. One shot each. I think. One got it between the eyes, the other in the throat. That’s why there’s so much blood.”
The pronouncement didn’t elicit so much as a murmur. Barry stood from his crouch next to Sal. He motioned at both bodies with a swipe of his hand. “We shouldn’t have come back. There was nothing we could do. We only—”
Mike held up a hand, his attention on Sal. Something was off. He moved toward the body.
“What?” asked Barry. “What did I say?”
Mike shook his head. “Nothing. Hang on.”
Kandy must have noticed the same thing. She put her hands to her mouth and muttered an expletive.
Barry looked around, confused. “What? What did I say?”
Brice caught on as Mike reached Sal’s body. “The notebook. It’s gone.”
Mike searched Sal’s pockets. He got onto his knees, avoiding the blood and scoured the ground. No sign of the spiral notebook. Mike cursed.
Barry turned white as the realization hit him. Their names and his address were in the book. It was a book now in the hands of Trick and his two henchmen. If they killed two armed soldiers for doing their jobs, what would they do to his family?
“What do we do?” he asked. “Mike? What do we do?”
Mike stood and took two short steps to Barry. “We go home.”
Barry rubbed his chin. He looked like he wanted to scream, punch something and vomit all at the same time. “You don’t think they’d do anything to my family, do you?”
Mike wasn’t sure how to answer the question. They both knew the answer. Those three men were no good. They’d sensed it on the bridge. And the murders of two National Guardsmen confirmed that fear.
If Trick and his men would kill two guards at a checkpoint on a bridge, what would they do to women and children in a home that had power, food, water and access to the ocean? They would do anything to Barry’s family.
Barry’s family wasn’t alone in that house unprotected. Miriam was there as was Phil.
She was tough. She could hold her own and had proven it aboard the Rising Star repeatedly. Smart and resourceful, Miriam might be able to hold off the three armed men for a period of time. She could protect the Millers. But for how long?
Mike looked Barry in the eyes, holding his gaze. “We are going to get to them before anything happens. Everything is going to be fine. But we need to go now.”
Mike was trying to reassure Barry, keep the man focused on their new mission. He couldn’t have Barry freaking out or losing control.
More than trying to convince Barry, however, Mike was trying to convince himself that everything would be okay. He hoped the more he said it aloud, the more he would believe it. The truth was, he wasn’t sure. Trick and his men had a sizable head start and Mike had no way of communicating the danger to Miriam, Betsy, or the children.
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Rufus Buck took a tentative sip from the cup and burned the tip of his tongue. He cursed and drew the attention of the other two men in the room.
He glared at them. “What? It’s too hot.”
Manuse smiled. He held an identical steaming cup in his hand. He blew on it, pushing the steam in a cloud away from him. Then he lifted the cup in a toast. “Buck, lemme ask you a question.”
The three men were in what passed for a military mess hall. Most of the surfaces were stainless steel; the lights were bluish-white and cast a sterility over the space, which held a long cafeteria-style counter along one wall and round tables dotting the expanse of it. The chairs were more like floating stools attached to the undersides of the tables. With six of them to a table, the place could hold more than a hundred guests.
Opposite the cafeteria-style counter on the other side of the tables was a bank of stainless steel urns with black plastic spigots. They were labeled by the supposed contents: coffee, tea, hot water.
The appliances and sinks were behind the counter. The hum of refrigerators mixed with the low din of the electric lights overhead. It was a design intended to herd the hungry in and out. The light, the hard seats, the cold tables, the loud echoes and hums all drove people to eat and leave. No lingering.
Buck was sitting at one of the tables with Logan and Manuse. All three of them held cups of coffee. There was nothing to do but await instructions and answer questions. Had it been Logan asking, he might have ignored him out of spite. The man was unlikable. That was Buck’s first and lasting impression of the bald veteran. Manuse, on the other hand, was someone with whom he felt a connection, a mutual respect.
Buck toasted Manuse. “Go for it. Ask away.”
Manuse blew another waft of steam from the cup in his hand. “You’re a man who acts first and thinks about the consequences later.”
The cup was warm in Buck’s hand. He rubbed his thumb along the side of it and tried another sip. He burned his tongue again and winced. “Is that a question?”
Manuse placed his cup on the table. “It’s an observation, I guess. But it could be a question. Are you a man who acts first and thinks about the consequences later?”
Buck ran the tip of his burned tongue across the back of his teeth. The hum of the overhead lights and the rumbling mechanics of the refrigerator grew louder in his head. He studied Manuse for a second. He didn’t think the man was judging him so much as trying to understand him. The three of them, including Logan, were going to be working together. Even tangentially, one’s actions might impact the other two. The observation and question made sense. Buck rested his elbows on the table. The cold leaked through his shirt and chilled his skin. With a finger he tipped back the brim of his black hat.
“It depends.”
Manuse blew on his coffee again. The trail of steam was less dense than before. He took a sip from the cup and licked his lips. “On what?”
Buck scratched his beard at his neck. The thick tendrils itched and needed plucking lest they become ingrown and infected. He felt two bumps with his fingers and made a mental note to take care of it the next time he found himself in front of a mirror.
“The circumstance,” he said. “I find there are inflection points in a man’s life, moments that fork one direction or another. In those instances, I’ll take my time. I’ll study each path and decide, with the information I have, how I should proceed.”
Buck drew a sip from his cup. The coffee burned, but it was tolerable. It had been so long since he’d had even a lousy cup of coffee that it was worth the pain. He took his coffee black and noted Manuse did the same. Only coffee in the cup, the way a man should drink it.
He gestured with the cup. “If it’s not a life-or-death decision, I don’t think about it. I react, use my gut. Sometimes it is a life-or-death decision. There’s not time to think, only act. But you know that. I get the sense you’re the same way. As I said at the start, it depends.”
Logan had not touched his coffee. It sat on the table in front of him, thick with artificial creamer and sugar. From where Buck sat, it didn’t even look like coffee. It was caramel colored. It fit.
“You’re a walking contradiction, soldier,” said Logan. “You say you like to think about serious decisions, then suggest you act on instinct. It can’t be both. You’re either impetuous or thoughtful. One or the other.”
Logan lifted his chin. It gave him the appearance of looking down his nose at Buck. It was a trick he’d seen plenty of small people use to give themselves the appearance of high ground. To Buck it gave the opposite impression. To him it was like a man who put cream and sugar in his coffee.
Buck took a longer pull from his cup. It was hot but no longer painful to drink. The acidic taste flooded his mouth and ran down his throat, warming his body. He waited, wondering if Manuse might offer his opinion. When he didn’t, Buck drained his cup, set it on the table and pointed a trigger finger at Logan.
“I’ve known men like you,” he said. “Men who see the world in black and white. Good and evil. Hot and cold. Thoughtful and impetuous.”
Logan smirked. “You’ve known a lot of great men, then?”
Buck laughed, catching himself by surprise. It was genuine. That Logan was so lacking self-awareness was funny.
“I didn’t say that,” said Buck. “It’s the opposite. The people who understand that shades of gray make up this world are the great ones. They can see the subtlety in things. They find good in bad deeds and the self-righteousness in selfless acts. Seeing in shades of gray takes someone with the confidence to know decisions aren’t easy to make and consequences aren’t easy to live with no matter the outcome. The only black and white in my book is that coffee needs caffeine and nothing else.”
Now it was Manuse who laughed. Logan’s face flushed. The top of his bald head matched the crimson of his cheeks. He clenched his jaws and scowled, glancing at the untouched coffee in front of him.
Manuse adjusted himself on the seat, straddling the small stool underneath him. He held up both hands, surrendering to the tension amongst them. “All right, I get your point, Buck. I also think we’re going to have to accept each other’s differences.” He pointed to himself. “Me? I’m like you. I see the shades of gray in things, although I’m not sure I’m as quick on the trigger as I’m guessing you are. It’s all good though.”
Logan stewed. It was almost as if more steam rose from his scalp than from his sweetened cup of coffee.
Manuse pointed at him next. “Logan, you’ve gotta relax. I saw the way you put a vise grip on Buck’s handshake when you met. That’s bush league. We’re all adults here. We all have our reasons for being here or the colonel wouldn’t have picked us. No need to have any contest going on about who’s bigger or stronger or smarter or whatever.”
The men were silent for a moment. Manuse finished his coffee and excused himself. He crossed the floor to the row of urns, flipped the spigot to refill his cup, walked back holding the steaming cup away from his body and set it carefully on the table. Then he slid back into his seat.
“Look,” he said, “we’re here right now to figure out some things. We’ve gotta decide here and now how this is going to work. They want us to take control of Texas. All of it. Three men and two hundred sixty-eight thousand square miles. That ain’t gonna be easy if we can’t get along.”
Buck saw this as an opportunity. “I’ll take West Texas. Set up shop in Amarillo or Lubbock.”
“I’ll take Houston, then,” said Logan. “I like the eastern part of the state. I can handle from Beaumont up to Tyler if need be.”
Manuse raised a hand. “That leaves either Dallas or San Antonio for me.”
The door to the kitchen opened and slapped against the wall, the bang echoing through the open space. All three men faced the door. It was Major Bailey, Whittenburg’s subordinate who’d shown them to their rooms.
He took two steps into the mess hall and aimed a thumb over his shoulder. “Sorry about that. Need to get it fixed.”
Bailey crossed the floor and eased onto one of the empty stools at the table. He unbuttoned the top of his uniform and ran his finger along the inside of the collar, stretching it. “I hate these things. I’ve asked the colonel to let us dress down, but he’s not in favor of it. Not at HQ.”
The other three stared at Bailey. Buck was waiting for an explanation. When the major didn’t offer one, he hurried up the process.
“What are you doing here?” asked Buck. “We didn’t invite you.”
Bailey smiled. It was a toothy grin. The kind of grin that told the others he had information they didn’t yet know and he was about to share it. “I’m joining you three in Texas. Colonel’s orders. He thinks the territory is big enough for four men. I’m in it with you, equal partners.”
Suddenly Rufus Buck felt a kinship with Logan. The enemy of his enemy might as well be his friend. He exchanged glances with him and with Manuse. They shared an unspoken exchange that conceded they had no choice but to accept the major into the fold.
“All right then,” said Buck. “What else did the colonel tell you?”
