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Chapter 1

 


Las Vegas, Nevada

Friday 11 AM

 


“I need more tattoos, Mommy.”

An insistent tug on Minji Nordim’s studded
belt pulled the young mother’s attention to her five year old
daughter peering up at her. Leaning against the wall outside of one
of the swanky shops located on the second floor of The Palazzo
Resort in Las Vegas, Minji was busily texting her parents and
in-laws. Meanwhile, her husband, Jake, was changing their baby
daughter’s diaper in the men’s bathroom further down the corridor.
The Shoppes at The Palazzo was a lovely mall with its obelisks and
shallow pools fringed by bright fake foliage. The rush of the
waterfall looming over the massive courtyard and the din of the
many shoppers echoed through the vast opulent structure. Wrought
iron railings laced the walkways of each floor bordering the atrium
illuminated by sunlight pouring through the massive domed
skylight.

“What did you say, Ava?” Minji tilted her
head and her tidy black and purple dreads shifted over one
shoulder.

With great exasperation, Ava replied, “I
said I need more tattoos, Mommy!”

Minji arched her thin, dark brows. “Watch
that temper.”

Ava was very good at living up to the fiery
redhead stereotype and her cupid bow lips pressed into a tight
line.

“Now just wait until I’m done, then we’ll
talk about it. I’m texting Grams and Grandpa.”

With a very dramatic sigh, her daughter
leaned against the wall next to her. Dressed in bright pink
leggings covered in black glittery skulls and a black shirt adorned
with one giant pink skull, Ava looked like a dark little princess.
Kicking the heel of her ballet flat against the wall, Ava
moped.

“No pouting, Ava. We’ll go as soon as Daddy
is done changing Bailey.”

“I wanna see the tigers.”

“I know.”

“And I want another tattoo.”

“We’ll talk in a minute,” Minji said firmly,
then returned her attention to the screen of her smartphone.

Jake and Minji Nordim had invited both sets
of grandparents to join them during their weeklong vacation in Las
Vegas with their two young daughters. To their delight, both
couples had agreed. The Nordims had flown in from Sweden while
Minji’s parents had driven from Texas. Jake secured a decent
discount package for the entire family at The Palazzo Resort which
was connected to The Venetian. It had been a lovely few days, but
now the grandparents had departed. Jake’s parents were flying home
and though both were seasoned travelers, they tended to fret about
making plane connections. Texts from both Emil and Linnea poured
into Minji’s phone, while the messages to her technophobe parents,
Alan and Lily, remained unanswered. A wry smile pressed onto
Minji’s lips at the thought of her mother trying to figure out how
to respond to a text.

Another short-tempered exhalation from Ava
was a clear indicator of her daughter’s increasing restlessness.
The family had just eaten breakfast at a restaurant located off the
Grand Canal on The Venetian side of the resort and the little girl
was bouncing with unused energy.

“Ava, give me just one more minute. PawPaw
and Halmuhni are supposed to send me a message to let me know how
their drive back to Texas is going.”

“Are we driving back to Austin?”

“No, Ava. We’re going to fly. Halmuhni
doesn’t like to fly, remember?”

“I like to fly. The plane people give me
juice. Muhni is silly.” Ava’s abbreviation for the Korean word for
grandmother always rubbed Lily the wrong way, but Minji found it
endearing.

At last, a text dinged into the phone from
her mother. Lily’s message was direct and to the point. It read:
Still alive.

Minji smirked.

“Mommy, are you done now?”

The final texts from Jake’s parents revealed
they’d reached their gate. Minji tucked the phone into her
messenger bag adorned with an embroidered zombie Bettie Page and
zipped it shut. “All done with the grandparents now.”

“Good! I want more tattoos.”

Squatting, Minji surveyed the little girl’s
arm. It was covered in temporary tattoos of various cartoon
characters, flowers, and decorative designs.

“Hmm, Ava, I don’t know if you have any more
room.”

“You have a lot more than me.” Ava pointed
to the full sleeve of intricate and colorful artwork on Minji’s
arm. “And so does Daddy.”

Clad in a black tank-top, black shorts, and
black lace-up combat boots, many of Minji’s tattoos were on
display. Some she had actually inked herself, but all were her own
designs. It was an impressive display of her artistry. Lily had
trouble understanding her daughter’s counter-culture appearance or
her profession as a tattoo artist. Since Lily didn’t approve of
Minji’s or Jake’s tattoos, it had been surprising when she’d
purchased the temporary ones for Ava at one of the Las Vegas shops.
Minji had taken it as a sign that her Korean-American mother was
attempting to be more accepting of her daughter’s career.

Minji tucked her fist under her chin,
resting her elbow on one knee. Gazing into her daughter’s brown
eyes, she asked, “If we put more on your arm, we’re going to have
to start covering up some of the other ones.”

Ava clutched the sheet of temporary tattoos,
her tiny mouth twisted thoughtfully. “Well, I don’t like the
sunflower. Can we cover it up with a pony?”

Minji examined the sunflower, then the pony
sticker. “If we take the flower off, the pony still won’t fit.”

“Can I put it on my other arm?” Ava bestowed
her mother with a charmingly naughty smile. The halo of her auburn
curls made her look like an adorable angel.

“Daddy said you could only cover one arm,
remember?”

Ava let out another dramatic sigh.

“What a precious little girl!”

Minji glanced up to see a heavyset woman
staring at them. Clutching colorful bags, sporting a glittery white
Vegas t-shirt stretched across her ample bosom, and sporting a bad
sunburn, the fellow tourist flashed a wide smile. The reek of
expensive perfume, suntan lotion and sweat wafted off the woman’s
flushed skin. She’d obviously just returned from strolling on the
boulevard in the hot summer sun.

“Thank you. I think she’s a keeper,” Minji
said, and winked at Ava.

Ava giggled.

Quickly taking in Minji’s waist-length black
and purple dreads, black clothing, tattoos, and Asian features, the
woman’s expression took on an air of confusion. The stranger’s eyes
slid back and forth between Minji’s distinctly non-white features
and Ava’s freckles and red hair.

“Oh, I see! Her eyes are like yours,” the
woman said triumphantly.

Minji gave a brief nod, struggling not to
show her annoyance. “And she has my father’s red hair.”

“But Daddy’s freckles,” Ava added.

“Oh, so she’s only a quarter Japanese?” The
words were said as if she’d solved some great mystery.

“Korean,” Minji corrected.

“Ah, that’s so nice,” the tourist decided
with a pleased smile.

“What’s nice?” Ava asked, sounding
suspicious.

“That you’re part Korean. That’s very
nice.”

Minji and Ava exchanged amused looks. This
wasn’t their first time dealing with people who found Ava’s
bi-racial appearance intriguing. Minji looked like her mother’s
side of the family though she did have her father’s hazel eyes and
naturally thick wavy hair, so she wasn’t the subject of as much
scrutiny as Ava. It did hurt when people asked if Ava was her
biological child. Since their youngest daughter strongly resembled
Minji, her husband was often asked if the baby was adopted when he
was out in public and Minji wasn’t about. Those comments angered
Jake, but Minji was gradually developing scripted responses for the
occasional odd inquiry into her daughters’ genetic background. Her
husband had no time for such nonsense and let people know it.

All of Jake’s six foot five Swedish
handsomeness appeared strolling down the hallway. A black t-shirt
emblazoned with the insignia of the fictional band DethKlok was
stretched across his muscular chest and he wore dark gray cargo
shorts and black high-top Converse. Blond hair swept into a
ponytail, he carried their youngest daughter on his hip while
struggling with the baby backpack and diaper bag.

“Min, can you give me a hand?” he asked.

The tourist openly stared at Jake, her eyes
widening a bit. It was a common response. Jake was someone people
always noticed.

“Excuse me,” Minji said to the woman, and
then pulled on the short pink and purple leash attached to Ava’s
backpack. A gift from Lily, Minji had scoffed at it until Ava
developed a bad habit of dashing away whenever something
interesting caught her eye. It was a little embarrassing, but in
Las Vegas she wasn’t about to take a chance with her daughter’s
safety. “Gimme the baby, hon.”

With a relieved moan, Jake handed over
Bailey. Not quite a year old, the little girl was getting bigger
and heavier every day. Minji kissed Bailey’s soft cheek while
tugging the pale yellow shirt down over the baby’s round belly.
Bailey’s dark hair was in pigtails with bright pink pompoms holding
them in place. Like Ava, she had a smattering of freckles on her
nose.

“I’m convinced this thing was made to drive
me crazy,” Jake muttered while setting the diaper bag on the floor
so he could mess with the backpack. “I’m a programmer. I should be
able to figure this out!”

Ava giggled. “You’re doing it all wrong,
Daddy.”

Jake fussed with the straps and buckles
while casting an amused look at his eldest daughter. “You think
this is funny?”

“Uh huh.”

