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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. I expect it will offer a wholly new perspective on those who survived well beyond the eventual confines of the wall.
 



For Courtney, who grounds me and lifts me up.
 



“The ultimate value of life depends upon awareness and the power of contemplation rather than upon mere survival.”
—Aristotle
 



PROLOGUE
AUGUST 30, 1349
LONDON, ENGLAND
 
Ralf Brooker was alone. He was in the corner of his room, squatting against the wall with his hands over his ears. The pained cries for help and the desperate pounding on his door was too much.
Answering the door was a life-and-death decision. He wanted to live.
He’d quit his job in the city and isolated himself in an emptied village three days’ walk from the cluster of festering plague pits he’d filled with decaying, swollen and blistered corpses. That he hadn’t contracted the fatal illness yet was a miracle for which he’d thanked God repeatedly. But Ralf was a realist. The longer he tested fate, the more likely he was to lose.
Standing at the mouth of one of those pits, Ralf had watched his boss light them afire. He had been lost in the flames, mesmerized by the flicker and whips of heat. Thoughts of his life before the Black Death flashed in his mind. They were distant memories, fuzzy at the edges and without context. It was something alien, something he watched from above as a spectator rather than the one who’d experienced it.
This new life was the real one. It was all fire, smoke and ruptured flesh. It was abandoned children left to die in the streets. It was husbands leaving wives, and brothers abandoning brothers. Ralf bore his own scars, suppressed his own demons. One of those demons clawed at the wood, screeching for help.
“Please,” called the raspy, agonized voice. “Please let me in. I don’t want to die out here. Please.”
That the demon at his door was his fault. Ralf cursed himself for putting himself in this position. He’d traveled here to this remote ghost village to avoid the very circumstance he now faced.
After several days of staying locked in the room, he’d gone stir-crazy. Boredom gnawed at him and he ventured outside. The day before, the demon found him.
The earliest rays of a rising sun leaked through the cracks in his shuttered window on the second floor of the boardinghouse. It illuminated colonies of dust, which danced in the air.
He moved to the window and cracked open one of the two shutters to peek outside. He blinked at the light, adjusting from the darkness of his room, and scanned the street below.
An empty rutted dirt road ran like a dry riverbed through the center of the village. An abandoned two-wheeled cart sat directly below the boardinghouse, the only two-story structure in the village.
Ralf unlatched his door and moved onto the narrow, dank catwalk that led to a worn set of stairs with loose and unsteady boards. He reached the first floor and moved from the steps into a vestibule that served as the building’s entry. He peeked through the gaps in the front door, the warped planks of wood offering glimpses of the outside. No movement, no sign of life.
Isolation was the point. It was the goal.
Two schools of thought existed among the uninfected. Most subscribed to isolation and avoidance of excess. They formed separate communities, associated only with the healthy, avoided too much drinking, and forbade talk of illness and death.
Others did the opposite. They believed they were doomed, that this apocalypse was world ending. They lived hedonistically and did nothing to avoid what they believed was a preordained contraction of the deadly disease.
Social order was virtually nonexistent. Those who enforced the laws of man and God were dead or shut in with their families. No authorities roamed the streets or the halls of justice. Survivors governed themselves.
The moderates tried to find a middle ground between the isolationists and the hedonists. They were few and far between.
Ralf, a man of self-imposed morality, didn’t join the men and women of excess. And given his previous job, one in which he’d heaved bodies into carts and dumped them into pits, no community of isolationists would have him.
He’d found his own place in the abandoned farming village near Wolverton, two day’s walk northwest of London. It consisted of a half dozen houses, large weed-ridden grain fields, and a collection of storage barns in which the farmers kept the grain. Ralf stayed out of the barns. They’d become home to plagues of rats.
Thin and unhealthy oxen roamed one of the fields. Ralf counted four of them.
The remarkable thing about this village near Wolverton was the lack of people. Everywhere else he’d been there were bodies, crosses on the doors, plague pits, and the overwhelming odor of burning flesh and hair.
This village was devoid of all of it, as if the entire populace of the place simply vanished into thin air. And that was something else about this place. The air was fresher here. Not only did it lack the acrid odor of all things plague, but it was almost clean. There was something refreshing in each full breath.
He’d pushed through the front door and stepped into the dirt, his boots crunching against the hard soil. Ralf walked to the center of the road. He pivoted, scanning in all directions. In the far distance to the south and east hung the haze of a city under siege. Too far to see the city of London, Ralf was close enough to notice the difference in the sky. Instead of blue, there was a dingy gray smudge.
He stepped toward it. A thin sheen of sweat bloomed on his forehead and at his temples. The back of his neck was damp against his collar.
Ralf’s stomach grumbled. He touched his midsection, trying to ward off the constant hunger pangs. Somehow, somewhere, he’d have to find food and water.
Years into the Black Death, starvation killed as many as the plague. Fewer mouths to feed also meant fewer people to farm, to slaughter, to market, to cook.
Ralf understood he would have to kill the oxen. There was no way around it. But that would be his last resort. Once they were gone, there was little hope of finding meat anywhere else. He wouldn’t eat rat, and he wasn’t much with a long bow. The oxen could wait for now.
He walked toward a cluster of ash and oak trees, which provided shade for the last of the thatched houses on the village’s one and only road. The night before, he’d heard the cucking of a finch.
He reached the stand of trees and looked up into the branches, shielding his eyes from the shafts of light cutting through the thin canopy. He scanned from top to bottom and left to right until he saw it. A haphazard nest a quarter of the way up an ash.
Ralf studied the connections among the trees and envisioned the path from one to the other up to the height of the nest. Then he began his climb. Up an oak, over to the ash, back to the oak, he muscled his way skyward.
He settled onto a foothold and then pushed himself higher to grab the next branch without looking down. Then he lifted his other leg to find the next, higher perch. Several minutes into the climb, he rose even with the nest and smiled at its contents.
Five tan eggs nestled in the thatch. Red speckles dotted the buff exteriors.
Ralf steadied himself, bracing his foot into the crook of two branches, and reached into the nest. He plucked the eggs with trembling fingers and transferred them into the bag attached to a belt he wore loosely around his waist.
All five eggs securely in the pouch, he methodically descended. From one tree to the other and back, it seemed more treacherous on the way down.
At last he hit the dirt and wiped his hands clean from crumbled bark and threads of sap. Ralf adjusted the bag on his hip and looked up. That was when he saw her. A woman about his age, perhaps younger, stood in the middle of the road close to the cart. She had long hair that was frayed at the ends near the middle of her back. She wore a linen kirtle with a soiled white shirt underneath. The kirtle and shirt covered most of her body, so he’d not seen, in that split second, any obvious signs of the disease. Her clothing also told him she wasn’t a woman of wealth or influence, at least she hadn’t been since the Black Death clutched Western Europe in its claws. That meant nothing though. People were sick without symptoms.
 
His heart jumped, kick-starting an accelerated pulse he felt on the sides of his throat. Ralf backed up, hiding amongst the trees. He tried to control his breathing.
Had she seen him?
Ralf closed his eyes against the flood of sweat that draped his face. He licked his lips and put his hand on the bag, unconsciously protecting the eggs.
He backed up another step, slipping farther into the cluster. From behind a thick oak he peered to one side. Too far back to see the road clearly, he couldn’t tell if the woman was gone or not.
Ralf crouched into a squat and held his position in the thicket. His stomach grumbled again and he grimaced. His hunger matched his fright.
Reason told him he should be scared. He’d survived weeks in the service of his boss, touching the dead, walking amongst the infected filth. Every day he wondered if the next would be the one on which he’d wake up vomiting, spot the black spots under his arms, or convulse and lose control of his motor function. That day never came.
Coming into direct contact with an infected person here in this village should mean nothing. Except that it wasn’t the disease that sent his heart racing, made breathing a chore, and produced sweat from every pore. It was, instead, having that person ask for help.
Everyone asked for help. It didn’t matter the circumstance, everyone in these post-apocalyptic days, the days so richly prophesied in the New Testament, wanted help of some kind. Food. Shelter. Medicine. Weapons. Protection. Sex. Money.
Ralf wanted to oblige none of these. He wanted to be left alone to ride out the dying wave of the illness and be alive to watch the rebuilding of society.
Unlike the hedonists, he wasn’t fatalistic. Rather, he believed good days might return in his lifetime. Unlike the separatists, Ralf didn’t fear infection. He believed himself immune somehow.
Nevertheless, he feared that any connection with someone in need would be his death. The needy would put upon him until he gave no more and then discard him for a cracker crumb or a blanket or a finch’s egg.
His eyes were closed when the girl’s voice nearly stopped his racing heart. She stood meters from him, her hair draped across her face, her thin hands fidgeting with the fabric at the cuffs of her shirt sleeves.
“Hello.” Her accent reinforced the statement of her clothing. “Are you sick?”
Ralf didn’t respond.
The girl swiped strands of hair from her face. Her skin reminded him of the eggs in his bag, sallow and translucent. Her lips were more purple than pink. Dark circles ringed her eyes. If she weren’t standing in front of him speaking, Ralf might have thought her a corpse already.
She looked at the ground in front of her. “I’m sick. I have the spots under my arms.”
“That’s the first sign. Sorry.”
She frowned. “I’ve got lumps too. Sores. My father made me leave the house.”
Ralf glanced from side to side, the mention of another person making him instinctively check for other unwanted visitors.
“I walked here looking for food. Do you have any food?”
Ralf didn’t want to lie. He also didn’t want to share.
The girl touched her stomach. When she did, the sleeve pulled back on her wrist, revealing a yellow sore ringed with red. She must have noticed him staring at it. She used her other hand to pull down the sleeve. “I’m so hungry. If you had anything at all—”
“I don’t have anything to give you,” Ralf said truthfully. He didn’t have anything to give her. The five eggs were for him.
The girl looked at the ground again. “Oh. I saw you in the tree. I thought—”
Using a hand to balance himself, Ralf stood, his back to an ash tree. There was nowhere to go. He hoped the girl would leave. She didn’t.
“Are you staying here in this village? I didn’t think anyone was here anymore. My father’s in Wolverton. He told me to come here, said I couldn’t infect anyone here because everyone was gone.”
She took a step closer to him. Ralf wanted to shout at her, tell her how selfish she was being for being close to him. He said nothing, though, knowing he was the selfish one. He had five eggs.
Yet that would create problems, the exact problems he’d come here to avoid. Contact with other people, especially the desperate ones, was worse than the disease itself.
Giving this woman food was like tossing seeds to the pigeons. It taught them to come back in greater numbers.
“My name is Elizabeth. I’m fifteen. I was betrothed to a farmer’s son in our village. It was a good match, my father said. Our two families would have the biggest farm in a day’s ride.”
Her gaze shifted as she spoke. She looked toward Ralf, but she didn’t see him. There was something distant in her eyes as she spoke.
“He died. The farmer’s son. Then his father died, then his mother. His sister left, but maybe she died too. He had another brother. I don’t know what became of him. I got sick and my father sent me away.”
Ralf swallowed. “You said that.”
“I was changing into my nightclothes,” she said. “My mother saw the spots first. My arms were over my head to put on my gown. She screamed and Father came running. I didn’t want him to see.”
The girl folded her arms across her chest, tucking her hands under her arms the way someone fighting off a chill might do.
Ralf swallowed hard, conscious of an effort not to breathe the air. Despite his long-held belief that he was somehow protected from the disease, he now doubted himself. This woman was too close. He cursed himself for being careless. With patience, he could have waited until night to leave the room.
The girl took a half step to one side but didn’t get closer. “Do you have food? Anything? Water?”
He looked closer at her. The girl’s eyes were red-rimmed. Her lips were cracked and bleeding. She hunched as she stood there, her body trembling. She appeared as though she might topple over at any moment.
Ralf cursed himself. No matter how sick she was, no matter the risk to himself, he couldn’t in good conscience ignore her pleas. At his core, Ralf was a good man. He held up a finger, suggesting the girl wait in the spot where she stood.
Without taking his eyes from her, he reached into the bag at his side and withdrew an egg. He held it up like a prized treat. The girl’s eyes widened. She ran her tongue across her lips and she lifted her chin. Swollen nodules appeared on both sides of her neck. It looked like she’d swallowed acorns and they’d stuck in her throat.
Ralf squatted. He placed the egg on the detritus in front of him. “I’ve got this one egg to give you. Wait to take it until I’ve left. Don’t follow me. It’s all I’ve got to give you. Do you understand?”
The girl nodded. “Thank you, kind sir. Thank you.”
Ralf stood and stepped to the side of the egg. He pointed to his left. “Give me space. Move that way as I come around.”
The girl moved to her right and Ralf moved to his. They orbited one another until Ralf was clear of the trees and could navigate his way back to his room without coming closer to her. Once he’d reached the opposite side of the street, he called out to her, “Go ahead. Take the egg.”
He didn’t look back at her as he hustled toward the boardinghouse. By the time he was safely inside his room, the door closed and locked behind him, he was breathless.
The shutters to the window were cracked. He’d not latched them before leaving for his mission. He moved to them and snuck a glance through the gap toward the spot where he’d last seen the girl. She was gone. No sign of her.
Ralf closed the shutters and latched them. He moved to the center of the room and lit a beeswax candle. The wick crackled and burned clean. A dancing strobe of orange-yellow light filled the room and Ralf sank to the floor.
On his knees, he reached into the pouch and pulled out the remaining eggs. He set them on a bedside table he used for what little dining he did. On the table was a dull knife.
He picked up an egg and shook it violently between his thumb and forefinger. Using the knife, he poked a pin-sized hole in one end of the egg and pulled the eggs to his lips. He sucked.
The viscous, bitter-tasting fluid filled his mouth. It was unsatisfying, but it was as good as he could do. Closing his eyes as he sucked from the second egg, he imagined it a hearty lamb stew with potatoes and green peas. He tasted the dense goodness of the soda bread he could use to sop up the remnants of the stew at the end of his meal. When he’d finished the eggs, he pretended he was full.
With something in his stomach, Ralf slept that night. Several hours of dreamless sleep, something rarer and more precious than eggs in these waning days of the plague. The pounding on his door had awoken him.
Now he wondered if he would ever sleep like that again. Certainly not tonight. Certainly not with the girl clawing to come inside.
For most of a day, Ralf sat in the corner with his knees pulled to his chest. His stomach roiled and he couldn’t be sure if it was the anxiety of the dying woman trying to get inside or the eggs from the previous night that fostered the discomfort.
Despite this, he would not open the door. He would not let her inside.
Ralf played through all of the possibilities that might have had him avoid this demon. He considered countless things he might have done differently to be in his room sleeping without disturbance. He was resigned to the exercise being pointless. It didn’t matter what had happened. He was here now and he must endure. Each time he began to doze into a place between sleep and consciousness, a groan or shriek from the girl brought him back to the present. He was trapped. More than once he eyed the knife on the table. Using it on the girl would defeat the purpose of avoiding her. Too much of her poison blood would spill. Using it on himself was the better option. It was a last resort. He kept it in the back of his mind.
It was nightfall when the noises stopped on the other side of the door. Ralf wasn’t sure what this meant.
It didn’t matter to him; in the moment there was peace. And then there wasn’t.
A second voice called from the hallway. This one was a man. The call was shrill and pained like the girl’s, but it wasn’t her.
“Is someone in there? Can you help me? Please help.”
A bang on the door startled Ralf. He curled more tightly into himself as a third voice came from beyond the door.
“We heard the girl. We know you’re in there and you’ve got food. Let us in.”
The subsequent pounding rattled the door. Ralf was certain it would come loose from its frame. More voices now. Four of them. Or five. All of them demanding entrance into his room.
Ralf wanted to tell them he had nothing to offer. No food, no water, no herbs or salves. He wanted them to understand he couldn’t help them, but he knew better than to speak, knowing it would only embolden the growing mob of people at his door.
It was dark now. Slits of moonlight leaked through the shutters. Nothing else illuminated the room. Ralf couldn’t see the door, but the pounding and ham-fisted attempts to pry it open made it so that he knew where it was.
“We’re coming in,” said an angry voice. “We’re coming in and taking what you got.”
The growl was such that Ralf couldn’t tell if the voice was a man’s or a woman’s. But the threat drew a cheer from the would-be intruders. How many were there now?
Ralf understood he could last some time without food or water. He’d done it before. Outlasting the angry, desperate mob on the other side of the door was something else.
He covered his ears and rolled onto his knees. He crawled, sweeping in front of himself with a hand to check for obstacles, until he reached the table. First he felt the candle, its dried melt at its base. Then he touched the knife.
The door to his left rattled. Wood splintered. Voices grew louder and angrier. Wheezes and coughs. Phlegm in the backs of throats. The odor of sweat and blood and rot.
Ralf took the knife with both hands and held it at his chest. The point dug into the fabric of his shirt beneath his sternum. He closed his eyes and prayed for forgiveness.
His last thoughts were of the plague; not the disease, but the people left in its wake. They were the true Scourge that would ultimately undo mankind.
 



CHAPTER 1
MARCH 27, 2033
SCOURGE +176 DAYS
MARCO ISLAND, FLORIDA
 
Mike Crenshaw squinted against the morning sun. The sky to the west was still dark. They were south of Marco Island, but he looked east into the archipelago of small islands that separated Marco from Gullivan Bay. Dickman’s Island’s sparkling narrow band of beach sand was closest to the starboard side of the Rising Star, a sixty-foot Sea Ray Sundancer.
They’d spent the night anchored a half mile south and now coasted at above idle speed toward Caxambas Pass and the collection of boat slips that rimmed the inlets.
“I don’t have a good feeling about this,” Mike said. “Something is off.”
Miriam Weber was at his side. She pointed to a hand-painted piece of driftwood jammed into the beach. The red scrawl on the face of the wood looked like something from a pirate-themed amusement park ride. “You mean that?”
The sign read, “Will trade fuel for food.”
Mike frowned. “Yeah. That and some other things.”
Brice Booker was behind them on the aft deck. They hadn’t seen him join them, and both of them jumped when he spoke.
“How is it different than what we saw in the Keys? People traded all sorts of things for fuel.”
“Sheesh,” Mike said. “Shouldn’t you be at the helm?”
Brice shrugged. “Probably, but I figured I should ask where you want me to head.”
“True,” Mike replied. “Let’s stay north of that island there and south of Marco. Just split the difference and go slow. That cool?”
“Sure,” said Brice. “What is it you don’t like, though?”
Mike put a foot up on the gunnel and placed his hands on his knee. “Not sure. I can’t put my finger on it. It’s just a gut feeling.”
Brice laughed and started for the helm. “Women’s intuition?”
Miriam smirked. “You would know.”
The trio had spent a week on the water. They were still in good spirits despite the intermittent tension of having to connect with the dysfunctional society on shore. They’d seen firsthand the collapse of normalcy in the aftermath of the Scourge, the mutating plague responsible for killing two-thirds of the world’s population.
From the confusion and chaos of its early days to the anarchical dystopia in recent weeks, there was a lot about which to worry. But being at sea, the three of them were almost joyful at times. On the water, there weren’t constant reminders of a post-apocalyptic landscape. The acrid odor of smoke and constant crack of gunfire was almost nonexistent. They had power, food and, thanks to a solar desalinator, they could create a virtually endless supply of drinking water. All things considered, life was good aboard the Rising Star.
The three of them still had worries. They’d left behind the boat’s owner, his family and a good friend to search for Brice’s mother and brother in Naples, Florida, and Miriam’s father in Texas. It was a dangerous gambit, traveling from Florida’s central Atlantic coast without the safety of greater numbers or the knowledge of what they’d find on their quest. But neither Brice nor Miriam wanted to continue living their post-Scourge lives without knowing what had become of their loved ones. Fortunately, they’d run into few issues on the journey so far. But now, for the second time since leaving Cocoa Beach, they needed fuel. It was getting more and more difficult to find.
With Brice back at the helm, Miriam stepped to the gunnel next to Mike. She put her hand on his shoulder. “You don’t think we could get to Naples and find fuel there? If you’ve got a bad feeling about this, you should listen to it.”
“I don’t think we can make it,” said Mike. “Maybe, but if we didn’t, it would cause all kinds of problems. The fuel guy in Marathon told us to try Marco. He was a good dude. I don’t think he’d steer us wrong.”
“I trust you,” she said. “I’m just telling you to trust yourself.”
He put an arm around her and pulled her hip against his, running his hand up and down along the curve that ran from her hip to her waist. “I’m wondering if we should port here. Leave the boat and hike north to Naples. Brice said his mom was on the south side. Might be just as easy to walk from here as it would be to navigate up into Naples Bay and then into the harbor there.”
“It’s a twenty-mile walk,” said Miriam. “I don’t think that’s easier.”
Mike sighed. “Yeah. Probably not. Let’s just refuel and head out.”
The two of them joined Brice at the helm. He navigated the narrow waters between the strips of land and turned north at a secondhand painted sign promising fuel in exchange for food.
Brice took a hand from the wheel and pointed at the sign. “You think they’ll take fish?”
“Why wouldn’t they?” asked Miriam. “It’s food.”
With both hands back on the wheel, Brice shrugged. “True enough. But can’t they get their own fish? Why would they trade for fish? I’m thinking they want something else. Red meat or canned food.”
“Good point,” Miriam said. “Didn’t think of it that way. I hope you’re wrong. We don’t have much else.”
“We have a few lobsters left from those traps we found diving in Key Largo,” said Mike. “That might do the trick if they don’t want dolphin or kingfish.”
The yacht pushed into the canal, causing a small wake as they followed the directions of another hand-painted sign, a jagged piece of metal jammed into the earth at the tip of the canal.
Impressive homes lined the waterway on both sides. It wasn’t the size of the houses as much as it was their obvious quality construction, their tile roofs, the large swimming pools between their lanais, and the aquamarine-colored water of the shallows. Although some of the properties had boat slips that housed Jet Skis or small watercraft, many of the slips were empty.
Miriam wrapped her arms around herself. “I don’t see any people.”
In the Keys clusters of people had greeted them as they puttered along the shoreline.
Some waved and smiled. They reminded Mike of the island locals who happily greeted cruise ships. He’d once taken a cheap, mostly drunken vacation to the western Caribbean. He liked watching the locals as they pulled into or out of port as much as he imagined the locals enjoyed seeing the enormous seafaring beasts.
Others in the Keys eyed them with weapons raised. Mothers held tight to their children, tucking them against their legs. Men scowled and muttered what Mike imagined were secreted warnings or plans of attack.
There was no trouble in the Keys, though, aside from the lack of fuel. Despite the hospitality, they’d tried to refuel three times. The last of them, in Marathon, had suggested they avoid Key West altogether. No fuel there and nothing left of the pre-Scourge carefree lifestyle the southernmost Key once afforded. Now it was an interchange point for a growing number of pirates and black-market shipments. The island was replete with bars and whorehouses.
Even Hemingway’s historic home on Whitehead Street was now a place where men and women traded goods for the company of other men or women. The Spanish colonial no longer featured the famed extra-toed mitten cats. The animals were long ago used as the protein in stew, or so the story went, according to the man running the empty fuel station in Marathon. His name was Willie Dixon. He and his wife, Dorothy, had offered maps, the use of clean bathrooms, and a chance to stretch their legs.
Willie had wiped the sweat from his mahogany brow with a blue terrycloth towel. He tucked the cloth back into the deep pocket of the cargo shorts he wore with a bright orange Florida Gators T-shirt. “If you’re headed to Naples,” he said, “I’d stop at Marco Island first. I’ve heard they’ve still got gas. Not sure they’ll fill up the nine hundred gallons your boat holds, but they’ll take care of you if they got any.”
Dixon checked the hydraulics for the steering, changed out a fuse, and commented on the boat’s refinement. Standing on the aft deck, he motioned toward the salon with the terrycloth towel and took another swipe at his brow. “This is a two-and-a-half-million-dollar boat. Y’all must come from some good fortune.”
Mike had admitted they did. He thanked Willie with a pair of lobsters, which he accepted graciously.
“Dorothy and I will enjoy these, no doubt. Y’all be safe. There’s more bad than good in the world, I’m sorry to say. The Scourge took a liking to good people. No doubt.”
Mike thought about this as they motored past one empty house after another. More bad than good might be the case. But what did it mean when there was none of either?
“Did you hear me?” asked Miriam. “I said I don’t see anyone.”
Mike flashed a fake smile. “I heard you. Sorry. I was thinking about Willie.”
“Who?”
“The fuel guy in Marathon. The one who suggested we try Marco first.”
Miriam nodded with recognition. “So what do we do?”
“We keep going,” Brice answered. “A lack of people doesn’t mean anything.”
The waterway narrowed as they moved north. Ahead, the channel widened again and ended. A wide dock with two fuel pumps ran the length of the dead-end.
“I guess that’s the spot,” said Mike. He withdrew the Browning Hi-Power Standard nine-millimeter from the nylon thigh holster he wore strapped to his leg.
His constant carry was a newer development, something he’d decided to do when they reboarded the Rising Star after a violent week ashore. The nine-millimeter was blued steel on its receiver and frame, the grip checkered walnut. The Hi-Power Standard held fifteen rounds of nine-millimeter ammunition. It had a single-action trigger with a thumb safety. The safety took some getting used to for Mike. He wasn’t much of a gun enthusiast before the Scourge, and in the early days he’d used a Glock 19, which had a safety built into the trigger, no thumb lever.. He hoped the extra step wouldn’t be a problem when he needed the weapon in a pinch. More so, Mike hoped that now wouldn’t be a time when he needed it.
Miriam glanced at his hand. “Why do you need that?”
“Just in case.”
“In case of what?” she pressed. “Do you know something you’re not telling us? Did Willie say something to you about—”
“Of course not,” Mike cut in. “Why would you ever think I’d keep something from you? We’re in this together. I’d be stupid to—”
“Hey,” Brice interrupted, pointing to the dock ahead of them. “Sorry to break up this lovers’ spat or whatever, but, dudes, we’ve got company.”
As if apparitions materializing from nowhere, three people stood on the fueling dock. An older couple and a middle-aged man stood shoulder to shoulder. They were too far to gauge their intentions. The younger one wore a long beard popular with hipsters when Mike was a kid. The trio reminded him of a post-apocalyptic variation of the famous American Gothic painting. The only thing missing was the three-tined pitchfork.
The older man wore denim overalls atop a tab-collar shirt. The woman was in a long, shapeless dress that hid her figure. Both were barefoot, as was the bearded younger man who, as they drew closer, bore a strong resemblance to Ma and Pa.
The dark purple of sunrise had given way to the clear blue of early morning. The air was crisp but not cold. The trio was overdressed for the heat that would surely arrive later in the day and bring with it bouts of thunderstorms.
The trio was unmoved as they approached. No smiles or waving hands. No weapons either. It was impossible to gauge where they fell on the spectrum of friend or foe.
Miriam kept her eyes ahead but addressed Mike. “Maybe you should put away the gun. It might escalate things unnecessarily.”
Brice took the bow to the right and then swung left to bring the boat alongside the dock. As he did, Mike took Miriam’s advice and reholstered the Browning Hi-Power. He made sure the safety was on as he slid it along the side of his right thigh and thumbed closed the Velcro closure.
“Good idea,” Mike said. “Seeing it on me is enough. I don’t think they’re armed.”
Brice brought the Rising Star alongside the dock and slowed the motor, letting the boat’s momentum carry them forward toward the cleats closest to the awaiting trio.
“The bearded dude has a long gun,” said Brice. “I can see it. It’s between him and the woman. See it?”
Mike saw it then—black synthetic. It looked like a bolt-action rifle. Nevertheless, the bearded man didn’t appear to be making a move to shoulder the weapon. It would take him longer to set and fire than it would for Mike to draw his weapon and unload it.
“I see it,” he said. “We don’t want to seem like the aggressors here. Everybody’s armed, right? Doesn’t mean they’re not good people.”
Miriam sighed. “Let’s hope you’re right.”
Mike’s gut still concerned him. He couldn’t shake the feeling they were in a bad place. That sense was diametrically opposed to the docility of the people on the dock.
Brice motioned to the starboard side of the boat. “You might want to toss him a line.”
Mike climbed out of the helm. As he moved toward the carefully rolled double-braided nylon dock lines, the motor thrummed and the boat jerked. Brice was working the throttle to ease the boat into place.
The older man stepped to the edge of the dock and squatted. He reached out with both hands. His bright blue eyes flitted toward the weapon strapped to Mike’s hip, but he said nothing about it. “Here you go. Toss me the line. I’ll get you tied up.”
“Thank you.” Mike threw him the first of the dock lines. The man caught the red nylon, found the end of it, and wrapped it once around the base of the cleat before bringing it over the top. Then he wrapped it around the opposite side of the cleat and brought it over the top again. His calloused fingers, thick from work and bronzed by the sun, wrapped the line under the first cleat arm again to form a figure eight. An underhand loop and a tug of the free end later, he was finished. It took him all of three seconds.
He must have noticed Mike’s slack jaw. “Cleat hitch. Easiest to use on a dock. It ain’t a bowline, but then again, nothing is. I’m Schwartz.”
Schwartz offered a wink and a mock salute. His tanned skin was a map of his life. Creases ran in all directions. They directed his prominent brow, framed his eyes and the spaces between his lips and cheeks. He didn’t have a beard like the younger man, but his white scruff was evident and almost glowed against the bronze skin on which it grew.
“I’m Mike. My friend Brice is at the wheel. My girlfriend, Miriam, is up there too.”
Schwartz motioned toward the line at the starboard bow. Mike scurried along the side of the boat and met the man there. He tossed him the line and watched Schwartz work his magic a second time. With a jerk of his head, he motioned toward his companions. “That’s my bride, Sarah. Our son, Solomon, is the one with the beard.”
Sarah stood on the dock at the boat’s stern now. Solomon was unmoved. The butt of his rifle rested on the dock, the business end pointing straight into the sky.
Mike offered Schwartz his hand and they shook. Then the older man pulled Mike onto the dock. He was stronger than he appeared. When Mike was safely on the dock, Schwartz planted his hands on his hips. The Rising Star’s motor shut off. The boat thumped against the dock’s rubber bumpers.
“What brings you here, Mike? We don’t see too many people. One boat a week at most these days.”
The two of them started toward the stern. Miriam emerged from the salon. Brice soon followed, and Sarah helped them onto the dock.
Mike talked with his hands, not so much out of habit, but to keep his hands in sight. He didn’t want his hosts to worry about his gun until absolutely necessary.
“We’re looking for fuel. Nobody in the Keys had any to share. One of the shopkeepers down there suggested we try Marco Island.”
They stopped at Solomon. Sarah brought Miriam and Brice to the same spot. They introduced themselves, and Schwartz led them from the dock and into a low-slung building with sun-bleached Spanish tiles along the flat roof. Solomon brought up the rear. As they moved into the dim confines of what was a typical marina convenience store, Schwartz talked over his shoulder.
“We have fuel. You’ve got a large boat. Not sure I can fill you up, but certainly, depending on what you have to barter, we can work out an arrangement that’ll please both of us. Where are you headed? North or west?”
The metal shelving units that created aisles in the store were empty. The pegboard along the walls was barren except for the metal hooks used to display goods for sale. The place smelled like bait fish, but the scent was faded and stale. Along one wall was a succession of glass-front coolers. They were dark and presumably as empty as everything else.
Mike answered Schwartz’s question as they wound through the store and into what looked like a dining room. There were six round tables with matching chairs. Empty napkin dispensers and salt and pepper shakers decorated the centers of the tables.
“Both. We’ll eventually head to Texas. First we’re going to Naples.”
They stopped at one of the tables, and Schwartz pulled out a chair. He sat down and motioned for the others to do the same. There were six chairs. Everyone sat but Solomon. He stood off to one side, holding the rifle over his shoulder like some revolutionary soldier.
Schwartz pursed his lips, but Sarah spoke instead. Her voice was soft and maternal. It matched her appearance.
“You’re looking for family, aren’t you?”
Mike exchanged glances with Miriam and Brice.
“We are. My father’s in Texas. Brice’s mom and brother are in Naples. Or they were. We don’t know if they survived the Scourge.”
Sarah put her hands flat on the table, rubbing her fingers across the surface. There was an indention and a band of pale skin on her left ring finger. Her eyes met each of them as she replied, “The few people we see here are all looking for family. It must be hard not knowing. We were lucky. The three of us were together and none of us got sick. A miracle.”
Sarah smiled weakly at her husband and then at her son. The smile made her look older somehow. It deepened the creases around her mouth and narrowed her green eyes. The crow’s feet were more obvious. Her wizened skin was as tanned as her husband’s. Both of them carried themselves with the wisdom and comfort of an old married couple.
Solomon returned his mother’s smile, revealing a missing tooth on the bottom in the front. He shifted his weight and raked his fingers through his beard. A nervous habit. Solomon’s smile didn’t age him, but it softened his creepy stoicism.
Schwartz must have sensed his visitors’ unease. “Don’t worry about the rifle,” he said. “It’s for our protection only. We’ve had some run-ins with less than savory sorts. I’m guessing you have as well.” That was an obvious reference to Mike’s thigh-holstered handgun.
The old man waved off any tension with a chuckle. “Any man or woman who walks through this new world unarmed is either a fool or suicidal. You don’t strike me as either. I don’t blame you. I would like to ask if either of your friends here are carrying something too though.”
“No,” Mike said. “We have more weapons on the boat. None with us.”
He wondered if he should be sharing that kind of information with strangers. If they did mean them harm, telling them there were additional things of value aboard their two-million-dollar boat was a lapse in judgment. Then again, they’d pulled up in a two-million-dollar boat. That was incentive enough for someone with ill intent.
Mike looked around the table at his friends, his hosts, and wondered to himself if this was how every encounter would be for the rest of his life. It was strange to him, as he focused on a napkin dispenser, that he used to walk into a restaurant amongst dozens of other strangers and never consider his safety. He’d go to a Magic game and not worry about whether any of the other eighteen thousand people in the stands were armed.
“I wouldn’t go to Naples,” Schwarz advised.
Brice sat up in his chair. The feet screeched on the tile floor. “Why not?”
The host equivocated then got specific. “I can’t say it’s the best idea. Not the worst. That would be going to Texas. Texas, I hear, is a mess. It’s like the Wild West. Naples isn’t much better. It’s overrun with survivors from the other side of Alligator Alley.”
Schwartz referred to the nickname for an eighty-mile stretch of Interstate 75 between Naples and Fort Lauderdale. It cut through the Everglades and was, as such, called Alligator Alley.
Brice put his elbows on the table and bent toward the old man. “What do you mean?”
Schwartz shrugged. “Everybody knows Naples is a sleepy town. Mostly retirees. Easy targets who have nice things and overflowing medicine cabinets, if you know what I mean.”
Brice stiffened. His jaw tensed. “What do you mean?”
With a shrug, Schwartz elaborated. “There was a flood of people from the East Coast. Not good people. Good people stayed home.” He paused, waving his hands as if to dismiss something. “I shouldn’t say good people. That’s not fair. I should say comfortable people stayed home. The desperate were the ones who hit the road. I can’t say desperate people aren’t good. I can say they do things that aren’t so good. Suffice it to say, Naples is a mess. No police, no rules. The military is more concerned with the East Coast. It’s like they forgot us here.”
“Why is this place so empty?” asked Brice, an accusatory tone filtering his voice. “You’re the only people we saw as we came up the channel.”
“That’s easy,” said Schwartz. “A lot of the homeowners who can afford houses on the water don’t live here year-round. They show up around Thanksgiving and stay until Easter or Passover. The Scourge hit before Thanksgiving, so most people never came down. Chances are they never will. Like I said, it’s not safe to travel. One Scourge has passed and another has taken hold.”
Mike sighed. “That’s depressing.”
Schwartz shrugged. His eyebrows arched. “It’s the truth. If it’s depressing, then it’s depressing. You’ve seen how bad it is. That’s why you have a gun on your leg, Mike. I can’t tell you not to travel. I’m only suggesting you consider the danger.”
“What about Naples Harbor?”
Sarah rubbed the pale spot on her ring finger with the thumb of her right hand. “What about it?”
“Can we get there? Do they have fuel?”
“We have fuel,” said Sarah. “I wouldn’t suggest taking the boat to Naples Harbor. You’ll get hijacked.”
“What about on foot?” Brice asked. “If we went on foot, could we leave our boat here?”
Schwartz and his wife exchanged knowing looks. He spoke. “I’m not sure you’re hearing us. Or if you hear us, you’re not listening. Naples isn’t safe.”
Brice’s voice sharpened uncharacteristically. “I hear you and I’m listening. My mother and brother are in Naples. If they’re alive, I can’t leave them there. I already feel like I abandoned them. You wouldn’t understand. Your family is intact here.”
Raising his hands in surrender, Schwartz apologized. “I can understand. You’re right. If you want to go on foot and you know where you’re going, that’s the better option. It’s a bad choice, but it’s the better of the two.”
“We can watch your boat,” offered Sarah, “until you come back.”
Solomon spoke for the first time. “What if they don’t come back?”
Mike smirked. “You can keep the boat. Give us a week. We don’t show up? Hop aboard and have a party. Take it for a spin. Sell it. It won’t matter to us.”
The six of them were quiet for the next few seconds. Nobody moved until Mike thrummed the table with his fingers. “All right,” he said, “about the fuel. You need food? We trade? How’s it work?”
Schwartz pushed back from the table. “We can worry about the fuel when you get back. There’s no need to trade for anything now if, as it turns out, you don’t come back.”
This told Mike two things about Schwartz. One, he could trust him. Any man who didn’t deal with people who might not need what they were trading for was trustworthy. Two, Schwartz was a realist. And the old man doubted his guests would need the fuel. He doubted they’d come back.
 



CHAPTER 2
MARCH 27, 2033
SCOURGE +176 DAYS
COCOA BEACH, FLORIDA
 
The clouds above Winter Brown threatened rain. They appeared to roll across the sky from the east, crowding into one another in a mirror of the surf below. The sand was warm between her toes. Despite the chill blowing in from the Atlantic, the sand held onto the remnants of heat burned into the beach by the sun.
She was hoping for a slow dissolve from day into night. The clouds denied her that. Mother Nature flipped a switch and it was dusk.
It was Mother Nature who did this. Winter Brown didn’t believe in God. Her life was proof that if a god existed, he or she was cruel and had a nasty sense of humor.
Lightning flashed offshore, illuminating the ceiling of building thunderheads. Her thoughts were lost in the surf now, the sounds of the waves crashing into the shore.
She missed her man more than she thought she would. It had been a week since Trick McQuarry was murdered. Sure, he might have had it coming. He had broken into an upscale home and terrorized the inhabitants. But he’d done that for her, for their ad hoc, post-apocalyptic family. Trick, like Winter, spent a lifetime in search of something better, something always out of reach.
In the waves, she could see his face and hear his gruff whisper. He spoke to her.
“You can do this. Do it for me. For Cooper.”
Cooper James was one of three brothers in her new family, who’d died with McQuarry, both of them shot and killed in a home less than a ten-minute hike from the spot where she sat.
Trick was the muscle and Winter was the brains. Neither of them were what civilized society would call good people. Winter cursed civilized society. It was rank with hypocrites who said one thing and did another. And look where it got them—they were no better off now than she and what was left of her gang were. It was her gang.
It was implicit when she’d told the rest of them that Trick and Cooper were dead. Nobody questioned her, neither the women nor the men. They all understood she had more street smarts and common sense than all of them combined. Winter Brown was smart, crafty, and today she was hell-bent on vindication.
They’d spent a week planning tonight. They’d made two trips across the bridge from Rockledge to scout the place, to look for patterns and openings. Now it was time.
Revenge. Retribution. There were a thousand names for what Winter would achieve, what she would do. Her man’s death could not go unpunished. Trick McQuarry, for all of his many faults, would not be another nameless, faceless victim to the world-axis-shifting plague called the Scourge or its unstable aftermath. His life, as fractured as it was, would stand for something.
In some ways, the almost obsessive desire to make his killers pay surprised Winter. She wasn’t one for deep emotional response. Never had been. In fact, she believed that like the switch that flipped day to night under the cover of rainclouds, there was one inside her psyche that had flipped off at an early age.
Devoid of real emotional connection, she could focus on what mattered: plowing through life with cash money and guided by her own sense of morality. It wasn’t until Trick that she’d told a man she loved him. Even when she said the words, she wasn’t sure she believed them. Not until after he was gone.
Still, she wondered, as the surf ebbed with the shrinking tide, if the gut-twisting obsession with ensuring Trick’s murder was avenged and his life marked as having mattered said more about how she viewed her own existence. Was she more consumed with her own death than with her lover’s?
Winter laughed out loud at this notion and leaned back, using the palms of her hands for leverage. They sank into the soft sand that stretched in a wide gray band in the last gasp of sunlight.
She’d spent her life as an anonymous nobody with little impact on the world beyond her own sphere. She’d meant nothing to her mother, didn’t even know her father. Teachers ignored her except to tell her she wasn’t living up to her potential. Employers gave her crappy shifts, stole her tips, and called her by the wrong name half the time.
Why would she care if anyone knew her in death if they hadn’t known her in life? That was ridiculous.
She felt something wet on her lips and tasted salt. It was then Winter realized she was crying. Tears streaked her face.
“You crying?”
Startled, she wiped her hands free of sand and dabbed at the corners of her eyes. Looking up, she saw it was Dickie.
Dickie had been in the house with Trick and Cooper when they’d died. He’d managed to escape. Fat and alternately submissive and snarky, he wasn’t Winter’s favorite person. She still wondered if his unlikely story of survival was true. Regardless, her tears were none of his business.
“No,” she lied.
Dickie stood beside her, hovering. “Oh, sorry. Thought you were.”
“I wasn’t. What do you want?”
Dickie thumbed over his shoulder. His blob of a physique was outlined against the milky dim. “Everybody’s wondering if it’s dark enough now. They’re getting kinda antsy.”
Winter sighed. They were children, every last one of them. Regardless of their ages, they behaved in every way like impatient, petulant children.
Extending a hand to Dickie, Winter grunted. “Help me up.”
Dickie took her hand and yanked her to her feet, bent over and plucked her shoes from the sand, offering them to her.
“Hold onto them,” she said. “I’ll take them when we’re off the beach.”
Dickie lowered the shoes to his side, and together they trudged in the soft sand toward the others, who were seated at what was left of a dune at the edge of the beach farthest from the ocean.
It was dark enough that Winter couldn’t see their faces now. She knew them from their familiar shapes and sizes. To the left was Neil, Trick’s obedient sidekick. While Neil wasn’t the brightest bulb in the pack, he was loyal. Other than Winter, he’d taken Trick’s death the hardest. Constantly moping, Neil had barely spoken two words in the last week. When someone tried to engage him, he nodded, shook his head, or shrugged. It was sad at first. Now Winter found it annoying and attention-seeking.
Next to Neil was Winter’s friend Mony. She’d worked with her at a bar, where they’d served drinks among other things. Mony’s friends, Rose and Mary Rusk, were next. The two women were foul and clingy. Both of them had belonged to Cooper James before he died. Belonged. That was their word. Winter found it disgusting and sexist. No woman belonged to a man. If anything, men belonged to women and not the other way around. Trick certainly had belonged to her.
With Cooper’s death, the Rusk sisters had attached themselves to his brothers, Danny and Cal. Winter wasn’t sure which of the sisters was with which brother. For all she knew they swapped partners. After everything she’d done in her life to pay the bills, to survive, she wasn’t one to judge people for their choices. Not generally. The Rusk sisters were aptly named, she thought.
On the sand in front of her motley crew was a collection of backpacks. They were laid end to end, weapons lying atop them to keep them from the sand..
Winter folded her arms across her chest and stood in front of her family, the bags and weapons between them. She smirked, knowing none of them could see it. A breeze swirled around them, sending a chill along her spine. She shivered involuntarily and jutted her chin toward her audience.
“Dickie says you’re anxious to get going.”
None of them spoke. Winter checked over her shoulder. The ocean was black now. The first sprinkles of rain dusted her cheeks and nose. “It’s about dark enough. Give it another five minutes. The rain will start. That’ll give us more cover.”
“We didn’t count on rain,” said Rose Rusk above the whip of the intensifying wind. “It ain’t rained in months. Is it the best time to—”
“Doesn’t matter,” Winter cut in. “We do this tonight. The plan doesn’t change.”
Danny spoke up. “Maybe Rose is right. I mean, we don’t have to do it tonight. We’ll get soaked and I—”
“Are you kidding me?” Winter interrupted the peanut gallery again. Danny was a know-it-all who knew very little. He couldn’t admit when he was wrong but loved to challenge others about the veracity of whatever they said, asserted, or believed. It was unusual, however, for him to challenge Winter. Usually, he bit his tongue where she was concerned.
“I’m not kidding,” Danny said. “Why does it have to be tonight? It could be tomorrow or the next day. The house isn’t going anywhere. The family isn’t going anywhere. We know their habits. We—”
Winter clenched her jaw before she spat her response to this insanity. She balled her hands into fists underneath her arms. Taking a step forward, she sneered. Thunder cracked in the distance as if on cue. “First you tell Dickie you’re anxious to get going, and now you tell me a little rain has made you turn chicken? What’s the problem, Danny? You afraid of getting wet? You think you’re gonna melt?”
Danny shifted. “No. I’m not scared. But I don’t agree the rain gives us cover. How’s that? It’s dark whether it’s raining or not. You’re crazy, Winter.”
“I’m talking about the noise, idiot,” said Winter. “The sound of the rain, the thunder. It’ll make it easier for us to do what we gotta do.”
Danny’s form shrank. Nobody spoke.
There was some truth in his words, no doubt. Winter had teetered on the edge of sanity for months. Trick’s death had likely pushed her over the cliff, and she was likely taking the lemmings with her.
Lightning flashed overhead. The dusting of rain was more of a steady sprinkle now. The whoosh of heavier drops on the ocean foretold of the storm about to engulf them.
Truth was, she didn’t want to do this in the rain. It wasn’t ideal. But she wasn’t about to wait another night. Tonight was the night.
Winter gestured to the bags on the sand in front of her. She spoke above the gusts of wind, the wash of rain. Crazy or not, they were doing this. “Get your things. Check your weapons. Let’s do this. These people die tonight.”
 



CHAPTER 3
MARCH 27, 2033
SCOURGE +176 DAYS
ATLANTA, GEORGIA
 
Patient S05 strained against the binds on the table. His back arched. His reddened face stretched into a taut, pained grimace. His fists tightened. His toes flexed, curled, flexed again.
His scream was ear piercing, something otherworldly that made Gwendolyn Sharp want to cover her ears and close her eyes. She didn’t. She forced herself to watch the man writhe on the table.
His body writhed and bucked. He threw back his head, banging it against the stainless-steel table again and again. Spit flew in stringy ropes from his mouth as he whipped from side to side. Then it was blood, leaking from the corners after he’d clearly bitten his tongue.
Patient S05’s eyes shut tight then opened wide. They fluttered and rolled back in his head. Then his body sagged and slapped flat against the table. His head lolled to one side, bleeding tongue hanging, and a familiar rattle preceded one last breath.
He was dead.
Gwendolyn rubbed her chin with her hand. She checked the clock on the wall, looked back at the wall of monitors in front of her, then pushed a comms button at the base of an adjustable desk-mounted microphone. “Check him.”
On several monitors, color images showed the techs move from their posts in the corners of the lab and cautiously approach the dead man. As they checked his vitals, assuring he was gone, Gwendolyn sucked in a deep breath and slowly exhaled. She cursed under her breath.
Both of the technicians were wearing hazmat suits, their features and forms hidden beneath the bulky shells that protected them from contamination.
Sitting at a computer terminal next to her, Dr. John Treadgold offered solace. “It’s only been a week. We can’t expect a miracle in a week.”
“The mortality is way too fast,” she replied as if she hadn’t heard him. “The incubation isn’t long enough. If we try to put this into the wild, it won’t do a damned thing. It’s like an IED. We need anthrax in the water.”
Treadgold’s face contorted with confusion. “What does that mean?”
Gwendolyn studied the monitors. The bank of them revealed two additional patients in sterile rooms adjacent to patient S05.
“Dr. Sharp?”
Her eyes shifted to Treadgold. “What?”
“I asked what you mean by anthrax in the water as opposed to an IED.”
She touched the knotted bun atop her head. “An IED, an improvised explosive device, is instantly deadly. It’s sadistically brilliant engineering in concept, but its kill radius is small. The only casualties are those poor souls caught in its immediate blast radius.”
On the monitors displaying patient S05, the two technicians collected samples. One swabbed the nasal cavity while the other used surgical scissors to cut a section of hair.
“Poison a water supply, however, and the result isn’t immediate,” she further explained. “It’s slow. It’s almost invisible. Well, it is invisible. It requires patience, but once it takes hold, it spreads wide. It sickens and kills entire populations. By the time anyone figures out what’s happened, it’s too late.”
Treadgold swallowed and his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. “Like Fort Pitt.”
Gwendolyn raised an eyebrow.
“It was before the American Revolution. In 1763, the British were at war with Native Americans. The natives rose up in what’s now Pennsylvania. They burned the houses of the white people living near the fort, so the settlers had to move inside the fort.”
Gwendolyn folded her arms across her chest and leaned against the desk. “What does this have to do with—”
Treadgold held up a finger. “You counseled patience not even a minute ago.”
She smirked. Treadgold was a good man. Unlike so many of the other men with whom she worked, he never tried to mansplain anything to her. Even when she interrupted him or had spoken to him a way that might have incensed others, he kept his cool. It was a sign of deep confidence and self-awareness. He invariably made his point gently and without condescension.
She feigned genuflection. “Touché. Go ahead. I’ll let you finish.”
“As you might guess, conditions aren’t fantastic in the first place. It is the eighteenth century. Add all of the settlers to the cramped confines of the fort and the situation becomes all the more unsustainable. The military had serious concerns about the fast spread of disease, especially because they’d already suffered an outbreak of smallpox.”
“Variola major or minor?”
Treadgold frowned. “I don’t know. It’s neither here nor there, Dr. Sharp.”
“I’m sorry. Go ahead.”
“One of the people living in the fort was William Trent. He wrote in his journal that when two of the native chiefs came to broker peace, the British offered the chiefs blankets as tokens of respect. The blankets, however, carried smallpox. Not long after the visit, there was a smallpox epidemic amongst the Native Americans. It killed a lot of them and reduced the threat to the British.”
Gwendolyn regarded him with a smirk that spread into a wide grin. “That’s what I’m saying. I wish we had blankets.”
Treadgold met her laughter with stoicism. “I didn’t think the story was funny.”
She shook her head. “Oh, it’s not. I’m laughing because it’s such a perfect anecdote for what we’re trying to accomplish. I’ll commit it to memory and use it. Can I use it?”
The even-tempered scientist frowned and rolled his chair away from the computer in front of him.
Sharp picked up a tablet from the desk and held it to her face to unlock the screen. The display shifted to the home screen, and she tapped an icon for a note-taking application. Without looking up from the screen, she asked, “Fort Pitt, was it?”
“Yes.”
“Excellent.”
Holding the tablet in one hand, she used her other to enter the story in shorthand. One letter at a time, she pecked at the virtual keyboard on the tablet. When she finished, she set the tablet on the desk and returned to the monitors.
The technicians worked with scalpels now. At patient S05’s feet was a collection of sealed bags and labeled petri dishes.
Treadgold rolled back to the computer. He rubbed his eyes and scratched the base of his neck, where scruff gave his typically neat haircut a messy look.
“You need a haircut,” Gwendolyn remarked.
Without looking away from the display in front of him, he said, “You think? I need a haircut, I need a shower, and I need sleep.”
Gwendolyn sensed his disgust and tried to lighten the mood. “A shower? I thought that was me.” She sniffed one armpit and then the other, crinkling her nose.
Treadgold didn’t smile. “It is. Also, I mean. None of us are getting any rest. I can’t tell you the last time I had a meal that didn’t consist of a plastic container of dehydrated noodles and a microwave.”
He was right. Since the man in charge of their program at the Centers for Disease Control had tasked them with manipulating and harnessing variants of the plague that killed two-thirds of the world’s population, they’d done little else than work.
Colonel Whittenburg wanted them to expand on their earlier work, in which Treadgold identified the ways viral infections attached themselves to the bacteria Yersinia pestis. The combination then adapted and morphed, making the unprecedented disease virtually unstoppable. Whittenburg wanted it weaponized and ultimately deployed in Texas, where the resident population was restless, anarchical and no longer part of what had been the United States.
Once a wall was constructed around the former state, Whittenburg wanted a refined weapon they could use to empty it of its rebels and bring its vast resources back under the control of what was left of the country. It was a farfetched plan. Nobody wanted to tell the colonel how unfeasible it might be. Their collective job was to jump when told and not ask why.
Gwendolyn reached behind her and pulled a wheeled chair underneath her. She plopped into it and used her heels to roll close to Treadgold. “You’re right about all of those things,” she said. “You’ve been doing an outstanding job, working all hours. I can see the exhaustion on your face. But I’d refrain from complaints about the food.”
Treadgold’s features shifted with confusion.
She gestured with a wide sweep of her hand, as if to reference their surroundings. “We have electricity; we have air-conditioning, clean water—hot and cold. We don’t worry about where our next meal is coming from, and we don’t have to sleep with guns at our hips.”
His face flushed. A nervous smile twitched at the corners of his mouth. “I didn’t mean it like that. I was—”
Gwendolyn placed a hand on his knee. “I know that. I believe you understand how fortunate we are to have this opportunity. That we’re alive, healthy and safe. Most of the world cannot say any of those things, let alone one.”
Treadgold took a deep breath and held it. Tears welled in his eyes.
She patted his knee “You lost your wife. Your daughter?”
His jaw flexed. He nodded and pinched the bridge of his nose.
“My parents are gone,” she said. “They were among the earliest to go. Both of them were in an assisted-living center in North Carolina. One of the nurses got sick; then it spread like wildfire, like someone gave the residents blankets soaked in the Scourge. Within two weeks, everybody who lived and worked there was dead except for one janitor. At least that’s what I was told. That’s the information Whittenburg got for me.”
Treadgold wiped his nose with the back of his lab coat sleeve. “My wife would kill me for complaining about eating too much ramen.” He laughed through the steady stream of tears that dampened his face. A spit bubble popped in his mouth. “Shannon. That was her name. My daughter was Jennifer.”
The conversation had devolved. Gwendolyn hadn’t intended that when she shamed him for the food comment in an effort to make him understand how critical their efforts were. How they should rejoice in their predicament as opposed to lament the hardship. They didn’t have time for this. But if the catharsis got him refocused and back to the grindstone, Gwendolyn considered it worth the momentary distraction.
Treadgold looked at her, but he wasn’t seeing her. He was somewhere distant in time and place. “I wasn’t there for them,” he said, his voice softening. “I was here at work when the first cases showed up in the United States. We went into lockdown, all hands on deck. I called Shannon and told her what I knew, which wasn’t much. We decided to keep Jennifer home from school. Middle school is awash with bacteria. We were already issuing bulletins about staying away from areas with large crowds. It was a no-brainer.”
Gwendolyn watched his glassy eyes jitter as if scouring memory files for those moments of regret.
“I spoke to her a half-dozen times those first couple of days. A few video chats. Those were emotional. We texted too.” He patted the chest of his lab coat. His phone was in the interior pocket. “I kept the texts. I look at them from time to time. They make me happy and sad at the same time.”
His chin trembled. Treadgold wiped his nose and sniffled. “She was angry with me at the end.”
Sharp waited for him to elaborate. When he didn’t, she asked softly, “How so?”
“She didn’t understand why I couldn’t come home, and told me I was picking work over family. She said if this was the end of the world, we should be together.”
His chest shuddered as he audibly inhaled and exhaled. “Our last conversation was a shouting match. I tried to explain that the work I was doing was to save the world. That I was doing it for her, for Jenni-bug.”
“Jenni-bug?”
He offered a weak smile. “We called Jennifer Jenni-bug. She was born in June. So we named her Jennifer June. Jennifer June Treadgold. Feels weird to say her name aloud. I like nicknames, so I started calling her Jennifer June Bug. Then Jenni-June-Bug. Then just Jenni-Bug.”
“So cute.”
“She was adorable. So full of life. Happy all the time. I know a lot of parents say they have the perfect children. I mean, they said they had the perfect children. We did. Smart and kind.”
“You were good parents.”
“No. Well, yes. Shannon was. I guess maybe I was. But Jennifer came out of the womb with such a golden spirit.”
He pulled his phone from his pocket and held it to his face. It unlocked and he tapped the screen twice before swiping up with his thumb. He tapped again. “Here she is. That’s both of them. All of us.”
He handed the phone to Gwendolyn. She hesitated but took it from him and studied the screen. She almost didn’t recognize Treadgold. If she didn’t know it was him, she wouldn’t have recognized him.
Treadgold was on the right of the screen. He was heavier here. Not overweight but not the thin man he was now. His smile was genuine, eyes bright with pride.
Next to him was a pretty woman with dark, shoulder-length hair and deep brown eyes. She wore little makeup and a plain cream-colored frock. There was something slightly hippie about her appearance, and she too wore a grin with genuine pride. There was a contentment in her eyes that Gwendolyn hadn’t seen in anyone in the six months since the Scourge overtook the world.
Between them, on Shannon’s lap, was the child. Jennifer, Jenni-bug, was four or five in the picture. Perhaps six. Gwendolyn didn’t have children, wasn’t married and had no siblings, so no nieces or nephews. She wasn’t good with ages, though she could read expressions. This child was happy. Her dimples pocked her cheeks and framed a toothy cherubic grin. Her curly brown tresses reached past her shoulders and covered her ears. A cute blue bow was tied into a topknot at her crown. She wore a dress not dissimilar from her mother’s and tiny saddle shoes.
Gwendolyn smiled and handed back the phone. She couldn’t look too long. There was something so entirely and overwhelmingly sad about the happy photograph. “They’re beautiful. Truly beautiful.”
He tucked the phone back inside his lab coat. “The phones stopped working the day after the argument. I couldn’t get through, so we texted. Those somehow went through. But it wasn’t the same as talking or seeing their faces. A few days later, Shannon texted me and told me Jenni-Bug was sick. I tried to leave then, but we were in lockdown and I wasn’t allowed to go. Nobody in or out. Then the texts wouldn’t work anymore. All civilian communications were down.”
“That’s awful.”
Treadgold shrugged. His tone was flat, emotionless now. The tears were finished, although his eyes glistened. “Like you said, I’m lucky. I’m alive. I have ramen. I’m far better off than the poor bastard on that table in there.”
That was the truth. They were better off than most of the world. That was her original point about the lack of heated ramen. However, she’d never considered the countless stories of those who’d survived and lost loved ones. How racked with survivor’s guilt they must be. How many questions and doubts they must have about their actions or lack thereof.
Sure, Gwendolyn’s parents had died from the Scourge. She was a survivor who’d lost loved ones. Technically.
She hadn’t seen them in four years, hadn’t talked to them in six months. Gwendolyn didn’t feel a responsibility for her parents or a particular connection to them. Both of them had worked like dogs when she was a child. She’d had a key to their house at five so she could let herself in after getting off the bus from a day at kindergarten. When they took vacations, frequently they went without her under the guise of needing “Mommy and Daddy time.” They hired nannies to babysit her during their trips.
They were nice enough people, but not good parents. Except that their inattention taught Gwendolyn to be self-reliant, to depend only on herself. To love only herself.
In that moment, she couldn’t decide which was worse, to have grieved the loss of someone to the Scourge or not. She steeled herself and decided she was fine. Everything was fine. They had work to do.
Gwendolyn shifted in her seat, pivoting toward the monitors. She found the one with patient S05. The technicians were done and had rolled the table to the far side of the room toward a stainless-steel drawer recessed into the wall.
One of the techs punched a series of numbers into a key panel next to the drawer. A red light flipped green. The tech turned a handle and pulled out the drawer. Together, both techs picked up the corpse and laid it into the drawer. One closed the drawer and the other moved the table aside.
“How did we find these volunteers, by the way?” asked Treadgold. “Who would sign up for something like this?”
On the screen, the tech at the drawer punched in another series of numbers, and the light turned red again. Then a buzzer sounded in the room. They heard it on the speakers in the observation office in which they sat. It signaled the ignition of an incinerator. They couldn’t take the risk of keeping an infected body. Burning it to ash was the most prudent way to dispose of it.
Gwendolyn watched the techs exit the room. “You don’t want to know.”
 