Bailey eyed the coffee and raised a finger to pause the conversation. He slid off his stool and crossed to the urns. A minute later he was back with coffee. At least it was black, no cream or sugar.
He set the cup on the table. Steam lifted in a haze in front of his face. “He wants us to run the organization like a paramilitary organization.”
“That so?” said Buck.
Bailey nodded. “The actual military is pulling back. Border Patrol too. Right now, gangs, drug traffickers and ex-cons are starting to take control. The colonel wants us to bring these disparate groups into the fold and under our control.”
“How do you suppose we do that?” asked Manuse.
Bailey shrugged. “Connections.”
Logan took a sip of his coffee facsimile. “What connections?”
A wink and a knowing smile highlighted Bailey’s expression. “Don’t play coy with me. I know all about the three of you. You each bring your particular skills to this operation. I’m the go-between. I’m the one who’ll make sure you three don’t go off the reservation.”
Manuse tilted his head to one side. “Elaborate.”
Bailey picked up his coffee cup and blew the steam from it. He brought it close to his lips but didn’t sip from it. Instead, he placed the cup on the stainless steel tabletop and leaned on one elbow, using a finger to point at each man as he divulged what he knew.
“Let’s start with you, Manuse. You served time in three different Texas prisons. You earned clout, became a man of means on the inside. Am I right? You’re friendly with the Gulf Coast black market.”
“Okay,” Manuse said, his expression as flat as his tone.
Bailey turned to Logan. “You hang out with some unsavory people. I say that in the nicest way possible, Logan, but you’re in tight with some of the gangs. One in particular that controls a lot of the trafficking routes.”
Logan said nothing.
Bailey moved to Buck. “Which brings me to you. You’ve been in the drug trade since before the war in Syria. Your involvement modulates between surface-level dealings to large shipments.”
Buck pulled down the brim of his hat and scratched his neck. He scowled, hoping his distaste for this was evident without saying so.
“All of you have areas of influence that intersect nicely. The people we need to convince to fall in line with our objectives are the very people with whom the three of you already have relationships.”
“Okay,” Manuse said, “but if these people already have control of things in Texas, why would they join us or allow us to control them? Doesn’t make sense.”
Bailey picked up the cup and took a tentative sip. He tested the temperature with a smack of his lips and then took a longer pull of the coffee. He gestured toward Manuse with the cup. “They need help getting their goods outside Texas without interference. We’ll provide the protection in exchange for their acquiescence. They’ll agree. If they don’t, we’ll make it difficult for them. Remember, we are what’s left of the United States armed forces.”
Logan ran his hand across the top of his head. “I thought the military was pulling back from Texas. You just said that.”
“They don’t know that. They’ll come around,” Bailey said confidently. “We provide protection and weapons and unfettered access to the world beyond Texas. They’ll fall in line. Use your skills of persuasion.”
“What if we don’t or can’t?” asked Logan.
Bailey shrugged. “The colonel finds others who will. Simple as that. It’s either eat or be eaten. Which would you rather?”
Buck was beginning to understand the game here. The colonel and whoever was pulling his strings, wanted Texas unstable. But they wanted to control that instability. The former state had too many resources to ignore and too many problems to overlook. If they couldn’t control the anarchy within the state’s borders, it would spill over into neighboring territories. It wouldn’t be long before Louisiana, Oklahoma and New Mexico fell to the collections of gangs.
“If you can’t beat ’em,” said Buck, “join ’em.”
“Bingo.” Bailey aimed a finger at Buck and winked. “This is a long-term proposition, gentlemen. We’re talking years. You won’t take control overnight. Once you do, you’ll have to work to maintain your power. But I assure you, it will be worth it. In the aftermath of a plague like the Scourge, it’s much better to be the ones at the top of the crumbling heap than at the bottom.”
There were too many metaphors in this scenario. The bottom line for Buck was that he could do what he was already doing, running illicit drugs, but with the blessing of the government. Plus he’d have power unlike that he’d ever had before.
“What’s the structure?” he asked. “How do we parse out responsibilities, hierarchy, et cetera? What’s the colonel have to say about that?”
“He suggests four territories,” said Bailey. “Beyond that it’s up to us.”
Buck scratched the itch on his jawline. “I’ve got an idea about how we do this.”
“Go ahead,” said Bailey.
Buck searched the other two for their permission. When they nodded their approval, he stood. He paced, mulling over the best way to communicate his thoughts.
“We’ll call ourselves the Cartel,” he said. “But we’ll employ a military structure. The four of us will be generals.”
Logan laughed. “Generals?”
“Why not?” said Buck. “We’re the top of the food chain. We run things from a ten-thousand-foot view. We don’t get our hands dirty. We have the people under us do that.”
“What will you call them?” asked Logan. “Colonels?”
“We already have a colonel,” said Buck. “Whittenburg. It would be confusing to call the next in command by the same rank. We’ll call them captains. Each of us has a captain who runs the day-to-day operations in our areas. The captains pick bosses. Bosses recruit grunts. The grunts are at the street level. They do the nasty things it takes to instill fear in the non-compliant.”
“That’s four layers of leadership, not including Whittenburg,” Manuse pointed out. “Is that necessary? Do we need that much?”
Buck took off his hat and ran his fingers through the long, graying locks of hair matted to his head. He stood with his feet shoulder width apart, planted squarely in front of Manuse. “We do. I don’t know about you, but I’m gonna guess we’ll run into plenty of disobedient Texans. You know Texans are independent folks. They don’t like being told what to do or how to do it. They won’t give up their guns, won’t hand over their land. I’m not about to be in the middle of that. Let the grunts handle it. Let them report to the bosses. If it gets big enough, a boss can alert a captain. Only if it’s urgent do we ever need to know about the little people. We can focus on the big picture, the flow of goods and whatnot.”
Manuse pounded a fist on the table. “I like it.”
Bailey stood from his stool, leaving his coffee on the table and offered his hand. Buck took it.
“Good plan,” said Bailey. “Now we need to recruit the captains, the bosses and the grunts. Plus I gotta get myself a hat like yours.”
Buck shook Bailey’s hand. “Finding the hat will be easier than finding the men.”
They laughed. Bailey slapped Buck on the shoulder. The tension the major had brought with him into the room dissolved. Buck guessed that Bailey agreeing with him was a tactical maneuver. The major had to know he was the outsider, as much as there was one and that anything he could do to ingratiate himself with the others was a smart move. It didn’t matter to Buck in the moment. Motivation was unimportant.
Buck turned from Bailey and faced Logan. “What do you think? I want to hear your opinion.”
This was also tactical. Regardless of his feelings about any of the men in this room, they were a team now. The four of them together would run Texas. If they were to be successful, they had to be on the same page. Otherwise they’d fail or cannibalize each other. There would be enough to worry about without having to consider the betrayal of other generals. He needed Logan to think his opinion mattered.
“I think it’s a smart plan,” he said. “As much as I hate to admit it, it’s better than anything I could think of right now. I’m on board. Let’s go with it, General Buck.”
Logan stood and offered his hand. Buck eyed it warily then took it. Logan’s shake was much less aggressive this time.
“Call me Roof,” said Buck. “All my friends do.”
“Okay then,” said Logan. “Let’s go with it, General Roof.”
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Miriam was at the kitchen sink when she heard the knock at the front door. She hesitated, a wet dish towel in her hand, making certain of what she’d heard. The ambient rumble of the generator and the sounds of the kids playing in the family room made it difficult to isolate other noises. She’d thought a pair of loud pops a minute earlier came from the back of the house, either from the deck or the water. It was hard to tell. Sound carried across the water, making far-off noises sound closer than they were.
The knock came again. This time it was harder. The heel of a fist pounded with desperate urgency. Miriam was sure the noise came from the door.
She twisted the towel with both hands, wringing out the excess water into the basin and draped it over the edge of the farmhouse sink. A third series of knocks was loud enough to silence the children. They whipped their attention toward the front door and then to Miriam.
Phil was out back on the boat. He was repairing a fishing net they’d used to haul in catches once they’d reeled them close to the stern. He wouldn’t hear her if she called to him. Their mother was upstairs sleeping off her inebriation. Even if Miriam called to her, it wouldn’t do any good. This was on her.
She wiped her hands on her pants and moved toward the front door. As she passed the children, she lifted a finger to her lips, pulling the nine millimeter from the holster on her hip.
Miriam thought about calling out, asking who was at the door, but decided against it. For a split second, she wondered if it was Mike and the others.
She dismissed that consideration even as it entered her mind. They had keys. They’d come in through the side door. Or they’d be yelling through the door, announcing who they were.
Whoever was at the front door, it wasn’t someone she knew. Miriam padded up two steps and into the foyer, the tile cold beneath the thin cotton fabric of her socks. On the other side of the door, something was moving around.
The front door was solid wood painted a glossy black. There was a peephole at eye level and to the right of the door there was an intercom connected to the security system. Quietly, she stepped to the peephole and glanced through. She moved her eye from one side to the other, hoping to get a good look at the visitor.
The person at the door was a man, she could tell that. But it was twilight and the sinking sun cast a shadow across his face. She tried to make out his features. Then he stared directly into the peephole. His eye locked on hers, as if he could see her. She backed away and reached for the intercom.
She stepped back to the peephole and pushed the button to talk. “Hello?”
The man looked up and from side to side, searching for the source of her voice. Confused, he shouted, “I need help! Can you help me?”
When he stepped back, Miriam got a better look at him. He was younger than she at first thought. He was chubby, bordering on overweight.
She pushed the intercom again. “What kind of help do you need?”
“I’m hungry and thirsty. Could you spare a can of food? A cup of water? Do you have any food or water?”
His appearance didn’t indicate he was starving. It had been six months since the Scourge. Everyone she knew, all eight of those who’d survived aboard the Rising Star, had lost weight. Even the children were thinner. Mike, who was thin before the end of the world, somehow added muscle, although he was leaner than before. Then again, she didn’t know how heavy the man at the door had been before the plague. Maybe he’d lost weight. He could be chubby and starving. He could be dehydrated and thirsty.