Tickling Ava’s side, Jake winked. “I’m glad
someone thinks it is, because Daddy is about to lose his mind over
it.”

“I think you flipped something around when
you took the baby out.” Minji pointed. “That piece right
there.”

With a bit of tugging and a lot of swearing
under his breath, Jake sorted out the backpack. “If not for the
safety rating on this thing, I’d swear it was defective.”

“Eh, it’s just a torture device for parents.
We already agreed to that.”

Shrugging on the backpack, Jake squatted
since there was well over a foot difference in their heights, and
Minji slipped Bailey into the contraption. Minji carefully made
sure her youngest was securely strapped and patted her husband’s
broad shoulder. “You got it, babe.”

Rising to his full height, Jake rolled his
shoulders. “That’s better.”

Bailey immediately grabbed his ponytail and
held on.

Jake grunted. “I’m going to cut it off. I
swear.”

“Then you won’t look like a Viking,” Ava
said with a pout. She loved telling her friends at school that her
father was a Nordic warrior.

“Cutting it all off, Min. I swear.” Jake
tried to pry his hair from his daughter’s chubby fingers to no
avail.

“You’ll be sexy either way.” Minji hoped he
wouldn’t carry through with his threat. She liked his hair long. It
did give him a sexy Viking vibe.

“So where are the parental units?” Jake’s
voice only had a hint of his Swedish accent. It mingled with a
Texan one, which many found charming.

“Your parents found their gate, so they’ll
be heading to New York within the hour. My parents are alive
according to my mom.”

“It’s a long drive back to Texas.” Jake
shook his head. “She’s only going to get more dramatic.”

“They have scheduled stops at hotels. It’ll
be fine. She’ll have time to swig beers and chill out.”

“We’ll be home before they are. Your mom
does realize how silly that is, right?”

“Do you really think us arriving first would
be enough to persuade her to get onto a flying deathtrap?” Minji
grinned at the thought of her mother being dragged onto a plane.
“Not gonna happen.”

“What’s a deathtrap?” Ava asked.

“What your grandmother thinks planes are,”
Jake replied.

That answer satisfied the little girl. Ava
held out her sheet of tattoos, obviously bored with the subject of
her grandparents. “I want another one, Daddy, but it won’t fit. Can
I put the tattoo on my other arm?”

“Ava, I told you one arm only.” Jake ruffled
her red curls affectionately.

“But that’s dumb.”

Minji agreed, but Jake was firm about laying
down rules for Ava. She was their first child and they tended to be
overindulgent with her. After several public temper tantrums,
they’d agreed to be stricter and not give her everything she
wanted. Jake had even implemented a new gold star and points system
at home so she could earn privileges. It was working, but sometimes
it was hard. Ava was an incredibly charming child who knew exactly
how to manipulate her parents.

“Are you saying I’m dumb?” Jake tilted his
head and gazed down at his little girl with a stern look.

“No, Daddy. I just want more tattoos.” Ava’s
small fingers scrunched the paper.

“Well, after your bath tonight, we’ll put on
new ones for tomorrow. So put those away.” Jake tugged on the strap
of Ava’s Disney Mulan backpack when the little girl scowled.
“Put them away, Ava.”

Reluctantly, she obeyed.

Leaning toward Minji, Jake winked at her.
“See. A firm hand works.”

Her husband’s kiss tasted minty and the
light scruff on his jawline rubbed against her palms when she
cupped his face. The grandparents had taken the kids off their
hands for one night during their vacation and they had taken full
advantage of a kid-free suite. They were both still glowing and
exhausted from their epic sex marathon the night before. Minji
would have loved another evening alone with her husband, but the
grandparents had been scheduled to depart two days before Minji and
her family would return to Austin.

“We’ll do this again,” Jake said, appearing
to read her mind. “Next time, we’ll leave the girls with your
brother.”

“I want to come back!” Ava protested. “I
like it here.”

Minji played with one of Bailey’s chubby
feet while Jake slung the diaper bag strap over on shoulder. The
baby gurgled, her eyes bright with glee. Out of the corner of
Minji’s eye, she saw Ava’s frown that was so reminiscent of her
father’s when he was not happy.

Jake made sure the bag was secure, then
said, “We’ll do another family vacation next year, Ava, but
sometimes Mommy and Daddy need time away.”

Ava rolled her eyes. Bailey slurped on her
chubby fingers.

Though Jake and Minji had urged their
parents to get out and explore the city with them, the grandparents
had spent most of their visit in the faux Venice on The Venetian
side wandering in and out of shops, taking gondola rides, and
eating under a fake sky with painted clouds. Now that the
grandparents had departed, Jake and Minji were anxious to visit the
other casinos and see what else the city in the desert had to
offer. Jake tugged his smart phone from one of the many pockets
decorating his cargo shorts and pulled up the list he had compiled
over breakfast.

“Okay, what are we doing first?” Minji
asked.

“Tigers!” Ava clapped her hands, the tattoos
forgotten.

“Let me see where that is,” Jake
muttered.

Minji returned to her people-watching,
enjoying the happy vibe of the vacationers. Travelers were always
so much more relaxed and open to positive experiences when far away
from home and their troubles. The woman who had commented on Ava
lingered nearby staring at a large advertisement for clothing most
women would never be able to fit into. A man dressed in tennis
whites joined her, his slick black hair glistening under the light
spilling over the central courtyard from the large skylight
overhead. After a quick kiss, the couple draped their arms around
each other’s waist and lingered in front of the store’s
entrance.

Smooching Bailey’s chubby knee, Minji eyed
her husband. After seven years of marriage, they were still madly
in love. She’d never believed in forever until Jake, and sometimes
she worried that they would somehow drift apart. Throughout their
vacation, Minji found herself contemplating other couples. Were
they happy? Still madly in love? Did they still appreciate each
other? Minji knew a lot of her fears were born out of her parents’
marriage. They’d divorced when she was young and reunited years
later after both had married and divorced other partners. Though
they now seemed happy, Minji wondered if the second time around
would last. Jake’s parents were closing in on forty years of
marriage and Minji wanted that for her and her husband.

“No frowning,” Jake said, playfully trying
to wipe way the lines forming between her eyebrows.

Lightly slapping his hand away, she said,
“Not frowning!”

“You’re forming the Grand Canyon right
there,” he joked.

“That’s what Botox is for,” Minji
retorted.

“What’s Botox?” Ava asked.

“Something that mommies who frown a lot end
up getting,” Jake answered.

Minji rolled her eyes.

A diverse assortment of people strolled
through the area. From every corner of the world, people had come
to enjoy the artificial beauty and play in the dazzling lights. The
energy was dynamic and energizing. Since arriving a few days
before, Minji had been inspired to draw several new tattoo designs
on her tablet.

A woman in a hijab and sporting a massive
Coach purse walked past with a slew of kids in tow eating gelato
from the downstairs café. Her weary-looking husband trudged in
their wake, gripping huge bouquets of colorful shopping bags.
Meanwhile, an elderly gay couple strode hand in hand admiring the
scenery and talking in hushed voices. A cluster of pretty black
girls surrounded a young woman wearing a wedding veil adorned with
colorful condom packets and a pink plastic crown that read
‘Bachelorette.’ Minji hoped Ava didn’t notice the twinkling pink
penis necklace around the bride-to-be’s throat.

The massive passage linking the two resorts
snaked alongside the fake Grand Canal before splitting around the
atrium that sported the beautiful waterfall tumbling off the second
floor into the garden area below. The corridor then continued on to
even more shops and restaurants. After days wandering around with
their family, Minji was certain she had the layout memorized.

“Okay, the tigers are at The Mirage. So
that’s our first stop,” Jake decided. “Then we can head to the Hard
Rock. I want a t-shirt from there.”

Minji looped the end of the leash a few
times around her wrist before taking Ava’s hand. “Perfect. Let’s
get this show on the road.”

“It’s really crowded right now, so everyone
stay close. I’m looking at you, Ava.”

Ava gave her father a plaintive look while
tugging on her leash. “I can’t run away!”

“Good! I’d like my little girl to not go
splat in the road.”

Minji winced at the memory of her daughter
dodging into the road to greet Jake when he’d returned from an
evening run. Luckily their neighbor had seen her in time and jerked
her car onto someone else’s lawn, avoiding Ava completely. The mere
idea of losing any of her family was enough to make Minji sick to
her stomach.

Shoving negative thoughts away, Minji kept
in her husband’s wake as he threaded through the crowd toward the
escalators that descended from either side of the waterfall. The
atrium loomed ahead filled with bright sunlight that reflected off
the creamy walls and pillars.

The first sign that something was wrong came
when her brain was assailed with what felt like millions of cold
needles burrowing into the gray matter. With a whimper, Minji
pressed her fingertips to her temples in a futile attempt to stave
off the pain. Then the sensation intensified.