CHAPTER 4
MARCH 27, 2033
SCOURGE +176 DAYS
HOUSTON, TEXAS
 
General Roof stood in the middle of the highway, straddling the dotted white line that separated lane from lane on the westbound lanes of Interstate 10. His loaded Humvee was behind him, its engine off and its headlights on.
Although the air was cool, the concrete held onto its grip of warmth from the cloudless day. He faced south. Above him a waning crescent moon gave only a hint of reflected light. The reflection would be half that tomorrow and less than half again in two nights.
The dim, hulking outline of a dead city loomed against the sky. Shadows upon shadows framed the ghosts of towering buildings that not long ago gave shape to the nation’s third largest city. This was the world’s energy capital and now it was without power. Sure, some of the refineries south and east were running. That was the hypocrisy of the coming wall. What was left of the United States didn’t want Texas, but it wanted its oil and gas, so it made sure there were enough people to run the petrochemical plants at least one shift a day. That was the rumor anyhow.
Roof’s mind drifted to the politics of things. He found himself constantly trying to redirect, refocus his thoughts.
Something about his mission, the one that had him and three other military veterans laying claim to Texas, coalescing the varying gangs and outlaws that took hold in the wake of the Scourge, didn’t sit well with him. It was a puzzle with a missing piece. Or two missing pieces.
Nonetheless, he had little choice but to obey Colonel Whittenburg, take advantage of the opportunity to forge his own destiny, as it were, and form what he and the others would henceforth call the Cartel.
“What are you looking at?”
Bailey was standing next to Roof. Another of the four self-professed Cartel generals, Bailey had endured the ride from Atlanta to Texas alongside Roof in the Humvee. Or was it the other way around?
Roof didn’t look at Bailey when he spoke. He’d seen enough of the man. His voice was gruff, filled with the ever-present gravel of a man who’d lived hard, smoked plenty and drank whenever the notion pleased him.
Tonight he was more philosophical than usual. “What used to be and might never be again.”
Bailey chuckled and waved a hand at the inky outline of the dark city. “Of course you’re looking at the skyline, Roof. I mean what specifically? I’m hoping if I stand here long enough, I might make out the details of some of them.”
Roof squinted, secretly hoping for the same thing. His hand rested on the Colt 1911 Classic in the holster on his hip. It had a five-inch barrel with a blued frame finish and carried seven rounds plus one. It was single action with a double diamond wood grip and a short trigger. It was government model and before the Scourge was restricted in California and Texas. The 1911 was a comfortable weapon that fired with confidence, chambered for a .45 ACP cartridge. The military stopped issuing it in 1986. It had belonged to Roof’s father before it belonged to him. His father had served in what they’d called the first Gulf War. Roof kept his hand there and soaked in the dark void in front of him, hoping to glean something from the pitch.
They’d done this at several cities along the way. Whenever there was a skyline of any sort, they’d stopped the Humvee and stood in the middle of mostly empty highways to gawk and stretch their legs. It took them a week to get as far as Houston, only eight hundred miles. Before the Scourge, they could have made the trek in under twelve hours, even with pit stops. The going was slower these days.
Roadblocks, checkpoints, would-be hijackers, fuel conservation, exhaustion. All of them served equally to slow the trip.
Traveling through Alabama, they’d stopped in Montgomery and Mobile. Biloxi didn’t have much of a skyline, but there were casinos to check out. Surprisingly, two of them still had unopened bottles of whiskey left on bar shelves in the back rooms behind the gaming floors.
Baton Rouge didn’t look much different than it had before the apocalypse, though Tiger Stadium was a literal Death Valley. It was where the dead were piled and burned. Unlike most states where there was deep enough earth to bury the dead, Louisiana’s water table was too high, and burning was the best option.
The odor of burning flesh and hair lingered in the air as they crossed the Mississippi and stopped on the Horace Wilkinson Bridge to look back east and south. Six months after the Scourge and they were still burning the dead inside the stadium. Arms of smoke rose from the field and dissipated into the humid, swampy air. Ash salted the hood of the Humvee.
Neither man spoke as they watched the pyres burn and the remnants fall. When they climbed back into the cab and Roof worked the wipers, black gray soot smudged the glass.
“Sportsman’s Paradise,” Roof mumbled.
A day and a half later they were in Houston. No pyres, no rank odor of burned bodies. Even the sour sweet smell of the refineries some thirty miles away was faint.
Roof was on his way to either Amarillo or Lubbock. He hadn’t decided which.
Bailey would run a territory out of San Antonio. He’d essentially be in charge of the vast area that stretched from the Hill Country to El Paso.
The other two generals, Logan and Manuse, were setting up shop in Houston and Dallas respectively. Logan was already making deals here as far as Roof knew. He’d exited I-10 at Highway 59 and headed into downtown. Downtown. The black abyss into which they now stared.
Bailey took two steps forward and put a boot up on the warped metal railing at the southern edge of the westbound lanes. Resting his forearm on his thigh, he glanced over his shoulder and asked, “Why didn’t you want Houston? Seems like a good fit for you. You’ve got the swagger for the biggest city in the state.”
In the darkness, the outlines filled in their shapes. He saw thin reflections of light in the steel and glass of an angular tower in the middle of the skyline.
“It’s neither a city nor a state anymore, Bailey. You know that. And I wouldn’t want a place like this.”
“Why not?”
Roof chuckled. “Don’t get me wrong. Before the Scourge, you offer me a place in Houston, I’d take it. Mama Ninfa’s. Goode Company. Pappas. The food alone was reason to live here. I could do without the traffic, but Houston was a great place. Put it on either coast and it’d be widely recognized as one of the world’s great cities. No doubt.”
“Then what’s the problem? There’s no traffic now.”
Somewhere between their spot on the freeway and the dense cluster of downtown buildings, insects chirped and strummed. Crickets and katydids worked in symphony. Frogs croaked.
The city was veined with cemented bayous that wound their way through downtown and fingered their way from Galveston Bay into an arterial network of creeks and rivers that collectively flooded the city with heavy, sustained rainfall. Though it hadn’t rained in months, there was still water in these bayous. Along their banks, thickets of undergrowth housed wildlife, which masked the silence. When they spoke, the natural cacophony paused, a fermata to their song.
“There’s also no Ninfa’s. Or Goode Company. You know, I had a friend who would send me a pecan pie from Goode Company every Christmas. It was the best pie I ever ate.”
Bailey lowered his boot and turned to face Roof. “Never heard of it.”
Roof touched the brim of his black cowboy hat and ran his thumb and forefinger along its brim. He tipped it back and swiped sweat from his brow. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Point is, the good parts of a city are gone. Now it’s just the hassles. I’ll take me someplace more rural. I can get to know the land and the people. The lower the population density, the easier it is to control what’s going on, you know? Logan’s got his hands full here. Likewise you do in San Antonio. Too many people, too many problems.”
Bailey clapped his hands together. “Perhaps. And on that note, we should head west.”
“Take a leak first?” asked Roof.
“Be my guest. I’m good. I’ll wait in the truck.” Bailey stretched his arms above his head and yawned, then scraped across the concrete to the Humvee and walked through the beams to the passenger’s side.
Roof unlocked the truck for him with the key fob. Bailey clicked the doors locked once he climbed inside. Locking doors was a habit post-Scourge. For everybody.
When the echo of the shutting door dissipated, the chirping and croaking resumed. A constant sound, like white noise, that Roof imagined he wouldn’t hear if he stayed here long enough. It reminded him of the whistle and crack of gunfire and missiles during the war in Syria years earlier. The deafening soundtrack to his time engaged in urban battle was so commonplace that after the first week of insomnia, he grew accustomed to it and slept without disturbance. Its absence, after his deployment, made it again hard to fall asleep.
Roof checked over his shoulder, his eyes scanning for movement. His ears pricked, trying to hear past the insects and reptiles. The hairs on the back of his neck told him something was out there. Someone was watching. He didn’t see anything.
The road was virtually empty. There were a half dozen abandoned passenger cars and trucks on the narrow shoulders. Up ahead a stopped eighteen-wheeler blocked the right lane, its rear barely visible in the fan of the Humvee’s high beams. Roof’s eyes lost their night vision with a glance at the headlights. It was darker around him. It was quiet. Too quiet. Still no evidence of any threats. He decided his fear was righteous paranoia. It came with the post-apocalyptic territory. One could never be too careful, not when desperation was more prevalent than contentment, when the primitive instincts of survival took hold, when aggression replaced passivity.
He checked the road again and spun in a circle. He spotted Bailey in the front passenger’s seat with his head against the rest and his eyes closed. The chirping symphony was somehow louder.
Roof thought about urinating where he stood, then reconsidered. Instead, he walked to where Bailey was a minute earlier and settled with his knees brushing the metal railing. He unzipped and started his business. He softly whistled a tune he knew belonged to George Strait, though couldn’t place the words or the name of the song. The splatter of piss on the concrete played percussion to his whistle. His eyes readjusted on the charcoal sketch of a skyline when a low voice purred behind him. Something sharp jabbed at the left side of his neck. The symphony stopped.
“Put your hands up. Don’t speak.”
If he hadn’t seen Bailey get into the Humvee seconds earlier, he’d have thought this was a prank. Bailey was the sort of guy to think this was funny, but this wasn’t Bailey.
The voice carried rank breath, which smelled of fake cheese and dime-store coffee. Other odors filled his senses too. Sweat and something sour.
“Do it.” The man was behind him on the left.
When Roof didn’t comply, the sharp object jabbed harder. It broke the skin and stung.
“Put ’em up or we kill you right here. We want the keys to that truck.”
“Okay,” said Roof, “hang on. I’m taking a leak here.” He raised his left hand up in front of him, slowly. Fingers spread away from him, he moved with caution. His right hand didn’t move from what it currently held. “Can I zip up?”
The purr was a growl. “Give us the keys.”
Roof had no idea how many people were with this man. He guessed if there was more than one, they’d have killed Bailey, or they’d have taken both of them while they stood cluelessly talking to one another about nothing.
Instead, this highway bandit waited until he was alone, until he could get a drop on the man with the keys. How long had he been watching them? If there was anybody with him, they weren’t armed or battle hardened. A wife? Kids? Could be. Didn’t matter.
“Can I please zip up my—”
He didn’t finish his own sentence, whipping around to face the attacker. He took a step away from what he thought was a knife and swung around with his left hand extended. The blade scraped across his neck and the front of his throat, but the back of his right hand connected enough with the other man that it knocked him off balance.
With his right hand, Roof drew the Colt 1911. In a fluid, practiced motion, his finger found the trigger as he leveled the weapon center mass and fired off three quick shots.
The loud pops cracked in the otherwise quiet night air. Their collective echo rang in his ears as the highway bandit struggled on his feet. He staggered to one side and folded onto the concrete. His head hit the highway with a sickening thwack.
Roof fired another shot into the man. His body twitched. Thin tendrils of smoke lifted from wounds for an instant; then they were gone. In his hand was a shard of glass wrapped with duct tape on one end.
“Idiot.” Roof ran his hand across his neck. It was slick with blood, but the wound was superficial. Nothing deep except for the puncture on the side of his neck. Even that wasn’t bad. He could tell from the touch of it and the lack of blood on his shirt.
He holstered the Colt; then he tucked himself and zipped up his pants. They were damp. He cursed the dead man and kicked him.
Bailey was there now, breathless, his weapon drawn. “What happened? Where did he come from?”
“I don’t know,” said Roof. “He was watching us. Said he was with others. He was alone.”
Bailey squatted beside the dead man. “Sorry I missed him. My fault. I shoulda stood watch while—”
“Not your fault. I know better. It’s a good lesson. Anything that doesn’t kill you is a good lesson.”
Bailey looked up at Roof. “This guy’s a kid. Can’t be more than fifteen. I don’t think he even started shaving yet. Doubt his nuts have dropped.”
“They dropped,” said Roof. “Kid had a deep voice. And don’t feel sorry for him. He made me get piss on my pants. That alone was worth killing him.”
It sounded callous. It was and it wasn’t. There were ways people rationalized immorality in their own minds. They convinced themselves their motives were pure, explaining to the doubts scratching at the backs of their brains they had no other choices. Those rationalizations were no different from the illicit drugs Roof used and sold.
The first time their effects were sharp. They made hearts race and hands tremble. The next wasn’t as lucid. After countless uses, tolerance dulled the sensations. As it was with drugs, so it was with ending other people’s lives.
The boy wasn’t Roof’s first kill. Not by a long shot.
As a battlefield combatant, wounded in an ambush, he’d sent others to the great beyond. If asked, he couldn’t count the number. Not because it was so large, but because in the midst of a firefight it wasn’t always clear how many died and how many lived. Someone wounded might succumb hours or days later. Someone he thought dead somehow might survive his wounds. The number from his time at war was more than a dozen. That much he knew. The number he’d killed was higher still because Roof was the kind of man to shoot first and never ask questions. He’d learned that from Marcus Battle, the man who’d saved his life in Syria. The soldier told him it was more prudent to kill a potential threat than to have a real threat kill him.
It was a surprising suggestion from the holier-than-thou Battle. While it made sense in wartime, to hear it from a judgmental superior shocked him when Battle said it. So much so he remembered it and employed the advice liberally when the Scourge rooted itself on American soil.
This was, however, his first kill since teaming up with Bailey. He stared at the body, blood pooling around it and leaching across the concrete. The crickets chirped again. The frogs croaked. Without lifting his chin, he looked up at his cohort.
“You ever killed a man, Bailey?”
Bailey swallowed and shook his head.
“Never? Not once?”
“No. Not directly.”
“Directly? You indirectly killed a man?”
A reluctant nod.
“How’s that work? Indirectly.”
“Orders. You know. You served. You can be responsible for deaths without pulling the trigger.”
Roof regarded Bailey for a moment. The shadows upon shadows hid the man’s face, but in the way he stood Roof saw embarrassment. Or was it shame?
Bailey’s shoulders shrank inward a bit; his chin dropped. He pushed himself to his feet and took two steps back from the body with movements that betrayed regret.
Against his initial instinct to chastise, Roof kept his mouth shut. Nothing he said would help the unease. “Let’s go,” he said. “No need standing out here. The gunshots might bring unwanted attention.”
“We gonna leave him here? In the middle of I-10?”
Roof shrugged. “You don’t have to leave him here. If it bugs you, move him.”
Bailey stood motionless.
“You’ve gotta get something straight, Bailey, pure and simple. This is nasty business. We’re about to build a cartel, understand? A network of bad people doing bad things. Our hands will get dirty.”
A series of rifle shots cracked somewhere south. Amidst the skyline abyss, someone pulled a trigger, and someone was in the rifle’s sights.
Roof looked at his hands. “My hands are already dirty. I’ve got no issue with what’s required here. I’ll kill again. Men. Women. Children. I’ve done it. Directly. And I’ll do it again. Whoever threatens my ends gets justifiably killed by my means. If you can’t do this, if you’ve got a conscience that’s diametrically opposed to what your colonel asked us to do, tell me now.” His hand eased onto the top of the Colt 1911. It was at once subtle and obvious.
Bailey cleared his throat. “It’s just…”
“Just what?”
“It’s one thing to stand in an air-conditioned room with maps and charts and talk about power. It’s another thing altogether to go out and seize it.”
“True,” said Roof.
After seconds of silence, Bailey pivoted to face the Humvee. “Leave the body there. He had it coming.”
Roof took his hand from the Colt, found the key fob and unlocked the Humvee. In minutes they were on the road again, heading west, the looming stretch of the Houston skyline in their rearview.
Darker things stood on the horizon.
 



CHAPTER 5
MARCH 27, 2033
SCOURGE +176 DAYS
MARCO ISLAND, FLORIDA
 
The map was spread out on a large oak table. Candlelight flickered on the paper, casting a yellow hue, which made the map appear ancient, as if drawn on linen rags with carbon and gum ink.
The marina owner, Schwartz, traced a route with an arthritic finger. “I’d take this here. It’s the best option. Cross Jolley West Bridge all the way up past Hammock Bay. You’ll stay north for a bit before you jog west into Naples proper. It’s the safest route. Safe is a relative word, mind you.”
Despite Brice’s protest, Mike had agreed to spend the afternoon and night at the marina on Marco Island. Schwartz warned that the trip wouldn’t be easy. He’d suggested they eat, bathe and get a good night’s sleep before they left at first light. They’d need all the daylight they could get to make the trek.
“Nobody wants to be on the streets in Naples after dark,” Schwartz had said.
Even now as they studied a route by candlelight, Brice doubted the veracity of Schwartz’s warnings.
He shook his head. “All due respect, Mr. Schwartz, but I don’t buy it. I’ve been to Naples too many times to count. It’s sleepy. Wide, manicured boulevards, early bird specials and no crime. The only danger is drinking too many mojitos at Tommy Bahama’s.”
Schwartz shrugged. “Believe what you want. I’m telling you it was easy pickings for people with bad intentions. What better place to flip on its head than a community of retirees, most of whom leave their places empty half of the year?”
Before Brice could respond, Miriam walked into the room carrying two steaming bowls of lobster stew. Mike moved from the table to help her.
“Careful,” she said. “It’s hot. That one is for Schwartz. This one is for Brice. I’ll get yours in a minute.”
“I can get my own,” said Mike. “Don’t feel like you have to serve me.”
“Aww. So progressive of you,” Miriam demurred. “I’d ask you to hold the door for me, but that might offend my sensibilities.”
Mike took the other bowl from her. “Funny. Do you need help in the kitchen?”
“Solomon’s the cook. The stew was his idea. He seemed excited about the lobster.”
Mike smiled. “You explained it was Florida lobster?”
“He knew by the looks of it, Mike. Plus he knew we hadn’t been trolling Maine.”
“Good point.” He turned to take the soups to Brice and Schwartz.
“All good in here?” she asked.
“So far,” said Mike. “Planning a route. We’ll be up early. Sunrise is around seven twenty. We’ll hit the road at six thirty. Should be safe to be on the island in the dark.”
Using her hip to open the door, Miriam smiled and disappeared into the kitchen. Mike watched her for a moment over his shoulder and then delivered the stew.
The three of them were in what was best described as a workshop. It reeked of motor oil and diesel. Metal shelving that had seen better days lined the walls. The plank floor was warped and cracked in spots. Through some of the gaps, dark water reflected the candlelight, warming the workshop.
The table in the middle was meant for a saw or a drill. There was a heavy iron vise clamped on one edge. A multi-outlet power strip was affixed with some sort of adhesive. The table itself was likely once grand and graced the office of a high-powered attorney or successful merchant. Now it was gashed and worn. The ornamental gargoyles on its legs were missing noses and ears, and some of the chips were old enough they were varnished the same color as the table.
It reminded Mike of Schwartz. The man bore the posture of a man who once did great things. Was he a doctor or a civic leader? Had he always made a living selling fuel and bait fish? Like the table, Schwartz was a man who’d varnished the chipped bits to match his current condition. Both were at home here regardless of their past glory. This was where they belonged, and Mike was grateful for it.
The workshop was one of four buildings Schwartz and his family owned and occupied. There was the workshop, the marina store and two three-bedroom houses. The homes were more like ground-level condos, but both were clean and well kept. Schwartz had two diesel generators, which could provide twelve-thousand watts of power each. He didn’t run them at night, thinking it too much of an attraction for bloodsuckers.
“Not mosquitoes,” he’d said during a tour of the properties. “The two-legged kind.”
Schwartz and his wife, Sarah, lived in one of the condos. Solomon lived alone in the other. That left three empty bedrooms for the trio of visitors. They’d only use two, since Mike and Miriam bunked together.
The Schwartzes also had a good supply of propane. Two thousand-gallon tanks supplied the gas stoves and water heaters in both houses. They’d gotten refills two days before deliveries stopped six months earlier. They didn’t use the propane for hot showers. Schwartz figured if they limited it to cooking, they could stretch it for a long time. While the average stove might only use five gallons a month, a water heater sucked up four times that.
Schwartz slurped a spoonful of the lobster stew. His jaw worked and he chewed the shellfish, swallowed, smacked his lips and smiled. “Oh, that’s good. I was never much for Florida lobster, you know. Too chewy for me. Might as well eat a scallop. But this is nice. There’s some canned corn. Yellow rice. Spices. Delicious.”
Brice must have agreed. He shoveled spoonfuls into his maw. It didn’t look like he swallowed one bite before slurping the next.
“You can keep whatever we don’t use tonight,” said Mike. “You’ve been so nice to us, it’s the least we can do.”
Miriam entered with two more bowls. She brought one to Mike and kept the other for herself. “Solomon and Sarah are on their way,” she announced.
No sooner had she finished the sentence than Schwartz’s family appeared in the workshop and joined the rest of the group around the map table. Mike moved closer to Miriam to make room.
She was beautiful in the candlelight. Her tanned skin glowed in the flickering light. It took everything in him not to take her face in his hands and kiss her. Instead, he thanked her for the bowl.
Schwartz took a break from his meal to thank his son. “Another miracle, Solomon. Fantastic stew. What spice did you use?”
Solomon beamed under his father’s approval. It was a stark departure from the emotionless man on the dock. “Paprika and cumin, coriander, some crushed red pepper. Nothing special.”
“It tastes special,” said Schwartz. “I was telling Mike that I’m not much for Florida lobster. It’s a step above crawfish for my liking. But this is excellent.”
Solomon held a spoonful in front of his face. “I boiled the lobster first; then I added it to the broth with a little canned corn. We have four cans left now. Plus some yellow rice. Plenty of rice in the pantry.”
Mike stood in place at the table’s edge, hunched to take his first taste. Before he did, he soaked in the moment. For the first time in a long time, he was at a dining table eating a hot meal. Good people bathed in candlelight made the occasion magical. Mike felt it in his chest. It made him light-headed.
It reminded him of the kind of family dinner Norman Rockwell might paint. Mike tried to make a mental image, one he wouldn’t forget, so he could refer back to it on the dark nights he knew were still to come.
The giddiness almost immediately gave way to sadness. It surprised him, the quick swing of emotions all while he held a spoonful of stew. It made sense though. This unexpected treat, the warmth of companionship over a hearty home-cooked meal, might be the last of its kind. Not knowing whether he could count on ever experiencing this again, he decided to enjoy it. He pushed aside the lamentations and tasted the broth.
Schwartz was right. The stew was delicious. He gave the cook his regards.
“Really good, Solomon,” he said. “Thank you for this.”
He toasted Solomon with the spoon and took another, more substantial sip. This time he tasted the briny lobster.
“What’s the plan?” Schwartz asked between bites and slurps. “You’re heading out in the morning and then what? What will you do when you get to Naples?”
“Look for my mom and brother,” said Brice. “They live in the southern part of the city.”
Solomon raised a brow. “And you honestly think they’ll be there?”
The tone of the question answered itself. Schwartz frowned and shot his son a look that told Solomon he was overstepping.
Brice put down his spoon, rubbed his hands together and rested them on the table. “I don’t know, dude. I get that the chances of them being alive are slim. It’s a one in three chance that one of them is alive and even less that both of them are. If they are alive, they may have left. If Naples is as much of a war zone as you say it is, they could be long gone.”
Brice’s shoulders slumped forward and he wrung his hands. “I have to look for them, though. I can’t go the rest of my life not having tried. I feel guilty I haven’t tried until now.”
“Guilty?” Mike interjected. “Why?”
“I could have headed down to Naples from the start,” Brice replied. “Taken my car and headed south. I could have been there in three and a half hours.”
“You got beat up,” said Mike. “You ended up in an urgent care facility. No way you could have driven down there.”
Brice stopped wringing his hands. He leaned on his forearms, leveraging himself against the edge of the table as he stood. His eyes darted to Miriam and back to Mike. “We drove to the beach. We could have as easily headed south, dude. That’s all I’m saying. I thought about myself. I didn’t think about them. I mean, I did, but I didn’t do anything about it.”
“Son,” Sarah said to Brice, “you can’t blame yourself. Those early days were chaotic. Nobody knew what was happening or how long it would last. You did what you thought was right in the moment. Don’t blame yourself.”
Brice’s eyes welled, glistening in the candlelight. He swallowed and looked down at the table. A tear spilled and dropped onto the wood.
A lump spread in Mike’s throat. Pressure filled his chest. He’d never seen Brice cry. Not in the time they knew each other before the Scourge and not since. An affable salesman, Brice always appeared in a good mood. He laughed, he joked, he called people “dude.” He wasn’t the serious sort. Not that Mike knew.
Miriam edged to Brice and put a hand on his shoulder. Brice faced her and put his arms around her. The two embraced. Miriam rubbed his back like a mother comforting a grieving child. There was nothing romantic in the hug.
Mike started to move toward them but didn’t. Then he did and stopped himself again. He saw Miriam was crying too.
He couldn’t empathize. His family was long gone. He’d grieved his mother after her death but hadn’t fully dealt with his father’s. That was some deep-seated psychological stuff he’d put off as long as he could.
Yet he loved these two people, Miriam and Brice. Truly loved them. They’d survived so much together that he couldn’t imagine having made it this far without them. Their pain was his. Before he knew it, tears glazed his vision. He blinked past them and knuckled his eyes dry.
“We’ll find them,” he said. “One way or another we’ll do it.”
It was a foolish thing to say. There was no way he could promise or guarantee finding Mike’s mother and brother or Miriam’s father. The odds were certainly stacked against them without the likelihood of violent encounters along the way. Add that into the mix and there was a high possibility they’d never complete the journey.
As soon as the words escaped him, he wanted to reel them back. He wanted to say something sympathetic without making a declarative statement. It was too late.
Brice lifted his head from Miriam’s shoulder and blinked. A smile twitched at the corners of his mouth. He turned from Miriam and put his arms around Mike. It was a guy hug, one arm over the shoulder and the other around the side, and it took Mike by surprise.
He held his arms out for a breath before he reciprocated. Mike patted his back.
“I appreciate it, dude,” Brice said. “I do. I don’t blame myself. But finding them now is something I gotta do. You understand?”
Mike stepped back but kept a hand on Brice’s shoulder. “Of course. That’s why we’re doing this. It’s why we’re here. I want you to find them, but you shouldn’t blame yourself for taking this long to do it. We’ve been busy trying to survive, you know?”
Brice wiped his face with the back of his hand and sniffled. “I do.”
Mike stepped toward Miriam and kissed her forehead. “The same goes for you.”
Her skin was warm. She smelled like the fragrant soap in the head aboard the Rising Star.
Miriam smiled. “I know, dude.”
They returned to their bowls of stew. All of them slurped their meals for a full minute before Mike apologized to their hosts.
“Sorry for that. I don’t know what happened. Guess we’ve been holding onto that for a while.”
“No apology needed,” said Sarah. “I can’t imagine what it’s like to be without my family. You’re stronger than you realize.”
“Thank you,” said Brice. “To answer the original question, we look for my mom and brother. If we don’t find them, we come back here and head across the Gulf to look for Miriam’s dad.”
Solomon tilted his head to one side. “What if you find them? What will you do then?”
Brice shook his head. “I have no idea.”
 



CHAPTER 6
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SCOURGE +176 DAYS
COCOA BEACH, FLORIDA
 
Kandy Belman stood in the dark. She was in the living room, staring through the floor-to-ceiling window, which offered a view onto the dock behind the house and the water beyond. Droplets of windblown rain splashed against the glass. She couldn’t remember the last time it rained. The only light was the dim flicker of a dying candle in the kitchen to her right.
Aside from the patter of the droplets on the glass and the ding of a wind chime outside, the house was quiet. Kandy was the only one awake.
Lightning flashed and, for a split second, reflected her tired figure in the glass. Her mirror image was gaunt and tortured. She almost didn’t recognize her own revenant. She touched her fingers to the glass. Like a ghost, the reflection disappeared into the dark.
Her hosts, the Millers, were asleep upstairs. Barry and Betsy were in the master suite. They both snored, a condition brought about by an increasing reliance on their dwindling supply of Ambien and other sleeping aids. She couldn’t hear them from downstairs.
The children, Jimmy and Sally, were in their own rooms. They were incredibly resilient. Both had witnessed violence no child should see, yet they appeared to function normally. They played, they ate well, and they slept.
Of course, normal was a relative term. So was eating well.
Kandy wasn’t eating or sleeping. Not in the two weeks since Phil had died. Two weeks. It felt like an eternity, yet she could still feel his touch on her skin, smell his musk.
Fourteen days ago, two cowards had ambushed him on the docked Rising Star and shot him dead. Those cowards were dead now. She was standing where one of them took his last breaths. However, that was no consolation.
The wind stabbed at the window, slicing at its seams. The glass creaked. Rain splashed in front of her face, making interesting patterns, which constantly shifted and changed like a transparent kaleidoscope.
Kandy tried sleeping. It was impossible. When Barry Miller offered her drugs, she refused. There was something about insomnia that felt like penance. Guilt roiled in her gut, chewed at her psyche.
Was it guilt? Or was it melancholia? Both?
In the span of six months, the world had shifted on its axis. Kandy lost the only job she ever held, and the love of her life was murdered. It was too much.
Before the Scourge, her job defined her. She was a television reporter, a journalist. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, the job was what made her who she was. Without it, Kandy didn’t know how to define herself. In the blink of an eye, she was no longer on television, she wasn’t working sources, developing leads, telling stories, or recording history as it unfolded.
Now, every day was about survival. She’d avoided contracting the Scourge, which was the first step in the journey; surviving people was another effort altogether.
In this new world she found that while the good stayed to themselves, the ill-intentioned did not. They sought out the weak, exploited the lack of societal structure.
There was also the daunting task of surviving the monotony of this new world. Gone were the diversions of the old world: smartphones, streaming services, computers, restaurants of every cuisine, theme parks, parties, new books.
She’d dropped her phone in the ocean three weeks after boarding the Rising Star. The internet died a week after that. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d had takeout Asian food, a fast-food burger and fries, or a delivered pizza. There were rumors the theme parks were now their own small worlds. People breached the security and were living in the hotels or in the parks themselves. The last book she’d read was the ninth book in Steven Konkoly’s Ryan Decker series. The paperback was in her house on the nightstand next to her bed. Or at least that was where she’d left it.
Phil had made palatable so much of the uncertainty and boredom. His genuine kindness and sense of humor had brightened the dark moments. They’d giggled in each other’s arms at night, joking about the apocalypse with the kind of gallows humor only journalists and first responders could truly appreciate. Although Phil was neither, he’d been with Kandy long enough that he understood the coping mechanism. His initial shock gave way to eager participation.
“What do you give a victim of the Scourge for his birthday?” he’d asked her one night. She could smell the hint of toothpaste on his breath.
“I don’t know,” she’d replied. “What do you give a victim of the Scourge for his birthday?”
Phil paused for effect. “Nothing. He wouldn’t be able to open it anyway.”
She’d slapped his chest in faux disgust.
“I’ve got another one.”
She groaned. “Go ahead.”
He took her hand and held it flat against him. “How can you tell the Scourge lumps are getting out of hand?”
“How?”
“The blind start reading your armpits.”
“That’s awful,” Kandy had said. Then she laughed. “Where did you get these?”
“They’re variations of old jokes. Funny, right?”
She twirled the hair on his chest with her fingers underneath his hand. “No. And yes.”
Standing in the dark now, the rain pelting the glass in a syncopated rhythm, she missed those jokes. The chimes outside clanged in the wind. The pleasant melody was more violent and less musical. Kandy thought it a metaphor for her life. The music of it had given way to unwanted noise.
Someone once said time heals all wounds. She guessed the idiot had never been wounded. While time might dampen the pain, it would never heal. Kandy felt that in her twisted gut.
Most everything she loved about life was gone. She wondered if it weren’t for the children upstairs, if she would even want to keep living. Might it be better to end it now?
The children needed her though. Their mother was virtually useless. Drug-addled and emotionally absent, Betsy hadn’t coped with the-end-of-the-world-as-she-knew-it with any skill, choosing to wallow in self-pity and fear.
Barry was a good father, but was prone to outbursts of anger. Although the Scourge didn’t kill him, it altered who he was. Kandy wondered if some of his ubiquitous stress was because of his wife’s devolution. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t coping with the daily strain of living in a dystopian world. He was stubborn and intractable. This was his house, his rules.
His insistence on running the home’s integrated generator nonstop was a problem. After the attack on the home two weeks earlier, Kandy had tried to convince Barry to turn off the generator at night, knowing it would attract the kinds of people they didn’t want stopping by for a cup of sugar.
When Mike, Brice and Miriam left a week ago, Barry appeared to warm to the idea, understanding they didn’t have the safety in numbers as before. Still, that night after the others had left on Barry’s boat, he’d refused to power down the generator, fearing he couldn’t get it started again if he turned it off.
The argument was short. He won; Kandy lost. His house. His rules.
She stood in the dark now, not wanting lights to add to the rumbling attraction of the natural gas generator at the side of the house. She didn’t wonder how long it would be before the gas stopped and they had no power or hot water. A matter of time, she figured. Everything was a matter of time.
Lightning flashed offshore. It flickered in sheets, like someone flipping a switch on and off, and illuminated the blanket of heavy clouds rolling ashore. Twenty seconds later a timpani of thunder boomed. Although faint, it was louder than the previous rumble and was timed with a second flash of lightning, drawing her attention skyward. Through the rain-speckled glass, Kandy waited for the next strobe. Thunder rolled across the sky, louder still. Another flicker of light was more insistent. A fork of lightning arced through the clouds, its tines reaching the ocean beyond. The sea was brightened for a split second and then was dark again. Her heart jumped in her chest at what she saw. Her throat tightened.
She’d seen something unexpected in her peripheral vision. Despite her focus on the lightning, the flash of a figure on the dock caught her attention. Had she seen someone standing there?
She swiped at her eyes and pressed her face to the glass, cupping her hands at the sides of her face. Thunder crashed overhead, and the vibration of it ran through her hands into her body. It shook her.
The hairs on her neck and arms tingled ahead of another angry crash of lightning, this one almost simultaneous to the thunder. Her body trembled, and in the brief illumination, Kandy saw what she’d hoped was a figment of her imagination. Someone was outside. On the dock. Looking at her through a drape of long dark hair soaked through with rain.
Another flash revealed more than one person. They stood in the rain together like statues. How many? Two. Three. Four of them. All of them armed.
One of them, a woman, ran her finger across her throat. A vicious smile spread across her face.
Kandy stumbled back from the window as another spark of lightning crashed. The accompanying thunder shook the house, pealing from a crack into a percussive boom.
There was an insistent banging noise at the front door, heavier than a knock. Someone was at the front of the home. There were more than four people here, and they wanted inside.
Kandy still had the nine-millimeter pistol she’d taken with her on their last outing two weeks earlier. She pulled it from the small of her back and racked the slide, loading a round into the chamber. The magazine was fully loaded. She checked it every morning after not sleeping the night before.
Gun in hand, she moved through the kitchen to the mudroom. Inside the mudroom was an electronic panel. She pushed the top button and held it. From the living room, the mechanized whir of hurricane shutters masked the sound of the rain.
Kandy silently thanked Phil for keeping the generator on at night. Had it been off, she couldn’t have lowered the shutters.
While the rolling metal shutters wouldn’t stop someone from breaching the home, it would keep them from breaking through the windows that covered the structure along its rear facade.
The shutters finished their descent with a loud click. A light on the panel indicated they were closed and locked.
Kandy padded her way across the kitchen and through the living room, maneuvered around the furnishings, and hurried up the stairs to the second floor. Only cascades of thunder interrupted the pounding on the door.
She shouldered her way into Sally’s room. It was the first along the catwalk that overlooked the downstairs and the floor-to-ceiling glass windows. The dim pink light from a pig-shaped nightlight cast a soft and welcoming glow across the room. Sally was asleep, her small body curled into a ball underneath Sponge Bob sheets and a thin blue blanket.
Kandy put the gun on her bedside table, checked over her shoulder, then scooped up the child, retrieved the gun, and moved to the next room.
Sally didn’t awake. She was limp in Kandy’s arm. Her head bounced on Kandy’s shoulder as she moved into Jimmy’s room.
She found him awake and out of bed. In shorts and an Orlando Predators T-shirt, he was crouched at his window. His head snapped around when Kandy entered the room.
“There’s someone outside,” he whispered. “I saw them in the yard.”
Kandy nodded. “I know. C’mon. Let’s get your parents.”
Jimmy stood and tugged at his shirt. “The thunder woke me. I got up to look at the lightning because it hasn’t rained in so long. Then I saw them. They were in the yard, standing around the marker for Mr. Phil.”
Kandy resisted the urge to check the window. She followed Jimmy from his room and into the hall. They didn’t knock on his parents’ door. He bounded into the dark room first. Both parents were snoring.
Jimmy ran to their bed. Kandy stood inside the room and closed the door behind her, Sally’s bony cheek rubbing against her shoulder, her mouth agape.
Kandy could just make out the lumpy shapes of their figures under the white duvet that covered the bed.
Jimmy shook his father. “Dad, wake up. Somebody’s here. Wake up.”
Barry snorted. “What?” Groggily, he leaned up on his elbows and cleared his throat.
“Dad, someone is here. They’re trying to get into the house.”
Barry reached for a lamp on the bedside table, fumbling in the dark.
Kandy stepped farther into the room. “Don’t turn on the light. Keep it dark. Barry, do you understand me?”
Barry sat up straight now and scooted himself against the headboard. Next to him, Betsy snored. It was a delicate snore, more of a purr than anything. She was unmoved.
Kandy took another step forward. Sally stirred in her arm and picked up her head.
“There are people here?” asked Barry.
Lightning flashed outside and revealed Barry’s mussed hair, the puzzled look on his face. Thunder boomed and Sally whimpered.
“There are at least five people here,” said Kandy. “I’ve lowered the hurricane shutters. They’re armed and they’re trying to get inside. They want revenge.”
Barry flipped the cover from his torso and planted his feet on the floor. He moved past his son, eyed the gun in Kandy’s hand, and took his daughter from her. Setting her on the bed, he spun back and stepped to Kandy.
“Revenge? What are you talking about?” His voice was gruff with the remnants of heavy, drug-induced sleep. “Why do you have the gun? You’ll scare the kids.”
Kandy tightened her grip on the gun and clenched her jaw tightly. She envisioned herself backhanding this moron, but she reminded herself of the Barry in the early days of the Scourge, the patient and generous friend of Phil who’d welcomed them into his home and aboard his two-million-dollar yacht.
“I’m not scaring the kids, Barry. I’m protecting them. Listen to me. There are at least five people outside. They have weapons. They want in this house.”
“But revenge?”
“One of them made a slicing motion across her neck. Clearly they know who lives here. I’m telling you this has to do with the guys who killed Phil.”
Barry blinked twice, compressed his lips into a straight line, and looked off to one side. “Okay, that’s a stretch, Kandy. You can’t tell that from—”
“Barry, listen! Whoever they are, they are trying to get in this house. What is the plan?”
“We keep the kids in here with Betsy. Lock the door. You and I stay on the catwalk out there. They can’t get us if we stop them from coming up the stairs. You said there are five?”
“At least. I saw four out back. Plus someone is banging on the door.”
“Jimmy,” Kandy said to the boy, who was on the bed soothing his sister, “how many did you see in the front?”
“Four.”
“That makes eight, Barry,” said Kandy. “You think we can hold off eight people?”
Barry shrugged. “We don’t have a choice. I’ll get my rifle.”
 
***
 
Winter stood in the rain, welcoming its weight on her shoulders. The heavy drops were cold, and the wind that drove them inland chilled her skin, making her clothing stick.
She stared at the hurricane shutters lowering over the large seamless glass windows, which seemed to stretch from the ground to the clouds. She scowled, pressing her mouth closed and flexing the muscles in her jaw. A shiver ran through her body. She hissed a profanity through her teeth she trusted none of her minions heard. Then she turned to face them and grinned when the shutters hummed to a stop.
“Panic,” she said. “They are panicked. This is good. It’s better than what we planned.”
She considered surprising the people inside, sneaking into the house through the side door. Dickie told her Cooper and Trick had broken into the place through the door, which led into a small room off the kitchen. That consideration, however, relied on all of the occupants being asleep and unaware.
When she saw the shadow of the woman pressed up against the glass, she changed the plan. Being good at anything also required being flexible with everything.
The woman inside was awake, so sneaking in was improbable. Better to induce panic in the occupants. Panic forced people into bad decisions. They couldn’t think straight. Fear overtook logic. Winter had seen it before.
In the house they were panicked, and this was good. The storm was overhead now. They were in the heart of it. The marriage of lightning and thunder crashed through them, and Winter felt it in her bones.
Over the beat of heavy, pounding rain, she ordered them to the house. They obeyed without question. She, Neil, Dickie and Mony marched with purpose to the side of the house.
While they breached the door, the Rusk sisters and the James boys were in the front. Winter told them to pound on the door, to keep pounding and take turns. They would distract the people in the house, occupy their thoughts with a frontal attack, and then switch it up. The people inside would never see it coming.
Winter swiped her soaked hair from her eyes and tasted the cold rain on her lips. Dickie worked the lock.
After a minute, he stopped and turned to face her. “It’s a different lock. I can’t open it.”
Winter shoved him aside and studied the mechanism herself. “This isn’t the same as what they had before?”
“No,” Dickie said. “Totally different type of lock.”
Winter twirled her finger in the air, signaling Neil to turn around. He did and she unzipped a laden pack he wore on his back. From it she pulled a can of WD-40, sprayed its contents into the keyhole, and then pulled a battery-powered drill from the pack. She sprayed the bit with the lubricant.
“That will make a lot of noise,” said Dickie. “They’ll hear us coming.”
Another flash of lightning cracked overhead. The thunder crashed like a cymbal on top of them.
“I don’t think so,” said Winter, “but if they do, so what? They’ll wonder what we’re doing. The drill will scare them. They’re already panicked.”
“They’ve got guns,” Dickie protested. “They’ll shoot us dead like they did—”
Winter snapped her head around to face Dickie. Her nose touched his and she bored into his eyes with a nasty glare, pressing the drill bit’s sharpened tip to his chest. Her finger hovered at the trigger. “Don’t say their names and don’t question me. If you’re so smart you’d have killed these mother—”
Another crash of thundered muted the expletive. Dickie raised his hands in surrender and took a step back. He bumped into Mony. She didn’t budge and he stepped to one side, muttering an apology.
Winter drilled into the center of the lock, through the keyhole with one hand, applying more lubricant with the other. The whir and whine of the drill was audible above the percussive beat of the rain, though it was impossible to know what the people inside might hear.
Dickie had told her there were eight people in the house, two of them kids. Winter wasn’t worried about them, and she figured the children would occupy at least one of the adults. That left no more than five immediate adversaries.
There was an abrupt silence in the air around them. Winter couldn’t place it at first. Something was different. Then it hit her. She hadn’t noticed the constant background rumble until it was gone. It was like the sudden absence of white noise.
“They got the generator,” she said. “It’s off.”
Neil pumped a fist in the air, and a pack strap slid from one of his shoulders. He caught it before the bag fell and its contents emptied onto the ground.
They hadn’t gotten to the generator before the motorized hurricane shutters closed. That was a minor inconvenience, she told herself. It must have taken longer than Danny suggested it would.
Truth was, this was a bigger setback than Winter wanted to admit. Their original plan called for turning off the generator to draw someone outside. When the person came outside to check on the generator, that would leave a door open. Some could enter the home undetected while others took care of the person checking the generator. If nobody checked on the generator because everyone was sleeping, they’d break in through the side door.
That was the original plan. The woman awake at the window changed it before they could execute it. Winter was disappointed when the shutters closed. Not because they’d break in through the glass, but because it would have allowed her to watch their movements from the safety of the outdoors. She could have reconfigured the attack based on good information. Now they were going in blind. Winter couldn’t let the others know she was concerned. They were too deep into this to stop now.
She stuffed the drill and the can of lubricant back into Neil’s pack and removed a long flathead screwdriver. It was a solid tool, an old Craftsman made in the United States before she was born. It was Trick’s. Trick said it was his dad’s. She didn’t know if that was truth or if Trick had lifted it during one of his more successful heists. The tool was heavy in her hand. She rubbed her finger along the raised lettering and slid the business end into the hole at the center of the lock.
It took her two tries, turning one way and then the other to get leverage. The lock gave way and the bolt slid free of the jamb.
Winter tried the door and pushed it open. Beyond the threshold, darkness greeted her. She welcomed it and tightened her grip on the screwdriver.
The foursome filed into the small space and closed the door behind them. They stood still in the dark, water dripping from their clothes and their hot breath the only sounds. From under the interior door, a shaft of warm light flickered.
Winter stepped to the interior door. “Candles.”
The slippery tile floor threatened to fell her. She kept her balance and tucked her hair behind her left ear. She pressed the side of her face against the door and listened. Beyond the door she heard nothing. No footsteps, no whispers, no panic.
In the dark, her brow furrowed with concern. This wasn’t good.
Winter tried again with her eyes closed. She held her breath. The thick adrenaline-fueled heartbeat thumped in her neck.
Whoomp. Whoomp. Whoomp.
The pounding on the front door. It was loud, in rhythm. She counted the beats, timed the space between. Exactly as she’d taught. Winter envisioned the trio at the front door taking turns pounding with the sides of their fists. Each of them had a rhythm to keep. The first was the most insistent, the most desperate. The second was less so. The third was slow and deliberate. Solid hits with the heel of the hand but measured, something to indicate to those inside the house patience and persistence. For Winter and her team, this beat signaled the progression of their plan. It told her they were close to being in place. She moved away from the door and drew her compatriots close.
“Get out your weapons. We wait here until the signal.”
They gathered their weapons. They breathed through their nostrils, the tension and anxiety palpable in the space. Winter wanted to pounce now. Like a child on Christmas morning, she could hardly contain her excitement at the prospect of what lay in front of her. Her mind spun. She envisioned her retribution in a thousand bloody ways. She saw her vengeance as quick, as slow, as deliciously satisfying, as empty and hollow.
Less than a minute later they heard the signal. It was a woman’s bloodcurdling scream.
 
***
 
Kandy heard the scream from the bedroom and fought the instinct to cover her ears. The sound of breaking glass followed the scream. A man shouted. Another ear-piercing shriek.
Without waiting for Barry to react, Kandy leapt to the bedroom door. It was locked.
“Open the door!” she shouted. “Jimmy, open the door!”
More shouts. The thud of bodies hitting the floor. She tried the handle. It wouldn’t turn. Kandy braced herself, turned her body to the side and bent her knees. One step back and two powerful steps forward, she rammed her shoulder into the door. It rattled but didn’t open. Fire shot through her arm to her fingers. The nerves sang with a sharp, pulsing arc of electric pain. She muffled a cry and tried again.
This time the door gave. A crack of splintered wood was enough, and she kicked it open until it swung wide. There was a flash and the deafening pop of a gunshot.
Wind whistled. A spray of cold water hit her face.
The window was open.
“Jimmy? Sally?”
Neither child responded. Kandy had her gun in both hands now, holding it at arm’s length. Her finger on the trigger, she swept the dark for the intruder.
He shouted obscenities as he struggled on the floor. Kandy couldn’t see in the dark, the flash of light from the gunshot having momentarily blinded her to the night. She felt for a light switch as Betsy cried out. Somewhere in the room Sally cried. It was muffled.
Kandy found the switch and flipped it. It didn’t work. She tried again. Nothing.
“Get out, kids.”
Kandy took another blind step toward the grunting sound of the struggle. She heard a thick punch and heard air wheeze from lungs. Her vision came into focus. It was too late.
The intruder was in front of her. She pulled the trigger. Once. Twice. Three times. Her ears rang. She couldn’t see. Had she stopped him?
Kandy swept the room with the gun. But someone knocked the gun from her hands and shoved her hard. She’d missed. Three shots at point-blank range and she’d missed.
Heavy hands pushed her off balance and she stumbled back. Her shoulders hit the wall, and the back of her head slapped against the bottom of a gilded picture frame. She sank to the floor.
Dazed, Kandy rolled onto her stomach. Fingers spread, she crawled on the floor and groped for the gun. From the hall, more gunshots. Rifle shots, she thought, although she wasn’t sure. The high-pitched tone muffled all sounds. The only thing she heard was the heavy beat of her pulse in her ears, and that she felt more than heard.
The gunfire was like firecrackers on the Fourth of July. A cascade of pops and thumps.
Flashes of light from the hall beyond the door matched the now distant flicker of lightning outside, neither bright enough to illuminate the bedroom. Kandy swept her hands in wide paths across the floor. No gun. She felt a boot and an attached leg. Both were wet and slick.
Then she hit the side of the bed and from underneath a small hand grabbed her arm. Sally was hiding.
Kandy grabbed the child’s hand with hers and squeezed. She stuck her head halfway under the bed. Her eyes adjusted and she saw both children. She couldn’t hear them and imagined they might not be able to hear her. She lifted a finger to her lips and held it there.
Jimmy reached out and handed her the gun. Somehow, they’d found it.
She took it and scooted back from the bed, then used it to push herself to her feet. She scanned the room. There were three bodies on the floor. Two were women, one a man. None moved. The gunfire outside the room had stopped, but there was a muffled conversation in the hallway. Her heart racing, Kandy clung to the wall and edged to the door. She wiped sweat from her palm and readjusted her grip on the gun.
 
***
 
Winter stood over the body of a middle-aged man. He was facedown in a spreading pool of his own blood. His hand twitched, but he was dead. Two shots dropped him; a third ended his life. The only light was from the candle burning in the kitchen. She’d failed to snuff it on their way into the house, likely costing her minions their lives.
She motioned to Dickie. “You check the rooms?”
“I’ll do it now.”
The house smelled like nitroglycerin-soaked sawdust and blood. She took a whiff and relished it. “I’ve always heard blood has a smell,” she said to nobody in particular. “It does. It’s unique.”
The odor was sweet and metallic, almost overpowering the scent of the gunfight’s aftermath.
She kicked at the body. The man’s rifle was out of reach. He’d dropped it at the second hit, which wasn’t until after he’d done a lot of damage. Neil was dead. So was Mony. But if there were eight people in this house, why was only one dead in the hallway? Where were the other seven? Where was the woman in the window?
“How’s the bedroom?”
Dickie exited one room and started for the next. “Empty.”
Winter took a step toward the master bedroom, crunching the dead man’s hand under her shoe. A sickening crack of bones crunched underfoot.
“Hey,” she called, “Danny, you there? Cal?”
The room’s door hung partially open, the frame splintered. Nobody responded.
“Rose? Mary?”
One of the Rusk sisters was out in front of the house, and one was in the bedroom. At least one was supposed to be out front, holding the ladder the others used to climb into the window from which Dickie fell a week earlier. His alleged escapade gave Winter the idea to use the bedroom as a surprise attack point. Nobody would expect a second-floor intrusion. And if they saw it coming, they wouldn’t be able to react in time to the break-in on the first floor. At least that was the idea. She wondered if they hadn’t all made it upstairs. It was too quiet.
Dickie emerged from the second bedroom. “There’s nobody in there. Both bedrooms are empty.”
Winter peered over the catwalk to the bottom floor. Nobody was down there other than the dead bodies of her brave followers. Neil was splayed on his back, his pack underneath him, his eyes open with the shock of impending death. The color had drained from his face. He was gray now, his lips purple, and his eyes vacant.
Mony was facedown, contorted over the back of the sofa as if landing mid-flip. One foot was in the air. Her shoulder was buried in the fabric such that her neck rested at a strange, unnatural angle.
Winter looked away from them and studied the room at the end of the hall. “Where are they?” she wondered aloud. “Is there a bedroom downstairs?”
Dickie stepped over the dead man and reached Winter. They exchanged glances and moved to the threshold of the final upstairs bedroom.
“Is there a bedroom downstairs?” she asked again.
Dickie checked over his shoulder. “Two? We didn’t check them because the guy was firing at us as soon as we cleared the kitchen. You want me to look?”
“No,” said Winter. “Wait here. I’ll check downstairs. If anyone comes through that door, kill them.”
“What if it’s one of ours?”
“Kill them. Don’t take a chance.”
Winter stepped over the body and marched along the catwalk. She started down the stairs and checked over her shoulder. Dickie was moving to the master bedroom.
 
***
 
Kandy gritted her teeth against the high-pitched tone in her ears. Through the ringing, she heard someone talking in the hallway but couldn’t make out the distinct words. She was almost certain Barry was injured or dead.
Balls of spit collected in the corners of her lips. She swallowed past the dry lump in her throat and tried to regulate her rapid, shallow breathing.
Resolved to not stay behind the door indefinitely, she took a tentative step away from the narrow space between it and the wall. As she did, the door pushed inward. She had to lean back to avoid it hitting her. For the second time in what seemed like seconds, she was face-to-face with a dark, featureless form. This one was shorter than the other and wider. Broad shoulders told her this was a man. It wasn’t Barry.
Her mind processed countless thoughts in the split second it took her to raise the weapon and pull the trigger. The figure stopped inches from her. A loud grunt cut through the deafening fog of the high tone. The figure didn’t drop though, he hunched, staggered and kept coming.
Kandy fired again. Again. Again. Four shots in all. The figure appeared to reach for her in the dark; then he dropped in a heap.
This wasn’t like the movies, where gunshots propelled people off their feet or staggered them off balance enough that they fell backward. Instead, it was a convulsive reaction.
Kandy had seen her share of dead bodies, the most recent her beloved Phil, but to end a life in such close proximity was unnerving. It took everything in her to keep hold of the gun and not drop it.
She steeled herself. There was at least one more person in the house. There had to be. The man she’d killed had been talking to someone. Kandy had to find out who it was.
She tried counting the number of rounds left in her semiautomatic pistol but couldn’t remember. At least five shots remained. At least. Hopefully.
Kandy dropped to her knees and crawled to the edge of the king-sized bed. The ringing was louder than before, given the succession of shots she’d emptied into the newest dead man. She reached under the bed and spoke in what she hoped was a soft enough voice.
“Stay here. I’ll be back. Don’t move until I come back and turn on the lights. Stay quiet.”
The lump in her throat ached. She fought back the urge to cry. It wasn’t about her actions alone. The welling emotion was about the children. They were likely orphans now. Both parents gone. The kids were so good and so young. This was not a world meant for angelic souls like theirs.
“Squeeze my hand if you understand me,” she whispered.
A small hand touched hers, wrapped around her pinkie and ring fingers, and squeezed. A second hand found her wrist and applied pressure. She squeezed back.
“I’ll be back.”
Kandy pushed back from the bed and got up. Wind sliced through the open window, bringing with it a chilled spray of rain. The lightning was distant now. It did nothing to illuminate her path out of the room. A shudder ran through her body as she navigated her way across the room, step by step, to the threshold.
Gun extended, finger on the trigger, she stepped into the hallway. It was dark here too. The kitchen candle cast the shadows of the wrought-iron bars of the catwalk railing along the wall. The shadows danced in the flicker of the light, as did the still figure of Barry’s body.
The body itself didn’t move with the shifting light; the shadows did. It gave the eerie appearance of his ghost trying to leave his body only to be pulled back into its mortal form.
Kandy bit the inside of her cheek when she recognized that part of the shadow at his head was in fact not a shadow. There was so much blood. She lifted her free hand to her mouth and gasped. Her stomach, already in knots, tightened. Bile rose in her throat, but she swallowed it and, with her back against the wall, sidestepped around Barry’s body. Her foot kicked against something hard but loose on the floor. She looked down. It was his rifle.
Kandy bent down and picked up the weapon. She tucked the handgun, its muzzle still warm, into the small of her back and made her way to the first of the two bedrooms.
The door was open. As best she could tell in the virtual dark, the room was undisturbed. She moved to the next room, but before she reached the door, a noise downstairs caught her attention. Kandy began to crouch but realized it was useless. Hiding was impossible behind wrought-iron railing.
She started down the stairs. Rifle pressed to her shoulder as Barry taught her, she aimed down. Using her shoulder, she swiped sweat from her brow. Despite that, droplets of perspiration crept into her eyes and stung. A headache was forming in the back of her head. The ringing in her ears wasn’t as acute, but she couldn’t rely on her hearing. And as she descended, she wondered if the noise she’d miraculously heard wasn’t a noise at all. Had she imagined it?
The adrenaline that had fueled her fight in the master bedroom waned. Now she suffered a combination of ache and fear. Her muscles cramped as she worked to keep the rifle in the ready position.
She was halfway down the stairs when she noticed the two bodies in the living room. It stopped her cold. It struck her that she’d not seen them before now.
She focused on the man near the windows first. He was on his back, a bag or pack underneath him. He was arched awkwardly, his open, fixed eyes glinting in the candlelight. She noticed, of all things, the large hole in the sole of his right shoe. His sock or bare foot shone through the worn-out rubber. Above his body, in the reflection, she saw the whole of the downstairs. The closed shutters made the glass into mirrors, and she saw herself at the edge of the macabre, otherworldly scene. The raindrops on the glass gave the image an almost abstract quality that drew her attention back to the second body, the one closer to her.
The woman was facedown. Kandy couldn’t tell if she’d died right there or fallen from the second floor. The back of the sofa held her waist and her body twisted such that one foot was in the air.
She didn’t recognize either of them. That meant nothing except that they were strangers.
A line of sweat dripped along her spine. A chill ran through her body and she shivered. She scanned the room, looking for more bodies she might not have noticed, and stopped on the candle in the kitchen. Still lit, the thick wax burned.
Kandy inhaled through her nose and at first thought she smelled the wax. It was a scent she’d not noticed before. Sour. Dark. Then she realized it wasn’t the candle.
The odor was of death, a mixture of bodily fluids joined together in one pungent aroma she’d never forget. This was different from the odor of decay. That she’d smelled before at crime scenes. This was not that. This was fresh in its acridity. She wrinkled her nose and pulled her lips to one side before compressing them. She wanted to hold her breath. The rank odor, which she’d not noticed before, now verged on overwhelming her. She swayed and braced herself against the wall with a shoulder.
Her mind raced. She tried to focus. A figure emerged from beyond the wall that led to one of two downstairs bedrooms. As the figure turned the corner, she called out, unaware of Kandy’s presence on the stairs.
“Hey, Dickie, where—”
Kandy pulled the trigger before the woman could finish the sentence. The rifle cracked. It kicked and slammed against her shoulder. She hadn’t repositioned it against the muscle to absorb the modest recoil. The hit wasn’t hard, but it was enough to surprise Kandy, and she lost her balance, slipping onto her backside. It was a blessing.
The woman, either not hit or unfazed, returned fire. A pair of quick shots tore into the wall above her and to her right. Kandy’s slip took her out of the woman’s line of sight.
The woman stood at the base of the stairs now, and she took aim directly at Kandy. Her weapon leveled, she pulled the trigger. The gun didn’t fire. The woman’s eyes widened, the whites glowing against her coffee-colored skin. She tried again. Nothing happened. She was out of ammunition.
Kandy lifted the rifle from her seated position and took aim. The woman started left but dove right. The rifle shot missed and hit the glass window. The glass spiderwebbed but didn’t break. The woman scrambled to her feet. Kandy stood on the steps, braced herself against the wall behind her, and took aim at the target as she darted to the kitchen.
Another rifle crack. Wood splintered from one of the upper kitchen cabinets.
The woman swiped at the candle as she passed it, knocking it from the island. It snuffed out the flame, leaving the room in darkness. Kandy heard the door to the mudroom slap open.
The woman was gone. Kandy sank to the stairs and let go of the rifle. A ragged breath that resembled a sob escaped her. She sat there for a minute or five before she stood.
In Jimmy’s bedroom, she found the flashlight he kept on his bedside table and used it to guide herself to the master, where she called out to the children, “Come on, kids. It’s safe to come out.”
As they crawled from underneath the bed, she swept the room with the pale arc of light. There were five bodies on the floor and one hanging over the windowsill. Six in all. She had no idea that many people were in the room when she’d opened fire, when she’d defended herself.
Five of the bodies, three men and two women, were motionless. One of them was not.
 
***
 
Winter Brown looked up at the open window at the front of the house and thought about climbing the ladder. But at the top, she saw the bottom half of a motionless body. One foot was locked in between the rungs; the other dangled. Inside the room, a light swept back and forth, and she thought better of trying her luck. She hadn’t seen Dickie, couldn’t be sure of where he was, but something told her he was dead. That was the only explanation for the woman with the rifle. She’d heard a gunshot from upstairs while she combed through the downstairs bedroom closet and figured it was him pulling the trigger. Clearly she’d been wrong.
Instead of launching another assault to finish off however many survivors remained inside, Winter turned north. The rain was constant, though less intense than before. The cold drops felt good on her skin as she slinked away from the place that had taken every one of her gang but her.
The wind was at her back now, having shifted from the east. This was a sign, she thought, that her path should take her away from this place. Unencumbered by others, she could rewrite her life. A new plan formed in her brain as she clung to the edge of the road, sloshing through puddles and mushy sand.
She swung her arm in a circle like a windmill, trying to loosen the tension from the action minutes earlier. In her head, she counted the dead. She considered her revenge complete. Mostly complete. Complete enough.
The element of surprise, of potentially superior numbers, was gone. Only a rash fool bent on self-destruction would go back. No. She’d forget about Cocoa Beach. She’d forget about Florida. Winter would find a way out of the Sunshine State and stake her claim somewhere else.
Her mind wasn’t right. She wasn’t thinking clearly. The life-affirming rush of having escaped three point-blank rifle shots had her manic.
Winter stopped and took off her shoes. She carried them in one hand and trudged barefoot on the asphalt. Speaking to herself as much as the thinning clouds above, she threw back her head and laughed. Raindrops splashed onto her face, into her nostrils, onto her tongue.
“I did what I could, Trick. I ruined that place. We all did. It was consecrated in your blood, and I made it a temple in your memory.”
Lightning flickered in the distance. No thunder followed.
“I loved you, Trick. We all did. But everyone’s dead now, you know that since they’re with you. I’m still here though. Alone. Alive. Wanting more than to think about what could have been.”
Even as she spoke, part of her thought she’d lost her mind. What was she saying?
“I’m starting fresh. This is a new world. You were right about that, Trick. You said the strong survive. They find a pack; they hunt. They don’t wait around for someone to toss them scraps.”
She couldn’t be sure the metaphor made sense. It didn’t matter. Nobody was listening. This was for her. It was for the clouds above.
It was after midnight when she reached the first of the bridges heading west. The rain stopped and a cool dampness in the air chilled her skin. Her teeth chattered as she passed through a serpentine arrangement of unguarded barricades.
Halfway across the first span, she stopped again and leaned against the north-facing balustrade, which protected her from a fall into the Intracoastal Waterway.
“I’m gonna tell you, Trick,” she said. “I died tonight too. Winter Brown is dead. When the sun comes up, I’m somebody else. A whole new life. A whole new me. I’ll find a pack. I’ll lead it. I’ll survive, whatever it takes.”
Winter raked her fingers through her sopping jet-black hair, feeling her scalp against the tips of her nails. She wiped the moisture from under her eyes, sucked in a deep breath of the electric air, and started off to the west. By the time she’d reached the end of the span, she wasn’t Winter Brown anymore.
She’d always liked the name Juliana. But what of a last name? Brown was plain. Sure, it described her mocha-colored skin. The product of her mixed heritage, she chose the pseudonym because it defined her. She was brown. What else was she? What other thing could she use to describe herself?
One word immediately came to mind. It was one her mother had frequently used to describe her oft-absent father. Her mother, an immigrant from Bihar in eastern India, she’d like to call her father Paagal. Paagal was the Hindi word for crazy. In that moment, at the end of the bridge, crazy was how the newly named Juliana felt. She smiled at the name. It was a good one. Fit for a queen of the post-apocalyptic world in which she planned great things for herself.
Juliana Paagal it was.
 