Miriam pushed the button again. She opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, she heard a scream behind her. It was high pitched. A child’s scream.
Sally!
Miriam ignored the man at the door and hurried to the family room. She bounded down the two steps into the main part of the house, where she stopped and raised the handgun. Her finger on the trigger, she leveled it at the wiry man holding the girl against his body with a hand over her mouth. Sally’s eyes were wide with fear. A puddle of urine pooled at her feet.
Then she noticed another man, younger and taller, with his hands on Jimmy’s shoulders. The grip was tight enough that as Jimmy squirmed, the man held him in place. Tears streaked down the boy’s reddened face and his chin quivered.
The older man jutted his chin at the gun in Miriam’s hands. “Drop it.”
Miriam didn’t drop it. She swept the gun back and forth between the two men, not sure at whom to aim since both were equal threats. The older one had a rifle strapped over his shoulder. The younger one held a shotgun out to the side, but he couldn’t use it with one hand. She had the advantage as far as she could tell. As long as she had them at gunpoint, they couldn’t do anything.
Her voice was shaky now, not as confident as when she’d spoken to the man at the door. The man who she now understood was a decoy, a distraction to draw her away from the children.
“Who are you?”
There was no hint of any emotion on the older man’s face, no hint he was holding a child hostage. “I told you to drop the gun.” His voice was dispassionate, like he was ordering food at a drive-through. “It doesn’t matter who we are. What matters is I’ve got your kids.”
Miriam didn’t correct him. She gained nothing by admitting they weren’t her children. It was irrelevant. She wasn’t about to lower the weapon though.
The man rolled his eyes and sighed. “Look, I’ve got a gun pointed at the back of this little bed wetter here. You don’t drop yours, I’m going to have to use mine.”
That changed things. Miriam shifted her aim to the younger one, then back again. A thousand questions raced through her mind.
How did they get into the house? Where was the man at the door? Would the older one really shoot Sally? A kid? Was Betsy sleeping?
The older one tightened his hand around Sally’s mouth and pulled her closer against his body. She squealed. The muffled sound was pained.
“We’ll give you whatever you want,” Miriam blurted out. “We’ve got food, water, hot showers. You don’t have to do this. We’ll help you.”
The man tilted his head to one side. “You don’t have to help me. I get to take whatever I want. It’s funny you think you have any say in this.”
“They’re children,” said Miriam. “Let them go. You can take whatever you want.”
The man pulled the gun from behind Sally’s back and pushed it against her temple. Sally squeezed her eyes shut, pressing tears down her cheeks.
The man glanced to the right. Miriam didn’t follow his gaze at first. A noise from the kitchen drew her attention.
Standing by the island was the man from the front door. She recognized his frumpy shape. He was holding a rifle to his shoulder, aimed directly at her.
The older man clucked his tongue on the roof of his mouth. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Don’t look like you got the upper hand now, do it? If you don’t drop that gun right now and step away from it, my friend here is gonna pull his trigger. Then these kids are gonna see their momma die. Do we want that?”
“I don’t want that,” said the taller, younger man holding Jimmy.
The chubby rifleman shook his head. “I don’t neither.”
Miriam’s hand trembled. She couldn’t keep the gun steady. Her knees weakened. She couldn’t see a way out of this.
“She’s not our mom,” Jimmy said.
The older man’s brow wrinkled, then his eyes widened and a smile twitched at the corners of his mouth. He looked at Jimmy, the gun jammed against Sally’s head, his hand over her mouth. “What’s that?”
Miriam hadn’t dropped the gun, but the invaders were preoccupied with the new information Jimmy shouldn’t have shared. The kid clearly didn’t understand what he was saying. What it meant.
“She’s not my mom. She’s just living with us. She and a bunch of other people. They’re coming back. They’ve got guns. They’re gonna shoot you when they get here.”
Miriam bit the inside of her cheek so hard blood seeped into her mouth. She wanted to yell at Jimmy, tell him to shut up. That wouldn’t help anything. Instead she raised her hands above her head and squatted. “I’m putting down the gun, okay? You can take what you want.”
The tall one cursed. “I told you we should wait until morning, Trick. I told you it wasn’t a good idea coming into a house with people inside. And now we gotta—”
The older one growled and cursed. “Are you kidding me? Now is not the time, Cooper.”
The once impassive Trick now gritted his teeth when he spoke. A thick blood vessel ran along the side of his neck, straining at his reddened skin. The younger one, Cooper, didn’t cower. There was obvious discord. Miriam’s mind raced, trying to find some way to exploit it. Nothing materialized.
Trick took a deep breath in through his flared nostrils. He closed his eyes for a split second and then plastered a smile on his face. His voice softened and he said to Jimmy, “Where is your mother?”
Jimmy checked with Miriam. She signaled him to stay quiet or to lie, attempting an almost imperceptible shake of her head. It didn’t go unnoticed.
Cooper tightened his grip on Jimmy and he glared at her. “Don’t listen to her. That’s gonna get you hurt.”
Miriam was crouched. She’d slid the gun away from her reach. Her hands weren’t raised, but she held them in front of her, palms facing the intruders. She was exposed. There was nothing she could do to stop the men. Her eyes flitted to the gun.
“Don’t think about it,” said Cooper. “Go sit over there.”
Trick said nothing, apparently okay with Cooper’s instructions. Miriam stood and moved deliberately toward the sofa. She lowered herself and perched on the edge of the cushion. Exhaustion washed over her.
These men had been here for no more than two minutes, but to Miriam it felt as if everything was in slow motion. Every breath, every word, every muscle twitch was stretched into an eternity.
When she was a young driver, Miriam was once following a pickup truck too closely. The truck stopped short at a red light. She didn’t hit the brakes fast or hard enough and she’d slammed her Honda into the back of the truck. From the instant she saw the Dole light illuminate on the back of the truck’s cab to the silence after the crunch of the collision, every split second stretched into minutes. All these years later, she could vividly recall that sensation of time slowing to a crawl: the sights, the sounds, the smells, the taste in her mouth, the sensation of muscles tensing to uncomfortable rigidity.
That was how she felt now. It was like she could see the collision coming; she knew there was no avoiding it. She worked in her mind the possibilities of stopping it. Those possibilities were improbabilities. They were futile efforts. The only thing worth doing now was bracing for impact.
Jimmy looked at her and then at the floor. “She’s upstairs. I think she’s asleep.”
Trick looked over at Chubby. “Go get her.”
Chubby twitched. “Me?”
“Yeah, you. Go upstairs and get her. Bring her down here.”
Chubby mumbled something under his breath and dipped his chin like a petulant child. He lowered the rifle and stepped around the island. He clopped along the tile floor and into the family room, walked behind the other two, close to the floor-to-ceiling windows and marched up the stairs and out of sight.
This wasn’t good. At least Phil was outside. Maybe he’d heard what was going on or he’d seen it from the boat and was getting help. Or he was planning his attack. There were weapons on the boat, things he could use in a pinch to even the field.
Trick bent down, his face above the gun pressed to Sally’s head. He put his mouth to her ear, behind the barrel of the semiautomatic. “I’m gonna take my hand off your mouth. If you scream, I’m gonna kill you and your babysitter here. You understand?”
Sally’s tear-swollen eyes blinked and she nodded. Her knees trembled, chest heaving in the stilted movement of someone trying to calm themselves but was on the edge of hyperventilating.
When Trick pulled his hand from her mouth, a pink and white impression of his fingers marked Sally’s face. He lowered the gun and shoved her toward the sofa. “Stay there with your babysitter. Don’t get up.”
Sally leapt into Miriam’s lap and buried her face in her neck. Miriam wrapped one arm around her and cupped the back of the girl’s head. She shushed Sally, whispering, “Everything will be okay,” even though she didn’t believe it.
Snot and tears dampened Miriam’s neck and ran down the front of her blouse. The nutty odor of urine was almost overwhelming. Miriam ignored it all and closed her eyes, unconsciously swaying to comfort the frightened child.
Jimmy was next. Cooper shoved him so hard the boy stumbled forward and caught his fall on the arm of the sofa. His chest slammed into it and he grunted as the air pushed from his lungs. He tumbled into the cushion and curled up into a ball, shivering.
Miriam wanted to hold him too, but he was on the opposite end of the sofa, as far away from her as he could be. She closed her eyes, shushing Sally and silently prayed.
Where was Phil? Why hadn’t he helped her yet? Was he too afraid? No. Not Phil. He wasn’t a coward. There had to be a reason. He was biding his time, picking the perfect opportunity.
“Cover them,” said Trick. “I want to look around.”
Trick holstered his handgun and swung the rifle from his back. He held it by the forestock with one hand and stepped toward the kitchen. He picked up Miriam’s gun on his way and tucked it in the front of his pants. Cooper leveled the shotgun at the sofa and stepped forward.
Trick opened the refrigerator. He closed his eyes against the cool air, took a deep breath and audibly sighed.
“That is good. Cold air. How long has it been? Coop, you gotta stick your face in this fridge. It’s heaven.”
He closed the fridge and bent over to open the freezer drawer at the bottom of the appliance. Rummaging through the contents, he whistled his approval.
“Frozen fish,” he said. “Lots of it.”
He took out a gallon-sized plastic bag containing several filets and thumped it against the countertop behind him. It was solid.
“Frozen enough we could take some of it with us. We wouldn’t have to worry about it going bad. We could also leave it here. It would be waiting when we come back.”
Miriam watched him survey their supplies. There was at least two or three weeks’ worth of dried goods and spices in the pantry. They were running low on canned vegetables. Trick commented on that but praised the inventory of paper products.
“It’s almost like they knew the Scourge was coming,” he commented. “Rich folks always get a heads-up on things, don’t they? The rest of us are stuck to fend for ourselves, make do with what little we got.”
He moved to the sink and flipped the faucet. Water pressure was low, but there was a steady stream. Miriam had noticed it was getting less reliable by the day. He ran a hand under the stream, flicked the moisture from his fingers and turned off the faucet.
“I could get used to this,” he said. “It’s big enough here we could get everyone into one house instead of two. Nice and cozy.”
Trick laughed. It was a taunt. He glanced at Miriam and then past her.
“Coop, where’s Dickie? What’s taking so long? If he’s not back in a minute, I want you to go after him.”
Cooper only grunted.
“She locks the door,” said Jimmy.
Trick frowned. “Who?”
“My mom. She locks the door when she goes to sleep.”
As if on cue, Dickie appeared at the top of the steps. He descended halfway and spouted in a whisper, “All the open rooms are empty. One’s locked though. I can’t get in. If there’s somebody up here, they’re in that room.”