Screams echoed through the vast resort in a
horrifying chorus. All around her, people flailed about, or gripped
their heads in their hands. Jake grunted and stumbled as Bailey let
out a shrill cry. Woozy, Minji reached for her screaming baby just
as another stab of unbearable agony tore through her brain,
blinding her. Rapidly blinking her eyes, she desperately attempted
to restore her sight.

“Mommy! Mommy!” Ava wailed. “Mommy, my head
hurts! I can’t see!”

Howls of agony reverberated through the mall
corridors. Minji tugged on the leash, dragging Ava into her arms.
Unable to see, she clutched her daughter close. Paralyzing fear
churned in her gut. The pain diminished, but the blindness
remained.

“Jake!”

“I’m right here.” A familiar, warm hand
floundered against her back then found her shoulder. “I’m right
here, hon. I got you.”

Again there was a flash of icy discomfort,
then the world returned to sharp focus. To Minji’s horror, blood
streamed down the faces of some of the shoppers close to her.
Bubbles of the rich liquid formed in their eyes, noses, and ran
from their lips. Swaying slightly, the bleeders stared blankly past
the faces of their frightened companions. Minji swiftly checked
Ava, Bailey and Jake. None of them were bleeding. Lifting Ava onto
her hip, Minji pressed against Jake’s side.

“Jake, are you okay?”

“My head is killing me,” he answered. “Check
the baby.”

“She’s not bleeding, just crying. What the
hell is happening?”

“I don’t know. Keep Ava close!” Jake wrapped
his arms around his wife, pulling her toward the far wall.

Panicked friends and family members
attempted to rouse the blood-covered people from their stupor to no
avail. Minji hugged her sobbing daughter even tighter when she saw
the woman wearing the hijab shaking one of her small sons and
screaming while her husband attempted to check his pulse. The girls
from the bachelorette party clustered around the woman in her
bridal veil. Blood stained her face and the white t-shirt she wore
with the word “Bride” written in glittery gold lettering. One of
the bridesmaids was violently slapping the woman, but the
bride-to-be remained unmoving.

“Why are they just standing there, Jake? Why
are they bleeding?”

“Maybe its shock.” Jake guided her past the
bridesmaids. “I don’t know. Whatever hit us must have had a more
adverse effect on them.”

“I want to go home!” Ava announced. “Now! I
want to go to Austin!”

“Ava, we’re going home. You just need to
give Mommy and Daddy a second to figure out where to go next,” Jake
said in a calming tone. “Okay?”

Ava nodded.

Another wave of pain and blindness hit
Minji, sending her reeling. Pressing her palms against her
forehead, she sobbed in despair and fear. The rapid fire assault of
the icy needles threading through her brain ceased abruptly. Ava
violently threw up her breakfast onto the floor at their feet and
Minji fought the urge to follow suit. The reek of vomit filled the
air as others lost their meals. The acrid smell made Minji’s eyes
water. She fished some tissues out of her messenger bag to wipe
Ava’s lips and make sure her mouth was empty so she wouldn’t
choke.

“What is this?” Jake whispered. The
horror in his eyes matched her own feelings. She could see and
sense his desperation. They had to get their girls away from
whatever was attacking the people in the mall.

In chilling unison, the bleeding men, women,
and children crumpled to the red-stained floor.



Chapter 2

 


The fleshy thud of the bleeders striking the
floor echoed throughout the shopping area. Instantly, hysteria
cleaved the crowd in half. Some ran for the exits while others
scrambled to help the wounded.

“Min, we need to keep the girls away from
the infected!” Jake pointed toward a store and started weaving
through the frantic throng.

Minji glanced fearfully at one of
blood-soaked victims near her feet. “Infected?”

“Or whatever the fuck this is.” Jake used
his size to plow through the human obstacles.

Minji stumbled after her husband, pressing
Ava into her side. She was buffeted on all sides by the flesh of
the fleeing. The blood seeping from the wounded created slick
puddles that sent some people sprawling across the floor leaving
florid red designs in their wake. Fear was a tangible force,
growing, pulsating, filling the air already scented with blood,
vomit, and sweat.

“Don’t look, baby. Don’t look,” Minji
pleaded.

Ava’s small fingers dug into Minji’s waist,
her whimpers nearly lost in the increasing clamor. The faces of the
people orbiting the family were a blur of alarmed eyes and
screaming mouths. Minji maintained a firm grip on her daughter,
fighting to keep close to Jake as he pushed his way through the
tumult while avoiding the fallen people.

Near a store entrance, the female tourist
who had spoken to them earlier was sprawled in an ever-widening
pool of blood. At her side was the man with the slicked back hair
and tennis whites. Their slack faces, glazed eyes, and still chests
heightened Minji’s terror.

“Jake, are they...?”

“I think so.”

Outside the casino, loud booms shook the
building. Screams of terror echoed throughout the corridor,
drowning out the whimpers and sobs of the stricken. Bloodied
victims littered the floor, encircled by those attempting to revive
them. Jake found a spot tucked behind a fake potted plant and
gathered his family against the wall. Minji flattened her back
against the cold surface, attempting to stay out of the way of
those hurrying toward the escalators. Ava clung to Minji, but
reached out to grip the rough fabric of her father’s shorts for
reassurance. Jake lightly brushed his fingers over his daughter’s
cheek before he fished his cellphone out of his pocket and tapped
on the screen.

“I’ll call for help.”

Knowing her husband well, Minji understood
he was striving to take control of the situation. Jake was always
proactive. If there was a problem, he tried to resolve it. If a
mistake was made, he tried to fix it. Surveying the surreal and
tumultuous scene, Minji knew that it would take more than one
stubborn Swede to set things right. Yet Jake would try because that
was his nature and one of the things she dearly loved about
him.

Stroking Ava’s hair with one hand and wiping
away Bailey’s tears with the other, Minji struggled against the
growing dread filling her. She couldn’t comprehend what was
transpiring. It was difficult to even accept the current happening
as reality. It was like being trapped inside a nightmare and unable
to awaken.

“All circuits are busy. I can’t get through
to 911.” Jake glared at the phone, and then pocketed it with a
grunt.

“Everyone's calling.” Minji gestured toward
several young men nearby that were on their cellphones.

“Then help is on the way,” Jake said, but
his tone sounded doubtful.

“Mommy, I’m scared!” Ava whimpered.

“It’ll be okay, Ava,” Minji promised, though
she wasn’t too sure if her words were true.

A cluster of dazed shoppers bustled past,
ushering their families toward the escalators. Some were tripping
in their haste, and there was an increasing chance of people being
trampled. Huddling together, Jake and Minji endeavored to avoid the
wild flow of the crowd.

“What do we do, Jake?”

Both daughters were sobbing loudly and Minji
felt close to joining them. Ava’s face was pressed firmly into her
mother’s side and since Minji’s t-shirt was hitched upward, her hip
was smeared with the snot and tears of her daughter.

“We need to get away from here. We should
hold up in the hotel room and wait until the authorities let us
know what to do next.” Jake’s blue eyes worriedly scanned the
pandemonium before them. “It’s just going to be tricky getting to
the elevators.”

Bailey’s snuffles tugged at Minji’s heart
and she reached up to console the baby.

“Leave her in the backpack, Min. She’s safer
in there for now. Carry Ava and keep close, okay?”

Lifting her whimpering eldest daughter onto
her hip, Minji nodded. Jake was always level-headed, but fear for
his children’s safety eroded his usual calm demeanor. His
heightened color and the obvious worry in his eyes were unsettling.
As though sensing her disquiet at his ruffled exterior, he slung an
arm around Minji and kissed her lips before leaning down to press
one to Ava’s cheek.

“We’re going to be okay,” he said to his
daughter, and if the confidence filling his voice was fake, Minji
didn’t care. Rising, he said to his wife, “We’ll deal with this
together.”

Minji nodded. “I know.”

“Ready?”

“Yeah,” she lied.

Gripping her hand, Jake started to push
through the human stampede.

The next wave of disorientation seized not
only Minji’s brain, but her body. Stuttering to a halt, she was
immobilized by the sensation of icy water rushing over her flesh
and freezing her limbs. Ava slipped from her grasp and hit the
floor with a resounding thump. Unable to move or cry out, Minji
fought against the overwhelming power attempting to subsume her. A
black void swallowed her eyesight, rendering her blind once again.
This incident felt different from the preceding ones. This time,
the power that seized her mind and body felt absolute, terrible,
and eternal.


No,no,no,no...

For the single beat of her heart, her
eyesight returned, but the world was transformed into a miasma of
brilliant colors. Eerie voices rose in an off-key chorus of
unimaginable beauty. The shocking, abysmal magnificence of what she
was witnessing left her on the verge of madness.

Was she seeing heaven or hell?

As abruptly as it had come, the glorious,
incomprehensible vision vanished, leaving Minji trembling in the
wake of what she’d experienced. Darkness returned, but the
blindness was welcomed after the terrible hallucination she had
suffered.