***
 
Kandy and Jimmy helped Betsy onto the bed. The children sat with their mother while Kandy refortified the house, checked the rest of the house for additional intruders, and restarted the generator, leaving the hurricane shutters closed. She used a barstool to barricade the door leading from the kitchen into the mudroom.
From one of the downstairs bedrooms, she took sheets and a queen-sized comforter and dragged it upstairs. The sheets hid the bodies on the first floor. She used the comforter over Barry’s body in the hallway.
Once in the master bedroom, she told the children to cover their eyes when she flipped the light switch. Once illuminated, the tableau looked like something from a horror movie. The bloodied bodies of three men were on the floor in various poses. A woman was on her back, her crimson-dripped hands at her throat as if she were choking herself. A second woman hung over the rain-soaked windowsill. Her elbows were on the floor, hair draped over her arms. Kandy’s first move was to drag the woman inside and close the window.
The dead weight was heavier than she imagined. With both hands and a heave backward, she jarred the woman loose from the sill, and the body dropped to the floor in a heap.
Her grunts and the resulting thud drew Jimmy’s hands from his eyes. Sally was facedown on the bed, the comforter pulled around her ears.
“Is she dead?” Jimmy asked.
Kandy used the back of her hand to wipe the sweat from her upper lip and cheek. With a nod she answered the question. There would be more questions, she knew.
“Betsy, are you okay?” she asked.
Betsy lay on the bed with her back supported by two pillows, her head resting against the decorative board against the wall behind her.
She had scratch marks across her cheek, bruises the shapes of fingers wrapped her throat, dried blood crusted her left nostril, and her upper lip appeared split.
Kandy sat on the edge of the bed near Betsy’s legs. Sally picked up her head, looking like a turtle peeking out from its shell. Jimmy was cross-legged on his father’s side of the bed.
“Betsy?”
The woman blinked and robotically swiveled to face Kandy. “Where’s Barry?”
Kandy put a hand on Betsy’s leg. She glanced at both children and swallowed. Her eyes shifted from left to right and down to her own hand. When she spoke, her voice was little above a whisper. “He’s gone.”
None of the Millers reacted at first. They sat on the bed motionless. Jimmy scratched his cheek, while Sally curled the sheet around her face like a bonnet. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes glistening.
Betsy’s eyes welled. She blinked and tears streaked her cheeks. Her lips curled downward and her chin quivered. Her chest heaved. Like an eruption swelling beneath the surface before an explosion, the pressure built until she cried out. It was a shriek, pitched high and loud. Her fists balled, she gripped sheets and the comforter. Knuckles white, she tore at the fabric and flailed in place.
Sally buried herself under the mess. Jimmy sat dumbstruck. He looked like a child stuck in that instant between injury and pain, one who’d already slammed his fingers in the door but hadn’t yet felt the crushing pain.
The crescendo of Betsy’s emotion shook Kandy. She pressed shut her eyes and fought the urge, for the second time that night, to cover her ears and crawl into the fetal position.
Instead, she tightened her hold on Betsy’s leg and opened her arms to envelop the grieving widow. Betsy’s ragged breaths carried with them an unearthly moan, which sent chills along Kandy’s spine, but the former television reporter remained calm.
Countless times in her storied career she’d sat on the couches or stood in driveways and gently questioned people on the worst days of their lives. Their pain was fresh from murder, drunk driving, robbery, or natural disaster. They opened up to her, shared intimacies, answered prying missives about things most wouldn’t dare discuss in public.
Some reporters were better at this than others. It was called a “get,” and Kandy had a knack for it. Years of practice and a general sense of empathy drew people to her. She induced comfort where none should exist. Other reporters tried and failed, where Kandy succeeded. Along with her dogged work ethic, her ability to persuade people to go on camera in the worst of times was what kept her employed.
She called on that skill with Betsy. Not the interrogative aspect of it, but the ability to calm nerves and quietly counsel as a sounding board. Unlike some of her interviews, in which she affected a frown or narrowed eyes, her expressed concern was genuine. Kandy cared about the Millers. They mattered to her, and she understood Barry’s death might define the rest of their lives in what was already a hellish world.
Betsy reached for her children. Jimmy uncrossed his legs and threw himself around his mother. Sally stayed hidden under the covers until Kandy pulled them back and placed a hand on the child’s back. She rubbed along Sally’s spine and lowered her mouth to the girl’s ear.
“Your momma could use a hug.”
Sally lifted her head, hair mussed and covering much of her face. She eyed her mother and brother and joined their embrace. The three of them rocked each other. They cried; they kissed; they held on.
Kandy considered leaving then thought better of it. All three of them needed her here. Patiently, she sat on the edge of the bed with her hands folded in her lap. Exhaustion washed through her as if injected into her bloodstream. More than anything she wanted to close her eyes and dream of something happy.
She caught a whiff of the foul odor pervasive in the living room. She wondered if the odor was worsening in the bedroom or if she’d become accustomed to it.
Over the tops of her children’s heads, Betsy locked bloodshot eyes with Kandy. She held her gaze before she finally spoke.
“Are we safe?”
Kandy nodded. “For now. The doors are locked. All of the people who broke into the house are dead.”
She decided not to tell Betsy or the children about the woman who’d escaped. There was no point in it.
“How many?”
Kandy avoided turning to look at the bodies littering the floor. In her mind she added the two downstairs to the five in the room with them.
“Seven.”
“What did they want?”
These were not the questions Kandy anticipated. She thought Betsy would ask about Barry, but this made as much sense. This was a coping mechanism. She’d seen it before. During interviews about a dead loved one, people might talk about basketball and get into long conversations about the Orlando Magic or discuss broader political issues. Sometimes they’d talk about the person in the present tense with an ebullience almost too uncomfortable to bear.
There were occasions when women would ask about their makeup and hair before going on camera, or men might text their friends to record the newscast so they could see it. People did weird things in the aftermath of tragedy.
Betsy would get to Barry in her own time. Kandy wouldn’t push. She’d play along.
“I don’t know what they wanted. It might have something to do with what happened a week ago. I’m not sure.”
“A week ago?” Betsy’s face contorted. “What happened a week ago?”
Kandy studied her for a moment, giving Betsy a chance to find the answer herself. When she didn’t, Kandy spoke in a soft voice and enunciated for clarity.
“Three men broke into the house. They held the kids and Miriam hostage. One of them attacked you in the bedroom. Right here. Everybody was okay except for Phil. Two of the men who attacked us died. The third, the one who was in the bedroom, got away.”
Betsy’s eyes darted around wildly as if searching her memory. Her brow wrinkled with confusion. She opened her mouth to speak, closed it and opened it again. “Phil? What happened to Phil?”
Kandy took a slow breath in through her nostrils. Despite understanding that Betsy was clearly in shock, might have suffered a concussion, and was likely drugged on top of it all, it took everything in Kandy to maintain her calm.
She breathed out as she answered, “He died, Betsy.”
Betsy’s features shifted. With one hand she massaged her cheek at the scratches then pressed her fingers firmly underneath the cheekbones, denting her face. Her jaw muscles pulsed. She pressed the hand against her forehead while looking past Kandy. “How did he die?”
The worry on Betsy’s face told Kandy the woman was as concerned about how Phil died as she was about having no recollection of it. The compression of her lips with the corners turned downward were a giveaway that the woman was distressed and struggling to cope.
“He was shot while he was on the boat. We buried him in the front yard. There’s a marker there. The people who came into the house tonight paid attention to that marker before they…”
Kandy wasn’t sure how much more she should say. Everyone in the room, even the children, understood what had happened.
Jimmy lifted his chin. “I saw them, Mom,” he said. “They were out front in the rain. The thunder woke me up, and I saw them out front. I told Kandy.”
He faced Kandy with wide eyes, expectant eyes. She offered a reassuring smile.
“He did,” she said. “Jimmy and Sally are so brave. They did a great job. You’re a wonderful mother, Betsy. They’re as strong as they are because of you.”
Betsy pulled her shoulders back and lifted her chin. “They’re strong because of their father. He’s the—he was the strong one.”
Her face twitched when she switched tenses.
“Where is he?” Betsy asked.
She didn’t specify who. Kandy wouldn’t make her do that. The who was implicit.
“In the hallway.”
“Upstairs?”
There was no downstairs hallway; it was an open-concept design. “Yes,” said Kandy. “The catwalk.”
“Can I see him?”
It wasn’t her decision per se. This was Betsy’s house. Barry was her husband. If she wanted to see his bloodied corpse, that was her prerogative. She wasn’t in her right mind though. And it wouldn’t necessarily benefit the children if their mother slipped deeper into whatever state might make her even less available to them.
“I’m not sure you want to see,” Kandy said. “Let me work on some things first; then we can all spend some time with him. We could bury him next to Phil. Have a nice service. Figure out what to do next.”
Betsy nodded. “Okay. But can I ask one more question?”
Kandy waited for the question. She squeezed Betsy’s leg with the hand resting there.
“What do we do next?”
All three of the Millers looked to Kandy for the answer. Each of them expectant, glimmers of hope flashing across their faces.
She swallowed and forced a weak smile. She faced the window and looked into the dark beyond the glass. The rain was over, the lightning and thunder gone. Who knew when it might rain again? Who knew when someone else might come to the house uninvited? They’d been an unwitting magnet twice in less than two weeks. Kandy wanted to ask questions now. She wanted someone to answer her questions. That wasn’t going to happen.
She squinted and shifted her weight on the edge of the bed. Her hip touched Betsy’s.
“I don’t know, Betsy. I honestly don’t know.”
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“Can’t thank you enough for this.”
The man was thin. His cheekbones strained against his sallow skin. His eyes, yellow with bilirubin, were bloodshot. His teeth, somehow ice white, seemed abnormally large against his gaunt, long-faced appearance.
Gwendolyn Sharp sat across from him in the cafeteria. They were alone. It was two o’clock in the morning. He’d just showered and his jet-black hair was slicked back against his head. His stubble was peppered with white. Though clean, the man apparently chose not to shave.
“Of course,” she said to him. “It’s amazing what a shower or bath can do for one’s outlook.”
The man smiled. He dug a spoon into the macaroni and cheese she’d heated for him in a microwave behind the stainless-steel lunch counter on one side of the hall. He shoveled a mouthful, chewed it before swallowing and offered a toothy grin. “Meant the food,” he said, “but thanks for the shower too. Can’t remember the last one. Three weeks ago? Four? And it was cold. If I’d known about hot water and hot meals, I woulda volunteered a long time ago.”
Gwendolyn got up from the table and walked to the collection of stainless urns. Three contained coffee, one hot water. Over her shoulder she asked, “Do you need a refill?”
He squirreled a mouthful into one cheek. “I’m good. Thanks.”
She poured herself a mug of coffee. The java was like mud here, a far cry from Spiller Park or East Pole and unlikely to be fair trade. It was loaded with caffeine, though. That was what mattered.
The man took the last spoonful and two-handed a napkin over his face. He stretched his mouth to make sure he’d rid himself of any remnants.
Gwendolyn held the warm mug in two hands, rubbing the porcelain sides with her thumbs. “Tell me more about yourself. Richard, was it?”
“Rick. Dad went by Richard. Didn’t like Ricky.”
“Your father died in the Scourge?”
“No,” Rick replied. “A few months before. He was ninety years old. Lived a good life. No complaints. Went in his sleep one night. Natural causes.”
Gwendolyn noticed Rick spoke in fragments. None of what he said was a complete sentence. She picked up the mug and blew on it. Ripples ran across the surface of the hot black liquid. “And your mother?”
“Died when I was a kid. Don’t remember much. Good woman. Breast cancer. Metastatic.”
“Your father never remarried?”
“He did. Stepmom died in the Scourge. Seventy-five. Acted half her age. Kept my dad young for a long time.”
“Any siblings?”
“Brother. Dead too. Fifty-four. Scourge got him. His whole family. Sad. Two kids. Teenagers. Wife.”
Gwendolyn took a sip of the coffee and relished its warmth. “I’m sorry to hear that. And you never married? Is that right?”
Rick flashed a smile and his crow’s feet deepened. It was a sad smile, the kind someone offers when they’re not sure how else to respond. “Divorced. Lasted three years. Long time ago. Never tried again. Don’t think I was cut out for marriage.”
Gwendolyn took another sip and hoped the mug would hide the disgust on her face. All of her information about this man was wrong. She’d give Morel an earful. Either he was growing more incompetent by the day, or he intentionally gave her bad intelligence.
“I never married,” she said. “I’m too selfish to share my aspirations with someone else. It’s hard enough to make time for myself, let alone a significant other. It wasn’t any better before the Scourge.”
Rick’s face brightened. “Me too. Always understood marriage as a give and take. Took a lot more than I gave. Wasn’t her fault. Didn’t blame her. Still don’t. Just me now. All alone.” He leaned forward on his elbows and clasped his hands in front of him. His eyes narrowed. “Tell me more about what I have to do. Dr. Morel said medical testing.”
She suppressed a smile at his first complete sentence. “Yes. We’ll get some baseline diagnostics. It’ll seem like a physical exam but a little more intensive. Have you ever been to a cardiologist for a stress test?”
He smirked. “Yes. A few times.”
“Good. That’s part of it. You’ll get some sleep when we’re finished here. This afternoon we’ll start with the tests. When it’s finished, we’ll analyze them, get a good idea of what we’re looking at in terms of any existing conditions, blood pressure, cholesterol, et cetera.”
He leaned back and crossed his arms. He rubbed his jaw. “Then what?”
“Depending on what we find, we’ll proceed. If we like what we see, then it’s onto the next phase.”
“If you don’t?”
“Don’t what?”
“Like what you see?”
Gwendolyn took a deliberate sip from the mug, watching him over the top of the mug. He fidgeted, his fingers tapping out silent melodies on his arms. He ran his teeth over his bottom lip.
She lowered the mug and swallowed. “I wouldn’t worry about that, Rick. I’m sure everything will be fine.”
An hour later, she was in her office swiping through Rick’s file on her tablet. The device was plugged into a wall outlet, which made the task more cumbersome, but all of her portable devices suffered from less battery life than they’d held before the Scourge.
Rick Pressler was fifty-two years old. An Atlanta native, he’d attended Emory University, where he played men’s soccer. An all-UAA selection as a senior, he’d graduated with a bachelor of arts in classical civilization.
“I’m sure that paid the bills.” She chuckled to herself. “No wonder he went into sales.”
Rick sold everything. He’d started with timeshares. After six months he moved to apartment and condo leasing. He worked for an online service that amalgamated rental properties. His job was to find properties willing to put their offerings on the site and app. He got a cut of every lease agreement signed through the service. That lasted for three years and ended about the same time as his marriage. They went their separate ways. No kids. No alimony. He somehow landed a job with the Atlanta Beverage Company, a distributor for beer, wine, energy drinks, coffee and everything in between. He was good at it. With bonuses, he made a very comfortable living. He bought a place in Buckhead and drove a Tesla Cybertruck. He’d worked there twenty-five years until the Scourge.
All of this was according to the electronic paperwork Rick had filled out when first entering the new program. He was patient S06. His answers weren’t treated as gospel, but most of the questions were irrelevant. The only things about which she truly cared were that he was single and had no close family or friends who might come asking questions.
Not that anyone without clearance could gain access to the facility, but it was better not to have people banging on the front door. That would draw attention. Attention was a bad thing. Despite the security, the CDC headquarters at 1600 Clifton Road wasn’t impenetrable. If an armed cadre of disgruntled or desperate survivors wanted to find a way inside, they could do it. If one truly skilled operator wanted inside, he or she could do it. The more discreet the program, the better it was for everyone.
She studied the screen capture of Rick’s driver’s license. Although he appeared much younger in the photograph, looking at the date on the license, the photo was two years old. Gwendolyn stared at the image and tried to discern what was different about him. Why did he look so much older now? She rubbed her thumb across the polycarbonate card and felt the laser engraving.
The main photo was black and white. A duplicate, in the form of a hologram, was on the lower right. She read his vitals, and that was when she figured out the differences in appearance. The license indicated Rick was six feet two inches tall and weighed two hundred and forty pounds. He didn’t weigh two-forty now. Not even close. Post-Scourge he was easily fifty pounds lighter.
In the photograph, his face was full. His teeth appeared smaller, as did his eyes. Now a skeletal version of his former self, he almost didn’t resemble the same person.
It almost made her feel sorry for him, for what would happen to him in the coming days. Almost, but not quite.
She leaned back in her chair. The hinge squeaked as she gently rocked. She tapped an icon in the upper right corner of the tablet, and a new screen appeared. This was the menu for the list of patients. She tapped on S01.
The first page of the electronic dossier filled the display. At the top, bold red lettering indicated the patient was deceased. This same lettering applied to patients S02, S03, S04 and, within the last twenty-four hours, patient S05.
They should stop calling them patients. That was something she’d need to address eventually. If they called them subjects, it might dehumanize them enough to make the process more palatable.
Gwendolyn wasn’t a monster. That was what she told herself. It wasn’t all about sadistic ambition; this was for the greater good.
She didn’t enjoy this part of the job. Once the patients were dead, she’d just as soon forget them and move along. She found it was not possible. She had to run through the reports ad nauseum to look for clues. What were they doing wrong? Why couldn’t they get the mutation to incubate asymptomatically for longer periods of time? How might they suppress immune response?
This wasn’t about making people sick and killing them. That was the easy part. It was about making them sick without them exhibiting signs. It was about keeping them alive long enough to infect others before they knew they were sick.
Her eyes glazed at the data as she reviewed the voluminous information gleaned from each of the three previous patients. S04’s data was forthcoming. That might help.
She pinched the bridge of her nose. The clock on the tablet’s display told her it was four o’clock in the morning. She’d hit a brick wall and needed to bounce ideas off someone else. Before they infected Rick, patient S06, their cocktail needed modifications.
Gwendolyn tapped another series of icons on the tablet and started to call Treadgold. Before she pressed his image, she decided against it. He was sleeping for the first time in a while. If she woke him up now, he’d be angry and useless. That would make him even less functional during the course of the day. She decided she’d let him sleep another two hours.
Gwendolyn stared at the names and thumbnail photographs of her colleagues on the display. As much as she hated the idea, she kept focusing on one person in particular. It was an hour earlier where he lived, but she didn’t care enough about him to worry about his sleep. If anything, she relished the idea of interrupting his sleep. She wondered if he dreamt arrogantly. It would make sense. She tapped the icon, and the display shifted again. The tablet on his end of the call rang.
Gwendolyn expected a bleary-eyed and dazed visage to appear on her display. She was disappointed. The man who answered was clean-shaven, dressed in a lab coat, and spoke in a voice free of sleep. He was, however, not friendly.
He glowered at her. “Dr. Sharp, Senior Research Virologist, to what do I owe this honor?”
The last word dripped with sarcasm. He did not like her, and the feeling was mutual, but they were on the same team. Charles Morel made sure of that in a final act of defiance.
Gwendolyn swallowed her pride. Success was more important than deference to this jerk. Plus, she could always take credit for whatever helpful information he provided her.
“I need your help.”
His brows lifted with surprise. A smile turned the corners of his mouth. “That so? Li’l ole me?”
He was making this as painful as possible. “Yes. Please.”
He paused. Took a sip of coffee. Appeared to relish the moment. “Of course,” he said. “Happy to help. Even if it is the middle of the night. You do realize it’s an hour earlier here in Texas?”
“I do.”
Morel was from Houston. He worked for the Center for Surveillance, Epidemiology and Control of Influenza. She’d not spoken with him since a tense conference call twenty-two days earlier that included representatives from the World Health Organization, The Hague and NATO.
She hadn’t understood his inclusion on the team, and he’d been caustic during the call. He condescended to her and tried to diminish her contributions to the conversation. At least, that was how Gwendolyn perceived it.
The scientist, whom she referred to as the Texan, pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and adjusted the tablet. It was obvious he wasn’t holding it in his hands, but had it mounted on something. “What can I do for you?”
“We’re on a new iteration of the disease, and it’s not having the desired effects. I’ve been through the results from the first three patients. We’re awaiting the—”
“Patients? You’re still calling them patients? That implies they’ve come by their conditions naturally and that you’re treating them. I’d say it’s quite the opposite, no? Perhaps you might designate them as something less…benevolent?”
Gwendolyn bit the inside of her lip. Off screen, her hand balled into a fist. She inhaled through her nostrils to steady herself. “I’m more concerned with the data than the vernacular at the moment. Could I send you the latest? Go over it with you?”
He shrugged. “Sure.”
“Hold on.”
She tapped through a series of screens to collate the files and then sent them from her tablet to his through a secure satellite connection. It took three minutes for the files to transmit.
“I’ve got them,” he said. “Give me a minute. I’ve seen some of this already, but it’ll be good to refamiliarize myself with the particulars.”
When he was ready, he pushed his glasses up again. “What’s your question?”
“Our primary issue is delayed onset. If our goal is widespread transmission of the disease, we want the disease to remain as asymptomatic for as long as possible. That’s not happening.”
The Texan craned his neck to one side, cracking his neck. “Why is that an issue? The Scourge was the most widespread disease in recorded history. It killed two of every three people on Earth. Why would you need something—”
“The Scourge doesn’t exist anymore,” she cut in. “Not in the same way. The initial version, the one that spread from the encampments in Syria and Ukraine, doesn’t exist anymore. You know this. As the disease spread, it mutated. The incubation period, the asymptomatic lag, diminished. It was like a snowball rolling downhill.”
“So you’re trying to reverse engineer the disease?”
“Not exactly. But yes.”
“There must be original versions of the disease somewhere. Someone has a sample or five in their lab. No doubt. Use that version and—”
“We don’t have it. Even if we did, we couldn’t use it. It wouldn’t work on the people who survived it the first time. They’re immune. We need to attach a new virus to the old bacteria in a way that doesn’t speed up the onset of symptoms.”
The Texan stared into the screen. He worked his jaw back and forth and then clucked his tongue on the roof of his mouth. “All good points. This sounds like bad science fiction. Like a hack screenwriter came up with some scenario that isn’t plausible but is good for the plot.”
“If you won’t help, then—”
“I’m joking. Have a sense of humor, Dr. Sharp, Senior Research Virologist.”
Gwendolyn glared into the camera at the tablet’s top.
The Texan held up a hand in surrender, perhaps sensing he’d gone too far. “Okay, okay. I guess you’re not in the mood. I am curious, given our lack of history and obvious lack of chemistry, why you called me?”
“You work with the flu. There are different strains, right? While I’m a virologist, as you like to remind me, I thought your focused expertise with the flu might provide insight. I’m too close to this. I’m missing something.”
“Let me think about it. Can I get back to you? I want to do a deep dive into these numbers. You only have the three cases?”
“There’s a fourth. I don’t have the lab reports yet. I will later today.”
“Send them over when you get them. I’ll take a look. Keep your tablet handy.”
“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll look forward to it.”
“Sure thing.” The Texan disconnected the call.
Gwendolyn wanted to take a shower. Not only had it been some time since she’d washed her hair, but she felt dirty now. Asking the Texan for help was like rolling around in soiled dollar bills at the base of a pole. The only thing missing was clear heels and a G-string.
She got up from the chair and made her way from the office toward her room and the women’s showers. The image of Rick’s driver’s license flashed in her mind as she walked. It flipped to his scrawny appearance in the mess hall. The faces of the other four patients cycled through her mind. They should stop calling them patients. The Texan was right about that.
Something told her that no matter what she learned from him, this project wouldn’t have a simple solution. They were trying to control the natural order of things. In and of itself, that was fraught with limitless implications. This effort, despite Colonel Whittenburg’s demands, could take years.
Could she handle it if took that long? Years of long days and longer nights? Years of patients unwittingly committing themselves to certain, painful death? At what point would it take such a toll on her that she’d volunteer herself as a patient just to be done with it?
She reached her room and entered the code to unlock the door. “Nothing worth having is ever easy,” she said aloud and stepped into the darkened room.
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Roof pointed through the open driver’s side window. “They used to have the cleanest bathrooms. I mean super clean. There was always a guy or two in there with spray bottles of disinfectant, constantly cleaning.”
“Not clean anymore,” Bailey noted. “No attendants either.”
They were parked next to a gas pump at the Buc-ee’s convenience store in Luling outside San Antonio. It was still dark. The sun was two hours from rising in the east behind them. The Humvee’s headlights shone into the store, glinting off the ragged shards of glass that framed the store’s entrance.
Calling Buc-ee’s a simple convenience store was like calling the Four Seasons a motel. The Texas chain of stores was known not only for its clean restrooms but for its monstrous buildings that sold everything from its proprietary puffed-corn Beaver Nuggets, fudge and jerky, to clothing and Lone Star State–themed tchotchkes.
The stores offered varieties of coffees, sandwiches, barbecue, tacos and shelves of snackable side items. Roof couldn’t count the number of times he’d stopped for gas and a drink but left having spent forty dollars.
He pointed again. “Should we give it a go?”
“I could use the side of the road as easy as anything,” said Bailey. “No need to chance it in there.”
“I’m going,” said Roof. “I’ll see what it’s like. If I can avoid dropping a deuce in tall grass, I’ll take my chances.”
It was a crude euphemism, although less crude than other options. And they weren’t in mixed company.
The turn of phrase made Bailey chuckle. “Be my guest,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to come between a prince and his throne. I’ll keep watch out here.”
“Suit yourself,” Roof said. “And I’m a king, by the way.”
With a tip of his black Stetson, he climbed from the Humvee. His boots hit the concrete parking lot. He walked along the fan of the headlights, letting them guide him to the store.
He picked a spot at the entrance with the fewest stalagmites of glass and climbed into the dark. From his jacket pocket he pulled a penlight and shone it with his left hand. His right now held the Colt 1911. He held both in front of him, the light above the barrel of the gun, and swept from side to side.
The store didn’t resemble the bright, cheery Buc-ee’s he remembered. No greeters at the twin checkout counters to welcome him, no displays of Buc-ee’s Beaver T-shirts, or pyramid of drink coolers for sale. There was, however, the pungent odor of ammonia and soured food. His nose wrinkled and he held his breath for a moment.
The penlight provided enough visibility he could see a few feet in front of him. It wasn’t the best.
Roof stood between the checkout counters for a moment and listened for movement. To his right, something skittered across the floor. He stepped farther into the building. There were three reasons to keep moving, none of which were the kinds of things to which people gave much thought when considering long-term survival in a dystopian landscape.
One, a toilet was a gift. Even a dirty one was better than squatting in the woods or on the side of the road. This was worse for women than for men no doubt. They didn’t have the option of standing when urinating.
Two, toilet paper was a godsend. Leaves and standard paper could only do so much. Even the roughest, cheapest toilet paper was better than nothing.
Three, hand sanitizer. In Buc-ee’s bathrooms they offered both soap dispensers and wall-mounted hand-sanitizer dispensers. Inside those dispensers were plastic bags of the alcohol-based cleansers. Given so few places had consistent running water or soap, a supply of hand-sanitizer was like having a pocket full of gold.
In Buc-ee’s bathrooms he hoped to find all three. It was a long shot that toilet paper might still exist, but he’d learned from previous forays into looted stores that people tended to take what was on the shelves. They didn’t think to take from the bathrooms or storage closets.
He inched his way around animal droppings, trying to inhale in shallow breaths, and found the entry to the bathrooms. It was a wide opening in the back wall of the store, which recessed and offered doorless entrance to the men’s room on the right and to the women’s room on the left.
From his experience, men’s rooms were cleaner than the women’s. It was relative. But any increment of cleanliness was welcome.
Of the twenty-five toilets remaining in the two bathrooms, one was suitable enough for his business. He also found four rolls of toilet paper and three bags of sanitizer. When he was done, he felt lighter, his gut cleansed.
Other than two rats, he found no life inside the Buc-ee’s. Not a soul. That changed when he emerged from the store and the peppery odor of cigarette smoke replaced the smell of ammonia.
The headlamps blocked his vision. He dropped the penlight into a pocket and leveled the Colt with both hands as he stepped from the light. His eyes adjusted to the dark outline of three men. All of them shifted to watch him.
Bailey waved a hand over his head and called out, “Hey, it’s okay. C’mon over and introduce yourself.”
Roof figured he hadn’t been in the Buc-ee’s for more than ten minutes. Fifteen tops. And Bailey already had friends?
As he stepped closer, he noticed another smell mixed with the cigarette smoke. This odor was sweeter and it was unmistakable.
He reached the three and Bailey extended a blunt. “Want a hit?”
Roof waved it away. “I’m good.”
Bailey shrugged and pinched the blunt between his thumb and forefinger. He inhaled and held the smoke.
Roof kept the Colt in his right hand, though he lowered it. He jutted his chin toward one man and then the other. “Who are you? Where’d you come from?”
The bigger of the two motioned with his head to the other stranger. “That’s Queho. I’m Cyrus. Friends call me Skinner. It’s my last name.”
“Okay, Cyrus,” said Roof. “Where’d you come from?”
Bailey exhaled. A puff of silvery smoke clouded his face. “Down South. They’re headed to San Antonio looking for work.”
“I asked them,” said Roof.
Cyrus laughed. “I guess we know who’s in charge.”
Bailey lowered the joint to his side and frowned. “We’re both in charge.”
“Okay,” said Cyrus. His smirk suggested he didn’t buy Bailey’s assertion.
Roof repeated his question. “Where’d you come from?”
Cyrus answered, “Down South. I worked as a prison guard. Queho was my charge. We had an understanding.”
Roof asked, “You partners?”
“Business partners,” said Queho. “Not the other kind. No way.”
“I’m not judging,” said Roof. “Don’t care. To each his own. Just wondering.”
“We have a little business,” said Cyrus. “Trying to find better opportunities than what existed down South. The Valley only has so many opportunities. Your friend here said you might be able to help us.”
Cyrus was speaking code, but Roof understood the context. They were dealers and they needed a higher population density to find new clientele.
It didn’t matter that the world had ended. People had their habits, their addictions. If the initial biblical undertones of the Scourge hadn’t shaken them of their proclivities, nothing would.
Roof himself ran in these circles. It wasn’t surprising that, despite their mutually shared business sector, they had never met. Both were small time and worked different parts of a very large state. Now that they’d found each other, perhaps they could benefit from a relationship.
Still, he was suspicious. Experience taught him fortune didn’t fall from the sky.
“Help you how?” he asked.
“Your friend says you’re setting up a new network. You’re looking for people to run territories. We might be interested.”
Roof shot a scowl at Bailey. The man talked too much. He kept his gaze on Bailey as he spoke to Cyrus. “What else did my friend tell you? I was only gone for a few minutes.”
“Taking a dump,” said Queho. “He told us.”
For the first time, Roof noticed a black Ford truck. It was parked at the back of the parking lot closest to the freeway feeder road. “That your truck?”
Both men looked over their shoulders. As they did, Roof studied them from head to toe. Neither appeared armed. If they were, the weapons were well-concealed beneath jeans and T-shirts. They didn’t appear to be a threat. Though Skinner had a hardened look about him in the same way Queho appeared soft. If they were in fact partners, it was lopsided. That was a first impression.
“Yeah. We were on the feeder. Saw your lights. Thought we’d check it out. Maybe find a customer. We did.”
Bailey took another hit. Again he extended the joint to Roof.
“No thanks.” Roof turned his attention to Cyrus. “You interested in hard work?”
“Sure. Work is work.”
“You okay killing people?”
Queho laughed nervously. “Killing people?”
Roof didn’t smile. “I can’t tell you too much until I know you better. I have an inherent distrust of people. But if you’re willing to work for me, you can follow in your truck.”
Cyrus lifted an eyebrow. “Work for you?”
“For me or for Bailey,” said Roof. “Either one. Your choice.”
Queho folded his arms across his chest. His face soured. “I thought you needed people to run territories, supply product, handle things. I didn’t think you needed killers.”
“I’ve got no problem killing,” said Cyrus. “The next time won’t be the first. I’m interested.”
Queho’s face shifted with surprise. He shuffled his feet.
Roof watched the body language with interest. As he’d conveyed to them that regardless of rank he was the boss and not Bailey, so Cyrus had told him he was the one with power between the two. It made sense. Cyrus was a prison guard; Queho an inmate.
“Cyrus, follow us into the city. Once we’re there, we can talk more about what comes next. Stay close.”
The foursome shook hands and hit the road. They were three miles west of Buc-ee’s before Bailey spoke.
“What are you thinking?”
Roof had one hand on the wheel. He drove in the center of the highway, splitting the lanes. The Colt 1911 was on his lap. “I’m thinking they could be useful. Not sold yet.”
Bailey reeked of marijuana smoke. “Lucky, though, right? We need men like them. Captains, bosses, grunts. I could see them fitting in. They’re already in this world.”
“What world is that?”
“Drugs. They’re connected.”
“They’re small time,” said Roof. “Smaller than me. And that Queho guy is fresh out of prison.”
“Fresh? The Scourge was six months ago.”
“Fresh enough.”
“They could be good. Both could be bosses for you or me.”
A large bug thwacked the windshield. It splattered and left behind a greenish-yellow ooze. Roof flipped on the windshield wipers. They clucked and swiped across the glass, smearing the gunk into a paste. It didn’t make seeing through the glass easier.
“One of them could be a boss,” said Roof.
“Which one?”
Roof glanced at Bailey. He shook his head almost imperceptibly in the dark. Only the glow from the dash might have betrayed his disappointment. Either Bailey was a moron, which was likely, or he was stoned enough that he hadn’t seen the difference between the two men.
Cyrus Skinner looked and sounded like a man of action. He didn’t shy from questions. He spoke plainly and didn’t ruffle easily. The more he thought about Cyrus, the more Roof wondered if he’d mistaken his lack of a weapon as naiveté for cocksure confidence.
There was nothing confident about the fidgety Queho. If anything, Queho could be a boss who served Cyrus, nothing more. Roof made a decision right then and there.
“Doesn’t matter,” he said to Bailey. “Whoever it is will work for me.”
He checked his side-view mirror. The truck’s lights shone bright. Cyrus was behind the wheel. He kept close but didn’t tailgate. The man was already following orders. This could be the start of a beautiful relationship.
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The day was at its coldest. Steam lifted from the water on both sides of the road leading from Marco Island onto the mainland. Fog hung at their feet. The palmetto and scrubs that crowded the shoulders of the highway to their left and the adjacent strip of water to their right rose high enough that only the purple edges of the impending sunrise were visible to the east.
They marched silently against the chill. Soon enough, the rising temperatures would burn off the fog, the steam would dissipate, and daylight would guide them toward the city.
Sleep still clung to Mike as he hiked. He focused on the rhythm of their boots hitting the road, the chirping of insects and croaking of frogs. It was almost musical, and he resisted the temptation to hum along. All three of them lit their paths with flashlights.
“Okay,” said Brice. “Favorite books.”
Miriam groaned. “Didn’t we do this a month ago?”
“Nope. That was favorite movies. We did television shows, both cable and streaming. Best shows to binge watch. Favorite actresses, actors, drinks—”
“Okay, okay. I get it. Favorite books it is.”
“We gonna pick a genre?” asked Mike, who was walking behind Brice. The cold irritated the stiffness in his foot and ankle, and he hadn’t loosened up yet.
Miriam was next to Mike. She could move faster but didn’t. “Women authors,” said Miriam.
Brice slowed. He eased alongside them then said, “Best women authors or favorite?”
Miriam shrugged. “Either.”
There were a thousand ways to entertain oneself in an apocalypse. Listing favorites and then arguing about their merits was a popular pastime for Brice. He was a walking, talking Buzzfeed, a man who loved lists.
Mike wondered if this stemmed from advertising sales. A rep lived and died by his or her list of clients. The better the list was, the more lucrative the job. Mike’s list never approached the quality of Brice’s clients at the radio station where they’d worked.
“I’ll start,” said Miriam. “I’ll go with Jane Austen.”
“Why?” asked Brice.
“She was a woman writer in a time when there weren’t any successful women writers. She was a trailblazer. She wrote about women’s rights, that a woman shouldn’t be property. She should have a say in the course of her life.”
Brice frowned. “I thought she wrote British soap operas.”
Miriam groaned. “You would.”
They kept walking, all of them armed and none of them concerned about their surroundings. If Schwartz was right, they had nothing to worry about until they reached the intersection with Highway 41, the Tamiami Trail. That was another seven miles at least. They were almost to the turnoff for a boating park, which they would pass on their way due north. They hoped to pass Hammock Bay shortly after sunrise.
“I’ll go with Agatha Christie,” said Mike. “She sold something like four billion books. Every good mystery is based on the kinds of whodunits she wrote. I heard once that when she started writing a murder mystery, even she didn’t know who did it. As she wrote, she gave every suspect a motive and then worked it out as she went.”
“That’s a good one,” said Brice. “I always liked Murder on The Orient Express. That Poirot was like a French Sherlock Holmes.”
“That’s astute,” said Miriam. “Who’s your choice?”
“The woman who wrote Harry Potter.”
“J. K. Rowling?”
Brice cranked his flashlight, spinning the gears that powered the tiny generator. “Did she write Harry Potter?”
“Yes.”
“Then her. I devoured those books like they were Krispy Kreme doughnuts.”
Miriam eyed him with suspicion. “Did you read the books, or did you watch the movies?”
Brice grinned. “I owned the books. I watched the movies. But they were unabridged, right?”
They all laughed.
Mike said, “I don’t think that’s how it works.”
“It’s my game, my rules,” said Brice. “I never said we had to list the favorite authors we’ve read.”
“You didn’t say anything,” corrected Miriam. “I’m the one who came up with the category.”
“Which,” said Brice, “was best of favorite women authors. I could have picked Judy Blume if I wanted. I never read anything by her either.”
Mike cranked his flashlight and jutted his chin at Brice while looking at Miriam. “He’s got a point.”
The laughter faded. Then Brice stopped, the good humor gone. “Do you think we’ll find them?”
He asked the question with a lilt that hinted at a lack of confidence in their mission. Mike and Miriam stopped alongside him. They were at the fulcrum of the V-shaped body of water called McIlvane Bay.
“I hope so,” said Mike. “We should be positive. Your mom isn’t like most of the retirees living in Naples. They’re alone or with an equally aged spouse. Your mom has your brother.”
“I don’t know if that’s a good thing. My brother’s had his issues, you know.”
“What issues?” asked Miriam.
Although they’d shared a lot amongst each other during the more than six months since they’d first joined together in the early hours of the Scourge, Brice’s brother was not among the topics they’d discussed.
Brice started walking again, and the three of them headed out across the four-lane, bifurcated highway. The water was murky in this light. Fish jumped. An egret swooped in and disappeared amongst the tall brush.
“He was an addict. Is an addict. Recovering, I guess. Prescription drugs mostly. I’d say it’s not his fault, but I’m all about personal responsibility, you know? He was in a car wreck in college. Pretty bad one. He fractured two discs in his neck. Had bad headaches, neck pain, nerves in his hands were on fire. That’s what he said. Anyhow, doctors put him on baclofen and metaxalone. Both of those are muscle relaxers. No big deal.”
A pair of birds flew past them, flapping their wings. They darted across the bridge and then circled back, as if scoping out the strange trio invading their habitat. Brice didn’t seem to notice them. He was talking with his hand now.
“They weren’t enough, so doctors gave him Vicodin, a combination of Tylenol and hydrocodone. That’s when the trouble started. The pain was so bad he’d overmedicate. He’d go back for more drugs, and the doctors would tell him it was too soon. The insurance company wouldn’t pay until the prescriptions were intended to run out.
“He got worse. Dropped out of college because he kept missing class. Then he started getting the stuff off the street. He didn’t even know what he was getting half the time.”
Miriam asked, “What happened?”
“He overdosed. Went to rehab. Cost my mom a ton of money she didn’t have. I helped out as much as I could. He relapsed twice until it stuck. He got a job working at a hardware store as a cashier. He makes enough to help Mom with the bills. Manages the pain with yoga, acupuncture and over-the-counter pain meds.”
“How long ago was that?” asked Miriam.
“He’s been clean two years. Goes to meetings. Seems to be okay.”
“Then what are you worried about?” she asked. “Other than the obvious?”
“The two times he relapsed, he was stressed out. Couldn’t cope. Nothing more stressful than the world as you know it collapsing around you, right?”
The rhetorical question went unanswered. The water ahead bubbled, signaling something underneath the surface. The deep orange and purple of sunrise lit their path enough now that Brice turned off his flashlight. Miriam did the same, as did Mike.
They crossed the bridge over the bay and were back over relatively dry land. A cloud of midges swarmed in front of them. Mike swatted at the nonbiting insects and they moved through them. A sign ahead on the right signaled the entrance to Hammock Bay was ahead on the right. They made good progress. Two and a half hours later, they reached the intersection with the Tamiami Trail.
The trail was the southernmost two hundred and seventy-five miles of US Highway 41 and got its name by combining the two major cities it connected: Tampa and Miami. It ran along the Gulf Coast and then hooked east across the state.
There was a Shell gas station to the right, a Dunkin’ Donuts, a Lowe’s Home Improvement Store and a Walgreens to their left. The Shell was boarded up with plywood. On one of the large panels, black spray paint proclaimed, “We’ve got nothing left.” Another, also scrawled with black paint, ordered, “Scourge Go Home.”
These were variations on the cliché signs always shown on the news before a big hurricane or tropical storm. Mike guessed the boards were put up in the early days of the plague’s spread. Whoever painted them still had their sense of humor. He knew from experience that humor was among the first things to go in the weeks following society’s rapid collapse. It was only within the last couple of months he and his companions began laughing again with any regularity.
Nobody laughed now as they stood at the intersection. This was as bad as anything they’d seen in Cocoa Beach. Or worse.
Trash was everywhere. It lined the shoulders of the highway in large stench-ridden piles, was piled in the middle of the highway and mounded near the entrances to the myriad one-story businesses. The Lowe’s parking lot was weed-ridden and pocked with the blackened remnants of bonfires past.
They were about nine miles from downtown Naples, less than that from Brice’s mother’s place. A bent directional sign told them the distance. As they stood looking at the filthy path ahead of them, it might as well have been a marathon.
Mike puffed his cheeks. “You all ready for this?”
Miriam checked over her shoulder, looking southeast. Worry tightened her features. “No,” she said, “but we might as well get to it.”
Brice took the shotgun from his shoulder. “We should check our weapons. Have them ready.”
Mike mimicked Miriam’s scan of their surroundings. He had the distinct sensation they weren’t alone, that somewhere amongst the buildings, the abandoned cars and the heaps of debris, someone was watching them. He withdrew the Browning from his thigh holster and rested his thumb on the safety ready to flip it off if they ran into trouble. Miriam shrugged off a Star Wars backpack Kandy had given her before they left and withdrew the Glock nine-millimeter to which they’d all become accustomed since the Scourge. It was lightweight handgun, easy to fire and easy to maintain, which Miriam preferred to the long guns or even the larger capacity Hi-Power Mike carried.
None of them had been gun enthusiasts. But they’d learned. Phil and Barry had taught them.
Mike thought about them as he checked the magazine, which held fifteen cartridges. He sighed.
“What?” asked Miriam, attuned to his various vocalizations or gestures in a way nobody had ever been. He loved it and hated it. He couldn’t put anything past her.
“I was thinking about Phil and Barry,” he said. “I miss them. I know Barry was a pain toward the end there, although I don’t blame him. He was the only one with a family to protect.”
“I miss them too. I hope they’re okay.”
Holding the shotgun across his body with both hands, Brice interrupted. “I know it would be easier to walk straight down the middle of the highway, but I don’t think that’s the safest path.”
“I agree,” Mike said. “We’d be sitting ducks. It’s open and flat and there’s no cover if somebody wanted to take potshots at us.”
Miriam scanned their surroundings again. “What do you suggest?”
“Let’s stay off the highway and work our way through the parking lots along the side,” Brice suggested. “It’s essentially one long strip center between here and my mom’s place—plenty of places to find concealment if we need to hide.”
“I’m liking this less and less,” said Miriam.
“Let’s go, then,” Mike urged. “We shouldn’t be standing out here on the street corner. We’re inviting trouble.”
Brice led them to the Lowe’s parking lot, and they clung to the front of the building, working their way north and west to the city. Three times they crossed the highway to find concealment on opposite sides of the highway. Mike’s foot was better than it had been in the morning, but phantom pain was still a problem. He had to stop every thirty minutes to stretch the arch. For some reason, the movement relieved the phantom pain. The second time they stopped in the parking lot of the East Naples Library.
“Damn shark,” he muttered.
That drew chuckles from Miriam and Brice for the first time since they’d shadowed the path of the trail toward the city. While Mike didn’t think it was funny, their quiet laughter forced a smile onto his face. He leaned against the front of the building, stretching. Brice and Miriam faced the parking lot and the highway beyond.
“I guess it’s funny,” Mike said. “Who other than me almost dies, survives a plague, but almost gets killed by a shark?”
Miriam held up a finger, the smile brightening her face. “Than I.”
Mike smirked. “You didn’t get attacked.”
“No,” she said. “Who other than I almost dies. Not me.”
“Are you seriously correcting my grammar? Now? We’re at a place where I can start making up my own language, aren’t we?”
“I’m just teasing you.” Miriam’s smile evaporated. Her body tensed and her attention focused over his shoulder, she raised the Glock with two hands.
Mike spun around. Brice already had the shotgun pulled to his shoulder and leveled.
Two men stood in the middle of the parking lot about fifty yards away. One was tall and lanky. He was bald. The other was shorter but powerfully built and wore a baseball cap on his head. Both of them wore work boots, worn denim jeans and long-sleeved T-shirts. Both were armed.
Mike took a step forward. “Hey. How’s it going?”
Speaking from the corner of her mouth, trying not to move her lips, Miriam hissed, “Why are you talking to them? Shouldn’t we just get out of here?”
Brice spoke without trying to hide it. “And go where? If we ran, they’ve got us dead to rights. They could easily chase us and shoot us in the back.”
The taller of the men waved. “Hey. What are y’all doing here?”
Mike surveyed their surroundings. No sign of anyone else, only the two men. “Passing through. On our way north.”
“Why are you at the library, then? What are you doing off the highway?”
Mike took another step forward. He kept the handgun at his side. No need to antagonize the strangers. He raised his free hand, palm facing them. “Taking a breather for a second. That’s it.”
The shorter man spoke. “Why are y’all armed?”
“Same reason as you, I imagine,” said Mike. “Can’t be too careful. We’ve heard it’s pretty rough in Naples.”
The taller man took two steps forward and raised his rifle. He approached. His tone remained serious. “Why don’t y’all step away from the library and lower those guns.”
Mike holstered his gun and raised both hands. He started toward the tall man, putting himself between the rifle and Miriam. “How about you lower your guns? I’m showing good faith here. I holstered mine, got both hands raised. We’re no threat, I promise you.”
“Mike,” Miriam muttered under her breath, “what are you doing?”
Mike ignored her. If these guys were going to shoot first, he’d do what he could to give his friends time to get away or return fire.
The shorter of the two men was marching forward now. He held his rifle in both hands but didn’t have it aimed at anyone. The taller one stopped yards from Mike.
“Stop there. Don’t come any closer.”
Mike stopped. “You asked me to move away from the library. I’m just doing what you—”
“I told all y’all to get away from the library. Not just you. Tell your friends to get away from the building. Tell ’em to lower their weapons.” The tall man glared over the barrel of his rifle. His body was turned to the side, his forward shoulder aimed at Mike. He wore a walkie-talkie on his hip.
Mike forced a smile. He sensed a shift in the man’s tone. It was subtle, but he sensed more fear than threat. Was there something about the library that had him so defensive?
“My name’s Mike. My friends are Brice and Miriam. We’re only passing through. No need for the guns. Seriously.”
The shorter man joined them. He snorted and spat a wad of brown liquid onto the asphalt lot.
The walkie-talkie chirped, and a fuzzy voice came over the speaker. “You guys okay out there?”
The tall man ignored the call. “Tell ’em to move away from the building and lower the guns. Otherwise, we’re gonna have a problem.”
“I’ll tell them to lower the weapons, but they’re not moving. They have every right to stand there. We’re not hurting anyone, not threatening anyone. Okay?”
Neither man spoke. The taller one nodded but kept the rifle pointed at Mike’s chest.
“Hey, guys, lower the weapons,” Mike called to his friends. “It’s all good.”
He didn’t turn around to see their response, but assumed they complied. The tall man lowered his rifle. He swallowed and the tension in his shoulders relaxed.
The radio chirped again. “Are y’all okay? Need backup?”
This time the tall man unclipped the radio from his hip. “All good.” He looked up at Mike. “My name’s Beck and this here is Chuck. We live here.”
“Live here? Where? In Naples?”
There was a neighborhood east of the highway and behind the library. Dozens, if not hundreds of homes were clustered in a typical Florida development. Tile roofs and stucco siding, three palm trees in the front yard, neatly manicured hedges of holly or ligustrum trimming the exterior footprints of the single-story houses. Mike had noticed them as they’d clung to the edges of the commercial developments south of the library.
Beck shook his head. “In the library.”
Mike checked over his shoulder. He studied the building for any sign of inhabitants. In his peripheral vision he saw Miriam and Brice standing close to one another, weapons in hand but lowered. “The two of you?”
“Our families,” said Chuck, the shorter one in the ball cap. “Five other families too.”
“Why? For how long?”
“Three months,” Beck said.
“Safety in numbers,” Chuck added. “All of us are from the golf community back there. When things started getting rough, we decided to bunk together. Our families are in there, that’s why we’re so protective.”
Mike nodded. “Understood.”
“We were out looking for supplies, scraps, et cetera,” said Beck. “We do it before sunup when everybody’s asleep. It’s safer that way.”
Chuck shrugged. “We ran a little late today. Saw y’all by the building with guns. Can’t be too careful.”
“I get it,” said Mike.
“Where are you headed?” asked Beck. “It’s not safe to head north. Believe it or not, Naples is hell on Earth.”
“Then I guess we’re headed to hell on Earth,” Mike said.
“Let me suggest you change your plans.” Beck grimaced. “Nothing good can come from heading into town. If we didn’t have to stay here, we’d be long gone.”
“Hey,” called Miriam. “What’s going on? Everything good?”
Beck motioned to the building, and the three of them joined Miriam and Brice at the front of the library. After the introductions, Beck asked, “Why do you need to go to Naples?”
“I have to find out if my mom and brother are alive,” Brice replied. “If there’s any chance they survived the Scourge and they’re still in their homes, I’ve got to go to them. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t. I get it’s dangerous.”
Chuck adjusted the brim of his ball cap. “I don’t think you do. Imagine the worst of the worst from south Florida. Now picture them descending on Naples like an invading army. It’s like they had a convention to decide the easiest target, and then they all came at once. I don’t mean to be a downer, but I’d bet my left nut your mom and brother aren’t in their house. If they’re alive.”
Apparently realizing his indelicate turn of phrase, he glanced at Miriam and his face flushed. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Miriam told him.
“What do you suggest, then?” Mike asked. “We’re going even if the chance is one in a million.”
Beck and Chuck exchanged looks; then Beck said, “C’mon inside. We can talk about it. Maybe we could help you.”
Mike couldn’t suppress his smile. For the second time in as many days, they’d found seemingly good people. The world wasn’t left with only the dregs, those who’d take advantage of them.
He’d wondered so many times since the Scourge if humans’ basest instincts were good or bad. On the Rising Star, he’d concluded it wasn’t so simple. After countless encounters offshore, he decided people were, above all else, selfish. They were out for their own best interests, which grayed the scale of good and bad. Morality had a sliding scale depending on the circumstance.
It reminded him of a story his father told him when he was a child. They were talking about right and wrong, good and evil. The conversation dragged with tropes about morality. Then his dad, a Marine with a solid, unwavering compass, shifted the debate.
He grew up with a Jewish best friend, Joel. Joel always asked his father to go to religious school with him. Mike’s dad, a practicing Lutheran, repeatedly declined, until one afternoon he relented. Joel was studying for his Bar Mitzvah and he explained that most classes involved studying Hebrew. The day Mike’s dad attended, the class had a special guest speaker, a woman who was a Holocaust survivor.
Mike still remembered the distant look in his father’s normally penetrating, dark eyes as he recounted the story. The experience affected him.