Trick shot Miriam a wary glance then motioned toward a mounted hutch, which matched the kitchen cabinets. “Are those house keys?”
There were several hooks on which key chains hung. There were four sets of keys. Some of them held fobs obviously connected to vehicles.
Miriam didn’t respond. Instead, she tried to replay Cooper’s reaction to learning she wasn’t Jimmy’s mother. It wasn’t the kind of response one would have if there was no threat to their plans.
“I told you we should wait until morning, Trick. I told you it wasn’t a good idea coming into a house with people inside.”
Somehow they’d known about this house. They’d thought it was empty and then discovered otherwise. But that didn’t stop them from making a move. Miriam wanted to believe that her friends were alive, that these men had somehow stumbled here. She had to believe it. If she didn’t, she’d crumble. She wanted to yell up to Betsy, to warn her. She couldn’t do that. It would put the kids in danger. She was helpless. The sensation weighed on her, made her nauseous.
Trick took four steps to the hutch. He plucked a set of keys from one of the hooks and faced Cooper. He held them up, the ring looped around his middle finger and he jingled them like a child taunting a dog with a treat. A thin key hung lower than the others. It was an interior door key, the kind that fit into tiny holes at the center of handles.
“This’ll work,” he said. “Once you find her, take your time. If she fights you, put a bullet in her. Then dig around. Look for cash, jewelry, weapons, things we can use or trade.”
Trick tossed them to Cooper, who reached out with one hand and caught them without taking the shotgun off its intended target. Cooper pivoted and threw them underhanded to Dickie. The chubby one tried to catch them. They bounced off his chest and fell onto the stairs.
The other two intruders grunted at Dickie’s ineptitude while the red-faced cherub climbed the stairs and disappeared.
Trick stared at Miriam as he crossed back into the kitchen. His steps were deliberate. Confident. Taunting.
Miriam didn’t want to look at him. She looked at the floor-to-ceiling windows that led out to the dock and water beyond. With the sun having set, she couldn’t see outside. Instead, she saw the reflection of the horror playing out inside the house. Miriam swallowed against the thick lump in her throat.
“You’d best hurry and take what you can now. Our friends are coming back. They’re armed. You don’t want to be here when—”
“When what?” Trick was at the island in the kitchen. He spun around, leaning his hip against the edge of the counter. From his hip pocket, he pulled out a worn notebook and flipped it open. Without looking up from the page, he said, “Your friends. The heroes. You mean Barry Miller? Brice Booker? Mike Crenshaw? Or are you talking about Kandy Belman?”
He looked up at her. A sinister smirk spread across his face. Miriam was dumbstruck. How did he know their names? What happened to them? Were they hurt? Trick flipped closed the notebook and slipped it back into his pocket. The smirk was a broad grin now.
“How do you know them?” she blurted. “Where did you get that?”
Trick tilted his head to one side and his neck cracked. A sickening cascade of pops repeated when he twisted his head to the other side. The man was sadistic, playing with her and there was little she could do to stop him.
“I don’t think we have to worry about them,” he said. “And I don’t think I need to be in any hurry to do anything you tell me to do.”
Miriam sneered. “If you hurt them—”
“If we hurt them, what? What are you going to do? What’s done is done. We have the guns.”
Miriam opened her mouth to say something but stopped herself. There was no use in arguing, in provoking them. A vision of Mike bloodied and dead on the side of a road materialized in her mind. She tried to shake it. The others were dead too. All of them lay in a heap, their eyes fixed and devoid of life. She pushed the images away and focused on the children. She had to stay strong for the children.
Trick walked back to the hutch mounted next to the cabinets. He pulled another set of keys. These had a large black fob attached. He turned it over in his hand, then held it between his thumb and forefinger like a prized coin.
“Hey, Coop,” he said, “we might have some wheels. I think—”
There was a percussive explosion followed by a scream. Bloodcurdling and pitched high, it preceded three more pops. They were gunshots. Loud. Unmistakable. And they’d come from upstairs. Sally jumped in Miriam’s arms and wrapped her arms tight around her neck, squeezing. Jimmy jerked with surprise and coiled into a ball, his hands over his ears.
The adults looked toward the stairs. A third shot. A fourth. Sally squealed.
Jimmy cried out, “Mom!”
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Mike heard the gunshots from inside the house. From the others’ expressions, he knew they’d heard them too.
All of them were bathed in sweat. Barry complained of a cramp in his side; Kandy had blisters that hampered her movement; Brice’s neck and shoulders were rubbed raw from the pack he carried; and Mike’s foot forced him to limp.
But they’d run most of the way home. They were three houses away now. Somehow, above the low rumble of the generator that told them how close they were, the succession of shots cut through the air.
The sound froze them for an instant. Barry was a step ahead of the others and he looked back at them over his shoulder. His pained expression made him look older in the pale light of the waxing gibbous moon rising from the east.
The frozen instant passed and the foursome simultaneously launched themselves toward the house. It was the only one in sight lit from the inside. When they reached the front of the house, Barry made a wide arc to the side entrance.
Mike followed Barry’s lead. Adrenaline fueled renewed energy and he forgot about his aching foot and the flare of pain it caused in his ankle.
Kandy and Brice were on their heels and all four of them reached the side door together. It was already open, the jamb splintered and the locking mechanism broken. Barry started into the mudroom that led into the kitchen and the rest of the house. Mike put a hand on his shoulder and stopped him.
“We’re with you. Everything is going to be okay.”
Barry’s eyes welled. With the rifle’s butt pressed to his shoulder, he slipped into the dark mudroom.
Mike lifted the pneumatic spear gun, which felt ridiculous in this space and followed Barry into the darkness. He sensed Kandy, armed with her nine millimeter and a shotgun-wielding Brice behind him. Mike made an adjustment to the gun. It was a risk and it took a second in the dark, but he managed.
Muffled shouts leaked through the closed door that led into the kitchen. Mike couldn’t make out the halted, desperate-sounding conversation, but he sensed the panic. He heard crying. Children’s crying. That was a good sign.
Miriam had a handgun similar to the one Kandy held with both hands in the dark, but he couldn’t be sure the shots fired were from a handgun. His ear wasn’t good enough for that. He didn’t know guns well enough to distinguish their reports aside from the differences among the explosive boom of a shotgun, the crack of a rifle and the pop of a handgun.
They huddled close to the door, their collective breath and sweat heightening the intensity. Barry motioned to the door and stepped to the side. Mike took a hand from his spear gun and gripped the handle. He checked with all three, their dark forms signaled their assent and he pulled open the door.
Barry swung around to the open door and stepped across the threshold. Kandy followed, Brice at her back.
Before Mike slid into the kitchen, he heard more shouting. Barry’s voice rose above the others. A little girl shrieked. A boy called for his father.
Two other voices shouted back. There was cursing. Mike entered the kitchen and stepped into the gap between Kandy and Brice.
The kitchen was bathed in light. Mike’s eyes squinted in adjustment. The forms in the living room took shape and their features came into focus.
One of the men from the bridge stood in the middle of the family room. He was the older one and he had a rifle aimed at Miriam, who was on the floor. He wasn’t sure if she was conscious or alive.
The two children were huddled together in the far corner of the sofa. Jimmy and Sally clung to one another as if they were trying to climb over each other to get away but couldn’t.
The other man was near the top of the stairs. He held a shotgun or a rifle, Mike couldn’t tell which, aimed down at the children.
Barry stood at the island. His voice was a raspy growl Mike didn’t recognize. “Put down that gun or I’ll blow a hole in your face.”
The older man, the one who called himself Trick when they were on the bridge, didn’t flinch. He jabbed the rifle at Miriam.
“Not before I kill this woman right here, the babysitter. Then my man Coop is gonna send your little angels to heaven. You might get me; you might not. But your world is over either way.”
Mike moved forward toward the island and Barry, aiming the spear at Trick’s midsection. The way the intruder was standing, it gave him the biggest target.
Kandy was at the refrigerator. She had her gun aimed at the young one on the stairs, but she was scanning the place. She glanced at Mike and mouthed, “Phil?”
Mike didn’t see him. He wondered where Phil had gone. Was he upstairs? He shrugged.
Brice moved to his right near the kitchen cabinets along the eastern wall of the house, also aiming at the man on the stairs.
“There’s four of us,” said Barry, “two of you. Either way, your world ends tonight. That’s a given. You’re not leaving this house alive.”
Trick grinned. “There ain’t four of you. One of you has a shotgun that can’t do much from that distance. One of you’s a woman. Look at her hands shake. She ain’t never fired a gun before. I could show her the broad side of a barn and she’d miss.”
He was right about Brice. He was too far from Trick to do real damage and certainly couldn’t hit the man on the stairs. Kandy was tougher than she appeared, but she was trembling. There was a good chance she’d miss the man on the stairs from that distance.
“Then there’s your hero over there. Muscle boy. He’s got a spear gun with a line on it. That thing can’t go more than twice the length of the gun. So what? Ten feet? He can’t hit from there. It’s mano a mano, brother. You and me.”
Mike scanned the room for signs of the gunfire they’d heard from outside. There was no evidence of it. Then he remembered Betsy. She was upstairs when they’d left. She was always upstairs when she wasn’t in the kitchen pouring another drink.
Had the man on the stairs killed her? Was she dead? Was Phil up there too?
The revelation must have hit Barry at the same time. He growled again, the venom thick in his voice. “Where is my wife? What did you do with my wife?”
On the floor in front of Trick, Miriam groaned. She moved, lifting her head. Trick put a boot into her side and she cried out. “Stay down.”
Mike tensed and moved his finger to the trigger. “Don’t touch her.”
The children’s whimpers blossomed into crying again.
Trick gestured upstairs with his head. “Momma’s taking a nap.”
Barry’s jaw clenched. His face reddened. “Betsy! Betsy, where are you?”
Mike remembered there was a third man on the bridge. He was overweight and exhausted. Mike remembered him now. Where was he? It was hard to think, to process everything. All of this was happening so quickly. His heart thumped in his chest; his eyes burned; his throat tightened. None of this made sense—the kids on the sofa, Miriam on the floor, Betsy, Phil and the overweight intruder missing. This was too much.
During their months on the water, Mike had seen what was coming. As a group they’d planned their defense, their attack. There was time to calculate the odds.
Here in this house, in the midst of an armed standoff in which there could be no winners, there was no time to prepare. There was no time-out. This was happening in real time whether he figured out a plan or not. Many variables. Many weapons.