In increments, mobility returned to her
body. Warm liquid trickled from her nose and a coppery taste seeped
between her lips. With quivering fingers, she wiped blood from her
face.

The mall was eerily quiet. At first Minji
thought she’d been deafened by the latest attack, but then her ears
detected the rumble of the waterfall. Minji sucked in a harsh
breath through her chattering teeth as her sight returned.

Every person in the area was unmoving,
unblinking, and silent. Those who had been helping the bleeders now
stood next to the dead in perfect mockery of stone sentinels over
quiet graves. No one moved or gave any indication of awareness. It
was as if the scene had been caught and suspended in a single
moment of time.

“Jake!” Minji gasped. “Jake! What’s
happening?” She pivoted toward her husband.

The tall Swede was completely still, blue
eyes staring straight ahead. Jake didn’t flinch when she grabbed
his arm and shook him.

“Jake! Wake up! Please, babe, wake up! We
need you!”

Her husband remained impassive. Though his
chest moved with breath and his eyes blinked every few seconds, he
didn’t respond to her increasingly desperate cries. Slapping her
hands against his chest, Minji attempted to awaken him.

Whirling about, she mewled in despair when
she saw Ava among the human statues. Dark eyes unfocused, Ava
didn’t react when Minji clutched her arms and gave her a frantic
shake.

“Ava, Ava, please, look at mommy. Look at
me!”

The five year old remained stock-still and
silent.

With a sob, Minji pressed her palms against
the rounded cheeks of the little girl. “Please, Ava, if you can
hear me, look at me.”

Minji’s heart sank when Ava’s gaze remained
blank.

Fighting against the heavy weight of fear
and despair, Minji straightened and took several deep shuddering
breaths of the much colder air. The phantom touch of a thousand
strands of spider silk drifted over her flesh. She shivered.

Hugging herself, Minji warily scrutinized
the still forms around her. Maybe she was wrong. Maybe this wasn’t
terrorism. What if this event was the manifestation of something
not human? Pushing that irrational speculation out of her mind, she
wrestled her fear under control and focused her thoughts. If she
could move, then someone else may be immune as well.

“Hello! Is anyone else able to move? Or
speak?” Minji shouted, her voice reverberating through the long
corridors and courtyard.

There was no answer except for the noise of
the waterfall.

How could she be surrounded by people, yet
feel so alone?

Grabbing Jake’s arm again, Minji gave him a
violent tug. “Jake, wake up! Wake up!”

A stuttering cry burst out from the
baby.

“Bailey! Bailey!” Minji anxiously stretched
out her hand to soothe her youngest.

Over Jake’s broad shoulder, Bailey’s small
mouth twisted into an ugly shape as she let out a bloodcurdling
shriek. Fists clenched, the baby girl unleashed wails that made the
already horrifying situation even more fraught with emotion.

“Please don’t cry, Bailey! It’s okay! I’m
here!”

Even though Jake hadn’t wanted to remove
Bailey from the backpack earlier, Minji couldn’t stand for her baby
to be in distress. She raised her unsteady fingers to free her
daughter from the contraption.

Jake moved sharply to one side.

From the depths of her soul came a rush of
hope that chased away the dour thoughts laying siege to her mind.
Once Jake shook of the full effects of the attack, they’d escape
this insanity and find help. “Jake! Oh, thank God, you’re waking
up!”

Then as quickly as her spirits had risen,
they were dashed when Minji realized that everyone else had moved
in sync with Jake. All were now facing toward the atrium. Swaying
slightly on their feet, the transfixed people reminded Minji of
marionettes hanging from the strings of a puppeteer.



Chapter 3

 


Bailey let out another sharp cry. Again,
Minji lifted her hands to free her child from the backpack. One
chubby hand gripped Minji’s fingers as Bailey screeched. The
unsettling sensation of cold mist slinking over her flesh sent
quivers of fear through Minji’s limbs. The icy pinpricks once again
assailed her brain, but this time did not pierce as deeply as
before. To her relief, she remained in control of her body and
didn’t endure another bout of blindness.

In unison, the mesmerized people moved
forward, the slap of their feet against the floor echoing
throughout the vast building.

Bailey’s slick digits lost their hold when
Jake’s long stride carried her out of Minji’s reach. Hurrying after
Jake and Bailey, Minji felt a tug on her wrist. Whipping about, she
saw Ava caught behind several young men, the leash between her
backpack and Minji pulled taunt.

The massive crowd took another synchronized
step toward the escalators and the balcony overlooking the
waterfall. Tracing their path with her eyes, Minji’s heart raced.
Would they stop when they reached the iron railing lining the
second floor? Would they tumble down the escalator? Panicked, Minji
shoved past the enraptured men blocking her daughter and jerked Ava
into her arms. Ramrod straight, eyes staring to some unknown point
and scarily reminding Minji of a doll, Ava didn’t resist. Desperate
to secure Ava’s safety, Minji pushed through the forest of human
statues to the entrance of the nearest store. The blank-faced
employees cluttered the doorway, making it impassable.

Another thunderous clap echoed as the crowd
again advanced.

Panicked, Minji checked on her husband. Jake
towered above the others making him easy to spot. The front of the
crowd had reached the opening to the balcony and the top of the
escalators. Jake was located in the middle of the mass and aimed
toward the rectangular balcony that jutted out over the courtyard
beneath the domed skylight.

“Shit!”

Desperate, Minji searched for a way to
secure her child. Spying the potted plant where they’d taken cover
just a few minutes before, Minji started to aggressively elbow
through the people blocking the way. The immobile bodies resembled
statues not only in appearance, but also in their unrelenting mass,
making her task quite difficult. Squeezing between two females,
Minji arrived at the plant and set Ava next to it.

“Ava, if you can hear me, I’m going to tie
you to this planter so you won’t get crushed.” Minji spoke in
breathless words as she frantically tied the leash around the base
of the heavy pot. “I love you. I will be right back. I have to get
Daddy and Bailey.”

Attempting to return to Jake was even more
of a trial. As the crowd drew closer to the rail, it condensed into
a tighter pack. At only five foot two and a hundred-fifteen pounds,
it was a challenge for Minji to push past people taller and heavier
than her small frame.

Another step forward.

Heavy thuds and loud splashes followed.

From the midst of the crowd, Bailey’s cries
intensified.

The mesmerized were falling over the balcony
and second floor banisters and plummeting down the escalator into
the courtyard below. Terror energized Minji’s battle to get to her
husband.

“Jake! Wake up! Jake, wake up!”

Literally crawling over a large man blocking
her way, Minji spotted Jake in the midst of the heavy throng of
people within a few feet of the handrail.

Another step.

Minji screamed in horror when the people
against the guardrail scaled it and fell.

Heavy, meaty thumps and splashes
reverberated through the courtyard.

“Jake! Wake up! Oh, God, Jake!”

Bailey’s screams echoing around her, Minji
half-crawled, half-climbed over people that were so firmly
compressed she couldn’t squeeze between them any longer. Jake’s
tall frame and long blond ponytail helped him stand out among the
others. Resolutely, Minji fought her way toward him.

The crowd advanced.

More victims crawled over the wrought-iron
barrier. Minji averted her eyes while men and women fell to their
deaths. Unable to scale the railing, children were flattened
against the iron slats, faces bloodied and eyes staring as they
were gradually crushed to death.

Minji’s feet scrambled for purchase on hips,
knees, thighs, and bellies. Fingers digging into shoulders, arms,
necks, and hair, she scrambled in the direction of Jake and Bailey.
Her baby’s cries only added to her desperation.

“Bailey, I’m coming!”

Bailey’s splotchy face streaked with tears
peeked around the edge of the backpack’s frame. She let out another
hiccupping cry that sent a sharp splinter through Minji’s
heart.

Only a few feet separated her from her
husband and baby, but Jake was drawing closer to the opening to the
balcony area and the plunge to the floor below. Arms aching, hips
bruised, and leg muscles straining, Minji forced her body onward,
closing the gap between her and her husband. Bailey screeched,
chubby fingers straining to reach her. Minji caught the tiny
hand.

“I’m here, Bailey.”

Another step tore the mother and baby
apart.

More people toppled over the second floor
railing. Dark shapes hurtled from above, victims plummeting from
the third floor.

Hopelessness filling her heart, Minji
realized how close they were to the balustrade in front of them.
The arch to the balcony loomed overhead and Jake would reach the
rail in a few more steps. Minji didn’t care if the objects beneath
her limbs were human anymore: she had to save Bailey. Crawling
forward, she screamed Jake’s name over and over again. He never
looked toward her. Never acknowledged her presence. Her stomach was
a gnarled, twisted thing inside her, forcing Minji to fight to keep
focused despite the pain.

With numb fingers, she worked at the straps
and buckles of the baby backpack. Bailey stretched out her plump
hands toward her mother. It was disconcerting that the only sound
other than the waterfall was the shrieks of her baby.

Another step.