“She walked into the classroom at the synagogue,” he’d said, “and the class fell silent. There were ten kids there, all of us eleven or twelve. You’d expect us to be a little rowdy. You could hear a pin drop. She had everyone’s attention from the moment she walked into the room. I don’t know if it was the tattoo of a six-digit number on her arm or the way she carried herself, but we didn’t move. Her name was Mrs. Kessler.”
Mike’s dad had sat up straight and pulled his shoulders back to demonstrate the woman’s carriage. He flexed his jaw and paused as if to gather himself.
“She grew up in Poland. Had a large family. Told us she was riding her prized horse when the Nazis came and seized their family land. They took her to the Warsaw ghetto and she never saw her parents again. Her uncle was beaten to death in the streets. She eventually went to a concentration camp. Auschwitz.
“She told us of this one time in the ghetto, before the Nazis shipped her to Auschwitz. She was six years old and she was small. So small that she was the only one who could fit through a small rip in a fence near a market that sold bread. They were hungry. Starving. Not starving in the way we might say we’re starving because we haven’t eaten since breakfast, but truly starving. They sent her to steal from the market. She told us about stealing the bread. It was a single loaf, that was it, and it happened fifty years earlier. But she cried when she talked about it. A half century later and she was emotional about having stolen bread to survive. It wasn’t her fault that she was imprisoned in a ghetto or that she was small enough to fit through the fence. Mrs. Kessler knew it was wrong to take from someone else, but she did it because she had to do it. If she hadn’t, she and others might have died.”
Mrs. Kessler was a thief, but she wasn’t a bad person. She was a survivor. Circumstance forced her into an act she never would have considered before the Nazis rolled onto her family land in large trucks and commandeered it.
Then there were the Nazis themselves. Some of them were inarguably evil. The leadership, the ones who ran the camps, who experimented on the prisoners—what they did was wrong regardless of circumstance. They made choices they didn’t have to make.
Their underlings, however, the low-ranking soldiers who carried out orders they knew were immoral or beyond the pale, where did they fit? How did their actions compare to the girl who stole bread to survive? Did they have choices to act differently?
Mike’s father suggested that low-ranking soldiers might argue that following orders was a matter of survival for them too. If they’d disobeyed, they’d be shot, imprisoned, or worse.
“Are they any worse than the woman who stole the bread?”
His father had asked the question, and Mike thought it was rhetorical. It was absurd, right? How could a girl in a ghetto stealing bread be compared in any way to Nazi soldiers? She couldn’t.
“It’s totally different,” said Mike. “Not even the same thing. She wasn’t hurting anyone. And she was a victim. The soldiers weren’t victims. They hurt people.”
“They were following orders.”
“That doesn’t matter. You could put a gun to my head and order me to hurt someone else. I wouldn’t do it.”
“But you’d steal bread.”
“Yes.”
“You’d like to believe you’d only steal bread,” said his dad. “But nobody knows for sure how they’d act until that gun is pressed against their temple.”
Mike’s father had smiled but never drew a conclusion to the philosophical exercise. He let it linger, let Mike think about it. They both knew there was no comparison between a Nazi soldier following immoral orders and a six-year-old girl stealing bread to survive. But Mike’s dad had made two points, and they had stuck with Mike all these years later.
First, people rationalized selfish actions regardless of how they fit into their normal gauge for moral or immoral behavior. But how far they would go depended on where their compass was in the first place.
A novelist once wrote, “Adversity does not build character, it reveals it.” That was never truer than in a societal collapse. The good might do bad things; the bad would do far worse.
Second, it told Mike that his father didn’t know him at all. If for one second he thought Mike capable of harming others to do what had to be done, he was wrong. Or was he?
Mike had killed people. He’d taken lives in the name of survival. Sure, the dead had been the aggressors. They’d forced Mike to defend himself. At least, that was how Mike rationalized it. Sure, he had grown both physically and emotionally. His body and mind had hardened in the wake of the Scourge. He was still a good man, though, wasn’t he?
The apocalypse was morally complicated. It was like war. Good and bad depended on the vantage point. For the first time in his life he understood the dilemma his father posed.
It wasn’t so much that his dad thought so little of him. It was that his father believed him to be a survivor. Was that a bad thing? Was there such a thing as good or bad in a place like this?
Mike’s philosophical bent on humanity’s true nature was a work in progress, but that Schwartz would help them as he had and that these strangers would welcome them into their home was promising. Not everyone out there was bent on survival at the expense of others. It salved the wound, helped him believe for at least a little longer that stealing bread was as far as some would go regardless of the circumstance. Beck and Chuck were perhaps among those people.
Beck got on the radio. “Coming inside. We have guests.”
“Roger that.”
“Why a library?” asked Miriam as they entered through a side door.
Beck waited for everyone to clear the threshold; then he locked the door and dead bolted it.
“Made sense,” Chuck said simply. “It’s close to our homes. We know the area. It’s better insulated than some of the restaurants and stores. The windows are all tinted with reflective glass, so it’s hard to see the interior from the outside. Lots of reasons, I guess.”
Beck motioned to follow him. “Let me introduce you to the group. They know you’re coming, but better to let me do the talking.”
He led them into the library through a corridor of tall bookshelves. They wound through the path, which serpentined like a maze.
Chuck slid his hand along a row of books as they moved. His chest puffed when he spoke and he failed to contain a broad smile. “We rearranged the shelves to create a tactical advantage. Anybody breaks in, we can corral them in the shelves. Get an upper hand. Trap them. We put shelves like this at each of the three entrances. The other two have shelves blocking the doors, one way in or out.”
“What about windows?” asked Brice.
“That’s a challenge,” said Beck. “We always have a lookout, so that helps.”
The maze emptied into the center of the library. From here, the room was cordoned off with low, chest-high shelves, which divided the large space into what looked like rooms.
Fifteen people stood in the middle of the space. Most of them were half-asleep, their hair mussed and their clothes wrinkled. It might have also been their usual appearances. Hard to know.
Beck gestured with a dramatic sweep of his hand. “Everybody, this is Mike, Brice and Miriam. Guys, this is everybody.”
There was a sluggish welcome from the gathered men, women and children. None of them appeared thrilled to have visitors. The youngest children clung to the legs of their parents. Men scowled at Brice and Mike. Women eyed Miriam with distrustful elevator stares. Mike noticed one young woman, maybe their age or a little younger, eyeing Brice. She was thin with pale skin and a freckled nose. Her light brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Mike thought her more cute than beautiful, but she had a nice smile and bright green eyes. Miriam must have noticed her too. She nudged Mike and secretly gestured to her and Brice.
Beck cleared his throat. “They’re passing through on their way into Naples. While I tried to talk them out of it, they are bent on going. Brice’s got family in the city. He wants to find out if they’re alive or—”
“They’re dead,” a man with wet or greasy blond hair cut in.
Brice tensed, the tendons in his neck tightening. “You don’t know that.”
The man shrugged. “It’s a sure thing. What are you? Thirty? Younger? Your parents are at least in their fifties? Sixties? No way they made it through the waves of south Floridians who purged the city.”
“It’s my mom,” said Brice. “She’s fifty-seven. My brother’s with her. He’s twenty-five.”
The greasy blond chuckled derisively. “Definitely gone. There’s no way.”
Brice balled his hands into fists and Mike put a placating hand on his shoulder.
Beck raised both of his hands to calm the room. “C’mon now, Pat. No need to antagonize anyone. We don’t know anything about Brice’s mom or his brother. They could be holed up like we are. We survived just fine.”
Pat scowled. “This isn’t surviving. This is subsisting. And I’m not trying to be antagonistic, I’m being real. They’re on a fool’s errand, and they’ll end up dead because of it.”
“We tried to tell them about the dangers,” said Chuck. “They want to go.”
“We understand the risk,” Mike interjected, his hand still on Brice’s shoulder. “Most of the people living in Naples now are the kind who shoot first and ask questions later.”
A stocky woman standing next to Pat shook her head. Her wattle wiggled as she spoke. “They don’t ask questions. They don’t care.”
“How did it happen?” Miriam asked. “How did these punks take over the city?”
The woman crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t believe us?”
The hostility surprised Mike. Given Chuck and Beck’s kindness, he expected more of a welcome than what they received.
“I believe,” said Miriam. “I’m just wondering how a handful of people overtook a whole city.”
“You don’t get it,” said Pat. “It wasn’t a handful of people. It was dozens at first. Then hundreds. Then thousands. Naples wasn’t even half-populated when they swarmed like locusts from the east. It was easy. They squatted in the empty places and set up shop. Slowly but surely they emptied the drugstores. When that ran out, they emptied people’s medicine cabinets. Now the place is a wasteland. Trash everywhere. Animals. Disease. If the Miami mob doesn’t kill you, the filth will.”
Mike asked, “Miami mob?”
“That’s what we call ’em,” said Pat.
“They got worse when they ran out of drugs,” Chuck put in. “More violent. They’ve even spread toward Fort Myers. Most of Bonita Springs is bad too.”
“How did you survive it?” asked Miriam.
The group exchanged glances. None spoke at first. Then Pat, the greasy blond, answered, “We did what we had to do to protect our families. Had each other’s backs. Decided at a certain point it wasn’t safe to stay in our houses. Safety in numbers, you know. So we came here. Seventeen people in one place is better than seventeen spread out over five. Harder to pick us off.”
One of the other women, a mother with a child at her leg, scowled. “Really, Pat? In front of the kids?”
He shrugged. “It’s nothing we haven’t said before. Heck, we’ve been talking about killers and dead people for the last five minutes. What’s crawled up your—”
“Pat!” said Beck. “We get the point and we know it’s not a good idea for our new friends to go into Naples. However, if they’re bent on doing it, we should give them some advice. Things we’ve learned from our own experience.”
“My experience tells me they’re morons for going into the city,” said Pat.
“Okay, Pat,” said Chuck. “We get it. Enough.”
Pat huffed. He raked his fingers through his hair and spun around. “C’mon, Barb.”
He and the stocky woman disappeared into a maze of bookshelves. When they left, the rest of the crowd breathed a sigh of relief. It was as if someone let the air out of a balloon on the verge of popping. The young woman who’d stood next to them, the one with the bright blue eyes and freckles, stayed. She smiled at Brice. Her ponytail bounced on her shoulder as she shook her head in apology. “I’m sorry,” she said. “My parents are like this with everybody. It’s not you.”
Brice glanced toward the direction the couple had gone. “Those are your parents? They don’t look old enough. I mean you…”
She smirked. “I what?”
Brice dipped his chin. “Sorry. I mean you’re old. Wait. I didn’t mean that. I—”
Miriam whispered in Mike’s ear, “Is this how he flirts?”
Mike raised an eyebrow.
The others in the group noticed his ineptitude as well. Chuck offered to help.
“Best stop while you’re ahead,” he said. “Her name is Charlene, she’s twenty-three.”
Charlene extended her hand to Brice.
He took it. “I’m Brice. Sorry. I got tongue-tied. It’s the exhaustion.”
She blushed. “It’s okay. Nice to meet you. And I’m the one who’s sorry. For my parents. I hope you accept my apology.”
“Sorry,” Chuck said. “They mean well, but they lost three of their children to the Scourge. Charlene’s all they have left. Pretty much everything leads to death as far as they’re concerned. There are ways to get in and out of the city. We’ve done it. They’re risky and dangerous, but doable.”
Mike raised his hands. “It’s fine. You don’t have to explain.”
A rail-thin man who hadn’t spoken until now raised his hand. “If you know where you’re headed, I might be able to help.”
Brice’s expression brightened. “I know where we’re going. I’ve got an address.”
The thin man scratched his elbow. “Okay then. One thing though.”
“What?” asked Brice.
“Any of you claustrophobic?”
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The sweet and sour odor of the roadside trash scented the humid air. The rain was gone, but its remnants remained and somehow intensified the putrid smell rising from the growing piles of garbage littering the curbs in front of the occupied houses on their street.
Kandy helped Jimmy stab the paint stick into the sandy soil. On the stick was Barry’s name and his dates of birth and death. There was also a flower drawn in green sharpie, Sally’s contribution to the marker for her father’s grave.
The grave and the stick were next to Phil’s final resting place. It made sense to bury them next to one another. The ground was always soft, if not muddy from the rain the night before.
Kandy’s fingers sank into the earth as she braced herself to stand. Jimmy helped her up. “Who wants to offer a prayer?” she asked.
Betsy stood with Sally, wavering on her feet. While some of the imbalance might have been from grief, most of it was from the alcohol Betsy drank like water all morning. Her tear-swollen eyes fluttered. She held her hands in front of her, wringing them incessantly.
Sally stood in front of her. Hands also clasped, she swung left and right in a nervous rhythm. Jimmy motioned for her to join him graveside.
“I’ll go first,” he said. “Then Sally. And if she wants, Mom can say something.”
“That sounds perfect,” said Kandy.
“You too. If you want.”
Kandy smiled at the boy. He was mature beyond his years. Circumstance had forced that upon him, she supposed. The Scourge had stolen his childhood. Its aftermath took his father and, for all intents and purposes, his mother.
Jimmy lifted his hands in prayer and put the tips of his steepled fingers to his chin. Sally mimicked him, as did Kandy. The children closed their eyes and Jimmy started the eulogy.
“You were a good dad. You took care of us and gave us a good home. I know you loved me as much as I loved you. I’m sorry for the times I didn’t listen to you or didn’t make my bed before school. I wish I was a better son. You were the best dad. You always took me fishing and taught me how to do many things. You showed me how to tie my shoes and hook a lure. I liked fishing with you, watching cartoons with you and hearing you laugh. You had a funny laugh. I’ll miss your laugh, Dad. I won’t forget it. I’ll do my best to be a good man like you, even if you sometimes got mad at me for not listening. You were the best dad. I love you.”
Kandy opened her eyes and found Jimmy looking at her. He asked, “That okay?”
“It’s perfect,” she said, surprised to find a frog in her throat from the emotion of his confessions. “Sally, do you want to say something?”
Sally tightened the clasp of her hands at her chin. Her little knuckles blanched and she nodded with her lips pressed tight. She closed her eyes and inhaled audibly, exhaled. “Daddy, I love you. I miss you. I wish you were here with me now. You could hold my hand while I talk to you. If it’s okay, I’ll talk to you every day.” She looked over at Kandy. “That okay?”
Kandy nodded, swallowed past the lump in her throat, and turned to ask Betsy if she wanted to speak.
Betsy was now sitting cross-legged, elbows on knees, and head in her hands. Her back heaved with sobs.
Kandy motioned to the children. “C’mon, kids. Let’s go inside and let Momma have a minute to herself.”
The children stared at their hapless, wounded mother blankly. They’d grown accustomed to their feckless parent, the one who escaped in pills and bottles and refused to cope with the new challenges of life. She might as well bury her head in the sand next to their father.
Without complaint, the kids took Kandy’s hands and followed her into the house. She set them to playing in the family room while she returned to Betsy.
The widow was sobbing and sounded on the verge of hyperventilation. Kandy thought that was a good thing. It meant Betsy wasn’t numb. She understood what had happened and was reacting to it. Maybe this was the wake-up call she needed to rejoin the world. As awful as it was to think that, Kandy wondered it as she sat beside Betsy in the middle of the road.
She put her hand on her back and gently rubbed. Her spine and ribs were at the surface, threatening to come through Betsy’s skin. The woman was malnourished even by post-Scourge standards.
Kandy stared at the twin paint sticks that served as grave markers and proclamations of lives lived.
Betsy’s crying stopped and she lifted her head. “I don’t understand.” The rank odor of grain alcohol coated her words. She lowered her chin. “How could this happen?”
Kandy waited a beat, then said, “There’s no good answer. No rhyme or reason.”
“He never should have left the house. If he hadn’t left the house, none of this would have happened. I blame him for that. If it weren’t for Barry being Barry, he would be alive. Phil would be alive.”
Hearing Phil’s name aloud stung. It made it real again. Seeing his name on a paint stick was one thing, hearing it was another. “He did what he thought was best for us,” said Kandy.
“What do we do now? What are we supposed to do?”
“Good question. We’ll have to figure it out.”
“We can’t stay here,” said Betsy. “Not in this house. I can’t live here anymore. We can’t take the boat. It’s gone. Another brilliant Barry decision.”
Kandy didn’t disagree with her about the house. Too much blood, too many bad memories. There was also the possibility the woman who escaped would come back with reinforcements. No telling how bad it might be the next time.
Betsy’s words were slurred, rounded at the edges by alcohol. Her sour breath made Kandy wrinkle her nose. But she was at least talking, sharing.
Betsy sighed. “I think we go to the theme parks.”
Kandy remained silent.
“I heard they have communities down there. People living there. They’ve got power, protection. Like their own world.”
“That’s a long way from here,” Kandy countered. “I don’t think it would be easy getting there.”
“They only take families with kids,” said Betsy. “We’ve got kids. They’d take us.”
“It’s all rumor and—”
Betsy’s face reddened. A vein snaked from her hairline to the bridge of her nose. “You sound like Barry,” she snapped. She wiped saliva from her chin.
“We can talk about it,” Kandy said, softening her voice. “Whatever you think is best for the kids, I’ll do it. I love your kids. I love you, Betsy. We’re a family now.”
It was true. They were all Kandy had. Without her, the kids were doomed in the care of their mother. The four of them had to stick together for any of them to have a chance at thriving in this new world.
“Let’s go inside. You can sleep. I’ll feed the kids, and when you get up, we can talk about a plan. If it’s heading to the parks, that’s what it’ll be.”
Kandy helped Betsy up and guided her to the house.
Before they stepped inside, Kandy took another glance at the twin paint sticks. It took everything in her to hold back the tears and her own desire to fall to her knees and weep.
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“I appreciate you picking me up.”
Winter Brown sat in the passenger’s seat of a semitruck. A man named Gus was behind the wheel. He was clean-shaven with bright blue eyes and a nice smile. That he was bald wasn’t a turn-on, but she could overlook it.
“My pleasure,” said Gus. “I’ve done this trip a dozen times. It’s always easier when I’ve got company. No radio. Don’t have any music loaded onto my phone, and I’ve already listened to every audiobook I’ve got a dozen times.”
Gus was a government driver. He delivered diesel from the refineries in Texas and Louisiana to the military outposts in Florida, Georgia and Alabama.
Two military Humvees traveled with him. One in front equipped with a plow, the other behind.
“The soldiers are good to talk with during breaks, you know. But nothing like having someone who’ll chat it up on the road.”
“I’m happy to talk,” she said. “I’m a good listener too. I like singing, playing word games.”
“Sounds good to me,” Gus said and leaned toward her, one hand on the wheel and the other on the gear shift. “I’ll be honest. The soldiers didn’t want me picking you up. They always give me a hard time. They think I’m a target for someone with bad intentions. A pretty thing like you wouldn’t have bad intentions, would you?”
Winter pressed her hand to her chest and batted her eyelashes. “Little ole me? Never.”
Gus took a hand from the gear shift, reached into his shirt pocket, and pulled out a pack of Winstons. He shook it and tapped it on the dash. With his teeth, he tore off the cellophane and opened it. “Want one?”
She picked a cigarette and stuck it between her lips. “It’s been a while.”
He shook out one for himself and offered her a light. “I’ve got three cartons left. Not sure what I’ll do when I run out.”
“You could vape.”
They exchanged a look and both broke out into childlike laughter. Winter sucked in a lungful of the smoke and let the buzz zip through her head.
“I never understood vaping,” said Gus. “I know these might kill me in a particular way, what they’re doing to my body. But that vape juice? Who knows what they put in that stuff? It could kill you a thousand ways worse than cigs.”
He wove the truck around a pair of stalled SUVs, following the lead Humvee. With the cigarette between his index and middle finger, he shifted the truck into a lower gear then accelerated again. The truck lurched, its engine grumbling.
“I tried it,” Winter admitted. “Figured it was better than smoking. It smelled better anyhow.”
Gus sucked on the cigarette. Smoke streamed from his nostrils. The air in the cab was silvery with the smoky exhalations. He rolled down his window. “I never did. I couldn’t get past the device. Looked too hipster for me.”
“Hipster?”
“Sorry, that term’s as old as you are. By the way, what is your name? You never told me.”
Winter frowned and rolled down her window. After the next drag, she blew the smoke into the whip of wash running alongside the truck. “Juliana Paagal.”
“Paagal?”
“It’s Hindi. From my mom’s side of the family.”
“You took your mom’s last name?”
“Didn’t much know my dad. What about Gus? Is that short for something?”
Gus flicked ashes from the cigarette out the window and took another drag. The end of the cig glowed red as his cheeks sucked inward. He blew out the smoke. “Short for Augustus, the first emperor of Rome. Dad was a world history teacher.”
“I read about him in high school.”
Gus shrugged. “Yeah. He was a pretty significant figure. Ruled for forty years during what was called Pax Romana and—”
“Hey, Gus?”
“Yeah?”
“Not interested. No offense, just not into any history lessons.”
He grinned. “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”
“Tell me where we’re headed.”
Gus took a final drag and flicked his cigarette butt out the window. “Texas.”
“I know that. Give me more specifics.”
“Near Houston. We’ll take I-10 for the most part, except when we go around New Orleans on 12. That depends on road conditions.”
“Conditions?”
He pointed at the Humvee in front of them. “If that can’t clear a path for us, we have to go around. I’m not too nimble in this rig here.”
“How many times have you made this trip?”
“Dozens.”
“Then don’t you know if the roads are clear? I mean, after a couple of trips, wouldn’t you have a clue?”
“Mostly. Not entirely. People who hunkered down for a while decided to bug out for whatever reason. They take their cars or trucks, which they haven’t driven in months, and the vehicles break down. Or they get ambushed. Sometimes it’s not vehicles. It could be dead animals. Horses, cattle, that sort of thing. It’s unpredictable.”
“Ambushed?”
“Not everybody’s good like you and me, Juliana. Some people have bad intentions. That’s why I’ve got the military escorts. The fuel I’m carrying is like gold.”
“I thought you were empty.”
“I am now. I mean when I’m loaded up.”
He bounced in his seat, the shocks giving way to the shift in his weight. Gus wasn’t overweight, but he was big. Tall with broad shoulders and wide hips. He wore a gray LSU T-shirt with creases along the short sleeves and dark denim jeans. Winter figured him for his mid-fifties.
“You iron your T-shirt?”
He glanced at his right sleeve and chuckled. “I do. Why?”
“Why would you do that? Seems like a waste of time.”
She flicked the ashes from her cigarette out the window and watched the greenery along the edge of the highway rush past. In the side-view mirror, the trailing Humvee hung back several car lengths. After thinking about another drag, she tossed the butt from the window.
“You’d think it was a waste of time, but it’s an important part of my routine.”
Winter glanced at him. “How so?”
“I wasn’t always a truck driver. I went to college, have a business degree. I owned a dumpster business.”
“Dumpsters? Like big trash bins?”
He nodded. “Started with a single dumpster that I rented out to construction companies, remediation folks and people remodeling their homes. That sort of thing. It grew big enough that I sold it. Made some good money at it. Retired at forty, got bored, bought a truck and started driving. I loved it. Still do.”
“What’s that have to do with ironing your T-shirt sleeves?”
“I always got up before sunrise,” he said. “Shaved, took a shower and ironed my clothes. By the time the sun was up, I was in my kitchen eating cereal and drinking coffee. Did it even after I retired. Still up with the chickens.”
Gus downshifted again and maneuvered the truck around a Honda Accord turned sideways in the middle of the highway. The weight of the tanker behind them pushed the cab forward even as Gus slowed. Once they cleared the obstacle, he pushed the clutch, shifted again and accelerated. “I still shave every morning, though I’m starting to run low on razors. I’m using the same one for two or three weeks straight now. Not as close as it was.”
He lifted his chin and rubbed the underside of his jaw. He winked at her and laughed at himself.
“I don’t always take a shower,” he continued. “Pretty rarely actually. Don’t have coffee or cereal anymore, but I do have an iron. It plugs into the 120 outlet I’ve got in the back of the cab. While it might seem like a waste to you, it helps me feel normal in this new world. Nothing else is normal, but at least I can pretend it is when I’m ironing my shirt. Even if it’s a ratty old T-shirt with a barbecue stain on the front and a hole under one arm.”
It made sense. Winter wished in that moment she had something that could ground her in normalcy. There was nothing. Everything and everyone from her previous life was gone.
“You married?” she asked.
“Nope. Never found the right woman. I was too selfish. Wrapped up in my business for a long time. Then I was set in my ways. You?”
“I was.”
She pictured Trick McQuarry. She always smiled when she imagined his face. His features were already getting fuzzy at the edges, and she wondered how long it would be before she couldn’t remember what he looked like. They weren’t married. Not in a court of law at least. They never got around to filing for a license.
“I ain’t gonna have no judge tell me I’m married or not,” Trick had said. “If I say we’re married and you agree, then it’s all good.”
She’d agreed. Neither of them ever trusted the government and didn’t see a reason to pay money for a piece of paper that told everyone what they already knew. They loved each other. He was her person and she was his. Now she didn’t have a person. Winter sank into her seat and plucked at the seatbelt shoulder strap so it didn’t cut across her face. She imagined Trick dead now, lying bloody on the floor of that house in Cocoa Beach.
Part of her wanted to jump from the truck, run full speed back to the house, and strangle everyone inside. She wanted to watch the life drain from their faces, hear them beg for mercy with confused, wide eyes.
The other part wanted to get as far away as possible, to start over. That was why she was Juliana now. Paagal. The Hindi word for crazy. She was crazed, that much was certain. And she believed Texas might hold good things for her future.
“Is Texas as wild as everybody says?” she asked.
“You like conversation whiplash, don’t you?” Gus chuckled.
“What does that mean?”
“You start one topic and shift like that”—he snapped his fingers—“to another one. It’s like whiplash. Don’t want to talk about your husband? I get it. I’m sure it was tough watching him die from the Scourge. Painful. I lost some good friends to it and—”
“He didn’t die from the Scourge. He was murdered.”
Gus did a double take, as if studying her features to determine if she was telling the truth. His face tightened then sagged. The wind whipped through the cab and the road noise filled the silence between them until he rolled up his window.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
“How could you know, Gus? That’s a silly thing to say.”
“Juliana, I—”
“It’s fine. I’ll be fine. Tell me about Texas.”
He rubbed his chin. His humor gone, his tone was serious now. Winter rolled up her window and pivoted her body toward him. She kept her arms folded across her chest.
“It’s not great,” he said. “But I hear rumblings things might be changing.”
“Changing how?”
“There are rumors, and mind you they’re only rumors, that the government will do something about the gangs that are taking over the state. Some people say they’re building a wall. Others say they’ll roll in the Army. I’ve also heard they’re going to make Texas into a police state, like something out of Henry VIII England or sixteenth-century Czarist Russia, Pinochet’s Chile, or North Korea.”
“Thanks for the history.”
Gus flashed a smile and dipped his chin, keeping his eyes on the road ahead. “Sorry. That’s my dad’s influence. I love history.”
“It’s fine. Tell me more about the wall.”
He waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, I don’t know. It’s a rumor. They say building a wall around Texas will keep the gangs at bay. Let the republic devour itself; then the government can come in and clean it up. That’s what I’ve heard. This all started because the governor wouldn’t deploy the National Guard when the president asked him to do it at the outset of the pandemic. Things got out of control fast.”
“Think I could get a fresh start there? That’s what I’m looking for.”
Winter considered that she hadn’t lied to Gus about anything except her true name, yet neither had she revealed anything significant about herself. She’d given him enough to keep the conversation going. He was the one doing most of the talking, and she mostly asked questions.
“I guess,” said Gus. “As much as anywhere. I will say this. Texas is becoming the Wild West all over again. Lawless. Dangerous for people who can’t take care of themselves.”
“Do I look like someone who can’t take care of herself?”
He laughed and shook his head emphatically. “No, Juliana Paagal, you do not.”
She could take care of herself, no doubt. And if she had to do it, she’d take care of Gus when the time came. He was a nice guy. It was a shame. But it was what it was. It was a cruel world.
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Colonel Whittenburg held the tablet in his hand. He swiped the display, alternately studying the information on the screen and Gwendolyn Sharp’s face. “This isn’t progress,” he said and handed back the device.
He started off along the brightly lit corridor between the offices and laboratories. She followed him.
“I didn’t suggest it was progress. I told you we had new data. That’s it.”
The colonel marched several paces before stopping again. His body tensed and he jabbed a finger at her. “We need a prolonged asymptomatic incubation,” he said through clenched teeth. “Have you not learned anything about how that could be a game changer for us? Remember the early days of the Scourge?”
“I remember.”
“People transmitted the disease for days without presenting so much as a low-grade fever. Remember that? They could get on airplanes, mass transit, or into Rideshares as long as a stupid infrared thermometer gave a thumbs-up. That’s how it spread so fast. Nobody knew they had it until it was too late.”
“Yes, I remember.”
“Then it changed. It got you sick fast, and before you knew it, you were dead.”
Gwendolyn took a step back from his jabbing finger. “That’s when the virus and bacteria combined and—”
“I don’t care. Figure it out. Can’t you go back to an earlier iteration of the disease?”
“The problem isn’t that simple,” she said. “Everyone who survived the early versions is immune. That’s why they’re alive, Colonel. We can’t simply reverse engineer what existed before. It’s more complicated than—”
“I know it’s complicated.”
Spit flew from his lips and hit her face. Gwendolyn flinched. He noticed but didn’t apologize.
“I let you leapfrog all of the men senior to you because I thought you had it in you, Sharp. Was I wrong? Did I make a mistake? Should I put Morel in charge? Or what about our scientist friend in Houston, the one you despise? I’m keeping him alive in Texas, paying him a king’s ransom to work remotely until we can bring him here. I could put him in charge.”
“No.”
“Then make it happen. Do whatever you have to do. I want something that’s ready to field test yesterday. Understood?”
“Understood.”
Whittenburg spun on his heel, tugged on his uniform jacket, and squared his shoulders. He huffed and marched away from her. She watched him until he keyed into another secure area and left her standing alone in the corridor.
Gwendolyn touched the tight bun atop her head. She cursed aloud and her voice echoed in the corridor. With a shrug, she swiped the remnant saliva from her cheek. Tucking the tablet under her arm, she found her way back to the mess hall, a place where she did some of her best thinking. Two cups of coffee later she was studying past pandemics, trying to figure out how to keep her job and satisfy the colonel’s ridiculous demands.
On the tablet was a summary of the 2020 pandemic. A mutated version of a coronavirus, a respiratory disease, spread around the globe from China. The exponential growth of infected was due, in large part, to the prolonged asymptomatic period of sick people.
The disease started in Wuhan, a city of eleven million people. As the seventh largest city in a country with a population of one point four billion, the government was slow to react. When they did, they quarantined the city and then Hubei, its province. Within weeks, eighty million people were cut off from the rest of the world. The government set up quarantine hospitals to treat the sick, military and police checkpoints, and airports closed. Still, it spread.
The mortality rate of the illness was over two percent. SARS, severe acute respiratory syndrome, didn’t spread as rapidly as the coronavirus but killed three times as many infected patients.
This was the key to the coronavirus’s wide reach. It didn’t kill its host too quickly, allowing it to spread. SARS, which killed its hosts more rapidly, simply didn’t have the reach.
That was what ended the widespread panic associated with the Scourge. When it mutated and started killing hosts within days, that killed its own ability to spread. The coronavirus, with a two-week incubation period, could infect innumerable people while the host carried on a normal life, unaware of the percolating infection.
Gwendolyn sipped the last of her coffee and looked up from the tablet. This wasn’t helping. She already knew the complexities of how viruses and bacteria spread. They were like pollen stuck to the body of a bee. The more flowers with which the bee made contact, the more it spread the pollen.
As fascinating as all of this was, it didn’t help. She took a frustrated swipe at the screen and saw a new screen populate the display. Gwendolyn narrowed her gaze and focused on the data before her. She touched the screen with a pinched thumb and forefinger and spread them apart to enlarge the graphs and accompanying text.
“Damn!” she said aloud and clapped her hands together. This time, the curse was a happy one. She’d found something that might work. She tapped to the home page and called the Texan. He answered almost immediately, and his face filled the screen. Before he spoke, the sound of a jackhammer bored through the speakers on the tablet.
“I told you I’d call you when I finished looking at the numbers from the first three cases. Do you have the data from the fourth subject?”
Gwendolyn frowned. “Hello to you too.”
“I’ll take that as a no,” said the Texan. “What do you want? Is this urgent? I’m dealing with things right now.”
“What things?”
He checked over his shoulder. The image behind him was blown out. It was a window through which daylight poured through into his room. “There’s a gunfight outside. People are trying to break into the building.”
“What people?”
“Who knows? I’m staying away from the window. I don’t want to get shot. But it’s distracting.”
The jackhammer sounded again. Gwendolyn realized it wasn’t a jackhammer, it was semiautomatic gunfire. “Should I call later? I need to talk to you. I have an idea.”
“Hang on.”
The Texan disappeared from the screen and the image shifted. It panned around the room, the video pixelating as it moved. “I’m going into another room. Where I don’t have to hear the gunfire.”
Gwendolyn picked up her coffee cup, forgetting she’d drunk the last of it.
The Texan appeared on the screen with headphones in his ears. “Okay,” he said. “That’s better. Now what’s this idea you have?”
“You’re a flu expert.”
“That’s not an idea.”
“What’s the incubation period for the flu?”
“Which strain?”
“Whichever.”
“That’s specific for a scientist. Now I see why you work for the government. Typically, the incubation is one to four days. But it could be longer. A carrier is contagious for up to ten days. People who have unaffiliated immune deficiencies can be contagious for even longer. Why?”
“That’s an asymptomatic incubation?”
“The one to four days?”
“Yes.”
“It is. Keep in mind, Dr. Sharp, that doesn’t include the half of the population that carries the seasonal flu without ever showing signs. Partial immunity accounts for much of that. The asymptomatic carriers don’t spread the disease at the same rate as those who shed the virus symptomatically.”
“That’s interesting.”
“Why?”
“I was thinking about the flu as the carrier for our strain of the Scourge. Could we do that?”
“Attach the flu to the Yersinia pestis bacteria?”
“Yes. Isn’t the flu a bacteriophage? You know, a virus that attaches to a—”
“I know what a bacteriophage is, Dr. Sharp. And it doesn’t technically attach. It parasitizes the bacteria and—”
“I’m aware. Answer my question. Although it’s not my area of expertise, I’m pretty sure that influenza can attach to a bacterium, infect it and cause it to reproduce. Remember, what caused this plague to be so deadly and to spread as fast as it did was its connection to viral—”
“H5N1 is a bacteriophage. There’s a lot of research about how it interacts with bacteria. But I’m not sure it would work. H5 transmission isn’t common from human to human. Remember our first meeting? The conference call? I said then that if superbugs don’t have an easy way to move from host to host, they don’t do much damage.”
“H5N1,” said Gwendolyn. “Bird flu.”
“So you did learn something in school. Again I’m not—”
“Transmission isn’t the issue. It’s the latency of symptom onset that matters. The flu is asymptomatic for several days, longer in people who are naturally immune or who got vaccinations against the bird flu.”
“Correct. But I thought transmission was the issue?”
“It’s not,” said Gwendolyn. “Once it attaches to the Scourge bacteria, the bacteria will do the work for us. In that same call you also said that if the superbugs do spread easily, they cause widespread disease. You said that if we attached them to a plague, there would be no stopping it. It’s like attaching a unicycle to an airplane. You think it could work?”
“It could. But as I also indicated on that call, I’m not in favor of artificial population control. I think you’re doing the devil’s business, and I don’t like the idea of unleashing this on some far-flung, unsuspecting population. I’m only helping because—”
“You’re helping because Whittenburg’s connections are the only thing keeping your building from falling into enemy hands. Am I right? He blackmailed you. Help us and he helps you. Don’t help and you’re just another hapless citizen of the republic of Texas.”
The Texan’s face reddened and he pursed his lips.
Gwendolyn pounced. “Don’t act like you’re unaware of the chaos swirling around you in Houston. You’re in survival mode. And you’re helping because you don’t have a choice.”
The devil’s business. How dare he?
Now she was the heated one.
“I think I’m done,” he said. “I’m not helping you anymore. And attaching H5N1 to the Scourge won’t be as easy as you think. You’re a hack, Doctor Sharp. Once you do, if you do, bless the poor souls who—”
“It’ll be your poor soul,” she spat. “We’re unleashing this on Texas.”
As soon as she said it, she wanted to hit rewind. She wanted to take back what she’d revealed. The Texan wasn’t supposed to know. Nobody outside Morel, Treadgold, Whittenburg and she were in on the goal. Now she’d blown it. She’d let him get the best of her.
Damn men and their condescending diatribes.
Within a split second of saying the unspeakable, she disconnected the call. The screen went black and returned to the home page. Before it did, however, she saw a flash of the Texan’s face. In that instant the color drained and his eyes popped wide. It was a look of sheer terror, utter confusion and betrayal realized. He’d heard her. He’d understood the threat. The plan. The goal.
She cursed aloud and crushed the paper cup in her hand. Dregs of coffee spread through her fist and she screamed.
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Rufus Buck stood on the river walk, watching debris floating past in the current. Furniture, bags of trash, the occasional body. The once blue water was now a muddy brown and it stank.
The place was a shell of its former self. Instead of tourists, the meandering attraction and visual centerpiece was a winding cesspool of everything that once was.
“Think you can clean this up?” he asked General Bailey.
Their new friends, Queho and Cyrus Skinner, flanked the two generals. Cyrus puffed on a blunt. The sweet odor of the smoke was the only odor worth inhaling.
Bailey’s hands disappeared into his pockets and his shoulders lifted into a shrug. “I don’t know. Won’t be my first priority. There are plenty of other things to get in order. A filthy canal is a filthy canal. It’s not hurting anyone.”
Buck squinted at Bailey with a hardened glare. “That’s where you’re wrong. The first thing you need to do is clean it up. Absolute first thing.”
“Why?”
“It’s the broken window theory.”
“The what?”
“The idea that visible signs of crime or civil disorder further the environment and make it worse. You fix the broken windows and people take pride in their communities.”
Bailey smirked. “That’s some ridiculous kumbaya psychobabble if I ever heard it. I’m not wasting my time cleaning up the river. We need to build teams of enforcers, distribution networks, a hierarchy—”
Buck spun and grabbed Bailey by the collar. He yanked the smaller man toward the water and held him off balance on the edge of the filth-infused murk. Buck’s legs were bent and shoulder width apart. He braced himself with sheer will.
Bailey grabbed wildly at Buck, huffing in short, frightened breaths.
“Your first order of business is cleaning up this mess,” Buck said. “Get your teams of enforcers to network on the river. You understand me?”
Bailey nodded. “Okay, okay. Please. Please help me.”
Buck held him there for a moment more and then jerked him forward. Bailey lurched and stumbled onto his knees with a grunt.
“If the people who live under our rule think we don’t care about the minutia, they won’t respect us,” Buck said to all three men. “They won’t be afraid. They won’t follow.”
He took a step toward Bailey, who flinched and recoiled and offered a hand. Reluctantly, Bailey took it and Buck helped him to his feet.
“If, on the other hand, they think we pay attention to the little things,” he said, “they’ll obey. If we care about the San Antonio River or the trash on the street or a fence in disrepair, they’ll know we’re watching them. We have eyes everywhere.”
Bailey held up his hands in surrender. “Okay. I get it.”
“Good. Now go find your men. They’re waiting for you in the old Casino Club building.”
All of them glanced across the river at a six-story peach-colored brick building. It had been the city’s first social club one hundred and eighty years earlier. It originally had one hundred six members. All men, all German Texans. Now it had at least one hundred people gathered inside. All men, no telling how many were German Texans. But they were ready to work for the new Cartel. Of that, they were assured. Whittenburg made sure of it.
Bailey appeared to study the building for several seconds before he turned back. His attention shifted between Cyrus and Queho.
Sensing a question might be forthcoming, Buck spoke. “We’re leaving. All three of us. It’s a long drive to Lubbock.”
“All three of you? Lubbock? Is that what you decided?”
“All three of us. I want these men with me.” Buck jutted his chin toward the Casino Club. “You have plenty to pick from over there.”
He tipped his black Stetson to Bailey. A nervous smile twitched at the corners of Bailey’s mouth.
“Pick your leaders wisely,” Buck advised. “I’ll be in touch on the comms system once we get settled in Lubbock. Or I might come back here to check on the river.”
Saying nothing more, he led Queho and Cyrus away from the San Antonio River, up a set of stone steps and to their parked vehicles. Bailey walked along the river until he crossed on a footbridge.
Buck leaned into his Humvee and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He offered them to his men. Cyrus took one. Queho declined.
Buck took a lighter from his pocket and sparked the cigarette. He puffed on it and took a long drag.
Queho motioned to the steps and the river walk beyond. “I thought you two were equals. Both generals. No?”
“No two men are the same,” Buck said through a stream of smoke. “Don’t confuse rank with authority. They’re very different things.”
“I told you General Roof was the strong one,” said Cyrus. “Bailey ain’t much. He won’t last long.”
Buck took one more drag and pinched the cigarette between his fingers. He flicked the ash from its end and held it at his side. Thin tendrils of smoke drifted from his nostrils as he spoke. “He’s not my concern at the moment. Well, he is. I hope he can get his men to follow him. But I’m more concerned with how the three of us will work together.”
Cyrus ran his hand across the top of his head and massaged the back of his neck. “What do you mean? We told you we’re in for whatever you need.”
Buck shook his head. “No, I mean are either of you good on horseback? My understanding is horses will be the preferred method of travel once we head west.”
The men exchanged glances and shrugged. “We can both ride,” Cyrus answered. “Neither of us are cowboys or nothing, but we can handle ourselves, I guess.”
“That’ll do,” said Buck. “You’ll get better, I’m sure.”
He lifted the cigarette to his mouth and sucked in a final, pleasurable lungful of smoke. There were so few things that brought him joy. A good cigarette was one of them. Having power over other men was another.
“Cyrus,” he said, “I’m gonna call you Skinner after all. And you’ll be my captain. Queho, you have a look about you that tells me the rank and file will fear you. I want you to be a boss. You’ll run the grunts who do the dirty work. That acceptable?”
It made sense to give Cyrus Skinner more authority than Queho. That was how it had worked in prison, if the men told the truth.
“I’m good with it,” said Queho.
Skinner echoed the sentiment. “Same.”
Buck dropped the cigarette and ground it out with the toe of his boot. “Let’s go, then.”
Within minutes they were back on the highway. Buck rode with Skinner in his Humvee while Queho followed close behind in the truck.
They were on the highway when Skinner asked Buck a question.
“Why’d you do that back there?”
“Do what?”
“Manhandle General Bailey.”
Buck kept his eyes on the road ahead. “Why are you asking?”
“Don’t get me wrong,” said Skinner, “I’ve got no problem with it. A little violence can go a very long way. I’m just wondering about your mindset. If I work for you, I want to make sure I understand how you operate.”
“Truth is, you’ll answer to all four generals. I’m your direct report. We’ll be in charge of an area from Abilene to Midland, Lubbock and Amarillo. It’s a triangle of sorts, and you’ll be in charge of all of the bosses. Queho’s just one of the eventual bosses. He’s the only one right now.”
“Okay.”
“I want you to recruit more bosses,” said Buck. “They have to be nasty like Queho. They’ll in turn recruit grunts. The grunts will be the enforcers. They’ll harass, rob, or whatever. They’re the ones who keep the lid on a boiling pot. Any water spills out, you take care of it. If the lid comes off, you report to me.”
“Understood.”
“We’ll have a satellite network with computers. That’s how we’ll communicate. I don’t expect you to be in Lubbock with me. Pick somewhere else in the area. Abilene maybe. Make that your HQ. Work from there.”
“Got it. But, General Roof?”
“What?”
“You didn’t answer my question. Why’d you do Bailey the way you did? In front of us? Makes me think less of him. I don’t want to report to someone I don’t respect. I don’t respect Bailey.”
Buck rubbed his hand along his jaw, tickling his palm with the scruff peppering his face. He hadn’t shaved in a few days. Though the stubble itched at his neck near his Adam’s apple, he liked the rough feel of it along his jawline and chin.
“I did it because it had to be done,” he said. “Bailey is tight with Whittenburg, the Army colonel who’s bankrolling us. I had to put a little space between them. If it costs the man your respect, so be it. It didn’t happen in front of his men. That’s what matters.”
“I don’t understand.”
Buck pivoted in his seat and shot a look at Skinner that told him he was disappointed. It was part scowl, part frown. He clucked his tongue on the roof of his mouth.
Perhaps getting the message, Skinner clarified. “I mean, I get why you didn’t do it in front of his men. I don’t get why you had to put space between them.”
A cluster of blackbirds blocked the road ahead. As the Humvee neared, some of the birds scattered, flapping their wings to climb high into the cloudless hill country sky. Two birds remained, plucking at an animal carcass, yanking at entrails as if pulling threads taut through fabric.
Buck pushed the accelerator and the Humvee surged forward. The driver’s side front tire thunked over the roadkill as the carrion playing chicken bolted at the last possible second. The back wheel crunched over bone.
“I’m an outsider,” said Buck. “A dealer not all that dissimilar from you. You a vet?”
“Nope,” said Skinner. “Washed out of basic after high school. Medical discharge. Thought about being a cop. Instead I joined TDCJ and—”
“I didn’t ask your life story, Skinner. Just wondered if you served, that’s all.”
Instead of sulking, Skinner reddened with anger. In his lap, his hands balled into fists. He sat up straight and copped a look at Buck with vengeful eyes.
Buck raised an eyebrow. “Strike a nerve?”
The interstate headed northwest out of the city. They’d stay on I-10 as long as they could or until they hit Highway 83. That would take them to Sweetwater, Texas. They’d jog to US 84 and drive through Dermott and Justiceberg on their way to Lubbock. At least that was the plan.
Buck paid attention to the road ahead and didn’t see the quick move Skinner made for his gun. By the time he had, his new captain had a pistol aimed at his head. “If I’m gonna respect you, you’re gonna have to respect me,” said Skinner. “It’s a two-way street. Even if I work for you, you gotta understand I’m my own man.”
Unfazed, Buck kept both hands on the wheel. He squinted at the sunlight reflecting off his large side-view mirror. A check of the speedometer told him they were traveling at forty miles per hour. It wasn’t the posted limit, but it was a good clip for the conditions.
“You understand me, General? I don’t take kind to dis—”
Without warning, Buck slammed on the brake. The sudden stop jerked Skinner forward in his seat. The belt held him in place, but his momentum was enough to shock him. Skinner tried to brace himself while Buck brought up his right hand and knocked loose the handgun. It clattered against the dash and fell to the floorboard. Behind them, brakes screeched on blacktop.
Then Buck shot his right arm straight toward Skinner’s face, palm extended. The heel of his hand struck Skinner’s jaw and bounced his head off the passenger window with a sickening thwack.
With unreal speed for a man his age, he unsnapped his belt and pressed his weight onto his passenger’s body. Dazed and pinned, Skinner squirmed and grunted.
Buck leaned into Skinner and snarled into his ear, “Don’t test me. You understand?”
Skinner grunted.
“Say it.”
“I. Under. Stand.”
“Now you gonna be a good boy and get your panties out of a twist?”
Skinner grunted in the affirmative. Buck reached down and found the pistol. He used Skinner’s body for leverage and sat up in the driver’s seat. He turned the pistol over in his hand. It was old, a Smith & Wesson. He checked the magazine. It was empty.
“There’s one in the chamber,” said Skinner, his voice hoarse with shock.
Queho appeared outside the passenger window. He stood next to the Humvee, posed in a questioning shrug. Through the glass his muffled voice asked, “What’s going on? What happened?”
“Roll down the window,” said Buck.
His jaw tight, Skinner shouldered open the door instead of lowering the window. “We’re fine,” he said. “No big deal.”
Queho studied Skinner, then Buck, his eyes darting between the two. A wrinkled forehead betrayed his confusion.
“Just a misunderstanding,” said Buck. “It’s all good. Sorry if I scared you, Queho.”
Queho pouted. “No. Surprised. Had to slam on the brakes to keep from rear-ending you. It’s all good. How are you on fuel?”
The gauge read three-quarters of a tank. “Fine. You?”
“Fine.”
“Okay then,” said Buck. “Let’s get back on the road. Not a good idea to be sitting here out in the open. You never know who’s lurking about. We don’t control this land yet.”
Back on the road, Buck was traveling at fifty miles per hour. The highway was empty save the occasional car on the shoulder. “I give you credit,” he said to Skinner. “That was gutsy. Stupid, but gutsy. I mean, there was no way you were going to shoot me while I was driving the truck. It might have killed us both. That wouldn’t be good for anybody. Next time you bluff or want to prove a point, just say it. Shout it. Yell it. But don’t ever point a gun at me again.”
Skinner remained silent, his arms folded across his chest.
“Getting back to your original question,” said Buck, “it’s pretty simple. I want Bailey to report back to the colonel about what I did. He’ll do it, he’s that kind of guy. And I’m sure he thinks his candor will ingratiate him to his superior. It won’t. It’ll tell the colonel that I’m stronger than Bailey. Not physically stronger, even though that’s true. I mean to say that I’m of stronger will than he is. The colonel won’t like that Bailey is weaker. He’ll also appreciate that I’m a little crazy. Impulsive. Rash. It makes me unpredictable and volatile. That’s the kind of behavior people respect and fear.”
Skinner looked out the window. They passed an exit and a collection of shuttered fast-food restaurants. There was a sandwich shop attached to a gas station, a chicken place, two burger joints, and an all-you-can-eat Chinese buffet.
Buck gestured to the exit. “I never was one for restaurants attached to gas stations. Something psychological about it. It’s not as if the gasoline ever touches the deli meat, but I never liked the idea. Made my stomach turn.”
The highway rose and dipped. The engine reacted to the changing elevation, straining and revving.
Buck thumped out a rhythm on the steering wheel. “You know, Skinner, you shouldn’t be ashamed of what happened.”
Skinner turned from the window. He glowered at Buck. There was something wicked there.
Buck grinned. “I won’t tell anyone. Wouldn’t serve anyone any good. You can learn from it. Learn from what I’m telling you. Be ruthless; act without hesitation or morality. You do what it takes to survive, what it takes for our Cartel to survive.”
Skinner sat up straight, squared his shoulders. “I shouldn’t have done that. Pull the gun on you. You had every right to do what you did.”
Buck winked. “Truer words…”
The highway rose and curved to the east. The Humvee’s engine worked the incline. As they came over the rise and started to descend, a grouping of people were visible on the shoulder of the highway. Three men with backpacks hiked together in a tight formation, side by side. One of them had a rifle strapped over his shoulder.
Buck slowed the Humvee. “Now’s your chance to make it up to me. Prove my initial faith in you is warranted.”
“What?” asked Skinner.
“We need recruits. Those men need a ride. See what magic you can conjure.”
Although Buck thought Skinner might hesitate, resist the order, he didn’t. He opened the door and hopped from the Humvee with his hands open and above his shoulders.
Through the windshield, Buck watched Skinner approach the men and talk with them. He motioned back to the Humvee with a thumb over his shoulder, leading skeptical glances from all three of the men. The one with a rifle never took it from his shoulder. After a conversation that mostly involved Skinner talking, the trio followed him back to the Humvee.
Skinner opened the front passenger door. “How do you want to split them up? Two with us and one with Queho?”
Buck studied the men. Grime painted their faces. Exhaustion carved the lines around their eyes and across their foreheads. He imagined all three were younger than they had appeared standing in the middle of the highway.
“One with Queho. Two with us.”
The filthiest and skinniest of the three, a blond, volunteered to ride with Queho. The other two clambered into the back of the Humvee.
Once underway, Buck introduced himself. “I’m Roof. I’m guessing Skinner already introduced himself. Tell me about yourselves.”
“I’m Pony Diehl. This is Salomon Pico. We’re from Fort Worth. Same with Tom Horn, in the other truck. We’ve been on the road for a while.”
Buck accelerated around the remnants of a sofa in the middle of the highway. “Fort Worth? Headed where? Seems out of the way.”
“My Camaro died in San Marcos,” Pico explained.
“We ran out of gas,” said Diehl. “Had to leave it.”
“We started walking south, then decided to head west.”
“Where are you headed?”
“Nowhere in particular,” Pico replied. “Living day to day.”
“No family?”
Diehl shook his head.
Pico dipped his chin. “I had a girlfriend. She died from the Scourge in our apartment.”
“How much did Skinner tell you about who we are and what we’re doing?”
“Nothing,” said Pico. “He just offered us a ride to Lubbock and said he had jobs for us. Said we’d be working for you.”
Buck looked at Skinner, who shrugged. He stretched his jaw and adjusted the hat on his head. Behind him, Queho’s truck kept pace. They had hours to go until they’d stop to refuel, plenty of time to reveal how they might employ these men in their effort to transform Texas into their own playground.
“It’s a little more involved than that,” Buck said. “Let me explain.”
 