“Come on down, Coop,” Trick called out to the man on the stairs. “I need you here.”
Coop started down the steps, keeping his weapon aimed at the children. Trick turned his back on Coop and faced the kitchen and all four threats. There was a calm about the man that unnerved Mike, an unnatural swagger he guessed was born from confinement.
“Here’s how this is gonna go,” he said as dispassionately as if he were explaining the rules of a board game. “See, you got more to lose in this here fracas than I do. Yeah, sure, you could gun me down. You could kill Coop. But that’s that. Once it happens, I don’t know no better.”
“Betsy!” Barry called out again. His voice quavered, the rawness of his nerves exposed.
Trick ignored Barry and expounded on his theory. “You, on the other hand, got so much more on the line. Am I right? You got your little children here, the crybaby and the bed wetter. Not the kind of kids I’d want to raise, but that’s neither here nor there. I’m thinking worse than killing you is just killing your kids and leaving you alive.”
There was no equivocation when Trick spoke. He shared his thinking as if it he’d said it aloud a thousand times and it made sense without explanation.
Cooper joined him at the sofa.
“If you don’t all drop your weapons,” said Trick, “I’m gonna have Cooper shoot your kids. I’ll give you five seconds.”
Sally and Jimmy curled into a tighter ball if that was possible, crying out to their father. Barry raised a hand.
“Shhh,” he told his children. “It’s okay. It’s gonna be fine. Calm down. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”
Trick laughed. “It’s funny how everyone keeps telling these kids that everything’s going to be okay when it’s not. I’m the only honest one in this house. When I tell you your world is gonna change tonight, I mean it. One way or the other it’s gonna happen. Just the facts.”
“We can put down our weapons,” said Barry. “You can take what you want. Just don’t hurt my kids.”
Trick laughed again, shaking his head in disbelief. “There must be something in the water here, because everyone likes to give me permission to take what I want.”
He paused and sucked in a deep breath. His jaw flexed. “I don’t need permission!” he yelled so loud his body shook. “I’m taking what I want and there’s nothing—”
“Barry? Is that you, Barry?”
The voice was coarse and the words rounded akin to a slur. Everyone’s attention turned to the top of the stairs. Betsy stood there, her face and hair splattered with blood. Her top was soaked. She leaned on the railing for balance, bony fingers gripping it as though her life depended on it.
Trick, having spun toward the interruption, swung around his rifle and raised it to fire. The movement was so fast, the side of the barrel hit Coop in the face, knocking him backward.
In that moment, Mike saw his chance. He already had the spear gun aimed at Trick. All he had to do was squeeze the trigger. He applied pressure and with a thunk, the spear launched from the gun. But unlike the last time he’d fired the spear gun at a man, the projectile wasn’t connected to the line. He’d separated them in the mudroom. There was no restriction on his range.
It made a whooshing sound and then a crack when it hit bone in Trick’s thigh. He wailed and buckled as he pulled the trigger on his bolt-action rifle.
The weapon cracked and kicked up, its shot sailing two feet above Betsy’s head. She ducked but held onto the railing. Mike saw her bone-white knuckles wrapped around the wrought iron.
Trick was on the floor, grasping at his leg. Barry took three deliberate steps around the island, yelling at his children to cover their eyes before he drilled three rounds into Trick’s body.
Brice had quickly closed the distance between himself and the stumbling Coop. By the time Coop caught his fall, Brice emptied his shotgun. Coop dropped his weapon and sank to his knees.
Kandy was on top of the children in an instant. She bounded from the kitchen and launched herself onto the sofa to cover both of them with her body. Smothering them, she hid them from the worst of the carnage.
Trick was on his back like a dung beetle. His legs twitching, he intermittently reached for the wounds at his gut and chest and the holster at his side. Barry stood over him and put a boot on Trick’s arm, pressing it flat against the tile floor.
Then he put the rifle against Trick’s forehead and pulled the trigger. The crack was deafening and seemed to echo in the house for a long time.
Mike’s ears rang from the repeated gunfire. He saw Brice talking to Kandy. Betsy was moving her mouth as she slinked down the stairs, but he couldn’t hear anything other than a high-pitched tone.
He dropped the spear gun and hurried to Miriam, almost sliding across the tile to reach her. She was on the floor, semiconscious.
Gently, Mike rolled her over onto her back and knelt next to her. He pulled her up so he could hold her against him. She had a large welt on her right cheek and her eye was swollen shut, her lower lip was split and bleeding, but she was alive. She groaned and tried to whisper to him. Mike lowered his face to hers and quieted her.
“I can’t hear anything,” he said. “But it’s okay. We’re okay.”
Groggily, Miriam tucked her lower lip, gashed and bleeding, underneath her top teeth and then thrust her tongue. At first, Mike didn’t understand. She repeated it over and again until Mike’s eyes went wide and he understood.
Phil.
He looked up and found Brice. “Where’s Phil?” he shouted.
Brice didn’t know or he didn’t understand.
Miriam reached up and put a hand on Mike’s chin. He looked at her again and she shifted her head toward the back windows. Almost imperceptibly she jutted her chin in that direction.
Phil was outside.
Mike waved over Brice. Together they helped Miriam onto the sofa, resting her comfortably on one side of it.
Around him, there was chaos. Betsy and Barry and the children. Mike could hear the muffled cries and groans even if he couldn’t understand what they were saying. He didn’t know if Betsy was wounded or if the Rorschach of blood painted across her face and chest belonged to someone else. The ringing was incessant in his head and when he tried to stand upright, he nearly lost his balance.
He promised Miriam he would be right back, unsure if she could hear him. He moved to Trick’s body and pulled the nine millimeter from his holster. He checked the magazine. The weapon wasn’t loaded, but there were enough cartridges for now.
Mike hurried through the kitchen, into the mudroom and out the side door. It was dark and it took a moment for his eyes to readjust as he walked east onto the dock. The adrenaline leaked from his body, leaving him heavy and unsteady on his feet. But there was enough left to carry him to the boat.
The closer he got, the easier it was for him to see the outlines of shapes on the water. The boat was there, moored as it had been since they’d come ashore only two days earlier. Those two days felt like a lifetime ago. Two lifetimes.
Mike stopped when he noticed movement on the boat. He couldn’t make it out, but the boat shifted in the moonlight and there was a wash of shadow inside the Rising Star.
He lifted the gun and gripped it with both hands, as he’d seen men do in movies before the Scourge. He slowed his approach, careful to make less noise, even though he couldn’t hear anything beyond the ringing in his ears and the thick beat of his heart in his chest.
Mike considered calling out to Phil, making sure it was him and not the third intruder. He thought better of it given he couldn’t hear the response and might only be making himself an easy target.
He reached the end of the dock and stood in the shadows near the stern of the Rising Star. The interior cabin light was on and a flash of movement focused his attention. He took a cautious step toward the aft deck and held the gun at the end of his extended arms. Careful not to lock his elbows, he kept his finger on the trigger guard and inched closer.
He was about to step from the dock to the aft deck when he got a clear look at the person inside the boat. It confused him and he did a double take and glanced back at the house. Through the seamless glass windows, he saw Brice tending to Miriam. Barry and Betsy held each other, their children clinging to their legs. Dark speckles of blood painted the lower halves of two of the windows closest to where Coop fell and died.
Kandy wasn’t in the house. She was on the boat. Her hands were on her head, grabbing at her hair, while she paced. Her face was red; tears streaked her face. A long string of saliva bridged her gaping mouth.
Confused, Mike lowered the gun. He hurried across the aft deck and stepped into the salon. What he saw at Kandy’s feet stopped him cold.
He met her eyes. She met his. Her hands went to her mouth, covering it as they had when she’d seen the graves marked with paint stir sticks outside Grace Ward’s house. She dropped to her knees and sobbed.
Mike’s throat constricted and his vision blurred. Tears stung his eyes and he cried.
Phil was on his back. His eyes were open, his jaw hanging slack. He clutched a fishing net in one hand. The other, blood soaked, lay at his chest atop one of two bullet wounds. The other was to his gut. A dark stain marred the carpet under and around his body. Phil was dead.
Mike lowered himself to the deck and crawled next to Kandy. He reached out to her and she embraced him. Despite the ringing in his ears, he could hear her sobs. They resonated against his chest and his neck. Her body shook with grief and she grabbed at his shirt, tearing at it as if the act might ease the pain overwhelming her.
His own emotions surprised him. He was not one to cry. His father had scolded that out of him at an early age, but even that old Marine would have broken down at this.
The tears and difficulty breathing were about Phil, a gentle soul who counseled others and who worked hard to earn his keep. Despite his friendship with Barry, he’d never assumed anything was granted. If the apocalypse were filled only with men like Phil, it would be utopian. Now he was gone.
The tears were about Kandy’s loss. She’d survived the Scourge with the love of her life. A good man who treated her like a queen. Kandy’s other half was dead. She already struggled with this life after the world changed. How might she cope now?
The tears were about Miriam. He’d thought he’d lost her. And now he was faced with the reality that one could lose a soul mate in the blink of an eye, for no good reason and with no consolation.
Mike was a different person than he’d been the day he’d seen his unrequited crush Ashley Pomerantz seize, convulse and die in front of him. He wasn’t afraid of confrontation. He didn’t slink from a challenge, content to subsist. He was a survivor with newfound resolve. His friends jokingly called him heroic. Mike believed in some small way he was a hero. Not a Captain America, Iron Man, Black Panther kind of hero, but the type who sacrificed for the greater good, who thought of others before himself. He understood that his transformation, while self-generated and as yet incomplete, was largely because of Miriam. Her love for him and his for her had pushed him to become the protector, the provider, the reasonable voice.
She too was heroic. She thought of others and worked to protect at her own expense. She was kind and thoughtful and beautifully intelligent.
Like Phil and Kandy, they were each other’s better halves. Their whole was greater than the sum of their parts. He could not imagine what he would be without her in this forsaken world, a world worse off without Phil living in it.
As he held Kandy, doing what he could to ease her racking pain, Mike wondered what was next. Where would they go from here and how would they get there? The question, without an answer, was both figurative and very literal.
 