The large atrium loomed around her now. The
view from the balcony was breathtaking. The top of the villa was
actually a shallow pool that fed the waterfall and extended outward
for several feet in each direction from the edges of the balcony.
Water spilled over the face of the mock building into a narrow
basin on the first floor. On large pedestals at each corner of the
balcony were glowing decorative obelisks that rose to the height of
the third floor. The panorama of shops, the faux garden, and pools
of water made Minji a little dizzy. She was not fond of
heights.

Minji lost her grip on the straps of the
backpack and almost fell. Catching herself on the shoulders of a
man and a woman, she kept herself upright. Again, she gripped the
backpack and struggled to free the child.

Beyond the heads of the transfixed people
was the awesome expanse of the corridor that led deeper into The
Palazzo to the casino. It made her head swim to see the thick crowd
filling the area below. Perched precariously on the shoulder of a
big man, feet planted into someone’s gut, Minji grappled with the
contraption. The entire time, she shouted Jake’s name, urging him
to awaken, but his profile remained impassive.

Another sharp step.

People clambered over the railing and onto
the ledge beyond it. Slipping on the slick bottom of the basin, a
few toppled off while others stood in the rushing water at the very
brink of the drop.

Jake was to the railing.

Minji dared to look downward.

Below, bodies were piled in the reddening
water. Both the ascending and descending escalators flanking the
waterfall were clogged with transfixed victims. The vast courtyard
was filled with people moving in the direction of the casino. Small
piles of dead bodies broke up the thick congregation. Those falling
from above were killing the people below.

“Jake, wake the fuck up!” Minji
screamed.

Bailey howled.

With one final tug, the straps released the
baby from the backpack into Minji’s grip.

In that second, Minji realized the
precariousness of her situation. She couldn’t crawl back over the
crowd while holding Bailey. There was no way she could lower
herself to the balcony floor and fight her way through the thick
press of flesh. She and the baby would be carried along with the
crowd and over the rail.

“Jake, please...”

Holding onto her husband like a monkey on a
tree with one arm and her legs while snuggling Bailey with her
other arm, Minji realized what she had to do. Past the railing was
the ledge at the top of the waterfall. She’d have to risk going
over the banister, avoid the people standing silently along the
top, and wade through the water to one of the pools on either side
of the balcony where smaller pedestals topped with decorative
plants stood along the raised edges.

“Jake, I love you,” Minji said, her heart
breaking. “Please wake up!”

Jake’s expression didn’t alter.

“Jake! Please!”

With her heart sinking, she recognized she
had no choice. There was no way for her to save her husband who
outweighed her by over a hundred pounds. The baby clung to her,
heels and hands digging into her skin. Minji gripped the cold metal
rail and inched her body over it. Terror plucked at her mind when
the sharp drop came into focus. Sickened by the sight, she hoped
the rubber soles of her boots would grip the slick surface below
the water.

“I love you, Jake, and I know you want me to
do everything I can to take care of our girls.” She was whispering,
but her voice bounced off the columns. The echo of her words
sounded accusing to her ears. “I don’t know how to save you. I’m so
sorry.”

The toes of her boots touched the bottom of
the basin and Minji cautiously released her weight onto them while
still keeping a firm hold on the rail which was slick with
condensation and sweat. Bailey’s wet face burrowed into her neck as
the baby blubbered with exhaustion and fear.

People blocked her way on either side. A
young Asian man stood precariously near the narrow opening that led
to the right side of the balcony. A cluster of young women in
bathing suits blocked her way to the left. There was no way she
could push past and not dislodge them. It was a terrible thing to
realize that the women would fall when forced to take another step,
but she couldn’t be responsible for their deaths, even to save
herself and her baby. It would be difficult squeezing past the
young man, but she had no choice. Minji scooted along the
railing.

Great, shuddering sobs of anguish threatened
to break free, but Minji knew she couldn’t unleash them until she
had both of her girls safe. Concentrating on sidling along through
the cold water while sliding her hand along the rail, she didn’t
dare look at her husband’s emotionless face or the dizzying drop a
few scant feet away.

“Hold on, Bailey,” Minji murmured.

The press of the bodies against the rail
made it difficult to maintain her grip, but she was determined to
reach her destination. Stealing a look at the Asian young man
wearing a Hard Rock Cafe t-shirt, Minji noted the blond tips of his
hair and the earring in one ear. He was so close to her, she could
smell his cologne. Like her, he was just another tourist enjoying
his vacation and now his mind was held captive as he stood at the
precipice of the waterfall. Turning completely sideways to avoid
touching him, she continued on her precarious journey. Her bottom
brushed against the young man’s hand when she squeezed past him.
Sucking in her breath, she tried to not tangle her feet with
his.

If another attack came before she reached
safety, she’d be knocked off by the people climbing over the
balcony. Nearly blinded by tears, Minji glanced toward Jake. His
handsome face was devoid of all emotion, life, and personality. It
was his features, but none of his spark was evident in them. It was
as if the essence of her husband had been stolen away, leaving an
empty vessel.

The cold whisper of another attack slithered
along her skin like a fine mist. She had to get out of the way of
the mesmerized or be taken down with them. With one last great
effort, Minji sloshed into the side pool and leaned against a
pedestal with relief.

A second later, the loud clap of many feet
striding forward resounded. The Asian boy and the lady sunbathers
disappeared from view.

In horror, Minji watched Jake and the others
along the rail scramble over the iron barrier in a confusion of
limbs. Jake’s wide stride took him further than some of the others
and he came to a stop at the very edge of the fall. An older woman
in high heels lost her balance and fell into Jake.

Together, they plunged downward.



Chapter 4

 


*Cowering beside the obelisk, Minji cradled
her baby to her breasts while struggling not to look downward, but
she couldn’t resist the urge. The scene at the base of the
waterfall filled her with despair. The dead clogged the shallow
pool, their blood turning the waters red. Much to her relief,
however, the bodies had formed a cushion of wet flesh that Jake had
apparently struck before rolling over the lip of the fountain onto
the floor.

Minji didn’t even want to consider what
would have happened to Bailey if she hadn’t freed the baby in
time.

Jake rested on his side, one arm twisted
beneath his body. The bloody water slithered across the floor,
making it difficult to discern if any of it was his. From Minji’s
position, she was unable to determine if he was alive or dead.
Whispering fervent prayers, she shivered in the cold, damp air. She
couldn’t accept that Jake was dead. He was too strong, too vibrant
to leave the world so easily.

Bailey sniffled loudly, her tear-streaked
face tucked under her mother’s chin.

The courtyard and upper levels were packed
with people transfixed by the unknown influence. There was no one
to help her out of her predicament. The precarious position she
found herself in coupled with her fear of heights twisted her gut
into ugly, painful knots. Sliding around the obelisk, Minji waded
through the pool feeding into the waterfall. A thorough examination
of her situation revealed that she could not safely make it to the
second floor via the escalator. It was too far away. Climbing back
over the rail wasn’t an option either. The crush of bodies on the
balcony would never allow her to pass. Pacing in a small circle,
the water sloshing against her bare legs, she sorrowfully came to a
conclusion. She couldn’t check on Jake or Ava until the massive
crowd had exited the area. Hopefully, Ava was still tied to the
planter and out of danger.

Another explosion of sound resounded through
the atrium as the crowd advanced. More individuals spilled over the
second floor rail and into the crowd below. The smack of flesh
against flesh was the only sound that emanated from the jumpers and
those they landed upon. Other than Bailey’s sobs, none uttered a
sound.

Minji stepped to the edge of the platform
and peered at the spot where Jake had fallen. He was tucked against
the rim of the basin and out of the direct flow of the crowd, but
the people who had landed on the stack of bodies had tumbled over
him. One woman slowly climbed off Jake and rose upright.

Minji nearly wept with relief. If others
were surviving the fall, perhaps Jake had, too. Maybe he was
knocked unconscious, but alive. She would find some way of saving
him. Of saving all of them.

A second later she sensed something akin to
an invisible tendril slide over her body. It briefly flailed
against her temple, and then surged past her.

“What the hell?”

This time when the crowd advanced, it did
not halt. The human river continued seamlessly, each step in sync,
echoing throughout the resort. People dropped from the upper floor,
while others tumbled over the waterfall or scaled the second floor
banister to fall into the throng beneath. On the escalator to the
right, a group plummeted into the congregation below in a silent
avalanche of bodies.

The mob funneled along the main floor
corridor in a multi-cultural sea of men, women, and children. Some
stumbled into pillars, walls, storefronts, benches, and other
obstacles, but the advancing multitude was unyielding. It was
terrible to watch people crushed and trampled to death without
uttering a cry. Even those with apparent injuries staggered along
with their comrades in the unrelenting wave of human flesh. There
weren’t any cries of pain or fear, just the constant stamp of feet
and the thud of bodies striking the floor.