CHAPTER 14
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NAPLES, FLORIDA
 
Mike gagged and bent over at his waist. He stood in ankle-deep water. At least he hoped it was water. He couldn’t see it in the thin shafts of light that broke through the grates overhead.
“It has to be water,” said Brice. “The city’s sewer system hasn’t worked for three months. There shouldn’t be anything else down here.”
Miriam pulled her shirt above her nose and mouth. “That means what we’re standing in has been here for three months. It doesn’t mean it’s water.”
They were in the southernmost edge of the maze of sewers that ran underneath the city of Naples. Expanded in 2020, it was almost a mirror image of the streets running above them.
Brice held one of the maps they’d studied in the library hours earlier. He tilted it to find light from above and pointed straight ahead. “We go that way until we come to a four-way intersection. It’s a half mile at most.”
“All right,” said Mike. “Let’s do it.”
Miriam shrugged the Star Wars pack on her back and tightened the straps. Her shirt slipped from her nose and she tugged it up again.
Mike pulled the Browning at his thigh from the holster, motioned with it toward the dark tunnel ahead, and started forward.
They tried to stick to the sides of the sewer, staying out of the water or whatever it was as much as possible. While theoretically safer than walking the streets above, making noise would negate the advantage of moving stealthily through the underground drainage matrix.
A large rat skittered past them. It stopped and considered the trio of invaders. Its ears pricked and it wriggled its nose.
It was humid in the tunnel, the heat from above trapped in the narrow confines. The stench made it worse. Mike was drenched in sweat. So was Miriam, who kept wiping her brow dry with shoulder shrugs.
It reminded Mike of the steam room at the gym where he’d paid a monthly membership but rarely went. He blinked past drops of perspiration and licked the salt from his lips.
Their path was alternately lit from above and shrouded in dark. They reached the intersection without issue, and Brice checked the map again.
It was an old photocopy, hand laminated and bent at the corners. It was a map of the Collier County Water-Sewer District and focused on the city of Naples from Manatee Road to Vanderbilt Beach Road.
Brice turned the map ninety degrees in his hands and tilted it to catch light from above.
Mike edged next to him. “What’s the problem? We good?”
“I’m making sure we’re headed in the right direction. I don’t want to turn the wrong way and end up at a dead end or lost down here.”
“I don’t either,” Miriam said through the thin fabric of her shirt. “As it is, I don’t think we will ever get this stench out of our clothes.”
Brice looked up from the map and nodded toward the street above. “Would you rather be up there?”
“I’ll be honest,” said Miriam, “I might. How do we know it’s bad up there? We haven’t seen any proof of it. The only two groups of people we’ve come across have been kind. They’ve helped us. Maybe we’re suckers for trudging through this toilet water.”
Despite her shirt covering most of her face, the deep vertical crease between her eyes, illuminated by a thin bar of sunlight that cut across her face, revealed the frustration of their path.
Mike put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s better safe than sorry, right?”
Her tension eased. “I guess. But do we know which way we’re going? I don’t want to spend any more time down here than necessary.”
Brice held up the map and swiped droplets of sweat from the plastic coating. “I’m trying, okay? Sheesh, dude. Chill.”
During the six months since the Scourge had wiped out the majority of the world’s population, there were a few times one of them lost their composure. Tension was always right beneath the surface, even when they weren’t traveling beneath the city.
They’d argued over movies, toilet paper, showers, swimsuits and canned sweet corn. Sometimes the disagreements were passive-aggressive comments issued under breath. At other times they devolved into shouting matches that lasted minutes. The aftereffects could last for days. Once Phil, of all people, hadn’t talked to Brice for a week because of a torn page in a book he’d lent. Brice denied he’d damaged the tome. Phil demanded an apology.
The arguments themselves were rarely about the instances leading to the conflict. They were likely never about them. The cause was much deeper, more insidious in that it wasn’t something easily curable.
Never mind the obvious reason; the difficulty of surviving a pandemic where food and water were scarce, where everyone outside your immediate grouping was a potential threat, and where the rumors of a collapsing society only fueled genuine fears that the world would never recover. The tremulous, unstable ground upon which they survived wasn’t as complicated as that. It was simple.
People were accustomed to electricity. To longer distance, instant communication. To an all-knowing internet they could access with a tap, facial recognition, or a simple voice command. The twenty-first century was tethered to devices that no longer served any purpose other than door stops or onetime-use weapons if thrown with enough velocity and good accuracy. Without the distraction, the entertainment, the global connection, people didn’t know what to do with themselves. Were they expected to engage and communicate face-to-face every minute of every day? Twenty-first-century, tech-dependent humans were not equipped for that eventuality.
Every waking moment was stressful now. Mike wondered how long it might be before that omnipresent tension would subside. Would it ever?
He found himself playing peacemaker. It was a reversion to his lifelong conflict-avoidant behavior. In most other ways, he’d evolved from the man-child he’d been before the Scourge. Not in this aspect. When it came to arguments among his friends, he couldn’t bear it.
“It’s fine, Miriam. Brice, I’m sure she’s just hot and tired. We’re all hot and tired. It’s disgusting down here, but this is the right move. We’re here to find your mom and brother. We’ll do that. Take your time; make certain we’re headed in the right direction.”
Mike shot Miriam a look and gave an almost invisible nod toward Brice. Then he mouthed the word, “Please.”
“I’m sorry, Brice,” Miriam said. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”
“It’s fine. Forget about it.” Brice pointed to the right. “It’s this way.”
He tucked the map under his arm and led them to the right, walking in the middle of the sewer, right through the slosh of grimy liquid.
Miriam tugged on Mike’s sleeve, holding him back. “I don’t need you talking for me,” she whispered.
Mike regarded the seriousness of her hardened expression. He’d seen it before. She was irritated with him. He feigned ignorance. “What?”
“Telling Brice I’m hot and tired. I can speak for myself.”
“You’re not hot and tired?”
“That’s not the point.”
Brice stopped and glanced at them over his shoulder. “You coming?”
Mike motioned for Miriam to go ahead. “Sorry,” he said. “I’ll stop speaking for you.”
Miriam started along the tunnel toward Brice. “Thank you.”
Brice was on the move again, and his voice carried, bouncing off the concrete surround when he said, “I can hear everything. The acoustics are amazing down here.”
Mike didn’t look at Miriam, but he felt her stare as they marched through the muck. The stench, to which he’d become tolerant, worsened, and he copied Miriam, pulling his shirt over his mouth and nose.
Another five minutes and they turned again. This time Brice took only a few seconds to decipher the map. “We’re getting close,” he told them.
The sewer system, which had appeared recently constructed during the first part of their trek, was more decrepit now. The walls were slick with grime, and the air was thick with mildew along with the other distastefully rank odors.
Brice stopped in a shaft of light and studied the map. He traced a finger along the laminate and mumbled to himself. “This is it,” he said. “My mom’s place is less than a block from here. I don’t think we can get any closer than this access.”
He referenced a ladder along the wall and a manhole cover above them. He tucked the map in his waistband and grabbed the chest-high ladder rung.
“I’ll go first,” he said. “Then Miriam, then you, Mike. Okay?”
“Sounds good,” said Mike.
Brice climbed the ladder and near the top reached above his head with one hand to press on the manhole cover. He grunted and shifted his weight. With the loud scrape of iron against concrete, he slid the cover to the side. A circular shaft of bright light shone down from above as if clouds had parted to reveal the noon sun.
He climbed through the opening and disappeared. A moment later his dark, backlit head blocked the sun. “C’mon up. It’s all good.”
Miriam climbed the ladder without issue. Brice backed away from the opening, and Miriam squeezed through with her pack.
Mike holstered his pistol and grabbed a rung of the ladder. It was rusted rebar, bent ninety degrees on each end and cemented into the wall. The grit rubbed against his fingers and he pulled himself up toward the cooler, less humid air. It was an easy climb to the surface, and Mike emerged through the opening into the blinding sunlight. His skin chilled at the difference in temperature. It wasn’t cold outside, but the differential from the dank conditions below ground was palpable.
It took a moment for his eyes to adjust. When they did, he found himself on the wide sidewalk next to a broad boulevard. Planted fan palms and tall streetlamps dotted the space between the street and sidewalk in regular intervals. There were no cars on the road.
Mike rubbed the remnant rust from his palms and ran a hand through his sweat-dampened hair. He looked around. It took a second to register the debris littering the shoulder of the wide boulevard and the surprising disrepair of the buildings on both sides of the street.
“This is nothing like I remember it,” said Brice. “It looks like a bomb went off.”
That was hyperbole. While Mike had never seen the aftermath of a bomb in person, he’d seen television news coverage of the war in Syria. Their surroundings, while disturbing, didn’t resemble Damascus, Aleppo, or Al Bāb.
Broken and boarded windows gave the appearance of neglect, as did tall-weed-ridden lots and thick layers of dead fronds hanging from palms. An intermittent breeze carried with it the faint odor of smoke. Spray paint tagged various structures with what looked like the markings of gang territory. Traffic signals hung askew on the support bars, which ran above the intersections or lay in pieces on the ground. Street signs were missing.
Worse than the appearance of the buildings, overgrowth and the trash strewn everywhere, was the sensation they were being watched. Mike sensed it. He guessed from the tense looks on his friends’ faces they did too. He ran his hand through his hair again, trying to work the sweat evenly across his scalp.
“Where’s your mom’s place?” asked Miriam. “We should get there ASAP.”
Brice spun in a slow circle before recognition brightened his face. “There. That’s the building.”
It was a five-story mid-rise set back from the boulevard. A circular drive looped in front of building to a porte cochère, which extended from the yellow and white stucco facade.
Mike unholstered his Browning and the three of them hustled toward the mid-rise. Mike trailed the others, his foot forcing a limp in his step.
They reached the building and stopped at the porte cochère. There were no longer front doors. Where they once stood inside polished brass frames were shards of glass.
“What floor?” asked Miriam.
“Third. There’s a stairwell to the right at the back of the lobby near the mailboxes.”
Mike motioned through the open entry. “Lead the way.”
Brice stepped through the opening and turned to help Miriam. She took his hand and crossed into the building. Mike followed.
The lobby was windowless, and the only light that leaked into the single-story space was that which came through the front entrance. Fortunately it reflected off the white tile floors, giving them enough visibility to find their way to the stairwell.
Mike’s boots crunched on glass. “Everybody good?”
Miriam responded, “I’m good.”
Brice moved past the mailboxes and through the open door that led into the stairwell. Most of the mailboxes were open, their brass doors either missing or hanging from their hinges. It looked as if someone had taken a bat to the ten-foot-long panel that filled much of one wall.
The heavy door to the stairwell was propped open with a mailbox door. Mike entered. Only the first flight of steps was visible; then the stairs pivoted one hundred eighty degrees above a landing and ascended into total darkness. Once he’d made the turn, he couldn’t see in front of his face.
With the help of a cold metal handrail, they silently climbed the steps one at a time, the only sounds the echoes of their steps and the heft of their breathing. Mike took short strides, making sure not to miss one or overstep and knock into Miriam above him.
He made the second turn when a loud bang stopped him. He let go of the rail and crouched, his heart racing. At first he thought it was a gunshot, and he spun with the Browning in his hand.
“What was that?” Miriam hissed.
Mike said, “I don’t know. I’ll check. You go ahead.”
Without waiting for a response, Mike stood and found the handrail on the opposite side of the stairwell. He leveled the Browning, finger on the trigger guard, and took cautious steps. His descent was slower than his climb.
Given that he couldn’t see, Mike closed his eyes and tried to focus his hearing. Behind him Miriam and Brice inched to the third floor. Their movements echoed in the solid chamber of the stairwell. In front of him, however, he heard nothing.
At the turn to the landing between the first and second floors, he paused. Sweat beaded on his forehead and coated his neck. He felt it under his arms and dripping down the small of his back.
Mike stood still. He drew air through his nostrils and slowly let it out. He needed to calm himself. Above him, he heard the click of a door opening. A moment later it shut. He spun around the corner and stepped onto the landing to face the last set of steps.
He swept the dark with the Browning, holding it with both hands. He expected the dim light from the lobby, but saw none. The door leading to the mailboxes and lobby beyond was closed. The noise he’d heard was the door closing.
Mike bent over at his waist. The adrenaline waned and he wanted to sit. Instead, he spun back to climb the stairs. He found the handrail and this time ascended faster.
Despite the dark, he climbed to the third floor in less than half the time it had taken the first time. On the third landing, he stepped from the stairs and reached for the door. He found a handle and pulled. The door opened into a dim hallway lined with white kitchen trash bags. They rested against the walls like large melting snowballs. Some were piled on top of one another, the trash spilling from the cinched necks.
The corridor ran the length of the building. At either end, frosted glass allowed through a diffused daylight. Mike didn’t see Brice and Miriam. The stairwell was closer to one end of the building than the other. Behind him there were two closed doors, which faced each other from opposite sides of the hallway. In the light, Mike saw the numbers affixed to the wall adjacent to the doors.
The one in front of him read 301. The one to his side was 312. Six apartments on either side of the corridor. Most of the doors were open, but he couldn’t be sure Brice and Miriam were on the floor at all. He was sure Brice told him his mother and brother lived on the third floor, and there were only five levels.
Mike used the back of his arm to wipe the sheen of sweat from his cheeks and brow. His heart still raced, but his breathing was closer to normal than it had been in the stairwell. So far so good.
The hallway flooring was the same six-inch white tile that ran the entirety of the lobby. Mike padded in quiet heel-to-toe steps along the corridor. To his left was 302 and to his right 311. He pushed on the doors as he passed and called inside. With each one, a strong odor of rotten food or something worse greeted him. Repelled by whom or what he might find, he didn’t step inside any of the units.
Four more steps and he was between 303 and 310. 304 and 309. 305 and 308. Of course it was at the far end of the hall he saw an open door and heard the low murmur of voices. 307 was closed. 306 was open. It was the last option.
Mike pushed on the door and stepped halfway into the apartment. “Brice?”
Nobody answered. He took another step and slid through the partially open door into a small foyer. Instead of the tile, the apartment had planks of dark wood running the length of the entry and into a wider living area. From the back of the apartment a large window let in sunlight that filled the space through white sheer curtains. Bright abstract prints hung on the walls. A long glass table held a tall iron candlestick, a burgundy candle and a fanned stack of art books. But it wasn’t the table, the sunlight or the flooring that struck him. It was the smell. His eyes watered. His stomach roiled. It was the odor of death. It hit him like an unexpected punch, and he braced himself against the wall, his fingers dragging along the plastered texture.
Before he could take another step, Miriam appeared from around a corner, tears streaking her sallow face.
Her eyes caught his. “They’re gone,” she said. “Both of them.”
At first, Mike misunderstood. Despite all of the evidence to the contrary, he thought she meant they weren’t in the apartment, that they’d left. Of course that wasn’t what she’d meant and he knew it, but his mind was trying to protect him from the truth for an instant longer.
“Where are they?” he asked. “Did they leave a note?”
Miriam’s brow tightened. “They’re dead, Mike. Both of them. It’s…it’s…”
Even then it didn’t register. “It’s what?”
“It’s been a while.”
He absorbed the truth and lowered his head. An overwhelming sadness consumed him, weakened his knees.
Mike didn’t know Brice’s family. He’d never met them and couldn’t even remember his mother’s first name, but he felt their loss as acutely as anything he’d experienced since the Scourge stole so many lives. He opened his mouth to say something but stopped. What could he say?
He stood up straight and holstered his weapon, shut the door behind him, and locked it. Then he crossed the foyer to Miriam. They embraced, consoling each other over their friend’s loss.
Mike pulled away from Miriam and faced the hallway from which she’d emerged. At the end of the hall was an open door. Beyond it was a chest of drawers pressed against a wall. A shadow moved across the wall.
“I’m going in there,” he said under his breath. It wasn’t as much to Miriam as it was to himself, encouragement to steel himself against whatever horror faced him.
When he moved toward the hall, Miriam grabbed his elbow. “It’s bad,” she said. “I don’t know if you want to see it. I wish I hadn’t.”
Mike didn’t want to see it, but Brice was in there alone. He had to go.
He forced a weak smile and nodded, then walked to the room. Standing in the doorway, he surveyed the scene, and when he saw it, he threw a hand over his mouth. His stomach lurched and he suppressed the urge to vomit, swallowing down the sting of bile rising in his throat.
Mike steeled himself and moved into the room. Brice was next to the bed, crouched with his head buried in his hands, holding the corner of the bedsheet in his fists. He appeared unaware of Mike’s presence until he flinched and lifted his head.
The color was gone from his face, his eyes swelled with tears. A trail of snot glistened above his lip and on his chin.
Mike crouched next to him and put his hand on his back. “Dude, I’m so sorry.”
Brice faced him and they embraced. “It’s my fault. If I’d been here…”
That wasn’t necessarily true. If Brice were there, he might have died too. Whoever had murdered his mother and brother could have killed him also.
Mike’s eyes watered from the emotion and from the strength of the odor in the bedroom. Both bodies were here. Both had suffered major trauma and were in advanced stages of decomposition.
Although there was no way to know how long they’d been dead, it had been a while. Mike read once that the odor from a corpse started anywhere from a day to three or four days after death and could last for longer than a month.
The bodies were in such bad shape, they might never have known what killed them if it hadn’t been for the blood splatter on the walls and the shell casings on the floor. There was no gun in the room other than the one strapped to Mike’s hip.
It crossed his mind that maybe they’d killed themselves and someone had taken the gun after the fact. That, however, wasn’t something Mike would suggest. Ever.
“Guys,” said Miriam, “I’m sorry, but we should go. It’s starting to get dark outside.”
Mike let go of Brice and stood.
Miriam was in the doorway, one hand on the frame. She looked as sad as he’d ever seen her.
“Okay,” he said. “Let’s give him another minute.”
There would be no burial for Brice’s family as there’d been for Phil. There wasn’t much to inter. Mike took a final, reluctant glance at the bodies and crossed the room to Miriam.
“Brice,” he said, “take your time. We’ll be in the other room.”
He put his hand on Miriam’s back and led her through the hallway to the foyer. They stood in silence for another minute until Miriam whispered, “We didn’t think this through, Mike. This is bad.”
“What do you mean? Coming here? Brice needed to find out if—”
“No,” she said through her teeth, trying to keep her volume low enough so that Brice couldn’t hear her, “I don’t mean that. Coming here was the right thing to do. I’m talking about what happens now. We didn’t plan for this.”
Mike regarded the concern on her face. The sadness was gone. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”
She took his hand and pulled him farther from the hallway. They were close to the front door. “We didn’t consider what we would do if his family wasn’t here, or was dead. We were so consumed with getting here that was as far as we thought. What do we do now?”
“We go back to the boat. We head to Texas and try to find your dad. That was always the plan, right? That doesn’t change.”
“No, I mean now. It’s getting dark. There’s no way we can get back to the boat tonight. It’s too dangerous. I don’t even know if we can get back to the library without a problem. Even if we do, we can’t be sure they’ll let us bunk there for a night. We didn’t think this—”
Behind Mike, someone tried the door from the outside. The handle turned, but the lock held.
They instinctively stepped back. Standing beside him, Miriam put her hand on Mike’s chest, and they both stared at the door. The handle rattled again.
From the hallway behind them, Brice emerged. “Dudes—”
Mike held a finger to his lips and Brice’s face tightened with confusion. He took another step forward when something pounded against the door. He stopped, mouth agape. His eyes flitted from the door to Mike to Miriam and the door again.
Mike moved away from Miriam. He pressed his eye to the peephole and lightly touched his fingers to the solid wood door. Through the looking glass was the fisheye image of two men. Both of them had shaved heads. One was shirtless and had a sleeve of black ink tattoos along one arm. On his chest was a color image of a woman’s face. Dark circles ringed his eyes, and his lips were cracked. Scabs starred his chin, neck and shoulder. The other had a pair of black gauges in his ears and a stud pierced in his nose. His face was pocked from acne. He was unshaven and wore a soiled white tank top.
The one with the tattoo sleeve had a pistol in his hand. The other held a white baseball bat with red lettering that read Marucci across its face.
Mike backed away from the door, careful to be as quiet as possible, motioning the others away from the door. All three moved into the hall, where they huddled close.
“There’s two of them,” Mike whispered. “One’s got a gun; the other has a bat. They don’t look like they want to be friends.”
Miriam bit her lower lip and glanced at Brice. “Will the door hold?”
Brice shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess. It’s locked and dead bolted, right?”
Mike nodded. “Yeah. It’s locked.”
“Then we wait,” said Brice. “It’s not like they can get inside. They’ll have to leave eventually.”
“I don’t think I can stay in here,” said Miriam. “No offense, Brice, but the smell makes me want to puke. Is there another way out?”
“I’m not sure.”
Mike held up a finger. He left them in the hall and moved into the main living area, weaving his way around a maple-wood coffee table and a faux leather sofa to the window, which took up most of the back wall. He pulled back the curtains to reveal a balcony with a sliding glass door. He unlatched the door with a flip of a thumb switch and heaved it open. It made a loud, grinding noise as it bumped along the track. Mike cursed.
From the other side of the front door, one of the would-be intruders ordered, “Open up. We know you’re in there. Open the door. You’re trespassing. You need to open the door.”
Mike stepped onto the balcony, the cool air a relief from the oppressive stench in the apartment. It was the second time that afternoon he was thankful for the fresh air he’d taken for granted.
To the west, the sun was low in the sky and the light was fading fast. The deep blue of the afternoon had given way to purple, where it edged into brilliant reds and oranges. Somewhere in that direction was the Gulf of Mexico. He could smell it in the air. Taller buildings blocked the view, and he couldn’t see the coast from where he stood, despite knowing it was a few blocks away. Behind him, the apartment appeared dimmer than it had when he’d entered less than a half hour earlier. Miriam was right, they needed to get out of there, and their lack of planning had created a real problem.
Against the wrought-iron railing that framed the balcony, Mike leaned over to survey the options. The back of the five-story building was flat, the balconies recessed into the facade. Some of them had screen enclosures. Others, like the one on which he stood, was open to the elements. He looked down toward the ground and then leaned back to look skyward. There was no easy way to escape. But the balcony beneath them was open, no screen. Mike tried to figure out if it was possible to drop from one floor to the next without plummeting to the ground below. It was. Not easy, and dangerous, but possible.
Another bang at the front door turned his attention inside. This time it sounded like the heavy thud of metal on wood. “Open the door,” said an angry voice. “I swear if I gotta come in there, I’m going to—”
“Miriam, Brice,” Mike called out to his friends. They rushed to the balcony and joined him there.
He pulled the sliding door closed behind them. “We’re getting out of here. Now.”
“What?” asked Miriam. “How?”
“Over the balcony. We can drop down to the second floor. Then from there, drop to the hedges on the ground. It’s maybe a fifteen-foot drop.”
Miriam looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. She stepped to the railing and peered over. “And then what? Assuming we don’t kill ourselves going over the side.”
“We could just wait,” said Brice. “Those guys have to leave eventually.”
As if on cue, the door rattled against the slam of something heavy. Then a pair of quick pops. Gunshots. The door rattled loosely. Only the dead bolt held.
“We need to leave,” said Mike. “This is the only way. We can’t climb up, and that does us no good anyhow. We need to get to the ground and run.”
“Run where?” Miriam’s voice was pitched higher with the stress of the moment. “We are so screwed.”
Mike took her shoulders in his hands and held her worried gaze. “Trust me. We will make it.”
There were more voices outside the apartment. Another bang rattled the door on its frame, part of which splintered near the knob.
“We don’t have time,” said Mike. “We need to go now. You guys go first. I’ve got the gun.” He kissed Miriam on her lips.
She kissed him back and hugged him. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll go first.”
“No,” said Brice. “I’ll go first. I’m taller. If you have trouble with the distance, I can help you.”
Miriam started to argue but thought better of it. “Okay.”
Brice climbed onto the chest-high railing and hopped over. He gripped the vertical supports with his hands and slid down until his fingers wrapped around the floor of the balcony underneath the bottom horizontal railing.
Mike hurried to the edge of the balcony and reached over. “Here. Take my hand if you need it.”
His face red, Brice grunted. “I’m good.”
He let go with one hand, dangled awkwardly for a second; then his foot touched the top of the balcony railing on the apartment directly below them on the second floor of the building. Brice was just tall enough to put both feet on the railing below him while still balancing himself by pressing one hand against the side of the building and using the other to grip a decorative cornice.
Hanging by the cornice, he swung one leg inside the railing and dropped. His momentum carried him down and out. For an instant it looked as if he might crack his back on the railing beneath him or tumble out and fall to the ground. But he managed, somehow, to shift his body enough that he landed on both feet inside the balcony below.
The banging on the door was more incessant. It wouldn’t hold much longer.
“Your turn,” Mike said. “Let me help you.”
Miriam didn’t argue. With the backpack still on both shoulders, she hopped over the railing and, with her hands in Mike’s, lowered herself until both legs dangled over the side.
Mike held her weight, his chest pressed against the railing. The pressure loosened the frame, and it shifted against him. Beneath them, Brice reached up for her feet.
Miriam set her jaw; determination flooded her face. She glanced up at Mike. “Let me go.”
One hand at a time he loosened his hold. She slid down, found the cornice and, with Brice’s help, landed on the balcony.
Mike stepped back from the edge and checked the door. Urgent shouts and banging told him the threat was close. With his hands on the shaky railing, he leaned over and called down to Brice and Miriam. They looked up in the waning light. The sun was setting fast. “Go ahead. Jump down,” he said. “Get clear of the building.”
“No!” Miriam whisper-shouted. “No. I’m not leaving you.”
“You’re not leaving; you’re waiting on the ground. It’ll speed us up. Go.”
“Get down here. Now.”
Behind Mike the door shook and one of the hinges popped.
He cursed aloud. “Do it. Don’t argue. There’s no time.”
The urgency in his voice, the demonstrative frustration, must have surprised her. Even in the dim light, Mike saw her eyes widen. Her head jerked with the shock of someone unsuspecting of such force or language. Mike wasn’t one to curse, especially not at her.
She climbed over the railing and dropped to the ground. He heard the air push from her lungs as she grunted on impact. It was loud.
Brice leaned over. “You okay?”
“Fine,” she said, her voice weak. “Give me a sec to move.”
Mike stole another look at the door. He couldn’t see it now. It was too dark. But the splintering of wood was unmistakable. The door was loose, and the shouts from outside were louder as if the men were in the room.
Even through the closed glass sliding door, he knew they were inside the apartment. Mike took a single leap and hopped over the balcony. He hung by sweaty hands and held his breath.
Blindly, he reached for the cornice but couldn’t find it. The one hand holding his weight slipped, and he started to fall, barely managing to grab onto the concrete floor of the balcony with his fingertips. With a gargantuan effort, he reached up and took ahold of the bottom horizontal railing with one hand and then the other.
Inside the apartment, the voices were loud. A flashlight swept across the dark room. Then two arced beams, like searchlights, scanned the space. Mike heard the venom in their words. There were several of them, no doubt. And if they found him, he was sure they would kill him. Or worse.
Something grabbed at his feet and it startled him. He almost lost his grip. Then he realized it was Brice. He hadn’t jumped yet. Using his hands, he guided Mike’s feet to the top of the balcony railing below him. Mike found the cornice with his right hand, and he used it for leverage to swing his body forward before he let go. He dropped and hit the side of the second-floor balcony railing, then tumbled onto the concrete deck. His elbow landed hard but stopped him from hitting his head.
Above him, the glass slider ground open and he and Brice froze. Heavy footsteps pounded the floor above them.
The first voice was the one at the front door. “Where’d they go? What the hell? They were in here. I heard them.”
“They jump?” asked a second voice.
Mike, still on the floor, didn’t move. Brice leaned away from the railing, dipping into the cover of darkness. His thoughts jumped to Miriam. She was on the ground without cover. Would they see her? Would they take a shot?
Above them, the railing creaked against the strain of someone leaning on it. Mike’s pulse pounded in his ears. He pursed his lips to control his breathing. Brice faced him, the silhouette of his body too dark to see his expression.
“I don’t see anything,” said the first voice, directly above them. “They can’t have jumped. It’s too far.”
The second voice said, “Then where’d they go? There’s no other way out. They had to jump.”
“Hang on a second,” said the first. “Do you see that?”
“What?”
“In the bushes. Is there someone there? It looks like something’s in there. Get the flashlight.”
Miriam.
She hadn’t gotten away. She’d stayed too close.
Mike reached for the thigh holster. He ripped open the Velcro closer and drew the handgun. He couldn’t let them shine a light on her. She’d be dead.
In front of him, Brice waved his hands wildly, as if telling Mike to stop. Mike ignored him and rolled toward the balcony’s railing. He positioned himself on his back, slid his hands through the metal bars, and aimed the gun skyward.
Brice put his hand on his arm. “Don’t,” he whispered. “Just wait.”
“Here,” said a voice directly above him.
He heard the quick crank of a handheld dynamo and the click of a flashlight. A thin blue-white beam popped on and swept down toward the ground. Mike couldn’t see who was holding it. Just the light. Bright. Probing.
He shifted his finger to the trigger, but there was no target. He’d be shooting into the dark, hoping to hit something. More likely than not, he’d miss and he’d become the target. Brice would be the target.
“I can’t see,” said the first voice. “The light isn’t strong enough. Go check it out.”
“Go down there?” asked the second voice.
“Take a couple of guys and go.”
Mike’s mind raced. He was stuck. He couldn’t shoot the threat above because he couldn’t see it, and he couldn’t jump down to help Miriam.
Carefully, he pulled his arms through the bars and out of sight an instant before the flashlight’s beam swept across the railing. He lay still until the light disappeared. He sat up, gun in his hand.
Brice knelt next to him and whispered, “What do we do now? Dude.”
This close together, Mike could see Brice’s face. All trace of the loss he’d suffered was gone. He was focused.
“I don’t know,” said Mike, hoping his voice was loud enough for Brice to hear him. “We have to wait, see what happens down there.” He motioned to the ground with the gun.
Brice nodded. Mike considered telling Brice how sorry he was about his family but thought better of it. There’d be plenty of time for condolences once they were clear of this danger.
From above, the scratch and sizzle of a match preceded the distinct stale odor of cigarette smoke. At least one of the intruders was still outside on the balcony.
“Hey,” a voice from the ground called up. “We’re here.”
Mike resisted the urge to lean forward and look past the railing. He wiped the sweat from his hand on his pants and adjusted his grip on the handgun. He was ready should they find Miriam.
From above the intruder said, “What do you see? Anything?”
A flash of light swept across the trunk of a palm. “No,” said a voice from the ground. “A piece of clothing. A jacket. No—”
Mike didn’t hear the rest. Behind him, the glass slider clicked.
Startled, Brice lost his balance on his heels and tipped onto his side. Mike spun around and leveled the gun at the glass.
Inside the door, pressed to the glass, was a flashlight illuminating a face. It was Miriam. She was crouched, squatting with her pack draped over one shoulder.
Mike rubbed his eyes with his free hand. Was it her? How?
She pointed at the latch above her and reached for it. It clicked and she stood to pull open the door.
Mike put his hand on the slider handle. Brice crowded next to him. They nodded at each other and Mike heaved the door open.
Like the one above it, it ground against the frame. Mike winced at the noise and then the strong odor of rotten trash but didn’t stop until the opening was wide enough for Brice to pass through. He followed.
Once inside, he pulled the door shut, muting the shouts from above. None of them stopped to listen.
“C’mon,” said Miriam, “we gotta go.”
She led them from the apartment and into the hallway. With the help of the arc of light from her flashlight, they hurried along the corridor until they reached the stairwell.
She shouldered open the door and they followed her into the darkness. Above them, footsteps pounded on the floor. The intruders were coming for them.
Miriam hustled along the wall, Brice on her heels and Mike two steps behind. He found the railing and his fingers glided across the top of it as they reached the first landing.
Behind them, a door slammed. Voices and footsteps followed.
“C’mon,” Miriam urged. “Hurry.”
She reached the lobby door first and held it open with her foot until Brice grabbed it with his hand; then he and Mike hustled through it. Hurried footsteps echoed behind them.
They rushed past the mailboxes toward the front doors. Miriam turned off the flashlight.
Running as fast as they could, they bolted through the glassless frame of the front entrance and out into the night. Miriam angled right, toward the direction from which they’d come. Behind them, Mike heard the heavy breaths and footsteps of the men giving chase.
A sharp pain ran from the outer edge of his foot near his toes to his heel. He pushed through it, but Brice and Miriam were putting distance between themselves and his hobbled gait.
He resisted the urge to check on his pursuers until he heard the pop of a gunshot. Instinctively, he ducked and almost lost his balance. He reached back with the gun in his right hand and returned fire with a single wild shot. The men were close, thirty yards behind him from their footsteps, grunts and shouts.
Mike spun back, almost tripped, and pushed past the pain that now spread into his ankle and knee. He couldn’t run much farther. Another shot from behind him zipped past his head. He ducked again but kept running.
Ahead of him, Miriam dropped into the open manhole, then Brice. Mike skidded to a stop and spun. On a knee, he braced himself and held the Browning with both hands, getting off three quick shots in succession.
Unsure if he hit anyone, he hoped the return fire was enough to give him time to drop into the sewer. He spun back and climbed into the hole. Using his free hand, he guided himself down the rebar ladder affixed to the sewer wall. He missed the final rung and slipped, losing his grip.
Mike fell onto his back with a splash. Filth and slime sprayed his face. The back of his head was soaked.
The fall stunned him for a split second. Stars flashed in his eyes. Had he hit his head?
He reached up to take aim at the hole above him, ready to shoot anyone who tried to follow them below ground. But his hands were empty. Neither held the Browning.
Mike cursed and groped at his side. “Mother—”
Two quick flashes popped above him at the opening with the crack of gunfire. Something bit him in his side above his hip, instantly burning. A searing heat spread up his side and toward his gut. He reached for his hip at the same time Miriam shouted at him to move. Her voice echoed in the tunnel in the split second before a trio of deafening gunshots.
Mike rolled away from the wounded side of his body, grabbing at the gunshot wound. Something hit his leg, something heavy that cracked against the tunnel’s concrete floor.
His ears ringing from the close-quarter gunfire, he didn’t hear the crack as much as sense it. Mike was stunned. He rolled again and scooted his body up against the tunnel wall. A cascade of muted pops and bright flashes followed.
His stomach lurched and he vomited. There wasn’t much, mostly bile. He hadn’t eaten since the night before, and his mouth tasted like shellfish. It made him want to puke again, but he didn’t. He laid his head back against the slimy wall and closed his eyes.
He no longer felt the ache in his foot or ankle or knee. The pain was at his side. He put his hands to the center of the burning wound. It was slick. He was sure it was blood.
Now his back hurt, to the side of his spine and above his butt. His head spun and he was dizzy. Spots clouded his vision. Or were they more flashes of light?
The last thing he saw was Miriam’s face. She was saying something he couldn’t hear. And then his world went dark.
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Kandy Belman stood in front of the kitchen pantry. She had a hand on the door handle, which she absently flipped up and down. The pantry wasn’t empty, but it was getting close.
She sighed. “It’s like old Mother Hubbard’s cupboard.”
Sally sat on the island behind her, a coloring book in her lap. “What does that mean?”
Kandy turned and smiled at the girl. She’d forgotten the child was there. As much as she’d taken stock of their remaining stores, she was lost in thought with a severe case of WWPD, What Would Phil Do?
“My mother used to say that,” said Kandy. “It was from an old poem.”
“What poem? Can you say it?”
Kandy closed the pantry door and leaned her back against it. She closed her eyes to recall the words. It was incredible to her that they returned. She couldn’t even remember what she’d eaten the night before. “Old Mother Hubbard went to the cupboard to get her poor dog a bone. When she got there, the cupboard was bare, and so the poor dog had none. She went to the baker’s to buy him some bread. When she came back, the dog was dead. She went to the undertaker’s to buy him a coffin. When she came back, the dog was laughing.”
Sally’s face wrinkled with confusion. “The dog died?”
“No. He was only pretending to be dead.”
The child’s frown remained.
“The point of the poem,” said Kandy, “and the reason I said what I said is because our cupboard is bare. We’re running out of food.”
“What’s the dog’s name?”
Kandy joined Sally at the kitchen island. “I don’t know. I never thought to ask that. What should we name it?”
Sally put her hand on her chin and stroked it as if seriously considering the question. She lifted a finger as if she’d experienced an epiphany. “Hungry.”
Kandy laughed. It was a hearty laugh that came from her belly. She put a hand on Sally’s leg. “You’re so clever. I like that name.”
They giggled together until a voice from the stairs interrupted them.
“What’s funny?” Betsy asked. She was awake and sober, it appeared.
“Sally. I was telling her the pantry is close to empty. Then I recited a poem about Old Mother Hubbard. There’s a dog and—”
“I know the poem,” said Betsy. “The dog dies and then laughs?”
Betsy crossed the living room toward the kitchen. She stopped at the windows and looked outside. Although it was early in the day, the sun was above the horizon and shining in through the east-facing glass. Betsy shielded her eyes from the glare.
“Yes,” said Kandy. “Sally asked me what the dog was named. Then she suggested one.”
Betsy dropped her hand and finished her lope to the kitchen. She stood near the island opposite her daughter. “Yeah? What name?”
Kandy gestured to Sally. “You can tell her.”
“Hungry,” Sally said to her mother.
Betsy smiled. She reached out to her daughter and rubbed her back. “That is funny. You’re such a smart one, Sally. Just like your dad. So smart.”
The comparison darkened the room. Despite the sunlight cast in through the windows, it seemed as if the world turned gray in that moment. Sally’s humor disappeared and her eyes moistened.
Kandy tried to shift subjects. “Where’s Jimmy? Asleep?”
Betsy glanced upstairs. “He was up late last night reading.”
“Want some coffee?”
“Sure,” said Betsy. “I didn’t know we had any left.”
“Single-serve packets mixed with hot water. Not ideal, but it’s caffeine.”
“Thanks. I’ll take it.”
Betsy’s face was drawn. The creases in her face almost gave her the appearance of melting. Jowls softened her jawline, the bags around her eyes were a fixture, and her mouth drooped in a perpetual frown. Kandy thought she might be the saddest person she’d ever seen. And that was saying something given the reporter’s history of seeing people at the worst on a daily basis.
Betsy leaned on the island, resting her weight on her forearms. “Have you given more thought to what we should do?”
“Not really.”
Kandy plucked a coffee mug from a cabinet and shook a plastic package of coffee from the box on the counter. She let the water run hot and then mixed the two together, heating it up in the microwave for another twenty seconds.
“Out of sweetener,” Kandy said, handing the mug to Betsy. “Sorry.”
“I’m still thinking we should go. Why stay?”
Kandy watched Sally watching her mom. The girl didn’t speak but absorbed everything. Betsy sipped from the mug, clearly awaiting an answer to what Kandy thought at first might be a rhetorical question.
“It’s your home,” Kandy said. “It’s familiar; it’s relatively safe. Plus, best of all, you have a generator. The gas is still working somehow, so we have electricity, hot water. I could go on.”
Betsy took another sip then used her lower lip the wipe excess from the top. “It’s not safe. Twice we’ve had break-ins. And someone might have broken in while we were gone.”
“Gone?”
“During the six months we spent at sea,” said Betsy. “Our toilets weren’t flushed when we got back. Some of my jewelry was missing. I—”
“I don’t think anybody broke into the house while we were at sea. They would have taken food. They might have squatted here. There’d be more evidence than toilets or jewelry.”
Betsy stood up straight. With a wide, dramatic sweep of the mug, she referenced the whole of the place. “Be that as it may. There’s no denying two break-ins. One killed your man; the other killed mine. I’d say that makes this place anything but safe.”
“I didn’t say we were safe. Nowhere is safe. I said it was relatively safe. And staying here beats going out there to look for something better. One in the hand is better than—”
“Enough with the nursery rhymes and aphorisms.” Betsy rolled her eyes. “I appreciate what you’re saying. I’m not a moron.”
“Nobody said you were a moron.”
“I’m saying I want to leave. I’ve heard there are communities of people at Universal. They’re letting in families. There’s safety in numbers.”
It was stupid. It was better to fortify where they lived and rely on the generator as long as it ran, and they could always fish for food. Making the occasional day trip within their coastal community was better than a long road trip inland with countless unknown obstacles or threats. It was that last long day trip that had brought the twin attacks on the house. Kandy was convinced of that. Sure, there could be another home invasion. That woman could come back, the one who got away, although the likelihood was low. The smart, deliberative move was no move at all. She couldn’t even fathom the idea of trekking inland with the two kids and a hapless addict at her side. None of it mattered though. Not how dangerous it was, not how shortsighted it was. Kandy understood this.
She ran her hands through her hair and then cupped them over her mouth. This wasn’t her decision to make. If Betsy was bent on leaving, she’d leave. She’d take the kids with her. That was her right. It was her prerogative as their mother.
“Okay.” Kandy planted her hands on her hips. She spoke softly in an attempt to deescalate what was on the verge of becoming a shouting match. That couldn’t happen. Not in front of Sally. “Tell me how we do this.”
Before Betsy could answer, Jimmy appeared at the top of the stairs. His hair was mussed. He had a long red crease along the side of his face where the bedsheets made their marks. “Morning,” he said, stretching his mouth into a wide yawn. He arched his back and put his arms over his head. “What’s everybody talking about?”
He bounded down the stairs and made a wide arc around the amorphous brown stain on the tile near the floor-to-ceiling windows. He was barefoot and wearing orange Florida Gator basketball shorts with a gray T-shirt with the words MAKE ME printed in black on the front.
“Good morning, sleepyhead,” Betsy greeted him. “Glad you could join us.”
He yawned again and reached the refrigerator, swinging it open. “Mom, it’s early. The sun is barely up. It’s not like I slept late.”
Jimmy stood in front of the open refrigerator for a moment, his hand on the door, then closed it. His shoulders slumped. “There’s nothing to eat.”
“That’s what we’re talking about,” said Betsy. “How we need to leave and find a new place to live.”
He spun on his bare heels and faced his mother. His face soured. “What?”
“We are leaving the house. There’s a—”
“I don’t want to leave. We can’t leave.”
Tears welled in his eyes. His frown deepened and he backed against the refrigerator. He looked smaller, younger.
Betsy put down her mug and stepped around the island. “Jimmy, I don’t think it’s a good—”
“What about Dad?”
Betsy stopped, her body tensing. “What about him?”
A tear trickled down his cheek. “We can’t leave him.”
Betsy moved to her son and tried to embrace him. He slipped away and took backward steps toward the living room.
“Jimmy, we’re not leaving him. We—”
“Dad is here,” he said. “He can’t go anywhere. We shouldn’t either.”
Without waiting for his mother’s response, he turned his back and marched back upstairs. This time he didn’t step around the bloodstain on the tile. He stomped angry footsteps up the stairs and slammed his bedroom door behind him.
“We’re not leaving him,” said Sally. “He’s going with us.”
Betsy looked at her daughter with a face more drawn than a moment earlier. Her lower lip quivered. “What do you mean?”
“He’s always with us,” said Sally. “He’s in heaven, so he can go with us. That’s just bones in the yard. Dad’s in heaven.”
The heft of the statement was too much for Betsy. Her body seemed to liquefy and she collapsed into her daughter. She enveloped Sally in her arms and picked her up from the island.
Sally wrapped her legs around Betsy’s waist and her arms around her neck. Betsy kissed Sally’s face and head with smacks from puckered lips. She cried as she did this and Kandy felt like an intruder.
This was an intimate, emotional moment to which she shouldn’t be a witness. It was between mother and daughter, mother and son.
A thought flashed in her mind. How is this different from what you did for decades as a reporter? People knowingly or unwittingly shared their most personal experiences with her and the accompanying television camera. It wasn’t different.
When the moment passed and Betsy put down her daughter, she wiped her eyes and motioned Kandy to the living room. Sally went upstairs to her room while the women sat in the chairs placed to one side of the sofa.
“We have the SUV,” said Betsy. “It has a full tank. Plus we have the Toyota. It’s got a full tank too. Barry filled them both when things started getting bad. He ran up to the corner store in the SUV and sat in line for an hour to fill the tank. Then he came back here and did it again with the car.”
Kandy sat forward in the chair, elbows on knees. “You want to drive.”
“We can’t walk. That would be impossible with the kids. Plus it’s what, sixty-five or seventy miles to the park? That would take us days. If we drive, it might take two hours.”
“It might,” said Kandy. “We have no idea what the roads are like. Is 528 even passable? That’s the best route.”
“We could take 520 too, or we could go south and take 192. We have options.”
“We won’t know which the best route is until we’re on it. There could be roadblocks.”
“It’s been six months,” Betsy argued. “The military won’t stop us. There’s no quarantine anymore.”
“The roadblocks might not be military, Betsy. They might not be friendly roadblocks. It’s just us, two women and two kids.”
Betsy rubbed her temples with her fingers. “I can’t stay here, Kandy. We can’t sit on the sofa because of the blood. We can’t walk through the living room or the catwalk upstairs without stepping in or around blood. My husband is dead. I cannot live here. I’m not changing my mind.”
“What about Jimmy?”
“He’ll calm down. He’ll come with us. It’s not as if he has a choice. I’m his mother. If I have to drug him, I’ll do it.”
The women sat in silence for a moment. Betsy reached out and put her hand on Kandy’s knee. It was the first time she’d ever touched her. Their eyes met.
“I want you to come with us,” said Betsy. “I’m lucid now, but I don’t know how long I can hold it together. You’re stable. You—”
“I don’t know about that. I’m struggling right now, just like you.”
Kandy was lying for the sake of politeness. She hadn’t medicated her existence to tolerate it. Betsy was right; if the kids had any chance of survival, they needed her as much as their own mother.
Betsy said, “Kandy, c’mon. We both know the truth. I can’t do this without you. Neither can the kids. They love you.”
Kandy sucked in a deep breath, the lingering odor of bleach tickling her nostrils. They’d used so much of it after the attack. It didn’t erase everything.
She blew out a breath. “Okay, we’ll leave. We’ll head to Universal. But if there’s no community there, if it’s a false rumor, we’ll come back. Okay?”
Betsy smiled and took both of Kandy’s hands in hers. “Okay. Now we have work to do. I want to be out of here in the next three or four days.”
 



CHAPTER 16
MARCH 30, 2033
SCOURGE +179 DAYS
LOUISIANA-TEXAS BORDER
 
Winter Brown woke up to someone calling her a different name. She was groggy and unsure of where she was. Then the rumble of the truck reminded her.
Gus the truck driver was smiling at her in between long looks at the road ahead. “Hey, Juliana, sorry to wake you, but you said you wanted to know when we got to Texas. We’re almost there. Passed the bridge over Lake Charles. Not far now.”
Her tongue was thick with sleep, and she had an awful taste in her mouth. She arched her back and stretched.
“You were asleep for a good while,” said Gus. “I even pulled over and caught a few Zs in the back for a couple of hours. You never moved as far as I could tell.”
“What time is it?”
It was gray outside. Fog clung to the road ahead and wrapped around the trees and bushes on both sides of the highway. She couldn’t tell where the sun hung in the sky. It was disorienting.
“It’s after sunup,” said Gus. “Clock on the dash reads seven thirty, but I’m not sure if it’s one hundred percent accurate. Give or take a few minutes. Hope the fog burns off soon. Makes driving a little more challenging than it should be. It’s got my shoulders in knots.”
Winter did the math in her head and sat up straight. “I’ve slept for ten hours?”
“At least. You were out. Snored a little too. It was cute.”
Gus chuckled, and while it was well-intentioned, if there was one thing Winter was not—nor did she like as a defining characteristic—it was cute. She considered snapping at him but thought better of it. Gus was a nice guy. He’d not tried anything with her and had given her a free ride. Better to let his unintentional indiscretion pass without comment. She looked out the window at the passing greenery. It was different here than in Florida. The trees and plants that crowded the shoulder of the road were a tangled mess infested with vines. There were no palm trees, no palmettos. She wondered if she’d like it outside Florida. She’d never lived anywhere else. And while no place was as it had been before the Scourge, the Sunshine State was home. Where she was headed now was alien. She noticed they were traveling alone.
“Where are the others?”
“Other what?”
“The other trucks? Where are they?”
Gus nodded and smiled with understanding. “Gotcha. Yeah. They peeled off a few hours back. Different destinations, you know? We should be good from here. Just the state line to worry about.”
“How much longer?” she asked.
Gus lifted his chin and scratched his neck. “Two hours to the refinery, depending on whether we hit any problems. I had to get off the interstate. We’re on a back road now. I had to detour back near Baton Rouge. I-10 was pretty much shut down because of that business at Tiger Stadium.”
“What business?”
“That’s where they burn bodies.”
“What bodies?”
Gus rubbed the back of his neck and twisted it from side to side. “Dead bodies. People who had the Scourge, or people who died after.”
“Why don’t they bury them?”
“They can’t. The ground is too wet. In southern Louisiana, they bury people above ground for the most part. There’s not enough space to do that since the Scourge, so they burn them.”
Winter reached to the cupholder in the console between them, picked up a thermos and uncapped it. She took a healthy pull from its contents and winced.
“You should drink water,” Gus advised. “All that moonshine is gonna—Holy Mother of—”
The seatbelt shoulder harness dug into Winter’s shoulder as her body lifted in her seat. She reached out to brace herself against the dash.
The brakes screamed against the wheels, and Gus struggled to keep the truck on its path. He had both hands on the wheel, arms locked. The muscles in his jaw flexed, concern bordering on panic flooding his face.
“Hang on!” he shouted. “Hang on!”
Winter wasn’t sure if he was talking to her, himself, or the truck. She glanced ahead and saw hints of orange through the fog. There was something up ahead, and they were closing in on it fast. Everything seemed in slow motion as the truck fishtailed.
Feet before they collided with a series of interconnected barriers, the truck rumbled and squealed to a stop.
Gus exhaled hard and laid his head on the wheel. “That was close,” he said. “Way too close.”
He didn’t see what she did. The threat wasn’t over; it was only beginning.
Standing in front of them, having emerged from the blanket of fog, stood five armed men blocking the road. None of them appeared welcoming.
“Gus?” she said.
He looked up. First at her, then at the men outside. The color drained from his face. “This isn’t good,” he said.
“You know them?”
Keeping his eyes ahead above the dash, Gus used his hands to retrieve something from underneath his seat.
“I don’t know them,” he said. “I know of them. These guys are part of the gangs roaming around. I shouldn’t have gotten off the highway. That was stupid.”
“What do they want?”
“Whatever I can give them. They usually don’t—”
The snap of his head and the loud crack from outside the truck made Winter jump. It took an instant to process what happened. When Gus slumped in his seat and his head slapped against the wheel, she understood.
The hole and surrounding spiderweb in the window led her to the man standing directly in front of the cab, a rifle pulled tight to his shoulder. He swept from Gus to her. Her heart pounded. It was hard to breathe. For the first time in a long time, Winter was afraid.
“Get your hands up,” said the man with the rifle.
She complied. And while fear coursed through her body with a new burst of adrenaline, she remained stoic on the outside. Winter did her best to remain impassive, as if this were nothing and the man next to her wasn’t dead where he sat.
Another of the five men marched to her door, opened it and climbed up. “Keep them up,” he said. “I’ll undo your belt; then you’re getting out. Do you have any weapons?”
“No.”
The man at the door reached up. When he touched her, she shrugged him off. Without help, Winter climbed from the truck. The man at the door motioned with a pistol toward the others.
Wind whipped through the trees crowding the sides of the road. Branches scratched against one another, giving the breeze a new voice.
The man who killed Gus stood in the middle of the quintet. He was taller than the others. Lean with broad shoulders and a long neck, he had an almost gaunt appearance. Especially in the fog, he was more an apparition than a man. Both hands gripped the rifle, no longer pointed in her direction. “Where are you going?”
Winter didn’t respond. The man edged closer. When he spoke, she smelled the rot in his breath. His gums had receded, and both his incisor and canine teeth on the top left were disturbing shades of brown and yellow.
“I asked where you were headed.”
Winter narrowed her gaze. “That’s not what you asked.”
A broad grin stretched the gaunt man’s face. “Isn’t it?”
“You asked me where I’m going,” said Winter. “As of this moment nowhere. You didn’t ask where I was headed before you killed Gus.”
“Gus. That’s an old man’s name. What’s your name?”
She considered her answer, then replied, “Juliana Paagal.”
“What kind of name is that?”
Winter folded her arms across her chest. She hunched her shoulders forward as if she were cold. The wind blew her hair across her face and she did nothing to sweep it free. It was just as well the men couldn’t see her eyes.
“Let me try this again,” said the gaunt man. “Where were you headed before we so rudely interrupted your journey?”
He genuflected and swept an arm to the side of his body for effect. The men behind him laughed. One of them clapped; another whistled.
Seething, Winter ground her teeth and tightened her fists under her arms. These men had no idea what she was capable of doing.
The gaunt man looked up. His cheekbones threatened to rip through the crepe-like texture of his skin. He lifted his eyebrows questioningly.
“Texas,” she said. “He was a fuel man.”
“You work with poor Gus? I’m guessing he wasn’t a husband or boyfriend. You’d be a little more upset than you are.”
“I’m upset.”
The man clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth and stepped closer to her, his face inches from hers. “Yes, you’re upset. But in an angry, inconvenienced sort of way. I see in you the kind of rage that used to happen during rush hour. You’re ready to explode.”
He pulled back from Winter and walked around her, put a hand on her shoulder and said into her ear, “You’re not grieving his loss. There’s no pain in your voice or the way you hold yourself. Fear maybe but no—”
Winter jerked her head to the side and slammed her skull into the bridge of the man’s nose. He grunted and instinctively brought his hands up to his face. His grip on the rifle loosened. Winter grabbed it, tilted the barrel at an angle, and fired. The single shot drilled through the man’s jaw. His head snapped and he dropped like a pile of bones.
She spun toward the other four men and managed another two shots. Both hit the man who’d taken her from the cab. By the time the other three reacted, she was behind the open passenger door of the cab and headed toward the back of the truck. All of this had taken seconds.
The return fire clinked off the truck and the men gave chase. Winter darted from the road and into the thick overgrowth of trees and shrubs that hugged the shoulder. A shot tore through the bark of a scrub oak to her right. She ducked and dropped to a knee, her back pressed against the trunk of the oak. Tall weeds and tangles of yaupon holly hid her from view. It was sheer luck she’d dropped into such a good hiding place.
She pulled the rifle to her shoulder and tried to control her breathing. The quick barrage of gunshots stopped.
“We got you trapped,” one of the men called from the road. “You can’t go far. Might as well come—”
Winter spun with the rifle leveled and found her target, permanently shutting the man up. He dropped to the road, the last of his words leaking from him with a hiss.
That left two men. She saw neither of them. Then one of them spoke. His voice wasn’t as sure as the others.
“We didn’t want to hurt you,” he said. “We just wanted the truck.”
They could take the truck and leave her here. The keys were in the ignition, and there was extra fuel in large plastic containers strapped to the deck of the hitch mechanism behind the cab.
“C’mon out,” said the voice. “We want to work with you. Seriously. What was your name? Juliana?”
Winter sat motionless. Listening. If one of them kept talking, the other could move into position. It was an attempted distraction. Were they on the road? In the woods?
Through the wiry branches of yaupon, she tried to fix on the speaker’s location. She couldn’t. She was trapped here until they left. In her head, she tried to remember how many shots she’d taken. Four. Plus the one that killed Gus. That was five rounds. She had at least one left if this was a five plus one. It could be more.
“We don’t want to fight, okay?” the man tried again. “We know you could kill us in a heartbeat. Come on out. Let’s talk.”
Winter was still. No movement, long, shallow breaths through her nose. Shadows from the canopy above and her dark clothes camouflaged her position. She wasn’t giving up any of it.
The man started again with his plea; then to her left she heard a branch snap and the crunch of leaves underfoot.
Winter held her breath and deliberately pivoted at her waist. She swept the barrel of the rifle until she saw him.
It was his leg she noticed first. Then his hip and his elbow. He was behind a thick pine that stretched eighty feet into the air. His profile wasn’t much of a target, but she took aim and fired.
A shot cracked through the woods. It missed the stalker but was close enough to make him move when it tunneled into the trunk next to him. She was ready and pulled the trigger again. This time she hit him. A second shot zipped into his thigh. The man fell forward and rolled away from her. She took aim at his back and was about to fire a final round when something hard hit the back of her head. Stars flashed in her vision and she fell forward.
A weight pressed onto her back and the air rushed from her lungs. He was on top of her, pushing her into the thick layer of detritus. She tasted the moist soil in her mouth. He yanked at one of her arms, curling it behind her and pinning it with an elbow or knee.
With her free hand Winter groped for the rifle she’d dropped. All she found were leaves and sticks, spiked seed pods from sweet gum trees. Her lungs burned as she gasped for air but found none.
From behind her a succession of gunshots popped. Three or four of them, she couldn’t tell for sure. The weight on her back and neck lifted; then the man on top of her slumped onto her and rolled off onto the ground.
Through the haze of her blurred vision she saw his face. His tongue lolled from his mouth. His eyes were open and fixed.
“Are you okay?”
This was a new voice. It belonged to a woman.
“Hey,” she said again, closer. “You okay?”
Winter tried to speak, but all that came from her dirt-filled mouth was a slurred groan. It was foreign and didn’t sound like her. She rolled onto her side, her back to the dead man, and spat. Drool clung to her cheek and chin. Her head throbbed.
The woman knelt beside her and put a hand on her shoulder. “You okay? Can you move? Can you hear me?”
“I’m okay. I hear you.”
Her words were rounded at the edges like someone who’d had too many drinks but wasn’t yet drunk. Her mouth felt like it was full of marbles.
“I’m Leila,” said the woman. “What’s your name?”
Winter trailed her tongue along the insides of her cheeks. She squinted and widened her eyes, trying to focus. With a grunt, she pushed herself up and sat against a tree. Her shoulder pinched against the rough bark. She didn’t move. The discomfort was the least of her problems.
“I’m Juliana Paagal,” she said, her voice rough but closer to normal. She cleared her throat and rubbed her temples.
“Nice to meet you, Juliana. Here.”
Leila offered her a canvas-wrapped metal canteen. The lid dangled at the side on a nylon string. Winter hesitated. Her eyes flitted between the canteen and Leila.
The woman offered it again and pushed it toward Winter. “It’s water. Clean. Maybe even a little cold.”
Winter took the canteen with both hands and took a long swallow. It was cold and delicious. It washed her mouth clean of the dirt. She handed it back.
“Thank you,” she said. “For the water and for…” She motioned to the dead man on the ground next to her. The wind swirled above her through the canopy and rustled the leaves. A cascade of them drifted to the ground around them.
Winter touched her ribs and winced. “Where did you come from?”
“I saw the whole thing. I don’t live far from here. Just the other side of the border. I was out looking for something to eat. Hunting’s best at sunup, you know?”
The woman offered the canteen again and Winter took it.
“I heard the first rifle shot,” said Leila. “That brought me over here. The fog kept me hidden. I saw those five men talking to you. You didn’t look happy. Then I saw you get two of them and run off.”
The water was so good. Even the slight metallic taste didn’t detract from its relief. Winter wiped the excess from her lips with the back of her hand.
Leila motioned to the road behind her. “I knew it was two on one. There was no way you were gonna get out of here. I’m sorry I wasn’t faster. I tried to get to him before he jumped you.”
Winter handed back the canteen. “Don’t apologize. You saved my life.”
That drew a smile from Leila, who stood and offered Winter a hand. She took it and got to her feet. She was light-headed and her stomach lurched as if she’d gone over a bump or crashed over a wave. The tree steadied her, as did Leila’s hand on her elbow.
“Where are you headed?” asked Leila. “I mean, you were obviously going into Texas. But where exactly?”
“Wherever Gus took me,” she said. “I didn’t have a plan.”
Leila ran a hand along a strap on her shoulder. It was then Winter saw the rifle for the first time. It was on Leila’s back, the barrel sticking up behind her head like a quiver of arrows.
“Why don’t you come with me to my house? It’s less than a mile from here as the crow flies. You can rest up. We can talk.”
The wind swirled and dropped another shower of leaves. It was quiet other than the rustle of the breeze. The fog was lifting and visibility was better, save the sharp pounding pain behind her eyes. The road came into view beyond the tangle of trees and cragged bushes, which looked like a collection of green rocks along the edge of the asphalt.
Winter regarded the Semi-truck and Gus’s body inside the cab. If she knew how to drive a big rig, she could take it and be on her way alone. She couldn’t. Winter couldn’t drive a manual transmission of any type.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll come with you. You live alone?”
“It’s me and my brother. He’s younger by a couple of years but whip smart. You’ll like him. Everybody does.” Her face twitched and she bit her lower lip. “That is to say, everybody used to love him. Nobody’s left. You know?”
Winter started to follow Leila from the woods without answering. She stopped and went back to the dead man on the ground, felt around in his pockets and found a Zippo lighter and a crushed pack of cigarettes. From underneath his chest, she pulled a handgun, its grip slick with blood. She wiped it clean on the back of the dead man’s shirt and tucked it into her pants.
Leila stood at the edge of the woods, ankle deep in yaupon. She flashed Winter a smile. “Good idea. You never can be too careful.”
“True,” said Winter.
They marched past the semi toward the orange barrier that blocked the road, maneuvering around the bodies of the men Winter had dispatched with malice. She suppressed a smile.
As they sidestepped the barrier, she studied her new best friend. Either way, this was a fortuitous series of events. She’d made it to Texas, she’d survived the men who wanted to kill her, and now she had two people willing to befriend her without knowing anything of her past or who she really was. This was a win-win. If they could help her on her quest to build a new life within the wilds of the new frontier, all the better. If they couldn’t, she’d get what she could from them and be on her way.
She took as deep a breath as her lungs would allow and thought about Trick. She wondered what he’d think of her. Would he be proud, or would he be envious of her ability to survive against the odds? Both probably. He’d be proud and envious. That made the most sense.
“Our house isn’t much,” Leila said, shaking her from her thoughts. “It’s a double-wide. No power or anything, but we have a well, so we have water. And there’s propane left, so we can cook.”
“How do you have well water if you don’t have power? You need power for the pump.”
“We have a big storage tank and a manual hand pump. It’s a pain, but it works.”
They moved from the road and back into the woods. There was a narrow trail through the brush and trees. Copper-colored pine needles paved the path.
“Our mama died from the Scourge,” said Leila. “We’ve been on our own since. Had some food stored, though lately it’s been hunting and fishing that keeps us from starving.”
Winter’s headache wasn’t getting worse, but it was enough to keep her off-balance. She grazed her hands along the trunks of trees as she passed them. Her mouth was already dry despite the healthy swigs of water she’d taken from Leila’s canteen.
“You lose anybody? To the Scourge, I mean?”
Winter didn’t answer the question at first. She was focused on staying upright. Exhaustion threatened to consume her. Violence had a way of doing that. She’d experienced the same sort of swelling malaise after the attack on the house in Cocoa Beach.
“I don’t mean to pry,” said Leila when Winter didn’t reply. “I was just wondering. Pretty much everybody I know is gone. It’s not like I knew a lot of people. But they’re gone.”
Winter forced a smile. “Same with me. Everybody’s gone.”
“I’m sorry.”
Winter studied Leila’s face as they walked. The girl looked twenty. She was fresh-faced and still had the hope in her eyes so many others had long ago lost. Her dimples dented her full, rosy cheeks when she smiled. Her blond hair was wiry but shiny. Her steps bounced with the enthusiasm of youth.
It occurred to Winter as she watched the girl move through the woods that she seemed entirely unaffected by having killed a man minutes earlier. It was as if she were on her way back after a successful hunt. Winter wondered in that moment if there was more to the girl than met the eye. Chances were there was. Everybody was complicated in this new world. Everybody.
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John Treadgold sat on a bench in front of his locker. He was drenched in sweat and wearing only boxer shorts and a white cotton undershirt, which clung to his chest and back. His hair was matted to his head, his face glistening with a sheen of perspiration that made him appear as though he’d run a marathon.
Gwendolyn stood over him, hands on her hips. “Are you coming?”
“No,” said Treadgold. “I’ve been in the lab for six hours. Suited up. Working. Reworking. I’m done.”
“Please?”
He looked up at her. “Do you need me? I haven’t eaten all day. I haven’t slept in two. I haven’t even showered yet.”
“I need you. I trust you. You’re the only one I trust.”
That wasn’t true. Gwendolyn didn’t trust anybody. Anywhere. Ever. Sometimes she didn’t even trust herself.
It was true she needed him. She couldn’t observe the tests alone, and his expertise helped with the administration of it.
Treadgold took a deep breath and let it out in a way that told Gwendolyn how much of an imposition her demands were but that he would acquiesce. As he always did.
“Okay,” he said. “Let me shower. If you get coffee for both of us, I’ll meet you in the observation room in an hour. Get the patient prepped and—”
“Half an hour,” said Gwendolyn.
“Forty-five minutes.”
“Fifteen.”
Treadgold smiled at her negotiating tactic. “Fine. Half an hour. But I want two cups of coffee.”
She thanked him and left him alone. Thirty-five minutes later she greeted him in the lab with two cups of lukewarm coffee. “You’re late,” she said.
“You’ll live. Where’s the coffee?”
With a jut of her chin, Gwendolyn motioned to the twin mugs awaiting him on an otherwise empty table. She stuffed her hands into her lab coat pockets and leaned against the console holding the computers that would control the test. On the monitors in front of her, technicians were finishing the prep work on Rick Pressler, patient S06.
Pressler was in a hospital gown. He sat with his legs dangling from the side of the stainless-steel table. He was speaking to the technicians. Gwendolyn pushed a series of buttons on the console in front of her to open the microphone so she could hear him.
“…tell me more than that? They’ve been pretty vague.”
One of the technicians worked on attaching a bagged intravenous solution to a wheeled IV hook stand while the other checked Pressler’s blood pressure. Both wore the requisite hazmat suits. Neither answered him.
One technician finished with the blood pressure check. “One fifty over ninety-five,” she said. “That’s a little high.”
“Situational anxiety,” said the other tech. “His BP was normal two hours ago, and he hasn’t eaten anything.”
Pressler laughed nervously. “Of course it’s situational anxiety. Could either of you answer my questions?”
The blood pressure technician held a device in front of Pressler’s face and ran it from left to right like a scanner. It beeped. “Temperature is normal. Ninety-eight point six on the nose.”
The intravenous tech put a gloved hand on Pressler’s knee. “You have nothing to worry about. We’re in these suits to protect you. You’re the star here. We can’t risk infecting you with anything we might be carrying.”
Even in the grain of the monitor, the worry on Pressler’s face was apparent. “What might you be carrying?”
“Nothing,” said the intravenous tech. “But you can’t be too careful. This is a clean room. We can’t risk contaminating it with anything. Loose hairs, sloughed skin cells, coughs, sneezes, sweat. Any of it.”
Pressler’s concern eased and he swung a leg back and forth like a child on a swing. “How long will I be in here?”
The blood pressure technician motioned for Pressler to lie back on the table. She adjusted a foam pillow under his head and unfolded a thin blanket over his legs. “The solution is cold,” she said. “This will take the edge off.”
Pressler’s eyes flitted between the techs as they worked. One attached an oxygen monitor to one finger and a heart rate monitor to another, initiating a rhythmic chirp.
“How long?” he asked.
“As long as it takes,” said the blood pressure technician. “We’ll give you something to help you sleep. That’ll make the time pass.”
Pressler sat up and leaned on an elbow. “I’m not sure about this. I need more time. It’s not—”
“Lie down,” said one of the techs. The voice was measured, calm. “It’s fine. Just relax.”
“I can’t relax. I have a lot of questions and you haven’t answered them. Dr. Sharp didn’t answer them. Where is Dr. Sharp? I need to talk to her before—”
“Lie down.”
The command was more forceful this time. Pressler tensed. The technicians moved to either side of the table. Each grabbed an arm and pushed him back.
He struggled against them, cursed and shouted at them. Silently, they worked as a team to restrain him.
Sharp turned off the volume and turned away from the monitor. She’d seen this before and didn’t want to see it again. Treadgold was standing at her side. She’d been so transfixed on the prep work on the monitor she hadn’t noticed he was so close to her.
He motioned to the display with his coffee. “This is where I always question what we’re doing. It’s when I feel most guilty.”
“Most guilty?” she asked. “That implies there are other times when you feel guilty but not as much.”
He shrugged. “I feel guilty all of the time, you know that. I don’t have a choice, right? Being here? Doing this? Killing these people?”
She folded her arms across her chest and eyed the monitor, unable to resist. Pressler was strapped to the table now. His back arched, he fought against the binds, his reddened face taut with fear. Tears streaked his cheeks. The technicians were on the other side of the room, working the final steps of the process.
“That should absolve you of your guilt,” Gwendolyn said.
“What?”
“Not having a choice. If you don’t have a choice, you can wash your hands of this.”
Treadgold frowned. “That’s not what I mean.”
“What do you mean, John? Haven’t we been through this? Haven’t we addressed your moral compass and how it always points north? Frankly, I’m sick of it. You’re either doing this or you’re not.”
He took a step back from her and raised his hands. Coffee sloshed over the lip of the cup. “Hey, I’m allowed to feel whatever I want to feel. I can complain as much as I want to complain. I’m doing the work. So…”
“So what?”
He set the cup on the console to his left and wiped his hand on his lab coat, leaving a brown stain above the pocket. His jaw flexed as he regarded her, appearing to think about what to say next. “Ethics have nothing to do with survival.”
Now Gwendolyn studied him. “What does that mean?”
“They’re your words,” he said. “You told me this was about the greater good, about long-term survival of the species, of the ‘American Way,’ whatever that is.”
“I don’t remember saying that.”
Treadgold clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. “You wouldn’t, but you did. I’m thinking that’s how you sleep at night. You compartmentalize things. You conveniently forget what you say, what you do. The end justifies the means and all that?”
Gwendolyn was about to counter his argument and tell him how wrong he was. She didn’t and instead considered the sudden outburst. Something she said or did triggered him. This was unlike Treadgold. She decided to take the wind out of the disagreement and try a different tack.
She touched his arm lightly. “What’s wrong, John? I didn’t mean to upset you.”
He sighed and tucked his chin to his chest, dropping his gaze to the floor.
“Is it the stress?” she asked. “The pressure?”
He looked up. “Yes and no.”
Gwendolyn pulled out two chairs from underneath the console. She sat in one and gestured for Treadgold to join her. He hesitated but plopped into his seat. His body hit his chin hard and appeared to deflate. His shoulders slumped and his mouth drew into a deeper, more pronounced frown.
Above them, on the monitor, the technicians finished their preparatory work. The intravenous cannula was taped and inserted into Pressler’s right arm. He’d stopped his thrashing but had soiled the table. Urine dripped to the floor like water from a leaky faucet. One of the technicians stood astride the puddle.
“I’m struggling with this, Gwendolyn,” Treadgold elaborated. “I know it’s for the greater good. That doesn’t make it any easier though.” He put his hand to his chest, fingers spread. “My work…our work…is killing people. One at a time, we’re torturing them. And that’s not the worst part of this. If we’re successful, we’ll be responsible for the deaths of hundreds or thousands of people who did nothing wrong.”
Gwendolyn hoped her silence would prod him to get out everything he’d stored up. It appeared to work.
Treadgold glanced at the monitor and referenced it with a wave of his hand, then locked his eyes onto hers. “This guy who did nothing wrong is committing suicide right now as we speak. He doesn’t know it, but that’s what it is. He’ll be dead in hours or days. Then what? We kill patient S07 and S08 and so on.”
His gaze flitted around the room as if searching for answers. A knee jittered, bouncing up and down. He dipped his chin again and shook his head. “I can’t sleep, Gwendolyn. I can’t eat. When I try, I get sick. My stomach does flips. I think about Shannon and Jenni-bug. What would they think of what I’m doing? Would they understand, or would they think me a monster?”
This was Treadgold’s second crisis of conscience in the last three days. It was the second time he’d invoked the names of his wife and daughter. This wasn’t good. If he couldn’t sleep, eat, or focus on the task at hand, how much use was he?
“What do you think you are?” she asked. “Do you think you’re a monster?”
He swallowed hard. “I don’t know. I’ve convinced myself, when I’m doing the work, that I’m right about this. I’m on the right side of history here. Ethics have nothing to do with survival, and what we have to do is survive. It’s no different from the people out there in the world who are killing strangers for a can of beans or a jug of water.”
In the monitor, the techs began the injection process. One of them watched a pole-mounted display while the other studied the heartrate and blood oxygen sensor output. Patient S06 was motionless on the table. His feet splayed, his fingers curled open. He was unconscious.
“You’re doing the right thing,” said Gwendolyn, “and the right thing isn’t always the easy thing. It rarely is. You’re no monster, John. The fact that you’re so conflicted about this tells me what a good man you are. You understand the sacrifice that progress requires. I struggle with this too. I question myself and my motivation.”
This last part wasn’t true. She didn’t question anything. Gwendolyn Sharp understood her motivation and that somewhere along the line she’d flipped off her empathy switch. It was easier that way.
“Perhaps,” he said. “But how is this different from what the Germans did in World War II?”
“Come on, John,” she said, “that’s extreme. We’re not Nazis.”
“No? They tested drugs on unwitting patients. All for the survival of their race.”
“They did a lot more than that. They also—”
“What about what our own Atomic Energy Commission did in the 1940s and ’50s?”
“What about it?”
“There was the Green Run,” he said. “That’s what they called the experiment in which they released iodine-131 and xenon-133 into the air near three towns in Washington. They also injected iodine-131 into healthy infants to test concentrations in their thyroids. At Sonoma State Hospital they performed spinal taps on mentally disabled children. Fourteen hundred patients died.”
“Thanks for the history lesson. None of those examples matches what we’re doing. They’re bogus comparisons.”
The display above them showed the technicians disconnecting from their tethered air supplies and leaving the laboratory. The patient was on the table alone. He slept while the lethal manmade concoction dripped into his bloodstream.
“How about the Tuskegee syphilis experiment? The United States Public Health Service told African American men they were providing free health services. Instead they gave them the disease. Hundreds of them. And then never treated them with penicillin; they let them suffer. It lasted for forty years. I can’t do this for forty years, Gwendolyn.”
“Nobody’s asking you to do that,” she said. “I don’t want to be here for forty years. I don’t want to be here for ten. If I am, somebody come here and kill me.”
“That’s not my point. I mean, how is this different than the Chinese government manufacturing the coronavirus in 2020 and releasing it to the world? How many died?”
“Nobody ever proved that was a government program,” Gwendolyn said. “For all we know it was a natural evolution of the virus, not engineered. And remember, the Chinese thought we started it. Both ideas were ridiculous.”
“Right. Because a government would never do something like that.”
Gwendolyn rolled forward in her chair and put her hands on his. He flinched at first but relaxed when she held them. Her hands were cold; his were warm. She offered a smile and softened her tone. “I understand your point. You don’t want to be a monster. And you think about past instances of experimentation that, in retrospect, look pretty bad.”
A smile edged at the corners of his mouth. “Pretty bad? C’mon, Gwendolyn. You’re not helping me feel any better about this.”
A clock on the wall of the lab indicated the testing in lab 4 was seven minutes old. The digital red numbers displayed the time in ascending days, hours, minutes and seconds. The longer the test lasted before the patient died, the better it was for the team employing this next version of the Scourge. With any luck, the red indicator under the label for days would reach five or six. Seven would be a miracle. Then they could rest, even if only for a moment.
She couldn’t abide his misgivings any longer. There was too much at stake. Either he was in or out. No in between, no waffling. Her tone shifted, losing any hint of sympathy. She tightened her fingers around his. Hers were warming. His cooled, transferring his heat to her. “If I can’t reason with you, John, then I’ll appeal to your own will to survive. What do you think will happen if you stop working?”
Treadgold pulled his hands from her and sat up straight. He pulled back his shoulders. His nose and brow wrinkled as if he’d smelled something rotten. “Is that a threat?”
It was, though she didn’t acknowledge the comment. Again using silence as a way to pull the conversation from him.
“Do you think threatening me will make me a happy camper? You’re really something, Dr. Sharp. I mean to tell you. I can’t believe you. I confide in you legitimate concerns, my inability to sleep or eat, that I’m wrestling with the morality of this. And instead of letting me work through it, you point a gun to my head.”
Gwen sucked in a deep breath and held it. She folded her hands in her lap, leaned back in the chair and crossed one leg over the other. “I’m not putting a gun to your head, John. I wouldn’t be the one doing that. But your pitiful vacillation is tiresome. You’re either on board or you’re not. You reconcile what we’re doing or you don’t. Pray to your god about it. Ask the ghosts of your wife and child. Look for signs, study history, I don’t care. But make a decision. By the time the testing on S06 is finished, I need to know where you stand. Either you’re with us or against us. There is no middle ground. So grow a pair or get out of my building.”
Gwendolyn uncrossed her legs and stood. Treadgold sat slack-jawed and silent. She tugged on the arms of her lab coat and faced the bank of wall-mounted monitors and pressed a series of buttons. Pressler was asleep on the table. She heard his breathing, even and deliberate. The sensors chirped in rhythm. So far, so good.
She looked down her nose at Treadgold. “We good here?”
He nodded. His face was flushed and he didn’t meet her gaze, instead staring at some far-off place.
“Good. The clock is running.”
She turned and marched from the room. When the door closed behind her with an electronic hum and click, Gwendolyn leaned against the corridor’s cool cement wall. Her knees weakened and she braced herself.
Gwendolyn Sharp needed John Treadgold. Without him this would never work. Whittenburg would lose his confidence in her. She might end up on the street. That couldn’t happen. She wouldn’t let it.
She dabbed her fingers at the corners of her eyes and adjusted the tight bun atop her head, insuring it was as it should be. With another deep, settling breath, she stood up straight and straightened her lab coat. It would be hours before anything transpired with patient S06. She had time to kill.
As she marched along the corridor toward her sleeping quarters, Treadgold’s words echoed in her ears. They were her words. He’d reminded her of that. Although she didn’t recall saying them, she believed them. They were as much a truth as anything in this post-Scourge world.
Ethics have nothing to do with survival.
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ABILENE, TEXAS
 