CHAPTER 23
MARCH 14, 2033
SCOURGE +164 DAYS
MERRITT ISLAND, FLORIDA
 
It was after midnight when Dickie reached the island. His wounded arm throbbed with pain, but the bleeding had stopped, as best he could tell. He stopped at the foot of the bridge and leaned on a barricade. There were no guards here. There were no laughing gulls. Only the moon on its descent to the west and the loud rush of the river’s current provided company.
The insides of his thighs screamed. They were raw and blistered, as were his heels and the arches of his feet. His twisted knee pulsed. The soreness in both ankles was acute. His body was a festering wound from which Dickie could get no relief.
Leaning his weight against the concrete and wiping sweat from his eyes, he looked toward the sky and told himself he deserved the pain. He’d nearly killed a woman in her bed. If she hadn’t turned on the light in her room, blinding him and sending his shot wide, he’d have orphaned two children for the contents of a pantry and an oceanfront view.
He closed his eyes and replayed the series of events in his mind. He’d already gone over it countless times in the strained walk from the house to this point. It was a penance, he thought, to do it again.
He’d opened her door with the thin key Cooper had tossed to him and stepped into a dark room. He stood in the doorway. A shaft of dim light from the hallway angled across the room and outlined his shadow while illuminating the frame of a large footboard. He held the rifle against his shoulder, his finger light on the trigger.
As his eyes adjusted, he moved farther into the room and, with his heel, closed the door behind him. His eyes widened to let in the dim light and he saw her. She was in her bed on her back. Under the covers up to her chin, she almost looked dead. The shades to a pair of open windows billowed against a light breeze and diffused the faint moonlight to his right. A large piece of furniture, a dresser or armoire, filled the wall to his left.
He stepped softly across the room to the bed and was feet away when her arm shot from underneath the cover and hit a light switch on the wall next to the headboard, flooding the room with bright light.
Frightened, he moved to cover his eyes, but his finger stuck inside the trigger guard and the gun fired. The blast went wide. He heard a scream, loud and piercing. He squeezed his eyes shut and lifted a hand to cover the ear closest to the woman’s banshee-like screech.
Then a loud pop filled the air in the room. His ears rang as a second and third gunshot cracked close by.
He was hit. He felt it in his arm. The searing heat and radiating burn told him the woman had struck him at least once. Dickie stumbled over the foot of the bed. The woman cried and moaned. He saw her sweep the room with a gun, tracking him and he dove to the floor. The lights went out; there was a thud; the woman grunted and fell silent.
Dickie crawled toward a window. He lifted himself up and heaved himself through the opening. He crashed through the screen and fell to the ground fifteen feet below, landing in a thick Ligustrum hedge that bordered the front of the house.
At first, Dickie was sure he was dead. He was numb. The pain in his arm was nonexistent and he couldn’t breathe. Above him the woman was silent. Seconds later, he sucked in a gulp of air and a thick, incapacitating pain coursed from his ankles, through his legs, into his back and concentrated at the bullet wound in his arm.
Seconds later, he heard footsteps. People were coming. Three or four of them. The people from the bridge? Dickie wasn’t sure, but he didn’t move.
He hid in the hedges for what felt like an eternity. He took off his socks, knotted them and tied them above the wound in his arm to staunch the bleeding. Then he listened. His ear pressed to the front door, he heard the arguing. He heard Cooper and Trick. Then gunshots. Silence. Voices he didn’t recognize.
Dickie worked his way to a window that showed the family room. He pressed his bloody hands against the glass and stood on his toes until he could see inside and past the furniture. He saw two bodies on the floor. No matter how he repositioned himself against the glass, he couldn’t see who they were, but he knew. The strangers, the people from the bridge, were alive. They were hugging and crying.
Now, hours later, he was little more than halfway back to the houses in Rockledge. He wasn’t sure he could make it. If he didn’t know better, he’d think he was in shock. Truth was, whether it was clinically true or not, Dickie was in shock.
He couldn’t believe the reality of what had happened. Trick McQuarry was his hero. Even when Trick didn’t treat him with respect or acted as though he was a nuisance, Dickie wanted to be like Trick.
He didn’t like Cooper. The guy was arrogant and weird. He didn’t trust him as far as he could throw him and Dickie couldn’t throw a sandbag, let alone a grown man. Still, he didn’t want Cooper dead.
Dickie winced and put weight on both legs. He maneuvered around the barricade and began the hike to the end of the checkpoint. His tender ankle made the turning a challenge, but he managed.
He didn’t want to be the one to tell the others that Cooper and Trick were dead. They’d blame him. Or worse, they wouldn’t believe him. How had he survived? How had the strong, self-reliant leaders of their group died and the overweight weakling made it out alive?
Nausea swelled in his gut as he considered the reactions from the others. He wanted to cry. He forged ahead and willed himself to the houses in Rockledge, rehearsing how he would reveal the news.
He tried a dozen different versions. By the earliest strains of daylight, in the coldest hours of the day, he walked up the driveway to the first of the houses, dragging a foot behind him. He wheezed and coughed, his mouth thick with dried saliva.
The door opened as he reached it and Winter stood there in front of him. Before he could open his mouth, she spoke, not making room for him to come in the house.
“They’re dead, ain’t they? I know it. I feel it in my gut. They’re dead.”
Dickie sucked in a halting breath and slumped against the brick wall next to the door. “Yes,” he said, looking at the ground. “They’re gone. I couldn’t do anything to stop it. I—”
Winter raised a hand to stop him. Then she reached out and put the hand on his shoulder. “It ain’t your fault, Dickie. They had it coming, I’m sure.”
Dickie lifted his chin and studied her face. He wasn’t sure if it was the dehydration, blood loss, or exhaustion, but he thought he saw the faintest flicker of a smile on her face.
She waved him inside. He limped across the threshold and into the house. Beyond the foyer and in the family room where they’d had dinner a little more than a day ago, candlelight flickered across the walls. The room was otherwise empty.
Winter slid into a chair at the dining table and motioned for Dickie to join her. She kicked out the adjacent chair to make room for him. He struggled across the room, using the wall where he could to keep his balance and essentially collapsed into the chair. It struggled against his weight but held.
There was a votive candle in the center of the table. The light cast a warm glow on Winter’s face. It made her look younger, less hardened. It also revealed the glisten of tears underneath her eyes and on her cheeks.
She ran her fingers along the table and stared absently at them as she spoke. Her voice was soft and almost feminine. “I loved Trick. He wasn’t a good man, but he was good to me. Understood me. Accepted me for who I am. I accepted him too, for all of his stupidity.”
Dickie didn’t know what to say. Winter thumbed away the wetness around her eyes.
“That’s why I said he had it coming. It’s not that he deserved it any more than most. It’s that he was a moron. All gut, no common sense. I knew he would buy it sooner than later. How did it happen?”
She looked up and focused on Dickie. He wanted water but wasn’t about to ask for anything to drink. Her reaction surprised him. It was a relief. Part of him thought she might kill him. He licked his dry lips.
“We came across some people on the causeway, the 520 bridge. We found out where they lived and figured their house was empty. We went to Cocoa Beach and found the house.”
Winter leaned back in her chair and put one leg up on the table. “It wasn’t empty. There were people there.”
“Right,” said Dickie. “We found one outside. He was on a boat. I guess he heard us trying to jimmy a lock. Trick went to the boat and shot him twice. Guy never had a chance.”
“Then what?”
“We could see from the back of the house there were people inside. They got these big windows. The lights were on.”
“Lights? They had power?”
“A generator. They had a big kitchen. Looked like they wasn’t hurting for nothing.”
She lifted her leg and crossed it over the other one at the ankles. A nod told Dickie she understood.
“Trick sent me around front to play decoy. I knocked on the door to get this woman to answer. It was just her and two kids, far as we knew. I knocked. She came to the door. That’s when Trick and Cooper broke in through the side door. They got the kids and surprised the woman.”
“How did a woman and two kids kill Trick and Cooper? That don’t sound right, Dickie.”
Dickie swallowed. He feared she wouldn’t believe him, that she’d try to poke holes in the truth. “It wasn’t her or the kids. There was a woman upstairs we didn’t know about. Trick sent me up to deal with her.”
He paused and swiped at his forehead. Sweat greased his palm and he wiped it on his pants. Dickie wanted to put his head on the table and close his eyes. He needed sleep.
Winter picked at a fingernail and then chewed on it. “Then what?”
“The woman upstairs was trouble. I got shot. I dove out a window. Then I seen people from the bridge come running. There was all kinds of chaos inside the house. Shooting, yelling, screaming. I don’t know exactly what happened, but I know they killed Trick and Cooper.”
“How do you know if you was outside?”
Dickie started to answer but stopped and took a breath. The last thing he wanted was to sound defensive. That might cause unnecessary suspicion.
“I saw them through the window. Their bodies, I mean.”
Winter tore off the edge of the fingernail with her teeth and gnawed on it. “How many people?”
Dickie counted in his head. “Four, I think. Plus the woman with the kids and the woman upstairs. Though I don’t know if the woman upstairs, the kids’ mom, is alive. Not sure. I think I shot her.”
“Everyone downstairs survived? Trick didn’t kill a one of them?”
That was a good question. “I don’t know. I guess there could be less.”
“Fewer.”
Dickie scratched the side of his face. “What?”
“It’s fewer,” said Winter. “I ain’t a grammar person or nothing, obviously. But one thing I know is the difference between less and fewer. It bugs me when people get it wrong. It’s like saying I instead of me or vice versa.”
Dickie blinked. He stared at her.
She rolled her eyes. “If you can count whatever you’re talking about, it’s fewer. If you can’t, it’s less. Fewer dead people, less death. Got it?”
His brow wrinkled. “How do you know that?”
“I had a teacher in sixth grade. She talked about it. Called it a pet peever. Corrected us if we got it wrong. I remember it. I didn’t hold onto much else, mind you, but I did keep that up here.” Winter tapped her temple with an index finger. She sighed. “What am I gonna do with you?”
Dickie tensed. “What do you mean?”
She gestured at him, motioning to his current state. “You’re a mess, Dickie. You’re hurt pretty bad, I can tell that. You stink like all get out.”
“I’ll clean up,” he said. “I’m not hurt that bad. I don’t think.”
“I’m not worried about that,” Winter clarified. “That’s an annoyance, but it ain’t the problem, as I see it.”
Dickie could use a beer. That was what he needed, not water. He licked his dry lips with his thick tongue. No doubt he was dehydrated. A headache pulsed behind his eyes.
Winter uncrossed her legs, lowered them from the table and planted her feet on the floor. She leaned in on her elbows and locked eyes with him. “The problem is that you and Trick didn’t get along much. I mean, there was a tension there, you know?”
Dickie said “I don’t—”
She held up a hand. “Don’t deny it. I get it, Trick was a tough man. He could get on a nerve and work it raw. I know. But you didn’t like him making fun of you. You didn’t like the jokes at your expense or the way he ordered you around. He favored Neil. Poor stupid Neil. That’s who Trick liked and you knew it.”
Dickie wasn’t sure where this was headed, but he didn’t like its direction. Winter wasn’t armed as far as he could tell. But that didn’t mean anything. He was hurt and weakened. She was strong. She could choke him to death right here. She could punch him unconscious and then get a knife or a gun.
Winter leaned back and chewed on another nail. She tore off a piece and rolled it around in her teeth before spitting it out. “I’m not sure I can trust you, Dickie. I’m not sure you didn’t let Trick get killed.”
Winter kept talking without awaiting a response. “I know you’ll deny it. No need to waste your precious energy on defending yourself.”
He sank a little deeper into the chair. With each accelerated beat of his heart, every injury on his body throbbed in unison. It was an orchestra of pain exacerbated by Winter’s doubts.
“I’m going to give you a chance to prove yourself to me,” she said. “I want to be certain that I can trust you going forward. I mean, we’re in the early days of this new world. It would be good if we could trust each other, right? A mutually beneficial partnership. You, me, the rest of ’em sleeping right now?”
Dickie considered the others and how they’d react. Mony wouldn’t hold anything against him, nor would Neil. The Rusk sisters would be angry, so would the James brothers, Danny and Cal. How they handled him would likely depend on the tone Winter set.
“The others didn’t have the trouble you did,” she said. “The James boys and Neil scoured the neighborhood. No shoot-outs, no dead people. But there wasn’t anything to take neither. They found some boxes of oatmeal and a couple of gallons of distilled water, some batteries. Clothes. Nice boots that might fit you. Nothing big though. No electricity, no stashes of food and supplies. I was disappointed with their haul. Told me things need to change around here.”
No doubt she was in charge of their gang, if that was what it was. He wondered, sitting across from her, if she’d always been in charge. It was likely she’d been the woman behind the man, pulling the strings and directing Trick’s actions.
“What do I need to do?” he asked.
“Give it a week,” she said. “Heal up. I got one simple thing for you to do. Then it’s all square and you have my trust.”
He hesitated then asked, “What it is?”
“Take me back to that house, the one with the generator and the lights.”
“Why?”
“Two reasons. One of which is they got things in that house we don’t. We could use electricity and supplies. This way we don’t have to go scouring places, hoping we find things we need. It’s all there. We just gotta go get it.”
Winter balled her hand into a fist, like she was crushing something underneath her fingers. Her face contorted into a growling sneer. There was something feral in the way she looked at Dickie.
“Okay,” he said. “What’s the other reason?”
She tossed her head back and laughed. Then she slammed her hand down on the table. Dickie jumped in his seat, startled by the sudden, violent action.
“Revenge,” she said in a low voice. “Revenge.”
 