Minji closed her eyes, nestled Bailey, and
waited for the dreadful parade to pass on its trek toward the
casino. The lobby of The Palazzo was located off the casino, so was
the horde heading toward the outside? How long would it take for
all those inside the building to reach their destination? Where
were they even going?

Bailey continued to sniffle, but her tears
were gradually drying. Minji leaned against the pedestal of the
obelisk located toward the rear of the fountain. Her boots and
socks were soaked through, but she didn’t dare try to balance on
the lip of the pool to get out of the water. Though she was in an
area flush against the balcony, she couldn’t afford to slip and
fall into the pool and hurt the baby or herself. Plus, the sheer
height of the location was making her woozy and unsure of her
balance.

The strange procession with its eerie
staccato beat of footsteps wore on her nerves, but it was the lack
of human voices that was even more unsettling. It made her feel
completely alone in the world.

Closing her eyes, she snuggled into Bailey’s
warmth. “It’s going to be okay,” she vowed. “I’ll find a way,
Bailey. I swear it.”

Though it was most likely a fruitless
action, Minji fished her cellphone out of the messenger bag looped
over her torso and dialed her mother’s number. It took several
seconds to realize she had no bars. With an exhalation of
surrender, she tucked the phone away.

The wave of people progressively diminished
until the only ones remaining in the atrium were injured
stragglers. Minji confirmed the balcony was clear before carefully
setting Bailey on the other side of the banister. The little girl
immediately started to cry, but Minji didn’t want to risk climbing
over the rail while holding the baby. Boots weighed down by the
water, she hoisted herself onto the balcony, landed with a squishy
splat, and swept Bailey off the floor.

“See, sweetie, I’m here.”

Bailey grabbed a handful of Minji’s dreads
with a small whimper.

Advancing through the archway, Minji let out
a gasp. Purses, shopping bags, cellphones, shoes, and other
personal items were strewn across the floor already stained with
blood, vomit, and other bodily fluids. The blood splattered bodies
from the earlier attack remained where they’d fallen and Minji was
now certain that they were dead. The reek of excrement, vomit, and
urine made her eyes burn. Gagging, she maneuvered around the
cadavers and puddles of blood toward the store where she had left
Ava. With a mixture of relief and despair, she spotted Bailey’s
diaper bag among the discarded items. Jake must have dropped it
during the earlier attack. Hoisting it over one shoulder, she
continued on.

A few steps revealed her worst fear.

Ava was gone.
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“Ava!” she automatically shouted, startling
Bailey, who instantly burst into tears. “Ava!”

Of course there wasn’t an answer.

The distant stomping of the crowd sent
slivers of ice through her blood.

What if Ava was with the others? She was so
small she’d be easily trampled.

Hopscotching over bodies, Minji reached the
planter where she had left Ava. Both the leash and the little girl
were gone. Ava was mesmerized like all the rest, so when the crowd
had started their trek, she must have strained on the leash until
the knot had worked itself free. Minji had to find her.

Shifting Bailey onto her hip, the young
mother traced her steps back to the atrium. She assumed Ava had
followed the horde, which would direct her either down the
escalators or along the second floor railing. Minji didn’t even
want to think about Ava pressed up against the wrought iron, being
crushed to death. Minji was already doing her best to avoid looking
at the children among the dead and trampled. It was the only way to
keep from losing her wits.

Rushing to the top of the escalators, the
distraught mother searched for red curls among those lying at the
bottom of the stairs. There was no sign of her little girl in her
pink and black outfit. A quick look toward Jake revealed he was
partially hidden beneath a cluster of bodies.

Torn between checking on her husband and
searching for her daughter, Minji once again fought against a flood
of tears born out of feelings of helplessness. With a firm shake of
her head, she refused to give in to dismay. She wasn’t helpless.
She just had to focus and prioritize.

First she’d find Ava, then check on
Jake.

Whirling away from the escalator, she
hurried alongside the railing on the second floor. Minji’s thick
leather boots squeaked and left a trail of moisture in her wake as
she skirted around the atrium. Everywhere she turned her gaze, she
was met with the gruesome remains of the first victims. The smell
was so rank, it made it difficult to take a breath without gagging.
Almost as terrible were the wounded. Despite grievous injuries,
they dragged themselves along the floor after the horde.

What was driving them? What had possessed
their minds and bodies?

She struggled to focus despite all the
frightening, paranoid thoughts cluttering her brain, the dial on
her panic gauge edging ever closer to the red zone. She had to find
Ava.

Ahead was the Double Helix Wine and Whiskey
Bar, a circular cafe where she and Jake had enjoyed a few drinks
earlier in the week. It was a luminous space under a fake domed
skylight latticed with metal grillwork beneath a painted sky.
Highly polished wood and granite tables were surrounded by chairs
with buttery soft leather upholstery. The area was enclosed with a
barrier of waist-high frosted glass panels adorned with gold
lettering that read Double Helix. The congregation of the
mesmerized would have been forced around the bar like a stream
around a boulder.

As she drew closer, Minji saw some of the
transfixed people wandering about inside the bar. Upturned tables
and chairs were obstacles they had difficulty maneuvering around.
Broken glass sparkled in a lake of wine and whiskey slowly
spreading on the floor. It was very evident by the behavior of
those trapped inside the bar that whatever had captured their minds
stole their ability to reason as they crashed into each other and
the furniture seeking a way to join the rest of the horde.

It was then Minji saw a small redhead
stumbling through the wreckage.

“Ava!”

Hugging Bailey closer, Minji plunged into
the bar. With her free arm, she pushed the other victims toward the
exit, hoping they’d leave. The floor was very slippery and glass
crunched under her boot heels.

Ava was at the far end of the café,
battering her small frame against the curved bar. Most likely she
had been caught in the midst of the horde, and when they parted
around the bar, she must have gotten stuck among the tables. Her
Mulan backpack was askew and the leash dangled loose, the end
trailing through the liquid on the floor.

Reaching her daughter, she gripped one of
Ava’s shoulders and rotated her about. A whimper escaped Minji’s
lips when she saw the little girl’s bloodied nose and inexpressive
eyes. Ava immediately swiveled around and slammed into the bar
again. Minji dragged her daughter about and pinned her in place
against the bar with a knee planted against the girl’s thighs. It
was difficult to juggle Bailey on her hip and tend to Ava, but she
was relieved that she’d found Ava so quickly. Grabbing some napkins
from the bar, she dabbed at Ava’s bruised nose, wiping away the
blood, gently squeezing it to staunch the flow. It didn’t feel
broken. Ava continually tried to turn around throughout the
process, but Minji wouldn’t let her.

“Ava, I don’t know if you can hear me or
understand me, but I’m going to get you out of here.”

Her voice sounded obscenely loud without the
normal hubbub of the shoppers.

Securing the backpack around Ava’s shoulders
and gripping the end of the leash, she heaved Ava onto her other
hip. Ava didn’t resist, but Minji could sense the tension in her
slim body when the little girl twisted her face in the direction
the horde had taken earlier.

The young mother staggered through the bar,
evading the transfixed customers. She was almost to the door when
she saw an older man with white hair and watery blue eyes watching
her trek. Unlike the others, he was not bungling about trying to
rejoin the horde. He merely stared, his gaze flicking from Minji’s
face to those of her daughters.

“Hello?” Minji asked hopefully.

The man continued to study the trio.

“Excuse me, but are you immune, too?” Minji
hesitated in her stride, hoping that maybe she had found someone
else that was unaffected. Maybe he could assist her with rescuing
Jake. “Can you help me?”

Ever so slightly, the man cocked his head.
There was something eerie about the glint in his unblinking
eyes.

Cautiously, Minji said, “Sir? Are you
okay?”

Very slowly, the man tilted his head in the
other direction, his blue eyes never leaving her face. His mouth
opened and closed, reminding her of a gasping fish out of
water.

The chilling touch of invisible tendrils
slithered over Minji’s flesh, then the man swiveled toward the exit
along with all the others in the bar. As one, they started forward.
Minji immediately scampered out ahead of them, mindful not to slip
on the floor. She skittered to a stop near one of the other shops
and watched those inside the bar make their way out and start after
the others.

Among them was the man who had been
observing her and the girls.

Minji was certain he had been watching her,
but now he was just another of the mesmerized. What did it mean?
Had he almost awakened from whatever controlled everyone else?

“The mesmerized,” Minji whispered, naming
the victims of the horrific event unfolding around her.

Casting one last wary glance around, Minji
lugged her children toward the escalators, all the while praying
that her husband was still alive.



Chapter 6

 


Minji was almost to the escalators when she
gave up on carrying both girls after nearly losing her footing
several times on the slick floor. It didn’t help that her wet socks
caused her feet to slip around inside her boots. Setting Ava on her
feet, she wrapped the end of the leash around her own wrist a few
times while Ava twisted about and faced the direction of the
mesmerized horde. Minji firmly took her oldest daughter’s hand and
started toward the top of the descending escalator. Though Ava
continued to crane her neck to gaze up the hallway, she followed,
much to Minji’s relief.