“This is a good spot. It’ll do.”
Rufus Buck stood in the middle of the wide street. Salomon Pico stood to his left, Tom Horn and Pony Diehl on his right. Queho and Skinner stood on the opposite side of the street, sharing a joint in front of an abandoned post office. The odor drifted across the street, and Buck inhaled the sweet smell. He considered partaking but thought better of it. This was alien territory for the time being. He needed a clear head.
They were on Walnut Street in the middle of Abilene, Texas. In front of them was a building with a green awning. Lettering above the awning read B BLE ARD RE. Below the awning was a painted wrench. A glass storefront remained intact, no signs of looting or vandalism except for a message duct-taped to the windows that read in block lettering, “Scourge This. Come And Take It.” That said something about the people of Abilene. They didn’t tolerate the post-Scourge behavior so prevalent in other parts of Texas or, as he’d seen on his trip to and from Atlanta, much of what was formerly the southeastern United States. They had moxie, telling the viral killer what their ancestors two centuries before had told the Mexican Army at the Battle of Gonzales.
A black bird soared above them. It arced to the right and joined another three birds. Together they swooped as if circling a drain. They were a hundred yards or more away from them, dusting the tops of a pine thicket.
Buck pointed at the birds. The men followed the direction of his finger. “See that?”
“Something’s dead,” said Pico. “That’s for sure.”
“Must be something small,” said Diehl. “I don’t smell anything.”
“Not sure we’d smell anything this far away,” said Buck. He shrugged. “But you never know. If the wind’s in the right direction, if the body’s popped. All sorts of factors. Am I right?”
“I like the building,” said Horn. “It’s a good choice. We could do a lot with it.”
“Good.” Buck took two steps toward the building and studied its facade. Without turning around to face the men, he said, “I’m glad we stopped here. This’ll be a good home base for y’all.”
“You’re not staying?” asked Pico.
Buck spun. “No. I’m going to Lubbock.”
“We’re not?”
“No. I need you here. This is a critical hub for us. I’ll handle Lubbock but rely on you to carve out a nice territory for us here. Think you can do that?”
The men exchanged wary glances.
It was Pico who nodded. “We could do that.”
A noise drew their attention to the west. A trio of men on horses rode toward them. The noise was the clop of hooves on cracked asphalt. The men wore Stetsons. They rode with confidence, their bodies swaying with the movement of their animals. They held their reins with one hand each. They looked formidable. Buck liked it.
A smile wormed across his face and he grinned. “Look at what we have here. A regular welcome wagon.”
The foursome stood shoulder to shoulder as the horsemen approached.
Skinner and Queho crossed the street to join the others, a united front. At least one of the horsemen had a rifle in a scabbard at his hip.
Buck spoke softly to his men, keeping his lips as still as possible so as not to betray the conversation to the horsemen. “Keep your hands off your weapons for now. Let’s see how this develops.”
The Colt 1911 rested against his leg in its holster. Fully loaded he had eight rounds. That was enough should he need them.
The horses were thin but healthy. The gloss of their coats reflected the sunlight. All three of the animals were brown, one darker than the others. It was in the middle, and aboard it sat the man who spoke first.
“Who are you, and why are you here?” asked the marshal. His eyes shifted to the Humvee and the truck parked in the diagonal spaces in front of the building at its high curb.
His resonant voice was full of gravel. He wore a long gray mustache on his upper lip, and matching tendrils of hair curled from underneath the hat and draped across his shoulders. His jawline was speckled with salt-and-pepper scruff.
If it hadn’t been 2033 and post-Scourge, Buck might have thought he was in the old west, facing a marshal who kindly didn’t want his type in town except to spend money on liquor and whores. Either that or it was the twentieth-century Hollywood version of the old west complete with a Sam Elliott look-alike.
It was a simple question with a complicated answer. Buck took a step forward, hand out in front of him as a show of peace. “I’m Roof,” he said. “This here is Salomon Pico, Pony Diehl and Tom Horn. That’s Queho and Skinner.”
“Roof? That’s your name?”
“Yep.”
The marshal’s wiry eyebrows twitched. “Momma didn’t love you?”
This was going as Buck thought it might. The marshal was straight out of central casting. The only thing missing was the soundtrack complete with whistles and mandolins. Buck tipped his own Stetson back on his head so the horsemen could see his eyes. “Your momma did,” he said. “Twice daily and after church on Sunday.”
The men flanking the marshal didn’t react at first. It was obvious they’d gauge their boss’s take on the joke before they decided how to respond.
The marshal laughed. He shifted in his saddle and the leather squeaked. The horse snuffled and shook a fly from its flared nostrils. The tension in the other two horsemen eased. They sagged a little in their saddles.
“You’re funny. I might like you. But I need to know why you’re here. Can’t be friends if I don’t like your answer. You passing through?”
Roof nodded toward the building to his right. “No. We like the look of the place. Thought we’d move in and fix it up.”
“Bible Hardware?” asked the marshal.
His eyes were intelligent and clear. They swept across the six newcomers with healthy skepticism. He scratched the scruff on his chin and used his thumb and forefinger to smooth the edges of his mustache. “What would you want with a hardware store?”
“It’s not only the hardware store. I like the looks of the post office too. And those old houses you got two blocks over look promising too.”
The marshal shifted again in the saddle. His boots twisted in the stirrups. There was an unease in the way he sat on the horse that hadn’t been there a minute earlier. “I don’t think I follow.”
Buck took another step closer to the horse. He checked over his shoulder at his men and then eyed the two other horsemen before settling again on the marshal. He winked.
“You do.”
The wink might as well have been a punch to the side of the marshal’s face. His jaw set. The blood vessels in his neck purpled with tension. He grabbed the horn of the saddle, swung a leg over the horse, and dismounted. The marshal wore a handgun on his left hip. From the looks of the grip, Buck guessed it was a Ruger nine-millimeter.
However, it was his finger the marshal pointed at Buck as he strode to him. He aimed it like a gun with his thumb serving as the hammer. “I don’t know who you think you are,” he purred, “but you and your gang can’t come rolling in here like you own the place.”
The two other horsemen drew their weapons. One held a rifle; the other a pump-action shotgun, which he racked for the drama of it. The mechanical snap made for nice effect, but it didn’t do anything to frighten Buck. He took another step closer to the marshal. His face was stone now, all hints of cordiality gone.
“I told you who we are. I’m Roof. My friends are Skinner, Pico, Diehl, Horn and Queho. We’re not a gang, per se, and we aren’t acting like we own the place. Not yet anyhow. How that transaction unfolds is as yet undetermined.”
The marshal stabbed his finger at the air as he spoke and stepped to within two feet of Roof. “We don’t like your kind,” he said, his voice more of a growl than a purr. “We run a clean town. Good and decent people, not like Houston or Dallas or San Antonio. Those places have turned into cesspools of drugs and miscreants. Not Abilene.”
Roof’s eyes shifted from one horseman to the next. He didn’t need to check his men behind him. He knew they had his back. At least, he figured they would. Every last one of them was auditioning for a job with the Cartel that would soon run Texas. If they couldn’t handle three geezers without having to be told what to do, Roof might as well give up now regardless. “You’re the ones running the town? The three of you.”
The marshal nodded and glanced over his shoulder at his men. That was his first mistake.
The instant he turned his head, Roof was on him. In a flash he drew the Colt, pushed it to the marshal’s throat and spun him around. With his free hand he took the marshal’s Ruger from his holster and put it to his temple. “Do as I say. Understood? Put your hands into your front pockets. Don’t move them. You do, you die.”
The marshal didn’t struggle; he was too smart for that. His men were standing in their saddles, and both of them had their weapons trained on Roof.
Their eyes, however, darted between Roof and something behind him. His men. They had his back.
Skinner confirmed it. “We got ya, General.”
Roof stood against the marshal, the old man’s back pressed against him. He smelled of sweat and cheap aftershave. The man wore aftershave. Even in the apocalypse. Roof couldn’t think of anything more righteous than that. It made him want to shoot the man right then and there.
Instead he said, “You don’t have to die today. That’s not how this has to go down. You have a family?”
The marshal didn’t answer. He swallowed hard.
The horseman with the shotgun waved it at Roof. “Let him go. You can’t win this, stranger. You pull the trigger, you die.”
Roof shifted to his right so he could look at the foreman around the marshal’s head. He grinned. “I might die. You definitely will. No doubt. You’re outnumbered and outgunned. This doesn’t end well for you regardless of what I do. What matters right now is that your boss answers my questions.”
Roof pushed the barrel of the Colt up and pressed it harder against the base of the marshal’s skull. “I asked, do you have a family?”
“I have a wife and a granddaughter.”
“No kids?”
“Dead. The Scourge.”
“Sorry to hear that. Now, who do you want to see when we’re done here? Your kids or your wife and granddaughter?”
“You can’t win this,” said the marshal.
“I will,” said Roof. He called over his shoulder to his men, “Disarm the horsemen.”
His five men marched forward. Skinner and Queho moved to the one with the rifle. Both of them had their weapons trained on the sap, and the man handed over his long gun. Horn and Pico took the shotgun from the other horseman, who begrudgingly gave it up.
Pony Diehl moved alongside Roof and leveled another weapon at the marshal. “I got him if you want to move.”
Roof took one step back. That was when the marshal made his second mistake.
The old man pulled his hands from his pockets. In one of them he held a spring-assisted Quickfire Buck knife. Surprisingly fast for his age, the marshal spun and backhanded the blade at Roof, stabbing into his arm. He pulled it and stabbed again in almost the same spot.
Roof cried out in pain but pulled the triggers on both guns at the same time. The Colt and the Ruger fired simultaneously, a percussive duet that tore through the marshal and dropped him where he stood.
With the knife stuck in his arm, Roof kicked the dead man from atop his boots and marched over to the stunned horsemen, ignoring the throbbing burn that seared with each accelerated beat of his pounding heart.
The fear on the men’s faces shrank them to the size of little boys, shocked speechless and instantly pale.
“Get off the horses,” Roof commanded.
Blood leaked from the wounds in his shoulder. He felt its warmth trickle along his arm and reach the back of his hand. The blade handle protruded from his shoulder, the steel itself buried deep into his flesh. He holstered the Colt and tucked the Ruger into the front of his jeans.
The horsemen dismounted and stood at the sides of their animals with their hands above their heads. Roof motioned them away from the horses and into the middle of the street.
The one who gave up the shotgun started to protest, his eyes jittering. “I don’t—”
He didn’t finish the sentence. Roof pulled the knife from his shoulder and, in one devilishly graceful move, sliced it across the man’s throat. The horseman grabbed at his neck with both hands, his mouth gaping like a fish out of water. He staggered and fell.
Roof stepped to the other horseman and held the tip of the bloodied knife at the soft spot under the man’s chin. Although light-headed from the loss of blood and the course of adrenaline, he held strong and glared at the surviving man.
Skinner and Queho stepped back. Roof thought he saw Skinner smiling with admiration, but his focus was on the trembling man in front of him.
Now it was Roof who growled. “I’m angry. Furious. Do you know why?”
The man shook his head wildly. His pupils were huge and pitiful.
“I’m angry because this didn’t have to happen. Nobody had to die. I didn’t have to bleed. We came here with other intentions.”
The man’s jaw worked like he was chewing cud. His hands trembled.
“Do you want to live?” Roof asked.
He nodded. “Y-y-yes.”
“What’s your name?”
“Billups.”
“You’ll have to do something for me, Billups. Can you do something for me?”
Billups nodded again. “What is it?”
A wave of intense pain spread from Roof’s shoulder, across his chest and down his arm. He ground his teeth and grunted. “Skinner, get me something to stop the bleeding. Should be something in the back seat of the Humvee.”
Without hesitation Skinner ran toward the parked vehicles.
Roof looked at the wound for the first time, though he couldn’t see the actual cuts through his shirt. The twin slices in the fabric were soaked through with his blood. The sleeve stuck to his skin. He took a deep breath. “Okay, Billups,” he said, “I need to know who’s armed in this town. I want to know where they live, what weapons they have. Then you’ll take us to each of them. One by one. You got it?”
Billups’s face twitched. A frown flashed before he swallowed hard and nodded. He understood what Roof wanted from him and what it meant for the future of the town.
With the adrenaline all but gone, the pain intensified. A cold sweat beaded on Roof’s face and neck. “There’s something you have to understand,” Roof said through clenched teeth. “This is our town now. You’re either with us or against us. Which will it be, Billups?”
The horseman didn’t hesitate. “With you.”
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Mike awoke to the weak thump of a headache at his temples. His side hurt and the phantom pain at his foot ached like a cramp. He opened his eyes, breaking the thick crust pasted around his lids.
The blurry vision of Miriam hovered over him. He knew it was her by the touch of her hand on his cheek, the sweetness of her voice.
“You’re up. Finally. I’ve been so worried. They told me you’d be okay, but I didn’t know. Can you hear me? How do you feel?”
She spoke so fast. Too fast for him to follow. A haze clouded his thinking. He tasted the nastiness of his tongue in his mouth but didn’t try to speak.
Miriam squeezed his hand. “I’ll be right back. Brice will want to see you.”
She let go and disappeared. Mike wasn’t sure where he was or how long he’d been there. He closed his eyes and greased the rusty gears of his memory to the last thing he could recall.
He was running. Somebody was chasing him. He fell. That was it. Where had he been?
The pulse at his temples intensified the pain as he worked to fill in the missing details. It frightened him that there were holes, things he’d experienced lost to him. He tried to slow his breathing, which he realized accelerated as he lay there trying to piece together the puzzle.
“Dude, you’re awake. That’s awesome. We’ve been taking turns watching you. I had a bet with Miriam who would be with you when you came to. I owe her a million dollars.”
Mike opened his eyes. His vision was clearer this time, and both of his friends came into focus. Brice and Miriam stood shoulder to shoulder next to him. Both appeared exhausted. Deep lines creased their faces; bags encircled their eyes.
“What happened?” he asked. His voice sounded alien to him. It was raspy and without tenor. It hurt to talk. It was like shards of glass lined his throat.
“You hit your head,” said Brice. “You fell into the sewer after a bullet grazed you right above your hip bone. You bled a lot.”
Miriam took his hand and laced her fingers with his. “Brice picked you up and carried you over his shoulder. It was pretty incredible.”
Mike remembered. They’d been in Naples to find Brice’s family. His mother and brother were dead. Then an escape and a chase.
He swallowed against the stabbing pain in his throat. “Your mom. Your brother. They—”
“It’s okay,” said Brice. “I don’t know what I was expecting. I didn’t think they’d be alive. I’m sad. But you’re alive, dude. That’s what matters right now.”
A third figure slid into his field of view. A woman. She stood close to Brice. He’d seen her before but couldn’t remember her name. She had light brown hair pulled into a ponytail, bright blue eyes, and freckles. Brice put his arm around her.
“How long have I been…?”
“Two days,” said Miriam. “Two long days.”
“Where am I?”
“The library,” Brice replied. “We came back here. They stitched you up, took us in. They’re letting us stay here as long as we want.”
It took a moment for Mike to understand. Library. What library? Then it clicked. The East Naples Library.
Mike tried to sit up. He was on a mattress on a table. Brice hurried around the foot of the makeshift bed and helped Miriam lift Mike into a sitting position. Mike thanked them both and rested his back against a wall.
“Water, please?”
He was thirsty. So thirsty. He figured he might be dehydrated. That would account for the headache and the pain in his throat. He tried swallowing and it made him wince.
Miriam handed him a plastic cup of water. He took a tentative sip and then a healthy gulp.
“Not too fast,” said Miriam. “You’ll make yourself sick. I don’t think you’ve had anything to eat or drink since before we went into Naples.”
Mike took one more swig and held it in his cheeks. It was room temperature and had an odd aftertaste, but it was good. He swallowed. It didn’t hurt. “So I got shot?”
“Yep,” said Brice. “It took a chunk out of your side. Lucky though. Two inches closer to your belly button and you’d have died.”
Mike felt his side and touched a heavy bandage. He noticed then he was shirtless. His eyes flitted to the woman with the ponytail, and a wave of self-consciousness flooded through him. He resisted the urge to cover himself.
Brice must have sensed Mike’s unease. He moved back to the other side of the bed and put his hand on the woman’s shoulder. “You remember Charlene?” he asked. “She lives here with her parents?”
Mike did remember. Now that Brice reminded him, he recalled her parents were the ones who’d lost their other children and feared anything that involved leaving the library. “Nice to see you again,” he said.
Charlene smiled. “Nice to see you. I’m glad you’re okay. Brice was so worried.”
She put her hand on his chest, as a woman might do when posing with a prom date. Charlene leaned into Brice, her hip touching his leg. Their connection was undeniable.
“Brice and Charlene have spent a lot of time together since we’ve been back,” said Miriam. “When he waited with you, she was here with him.”
Brice blushed. “I like her, dude. She’s cool.”
Charlene’s smile broadened and she rolled her eyes playfully. “Cool.”
Mike felt as if he’d awakened in an alternate universe. It was like he was Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, coming out of a dream to learn that her adventures weren’t real after all. Was any of this real?
“What’s our plan?” Mike asked. He needed to ground himself in the reality of whatever came next. “Do we have one? I mean, when do we leave for the boat to find Miriam’s dad?”
Miriam and Brice exchanged a glance. Charlene’s smile shrank. None of them looked at Mike.
Mike inched up, pushing past the stab of pain at his side. “What? What is it?”
Miriam held his hand and rubbed her thumb against his. Then she let go and gave Brice her spot closest to him.
Brice looked at the floor as he switched places with Miriam. He fidgeted with his collar.
“Dude,” said Mike, employing Brice’s ubiquitous moniker for everyone he met. “What is it?”
Brice met his gaze. “I’m not going with you.”
Mike’s chest tightened. Maybe this wasn’t real. Was he still dreaming? “What?”
“I’m staying here. With the people in the library. With Charlene.”
Mike studied Miriam and Charlene for confirmation. They revealed nothing in their blank expressions. But Mike could read Miriam. He knew her well enough. Her lack of expression was a tell, as was her aversion to meeting his eyes. “Is this a joke?”
“No. It’s not a joke,” said Brice. “I’m serious and I’m staying. I’ve got a connection with Charlene.”
Mike laughed. It hurt. He caught a grunt in his throat.
Brice reached out for him. “You okay?”
Mike shrugged him off. “No, I’m not okay. I’m unconscious for two days and you’re in love with a woman you don’t know?”
Brice stiffened. He withdrew his hand and folded his arms across his chest. “I never said I was in love with her. I said we have a connection. We do. We like each other. We have a lot in common. She gets me.”
Mike turned away. This was too much. A thousand different things to say raced through his mind. He voiced none of them, knowing that any of them might cause a rift he couldn’t repair. Instead he scowled and silently fumed. Brice was abandoning him.
He could rationalize losing people who died. They couldn’t help leaving. But someone who had the choice?
In his gut, Mike understood he was being petulant. He had no right to tell Brice what to do or make him feel guilty for his choices. He couldn’t help it, though. More than anyone other than Miriam, he’d relied on Brice. The ridiculous dude who’d been better at radio sales and with women. The self-possessed dude who spent too much time in the gym lifting big weights and wearing small shirts. He was an unlikely ally. He’d become that and more. And in a world where so few people were reliable fixtures, so few could be trusted, losing Brice would be like losing part of himself.
“Mike,” Miriam said gently, “give him a break. He’s got a chance at having what we have. That’s almost impossible to find in this new world. Right? I mean, how lucky are you and I to have each other?”
Charlene edged against the bed and put her hand on his ankle. Mike resisted the urge to shake free of her touch. “Mike,” she said, “I don’t want you to be mad at Brice. He’s not trying to hurt you.”
Mike wanted to shout at her and tell her she knew nothing about his friend. How could she tell him anything about Brice after just meeting him? She hadn’t survived the Scourge with him, been at sea for six months with him, and saved his life. However, he didn’t. He listened. In part because discretion was the better part of valor and in part because he hurt too much to keep yelling. Anger exhausted him.
Then Charlene surprised him and Brice. “If it means that much, I’ll go with you.”
Mike snapped his attention to her. “What?”
Brice stepped toward her. “What are you saying?”
“I’ll leave this place and go with the three of you. That way I can be with Brice and—”
“No,” said Mike. “That’s not fair to your parents. You’re all they have left.”
Miriam offered him the hint of a sympathetic smile. It urged him to do the right thing. If this woman was willing to give up her family for a chance with Brice, then Mike should be willing to let Brice stay. Not that it was his choice, but he should be supportive. All of that, Miriam conveyed in that single half smile. She was right. Mike was being a child. He breathed evenly, letting the tension leave his body.
“Brice,” he said, “I’m wrong. You should stay. I’ve got no right to ask you to leave. I want what you want. It’s just—”
“You don’t have to say it,” said Brice. “I get it. I might feel the same way if I were you. This is sudden. It’s a lot to digest, especially given that you just woke up. I wasn’t going to say anything now. I wanted to wait.”
Mike and Brice had been friends before the Scourge. They’d worked together, hung out on weekends, and ate greasy meals to subdue the lingering effects of hangovers. But now they were brothers. They’d lived through so much together, the idea of never seeing him again bordered on overwhelming. He’d overreacted.
“Remember the first day?” Mike asked. “When you got knocked out? I had to rush you to the urgent care?”
Brice’s eyes glistened. “I remember. You saved me that day. And a bunch of other days.”
“Pretty crazy,” said Mike. “All the things we’ve seen and done.”
“It is, dude. And to think, if I hadn’t run into you at Publix that day, we might both be dead.”
Mike had forgotten about Publix. About waiting in a ridiculously long line for a turkey sub he never got. About the fight in the bottled water aisle, the two men arguing over the last case on the shelves. It was the beginning of the end and neither of them knew it at the time.
“I love you like family, Brice. I’ll miss you.”
Brice leaned over and offered Mike a one-armed bro hug. Mike reciprocated as best he could. The awkward angle and the pain in his side made the hug more of a pat on the shoulder than a true embrace.
“We’ve still got time,” Mike said. “I’ve got to get up and around before we can go. Then I guess we head to Texas and look for Miriam’s dad.”
Brice stepped back and put an arm around Miriam. He rubbed her back and leaned into her. “I hope he’s alive and well.”
“Me too,” said Miriam. “Me too.”
 



CHAPTER 20
APRIL 5, 2033
SCOURGE +185 DAYS
COCOA BEACH, FLORIDA
 
Kandy Belman knelt in the front yard. The ground was hard under her weight. Her chest was tight and her throat ached from the knot that swelled.
It was still dark; sunrise wasn’t for another hour. Despite it being the coldest part of the day, it was warm. Spring was in bloom.
Her eyes watered from the pollen that danced in the air and settled on everything, leaving a fluorescent dusting on anything otherwise uncovered. They also watered from the tears threatening to stream down her cheeks.
“This is goodbye,” she said to the paint stir stick in front of her. “I truly don’t know what to say to you.”
She couldn’t read it in the dark, but she imagined the lettering that told anyone who passed that this was the final resting place for the love of her life. “I love you, Phil. I always will. You were the love of my life. I wish I’d told you that more often. I wish so many things.”
Kandy sucked in a hitched breath and swallowed past the knot. Her exhale was ragged with the emotion she struggled to keep in check. “You deserved better.”
She dug her fingers in the hard earth beneath them. A bug zipped past her head, its buzz resonating in one ear and then the other as it flew in jerky bursts around her. She didn’t bother to swat at it.
“I’m leaving because I’ve got to do what I can to keep these kids safe. As safe as they can be, anyhow.”
She chuckled and sniffed, her nose stuffy from the pollen. Allergies were a pain in any environment. In the apocalypse, without readily available antihistamines, they were unbearable. Kandy suppressed a sneeze and her ears popped.
“Sorry about that,” she said to Phil’s grave. “And I’m sorry to go. I hope you understand. I hope you’ll watch over us and protect us.”
Footsteps scraped against the dirt behind her.
“We should go,” Betsy said. “The SUV is loaded up and the kids are buckled into their seats.”
Kandy wiped her nose with her sleeve, got up and faced Betsy. “Did you say goodbye?”
Betsy glanced at the stick next to Phil’s. “We did last night. Before the kids went to bed, we came out here and said some prayers.”
“Right,” said Kandy. “I know that. But did you say goodbye.”
Betsy shrugged. “I’m fine. Barry knows I’m doing what’s best. There’s no need for me to prolong it or offer explanations to a rotting corpse.”
Kandy winced at the characterization and stepped back.
“I’m sorry,” said Betsy. “I didn’t mean—”
“It’s fine,” Kandy said with a wave of her hand. “I get it.”
Betsy was angry with Barry. She’d said as much every day since her husband was killed. In one passive-aggressive way or another she’d made it clear that Barry had failed them. But Betsy also wore her husband’s Tag Heuer watch on her wrist. It was too big and it hung like an oversized bangle.
It was a sign, though, that Betsy would come around. She would forgive Barry for his death, hold him up as the hero he was. Eventually.
“I am sorry,” said Betsy.
“Forget it,” said Kandy. “Let’s hit the road. It could take a long time to get there. And if the rumors are false and there’s no family-friendly commune at Universal, we need time to get back here before dark.”
Betsy took a step toward the driveway. “You want to drive?”
Kandy followed Betsy across the yard. She considered turning around for one last look at Phil’s grave but thought better of it. She might turn to salt. “I’ll drive. I don’t mind and I’m wide awake.”
That wasn’t entirely true. It had been a long night. Every time she’d started to drift into something close to sleep, a new terror would consume her. In her mind, she’d played countless versions of what might happen to them on this road trip. Most of them ended with everyone dead.
Kandy would reset the scenario in her mind and work to concoct a positive outcome. She tried to picture a utopian community within the boundaries of a theme park. Bright lights and smiling faces, cotton candy and popcorn, carousels and roller coasters, digital snapshots of families with their arms around each other, grinning and soaked from a flume ride.
None of it helped her sleep. All of it was fantasy or nightmare. Nothing in between.
She slid into the driver’s seat, buckled herself in, and started the engine with the press of the ignition button. The car coughed before it hummed. The engine revved above idle and settled as she slipped it into reverse and accelerated into the street. She put it into drive and pressed on the gas.
“You have the map?” she asked Betsy.
“I do. It’s in the glove box with two handguns and extra ammunition.”
“Where’s the rifle?”
“In the back. Between two suitcases.”
Kandy checked the rearview mirror. The cargo area of the SUV was loaded with gear that blocked the rear window. If she adjusted it just so, she could see the children. Both of them looked tiny strapped into their seats, wide-eyed and silent. They wore identical expressions with their mouths pressed into straight lines.
It was strange being behind the wheel of an SUV. Kandy tried to remember the last time she’d been in a car, let alone driven one. It had to have been the night they arrived at the Millers’ home. Phil had driven, not her, though she’d driven her station vehicle that night. The first night everyone knew in their guts the Scourge was a game changer.
Just the name Scourge told her it was bad. Super bad. Diseases weren’t supposed to get names like this. They were to be neutral, like Yersinia pestis or KIM-92. But this one didn’t. The media jumped straight to the Scourge and it stuck. The WHO never fought hard to stop them. Like the Black Death before it, the plague took on a frightening name that told everyone how bad it was and how awful it could be. It was a marked departure from the politically correct way in which major health organizations handled the public relations aspects of a major outbreak, epidemic, or pandemic.
After the coronavirus thirteen years earlier, the World Health Organization changed its disease-naming policy. No longer would major outbreaks get names referencing places or animals or how it was transferred to humans, deciding to give all future outbreaks neutral scientific names.
Coronavirus became COVID-19. They wanted to avoid people associating it with the popular Mexican beer or calling it the Wuhan virus so as not to stigmatize the place in China where the disease originated.
When thousands were already dead, entire cities were quarantined and commercial air traffic to and from China was either limited or stopped, the WHO director at the time, a man named Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, said, “Under agreed guidelines between WHO, the World Organization for Animal Health, and the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, we had to find a name that did not refer to a geographical location, an animal, an individual, or group of people and which is also pronounceable and related to the disease. Having a name matters to prevent the use of other names that can be inaccurate or stigmatizing.”
None of that effort mattered when the plague reemerged as a global threat. Whether they’d called it by some random combination of letters and numbers, the Syrian plague, the Damascus virus, or the Ukrainian death mambo, it wouldn’t have mattered.
A plague was a plague. Sick was sick. Death was permanent.
Kandy gripped the wheel with both hands as they rolled north, parallel to the ocean to their east. She missed the water. The endlessness of it, its depth, its lack of memory.
She hadn’t wanted to come ashore and face this new world in which she wasn’t who she’d been when she left it. Everything that had happened since she’d stepped back onto land only served to reinforce that regret.
To the left was a house elevated on stilts. The yard was a postage stamp marked with a swollen henge and fourteen paint stir sticks. The sky was deep blue, but the horizon to their right was on fire with the first rays of sunrise. It shone on the sticks and cast shadows that aimed at the house. Grace Ward’s house.
“The paint sticks,” Sally said from the back seat, “they look like Daddy’s.”
The child was turned in her seat, her fingers on the sill and her nose pressed to the glass. She craned her neck to stare at them for as long as they were visible. When they’d gone too far past, she sank back into her seat. The remnant vapor from her nose and cheeks left impressions on the window. “Who were they?” she asked.
Kandy checked the rearview mirror and met Sally’s gaze. “The house belonged to a woman named Grace.”
“Who was buried there?”
“Alyssa, Mary, Brittany, George, Colton, Gibson, Ryan, Bobby, Blair, Tony, Alice, Darren, Jeff and Katherine.” Kandy mentally ticked them off in her head. Fourteen names, all of them committed to memory.
Betsy swung to face her. “How do you know that? Is it true?”
With a silent nod of her head she answered the question. She’d been in the house during that expedition. She’d seen Grace’s body and recalled the words of her farewell note.
 
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.
 
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. Maybe 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.
 
That was how it ended.
The words rang in Kandy’s ears as if she’d heard Grace say them aloud. She swallowed past the uncomfortable knot swelling again in her throat.
It’s time for me to sleep.
Kandy wondered at what point she’d reach such depths she might swallow a bottle of pills or the barrel of a gun. Would she sink that low? Without Phil was there even a purpose on this Earth?
Her eyes flitted to the rearview mirror and she studied the children. Neither of them would have a life as she’d lived. They’d grow up in fatherless dysfunction.
Betsy put a hand on her leg, pulling her from her thoughts. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. Just thinking.”
“We going 520 or staying on A1A?”
“520. Depends on the barricades. We’ll know in a minute.”
To their right were the Diplomat Condominiums. The buildings were three-story low-rises, and one side was set back from the highway behind tennis and shuffleboard courts, marked slabs of concrete adorned with the requisite lines for the given game. On the other, a trapezoid-shaped pool blocked the first of the buildings from the six-lane road. The buildings themselves were arranged in an odd configuration, perpendicular to one another such that three buildings formed U shapes along the stretch of the property. There were twenty buildings.
It stood out to Kandy because she’d shot a story in the complex years earlier. That was the bane of a reporter’s existence. Their work scarred the cities in which they worked. Every landmark, notable or otherwise, was tattooed with the memory of a story past.
That bank on the corner? The drive-through ATM was the scene of an attempted armor car heist. Two people had died.
The breakfast place on Orange Avenue? Murder-suicide. Domestic. Ex came looking for the former girlfriend. Found her, killed her and then himself.
Neighborhood off Wekiva Springs Road? String of property crimes that had neighbors on edge. Deputies added extra patrols because of increasingly violent break-ins.
Kandy didn’t typically cover stories at the beach. There were bureau reporters for that in Volusia and Brevard Counties. They handled the news between Daytona and Melbourne. But when they took vacations, the station would cycle mainland reporters through the bureaus.
She recognized the Diplomat because of its unusual building configuration and because of the child she’d met there. A young girl, Sally’s age, was fighting brain cancer. Her name was Kelly Jackson and she had an astrocytoma. It caused headaches and seizures. Only one in three survived five years without treatment. Less than three in four lived that long with radiation therapy.
Kelly had a grade two. While it wasn’t curable, if doctors did their jobs and she got lucky, the tumor might not grow. The painful symptoms might not worsen.
Kelly was a story because she had a YouTube channel on which she chronicled her journey. Three million people followed her daily video blogs. They were inspirational, heartbreaking, riveting. On her other social media accounts, famous influencers shared links or retweeted her posts. The kid was a bona fide internet star, and she did all of it between the confines of her bedroom in her condo, the bathroom in which she spent a fair amount of time dealing with the effects of treatment, or the hospital where doctors gave her special dispensation to share her fight.
The story won Kandy an Emmy for writing, an Edward R. Murrow Award for hard news feature, and various other citations from medical associations. Kandy gave the trophies and plaques to Kelly, believing it was Kelly’s story that won, not Kandy’s telling of it.
That was four years ago. Or five. As far as Kandy knew, Kelly had survived up until the Scourge. She tried not to think about whether or not the child beat cancer only to die from a plague.
How many people she had featured on the news weren’t alive anymore? Statistically, two-thirds of them were dead. Two of every three people she interviewed were gone. On a given day she might talk to three or four people. That totaled fifteen to twenty in a week. Sixty to eighty in a month. Seven hundred twenty to nine hundred sixty in a year. And two thirds of them were gone.
Kandy couldn’t wrap her head around the breadth of the global death. Nobody could. It was too much. Too many people, too many lives. But when she put it in terms she could comprehend, manageable numbers personal to her, it was overwhelming.
Her mind raced. Flashes of faces flipped through her head like someone holding down the button on a digital image projector. Men, women, children. Kelly Jackson.
“Do you think we can make it?”
Betsy pointed across the front seat toward the intersection with the bridge. It was a serpentine of concrete barriers Kandy recognized from her one and only expedition beyond Cocoa Beach.
She hadn’t been able to remember whether or not the space between the barriers was wide enough for vehicles. Now she saw, in the golden light of the early morning, it was. Not an easy maneuver, but the SUV could fit.
“I think so. Let’s give it a try.”
She weaved around the barriers until she cleared them and accelerated onto the westbound lanes of the 520 bridge spanning the Banana River between Cocoa and Merritt Island. The speedometer read thirty miles per hour.
Betsy sat forward in her seat, her body half-turned toward Kandy. She braced herself against the dash with her right hand. Her left arm was on the center console. “Can you go faster?”
Kandy shot her a glance but kept her attention focused on the road ahead. “I can. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“Why not? There’s nobody out there.”
She was right. They were alone on the causeway. Water stretched north and south of the bridge, its surface rippling from a southerly wind that blew in gusts. The only sounds from the inside of the SUV’s cabin were the hum of its four-cylinder turbo engine and the hiss of the air-conditioning.
“There’s no telling what’s on the road. If I go too fast, I can’t avoid whatever might be there.”
Betsy shot her a look like she was speaking a dead language. “Like what?”
“Trash, debris, other vehicles, parts of other vehicles. Bodies.”
“You could go a little faster.”
“Do you want to drive?”
“No,” said Betsy.
Kandy forced a smile that conveyed her intensifying lack of patience. “Then don’t do it from the passenger’s seat. Please.”
Nonetheless she pushed harder on the gas pedal and accelerated another five miles per hour faster. It was an olive branch.
A half hour later, they exited Highway 1, headed north and looped around to 528, the Martin Andersen Beachline Expressway, which took them west toward I-95.
Both children had their eyes closed in the back seat. Sally’s chin bobbed against her chest, while Jimmy’s head rolled against the seat behind him. His mouth was open and he was breathing heavily.
A fuel tanker rumbled in the opposite direction. It was heading east. The stainless-steel container was like a funhouse mirror, warping the shape of their SUV as they drove past one another. The driver pulled the horn, honking twice. Kandy wondered if it was a signal of trouble up ahead. But they saw nothing and nobody in the minutes after they’d passed each other.
Betsy had the map unfolded in her lap. She ran a finger across it from right to left. “It’s essentially a straight line from here. We’ll pass the airport and the turnpike before we hit I-4; then we go north a few miles to the park’s entrance.”
The highway was surprisingly clear of obstacles. Occasionally, they’d pass an abandoned truck or car or people with packs hiked up on their shoulders. A few of them spun and extended thumbs, hoping to hitch a ride.
Kandy didn’t even consider it. Strangers had been a mixed bag before the Scourge. Some were benevolent, with kind hearts, and were what the media called Good Samaritans. Others preyed on the weak or the unaware. It was no different after the Scourge, she’d found. People were as likely to be good as bad, kind or malevolent, and there was no way to tell the difference until it was too late.
A hitchhiker flipped her the bird in the passenger side-view mirror. Kandy shook her head.
People.
“I remember you from television,” said Betsy. It was the first time in six months she’d acknowledged it.
Barry had admitted shortly after meeting her that he’d recognized her when she first arrived at his home in the early days of the Scourge. At first he thought it was from Phil’s Facebook page. Then it hit him; she was the lady from the news.
Betsy’s admission drew an unexpected smile from Kandy. She tried unsuccessfully to suppress it. “You never said anything. How come?”
Up ahead, a pile of debris crowded the shoulder and spilled into the outside lane. Kandy steered the SUV around it and kept going. She was traveling at close to fifty miles per hour.
“I felt weird,” said Betsy. “I didn’t know what to say. I talked about it with Barry. He told me that he’d told you he knew who you were. He said you were nice about it, but didn’t seem to want to talk about it, so I thought it was better if I didn’t mention it.”
As much as being a reporter was Kandy’s identity, she never relished the idea of being recognized. People would mention she was familiar to them and she wouldn’t help them learn why. Only if they fished would she let them hook an answer.
“Sorry if I made him uncomfortable,” said Kandy. “I didn’t mean to do that.”
Betsy waved her hand, dismissing the notion. “Please. It’s not a big deal. I figured since it’s the two of us now, it was time.”
They drove in silence for another fifteen minutes, neither of them apparently sure what to say.
Betsy had her elbow on the armrest of her door, staring out the window. Chin propped in her upturned palm, her body swayed with the motion of the SUV on the highway.
Kandy watched the dashed lane lines zip past them as she drove. She was lost in thought when she blinked back to the moment and noticed she was traveling at sixty-five miles per hour. That was too fast.
She took her foot off the accelerator in the moment she spied a pile of debris in the road. It looked like a piece of a car’s bumper. Kandy tapped the brake and edged around it. She didn’t have time to avoid a wood plank in the other lane. She ran over it. It thunked underneath the front passenger tire. A split second later the back tire hit it. This time, the sound was different. It was a loud bang under the back of the SUV, and then the wheel in her hands shook.
She held it tighter. “Hold on—”
A loud pop like a gunshot cut her off and she hit the brakes. That was the wrong move.
The SUV skidded and the remaining good tires squealed against the highway. She swung the wheel to one side and then the other, forgetting everything she’d learned about safe driving and how to respond to a blowout.
Betsy cried out as the vehicle swung to one side, threatening to roll. It was more of a high-pitched grunt than a scream. She braced herself. Wide-eyed, her mouth open, terror gripped her.
Kandy took her foot off the brake and accelerated gently. She steered into the skid and regained control of the SUV. It rocked like a ship in rough waters until she steadied it and slowed to a stop, her heart racing.
Betsy leaned forward against the dash. “Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh. Oh my gosh.”
The words sounded like exhalations as much as exclamations. She whipped around to check her children. Both of them were awake. Sally was almost in her brother’s lap, his arms wrapped around her as if he were trying to heave her from her seat.
“Are you okay?”
The children nodded. Sally whimpered.
“It’s fine,” said Betsy. “We’re fine.”
Kandy’s fingers gripped the wheel. Her knuckles devoid of pigment, she stared through the windshield at the road ahead. The surge of adrenaline receded like an ebbing tide and she slumped. Her shoulders hunched forward and she closed her eyes. “Okay,” she said barely above a whisper. “I’ve got to check the damage.”
Kandy unbuckled her belt and hopped from the SUV into the middle of the highway. It was warm out. She looked east as she walked to the back of the SUV, and ribbons of heat warbled in the distance, distorting the horizon. She scanned her surroundings and saw nobody. That was good.
From the other side of the SUV the door opened and closed, and Betsy met her at the back passenger’s side near the shredded tire, holding the handgun from the glove box. “Can’t be too careful,” she said. “I’ll keep an eye out. I got your back.”
Kandy nodded. Perhaps Betsy wasn’t as useless as she’d thought. Barry’s death was a wake-up call. Maybe. Or this was a blip, a splash of bravado in a sea of surrender. Either way, she was glad to have Betsy standing watch as she surveyed the SUV.
She bent into a baseball catcher’s crouch and studied the tire. Shredded remnants of it clung to the rim. The rim itself was bent along one side, but it didn’t look too bad.
She braced herself with one hand and peered under the carriage. The axle looked okay. There was a dent in the muffler but no hole. She figured the board must have had something in it that popped the tire and drove the wood into the undercarriage.
Truth was, although Kandy didn’t know much about cars, she could change a tire. In this moment, that was what mattered.
She stood and scanned up and down the highway. A sign on the side of the road told her they were only a mile from Jeff Fuqua Boulevard and the Orlando International Airport exit. That put them twenty miles from Universal. They could manage, but she had to work fast. “You have a spare?”
Betsy nodded. “It’s under the floor of the cargo area.”
Kandy scrunched her lips so that she could chew on the inside of her cheek. Her expression must have worried Betsy.
“What?” she asked. “Is there a problem?”
“No. Just a pain. We’ll need to take everything out of the back so I can get to the spare. Then once I’m finished, we have to repack the car. It could take some time. And we’re sorta sitting ducks out here.”
Betsy’s face wrinkled with concern. She stepped back from the SUV and scanned the length of the highway. Then she moved back toward Kandy. “I don’t see anybody right now. How long do you think it’ll take to change the tire?”
Moving to the tailgate, Kandy shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s been a while. I can do it, but I might have to remind myself of things. Could be a half hour? Longer?”
With a jut of her chin, Betsy motioned toward the direction they’d come. “The last time I noticed any people on foot, it was easily ten miles back. That gives us two hours.”
Kandy pulled open the tailgate. It hissed on automatic hydraulics and lifted clear of her head. She grabbed a pack and set it on the ground clear of the SUV. Betsy kept watch, the gun in her hand.
“That’s true,” said Kandy, “but it doesn’t account for anyone coming from up the road, and it doesn’t mean somebody won’t drive past us.”
She plucked another bag from the cargo area and unloaded it. “Hey, Jimmy. You think you could help me, bud?”
“Other than the one fuel tanker, we haven’t seen another car or truck since we got on the highway,” said Betsy. “Come to think of it, I don’t know that we’ve seen anything since we left the house.”
Jimmy hopped from the SUV and came around the back. Kandy handed him a sleeping bag. “Thanks, Jimmy. I’ll hand you things and you choose where to put them. When we’re ready to load up again, we’ll do the opposite.”
“Okay.” He took another sleeping bag from her.
Kandy grabbed the rifle and handed to Betsy. “You’re right. Kinda strange. I expected to see at least two trucks. Maybe military or something.”
It was odd standing in the middle of a highway without the rush of passing cars and trucks, the accompanying gusts of wind rife with exhaust. Only the breeze that swayed the transplanted palms and rustled their fronds marked the air here. There was an odor though, the remnant smell of burned rubber from the tires smoking against the road as she’d struggled to regain control of the SUV. It lingered in her nostrils as she pulled a cooler from the SUV and handed it to Jimmy. He took it with both hands and struggled a few feet to his growing pile of supplies.
Kandy wiped a sheen of sweat from her brow and from under her eyes. The humidity was remarkable, even for central Florida. It was only the start of April. She imagined what summer might bring in heat and mosquitoes.
Summer. Synonymous with tourists and hurricanes. The former wouldn’t be an issue anymore. Not in her lifetime. But hurricanes?
“Someone’s coming.”
Betsy moved around the back of the SUV next to Kandy. The cargo area was empty, the floor pulled aside. Kandy had her hands on the spare tire, a small emergency version that would get them to their destination.
Sally leaned on the headrest overlooking the space from the back seat. She watched Kandy intently but didn’t speak until her mother moved into view. “Who’s coming?”
Betsy’s glare flicked at her daughter, but she didn’t answer her. The intensity of her gaze, the deep creases across her forehead and along the sides of her mouth were reserved for Kandy. “Two men. I can’t tell if they’re armed. They’ve got packs or bags. They’re coming from the west, but they’re on this side of the highway. What do I do?”
“Watch them,” said Kandy. “Have you checked the rifle? Made sure it’s ready to go?”
“Yeah. It’s ready.”
“Stand watch. Get the kids in the car and lock the doors. I’ll get what I need from the back and shut the tailgate. There’s nothing else we can do. It’s not like we can run or leave our stuff out on the road.”
Betsy checked the supplies Jimmy had piled on the highway behind the SUV then moved to the front of the SUV, rifle in hand.
Kandy pulled out the lug wrench, the jack and the spare tire. She ignored the road hazard marker. It was useless. Everything was a hazard.
She moved to the rear driver’s wheel and looked west. The heat on the road blurred the men, made them look like watercolor figures as they marched toward the SUV. They did have packs. She couldn’t tell if they were armed either. As she stared, she wasn’t sure if the approaching hikers were men. They were big, but they as easily could be larger women or tall teenage boys. It was hard to tell. And right now, it didn’t matter. She had to change the tire as fast as possible.
First thing was loosening the lug nuts. There were five of them. She affixed the wrench to the first one and cranked. It resisted for a moment then turned counterclockwise. She spun it two times and moved to the next one. All five twisted with relative ease.
With the nuts still in the wheel, she dragged the jack over to the side of the SUV. There was a mark on the trim and the bottom of its side that showed her where to place the jack. She got it in position and cranked it.
The process was tedious. The threads on the jack screw were thin, and it took what felt like a thousand turns to move it an inch. As she worked the jack’s saddle closer to the undercarriage, she found herself checking the approaching duo.
They were closer but still far enough away that their hazy forms looked like smudges in the heat rising from the road. It was too early in the day to be this hot. She shouldered sweat from her eyes and kept working the jack.
The saddle finally pushed against the side of the car and the vehicle lifted. Each turn of the jack took more effort. The repetitive motion burned the muscles in her forearm. Her knees ached from pressing against the gravelly surface of the highway. She twisted her neck from side to side in an effort to loosen the building tension.
Betsy edged around the front of the SUV. “You okay?”
“Fine.”
“They’re getting closer.”
“I’m going as fast as I can.”
“They’re armed.”
Kandy looked up at her. Betsy had a finger on the rifle’s trigger guard, rubbing it repeatedly. It looked itchy. “Don’t do anything rash, Betsy. They might be as frightened of us as we are of them.”
“They’re armed,” Betsy repeated.
“So are we. It doesn’t mean anything. Anyone who’s smart has a weapon of some kind. Just keep an eye out.”
The rear passenger door cracked open and Jimmy peeked out. “Everything okay?”
Kandy used her shoulder to wipe sweat from her face. “It’s fine. It’ll be fine. To be safe though, you and your sister should hide. Get on the floor, okay?”
Jimmy’s eyes narrowed and he frowned. “That doesn’t sound fine.”
“There are two people coming. We don’t know who they are. They’re probably nice people, but let’s be on the safe side. Okay?”
Jimmy’s concern didn’t ease. He appeared to consider what she said, and Kandy could see his mind working. “Okay.”
He disappeared and the door closed behind him. The lock clicked. Then it clicked again for good measure.
Kandy’s eyes burned. She couldn’t keep the shower of perspiration from dripping into them. And she stank. The peppery and sour aroma of body odor was definitely hers. This was not a good day.
With renewed vigor she muscled the SUV up to a spot where she thought she had enough room to affix the emergency tire. She removed all of the lug nuts and pulled the rim and the bits of shredded tire free of the wheel.
“There’s three of them.”
Betsy was back on the passenger’s side. Worry plastered her sweat-glistened face. Her hair was matted against her head, and a ring of perspiration darkened her collar.
Every minute working on the wheel seemed to stretch into an hour, but the strangers’ approach was on fast-forward. Kandy hefted the emergency tire onto the wheel and wrenched it from one side and then the other to make sure it was on straight.
She fumbled with the first of the lug nuts, struggling to fit it into the hole on the temporary rim. The second and third were easier. The fourth and fifth went fast. She used her thumb and finger to twist them on halfway, careful not to overturn them.
Kandy stole a quick glance at the coming hikers. They were close enough now she could see there were three of them. Two men and a woman. The woman wasn’t much smaller than the men. All of them carried long guns. They marched with purpose. Not like so many of the hikers they’d passed on the highway who appeared to drag every step forward. These three moved as if going downhill. If they’d broken into a sprint, it wouldn’t have surprised her.
Kandy hurried with the jack, spinning it counterclockwise as fast as she could. The muscles in her arms screamed from exhaustion. Sweat blurred her vision.
One of the hikers called out, “Hey. Y’all okay?”
He had a thick Southern drawl. It was the kind of speech Kandy heard in the rural parts of central Florida, the communities untouched by theme parks or urban sprawl. He sounded like what the natives called a cracker.
Betsy responded, “We’re fine. Thanks.”
“Don’t look fine. Looks like y’all got a flat.”
Kandy ignored the urge to look up from her work. She kept turning the jack. She was halfway there.
The other man spoke. They were close enough that he didn’t have to raise his voice. “Whoa there. No need for that. We come in peace.”
The first voice again. “Yeah, little lady. You don’t gotta point that at us.”
Betsy said, “Put down your guns.”
The emergency tire touched the ground. Kandy spun the jack a couple more cranks and pried it from underneath the side panel. She grabbed the wrench and gave each of the nuts another turn.
“Okay, okay,” said the first man. “We can do that. No need to get all upset or nothing.”
“Don’t take another step.” Betsy’s voice trembled. “Put down the guns and stay where you are. Move and I’ll shoot. I will. I’ll shoot all of you.”
Keeping the wrench in her greasy hand, Kandy stood. For the first time, she got a good look at the trio.
“Ma’am,” said Cracker, with a nod to Kandy. “We don’t want no trouble. Really we don’t.”
He was tall. Six feet five inches and broad-chested. He wore a flannel shirt rolled up to the elbows and unbuttoned with a white T-shirt underneath. His jeans were tight enough that a belly hung over the waist. He wasn’t fat, just softer like a weightlifter who ate too many carbs.
Although the second man was shorter, he stood over six feet tall. He was lanky and had a baseball cap on his head with a fishhook through the bill. The cap was gray and dirt smudged, as were his clothes. Board shorts and a long-sleeved cotton T-shirt didn’t match except for the dirt.
Both men wore heavy work boots and carried identical-looking rifles. They had packs slung over one shoulder. The more Kandy studied them, the more she saw a resemblance. They could be brothers or cousins.
The woman wasn’t as big as Kandy first thought. She was pregnant. Chances were she was only a few weeks from delivery. Her bare baby bump stuck out from underneath a ribbed tank top that might not have fit her when she wasn’t knocked up. The tops of her breasts spilled over the scooped neck of her top. She wore baggy sweatpants that had lettering along one leg that Kandy couldn’t read. The rifle was slung over her shoulders, the strap diagonally crossing her body and further accentuating the curves of her breasts.
Kandy took two steps to the front of the SUV. As she passed the windows, her peripheral vision caught the shapes of the children huddled on the floor of the vehicle between the front and rear seats. “What do you want?”
The tension in the air was as palpable as the humidity. Neither side trusted the other. Both gauged strengths and weaknesses. The strangers outnumbered them even if one of them was a pregnant woman about to pop. A pregnant woman could pull a trigger as easily as anyone.
The cracker’s eyes shifted between Betsy and Kandy. He didn’t put down the weapon, but he didn’t aim it at them either. None of the three strangers had the rifles shouldered or ready to fire. It was either a good sign or a ruse.
“We’re passing through,” he said. “It’s not like we’re chasing you or following you or nothing. You just happened to be on our route. And seriously, you’re the ones pointing a gun at us.”
His eyes fell to the barrel of the rifle pointed at his chest.
Betsy pressed the rifle against her shoulder. Her finger moved to the trigger. “If you’ve got good intentions, put down your guns.”
The one with the fishhook cap said, “How about we just keep moving? We could keep our guns; you keep yours. No harm, no foul.”
Kandy studied them. The cracker was calm. Confident even. Same with Fish Hook. The woman wasn’t. Worry sparked in her eyes and she chewed at her lower lip. Her hands cupped her belly, one of them massaging the exposed skin. The woman sniffed and the glint of a nose piercing reflected sunlight.
“Look,” said Cracker, “we just want to keep moving. I could help you with the tire if you want. We’re not bad people.”
That was the kind of thing bad people would say, but Kandy did have a sense about people. Her years of interviewing and engaging with strangers had honed that sense. She flipped the wrench in her hands.
“I’m good on the tire, thanks. How are you on food and water?”
Betsy snapped her attention to Kandy and shot her a confused, angry glare. She kept the rifle aimed at the cracker. “What are you doing?” she hissed.
Ignoring Betsy, Kandy took another step closer to the trio. “You need anything?”
The surprise that washed across the cracker’s face was almost as extreme as Betsy’s. He blinked. Or was it a twitch?
“We’re good. Thanks.”
Each syllable of his response drawled into two. It was a distinctive trait among deep Southerners, which made them sound uneducated. Kandy had a feeling this trio might not be educated, but they were smart. And they didn’t carry with them the baggage of desperation she’d seen in others.
“Take a wide berth, then,” Kandy said. “It’ll make all of us feel better. You can go. No harm, no foul.”
Fish Hook cracked a smile. “All right then. Thank you.”
The pregnant woman still said nothing. She held her belly and Kandy saw the red, angry stretch marks glisten with sweat.
Kandy offered her a weak smile. “Boy or girl?”
It was a stupid question. Kandy knew it as soon as it escaped her lips. There was no way the woman would know what she was having. It was a question that ceased being viable six months ago, but it was a vestige of her previous life. A life she struggled to fully release.
The woman looked at Cracker when she answered. Her voice was sweet, almost angelic and barbed with the same twang as the men. It made her seem younger than her appearance. “It’s a boy,” she said. “I’m all out front and carrying low. He’s a pain in my butt. I mean literal-like. My butt hurts and so do my hips. Plus, I wasn’t sick much during the first bit, so it’s a boy.”
Cracker smiled. “It don’t matter none which it is to me as long as it’s okay and she’s okay. That’s all I care about, you know?”
The woman grabbed her chest and squeezed one of her breasts. “Plus, my right boob is bigger than my left now. That’s another sign.”
“Good luck,” said Kandy.
Fish Hook tipped his cap, and the trio moved to the opposite side of the road, continuing on.
“Hey,” Kandy called after them. “Be careful. There’s some hitchhikers up ahead.”
Fish Hook tipped his cap again and the trio marched onward. Betsy lowered the rifle and joined her at the back of the SUV. Kandy knocked on the rear window and Jimmy unlocked the tailgate. It hissed up.
“What was that about?” asked Betsy. “Why did you offer them our things?”
Kandy placed the wrench back into its molded spot under the cargo floor and moved around Betsy to grab the jack. She cranked it closed, her forearm muscles reminding her they were displeased, and put it into its place.
“They could have killed us,” said Betsy. “Just like the people who broke into our house. Twice. It would have been better to shoot them and not take chances. And you were just—”
Kandy slapped the floor into place, startling Betsy, and faced her. “They were as frightened of us as we were of them. If they were going to try something, they wouldn’t have stood there without their guns drawn.”
“But—”
Kandy put her hands on Betsy’s shoulders. “Not everyone is a bad guy. But if you’d pulled that trigger, you’d be no better than the people who broke into the house and killed Phil and Barry. No better.”
Betsy’s eyes glistened.
Kandy rubbed her shoulders. “Do you truly believe there’s a commune for families at Universal?”
“Yes.”
“Then that means there are good people still left in this world. So if you believe there’s a safe place for us to go, you can’t think everybody is a killer.”
Betsy fell into Kandy’s arms. The rifle dropped to the ground and rattled at their feet. The mother of two sobbed into Kandy’s chest, buried her head. Kandy held her and soothed her.
The children peeked over the back seat. Both of them wore matching concerned scowls.
Kandy smiled weakly. “It’s okay,” she told them. “We’re okay.”
When Betsy was finished, she wiped her eyes and sniffed. “Let’s get everything back into the truck. I can cry later. No point standing out here. Even if good people come along.”
In ten minutes they were back on the road and moving past the airport. The air traffic control tower seemed small. It struck Kandy the skies were clear. No airplanes, no engines roaring, no odor of jet fuel.
Betsy reached into the glove box and pulled from it a pill bottle. She pressed her palm down on the top of it and opened it.
Kandy’s features tightened. “What are those?”
“Nothing.”
“It looks like something.”
“Something then. To take the edge off.”
“Are you sure you need that? You’ve been—”
“I don’t need you telling me what I can and can’t do.”
“I’m not saying—”
“Kandy. Stop. I’m a grown-ass woman. Mind your business.”
In the back seat, the children were silent, their mouths pressed into flat lines, eyes darting with concern. Kandy flashed a sympathetic smile at them in the rearview mirror. Neither reciprocated.
Betsy popped two pills. Then a third. Kandy didn’t know what drug it was or how close to the prescribed dose Betsy took. It didn’t matter. This was bad news. Worse than strangers were the demons she knew.
The air-conditioning blasted her face and neck. It dried the sweat and sent a chill through her body. At least she thought it was the cold air that did it.
 



CHAPTER 21
APRIL 5, 2033
SCOURGE +185 DAYS
ORANGE, TEXAS
 
Winter stood in a patch of ankle-high grass and ran her fingers through her hair. It was hot outside, but cooler than the oven-like trailer. She plucked at her shirt, fanning herself by circulating air against her skin.
Six days was a long time in Orange, Texas. The town was nice given the circumstances, and the weather was perfect aside from the recent onset of heat. It wasn’t that. It was that Winter was anxious. She was ready to go. They’d done enough planning, talked through it too many times.
Leila and her younger brother were reluctant though. This was their home. Even if everyone and everything they knew was gone, this was the place where they felt at ease. And that was saying something in a world where nothing was easy.
The younger brother was at the well crank. It seemed he repaired it daily. The kid was smart. Leila was right about that. He was like a Mr. Fix It. Despite a lack of electricity, the double-wide on a six-acre piece of land was more comfortable than the houses she and Trick had commandeered along the Florida coast.
Leila’s brother, Junior, wiped his hands on the thighs of his faded denim jeans and walked toward Winter with a big gap-toothed smile. The kid was always smiling. He wiped his brow with the back of his arm.
“It’s another hot one,” he said. “Early in the season for it, but it is what it is. How are you holding up, Ms. Juliana?”
Winter still wasn’t used to being called Juliana. Sometimes it took her a moment to remember that was her new name, the one she’d given Leila and Junior.
“Good,” she said. “But I bet it’s not as hot in Amarillo.”
The smile broadened into a grin, revealing his gums. Junior wagged a finger at her. “I see what you did there, Ms. Juliana. To be honest, today’s the day. Leila and I talked about it. We’re about ready.”
“Yeah? That’s good news.”
“What’s good news?” It was Leila. She stepped from the double-wide onto the formed concrete steps that led from the dirt to the front door, her hands working a dish towel. “I heard my name and good news.”
Junior motioned to Winter with his chin. “I was just telling Ms. Juliana here you and I are ready to head north toward Amarillo. Toward that commune people say they got set up in the canyon.”
Leila stopped working the dish towel and frowned. “I didn’t say that. I told you I was getting closer to it. I never said I was ready, Junior.”
Winter stiffened. “I don’t get it.” She was older than the siblings by five years at least. And despite their hospitality and resourcefulness, their indecisiveness and immaturity grated on her.
“Get what?” asked Leila. She dropped her hands to her sides. The dish towel was in one hand, a porcelain coffee mug in the other. She held the mug by its looped handle.
“Amarillo was your idea,” said Winter. “You’re the one who met people headed there. You’re the one who mapped out the trip. You’re the one who said we should go sooner than later.”
“You’re not telling me something I don’t already know,” said Leila. “What’s your hurry? It’s not like we have a deadline.”
“I’m ready to move on with the next chapter of my life, whatever that is. And it doesn’t include staying here in Orange forever. No offense.”
The last two words didn’t matter. She’d offended them. She saw it in the evaporation of Junior’s smile and the crease between Leila’s eyes.
“There’s nothing keeping you here,” said Leila. “Feel free to leave whenever you want. No skin off my back.” She motioned toward the long gravel driveway, which meandered through the property and out to a two-lane road. “I’m not kidding, Juliana. If this isn’t part of your plan, off with you. You clearly don’t need us. And since that’s the case, you can stop eating our food, drinking our water, and sleeping in our bed.”
Leila’s complaint brought Goldilocks to mind. Winter had infiltrated their double-wide and made herself at home. Now she complained because things weren’t as she wanted them.
Although Winter was self-aware enough to understand her mistake, she didn’t feel guilty about it. These people had invited her into their lives; she didn’t ask for their help. But the truth was, as much as she didn’t want to admit it, she needed them and couldn’t afford to alienate them. Not yet.
She dropped her shoulders and kicked at the dirt in front of her. With her chin to her chest and her hands clasped together in front of her, she did the best she could to appear contrite. “I’m sorry. You’re right. You’ve been totally generous with me. I mean, you saved my life, Leila. I’m grateful. I should act like it. It’s just…”
Winter let the words trail off for effect. She glanced up and saw Leila soften. In her head, Winter counted. One. Two. Three.
Leila bit. “It’s just what? What’s wrong?”
“It’s just I feel useless here. You and Junior do everything. I want to be in a place where I can do some good. I feel like a burden. It’s frustrating.”
Leila descended the formed concrete steps and crossed the dirt to Winter. She wore flip-flops and the soles of her feet smacked against the rubber insoles. A sympathetic smile had replaced the tense purse of her lips. As she approached, she held out her arms.
Winter didn’t like hugs. Too soft. Nonetheless, she acquiesced and let Leila embrace her. Junior joined in, and Winter thought she might crawl out of her skin.
When they pulled apart, Leila wiggled the coffee mug in her hand. “Can I make you some coffee?”
“Could I make it myself?”
Leila extended the mug and offered it to her. “Of course. And if it’ll make you feel better, there’s a sink full of dishes that needs cleaning.”
Winter took the mug and forced as genuine a smile as she could muster. “Will do.”
She started toward the house and stopped. Sucking in a deep, calming breath, she faced the siblings. “Thank you. I’m sorry for being a pain.”
Inside the kitchen, she used the trickle of water, a cracked bar of Irish Spring soap and a bright orange sponge to clean the dishes in the sink. When she finished and set them in a rack to dry, she shook a thin packet of instant coffee and poured it into the mug.
Then she half-filled a pot and set it on the stove. By the time it was boiling, the siblings were in the kitchen with her. Both looked serious, as if they’d discussed something and had come to a conclusion.
Winter eyed them both. She used a hot pad to pick up the pot and tip the hot water into her mug. “What?”
Leila sucked in a deep breath as if it would give her the jump start she needed. Winter noticed she did this a lot. It was a peccadillo, a bit of drama where none was needed. “We talked about it.”
The mug was hot in her hands, and if not for the calluses that toughened her skin, it might have burned. The coffee steamed and Winter blew on it.
Leila glanced at Junior. He offered a slight nod, prodding her forward.
“Sheesh,” said Winter, acting as if she didn’t know what Leila was about to say, “you guys are making me nervous.”
“No,” Leila said. “Nothing bad. We decided you’re right. It’s time to go. Time to start the next phase of our lives.”
Winter feigned surprise. She widened her eyes, arched her eyebrows and dropped her jaw.
“We could stay here,” said Junior. “It’s safe. It’s familiar.”
“It’s home,” Leila interjected.
“But we’re young. We’ve got lives to live, even if they’re in this weird new reality. You know?”
Winter blew on the coffee. Vapor pushed across its surface. She nodded.
“We might as well go now,” said Leila. “Try to meet new people. Forge new friendships. Take on new adventures.”
“That’s a lot of newness,” said Winter.
The siblings laughed.
“We’ve hunkered down here for almost seven months.” Leila shrugged. “That’s a long time. There’s no telling how much longer we’ll have gas or water. Then what?”
“Best to get while the getting is good,” said Junior. “If Amarillo is what we think it is, it could be good for us. For the long term.”
Winter took her first sip of coffee. It was bitter. She winced against the taste of it.
“We could be out of here in a couple of days,” said Leila. “That fast enough? Gives us time to get everything together.”
Winter didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth, but couldn’t resist. She took another sip of the coffee and motioned to Junior. “He said today might be the day. Why the delay if you’ve made up your mind?”
“We talked about it,” Leila replied. “He’s for leaving today. I’m for a week from now. We’re splitting the difference. But like I said, if you want to go on your own, be our guest.”
There was no malice in the suggestion, but the sympathy Winter had wrung from Leila was gone too. She set the mug on the counter. Winter concluded she’d made two bad decisions in the attempt to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.
First, she’d pushed Leila. What difference did it make if they left in two days? She could withstand another pair of sweaty, sleepless nights in the double-wide. Second, coffee was a bad choice in this heat. All it did was induce perspiration at her hairline and in the thin fold of skin where her jaw met her neck.
Now she was in a weakened position where she had to admit she didn’t want to leave alone. Either that or leave. She considered emptying the coffee down the sink but thought better of it. No need to waste the water. She could sit out the heat, wait for the coffee to leach its warmth to room temperature; then she’d down it and swallow it like the bitter pill she was about to choke back with the siblings.
“I’ll wait,” she said. “Forty-eight hours. Then I’m gone no matter what.”
The other two exchanged looks and nodded. “Two days it is,” said Leila. “Then we’re off to see the wizard.”
 