CHAPTER 24
MARCH 20, 2033
SCOURGE +170 DAYS
ATLANTA, GEORGIA
 
Rufus Buck loaded the last of the gear into his Humvee. The air was cool for a spring morning. The sun hadn’t yet risen above the Atlanta skyline, but bands of yellow, orange and purple foretold of its ascent. It was a cloudless night, but thin stretches of cotton white clouds blotted large patches of the sky overhead. He couldn’t remember the last time it had rained. There was talk of a coming drought. He’d overheard a team of meteorologists discussing the cyclical change in weather patterns in the mess hall two days earlier. They spoke of it in hushed tones, with a reverence those in the dark ages reserved for witches and warlocks.
There were two trucks parked along the curb behind his Humvee. Both were diesels and both had large payloads. One truck was loaded with weapons, ammunition and rations. The other carried plastic five-gallon cans of fuel.
The trucks belonged to Logan and Manuse. They’d arrived at the CDC a week earlier in their own vehicles and they were leaving in them now. Colonel Whittenburg offered different rides. All three men declined.
The plan wasn’t to stay as long as they had, but there were too many logistics to consider and outline to make the visit as short as expected. Now, those plans firmly defined, they headed back to Texas to take their places as leaders of a new republic.
Major Bailey assured them Whittenburg had already arranged contacts and provided supporting troops upon arrival in Beaumont. Their caravan would grow from three vehicles to twenty-five and nobody would challenge them as they re-established order.
A breeze blew across Buck’s face and sent a chill through his body. He didn’t like the cold. He didn’t much care for heat either. Given the choice, though, he’d take sweat over frostbite.
“You know where you’re going, General Roof?”
Buck turned to see a group of people emerge from the loading bay at the back of the complex. First among them was Bailey, a confident smile on his face and a swagger in his step. It was Bailey who’d posed the question.
“I know where I’m driving,” said Buck. “As for where I’m going, that’s another question altogether.”
Bailey chuckled and stopped with the others a comfortable distance from Buck. They stood in a loose semicircle around him. Buck recognized all of them but only knew Bailey, Whittenburg and Lowe.
The group collectively looked past Buck and he checked over his shoulder to see Logan and Manuse walking toward them. Both men had their hands stuffed deep into their pockets, their shoulders hunched near their ears. It was obvious they didn’t like the cold either.
Whittenburg clapped his hands together and rubbed them as if trying to keep warm.
“Let me begin by introducing everyone,” he said, sounding like he was rallying the troops before battle. “It’s important we put names with faces. All of us have a hand to play here and whether or not we serve one another directly or indirectly, acquainting ourselves with one another might prove critical in the later stages of our efforts.”
The colonel paused, as if waiting for objections or input. When there was none other than the chattering of teeth, he started with a thin woman to his left. She was tall, dark hair pulled into a bun. Attractive, Buck thought, but harsh.
“This is Dr. Gwendolyn Sharp,” he said. “She leads our research team and is vital to our understanding of and future dealings with the Scourge.”
Sharp scanned the crowd, almost passing over Buck. He didn’t like this. It told him she thought little of him. He chuckled to himself at how ignorant she must be. A damned scientist who stood in a sterile lab, afraid to get her hands dirty. If she only knew what it took to change the world, she’d quake in her boots and soil her baggy jeans.
The colonel quickly introduced the two others to his left. Both were men, both scientists.
“Dr. John Treadgold is the man in the lab on a daily basis. He’s done fabulous work for us and will be central to our future endeavors. Also with me is Dr. Charles Morel.”
Whittenburg didn’t elaborate about Morel. That appeared to steam the man. He gritted his teeth and balled his hands into fists at his sides.
The colonel then introduced the tactical team: Lowe first, then Bailey, Logan, Manuse and finally Buck. He chuckled and mentioned their new ranks.
“I understand the four of you have dubbed yourselves generals. That’s fine by me. You can call yourselves what you like, though your newly ascribed ranks don’t usurp my authority.”
Everyone but Buck laughed. Nobody seemed to notice, the colonel least of all.
“This is a momentous day,” said the colonel. “Should our efforts unfold as planned, our little force will change the course of history. I know I’m asking extraordinary things of all of you. It will be worth it, I assure you. I thank you. Is there anything any of you would like to say before our esteemed team of generals rolls out for Texas?”
The woman scientist raised her hand. Of course she had something to say. She couldn’t just let them be on their way and out of the cold.
 
***
 
Gwendolyn Sharp was compelled to speak. She couldn’t look the self-professed generals in their eyes. It was too difficult knowing how they were pawns in this much larger conspiracy. They stood there, bravado dripping from their smug, unshaven faces, unaware of what their true role in all of this would become.
“Thank you for volunteering to be a part of this,” she said. “I know what we do here in the labs is nothing compared to the risks you’ll take out there in the real world. Yours is the true sacrifice. We are grateful beyond measure.”
As she spoke, she watched for nonverbal cues. Were the men buying this? Were they emboldened by her gratitude, her acknowledgment of their duties? Did it matter ultimately?
Not to the self-professed generals, she was sure. And who cared what they thought? This wasn’t about them.
This little speech was for Colonel Whittenburg. It was for John Treadgold. And it was, most of all, for Charles Morel.
The more she exuded a level of authority with everyone in attendance, the more she solidified her position and her authority. As Whittenburg had made crystal clear since they’d first met in the air strip hangar outside Atlanta, authority was everything. It was currency in a world where actual money meant virtually nothing.
This was an opportunity to cement her authority. “Our team here, so you understand, is working to support your efforts in Texas,” she opined. “Through your relationship with Colonel Whittenburg, we will receive updates of your progress. We’ll know about your successes and your failures.”
The one with the dark hat, the one called General Roof, frowned, as did Major Bailey. She countered with an apologetic, explanatory smile.
“Nobody’s perfect, gentlemen. We all fail from time to time. Success cannot sustain itself without failure. You’ll learn more from what you do wrong than from what you do right, as will we here in the labs. I don’t expect us to be infallible.”
“You are right, Dr. Sharp,” the colonel said. “We all make mistakes. It is part of the business of doing great things. I think President John F. Kennedy once said, ‘Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever achieve greatly.’”
General Roof smirked. “Colonel, it was Robert Kennedy who said that.”
The colonel tilted his head to one side and narrowed his eyes. “Was it?”
“With due respect, Colonel, Roof is right,” said Manuse. “1966. Capetown, South Africa. He was a senator at the time.”
“How do you know that?” asked the colonel. “It seems like an esoteric, random bit of knowledge.”
Manuse shrugged. “Took a speech and politics class in college. We studied it. It was called the Affirmation Day Address.”
The colonel lifted a hand to his chin and scratched with three fingers. Then he smiled and extended his arms. “See? You prove my point. I learned something from my failure and the next time I utter those words, I’ll successfully credit the right Kennedy.”
It was a thin save. And might have served to undermine the purpose of her speech had she not jumped on it and concluded her thoughts.
“The colonel’s point is the same, regardless. We expect good things from you despite the bumps you may encounter along the way. I look forward to seeing what you accomplish, as do my colleagues.”
“Thanks,” said General Roof. “Your confidence in us means the world. It’s just the boost we need to set us sailing.”
The sarcasm dripped from every word. Roof, or Buck, or whoever he was, appeared to be a man of little humor. His gray beard and shoulder-length hair told her he tried hard to appear effortless. His arrogance would be his undoing one day. There was no doubt in her mind about this. Whether it was his own hubris or the hell she and her fellow scientists would one day soon unleash in Texas, he’d be silenced, his sarcasm an echo of his own inadequacy.
The colonel clapped his hands together again, perhaps sensing the growing tension and ended the gathering. He thanked those in attendance and saluted the quartet of men known collectively as the generals of the Cartel.
The men saluted in response and loaded into their vehicles. Roof and Bailey were in the Humvee. Logan slid behind the wheel of his truck; Manuse climbed into the cab of his.
Almost on cue the three started their engines. With final waves to the assembled, the convoy pulled away from the curb and rolled away from the loading area. Condensation billowed from their exhausts and clouded the sight of them as they accelerated around a corner and disappeared.
When the others moved toward the loading door, Gwendolyn lingered. She listened to the rumble of their engines until she couldn’t hear them. The colonel was next to her, rubbing his hands together.
He nudged her with his shoulder. “What are you thinking, Gwendolyn?” His breath was hot and visible in the cold air.
She looked up at the sky. The sun was above the skyline now, an opaque smudge of light behind the amassing scud clouds. The chill of the night had not given way to the morning. If anything, it was getting colder. She tucked her hands under her arms and exhaled, watching the stream of breath form and evaporate.
“I’m thinking there are a lot of unknowns, Colonel. All it takes is one uncounted variable to throw the best-laid plans into disarray.”
“One variable?” he asked. “What kind of variable?”
“Could be anything,” she said. “Or anyone.”
The colonel pursed his lips. He nodded in agreement and motioned to the door. “Back to work?”
“Yes. And miles to go before I sleep.”
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COCOA BEACH, FLORIDA
 