The escalator continued to glide downward,
but the steps were coated in blood and other fluids. Minji scooted
Ava onto a step, then took the following one. A heap of bodies
waited at the landing. Minji did her best to turn Bailey away from
the view though it was difficult to protect the baby from the
ghastly scene encompassing the shopping area. When they reached the
base of the stairway, Minji was forced to shove the bodies of a
young boy and two older women out of her way with one foot. It
wasn’t easy, but she managed to clear a small path. Gingerly, Minji
sidled past the bodies, and Ava scuttled along behind her.

Sorrowfully, Minji realized she would have
to secure her daughters so she could climb over the bodies
surrounding the waterfall in order to reach her husband.

“Oh, shit,” she murmured, guilt and angst
eating at her.

How could she keep Ava from following the
other mesmerized and Bailey from crawling after her? The baby had
an iron grip on her dreads and was obviously awfully frightened.
For a brief second, Minji wanted to sit on the floor and cry. There
was so much death and the task before her was intimidating. After
taking a moment to evaluate the area, she dragged Ava to a large
vase with a huge fake tree spouting out of the top.

“Bailey, I know you’re not going to like
this, but Mommy needs to get Daddy.”

Minji set the baby on the floor and speedily
wrapped the leash around the base of the pot. Bailey crawled to her
mother’s side and tried to climb into her arms. Tears stinging her
eyes, Minji kissed Bailey’s cheek, and then finished knotting the
cord. She’d tied it at the middle of the leash so there was leeway
on both ends. She set the baby next to the vase and tied one end of
the leash around her chubby tummy. Guilt weighed heavily on her as
she made it snug enough so Bailey couldn’t slip free.

Ava strained to walk away on one end of the
leash while Bailey cried and tried to crawl toward Minji on the
other. Wiping tears from her face, Minji took several deep breaths
to calm her wildly beating heart and steady her nerves.

“I’ll be right back, Bailey. Don’t cry,
baby. I’ll be right back.”

Minji stood and turned toward the waterfall.
The beautifully decorated atrium was now a place of horrors, but
she didn’t focus too long on the bodies. Hands trembling at her
sides, she gingerly stepped over the corpses.

Water splashed beneath her boots. The pile
of the deceased at the base of the waterfall caused the torrent to
slosh over the rim. Feet slipping slightly, Minji held her arms out
at her sides in an attempt to keep balanced.

Minji stepped over one young man with dirty
blond hair who gurgled, bloody foam trickling from between his
lips. Feeling helpless, Minji leaned over long enough to give him a
pat on the arm. She recognized it was a meaningless gesture. He
most likely was dying and didn’t even know she was there, but she
couldn’t walk past him without offering some comfort. With slumped
shoulders, she pressed on.

Minji was almost to where Jake was splayed
beneath a pyramid of humans when out of the corner of her eye she
spotted someone scampering around the remains of those who had been
trampled or fallen. Whipping about, she spotted a short, slight man
with a receding hairline dressed in jeans and a wine-colored shirt
rushing away from the direction of The Palazzo Casino.

“Wait! Wait!” she cried out, waving her
hands.

The man stuttered to a stop and stared at
her in shock.

“Please, help me,” Minji continued, her
voice cracking slightly. Now that help was in sight, she was
trembling from the rush of adrenaline. “I need help with my husband
and children.”

“I...I...you’re not one of them,” the
stranger said, pointing toward the casino. “I thought I was the
only one inside that wasn’t affected.”

“I’m okay, too. It’s not taking control of
me. But my husband fell. He’s under...” she gestured toward the
bodies, her voice fading. “Can you please help me?”

Bailey let out another high pitched wail of
distress.

Jumping in fright, the man backed away a few
steps.

“Those are my daughters. The baby isn’t
affected, but my older daughter is. Please, I need to help my
husband.”

Jerking about as he surveyed the area, the
man’s expression grew increasingly horrified. “It’s worse here than
in the casino.”

“People fell...my husband fell.”

Gesturing, yet not really looking at her,
the man said, “We have to get outside. It’s not over the entire
city. I saw the news report on the television back in the casino.
We need to exit through The Venetian and head south. That’s where
they said to go on the news.” The man spoke in a rush of breathless
words. He looked directly at her then. “Why isn’t it affecting
us?”

“What is it? Did the news say?”

“No, no!” He shook his head, and then his
eyes trailed over her form. Minji instantly felt his judgment as he
took in her black and purple dreads and alternative clothing.
Shifting his gaze to her daughters, he took several tentative steps
away from her. “I need to go!”

“Please, help me! My husband is hurt!”

“I’m not a nurse, lady! I need to get out of
here!”

He bolted down the hallway toward the Grand
Canal Shoppes in The Venetian side of the resort.

“Asshole!” Minji screamed after him.

Her words echoed after his fading
footsteps.

Glancing toward her daughters, she was
relieved that both girls were still secure. Bailey’s face was beet
red from her temper tantrum. Ava continued to face the direction of
the casino, but didn’t appear to be straining on the leash.

It was gut wrenchingly awful to step over
the dead and wounded, and even worse to shove them out of her way
with the toes of her boots. Nearing the waterfall, she gulped in
the cold, moist air and clenched her hands into fists. Jake’s
blood-splattered shoes were visible under the sprawled form of an
elderly man. Fear strangled her and froze her in place. If Jake was
dead, how would she endure it? How could she live, knowing he was
gone?

With a hiccupping sob, she leaned over and
pushed the old man aside. A young black woman and a red-headed
white teenage boy also covered Jake. The boy’s head was bashed in
on one side, and he was clearly dead. Minji averted her eyes as she
rolled him off Jake. When she thrust the female to one side, the
woman groaned. Lethargically, her eyelids fluttered open and she
stared past Minji with big dark eyes. Very slowly, she rotated onto
her stomach and started to crawl across the bodies of the
others.

“Let me help you,” Minji called after her
before realizing the woman was mesmerized. “Oh, fuck.” It would be
just her luck that the only other person not affected had been a
jerk and had left her to deal with the situation alone.

Kneeling next to Jake, Minji rested her hand
against his neck praying she’d feel a pulse. Her husband rested on
his stomach, his arm twisted and obviously broken. Head turned
toward the basin, his face was pale and his elegant nose was bloody
and a bit battered. Closing her eyes, she frantically searched for
the sign of his heart beating. Despite his proximity to the pool of
water, he still felt warm.

“Please, Jake, please...”

She was rewarded with the faint pulse of his
blood pumping through an artery.

“Oh, thank God!”

With an exhalation of relief, she ran her
fingers over his body seeking out injuries. One leg appeared to be
broken and the foot on the opposite one was twisted. There was no
way to tell if he had internal injuries, but he didn’t appear to
have any wounds to his head other than his bashed nose. Blood
bubbled in the nostrils as he breathed, so she hoped that was a
good sign.

“I love you,” she whispered in his ear,
kissed his cheek, and then started to remove the baby backpack from
his still form. It was difficult to work it loose, but she
eventually managed to pry it off. It appeared to possibly be in
working order, but she set it aside. She couldn’t get Bailey into
it alone.

Carefully rotating Jake onto his back, she
tenderly stroked his face. She had no idea how she’d get him out of
the area, but at least he was alive and didn’t appear to be in
mortal danger. Of course, she had zero medical knowledge, but she
thought his color looked okay considering his injuries.

“I’m going for help,” Minji said, though she
knew Jake probably couldn’t hear her. “I have the girls with me and
they’re fine.” Glancing toward the injured young woman scooting her
body along the floor after the other mesmerized, Minji rubbed the
tears from her eyes. “Don’t wake up, Jake. Not yet. I don’t want to
have to find you like that.”

Bailey’s tantrum was reduced to hiccupping
sobs of despair. It was time to get back to the baby and Ava.
Reluctant to leave Jake, but knowing she had to in order to get
assistance, Minji kissed his lips tenderly before rising. If it was
true that the event hadn’t affected all of Las Vegas, maybe help
was on the way.

Gritting her teeth to keep from screaming or
crying, Minji returned to her daughters. Once Bailey was safely in
her arms and Ava staggered at the end of the leash, Minji started
in the direction of the main entrance of The Venetian that lay
beyond the Grand Canal.

It took all her willpower not to look back
at the still shape of her husband resting at the base of the
waterfall.



Chapter 7

 


The journey through The Venetian Casino was
more harrowing psychologically than physically. Most of the
mesmerized had departed the area, leaving corpses behind to mar the
opulence of the casino. The chairs around the tables were toppled
and strewn about like trees discarded after a tornado and dark
stains of blood covered the lush carpeting. The gilded glory of the
frescos and chandeliers seemed more appropriate for a cathedral now
that the grand room had been transformed into a place of the
dead.