CHAPTER 22
APRIL 5, 2033
SCOURGE +185 DAYS
ATLANTA, GEORGIA
 
Gwendolyn Sharp forced herself to watch the monitors on the wall in front of her. John Treadgold sat at the terminal beside her, Colonel Whittenburg and Charles Morel standing to her right.
It was like watching the repeat of a horror movie she’d seen on cable too many times to count but one on which she always stopped on when channel surfing. No matter how many times she viewed it, there was something mesmerizing about watching it again regardless of the outcome always being the same.
The bank of monitors displayed multiple angles of the same room. The feed was disturbingly clear, the images nauseatingly colorful.
Whittenburg cursed under his breath. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and put it over his mouth, dabbing at his sour face. Treadgold tensed. The corners of his mouth crimped, pinching tight and betraying his disdain for what they were witnessing. Morel was impassive, dispassionate, almost unengaged.
Gwendolyn wondered if it was because she’d excluded him from the meat of the project. Perhaps giving him more of a role, however token it might be, would be a shrewd maneuver. She’d consider it when they finished here, when she could pull the colonel aside and gauge his approval of their progress.
“You want the audio now?” asked Treadgold.
Gwendolyn nodded. She brought her hands to her chin and tapped her bottom lip with the joined tips of her index fingers. She looked like she was praying as much as deep in thought.
Treadgold tapped some keys on the virtual keyboard in front of him on the console, and the room was filled with the echoing sound of multiple camera-mounted microphones joined in symphony and transmitted into their observation room.
The inhuman groans sent chills along her spine. They were guttural and phlegm-filled coughs of pain. The man on the table looked like a skeleton wrapped in translucent papier-mâché. His sickly yellow skin was mapped with a confluence of blood vessels that resembled a river delta. In almost no respect did he resemble Rick Pressler, patient S06.
The groan echoed through the observation lab. The wet, raspy breath following the groan sounded like bubble wrap popping in the fingers of hyperactive children.
Whittenburg averted his eyes, searching for something other than the agony. They apparently found nothing and returned to the monitors. He squinted, scanning the different images. He focused on one with a close-up of Pressler’s torso and brushed a finger down the side of the screen, hovering close to the 5K display. “What are those?”
Along the length of Pressler’s body was an angry red rash. Near his armpit there were swells of black. Thick, amorphous wounds decorated his arms, the backs of his hands and his feet.
There were no monitors attached to the body aside from the one monitoring his pulse. The oxygen sensor was gone, as was the intravenous drip. His wrists and ankles were bound, but Pressler had no fight left in him. His body was flat on the table.
“Those are plague lesions,” said Gwendolyn. “He’s in the final stages.”
Whittenburg ran his hand along his own arm. “They look like burns.”
Another raspy breath crackled through the speakers, this one weaker than the one before it. It sounded as if Pressler were sucking air through a milk-clogged straw.
“Is it painful?”
Gwendolyn looked away from the monitor, turning her body to face Whittenburg. “Are you kidding?”
The colonel’s face flushed. “No.”
“Yes. He’s in pain. He can’t breathe; his body is shutting down. The lesions, which we call buboes, are at his armpits, neck and groin. He’s running a high fever, which has dehydrated his body, and his stomach is likely cramped. It’s possible he’s in shock at this point. More than likely he’s septicemic and his organs are failing.”
“What is this concoction again?”
Gwendolyn deferred to her semi-trusted aide. “John?”
Treadgold blinked. He rolled his chair back from the console and folded his arms across his chest. “We’ve been trying different combinations. The tricky part is getting something that has a high mortality rate but which remains asymptomatic for a period of time long enough for the host to infect others.”
A weak, stilted exhalation gurgled over the speakers. On the monitors, the fully suited technicians moved around the table with an increased urgency.
“He’s got a combination of the Scourge, which is a pneumonic plague, with elements of bubonic plague, which causes those lesions,” Treadgold explained, “and the flu.”
“Be more specific,” said Morel. “Which flu?”
Gwendolyn remembered she hadn’t briefed Morel on patient S06 She did intend to bring him back into the fold. He might be less of an obstacle if he believed he had some responsibilities. Over time, she could wear him down, emasculate him to the point of blind subservience. She wasn’t there yet.
Treadgold nodded. “H5N1.”
Morel’s eyes widened. “Bird flu?”
“Yes,” Gwendolyn answered. “We’ve managed to attach the H5N1 to the Yersinia pestis bacteria. The Scourge, as you know, Charles, has mutated multiple times. One of those mutations exhibits symptoms of all three strains of the bacteria.”
“Pneumonic, bubonic and septicemic.”
“Yes,” said Gwendolyn. “And that’s what we’ve used here. The viral element makes the illness—”
“Effective in those who survived the Scourge,” snapped Morel. “I know all of that, Gwendolyn. Remember, I was your boss not that long ago.”
On the screens, the technicians worked on the patient. One drew blood while another checked his temperature. Other than the beep of the heart monitor and the swish of the material on the technicians’ Level A hazmat suits, the room was silent.
“Six days?” asked Whittenburg. “Is that right?”
Treadgold rolled back to the console and typed something into the virtual keyboard. One of the displays flipped from a distant overhead image of the lab to a black screen with a series of numbers. “Yes, sir. Six days from infection. He’ll be dead within a few minutes. Looking at the numbers on that screen, his heart rate is low. They’ve connected blood pressure again. It’s also low.”
Whittenburg put his hands behind his back and clasped his fingers. He rocked back and forth on his heels. He jutted his chin forward and worked his jaw, the muscles flexing beneath his ears. “Six days…” he said. “Less than a week. That’s one hundred and forty-four hours.”
“Give or take, sir,” said Treadgold.
“When did he first exhibit symptoms?”
Treadgold glanced over at Gwendolyn. She lifted a hand, indicating she’d take the question.
“Two days,” she responded.
Whittenburg scowled. “Forty-eight hours.”
“Forty-six hours, sir. The first symptoms appeared at forty-six hours.”
The colonel tilted his head to one side. His brow furrowed and the crow’s feet at the sides of his eyes deepened. His mouth curled up but not into a smile. It was an expression that bore either pain or confusion or a bit of both. “Less than two days, then.” The colonel’s voice grew louder with each word. “Less. Than. Two. Days.”
Colonel Whittenburg pinched the bridge of his nose. He turned from the wall-mounted displays and took several steps away from the others. He marched back toward them and away again. He paced the room, wringing his hands.
The pulse monitor stopped beeping and emitted a constant tone. The numbers on one display were all zeroes. Patient S06 was dead.
Gwen looked at the monitor with the closest view of the body. She looked at his face. His slack jaw, his purple lips, his vacant eyes devoid of focus or life.
Everything she remembered about him raced through her mind. He was Rick Pressler. Fifty-two years old; Emory graduate; college soccer player; divorced time-share salesman turned beer distributor; Buckhead resident; Tesla owner. All of it was reduced to the dead plague victim on the table. Or he was a victim of the flu? Both? Chicken or egg?
Colonel Whittenburg boomed over the flatline tone, “Shut that off. Now.”
Treadgold silenced the speakers.
The colonel sucked in a deep breath that expanded his chest. He held it and slowly let it out through flared nostrils. It didn’t calm him. “Now he’s dead. Dead. Less than a week of life. Less than two days until he showed symptoms. Why in the hell did you bring me here? This is not what I asked for, Dr. Sharp. This is an abject failure. Less than two days? Are you kidding me? Is this a joke? Are you trying to make me laugh?”
There were too many questions to answer. Gwendolyn tightened her jaw and dipped her hands into her lab coat pockets, saying nothing.
“Well? Answer me!” Whittenburg boomed. Spittle flew from his mouth. His face darkened from pink to crimson, and his body shook with rage.
At her side, Gwendolyn swore Morel was smiling. Was he laughing? Did he bounce with glee? Was it her imagination?
She ignored the suspicion and took a step toward the colonel. This was where she proved her mettle.
Gwendolyn withdrew a hand from her pocket and touched the top of her head, checking the tight bun at her crown. She smiled, keeping her voice soft when she spoke in an effort to soothe the savage beast in front of her. “Colonel Whittenburg, I understand your frustration. Let me assure you, your lack of confidence in our progress is misplaced. Deeply misplaced.”
Before he could respond, she held up a finger to silence him. She returned her hand to her pocket and balled it into a fist. “It typically takes ten to fifteen years to develop a vaccine. Research, discovery, testing, regulatory approval…and that’s fast. You want us to—”
“I’m the regulatory approval,” he said. “And you’re not developing a vaccine, you’re supposed to be creating the opposite of a vaccine. All of the elements are there. All of them. We don’t have years, Dr. Sharp. I’ve made this clear.”
Gwendolyn smiled again and spoke to him the way a mother would to calm an inconsolable child. She wanted to throat punch him.
From behind her, Morel tried, “If I may—”
She spun around and glared at Morel. “You may not. I’m speaking. When I want your opinion, Charlie, I’ll give it to you.”
The effort to make him feel needed could wait. No way would she let him get a foothold in this conversation.
She again faced Whittenburg and said through a patient grin, “Children.”
That drew the slightest twitch of an amused smirk from the colonel. His eyes glinted with humor. Sensing an attentive audience in Whittenburg, Gwendolyn resumed her defense.
“As I was saying, we are making progress. Understand what we’ve done here. We’ve successfully bound the H5N1 virus to the YP bacteria. It’s a wonderful advancement. We have the weapon, as it were, and it’s working. The question now is how to make it operate in the most effective manner.”
The color in the colonel’s face faded, becoming less chartreuse than rosy. The furrow in his brow slackened and he lifted his chin. She had his attention.
“I’ll admit it would have been nice for the first iteration of this concoction to give us more asymptomatic time. But we went from zero to forty-six hours. I have every confidence that Treadgold can tweak what we’ve created. It might take days or weeks, but we’ll get there. I know this.”
The colonel studied her. His eyes flitted to the monitors, and he motioned at them with his chin. “You infected him with all three strains of the bacteria and the flu virus at once?”
“Yes.”
“Which killed him?”
“We don’t know yet. The post-mortem testing will tell us that. I’ve already got the next two patients ready for injection. We’ll hold them here. Keep them busy. When we get the results, Treadgold will make some tweaks. I’ll even have Morel take a look at the data before we inject. All of your best people are involved. I’ve got this.”
Colonel Whittenburg rubbed his chin and clasped his hands behind his back. “Fine. Perhaps I overreacted. If you’re making progress, that’s good. It needs to be faster though. We can’t take years to figure this out. Once the wall is built, we need to be ready to act.”
“Understood.”
He pointed at the bank of monitors. “Still, why did you bring me in here? Why did I need to see this if it’s not what I consider successful?”
“I wanted you to see its effects. You should know what we’re doing. It’s important you understand our progress, as incremental as it might be.”
“What’s the lesson?”
“Well,” said the colonel, “if I’m not wrong about this, and I don’t think I am, they were initially working on a way to contain a virus they knew was especially dangerous for Asian males. It was a containment project that morphed into something more usable.”
“Usable?”
Colonel Whittenburg laughed. All signs of the earlier anger were gone now. He appeared almost affable as he talked about the deaths of thousands at the hands of the Chinese government. “We all know it was a population control experiment. I don’t care what the official reports were at the time or the subsequent investigations into its origin and global spread. I’m telling you it was intentional.”
“I still don’t understand what we can learn from this,” Gwendolyn said. “They were working under otherwise nominal conditions. We’re not. We’re post-pandemic here, trying to create a new virus to finish what the other one started on a very select population, with the hopes that the wall you build will contain it and not kill the rest of us outside Texas. It’s wholly different.”
“That’s macro,” he said. “I need you to think micro. No big picture here. Be in the moment, Dr. Sharp. Have your team think about this differently.” Colonel Whittenburg put his hand to his chest. “I’m no scientist. That’s you, not me. But, instead of trying to make the weapon, why don’t you work on what it would take to stop it?”
On the monitors, the technicians were taking samples from S06. They worked efficiently with well-practiced movements. Despite the bulk of their suits, they managed quick work of their final tasks. One of them released the straps at the body’s ankles. The other loosed the binds at the wrists.
“I’m hungry,” said the colonel. “Time to eat. I’ll see you later. As you were.”
The colonel left the lab and the three scientists stared at one another. Morel had his arms folded across his chest. Treadgold was leaned back in his chair, swiveling from side to side.
On the screen, the technicians rolled the body to the back of the room toward the incinerator drawer. The lights at the drawer flipped from red to green.
Keeping her hands in her pockets, Gwendolyn took two steps back to address both men at once. “You heard the colonel. We’ve got work to do. The Scourge won’t fix itself.”
 



CHAPTER 23
APRIL 5, 2033
SCOURGE +185 DAYS
ABILENE, TEXAS
 
The room was too warm. Rufus Buck stood in front of the assembled townsfolk, fanning himself with his shirt. He plucked his hat from his head, wiped the sweat from his brow with the backs of his arms, and held the black Stetson at his side. The gathering was larger than he’d expected, and the number of bodies made the room absorb their heat.
“Can we open a window?” he asked nobody in particular above the humming murmur of the crowd.
A man at the back of the room moved to the large bay at the front of the house in which they were meeting and slid up all three of the multipaned windows. Buck couldn’t feel the breeze yet, but hoped the room might cool a little with help from the outside.
He waved his hat above his head, ignoring the lingering pain from the healing stab wound. “All right,” he said, raising his voice. “It’s time to get started. If you could quiet down?”
The murmur dissipated until the room fell silent. Buck checked its perimeter where his men stood watch. They were armed. Pony Diehl, Tom Horn, Salomon Pico, Queho and Billups, three on either side. Two at the back, a pair in the middle, and two up front.
Cyrus Skinner stood next to him. His thumbs tucked into his waistband, fingers rapping on the front of his pants.
“First, I want to introduce myself to those of you who don’t know me. I’m General Roof. This here is Captain Skinner. He’ll be in charge when I’m not here. I want you to give him the utmost respect. He’ll treat you as you treat him.”
Buck scanned the crowd. There were fifty people stuffed into the parlor of the old house. None of them appeared happy to be there. Not the men, not the women and certainly not the children.
“Second,” he said. “I’d like to thank the Briers family for letting us use their home.”
The truth was that the Briers didn’t have a choice. None of these people did.
“Some of you might be wondering why I called this meeting. I’d like to call it an informational briefing. In military parlance, a sitrep. A situation report. I want to give you a quick understanding of where we are here. I’ll try to give you context and let you draw conclusions based on that information. As part of that context you’ll get a SALUTE. That’s another kind of report, which provides size, activity, location, unit ID, time and equipment. All of this will be helpful as you make decisions about what kind of future you want in Abilene. If you have children and they become disruptive, I’ll ask you to take them outside and put them out of their misery.”
There was an audible gasp from a woman in the front row. A few put their hands over their mouths in either real or feigned horror.
Buck shook his head and chuckled. “That was a joke.” He raised his hands above his head. “I’ll give you that it was maybe a little too on the nose.”
Nobody laughed. His men on the perimeter chuckled their support.
“I’ll also give you this last week has been a rough one for some of you,” said Buck. “Change is never easy, I get it. That’s why I’ll forgive the…resistance some of you have shown these past few days. I’m a reasonable man.”
This drew a barked laugh from someone in the crowd. It stopped as quickly as it started, as if the man laughing hadn’t intended to make a sound. The room was silent. Too silent. And it was hot. The open windows didn’t help. If anything, they made it worse, drawing in the oppressive heat from the outside.
Buck stiffened and scoured the crowd. “Who did that? Who laughed?”
Nobody admitted it. Buck put his hat on his head. He drew the Colt 1911 and stepped to the front row, pressing the barrel right between the eyes of a woman who stood five feet tall. She stifled a cry and pressed her eyes closed.
A man next to her put his arm around her. “Put it to my head,” he begged. “Don’t hurt my wife. Please.”
Buck shrugged. “Okay.” He swept his arm to the left and stuck the barrel to the man’s forehead. The man swallowed hard but kept his eyes open. He lifted his chin. “You weren’t the one who laughed, were you?” asked Buck.
The man shook his head. “No.”
“Brave man,” said Buck. He raised his voice so the entire crowd could hear him. “And a dead man if the person who laughed doesn’t come forward. I’ll give you five seconds and then Mister—what’s your name?”
“Berger.”
“Mr. Berger gets one between the eyes. Then I’ll kill Mrs. Berger. And every five seconds I’ll kill another of you until the one who laughed admits he mocked me. If I have to reload, I’ll do it. I’ve got no prob—”
“It was me.”
A short, lean man from the middle of the crowd raised his hand. The people around him made room and he stepped forward. He held a red and black Texas Tech Red Raiders ball cap in his hands. He rubbed it with both thumbs. “It was me. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed at you. I—”
The shot from the Colt was surprisingly loud. Women screamed. Men shouted. People dove for safety. The short, lean Red Raider stood wide-eyed with a hole in his chest. He looked down at the wound and back up at Buck. His open mouth moved up and down as if he was trying to speak but couldn’t. His knitted brow framed his face in confusion.
A dark strain spread from the hole in his chest, leaching across his sweat-stained cotton shirt. He dropped the hat to the floor and stumbled a step forward, crushing the hat under his boot. Then Red Raider sucked in a ragged breath, coughed up a spray of blood, and dropped where he stood.
Most of the crowd was huddled on the floor. Some had their hands over their ears. A mix of whispers and whimpers replaced the earlier quiet.
“Berger,” said Buck, “you and the missus take our friend out through the front door. Dump him in the street and come back.”
Berger had both arms wrapped around his wife. She had her eyes closed, tears streaking her cheeks.
“I’m waiting,” said Buck. He waved the gun at the dead man. “I haven’t got all day.”
The two stood from their uncomfortable crouch and moved to pick up the body. A second couple joined the Bergers to help, each person taking a limb.
Buck thought about stopping the second couple, but didn’t. He’d already made his point.
The foursome heaved the body like they were about to swing it. Blood dripped from the man, leaving a trail on the hardwood as the pallbearers lugged the dead weight through the parted crowd and out the front door.
When they returned, all eyes pivoted to Buck at the front of the room. He extended his arms, palms up, and lifted them as a preacher would to tell a congregation to rise.
Skinner edged over and turned his back to the crowd, whispering into Buck’s ear, “You got ’em right where you want ’em.”
The captain stepped back and rested a hand on his pistol. Buck winked at him and faced the crowd. He used his fingers to wipe sweat from underneath his eyes and dried them on his shirt.
“Okay,” he said. “Now that we have that out of the way, you understand the situation. As I told your neighbor Billups last week, you’re either with us or against us. The man out in the street was against us. How I dealt with his insubordination should provide context.”
“What do you want from us?” asked Berger.
Berger’s wife’s eyes went wide and she shook her head at him. Others standing near him gave him a wider berth.
“Good question, Berger. Excellent question. And it gets at the crux of why we’re here. The sitrep and the SALUTE as it were.”
A bead of sweat stung Buck’s right eye. He dug his knuckle into the corner, trying to relieve the burn. Then he ran his hand along the length of his unruly head of hair. It was too hot to have this much hair.
I should get a haircut, he thought.
Would that be a sign of weakness? That he couldn’t handle the heat? He couldn’t risk anyone thinking him weak. Not now. Not with what he’d done to prove his resolve. As his mind drifted from his hair and back to the issue at hand, he considered for a moment if he was losing his mind.
Maybe he was. Men lost their minds over less than he’d endured. He put his hat over his heart and effected a tone he hoped might elicit compliance. The reality was, he couldn’t kill everyone in the room. He needed them.
“I want you to work with me,” he said. “You don’t have to like me. You don’t have to be my friend. We can do business together without being chummy. And as you’ve seen over the past week, I get what I want.”
Buck swept the hat across the crowd and grinned. “In less than a week I flipped your neighbors against you. I commandeered your houses, took your food, and stole your weapons. I did this with a handful of foot soldiers. What do you think I can do when I got all of Texas working with me?”
Nobody answered, apparently knowing the question didn’t require one.
“So work with me, Berger. Be my partner in this new Texas. A Texas where we write our own rules. We tell the far-flung government to go screw itself. We find ways to rebuild this republic in our image, where commerce is unencumbered by the bureaucracy of red tape and regulation. Understand this is happening all over Texas. We have people in other cities. You’re not alone. Join me, Berger.”
The room was quiet. None responded to what Buck hoped was a rousing pep talk aimed at winning hearts and minds.
Berger glanced over his shoulder. Then he said, “If we don’t join you, then we end up in the street like him?”
Much of the crowd turned to look through the open bay windows. The body lay in the middle of the street. Two large black birds already claimed him. One stood on his chest, pecking at the wound, the other hopping around the body as if probing for entry.
“Pretty much,” said Buck. “I’d much rather you see the benefit of being my partner. I despise violence.”
That drew more chuckles from his seven compatriots. The crowd didn’t laugh. The humor lost on them.
“What do you say, friends? Can you work with me?”
“What does that mean?” asked Berger. “What do you want us to do?”
Buck pointed at Berger with the hat. “Another excellent question. I want you to do whatever I ask of you. It could be farming, it could be transportation, and it could be soldiering.”
Berger again. “What about our wives? Our children?”
“I’m an equal-opportunity employer, Berger. I don’t discriminate on the basis of sex, gender, creed, religion, or race. Plus, the benefits are outstanding.”
“Essentially, you’re enslaving us. If we don’t give in to your demands, we’ll die.” Berger shook his head. “It’s not so much that we’re working with you as for you. There’s no good choice here.”
“You got it.”
“Why us?”
Buck chuckled and moved closer to Berger. He put the Stetson back on his head and then put both hands on the man’s shoulders. Berger didn’t flinch. Buck liked him. “The question should never be why, my good friend. It should be why not? We’ll do great things here, Berger. All of us. Together.”
Berger sighed. He glanced at his wife and back to Buck. “Okay. We’re in. Where do we start?”
Buck clapped his hands on Berger’s shoulders. “Great news. Excellent. I knew you were a smart man, Berger. I knew it. And I’ll go ahead and assume you speak for the lot here. We’ll begin at the hardware store. Bible? I want it fixed up for our purposes.”
“Your purposes?” asked Berger.
“Our purposes,” said Buck. “We’re a team. And yes, I need a headquarters for my man Skinner here. While we’re at it, we need to work on the post office. That can serve as a great storage facility. So some of you will get to work on that.”
Nobody moved. Nobody reacted.
“Maybe I’m missing something,” said Buck. “Is everyone on board? Is anyone here not good with what’s happening?”
No reaction.
“Okay. Those were mutually exclusive questions. I’ll put it this way, raise your hand if you’re not on the team.”
Nobody raised a hand. The expressions on their faces ranged from hapless to defeat. It was how Buck wanted it. This was a good core of people. He could build from here. This was the start of the Cartel. No doubt.
“Good,” he said. “Let’s get to work.”
He shooed the crowd out through the front door. Before they’d emptied out into the street, he called out, “Mrs. Berger.”
Holding hands, the Bergers stopped at the threshold between the foyer and the living room.
“Yes?” Her voice was tremulous.
“Would you clean up the blood on the floor here before you go? I’d hate to ruin the floors. They’re so beautiful.”
She nodded and let go of her husband’s hand. “I’ll get some water and a bucket.”
“Good,” said Buck. “Very good.”
 



CHAPTER 24
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SCOURGE +185 DAYS
NAPLES, FLORIDA
 
They were far enough from shore Mike could no longer see the Florida coastline, even when he craned his neck and stood on his toes.
Miriam’s hand was on his back. She stood next to him as he loosely captained the Rising Star west across the Gulf of Mexico. “You okay?” she asked.
“I’m good.”
“I can’t imagine how tough it was,” she said. “It was difficult for me and I’ve known him only since the Scourge. That first night.”
Mike was good. That was the truth. He’d had a week to come to terms with Brice’s decision to remain in Florida with Charlene. He forced a smile and kissed her forehead. She smelled like sea spray and evaporated sweat. He thought he could taste the salt on her skin.
“Brice did the right thing,” he said. “This is a crazy world. There’s no telling when or if it’ll ever come close to what it was before everything collapsed. Before everybody died. If he has even the slightest connection with someone he thinks might love him someday, he deserves to try.”
She winked at him and playfully pinched the skin above his hipbone. “That’s mature of you.”
“It’s the right thing. I don’t know how mature it is. I was kind of an ass when he first told me.”
“You were coming out of a coma.”
He chuckled. “It wasn’t a coma.”
“It felt like a coma.”
The sun glistened on the water ahead of them. It danced on the waves like the flickering lights of a theater marquee. The Gulf was less than one thousand miles wide, but it might as well have been the middle of the Pacific Ocean.
No land anywhere and nightfall was approaching. They’d left Naples later than planned. The goodbyes took longer than anticipated.
Mike changed the subject. “It’s a pretty sunset. I always like sunsets. Better than sunrises.”
Miriam moved around to face him. Her eyes sparkled. “I didn’t know that about you. How did I not know that?”
“I’m an enigma.”
“No,” she said. “I’m kinda bothered I didn’t know. Why is that?”
“Why didn’t you know?”
“No. Why do you like sunsets?”
He sighed and squinted against the setting sun. “I don’t know. I mean, I do know. I didn’t used to feel that way. But after the Scourge, when every day became a struggle, I started to look at things differently.”
Worry crept across her delicate features. “How so?”
“People always talk about sunrise being a beginning. It’s the fresh start to the day, filled with promise and all that.”
“Okay?”
“I don’t see it that way anymore. I see the sunrise as the harbinger of another day of hard-fought survival. Sunsets to me are the reward for winning that fight.”
Miriam turned, her shoulder touching his, and faced the setting sun. One hand went up to shield her eyes, but she was quiet.
The yacht’s motor hummed. He felt it in the wheel. The gulf was calm. They cut through the water like a hot knife through butter.
“Are we cutting straight across, or are we going to hug the shore?” Miriam asked, ending the silence.
“Cut straight across. If we hug the shoreline, we run the risk of hitting an oil platform. They’re all clustered along the shore. Most of them are connected to pipelines that run inland. I mean, we’ll likely have to avoid a few out in the middle and as we get close to Texas, but the fewer oil and gas rigs we see, the better.”
“Makes sense. And you’re thinking three days?”
“Give or take.”
He checked the display in front of him and did some quick math in his head. “We’re going fifteen knots right now. That’s roughly seventeen miles per hour. If I calculated right, the distance is eight hundred and fifty miles. So divide seventeen in eight hundred and fifty and you get—”
“Fifty.”
“That was fast. Wow. How’d you do that?”
“I’m smart.”
“I knew you were smart. Smarter than me for sure. But seriously, how did I not know you could do math in your head that fast?”
“I’m an enigma.”
They laughed. They kissed. He definitely tasted the salt.
The sky was a fiery orange at the horizon. The sun sat above the crease where the water met the sky. Its reflection was a straight line on the water, as if someone had touched the sun and dragged its color with a fingertip across the gulf toward them.
Mike tapped one of the displays on the console in front of him. “Water is about six hundred feet here. Close to two hundred meters. We’re on the edge of the Deepwater Gulf. Can’t anchor here. We’ll have to drift.”
“Drift?”
“The other option is take shifts and go slow,” he said. “Putter through the night with running lights on and hope we don’t hit anything. I can take the helm for two hours once it gets dark. Then switch with you.”
Miriam put her hands on the edge of the console and tapped her fingers like a piano player, studying the seemingly endless water ahead.
Sensing her apprehension, or indecision, or both, Mike waved a hand toward the setting sun. He tried on a weak smile, one he hoped might inspire a little confidence. “We can drift,” he said. “There’s no wind to speak of. The water’s glassy. Two hours of sleep won’t take us far off course.”
“It’s two hours of darkness,” she said. “There’s almost twelve hours of night. We could get taken way off course. What about one of the currents Barry always used to talk about? What if we got caught in one of those?”
Mike didn’t know anything about the currents. He’d barely paid attention when Barry talked about them. He vaguely remembered there were five currents in and around the Gulf. Two of them weren’t in the Gulf. He thought. Maybe.
“Then we plow ahead,” he said. “Keep going through the night. I’ll slow it down to a crawl. Why don’t you go ahead and catch some sleep now? Then you can help navigate when I need it.”
She eyed him dubiously. “We should have left earlier in the day or waited until tomorrow morning. Now we might have two nights on the water instead of one.”
“At fifty hours, it’ll be two nights on the water regardless. To be honest, it’ll be over fifty. This way, we pull into port at sundown.”
Miriam ran her hands through her hair and leaned back, touching her hip to his leg. The sunlight twinkled in her eyes. The orange glow was almost like candlelight, and it made her already stunning appearance all the more breathtaking.
In the midst of the chaos he’d found a center in Miriam Weber. As much as he already missed Brice and his friend’s ubiquitous use of the word “dude,” he couldn’t imagine surviving this world without Miriam. She alone kept him sane, gave him hope, and made him want to make it to the next sunset. It was her belief in him that had driven the conflict avoidant tendency from his gut. He was the man he’d become post-Scourge because of her.
He thought about Brice and his decision to stay with Charlene. He’d done it because he wanted what Mike had in Miriam. He wanted someone to balance him, ground him and complete him.
Even in a world filled with doubt, mistrust and ruled by base instincts, love existed. It lifted people above the fray and offered them raison d’être.
The shimmering orange ball of the sun touched the horizon. Soon it would dip below it and disappear. Mike and Miriam would either move with purpose or drift.
No, he thought. They wouldn’t drift. As long as they were together, they had direction. They were anchored.
Something heavy swelled in his chest and he shuddered as if a chill ran through his body. His eyes stung with tears, but he blinked them back. Without thinking about it, Mike took his hands from the wheel, turned to Miriam and put his hands on either side of her face. He caressed her cheeks with his thumbs, and she lifted her hands to his wrists.
Her eyes danced around, searching his. Her brow twitched. “What? Is something wrong?”
Mike was aware of his heartbeat. It pounded in his chest. It was hard to breathe.
Worry creeped into her voice. “Mike? You’re scaring me. What—”
Mike dropped to a knee and pulled her hands into his. “Will you marry me?”
The strain of worry dissolved into a smile and she laughed. Miriam rolled her eyes and pulled back her hands. “You’re hilarious. Seriously. What’s wrong?”
Mike stared up at her, tears rolling from his eyes. He didn’t bother to wipe them away. This was the first time he’d cried in front of her. He couldn’t be sure if they were born of happiness or sadness or something that wavered between the two. “I am serious. Marry me.”
Another laugh. This one not as emphatic, laced with uncertainty. Miriam blinked and looked out toward the water then back at Mike. She crouched in front of him, her face inches from his. Her voice was soft.
“I don’t understand,” she said. “Where is this coming from?”
Mike had no answer to that question. He plowed ahead, not sure of what he was saying. “I love you. You’re the reason I get up in the morning. The reason I have any hope for what is otherwise a ridiculously bleak existence. I cannot imagine living this life without you.”
Tears welled in her eyes. A smile twitched at the corners of her mouth, and her chin quivered. “But why now?”
“The sunset.”
“What?”
“You asked me about the sunset; then all this stuff just flashed through my mind. Don’t get me wrong, this is not impulse. I want to marry you.”
“You know it will be hard to find a venue, right?”
They laughed through their tears. She stood and pulled him to his feet. They embraced.
“The answer is yes,” she whispered in his ear. “Of course it’s yes.”
Mike pulled back and locked eyes with her. He wanted to scream and jump and pump his fists. Instead he smirked. “I owe you a ring. Next time we find an abandoned jewelry store, I’m all over it.”
Miriam had a tear in her eye. “I don’t need a ring. I don’t need a preacher or a honeymoon. I have you, Mike Crenshaw.”
“That is a yes,” he said. “And for a minute there I thought you might say no. That would have been super awkward.”
“Talk about a long boat ride,” Miriam quipped.
They laughed and embraced again. As the top of the sun sank below the horizon, the orange turned purple.
They stayed together even after the darkness shrouded their path, side by side at the helm of the yacht. The hum of the engine filled the comfortable space between them when they didn’t chatter about imaginary bridal showers, bachelor parties and rehearsal dinners. It was as fun as it was disheartening to think about how the celebration of their lives together wouldn’t be what most imagined when getting married.
“When we find your dad,” Mike said, “I’ll ask him for permission.”
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The lights glowed and cast myriad colors onto their faces. Kandy sat behind the wheel of their idling SUV on the shoulder at the intersection of Kirkman and Vineland Roads. A battered and dark 7-Eleven was to their right. To their left and through the front windshield was the vast complex of Universal Studios and the accompanying hotels and attractions.
Most of it was dark, which made the strobe of blue, red and green lights appear all the brighter as beams stretched into the sky. They spun and alternated and fanned out as if signaling a superhero for help.
“They have power,” said Betsy. “That’s a good sign.”
Kandy wrung her hands on the wheel. “Universal is OUC’s biggest customer. At least they were. If there’s somebody who’s got power, it would be them, which I guess might make them the only customer.”
“OUC?” Betsy asked.
“Orlando Utility Commission. They provide the electricity to the park.”
“How do you know that?” The question sounded like an accusation.
Kandy couldn’t take her eyes off the spotlights that cast arcs of color into the sky. It transfixed her. “I did a story about a power outage once. Fifteen or twenty years ago. Maybe 2015 or 2016. I don’t remember. 2016 I think, right before the election where Trump beat Clinton. Universal lost power and the rides went dark. People freaked when they got stuck. It was no big deal though.”
The kids were asleep in the back seat. Their journey here had taken them a lot longer than expected. Although they hadn’t run into any trouble, which was a blessing, they’d hit repeated roadblocks that forced them to take alternate routes. Twice they’d gotten turned around and had to double back. Finally they were here at the gates of what all of them hoped was more than a rumor.
The longer they’d driven, the more impatient Betsy grew. She’d huffed at turnarounds and complained about the temperature in the car, Kandy’s speed, the way she navigated obstacles. Her pupils were constricted despite the dim light, and her knee bounced constantly. She also downed more pills. Despite her assertion the medication was intended to calm her nerves, Kandy thought the drugs had the opposite effect. If anything, they intensified her anxiety, her paranoia.
As a reporter, Kandy had seen this before. She’d done a series of reports on prescription drug abuse in the early 2010s. One of the doctors she’d interviewed spoke about the paradoxical effects of some medications. Painkillers might induce pain; downers might hype up the patient; uppers might cause drowsiness. Benzodiazepines were minor tranquilizers that, in some patients, might make them become manic or aggressive. Physicians didn’t understand why, they only knew it could happen. The interview also cautioned about mislabeled or laced drugs. Buyers of illicit medication might not get what it was they thought they purchased.
“You okay?” Kandy asked more than once. Every time, Betsy rebuked her concerns.
She considered asking it again as she regarded the twitch in Betsy’s left hand, then thought better of it. She didn’t want to risk an argument or waking the children.
Kandy blinked and turned from the lights. “How do we do this?”
“Do what?”
“Get inside? Approach whoever is running it?”
She worried that any place advertising its existence wasn’t what it appeared to be. Pleasure Island from Pinocchio came to mind. The cursed island with the carnival that turned mischievous children into donkeys.
Was it advertising? Was that what the lights were?
Betsy took off her seatbelt and leaned toward Kandy. She pointed through the driver’s side window, her hand trembling. Her attitude was different, as if someone had snapped a finger and she’d become someone else. “Head that way.”
“You sure?”
“No, I’m not sure. All of this was a rumor, remember? I told you that. When we’d fuel up during the months on the Rising Star, we’d hear things. Once or twice, you attribute it to hearsay. But someone said something about it every time we stopped and they saw the kids. They told us we’d be safer at the park.”
Kandy set her jaw and tensed in her seat. She wanted to punch Betsy.
Perhaps sensing Kandy’s unease, Betsy snapped, “I told you this, Kandy. You already knew this. Go that way.”
Kandy took several slow breaths in and out through her nose, reminding herself that Betsy had already told her it was a rumor. The commune at Universal was a fable, so to hear that it was idle gossip during fuel-ups along the coast over the course of six months at sea shouldn’t have made a difference.
She put the car in gear and edged from the shoulder of the road into the right of way. She jutted her chin at Betsy. “Put on your belt. Better safe than sorry.”
Ignoring her, Betsy sat forward with a hand on the dash, chewing on her lower lip. Tension emanated from her. She was on edge. Too on edge. With one hand, she popped the glove box and pulled out the gun.
“I don’t know if we’ll need that,” said Kandy. “We don’t even know if this place is—”
Betsy glared at her. “It’s here. I know it.”
“At least put the gun down.”
Betsy glowered.
Kandy drove west on Vineland, past an apartment complex on the left and a retention pond on the right. She reached a dead end and turned south past a credit union.
“Fairwinds,” said Betsy. “That’s my bank. It was anyhow.”
It never was lost on Kandy how people tended to speak in the present tense about things that no longer existed. While it was understandable that she referred to Phil as if he were still alive, or if Betsy talked about Barry in the same way, things like banks, restaurants and beauty salons were old history. Those things hadn’t been a part of anyone’s life for six months.
Kandy understood it was tough to reconcile this new reality. It was a slow descent that took adjustment. It wasn’t some action movie with a complete story arc in ninety minutes or a series of post-apocalyptic novels in which the world devolved too fast and every other page was a firefight. Sure, there was inordinate violence and death and denouement, and it felt like every night ended with a cliff-hanger urging her to delve into the next chapter to find out what lurked around the corner. But it didn’t happen the way entertainers would have one believe. Ironic then, or just coincidence, that they were trying to find a way into a theme park dedicated to the fantasy of movies and books.
Kandy drove south along the western edge of the park until she couldn’t drive any farther. A row of trash cans blocked her path, as did three armed men dressed in black. One of them held his hand in front of his face to signal for her to stop and perhaps to block her headlights from his eyes.
“Turn it off,” he called out as he approached.
“Ask them about the park,” Betsy said without turning her head to Kandy.
He marched with a rifle diagonally in front of his body, the muzzle aimed at two o’clock. One hand was on the forestock, the other at the trigger.
Kandy shook her head at Betsy. She didn’t know if these men were with the park or preying on those trying to gain entry. It didn’t matter. She put the car into park and shut it down.
Betsy already had the handgun in her lap. When the man told them to raise their hands, they did. She left the gun on her leg.
He stopped near the driver’s side headlight, positioned such that he could see Kandy but was out of the path of the SUV should she kick it in to gear. “Do you have any weapons in the vehicle?”
The man spoke with precision. His voice matched his movements. There was something military about him. The others too. All of them carried themselves as if their posture was drilled into them by practice and negative reinforcement.
The other two men were closer now. One had his rifle leveled at them; the other stood ready.
“We have two weapons,” Kandy said.
The man lifted his chin. Even in the relative dark, the whites of his eyes appeared to glow. His dark skin reflected light rather than absorbing it.
“Ask them about the park,” Betsy said again without moving her lips.
Kandy didn’t want to do that. Not yet. She didn’t know their intentions. What if the park was merely a rumor that attracted unsuspecting morons like them?
He took another pair of steps to the driver’s side. As he did, he shifted the weapon, the barrel now aimed vaguely in Kandy’s direction. Not at her, but close enough to send a warning. “How many of you?”
“Four.”
He peered past the front seat. “Two children?”
“Yes.”
“Where are the weapons?”
Kandy, hands on the wheel, asked, “Who are you?”
“I’m more concerned with who you are and why you’re here,” the man countered.
“I’m not answering another question until you answer mine,” said Kandy.
“Stop,” Betsy muttered. “Do what he says and ask about the park.”
The man’s features hardened. He tilted his head as if searching for an answer to an unasked question.
Kandy noticed the three men wore different clothes, though all were in black. The one speaking to them, or rather barking at them, was dressed in black cargo pants and a black zip-up jacket. The other two wore hoodies or sweatshirts and black jeans. She glanced past them at the trash cans.
“They’re filled with cement,” said the man closest to them. “You can’t drive through them. You have to answer our questions; otherwise you turn around and go back to wherever it is you came from.”
Kandy decided now would be a bad time to tell the man not to end a sentence in a preposition. She sucked in a breath and massaged the steering wheel. Then it hit her.
These were guards for the park or for something they were protecting. He’d given her the option to turn around and leave. Thugs wouldn’t do that.
“You’re with the park,” she said. “It’s real, isn’t it?”
The man’s eyes flitted to the guard on the opposite side of the SUV then back to Kandy. He said nothing at first.
“We’ve heard about the park,” Betsy blurted. “It’s a place for families. For children. It’s like a utopia. Let us in. You have to let us in. I have kids.”
The man’s tension slackened, and the hint of a smile flashed at the corners of his mouth. “There’s no such thing as a utopia,” he said.
“So it’s true!” Betsy exclaimed, almost shouting. “I knew it. I knew it.”
Her shriek frightened the children, and both awoke and shot up with a start.
Sally cried out, “What’s wrong?”
The sudden movement in the back seat had all three guards raise and level their weapons. The man at the driver’s side took two purposeful steps back and away from the vehicle, sweeping his weapon toward the back seat. His body was crouched and tilted forward. He was ready to fire.
The aggression only made it worse. The children moved toward their mother. She contorted her body and almost threw herself toward the back seat. The gun on her lap flopped to the floorboard in front of her.
Kandy kept her hands up. “It’s okay. It’s okay.”
“Everyone stop moving,” barked the lead guard. “Get your hands up.”
His warning did nothing to calm them. He shouted the command again. And again.
In her agitated state, Betsy’s movements were jerky. “Be quiet!” she shouted at the children.
Kandy stared directly at the lead guard, her eyes pleading with him.
The three guards took tactical positions in front of the SUV. None of them fired, but none lowered their weapons either. Both children were crying. Betsy moved back to face the front. “Put down your guns!” she shouted at the guards, directing her mania at them. “You’re scaring my kids!”
This did nothing to deescalate the building tension.
Kandy kept her hands on the wheel but pivoted to quiet the children. “It’s okay. Jimmy, Sally, it’s okay.”
She repeated it over and again until the cries became whimpers. Both children were overtired, it was dark, a shout had startled them awake, and they saw men with guns. It was no wonder they were upset.
All of this happened with seconds. Just as it seemed the tension waned, Betsy pulled it taut. The children’s fear, the drugs, or both, unleashed something bubbling at the surface of her and she let it out.
“You have to let us in,” she screamed. Spit sprayed her window as she demanded a response. “We came a long way. I have children. Let us in. My husband is dead. My friends are dead. You have to let us in there!”
Her demands sounded angry and unreasonable. It was as if the realization that the rumor was true had emboldened some bizarre sense of entitlement.
She jabbed her finger at the man closest to her, and he tightened his grip on the weapon. The man was primed.
Kandy put a hand on Betsy’s leg. “Calm down, Betsy. It’s going—”
Betsy grabbed Kandy’s hand, pressed her fingers and shoved it aside. Then she patted her own leg and groped around her seat. “The gun,” she said, finding it at her feet. She picked it up and, in one fluid motion, shouldered open the door to step out. Holding the gun, she took a step toward the closest guard.
He held his ground and barked, “Drop the weapon.”
Betsy didn’t. Instead, she waved it. “You have to let us in. We’ve come too far for this. Let us in that park!”
The three guards shouted at her; they warned her; Kandy pleaded with her. Betsy didn’t comply.
“Mom!” the children called. “Mom, stop!”
Instead, Betsy lifted the gun. The pop of a single gunshot stopped her. Her body jerked and she dropped the gun, staggering toward the man who’d fired the shot. Hand outstretched, she croaked something undecipherable.
Kandy gasped, covering her mouth with her hands. In the back seat of the car, the children wailed. Sally reached out her hands as if she could grab hold of her wounded mother. Jimmy had his hands over his ears, his eyes tightly shut.
The guard lowered his weapon and caught Betsy as she fell.
The main guard, the man at the driver’s side, jabbed his weapon at the door. “Get out. Now. Keep your hands up.”
Kandy gestured toward the kids. “The childr—”
“Get out.”
Kandy did as she was told. She stood in the road and watched the third guard take the children from the back of the SUV. They struggled at first.
“It’s okay,” Kandy reassured them. “We’ll be okay.”
It was as much to convince herself as the children. She didn’t blame the men for opening fire. Betsy was a threat. Erratic. Armed. Unreasonable.
“The three of you get over here,” said the lead guard. “I want you together. Side of the road. Sit down, legs crossed, hands on your knees.”
Kandy and the children did as they were told. On the other side of the road, feet away, Betsy struggled for air. Flat on her back, she groaned and spat obscenities. Two guards huddled over her.
“Is Mom gonna die?” asked Jimmy.
Kandy didn’t have an answer. She didn’t want to lie.
Sally nudged against her. “Is she?”
“I don’t know, kids. I hope not.”
They heard one of the guards attending to Betsy say the wound was in her shoulder and she was losing blood. They needed help. The lead guard pulled a radio from his pocket and called for a medic and transport.
“It was her fault, wasn’t it?” asked Jimmy.
That was a complicated question. In this world, everyone was both blameless and responsible for their plights. Kandy sighed. She looked up at the lead guard, who stood in the middle of the road, watching his team work on Betsy.
“Who are you?” he asked when he caught her gaze. “You tell me now, or we leave her in the street to die, confiscate your SUV, and force you down the road on foot with no supplies.”
Kandy swallowed. Her shoulders sagged. “We’re just looking for help. That’s all.”
“Where’d you come from?”
“Cocoa Beach. I mean, I’m from Orlando, but we came from Cocoa Beach.”
The guard stepped closer and bent forward. “You look familiar.”
Kandy remained silent.
“What’s your name?”
“Kandy.”
“Kandy what?”
“Belman.”
“Kandy Bel—” Realization dawned on his face. “Hey, I do know you. You’re the reporter lady on television. Right? I remember you. You’re on TV?”
“Not anymore.”
“I remember you the night everyone panicked and all hell broke loose. You were at a grocery store when people went crazy. You were live. And when I saw you in that report, I knew everything was going to sh—” He glanced at the children and pursed his lips. “I knew everything was going to pot. Hang on.”
The man stepped away and spoke into his radio. His voice was low enough that Kandy couldn’t understand what he said. The radio chirped several times.
Betsy cried out from across the street, cursing. Jimmy put his hands over his ears.
The man with the radio came back toward them. He crouched into a squat in front of Jimmy, the rifle across his lap. His demeanor was different now. The skeptical tension on his brow eased. “She’ll be okay. I’m pretty sure. We’ll get her help.” He motioned over his shoulder toward his fellow guards and Betsy. Then he locked eyes with Kandy. “This would’ve gone a lot faster if she hadn’t freaked out. If you’d just told me from the start who you were and why you were here.”
“I didn’t know who you were. I still don’t.”
“Look, we get a lot of bad people coming here. They want access to what we have. It takes a lot to keep those types out of the park. We’ve got teams set up all around the perimeter. We rotate, stay vigilant. This is our place. Our families live here. I’ve got a wife and one surviving kid. We protect what’s ours. It’s our right to ask questions and not answer any.”
Kandy regarded him. “The park? It’s real?”
“It’s real. Three hundred people. Give or take.”
“It’s safe?”
“As safe as anywhere.”
“Can we join you, please?”
He chortled. “Now you say please?”
From beyond the barricades came two electric golf carts. They hummed past the trash cans on the narrow shoulders to either side of them. One drove toward Betsy, the other toward Kandy and the children.
The guard stood and offered his free hand to Kandy. “I’m Joe.”
She took his hand and he pulled her to her feet. “Kandy.”
He smirked and nodded at Jimmy and Sally. “Whose kids?”
“Betsy’s. But they might as well be mine too.”
His eyebrows lifted. “Oh. You two…partners? Married?”
“No,” Kandy said, “friends. Both of us lost our…”
She hesitated, not sure how to refer to Phil. Boyfriend didn’t sound adequate, not after what they’d endured. Not after his sacrifice. Not given how she still felt about him.
“…husbands,” she finished.
“Scourge?”
“No. Murder. People attacked the house in Cocoa, twice. Killed my husband the first time. Killed their father, Betsy’s husband, the second time.”
Across the road, Betsy was on the back of the golf cart. The guards flanked her, and one held something over Betsy’s shoulder. Her face was racked with pain. Sweat and blood drenched her shirt.
The cart hummed back toward the barricade. Betsy and the men disappeared beyond them and into the dark.
“Where are they taking her?”
“Infirmary. And I’m sorry about your loss.”
“You guys coming?” the driver of the remaining cart called out.
“Where are we going?” asked Kandy.
“Into the park. That okay?”
The four of them loaded into the golf cart. Sally sat on Kandy’s lap and wrapped her little arm around Kandy’s neck.
“What about our gear?” asked Kandy. “Everything’s in the SUV.”
The cart hummed, its electric motor working to propel it around the edge of the barricade.
Joe, the lead guard, asked above the hum without turning to face her, “The keys are in it?”
“Yes.”
“We’ll have someone pick it up and deliver it. You’ll get your belongings except for the weapons. We can’t let you have those.”
The rifle in the back was the only weapon in the SUV. The guards already had possession of the handgun. Kandy didn’t bother saying anything. She put a hand on Jimmy’s leg as they bounced along a path that led through one of the park’s business entrances and onto what was called Production Plaza. It was a narrow gate. Two guards stood watch and nodded acknowledgments as the cart passed them onto park property.
Much of the park was still in darkness, only parts of it awash in the lights they’d seen from the road. To their left loomed large warehouse-looking buildings.
Joe waved a hand across the park, speaking with the pride of someone who’d built it. “We didn’t plan on this,” he said. “It happened organically.”
The cart zipped past the first building and swung left. They were between two of the warehouses now. It was like an alley.
“The park was closed. After the panic set in, when the government finally reacted and they instituted quarantines, everything along International Drive and down near Kissimmee shut down. Tourists were stranded. Nobody knew what to do.”
Kandy didn’t know about the quarantines. They must have already been in the Gulf aboard the Rising Star when that happened.
They turned right, and at the corner, there were people clustered together who watched them pass. Several of them smiled. A young girl waved. Sally waved back.
“I worked security here at Islands of Adventure,” said Joe. “Lived nearby. Several of my neighbors are…were…mid-management. When we lost power, a bunch of us with families got together.”
They passed underneath a roller coaster. The thin metal tracks looped and curved over them. The cart swung left under the tracks, and a terraced amphitheater unfolded to their right. Something called the Tonight Shop was on their left. The lights were on inside. Kandy caught glimpses of people through the glass. More families clustered on the lawn.
“The park kept its power. We knew it would. It was an agreement with OUC after the outage a few years back. Even if there’s a catastrophic failure, there’s some mechanism that provides electricity to the park. There’s a solar component that keeps us going. We generate more than we use, which is why the lights are on at night.”
They hit a dead end at the edge of a manmade pond, and the driver veered left along the edge of the water. They passed a Starbucks and a collection of small snack shops. None of them were alit or open.
“We decided to come here,” said Joe. “There were ten families at first, fewer than fifty of us. This was less than two weeks after the Scourge sent everyone into a panic and only a few days into the quarantine.”
“How did you avoid roadblocks?” Kandy asked.
“I know a lot of the local guys. Orlando Police. Orange County Sheriff. They helped us in exchange for letting their families come here.”
They stopped in front of what looked like a train station. Kandy recognized it as the entrance to the park’s most popular attraction.
Joe hopped out of the cart. “Word spread somehow. I don’t know how, but it did, and people started showing up asking for help. We’ve had to turn some away. People who didn’t necessarily have good intentions.”
He offered Kandy his hand. She took it and stepped from the cart, holding Sally in one arm. The child wrapped her legs around her waist and applied a death grip around her neck.
Jimmy climbed out of the driver’s side and walked around the back of the cart to stand at Kandy’s side. “Where’s my mom?” he asked.
“Getting help,” Joe replied. “Let’s get you settled.”
He motioned for them to follow him into a building that looked like a gift shop or the waiting area for a ride.
Kandy hesitated and shrugged Sally higher up her body and onto her hip. “I don’t get it,” she said. “You were ready to shoot all of us. You did shoot one of us. Then it’s all good and you let us inside? That doesn’t make sense.”
Joe adjusted the rifle strap on his shoulder. He looked at the ground for a moment then up at Kandy. “We weren’t going to let you in,” he said. “We’d have helped the mother. What’s her name?”
“Betsy Miller.”
“We’d have helped Betsy Miller. Patched her up, gave her some meds, then sent her on her way.”
Kandy shook her head. “I don’t understand.”
“We don’t make a habit of letting in people who threaten us,” Joe said. “Most of us are security, former military and cops. Thin blue line. We take our safety pretty serious. Any threat to that gets turned away.”
“So why’d you change your mind?”
“You.”
“Me?”
“You’re Kandy Belman. I watched you on television for years. You’re a great reporter. Always fair from what I could tell. Tough, but fair. A lot of reporters come and go out of Orlando. You stayed, made it your home. I could tell you cared about the city, about the people. It came through on the screen. Sincerity is something you can’t fake.”
Kandy didn’t know what to say. “Thanks?”
“I didn’t recognize you at first. I mean, you’re out of place, you know? But when their mom was freaking out, you gave me your name and it clicked.”
“Well…thanks…I appreciate it. I guess my job came in handy for something. The long hours and small paycheck finally paid off. Still, I’m surprised.”
He shrugged. “You’re not a threat. I figured we could let you in, give you and the kids a chance. Give Betty a chance.”
“Betsy.”
“Betsy. Miller, is it?”
“Yeah.”
“Betsy Miller has you to thank. What are the kids’ names?”
“Sally and Jimmy.”
Joe offered his hand to Jimmy. “Your mom will be okay. In a few weeks she’ll be as good as new.”
Jimmy checked with Kandy first, who nodded. He took Joe’s hand and shook it vigorously, maybe a little angrily.
“Ooh,” said Joe. “Good handshake. We can use more strong guys like you around here.”
Kandy studied Joe. The man had kind features but the sort of look tattooed onto his face that betrayed his innate skepticism. It was as if the wheels of his mind were constantly in motion, as if he were relentlessly surveying his surroundings and taking stock of those in his presence. She was at once comforted and unnerved by this sensation.
“C’mon,” he said. “Let me show you to your place.”
They walked past the front of the golf cart. Joe stopped and addressed the driver. “Thanks for the lift, Mark. Could you make sure their belongings are brought here? You can stash the SUV with the others.”
“Sure thing, boss.”
Joe reached a door and pushed in a series of numbers on a mechanical lock. It was low-tech security from the previous century. The door clicked and he turned the handle. With his shoulder, Joe pushed open the door and held it.
“What did you mean by others?” asked Kandy as she crossed the threshold with Sally in her arms.
“Others?”
“SUVs.”
“Oh,” said Joe. “Not everybody shows up in a working vehicle. Happens less and less now, given fuel is scarce. But when people do arrive on four wheels, we take it, park it in a lot and store it there. We add stabilizer to the fuel. Save it for a rainy day.”
“Rainy day?”
Joe stepped into the building and let the door close. “This place might not be home forever. When the day comes that we need to go, we’ll hopefully have the vehicles and fuel to do it.”
“Forever is a long time,” said Kandy.
“Exactly.”
Kandy was aware of her surroundings. They were in a large room that looked like a dormitory. There were sleeping bags neatly arranged in rows. Each of the bags had a pillow. Next to the pillows were plastic tumblers pilfered from gift shops. Some also had various plush toys on the pillows or stuffed into the tops of the bags. Most of the sleeping bags had suitcases, duffels, or backpacks at their feet. All of them were zipped or latched shut. There was a definite order to the space.
“This is one of our family rooms,” said Joe. “We’ve got some empty bags over on the far end there, the ones without the superhero cups. Feel free to claim four of them. One for you, two for the kids, and one for Betsy when she’s out of the infirmary.”
This wasn’t home or, more accurately, the Millers’ Cocoa Beach house, but it was secure and it had electricity. She lowered Sally to the floor. The girl stayed close, clinging to her leg.
“We eat twice a day,” said Joe. “You can find the food on the map. It’s on the building marked with a red X.” He handed her a folded park map, the kind tourists used to navigate their way amongst the various themed islands of the park. This one was worn, creased in odd places, and some of the folds threatened to tear. But Kandy clearly saw the red X.
Joe pointed to their location on the map. “We’re here. It’s a short walk to the food. We’ll give you a few days to acclimate, and then you’ll get a job. Either cooking, cleaning, babysitting, entertainment, or security. Those are the big five. We’ve got other jobs too, but they don’t have the same career trajectory.”
Kandy looked at him blankly.
“I was kidding,” said Joe. “It was a joke.”
She forced a smile. “Sorry. I’m exhausted and it’s been a long day.”
Joe nodded. “I’m sure.”
“The kids could use a good night’s sleep too.”
Joe sighed. “Everyone is either eating right now or they’re finishing up chores for the day. It’ll be a couple of hours before the other families in this building show up. I wouldn’t suggest going to sleep yet. They’ll just wake you up.”
Kandy looked around the room. “Okay. What do we do, then?”
“How about something to eat? I can take you over there before I head back to my post. By then, we should have your belongings here. You could shower; then it’ll be lights out for everyone.”
“What about our mom?” asked Jimmy.
“I’ll check on her,” said Joe. “My guess is that by the time you wake up tomorrow morning, she’ll be back with you.”
He winked at Jimmy but gave Kandy a grimmer expression. “Hey,” he said, “why don’t you kids pick out a sleeping bag on the other side of the room? Try them out for a second. I want to talk with Kandy. That okay?”
Sally resisted but Jimmy coaxed her from Kandy’s side. They crossed the large space hand in hand, weaving through the maze of sleeping bags.
When they were far enough away, Joe said, “It might be longer than the morning for Betsy. I’m guessing she was on something by the way she behaved. We’ll want to make sure she’s come down from whatever it was. We’ll also need to go through your belongings to confiscate any drugs you don’t need for daily medication. Anything we should know about? High blood pressure? Cholesterol? Stuff we should make sure you get back?”
Kandy didn’t like the idea of this. Who were they to confiscate weapons and drugs? What did they do with them? Then again, this was their park. They could impose whatever rules they wanted to enforce, and Kandy could either go along or get out. For now, she decided going along was the best option.
“You’ll find something in the glove box. Not sure what it is, but I don’t know of any other medication.”
Joe nodded. “I’ll pass it along. Thanks.”
The kids wandered back, having chosen their bags. They pointed them out before Joe led them from the building and back outside. It was a short walk to the dining hall.
“There was enough food in the freezers that when the parks closed, we got lucky,” Joe explained. “If we ration it, we’ve got enough here for another six months easy. And that doesn’t include the hunting some of our people do in the woods nearby. There’s deer and rabbit, possum, birds, fish. It all supplements and stretches what we’ve got on hand. The meals aren’t big. You won’t ever be full, but you won’t go hungry either.”
Kandy regarded the buildings big and small, the colored lighting, the fantastic curves of the streets and signage. This was a fantasy land. Nothing about it was real. Yet it was the most solid thing she’d found since the Scourge took hold.
This was a community. It was safe. It was well stocked.
Joe himself said it wasn’t utopian and she believed him. Any structured society, large or small, had its imperfections. Leaders had flaws.
However, none of her senses told her this was anything other than what it appeared to be. Survivors, like them, making the best of the worst situation possible: a post-apocalyptic world in which food and water were scarce and security was the most valuable commodity of all.
Kandy didn’t know how long they’d be welcome here or how long they’d choose to stay. None of that mattered in this moment. They’d made it here. The children were safe and Betsy was getting help. Her gut told her that somehow they would all be okay, that this was the start of a new chapter for them. A new beginning that could have a happy, satisfying ending. There was hope here. That was what mattered. Hope.
When Joe opened the door to the dining hall and she saw the happy faces and heard spirited conversations at the tables inside, Kandy relished the warmth of it all. She had only one regret, one misgiving about being in this bizarre place. It was that Phil wasn’t here to see it with her.
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The Big Texan Steak Ranch and Brewery was in shambles. The yellow paint was sun-faded, the white pickets on the railing that framed the wraparound porch were snapped or missing, and all of the windows were cracked or shattered.
Winter stood in the parking lot and stared up at the big blue lettering that pronounced, “Yes, Everything Is Bigger In Texas” and “World Famous For Steaks.”
In front of the building was a giant steer painted brown and white. On its sides was an advertisement for a free seventy-two-ounce steak for anyone who could eat it in under an hour.
“What I’d give for a steak,” Junior said wistfully. “Seven ounces, let alone seventy-two.”
A windmill spun in the steady breeze that blew from the north. A tattered Texas flag flapped, its cord clanging against the metal flagpole that stretched taller than the two-story restaurant.
The place was kitschy, a tourist trap with good food and a great theme. Winter wondered what it had been like before the Scourge. People driving past on I-40 couldn’t miss it. On the east side of the highway it stood out like a beacon, an oasis of Texana.
“I always heard people from Texas were proud of their state,” said Winter, her eyes fixed on the steer. “This is something else.”
“There’s no place better than Texas,” said Junior. “That’s the God’s truth. Always has been. That’s why the Spanish wanted it. Why the Mexicans wanted it. Why the Americans wanted it. And why Texans wanted to be their own country.”
Winter raised her hands in faux surrender. “Whoa, cowboy. You had me at Spanish.”
Junior flashed a big smile. He wasn’t a bad-looking kid and he had a good heart.
Winter didn’t like the fact that she’d grown fond of the siblings during their trek across Texas. They’d proven self-reliant, dependable and generous.
Leila and Junior had no reason to stay with Winter, let alone help her. Yet they had. The two treated her like a long-lost friend or even family. As they traveled Texas with surprising ease, she’d reconsidered her plan to dispose of them once they’d reached their destination.
They were close now. A few miles from Palo Duro Canyon, they’d taken a circuitous route to get this far. Avoiding interstates and big cities for the most part, they traveled northwest on farm-to-market roads and state highways. A trip that pre-Scourge might have taken ten hours took them the better part of a day and a half.
Only once had they run into trouble. Two men on horseback outside Wichita Falls tried to relieve them of their diesel truck when they stopped to refuel. The horsemen failed. Now they were worm food in the ditch alongside County Road 240 east of town.
“We should go,” said Leila. “It’s not good to linger in any one place too—”
From inside the dark restaurant, a trio of bright muzzle flashes preceded the crack of rifles. One of the steer’s horns disintegrated in front of Winter and she ducked behind it for cover.
Junior’s smile was gone. He staggered toward her, a bewildered look on his face. At first she didn’t see the wound, not until the dark stain blossomed like leaching watercolor across his chest. His mouth opened and closed as the color drained from his cheeks. Another shot jerked his head to one side, and he dropped to the pavement with a sickening whack. His head bounced once, his eyes still open, fixed on Winter, unseeing. In an instant Junior was dead. Winter’s only thought was that she never knew his real name. Not that he knew hers.
The barrage of rifle fire sounded like fireworks on the Fourth of July. A cascade of cracks and echoes deafened her as she crouched low behind the steer and searched for Leila.
She didn’t see her. The shooters knew where she was, so calling out to her friend wouldn’t give away her secret. However, if Leila responded, it would reveal her location.
The shooting stopped. The echo faded. A man yelled from inside the building. At least, Winter thought it was from inside.
“This here is Cartel property! You’re trespassing and you’ve got no right to be here.”
Winter scanned the lot. She could see their truck if she peered around the base of the steer. Her rifle was inside, and she cursed herself for not having brought it with her.
She looked back to Junior’s body. He had a pistol on his hip. If she could get to him, five feet away, she could return fire.
“We’ll leave!” she called out. “Let us go and we’re outta here. You already killed one of us. Let the two of us go.”
A single shot zipped past her, flaking off another piece of the steer. It was inches from her head.
“Too late for that,” said the shooter. “I’ll tell you what. We’ll let one of you live. That way there’s somebody to tell others about the Cartel. Let people know we run things. How’s that sound?”
There was a chorus of chuckles from inside the restaurant. Winter wondered if that meant Leila was alive and the shooters knew it.
“Doesn’t sound good,” she replied. “How about I kill all of you and let people know about that?”
More chuckles. “Sassy. I like it.”
Her heart pounded against her chest. Adrenaline surged through her body, and anger welled in her gut. The confluence of sensations made her want to jump out of her skin.
Winter inched to the edge of the steer, pressed her body flat to the ground, and leaned toward Junior to sneak a peek toward the building. She saw movement in the dark beyond the windows. Vague shapes shifted. She couldn’t make out how many people were inside but guessed at least three.
She extended a hand along the rough pavement. Junior’s body was crumpled awkwardly, as if a puppeteer had dropped him there and loosed the strings. His head was closest to her, and his eyes, dead as they were, beckoned. She tried to avoid looking at his eyes and instead focused on the gun at his right hip.
A single shot cracked and the round again zipped too close. She swore she felt it disturb the air above her wrist. She lunged for Junior’s shoulder and grabbed a handful of his shirt. She dragged the body, using all of her upper-body strength to heave him closer.
A series of shots drilled into him, his body jerking from the impact. He was close enough now, though, that she snuck back behind the steer and grabbed the gun.
Behind her she heard a whistle. The kind of whistle men offered women in both an appreciative and condescending way.
Winter rolled over onto her back. She found her target, leveled the pistol, and pulled the trigger three times.
All three shots hit center mass. The man’s smirk vanished, his eyes widened, mouth gaped. He dropped his rifle and sank to his knees before falling over to one side, clutching his bleeding gut.
Air leaked from his mouth and he coughed, unable to speak. The whistle was the last intentional sound he’d ever utter. Winter rolled over and leaned against him, pushing her free hand onto his side for leverage. She pressed the pistol against his forehead and fired one more round for good measure.
Now she had a rifle. She shoved the pistol into the small of her back, checked the rifle’s safety, got to one knee, and pulled the butt to her shoulder.
Behind the cover of the steer, she tried to find an angle that gave her a shot but couldn’t.
A battery of shots came from the building. They drilled into the steer, the impacts vibrating against her body. Dust rained from above. A large chunk of the ceramic flew from the steer’s face like a piece of shrapnel. It hit the ground and spun like a top near her feet.
She was pinned. No way out and only so much ammunition.
Winter spat a curse. She scanned for an alternative to her position but found none. She wasn’t a soldier, didn’t have tactical expertise. The only thing keeping her alive was gut instinct and a strong will to live.
A flash of movement caught her attention, and she whirled around to the truck. It was the diesel they’d “borrowed” from a dead neighbor in Orange. The old man didn’t need it anymore. His rotting corpse was alone in his farmhouse, the keys on the kitchen table. They took it. It got them here, and now Leila was crouched behind it on the passenger’s side near the large front tire.
Given the constant fire was aimed at her and the poor oversized ceramic steer, Winter guessed the shooters hadn’t seen Leila. At least not since their initial offer to only kill one of them. Had they been so focused on her they’d lost track of Leila?
No sooner had the question popped into her head than it was answered. Two men were moving toward Leila, but they were behind her. No way could Leila see them.
Winter took a deep breath and exhaled slowly through her nose. Staying behind the ever-more-damaged steer, she took aim. The first shot missed and shattered the driver’s side taillight on the truck. The errant shot caught the targets’ attention. It was too late for them. Winter put bullets in both of them before they had a chance to return fire. One of them was down; the other stayed on his feet and leaned against the truck.
She took aim again. The fourth shot missed him and punctured a hole in the sidewall of the truck’s bed. The fifth hit him in the gut and he dropped.
Leila popped up from behind the truck and laid the rifle on the hood. They locked eyes for a split second before Leila refocused on the building and opened fire. A cannonade of rifle shots exploded from her weapon. One after another, suppressive fire that gave cover to Winter.
Winter spun around into the open. Unprotected, she advanced. She picked her targets, vague shapes in the darkness beyond the open window frames. Undaunted by the prospect of getting shot, she marched toward the porch. One shot after the next, finding home in flesh and bone.
One man lurched forward and dropped over the window frame like a folded drape. Another stepped over a frame and onto the porch. Bleeding and staggering, he tried to take aim at Winter. She dropped him. A third man might have had a chance, but Leila stunned him with a hit to the leg before Winter finished him off.
She was at the porch railing, rifle aimed down and into the dark, sweeping back and forth like a mechanized turret before she realized the return fire had stopped. The enemy was dead.
Winter stood there, breathless. Behind her, feet crunched on the pavement. She swung around, rifle raised, finger on the trigger.
“Hey, it’s me,” said Leila. “It’s me.”
Winter lowered her aim. The surge of adrenaline abated, but her heart raced.
Leila’s face was streaked with black. Mascara smudged the rims of her eyes and marked the tracks of her dried tears. Winter had no idea any women wore makeup anymore, let alone mascara.
Her friend dropped to one knee beside her brother, laid the rifle on the ground, and put her hand on Junior’s back. She whispered something to him and sucked in a ragged breath, flocked with whimpers of despair.
Winter considered telling Leila how sorry she was, how she understood the loss of a loved one. However, two things stopped her from offering condolences. One was that everybody who walked the planet post-Scourge understood what it was like to lose loved ones. Everybody, without exception. The second thing was that empathy wasn’t part of Winter’s arsenal. She was raised to see people as useful or not, as playing characters in her life’s narrative or not. If someone had no use or part to play, they were irrelevant. If they did hold sway, it was only to her benefit.
Even Trick McQuarry meant only so much to her. She loved him, sure, as much as she could love anyone. What bothered her about his death wasn’t the loss of him in her life, but rather that someone else had exercised the power to remove him from it. The decision hadn’t been hers.
She stood motionless, watching Leila grieve. When she’d had enough of the emotion, she walked back toward the restaurant and stepped onto the wood plank porch. Her boots plodded along the pine. One by one, she searched the men for anything of value. Then she took their weapons and wore a path between the porch and truck, loading her finds into the bed.
Other than the broken taillight and the hole in the bed’s frame from her errant shots, the truck appeared no worse for wear at first. She walked around the diesel 4x4 and found another handful of holes, the products of rifle shots. She dragged her hand across the dusty, bug-flecked metal, lingering at those holes. When she rounded the front, she hoped the dead men’s poor aim had spared any critical parts.
“Can you help me with his body?”
Winter swung to see Leila standing behind her. Her lanky arms hung at her sides on sagging shoulders. Her hands trembled, as did her voice. “I can’t lift him by myself. I need your help, please.”
Winter glanced at Junior’s body then back to Leila. “Where are we taking him?”
“I don’t know, but I can’t leave him here, and I don’t think it’s safe to stick around to bury him. Who knows if more people are coming here or—”
“We can take him.”
Winter didn’t see the point. Junior was dead; he wouldn’t know one way or the other whether his flesh decayed underneath the sandy clay soil or was food for carrion in the middle of a parking lot. It mattered to Leila though, and Winter still needed her. For now.
“Thank you, Juliana.”
“Sure.”
Winter opened the truck’s tailgate and crossed the lot. She rolled Junior’s body onto his back and took his feet while Leila took him under his arms. They heaved him across the lot to the truck bed, struggling to lift him into the bed, but they managed. There was a blue tarp in the back, and they draped it over his body.
“Maybe they’ll let us bury him at Palo Duro Canyon,” Leila said hopefully. “Then he’ll be near us.”
“Maybe.”
It was Leila’s turn to drive. Winter sat shotgun. A layer of grime and bug juice coated the windshield and gave everything beyond it a hazy appearance. The truck started without a problem. The engine rumbled.
She pointed to the glass with a wagging finger. “Can you clean that thing off?”
Leila shook her head and eased the truck into gear. “Out of wiper fluid. Love bugs took care of that. A little early for them, but the drought’s got everything a bit off.”
They rode in silence for a mile before Leila shifted in her seat and stole repeated glances at Winter. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, Juliana, where’d you learn to fight like that?”
Winter sat back against the worn cloth interior. She’d been waiting for this question. “Practice.”
Leila sniffed. She puckered her lips to one side in consideration. It couldn’t have been that she was too surprised—they had met in the midst of violence, after all. Both of them had seen the other act without mercy.
“Right,” said Leila. “But I mean, who taught you? My brother and I were raised on the land. Our parents taught us how to survive. They took us hunting, taught us basic mechanics, that kind of stuff.”
“I’m a survivor. It’s what I’ve always done. I find the path of least resistance and exploit it. If that path involves hurting people, then so be it.”
Leila kept her eyes on the highway. They passed a slop of roadkill. Two black birds hopped along the shoulder nearby. A third swooped low overhead.
In ten minutes they were at the entrance to Palo Duro Canyon State Park. Leila pulled over onto the shoulder before driving into the park. She jutted her chin at Winter’s shirt. There was blood splatter across the chest, dried and turning brown.
Winter shrugged. “Your eyes are going to force just as many questions as my shirt.”
Leila adjusted the rearview mirror so she could look at herself and sighed. Her eyes welled again. “I didn’t know.
“Why are you even wearing makeup? What’s the point?”
“I’m a survivor too. And for me, surviving means not giving up on the little things. Mascara, lotion, nail polish.” She flexed her fingers on the wheel, showing off bright green polish Winter hadn’t noticed before now.
“I don’t get it,” said Winter. “Seems like a waste.”
“Surviving is a waste if you’re not living.”
Leila flipped up the center console and rifled through its jumbled contents. She pulled from it a wadded-up napkin and dabbed it along the corners of her eyes. It didn’t do anything to lessen the black smudges. She blotted it with her tongue and tried again.
The woman had a point. Subsistence wasn’t enough. And while for Leila living meant the niceties of the mundane, it was something altogether different for Winter Brown/Juliana Paagal.
They began their descent into the park, a canyon surpassed in size on the American continent only by the Grand Canyon. The road switched back as it gradually sent them toward the canyon’s floor.
“No checkpoints,” said Winter. “No guards.”
“That’s a good sign, right?”
“We’ll find out.”
The road leveled out and the canyon floor stretched out in front of them. The walls rose high on all sides. Behind them, cabins sat perched on the upper rim, trees and shrubs growing from the rocks. Dry creek beds crossed under the road and meandered across the floor like snakes slithering their way toward shelter.
Leila stopped when they saw a collection of travel trailers, campers and tents clustered together in what looked like a community of sorts. Tendrils of gray smoke rose from the center of the community and up beyond the canyon, lifting to the blue sky.
They rolled down their windows. The air was warmer here than it was up top. Drier. Winter tasted the dust in her mouth. The scent of wood smoke was familiar. Mesquite?
Leila shut off the engine. Three men and two women emerged from the community of temporary shelters and approached the truck. None of them appeared armed. All of them swung their arms at their sides, hands empty. They weren’t smiling, but their features appeared welcoming. A dog, something like a labradoodle, scooted past them and bounced toward the truck, its tongue wagging.
The tallest of the men raised his arm and waved over his head the way a farmer might to someone on the far end of a working field. “Howdy,” he called out. “Can we help you?”
The group stopped walking when Winter swung open her door. The dog kept coming and found its way to her feet. It sniffed her legs and wagged its tail. She ignored it. Winter wasn’t a dog person. Or a cat person. Or a people person. Nonetheless, she waved back.
“I’m W—Juliana Paagal. My friend here is Leila. We’re looking for a place to stay.”
The tall man planted his hands on his hips. “A place to stay, huh? Where you coming from?”
“East.”
Tall Man pointed at the dog. It was sitting in front of Winter, pawing at her. “Buckie likes you,” he said. “You pass the first test.”
“What’s the next one?”
“You got any weapons?”
“We do. In the back seat. In the bed of the truck.”
“Supplies?”
“Tents, fire starters, camping stuff. Blades. Typical bug-out bags.”
“Can you cook?”
“Leila can.”
“Hunt?”
“Leila’s good at it.”
The man chuckled. “What are you good at?”
Winter shrugged. “Everything else.”
“I’m Luther. This is my wife, Maggie.” Luther pointed among the group to identify each one as he introduced them. “My son Luther Junior, we call him LJ. His wife, LuAnn. And my other son, Jacob.”
Winter noticed a big ring on the man’s finger when he pointed at the others. It looked like a school ring or something an athlete might win for a championship.
“We have about a hundred people living down here,” he went on. “It’s peaceful. We help each other out if need be. You’re welcome to stay, stake your own place down here. Free country. Mostly.”
Leila opened her door and stepped out. She walked around to the front of the truck. “You’re the first people we’ve seen who aren’t carrying.”
Luther raised an eyebrow. He twisted the ring on his finger. “Carrying what?”
“Weapons.”
A broad smile spread across his face. “Ohhh, we’ve got weapons. They’re back there at camp.”
Leila frowned. “Why don’t you have them on you?”
“We saw you coming. Two women in a truck? No need. It’s not like you’re the Cartel. No women in the Cartel. Not by choice anyhow.”
Winter pushed past the dog, careful not to step on its tail. “Cartel? You’ve heard of them?”
Luther checked with his family before he answered. That question appeared to be as strange to him as it was to Leila that the family didn’t carry their weapons when greeting strangers. “Of course we’ve heard of them. They’re the new group of hooligans who think they own Texas. I mean, they say they’re going to own Texas. Just in the last couple of weeks, they’ve been traveling around making trouble. They’re just a nuisance with guns. Why? You seen them?”
Winter stopped a few feet from the Luther clan. “We’ve seen them.”
“They killed my brother,” Leila said. “Shot him.”
Luther’s wife put her hand to chest and spoke for the first time. “Where?”
“He’s in the back of the truck,” said Leila.
The Luther clan’s eyes all aimed at the truck bed. Then Luther’s wife, Maggie, said, “No, I mean where did they kill him?”
“The Big Texan.”
“We’ll keep a watch out. Sounds like they’re getting bold and—”
Winter shook her head. “You don’t have to worry about them.”
LJ lifted his chin and scowled. “Why not?”
“They’re dead.”
“How many?” asked LJ.
“Five,” Winter replied.
Leila corrected her. “Six.”
Winter nodded. “Right. Six.”
Luther took an unconscious step back. “Let me get this straight. Y’all get into a gunfight at the Big Texan; there’s six of them, men who say they’re with this new Cartel. They kill your brother, and you kill all half dozen of them?”
Leila and Winter exchanged glances and Winter replied, “That’s about right.”
“And you want to stay here?”
Winter pulled back her shoulders and squared her jaw. “That a problem?”
Something in Luther’s face shifted. It went from confident and fatherly to reluctantly acquiescent. The shift was apparent in all of the family members. Their features darkened as would someone who had to choose between two equally distasteful options.
Winter could see it. These people didn’t want them there. But if they rescinded the invitation, what havoc would that wreak on their peaceful canyon floor community? They already knew Winter and Leila had weapons and that they knew how to use them with deft precision.
They had no choice now. At least for the moment they had to welcome the strangers. That was the prudent thing to do. And it told Winter everything she needed to know about the people who dwelled in the bottom of the canyon.
This was the right place for them to be, no doubt. Soon enough, these people, these Dwellers, would come to respect and fear her. She would lead them against whatever threats came their way. She would rule them with the forceful caress of an iron fist. They would love her and do for her and die for her.
“Well then,” said Luther. “Welcome Leila and Juliana Paagal.”
“Thanks,” said Winter. “It’s good to be here.”
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There was a problem with the Texan, and Gwendolyn had to deal with him. The epidemiologist was on the other end of a call in which he was shredding their work. Everything she’d done to convince Colonel Whittenburg of her successes was being undone. He would pay, that much was certain. But first, she’d have to start from scratch politically and sway the colonel to stay the course.
She knew this because she sat in Whittenburg’s office, watching his face turn red as he communicated with the Texan on a video chat. His hands were steepled at his chin. He rocked in his chair, swiveling in small arcs. The colonel looked like a volcano suppressing an inevitable eruption.
Morel sat on the loveseat next to her. Although she thought he might take pleasure in this setback, he didn’t. At least, he didn’t appear to enjoy it. His face was taut with concern, serious deliberation over the assessment the Texan made regarding the work.
She couldn’t make out why he appeared as worried as she about the scathing review of the science she and Treadgold had presented days earlier.
The call ended when Whittenburg thumped his index finger on the screen, cutting off the Texan mid-sentence.
“I’ve heard enough of that,” he said and swung around to face Gwendolyn and Morel. “Only so many times I can hear junk science in a single call.”
He rolled away from his desk and used his heels to row himself closer to his guests. He stopped feet from them and again rested his chin on his fingertips. “Where’s Treadgold?”
“Sleeping,” said Gwendolyn. “He’s been up for two days. I told him to take a nap. He should be up in a few hours.”
“I thought about taking the call without your knowledge,” said the colonel, “but I thought it best you hear the conversation for yourself, from the horse’s mouth as it were.”
“You knew he would unfairly trash everything we’ve accomplished?”
A smile flashed at the corner of the colonel’s mouth. It evaporated, replaced by a dour expression. “Of course I did. I saw the report first. I told Morel this when I asked him to bring you here. This was merely an opportunity for him to expound and, now, for you to defend yourself.”
Now Gwendolyn understood. Morel was playing the game. He wanted to see where Whittenburg fell on this before he picked a side. Genius. She flexed her jaw muscles and considered how best to respond.
“I’m not sure why I have to defend anything,” she said. “I’m not the one in Texas on the sidelines, doing nothing but criticizing the success of others.”
“I wouldn’t characterize what you’ve done as a success,” said Whittenburg. “You don’t have a deployable asset. Not yet.”
“Before you disparage what Treadgold, Morel and I have done, you need to put all of this in perspective.”
Though she wasn’t looking at him, she felt the sudden heat of Morel’s glare. Adding his name to their team, to the project in limbo, was strategic. It would be much harder for Morel to join the attack if he was part of the perceived problem. And if she successfully convinced the colonel that the Texan was wrong, then Morel had her to thank for making him look good.
Morel clearly understood the game she was playing. He started to speak, and Colonel Whittenburg raised a hand to stop him.
“Let’s be clear, Colonel,” said Gwendolyn. “You haven’t begun construction of the wall yet. We can’t deploy any assets until you finish it. That could be months, a year, or longer.”
Whittenburg pressed a flatline smile onto his face. “That’s where you’re wrong. We have started. Near what they like to call the ArkLaTex. One team is moving west toward the panhandle, and another is moving south toward the Gulf. And when I say team, I mean hundreds of people.”
“So you’re actually doing it?” blurted Morel. “You’re building a wall around Texas.”
The colonel looked at him. “Did you not believe me?”
Morel looked to Gwendolyn, then back to Whittenburg. “It’s not that, sir,” he said through a swallow. “It’s that I-I didn’t think it would happen so fast.”
The recovery wasn’t believable and that was Morel’s fatal flaw. He couldn’t play the game. Not like Gwendolyn Sharp. He’d failed to see the writing on the wall in Kiev all those months ago when they’d sat in a lobby bar the night he informed her their work in Europe was finished. She’d argued with him about ending their work without a fight.
“Did you protest?” she’d asked as they sat alone in the virtually vacant hotel. “Did you tell them you didn’t want to abandon the progress we’d made here, that leaving now would hamper our efforts? At the very least we lose access to live subjects, to the ongoing metamorphosis of the disease. If you didn’t say those things, if you didn’t fight for us, then what good are you?”
Morel had looked away from her as she chastised him, wincing at the last jab. His shoulders had slumped and he’d frowned, dropping his hands into his lap.
The man was brilliant, but his physical reaction to her interrogation confirmed for her what she’d suspected for weeks. He was not a leader. She hadn’t waited for him to respond to her chastisement.
“That’s what I would have done,” Gwendolyn had said, driving home her point. “I would have fought to keep us here, to keep the work moving forward.”
She looked at him now sitting next to her, and the same disgust roiled in her gut. He couldn’t own his thoughts, couldn’t challenge authority. She pounced, putting Morel under her heel for good.
She put a hand on his knee like a mother would a disobedient child and feigned sympathy for his ineptitude. She patted his leg. “Morel is a good soldier,” she said. “Don’t be angry at him, Colonel Whittenburg. He means well; he’s just not as aggressive as we are. He doesn’t see the urgency of what we’re trying to accomplish. For that matter, neither does our friend in Texas.”
The colonel tilted his head. “Oh?”
Gwendolyn took her hand from Morel’s leg and clasped her hands in her lap. She scooted forward to the edge of the seat. “There are people meant to lead. People like you and me. You successfully combined the best of the civilian and military scientific community here in Atlanta. You devised a plan to gain long-term control of an anarchical population. Brilliant, sir. Truly brilliant.”
Whittenburg regarded her with what she imagined was suspicion. Gwendolyn kept talking.
“It’s only a matter of time before your Cartel gains a foothold in Texas, before they’ve restored order. Once they do, we’ll be ready with our deployable asset. We’ve got time, Colonel. Not a lot, but enough. I want this as much as you do. You know that. Remember when we first met?”
A smirk twitched at the corner of his mouth. “In the hangar at Dobbins. You stole a seat in my transport.”
“Yes. You saw my drive then. Otherwise you never would have entrusted in me the greatest of your endeavors. That’s what you’ve done. Let me ask you a question.”
“Go ahead.”
“Do you make mistakes?”
He bristled. “What?”
At Gwendolyn’s side, she sensed Morel sit forward. The cushion underneath her shifted from his weight.
“Do you make mistakes? I mean, of course you do. Everyone does. But do you make big, irreversible errors?”
Colonel Whittenburg sat straighter. He pulled his shoulders back and lifted his chin. “No. I wouldn’t be where I am if I made those kinds of—”
“Then trust me. You picked me, sir. I’m in this position because of your judgment. Don’t let some hack in Texas, of all places, tell you you’re wrong.”
The colonel sank back in his chair. He swiveled back and forth, drumming his fingers on the armrests. “Fine,” he said. “Get back to work. I’ll give you just enough rope to hang yourself. You understand?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Get out of here. Take Charles with you. Give him something to do.”
“Thank you, sir,” Gwendolyn said, and she and Morel left the office. In the hall, Morel put his hand on her shoulder. She eyed his fingers with a glare. He withdrew them and stuffed both hands into his lab coat pockets.
She turned to walk, leading him along the corridor, her heels clicking on the tile. They were six months into a pandemic and lived underground in a government facility without any outside contact. Yet Gwendolyn Sharp insisted on wearing heels.
“Hold up,” Morel called after her, almost skipping to keep up with her. “Give me a second.”
She stopped. He almost ran into her and spun to avoid her.
“What?” she spat.
“How did you do that?”
Gwendolyn raised an eyebrow. “Do what?”
“Did you ever see the Star Wars movies?” asked Morel.
“Which ones? There are twenty of them.”
“The first one. Episode Four.”
“Maybe. I don’t know. Isn’t that movie fifty years old? I’m not into vintage cinema.”
“Fifty-six years old.”
“Okay,” she said. “What about it? We’ve got work to do, Charles.”
His hands were out of his pockets and he used them to articulate his point. “There was a thing called the Jedi Mind Trick. The Jedi could essentially manipulate weak-minded people into saying or doing whatever they wanted.”
“So?”
He nodded his head toward the colonel’s office door. “That’s what you did back there. You manipulated him. He was ready to throw you to the wolves, or strap you onto a gurney and shove YPH5N1 into your veins.”
“I’m not a Jedi.”
He rolled his eyes. “You could have fooled me. The Force is with you. No doubt. It’s like you have nine lives. And it doesn’t matter what you do, you keep aggregating more and more power.”
Gwendolyn took a step toward him. “You’re mixing metaphors, Charles. And there’s nothing magic about me, I’m just smart. I understand that everything is a game. If you’re not playing, you’re losing. That’s something you never figured out. Is that it? Or is there something else about me you’d like to analyze?”
He raised his hands in surrender. “No. I’m not criticizing you. It’s admiration. I’m submitting to you. You’re my boss. You clearly have a better understanding of how the world works than I ever did.”
Gwendolyn frowned. “Where’s this coming from? I don’t trust you.”
Morel took a half step back, putting distance between them. “Nowhere. It’s not coming from anywhere.”
Lilting doubt replaced her venom. “Really?”
“I either join you or get run over,” he said. “I’ve been fighting you. It doesn’t do either of us any good.”
She regarded him for a long moment. “Maybe you’re smarter than I thought, Dr. Morel.”
She spun again on her heel, and the two of them walked along the corridor toward the suite of labs at the far end of the complex. Only the clicks of her heels and the squeak of his soles filled the silence between them.
They turned a corner and she slowed. “I was in college. Undergrad. Junior year.”
Morel took hurried steps to pull even with her.
“I worked two jobs. Took a full load of classes. I barely had time to myself. But when I did, on that rare occasion I wasn’t studying or stocking shelves, I liked to binge-watch mindless television.”
“I did that,” said Morel. “A lot of kids did.”
“I couldn’t afford any of the streaming services,” Gwendolyn said. “I was broke. Every cent I made went to pay for the basics.”
They turned another corner, and she used her credentials to unlock a heavy door. It hummed and Morel held the door for her. When it clicked shut behind them, she continued.
“So I hacked other people’s accounts.”
“Hacked?”
“Well, most hacking isn’t complicated and technical. Most hacking is personal. Spying.”
“You spied?”
“Basically,” she admitted with a shrug. “I’d use my friends’ IDs and passwords. I watched them type them in, and then I’d use them for myself. I had a collection of fifteen or twenty accounts.”
“These were your friends?”
Another shrug. “Friends. Acquaintances. Classmates. Whatever. Same thing.”
She knew that sounded pathetic. The whole thing was pathetic. But Morel had confided in her; the best thing she could do was offer him something in return. If he honestly was intent on helping her, she had to give him something. This was how relationships worked. At least her relationships. Quid pro quo.
“Why are you telling me this?” he asked.
They reached the door to the outermost lab. Gwendolyn leaned on the door and held a key card in her hand. She hesitated then offered him a smile. “I liked The
Mandalorian,” she said. “Couldn’t get enough of it. Had to watch it, whatever it took. If it meant hacking people to get the service, that’s what I did. You should understand by now, Morel, I do whatever it takes.”
Morel’s face brightened. “I do. But why The Mandalorian? I didn’t think you were much of a fan.”
“I didn’t say that. I said I wasn’t into vintage cinema.”
“But why The Mandalorian?”
“He was on a mission. He didn’t let convention define him. He lived in a post-apocalyptic galaxy, while a dead empire tried to regain control of what it had lost. The good did bad things, and the bad did good. It was the way.”
“And?”
“Look at where we are, Morel. Look at what we’re doing, how we’re doing it. We’re good people doing bad things. Or I’m a bad person doing good. Either way, I’ll succeed.”
She opened the door and shouldered her way into the lab. Treadgold was sitting at the console. He didn’t look up from his work when she entered. Morel followed her and the door hummed, then clicked closed.
“You know,” said Morel, “the Mandalorian didn’t work alone. He needed help.”
“Does that make you Baby Yoda?”
Treadgold looked over in confusion. “You’re talking about Star Wars?”
“No,” said Gwendolyn. “I was just explaining to Morel how I get what I want. I set out to do something, to make it happen, and I succeed. No matter the odds.”
Treadgold took in a deep breath of the clinically filtered air, exhaled, and then shifted his gaze from Gwendolyn to Morel. “That’s the truth. Absolutely the truth.”
Gwendolyn crossed the lab toward Treadgold. She glanced at the wall of monitors and saw a new subject on the table. She was flat on her back. Her toes wiggled.
“Charles has decided to join us,” she said. “He understands the importance of our work, John. He wants to help.”
Treadgold’s fingers hovered over the virtual keyboard. He studied both of them again and locked on Morel. “Are you sure? You know what it is we’re doing, right? I mean, really know.”
“Of course I do,” said Morel. “I’ve been a part of this since the beginning.”
“Not really,” said Treadgold. He tapped a virtual key and spoke into the mic in front of him. “Proceed.”
On the display monitors, the technicians affixed the intravenous line to patient S07. The volume was off, but they could see her talking. She wouldn’t stop talking. Then her toes stopped wiggling. Her hands balled into fists and she flexed against the restraints.
“What is she doing?” asked Morel.
He hadn’t watched this part of the procedure before. Gwendolyn hadn’t realized that until now. She was as interested in watching his reaction as she was the monitors.
Morel’s eyes widened with horror. “What are they doing?”
“She’s fighting the injection,” said Gwendolyn. “We’ve changed our procedures.”
Morel’s eyes darted between her and the full-color, high-definition 5K displays. The woman’s back arched. She swung her head from side to side, her mouth wide open.
From the camera directly above the table, the woman’s expression was clear. Tears streaked from frightened eyes along a reddened face. Her mouth was drawn into a scream. Her chest heaved with panic.
“What changes?” asked Morel.
“Right before they injected her,” said Gwendolyn, “we had the technicians tell the patient what we’re doing. She was told she will die from the injection. It’s just a matter of time.”
The color drained from Morel’s face. “Why?”
“We need to see how stress impacts the delivery of the asset. Increased blood pressure, adrenaline, altered oxygen saturation are all components of a stressed host.”
She studied the woman’s features, the way they stretched and contorted. There was something oddly beautiful in watching the roll of emotions across her face as she processed what was happening to her. Gwendolyn wondered if the woman could feel the injection as the concoction worked its way through her system.
When the woman stopped her struggle, when her head lolled to the side and the only evident fight was from the shudder in her chest, Gwendolyn regarded Morel. He looked at her with something more than disgust or shock. It was fear. There was fear in his eyes, in his brow, across his cheeks. It wasn’t altogether different than the expression that washed over patient S07. That was how she wanted it. They would succeed.
Fear was the key. Fear was power. It was something she understood about the empire that she’d taken from her binge-watching all those years ago. Something she was certain Morel missed. He was too caught up in the idealism, the arc of the hero, to see what truly lay underneath as the core message of any saga. Most men imagined themselves as that hero. They saw themselves as the Jedi or the moralistic bounty hunter.
Gwendolyn didn’t. She’d always seen herself as the empire.
 