“Are you sure you’re not coming with us?”
Mike stood on the dock, a canvas duffel bag in his hand. It was cool for a spring morning. Clouds hung in the sky offshore, though none of them looked like they carried rain.
Kandy Belman shook her head. “I don’t have family out there. My parents are gone. Phil’s gone. There’s nobody I have to go find.”
Mike reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re welcome to come with us, Kandy. I know Miriam and Brice would love to have you along. You’re about the toughest woman I know.”
Kandy demurred and looked at the ground between them. “Not as tough as Miriam. She took the butt of a rifle to the face and a boot to the ribs and she’s still going.”
Mike laughed. “You’re both tough.”
Kandy gestured toward the house. “I love those kids. They’re sweet. I’ll never have any of my own. I’m like their cool aunt.”
Mike winked. “Not as cool as Miriam.”
“Touché.”
Brice emerged from the salon and stepped onto the Rising Star’s aft deck. He wore sunglasses despite the lack of bright sunshine. It was his new thing. Sunglasses day or night. When Mike asked about it, Brice only revealed it was his post-apocalyptic fashion statement.
Truth was, it was Brice being Brice.
He stepped from the stern to the dock. “He talked you into joining us yet? If he hasn’t, I bet I could sell you on it.”
Kandy indulged him. “How’s that, Brice? What’s the pitch?”
It had been less than a week since Phil died. Five days since they’d buried him in the front yard, marking his grave with a paint stir stick they’d found in the garage. It wasn’t long enough for the despair to have left Kandy’s voice. Even when she laughed or joked, the efforts were laced with sadness. It was inescapable and nobody blamed her.
“Free cruise. Fresh seafood. Great company and nightly entertainment included. And since this is your second voyage with the Rising Star, we can offer you discounted alcoholic drinks.”
Kandy’s eyes widened. “There’s alcohol?”
Brice said, “No. But it’s discounted.”
Kandy chuckled. “Gotcha. As enticing as all of that sounds, I’ll pass. I’m staying here with the Millers. They’ve been good to me. Phil was a friend of Barry’s. Betsy is a mess. They need me as much as I need them.”
Mike wasn’t sure what to say.
Kandy broke the silence. “No offense, guys. It’s not like I don’t need you. It’s just—”
Mike waved her off. “Please, I get it. You have to do what’s best for you. And I know you want to stay close to Phil for now. It makes sense.”
The consensus was that they should bury Phil at sea, give him a proper send-off. But given that they’d dumped the intruders into the water, the idea of paying their respects to Phil in a similar manner was untenable to Kandy. She asked Barry for permission to bury him in the front yard and mark it.
She wanted to see him there, remember him, visit him. Moreover, she wanted anyone who passed the house to see his name and keep it alive.
Together, the three of them walked toward the house. Brice relayed the gear he’d already stored and what was left to haul aboard. Mike reminded Brice of things they’d forgotten to add to their list.
By the time they reached the side door, Miriam was standing there. The swelling on her face was gone, but a nasty yellow and purple bruise covered half of her face. Her split lip was healing. Mike took her hand when he reached her.
“Barry is packing us a lunch,” she said. “Crackers and tuna.”
Mike followed her into the mudroom. “He doesn’t have to do that.”
“He said Betsy and the kids won’t eat the tuna. It’s better we take it.”
Barry was in the kitchen at the island. He had an Igloo cooler the size of a lunch box on the counter. He closed the lid and turned as they entered. “Got you lunch,” he said. “You’ll have to catch dinner.”
“No problem,” said Mike. “You’re sure we can take the boat? I can’t promise we’ll ever bring it back.”
Barry glanced at his wife on the sofa and forced a smile. “They say the two best days of owning a boat are the day you buy it and the day you sell it. Gifting it to you is better than both of those.” He slid the cooler across the counter to Mike. “We’re never going to use it again. This is our castle. We’ll stay here. Betsy doesn’t want to go outside, let alone on the water. She’s terrified. The kids, they don’t care. They’ll do whatever we want. But I don’t think it’s good to take them out there after only being back a week.”
“I fixed the side door for you,” Brice said. “The lock works now. Plus I added longer screws into the plates. It’ll be harder to break in. Did the same with the front door.”
“Thank you,” Barry said, then faced Mike. “I know I’ve been tough on you. I’m sorry for that. I think I lost perspective. Or something. I don’t know. These are strange times and I didn’t handle myself the way I should have. What happened here the other night…if it weren’t for you and Miriam and Brice and Kandy, we’d be dead. My family would be gone.”
“We did what anyone would do,” said Mike. “You don’t owe us a thank-you or an apology.”
Barry’s face tightened. “I do,” he said with earnestness. “I owe you our lives. That man said that worse than dying would be me seeing my kids die. He was right. You all stopped that from happening.”
Barry swallowed hard, blinking back tears. He bit his lower lip and motioned toward Betsy before he looked at Kandy. “She’s healing physically. The bullet was through and through. And the one that grazed her scalp didn’t do any damage. But on the inside she’s not the same. Something’s changed in her. The kids need someone other than me to help them. I’m grateful you’re sticking around. You don’t have to do it, but it does mean the world.”
Kandy stepped to Barry and hugged him. “You were a good friend to Phil. It’s the least I can do.”
Barry thanked her again. Then he called out to his children, “Sally, Jimmy, come on down. It’s time to say goodbye.”
The children bounded down the stairs, hurried across the family room and bounced into the kitchen. Both of them offered hugs and handshakes to the foursome about to embark on a new journey.
As all of them, Betsy included, walked toward the Rising Star, Barry asked, “Where are you headed first?”
“Brice has a mom and brother in southwest Florida,” Mike answered. “Near Naples. We’re gonna skirt around the southern tip of the state, staying north of the Keys and port somewhere close enough to check on them.”
“I don’t know if either of them made it,” said Brice, “but I can’t go about my life without finding out. It gnaws at me.”
“I get it,” said Barry.
Mike put his hand on Miriam’s back. “Miriam’s dad is in Texas. After Naples, we’ll cut across the Gulf and try to aim for the right spot.”
“Texas is falling apart,” said Barry. “That’s the rumor, anyhow. You’d better be careful.”
“The whole world is falling apart,” said Mike. “I’m not sure it makes a difference where we are.”
“Be careful regardless,” said Barry. “And no matter what happens, you’re always welcome here. Always.”
They hugged their goodbyes and lingered. Small talk, the weather, the kinds of things that didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things but in the moment meant everything.
Mike, Miriam and Brice stepped aboard the yacht. Brice moved into the salon and to the helm. Miriam lingered at the steps to the salon. Mike stood with one foot on the dock.
“She’s full of fuel,” said Barry. “There’s extra too. You should be good for a bit. Just hug the coastline in case you run into trouble.”
He extended his hand and Mike took it. They shook and then Mike pulled Barry to him for a hug. They slapped each other’s back in the way men do and Mike backed onto the aft deck.
“Last chance to keep your yacht,” Mike said.
“She’s yours, Mike. Take care of her.”
Mike saluted. “I will, Captain.”
They laughed. Barry walked along the port side of the boat and loosened the lines, flipping them from the dock cleats and tossing them aboard.
Brice started the motor and the boat hummed. Mike felt its vibration as he coiled the lines and the boat slipped away from the dock. Within minutes they were far enough from the house he couldn’t see it.
Mike worked his way to the helm. Miriam was already there with Brice. She turned to him as he slid next to her and put his arm around her.
“It’s been an adventure,” she said. “So far, so good. You ready for more?”
Mike wasn’t sure what lay ahead. He didn’t know whom they would find in Naples or how they would cross the Gulf unscathed. He worried about what dangers threatened the friends they left behind. Had they made good decisions? Were there any good choices to make in a world turned upside down? And Texas. What challenges would they face if and when they reached a place rumored to be a post-modern Wild West rampant with scum and villainy?
Rather than share these worries with Miriam, however, he smiled and looked her in the eyes. He motioned toward the horizon in front of them, drew in a deep breath and exhaled.
“I can’t wait,” he said. “I think the adventure has only just begun.”
 
GET THE LATEST ON TOM’S NEW RELEASES AND DISCOUNTS
 
CONTINUE THE ADVENTURE WITH SCOURGE BOOK 3: GROUNDED

 



READ THE SERIES THAT STARTED IT ALL: THE TRAVELER

 



Acknowledgements
Thanks to you, the loyal reader, for giving life to the stories I write. To my family, Courtney, Samantha and Luke for your love and never-ending support. My publication team is unrivaled. Felicia Sullivan is a wonderful editor who gets the best out of my very rough drafts. Pauline Nolet fine tunes them perfectly. Hristo Kovatliev is a masterful cover artist who brings to life the concepts of each and every book. And Stef McDaid at Write Into Print creates beautifully formatted text. I’m grateful to my fantastic beta readers, Steve Kremer and Chris Manzke, for their help in making the manuscript so much better than it was before it reached their hands. Both are invaluable resources who are so much smarter than me. Kevin Pierce, the voice of the audiobooks, is a master at his craft. And as always, thanks to my parents, siblings and in-laws who are my best viral marketers.
 



Table of Contents
Author’s Note
PROLOGUE
CHAPTER 1
CHAPTER 2
CHAPTER 3
CHAPTER 4
CHAPTER 5
CHAPTER 6
CHAPTER 7
CHAPTER 8
CHAPTER 9
CHAPTER 10
CHAPTER 11
CHAPTER 12
CHAPTER 13
CHAPTER 14
CHAPTER 15
CHAPTER 16
CHAPTER 17
CHAPTER 18
CHAPTER 19
CHAPTER 20
CHAPTER 21
CHAPTER 22
CHAPTER 23
CHAPTER 24
CHAPTER 25
Acknowledgements


cover1.jpeg
TOM ABRAHAMS

AUTHOR OF THE TRAVELER SERIES





images/00001.jpg
[’E}"
nvYing
" THE SCOURGE SERIES

i II! _nil






images/00004.jpg
AN

PITON PRESS





images/00005.jpg
T
THE TRAVELER|
-« SERIES

T