CHAPTER 28
APRIL 8, 2033
SCOURGE +188 DAYS
LUBBOCK, TEXAS
 
The stadium loomed against the otherwise flat terrain. The sky was gray, the air warm. And Rufus Buck was reconsidering his future.
He leaned against his Humvee and flicked the ashes of a cigarette to the asphalt at his feet. The taste of the tobacco was thick on his tongue and in his nostrils. The buzz from the nicotine, as little as it was, given his habit, steadied his nerves. It helped him think. At least that was what he told himself. It was why he hadn’t kicked the habit.
A group of grunts were across the street, working at the entrance to the stadium. He’d spent the last two days recruiting men to his cause. With the promise of jobs, food and power, the task wasn’t difficult. Especially in Lubbock, where the drought had a strong grip on the land. Farmers and ranchers were struggling. They were desperate.
Buck held the cigarette pinched between his thumb and forefinger. He drew it to his lips and took another drag, letting the smoke fill his lungs. This was one of his rare pleasures, a moment or two without interruption where he could think.
He counted the men across the street. There were eleven. It was a good start. None of them were boss material though. Not yet. They lacked the killer instincts his bosses would need to employ.
These men were good soldiers. While they’d do what was asked of them, he didn’t see a one among them who could deliver the orders.
Unlike their efforts in Abilene, where they’d taken the town by force, Buck employed a different tactic in Lubbock. The people in Abilene weren’t desperate. They’d needed convincing. That wasn’t the case here. Men and even women were willing to work for the promise of something, anything that would sustain them.
Rufus Buck understood how pliable desperate people could be, how their morality was easily manipulated or justified to fit their own selfish needs. Good, honest people would sell their mothers if it meant they could survive another day. He’d seen it too many times to count. In Syria, in Ukraine, in the last days of Afghanistan, loyalties shifted with the winds. An enemy one day was a friend the next, depending on the circumstances.
He blew out the smoke, watched the men, and thought about his final days in Syria. His mind drifted. The men working across from him faded into the background, and he saw the tatters of Aleppo. He could almost feel the pain in his ankle from the wound that had made him reliant on a self-righteous officer named Battle. He flexed his jaw as he dove into the memory headfirst.
Buck was badly wounded. He and Battle were the only survivors of an ambush. Together, they’d navigated the war-torn city and, when it seemed they were pinned down and destined to die like dogs, a Syrian man named Nazir came to their rescue. He welcomed them into their home, gave them food, shelter and native garb, and then helped them navigate the final stretch of their long escape to US-held territory.
Insisting he go with them, Nazir led them through the narrow streets with guile until they’d found themselves on a bridge, the checkpoint in sight. Despite wearing customary kaftans and head wraps, they were exposed. Syrian guards had them in their sights. But Nazir didn’t run. He laid down cover fire.
“Get on my back,” Battle told Buck. “Piggyback.”
Buck had hesitated. Unsure. Frightened.
“Just do it,” Battle ordered.
Buck climbed onto Battle’s back. Battle gripped his arms under Buck’s legs and ran to the bridge. Nazir led them into the fray.
A dozen armed men raced toward them. Buck could still see their anger-creased faces all these years later. Every one of them. Tattooed in his brain.
There was a man in their way on the bridge. Nazir downed him with rifle fire. One of the Syrian soldiers had shot Nazir. Hit him in the gut.
Battle had raced to the offending soldier and killed him. And Buck remembered seeing Nazir, blood leaking from his mouth. His olive skin was gray, blending with the color of his scraggly beard.
Buck saw in Battle’s eyes the struggle of a decision. There was no way to save both men. Battle would either go back to help Nazir, the benevolent local, or he’d stay and make sure that Buck survived.
Buck didn’t like Battle; Battle didn’t like him. They both knew it and accepted it. But they were comrades. They were Americans. That was their bond. And it was what kept Battle at his side as the enemy surrounded Nazir.
Battle picked Buck up again, the decision made. He ran as fast as he could toward the safe end of the bridge. Buck bounced up and down as if on a rutted road. His brain felt as if it might jostle loose. But they’d made it.
“I’m Captain Marcus Battle,” he’d said to the American MPs who had their M4s leveled at them. “US Army. Help us. I’ve got Sergeant Buck. He’s injured. He needs immediate medical attention.”
The MPs forced Battle to his knees. Buck couldn’t comply. Battle had his back.
“Sergeant Buck can’t follow the command. Get him help. We were hit with an IED and got trapped. A Syrian local helped us.”
“That explains the getup?” asked one of the MPs.
Battle nodded. Buck stood with his arms up.
“We need to help him. The Syrian. He’s dying.”
“Not gonna happen,” said the MP.
Battle tried to argue. “Now wait a minute—”
The MP jabbed the M4 in the air toward both men. “Do not confuse your rank with my authority, Captain. There are hostiles on the other end of that bridge. I am not sending men into a firefight over a dying local.”
“Give me a weapon, then,” Battle said, his arms still above his head. “Take care of Buck. I’ll go get him.”
It was too late.
Two of the enemy picked up Nazir and dragged him along the bridge. Through the haze of throbbing pain in his leg, Buck watched a third combatant grip the top of Nazir’s head and yank it back. The glint of a long, curved blade reflected the sunlight into his eyes, and Buck squinted.
It was long enough to miss the swipe across Nazir’s neck, but enough for Buck to see the men toss their savior’s limp body over the side of the bridge and into the muddy canal below.
Buck felt nothing at this. Too consumed by his own searing discomfort, he didn’t consider Nazir’s sacrifice. The man, he learned, was a doctor before the war; subsequent famine and consequential disease ruined Aleppo and his home. Buck was unfazed. Battle was not. He was distraught, angst-riddled for hours. The captain blamed himself for Nazir’s death, for Buck’s injuries, for the loss of his men.
In the field hospital hours later, Battle was on a cot next to Buck. Both of them were drugged as they nursed wounds. Battle’s were more superficial. He was more coherent.
Buck distinctly remembered the one-sided conversation, though. He’d always remembered it.
Battle looked at the ceiling, angled antiseptic tan-colored plastic supported by aluminum beams. Beads of sweat populated on his forehead like dew. He licked his lips and raked his teeth across the bleeding cracks. His voice was clear and resonant. The emotion was gone, but he spoke with the same resolve as his insistence, against the odds, they would make it out of enemy-held Aleppo alive.
“The only way I can atone for this is to be prepared,” he said as if addressing a platoon. “I’ll spend the rest of my life being ready for whatever comes. It’s the only thing I can do to make things right.”
“You can’t prepare for what happened today,” said Buck. “Nobody could.”
Buck turned his head toward Buck. “The hell I can’t. I’ll find a way. Someday I’ll have a family. I’ll have land. I’ll stock up, live off the grid. Get as far away from the city as I can, so when our enemies attack, or the power goes out, or the computers achieve singularity, or a pandemic wipes out everyone on Earth like this coronavirus they have in China, I’ll be good.”
Buck laughed. It hurt to laugh. He coughed and shook his head. “You’re talking like there will be some zombie apocalypse, brother. Nothing could be worse than what we saw today. You lost your mind out there.”
“I’m sane for the first time in my life,” said Battle.
The two of them lay in silence for the longest time after that. What was there to say?
All these years later, Buck wondered if Battle had prepared himself. The captain was right after all. The end had come. No zombies, no attack from a sworn enemy, but a plague had descended upon them. With little warning, a government slow to react and with forces at play that wanted to control the chaos from a bunker half a continent away in Atlanta.
Buck took a final drag. The ash on the tip of the cigarette glowed red. He flicked the butt to the ground and smashed it with the toe of his boot.
This was his time to do what Battle had done. He was getting a second chance to prepare, to build up his defenses, to ready himself for whatever came next.
He considered the men across the street the beginnings of an army. His army. Damn the other so-called Cartel generals. Damn Colonel Whittenburg and that pompous lab jockey named Sharp.
He swept his gaze across the exterior of the stadium. It was Jones AT&T Stadium, home to the Texas Tech Red Raiders, named for former university president Clifford Jones and his wife, Aubrey. That was what a bronze plaque claimed, anyhow. He’d never been to a game there, wasn’t much for college football. He liked the pro game. The professionals were gladiators, men who entered the arena ready to lay their bodies on the line.
This was his Texas. He’d do it his way. If they didn’t like it, they could come and take it.
 



CHAPTER 29
APRIL 8, 2033
SCOURGE +188 DAYS
PORT ALTO, TEXAS
 
The Texas Courthouse was a five-bedroom, three-bath house north of a peninsula that jutted into Matagorda Bay like a flat-fisted hammer. Its two-story, thirty-two-hundred-square-foot facade was covered in Texas limestone. The back porched face a sloping lawn that separated the house from the water.
Mike stood on the bay end of the wooden dock to which he’d cleated the Rising Star. Miriam was next to him, her fingers laced in his.
The grass in front of them was dead, a stretch of tans and browns that climbed the expanse to the rear of the home. The dock was missing occasional planks, but enough of it remained for them to cross it onto land.
Neither of them moved yet. Mike’s legs, after the days in the Gulf, weren’t steady enough. He imagined Miriam was having as much trouble getting her land legs back, given the slight tug and pull she exercised on his hand.
“I guess this is it,” he said. “I mean, it’s as good a place as any.”
She motioned to their right. “We could head a little farther up Vaes Bay before the horseshoe bend to the west. But I don’t know if there’s anywhere up there to dock a boat this big.”
“This is fine,” Mike said. “It’s only five miles or so to his place, right?”
“Something like that. I know it’s west of 172 and north of 35. We might have to guess a little bit.”
Mike bounced on his toes, testing his balance. “I’m good. You?”
“As good as I’ll be.”
Mike had the Hi-Power Standard in his right hand. He rubbed his thumb along the checkered walnut grip. It was loaded with a full fifteen-round magazine. The safety was on.
He wore a tactical backpack strapped across his chest, stuffed with their medical supplies, rations and extra water.
Miriam had the Glock they’d long used. She carried it in the small of her back. Over one shoulder she carried a smaller pack containing the extra ammunition, a pair of knives, and two solar crank flashlights.
They walked up the dock toward land. Mike was a half-step ahead, his instinct to protect her dictating his gait.
Miriam didn’t need protecting. She was every bit as strong as he and they both knew it. But there was something in him that felt the primal need to safeguard her.
He scanned the shoreline, looking for movement or anything out of place. Beyond the stretch of dead grass was a row of houses that ran north and south along the edge of the peninsula. Most of them, unlike the so-called Texas Courthouse, were elevated on stilts. The homes were Hardie board or vinyl siding. One or two even appeared to be manufactured homes lifted off the ground to protect them from flooding or tropical storm surge. The closer they got to the shoreline, the more detail Mike saw.
None of the houses had vehicles parked underneath them in the open spaces that served as open garages. Some of them, including the limestone Texas Courthouse, had broken windows. Trash littered the dead grass like tidal refuse. The debris grew thicker near the houses.
They stepped from the wood planks onto the sandy soil. The dead grass crunched under their feet. The shoreline was dotted with char, evidence of long ago extinguished fires. Two of the fires bore the remnants of outdoor cooking, and several of them appeared contained within haphazardly arranged stones, which encircled makeshift pits barely deeper than the ground surrounding them.
“It looks abandoned,” said Miriam. “Like nobody’s here.”
They climbed the gentle incline closer to the house. She’d chosen this spot because the limestone house was easy to recognize. Unlike the majority of coastal homes, it might have been more in its element nestled in the Hill Country west of San Antonio. It bore that aesthetic.
Mike’s heart pounded in his chest. He felt like the victim in a horror movie, searching the woods at night alone with the knowledge a deranged killer was somewhere out there, in the dark, hunting him.
This was somehow worse than the day trip he’d taken in Cocoa Beach. It was more nerve-racking than tunneling under Naples.
He couldn’t be sure why, but Mike thought it might be because they were so close to what would be a final destination for them. Or it would be a dead end and they’d have to turn back.
If Miriam’s father wasn’t alive, what did that mean for them? What would they do? This place appeared empty. It was a ghost town. Not even a town; rather, a loose collection of property where people used to live.
They reached the back porch of the limestone house and stood under the cover of a second-floor deck. Mike wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his gun hand. It wasn’t hot enough for him to be perspiring as he was. The heat wasn’t the culprit.
Miriam’s nose twitched and she scrunched up her face in a sour look. “Do you smell that?”
He did. It was an odor that seven months ago he wouldn’t have recognized. Now it was too familiar. “I don’t think we should go inside,” he said. “I don’t need to see what’s in there.”
They moved away from the porch. The odor stayed with them.
“It’s weird,” Miriam said. “Dead bodies shouldn’t stink that long, should they?”
“What do you mean?”
“Whoever died, it wasn’t that long ago. It wasn’t the Scourge that killed him. Or her.”
Mike glanced at the building. His gaze climbed the stone facade as they worked their way between the Texas Courthouse and the stilted house to its right. “Good point.”
Miriam paused. “And those fires back on the shoreline aren’t that old. The char wouldn’t be as prevalent. Plus I swear I could smell it.”
“Smell what?”
“The ash. You know, the odor that lingers after a fire gets put out.”
Mike glanced at the water. He looked at three of the dark spots along the grassy bank. He couldn’t smell them from here, but jogging his senses didn’t tell him if he had when they’d passed them minutes earlier. “I don’t know, Miriam. I—”
“Mike!” she gasped. “Oh my—”
He whirled around and lifted the pistol, his thumb starting for the safety. Miriam stood behind him, hands covering her mouth.
“What is that?” he asked.
“A body.”
Mike scanned their surroundings. He saw nobody. Miriam took several steps toward what was clearly a corpse. It was in the middle of the road, swollen. Flies hovered and buzzed in swarms.
They got closer, both of them pulling their shirt collars up over their noses. It was evident animals had beaten them here. The sight was awful.
“Is that a man or a woman?”
At first, Mike wasn’t sure. Then he spotted a small butterfly tattoo on the exposed ankle. It was pink. “I’m guessing a woman.”
Miriam turned away from the body, holding her shirt over her nose and mouth. Her eyes glistened.
Mike put a hand on her back and led her away, toward the direction they needed to travel to find her father. There was no point in standing here wasting time.
They walked along the road. Wide tire tracks were caked in sandy mud, dried on the road’s surface like fossils. Mike wondered how long it had been since it had rained here.
They hadn’t gone one hundred yards before they found another decomposing body. Neither could tell the gender.
“What do you think happened?” Miriam asked.
“No clue.”
“One person dead in the road is one thing,” she said. “Two is something else. Right?”
They hadn’t spent much time at the first body. With this one, Mike studied the ground around the deceased. He crouched, gun in hand, and scanned the corpse while holding his breath as best he could. Then he saw it. “I have a clue now,” he said.
“What?”
He pointed to a cylinder of brass. A rifle shell casing. Then another. A third.
Flies buzzed at his head. He swatted at them.
“So he was killed.”
“Or she. I don’t know. But it looks like it.”
She swung back to face the first body. “And that one?”
“No telling.”
Miriam took a step back. “Should we go look? See if we can find any casings there?”
Mike stood up, using his free hand to balance himself. He swatted the flies from in front of his face. “I don’t think so. For what purpose? We should get going.”
Wide-eyed, Miriam nodded. “Okay.”
They left the bodies, the stench that hung in the air, and the buzzing flies behind them and trekked north. Neither of them spoke for several minutes. Then Miriam sucked in a breath and let it out. Her sigh was audible. Mike took the hint.
“What’s up?”
“Just thinking about what we saw back there.”
Mike waited for her to continue. In their time together, he’d learned the best way to prod her to open up was to stay quiet. It was a trick Kandy Belman had taught him. Listen. Don’t be too quick to speak. People open up that way. The television reporter was astute.
“The lack of people. The fires, the trash, the bodies. Those tire tracks, but no cars or trucks anywhere. It’s like there was an attack. Like what happened to us in Cocoa, but worse. The people here didn’t survive.”
“We don’t know that,” said Mike.
She frowned at him. It was the kind of look that told him she thought he was being stupid.
“We don’t know who died,” he clarified. “It could be the bodies belonged to the attackers, then the people who lived here felt unsafe, so they left. That’s what we did. We beat the intruders, remember? They’re the ones who died.”
“We didn’t leave because we felt unsafe, Mike. We left because we wanted to find Brice’s family and my dad. And Phil got killed. It’s not as simple as you make it sound.”
“You’re right,” Mike said. “It’s not that simple. I bet what we found back there wasn’t simple either.”
She considered that assessment. Again they walked in silence until she broke it. “I just hope my dad’s okay.”
“He is.”
“I appreciate your positivity,” said Miriam, “but you can’t know that.”
They trudged along the center of the highway. A warm, dry breeze brushed past them. Mike knuckled dust from his eyes. “We going in the right direction?” he asked.
“Yes. I vaguely recognize where we are.”
“How long have you been coming here?”
“My dad moved here after Hurricane Harvey,” she said. “That was fifteen years ago. He was in Houston. Got sick of the unbridled development and moved out here.”
“You were a kid,” Mike said.
Miriam nodded. “I spent summers here. Sometimes I’d come for either Thanksgiving or Christmas. A lot of times he’d come to North Carolina so I didn’t have to travel.”
They’d talked a lot about their childhoods. Both were happy if not imperfect. Mike’s father was strict beyond measure. A perfectionist whose pores oozed machismo, he demanded a lot from his family. They rarely met expectations.
Although Miriam was a product of divorce, her parents remained friendly for her sake. Neither played her against the other. They both loved her and did their best to give her everything she could want emotionally and financially.
“Did you like it here?” Mike asked. “It’s rural, but pretty.”
“I liked being with my dad,” she said. “I didn’t know anybody else down here. There were some kids, but I was an outsider. They had their own friends. My dad understood that. He went out of his way to entertain me.”
Cattle fencing bordered the road. Tarred posts connected parallel lines of taut barbed wire. Beyond the fences stretched flat, open parcels of land. Houses were set back from the road, connected to the highway by long, meandering gravel drives. The occasional loblolly pine or cluster of holly dotted the otherwise barren properties.
“How long has it been since you’ve seen him?” Mike knew the answer, but he’d forgotten.
“Two years.” Guilt pricked at her words.
Up ahead, a brick ranch-style home was closer to the road. Instead of the ranch fencing, the smaller piece of land was marked by waist-high chain link. A gate at the drive was open.
Mike offered Miriam some water. She took it, nursing small sips, and handed it back. He swallowed a mouthful and returned the bottle to a clip on the side of his pack. His foot hurt, but it wasn’t enough to slow him. He was getting used to the near constant phantom throb.
They reached the open gate and stopped. The breeze carried with it the sour odor of death. It drew Mike’s attention to the house. The front door was ajar, a front window broken. On the wide stoop, he saw what looked like a pile of clothes. It wasn’t clothes. A trail of bright red hair fanned from the pile. Woman’s hair. In the driveway, rotting fruit mixed with shards of glass.
Miriam cursed under her breath. She stepped to the fence and grip the links. “Mike,” she whispered. “Somebody is on the warpath.”
He didn’t disagree. He spun around and checked the other far-flung properties. He couldn’t tell from a distance if any of them had suffered the same fate. He imagined some, if not all, of them had. A gang had worked its way inland from the bay, took what they wanted, and killed everyone in their way.
It was a guess, though not much of a leap. They’d seen three dead bodies within two miles of each other. A fourth, if not more, was inside the limestone house at the water’s edge.
Mike was no pathologist, but he imagined the bodies were dead at least two or three days. The post-mortem damage from animals made it a tougher call. He also figured that after a few weeks, bodies stopped stinking, so these attacks were recent but not immediate.
They left the ranch house, Mike drawing Miriam from the fence, and they moved north again.
“I feel like we should run to my dad’s place,” she said, “but it wouldn’t matter.”
Mike put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. She gave him a weak smile. Worry creased her face.
“I was already worried about him,” she said. “I mean, chances are the Scourge killed him, right? I had in my mind he died from the disease. An angry mob never entered my mind. After what we’ve experienced, I should have considered it.”
“You said your dad could take care of himself. Plus he lived alone. There’s a good chance he beat the plague. If he did, I’m guessing nobody would want to mess with him. He’s got a load of guns, right?”
She shrugged. “Some. He liked to shoot. Nothing fancy.”
Feet heavy, back aching from the pack, Mike did his best to keep a solid pace. Twice more, they passed crime scenes. They saw bodies or other evidence of attacks. After the fifth one, they stopped pausing.
“I thought this was Texas,” Mike mumbled when they neared Miriam’s father’s land. They were less than a quarter mile away.
“What does that mean?”
“Everyone has a gun, right? I figured people would take care of themselves. They’d be loaded to the hilt and fend off anyone who came looking for a fight.”
Miriam’s features darkened. “Not everyone has an arsenal.”
The closer they got to her father’s land, the stiffer she got. The expression on her face drew tight; her gait shortened. She had the Glock tightly gripped in her hand.
Minutes later they were at a mailbox, where she stopped. It was black metal atop a pine post. Reflective silver stickers spelled out “Weber” across the side.
“This is it,” Miriam said.
The property was large, and unlike most of the surrounding land, there were large clusters of pecan trees. They lined a gravel drive that led straight back to a two-story farmhouse. To the left of the farmhouse was a steel building that was either a workshop or small warehouse. A black Ford F-150, caked in dirt, sat directly in front of the workshop. A four-wheel utility vehicle, like a Gator, was in front of the house.
“That’s a good sign,” Mike said.
“What?”
“The vehicles are there.”
Miriam stood at the mailbox. Frozen. “I don’t recognize either,” she said. “Not sure those belong to my dad.”
Mike took a step past her on the driveway. She didn’t move. He extended an arm toward her. “C’mon. Now is as good a time as any to—”
A bullet ripped past them and splintered the mailbox post. Shards of wood exploded from it as a rifle cracked in the distance.
Mike dove to Miriam and pulled her to the ground. He dropped his gun. They rolled into the roadside drainage culvert, where she landed on top of him.
Two more cracks. Bullets tore into the ground at the lip of the culvert.
Breathless, Miriam rolled off of Mike. Both of them were flat in the ditch. The shots echoed in the dry Texas air.
“Where’s it coming from?” she asked.
Mike shook his head. “I lost my gun.”
Miriam’s eyes widened. “Me too.”
Three more quick shots. None of them close, though they sounded like they came from different weapons. Was there more than one shooter?
Mike guessed whoever was shooting was trying to keep them pinned. It was working. Mike tried to put an arm across Miriam, but his shoulder was stuck awkwardly in the strap of his backpack. He wiggled free of it. The pack tilted up. A round zipped through it.
Mike cursed through clenched teeth. “Are you kidding me?”
He let go of the pack and faced Miriam. Tears rolled across her nose and along her cheeks.
“The mob,” she whispered. “They’re here, Mike. They’re here.”
Another barrage of shots had them holding each other close. It sounded to Mike as if the gunfire was closer now. The mob was advancing toward them. They were stuck in the ditch. It was only a matter of time until the shooters approached them and had them in their sights. They were lying in an open grave.
When the echoes of the cannonade died, Mike heard Miriam’s breathing, felt her heart pounding in her chest against his. He did his best to calm her, to hold her gaze. Then he heard the crunch of feet on the gravel. How many feet? Eight? Twenty?
“I love you,” he mouthed.
She did the same and closed her eyes.
“I don’t know who you are,” a voice called, “but this is our land. You’re not welcome here.”
The raspy voice echoed. It was a man’s voice. That Mike could tell.
“Put up your hands and walk away. We’ve got you dead to rights. You try anything, we’ll end you right here.”
Mike couldn’t trust they wouldn’t kill him. All of the dead bodies on the road told him that. He groped around his body, between them, behind himself. No gun.
“You’ve got five seconds or we drag you out and—”
Miriam opened her eyes in confusion. “Dad?”
Silence.
When she started to move, Mike grabbed for her.
She brushed him off. “Dad? It’s me, Miriam.”
Silence.
Then the barrel of a rifle appeared over the edge of the culvert. Behind it stood a tall man, wiry, with a face like a roadmap. He wore a burnt orange trucker’s hat embroidered with a white UT longhorn logo on the front. “Miriam?”
The man lowered the weapon, and his eyes welled, darting back and forth with confusion. “Miriam? What? How?”
Miriam scrambled onto her knees. Mike reached up and helped her stand and lifted himself on his elbows.
“Dad,” she said, her voice trembling. “Oh, Dad, you’re okay. You’re okay. I thought you were dead.”
She slipped on the steep curve of the ditch, climbing out with her father’s help. Mike sat in the ditch and watched them embrace, the rifle still in her father’s hand.
“How did you get here?” he asked. “I almost killed you. I didn’t know.” His eyes fell on Mike. “Who is this?”
Miriam pulled away from her father, a wide grin on her face. “That’s Mike. He’s my boyfriend.”
The wrinkles on his face creased deeper. “Boyfriend?”
Mike waved. “I’m Mike. Nice to meet you, Mr. Weber.”
He nodded. “Nice to meet you. Sorry about your pack.”
Mike looked over at the tear in the bag. “It’s fine, sir.”
Weber’s face reddened. “I’m sorry I scared you. You just can’t be too careful. There’s a new gang making the rounds.”
Mike climbed from the ditch and shouldered the pack. He found both handguns and handed one to Miriam, then shook Weber’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”
Weber regarded him as any father might a new threat to his father-daughter relationship. Then he smiled. “You said that.”
Mike shrugged. “Not the way I imagined introducing myself.”
Weber scanned the road in both directions. “C’mon.” He motioned them onto the property. “It’s not safe out here. Better we get inside.”
A half hour later, after a tour of the house, they were in the metal building. Miriam’s father was showing off his wares. Mike was impressed.
There were two eight-foot metal shelves stacked with supplies. Paper products, canned goods, dry goods, bleach, honey, cans of propane fuel, jarred preserves, three large buckets filled with freeze-dried meals. There was a tractor, various tools, a tall gun safe.
“I’ve got more in the house,” he said. “This is the extra. I’m glad I have it now that you’re here. As long as we don’t go crazy, there’s enough for another year, easy.”
“You have power?” Mike asked.
“Intermittent,” Weber replied. “I’ve got solar chargers. They power lights, small electronics, not much else. I use the propane to cook. Still have some in the main tank. The well is working okay, although I’m not sure how. Good for cooking, taking hot baths. Not perfect, but good enough.”
“When did you do all of this?” Miriam asked.
“Over the last two years,” Weber replied. “Well, eighteen months before the Scourge hit. I wish I’d done more. I just didn’t have the cash to make it happen. It’s expensive to stock up. I’m on a fixed income.”
“We all are now,” Mike joked.
Weber laughed. “True enough.” He clapped his hands and sighed. “That’s the five-cent tour. You hungry? I am. I haven’t eaten today.”
He led them from the outbuilding to the main house. They walked in through a back door that led into the kitchen. It had a large quartz island in the middle with four chairs pulled up to one side. There was a round oak table with four chairs in the dining area. The appliances were stainless, the cooktop gas.
Weber told them about the gang, about how they’d tried to break into his house, and he’d run them off. He didn’t know they’d killed so many of his neighbors. All he knew was that they called themselves the Cartel. He apologized again for nearly killing Mike and Miriam when they’d arrived, and offered a bottle of wine as a peace offering.
Mike couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so relaxed. He felt no need to look over his shoulder, to check the horizon, to have his gun ready.
Weber motioned for them to sit at the island. He lifted a pot from the sink and filled it with water, then turned on a burner and set the pot on the flame.
He poured them both a glass of wine. From under the island, he pulled out another bottle. “I can’t believe you’re here. Tell me how it happened. How did you meet? What have you been doing for the last six months? I want to hear it all.”
Miriam looked at Mike and smiled. He studied her features. Somehow, she looked different. For the first time since he’d met her tending to an injured person on Lake Mary Boulevard all those months ago, she glowed. There was a contentment there. A peace. She was home. She was safe. No running. No scrapping for survival.
Mike felt it too. They’d come so far, overcome so much. He couldn’t wait to spend the rest of his life with her.
She took his hand and faced her father. “It’s a long story, Dad.”
He laughed. His eyes became slits, deepening the crow’s feet. “I’ve got time. And you can stay here as long as you want. Both of you.”
“We’re not going anywhere,” said Miriam. “Right?” She lifted a brow questioningly at Mike.
Mike toasted her with his glass. “You’re my home, Miriam Weber. Wherever you are, that’s where I’ll be.”
As Miriam began to tell her father about their odyssey, about the people they’d met, about the good and the bad, Mike’s mind drifted.
He wondered what Brice was doing. And if he hadn’t run into him at the Publix on that fateful Friday night so many months ago, would he be here now?
As she talked about their friends, the months aboard the Rising Star, the violence, Mike pictured it all. Faces flashed in his memory like a slideshow. Brice. Kandy. Barry. Betsy. Sally. Jimmy. Phil.
Phil was dead. One of many. The slideshow flickered and showed him the names and faces of those who died. Most he didn’t know; some he did. Ashley Pomerantz, the woman who’d blown him off repeatedly. She died in front of him.
It all seemed so long ago. Years. Or decades. A wave of sadness rolled through Mike, but it passed as he focused again on the present.
He was here now. A beginning. A spark of hope for the future.
Now he just had to figure out how to ask Miriam’s father for her hand in marriage. That could wait, he figured. The water hadn’t even boiled yet.
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