Minji rushed her daughters through the
disarray and toward the lobby of The Venetian. Kicking away chairs
that blocked her path, she guided Ava around the carnage while
whispering soothing words to Bailey. The baby’s face was firmly
planted against her mother’s neck as she chewed on the tips of
Minji’s dreads. Though the slot machines boisterously announced
their presence, the absence of humanity was incredibly
disconcerting. This was Las Vegas, a place that never slept, but it
now appeared empty and abandoned by the living.

Reaching the lobby, Minji half-jogged,
half-walked along the palatial hallway toward the exit. The
gleaming marble floor with its diamond design reflected the
luminous brightness of the recessed lighting giving the elegant
beauty a celestial appearance. Corinthian marble pillars gilded
with gold ascended toward the high arched ceiling festooned with
frescos and murals reminiscent of the artwork of the great Italian
artists. The only detractor of such awe-inspiring craftsmanship was
the bodies of those stricken in the first few attacks.

Near the entrance, the golden globe fountain
consisting of interlocked rings held up by armless mermaids loomed
before her. The rush of the water sent a shiver through her limbs
at the memory of the earlier chaos at the waterfall. She had to
find help for Jake and all the other wounded, and hopefully find
out exactly what was happening within the walls of the majestic
resort.

She shoved open the doors to the outside,
and a blast of hot summer air chased the chill from her limbs.
Minji blinked rapidly until her eyes adjusted to the natural
brightness of the day lurking just beyond the massive arcade that
offered shade to the arriving vehicles. Above her head were the
paintings that had so enthralled Ava upon their arrival days
earlier. Spherical gilded frames housing the artwork looped across
the ceiling as a precursor to the grandeur within the building. The
engines of taxi cabs, shuttle buses, rental cars, and family
vehicles rumbled despite being abandoned. Luggage, purses, toys and
other personal possessions were scattered across the ground.

“Ma’am, I need you to come this way,” a male
voice boomed.

Startled, Minji took a hesitant step
forward. She saw several men in black armor and gasmasks motioning
from up the drive. Beyond them were ambulances, police vehicles,
and several black vans with no identifying emblems. People in full
hazmat gear were rushing about erecting tents. Help had arrived and
her body sagged with relief and exhaustion as the adrenaline rush
finally dissipated in her system.

“Ma’am, come here,” the voice called
out.

Lifting Ava onto her hip, Minji scampered
forward. “My husband is inside. He’s hurt. So are a lot of other
people! You need to help them!”

Feet sloshing in her wet boots, Minji felt
the weight of all that she’d just experienced bearing down on her
as she neared the heavily armored police officers. A little past
them, she saw the man that had refused to help her speaking with
several officials in hazmat suits.

The officer who had called her over took her
arm in his gloved hand and guided her toward the waiting
ambulances. “You’re going to be okay, ma’am.”

The tears she’d been suppressing flowed
unhindered now that she and the children were safe. Through her
blurry sight, she saw Las Vegas Boulevard crammed with people and
vehicles. Sirens, booming voices over p.a. systems, and the cries
of the scared masses being shepherded southward filled the air. It
was sweet music to Minji’s ears after the disconcerting silence
within the resort.

“My husband is hurt. Can you please send
someone inside to get him?”

“We’ll do what we can, ma’am.”

The dark eyes beyond the face mask were
somber and the tone was strangely non-committal. The bitter taste
of fear crawled up from her gullet to stain her tongue.

“There are a lot of people hurt in there,”
she persisted. “You need to send in the paramedics.”

A woman clad in a white hazmat suit with a
badge indicating she was from the CDC motioned for the police
officer to bring Minji over to a small tent where various types of
equipment was set up on sturdy looking portable tables. The guy in
the wine-colored shirt gave Minji a dismissive look before offering
his arm to another CDC official armed with a syringe.

“These people will help you,” the police
officer said, releasing his hold on her.

“You need to go in there,” Minji insisted.
“Please, my husband needs help.”

With a sigh, the officer said, “Ma’am, we’re
doing the best we can to help everyone.” He gestured toward the Las
Vegas Strip. “We’re trying to save everyone.”

“What’s happening?” Minji demanded.

The female doctor stretched out a hand to
guide her into the tent, but Minji stepped out of reach.

“Tell me what it is!”

“We don’t know,” the woman answered, her
breath misting the clear mask. “That’s why I need to ask you some
questions.”

“How can you not know?” Minji stared at the
woman incredulously. “Shouldn’t the authorities have a better idea
about this sort of attack than regular folks? What can I know?”

The police officer, intimidating in his
black garb, again took her arm and ushered Minji into the tent.
“Ma’am, please understand we’re trying to help.”

Minji shrugged off his hand, and tightened
her hold on her daughters.

The police officer retreated a few steps,
but didn’t depart.

“I have to ask you some questions,” the
woman said, picking up a tablet.

Staring beyond the doctor, it dawned on
Minji that there were two distinctive groups of people on the
strip. To the north, a crowd was slowly walking past the other
casinos, their bobbing heads in perfect sync. With a sinking heart,
Minji realized it was the mesmerized. Thick black trails of smoke
snaked into the clear blue sky. How far had the attack
extended?

The south was chaos. Cars clogged the street
while police officers attempted to direct traffic. People ran on
foot, clutching the hands of loved ones and their luggage.
Helicopters swarmed overhead. Some appeared to be from the news
outlets, but others had the markings of the police or Life Flight.
Two black helicopters with no markings hovered over the boulevard.
Minji noted none were flying in the area north of The Venetian.

She found it difficult to take a breath.
“It’s just not inside the casino.”

“No, it’s not.”

“But not all of Las Vegas?”

“No. It’s not affecting all of Las Vegas. In
fact, we’re near the dividing line that separates the event from
the rest of the world. Most of Nevada is being affected though,
which is why I need you to answer my questions. I need to know
everything you experienced and witnessed.” The face behind the mask
was free of makeup, and freckles stood out starkly against the
ivory skin. The doctor lifted her hand as if to sweep a lock of the
red hair that was barely visible beneath the mask from her face.
She caught herself in mid-motion and lowered her hand.

“You need to send someone to get my husband
and all the other hurt people,” Minji insisted. “Please.”

“We can’t send anyone into the event
perimeter without them being immediately affected.”

“So you can’t get my husband.” Minji’s chest
tightened and tears blinded her briefly.

“No, we can’t.”

Minji pressed her lips together and fought
to contain her anger and frustration. Already her brain was piecing
together an idea of how to rescue Jake. If others couldn’t enter
the casino, she’d find a way to do it herself.

“I understand you’re upset, but we’re
seeking answers so we can resolve this as soon as possible.”

“So who are you?”

“Doctor Tina McCoy of the Center for Disease
Control and Prevention. I’m here to help. This is what we do.”
Tilting her head, Dr. McCoy glanced toward her comrade as he tucked
a vial of blood into a case. “We need to find out why you and this
other gentleman—”

“Arthur Freestone,” the man spoke up. “I was
in the casino when it happened.”

Minji threw him an irritated look.

The man ignored her.

“What’s your name?” Dr. McCoy asked Minji,
pulling her attention back to her.

With a sigh, Minji gave hers and the girls’
names. Dr. McCoy scribbled the information down with her stylus.
The glow of the screen reflected on her mask, obscuring her face.
“Where were you when it happened?”

A hard knot in her throat was nearly choking
her, so Minji condensed her story into a simple narrative. It was
hard to breathe and think when her wounded husband lay inside the
casino.

“So some of the people died immediately?”
Dr. McCoy asked in a voice that was eerily calm despite the
information being given to her.

“They just dropped dead,” Arthur said,
speaking up. “They were bleeding out of their eyes! It was
awful!”

“Actually, they remained standing for a few
minutes,” Minji corrected.

Arthur gave her a doubting look. “No, they
just fell over.”

“No, they stood for a while, and then fell.
What were you doing when it happened?” Minji glowered at the man,
not willing to forgive him for abandoning her and the girls.

“I had just come out of the men’s room when
they collapsed,” Arthur answered.

“So you didn’t see it all,” Minji
declared.

“No, I didn’t.” Arthur pointedly looked
away.

The other doctor approached Minji. “I’m
Doctor Andrew Ramos. I need to take some blood from you and your
daughters.”

Pressing her lips together, Minji
reluctantly nodded her consent. “Please be careful with the baby.
She’s very afraid.”

“But not your other daughter?” Dr. McCoy’s
keen blue eyes focused on Ava, who stared blankly in the direction
of the horde. “Your daughter isn’t in shock, is she? She’s
affected.”

Minji inclined her head. “Yes.”

The doctors glanced at each other in a
silent exchange that made Minji uneasy. The woman made a notation
on her tablet screen while Dr. Ramos immediately strode out of the
tent toward another that was heavily congested with people in
hazmat suits and body armor.

“What is it?” Minji demanded, alarmed.
“What’s wrong?”

“She’s outside the event perimeter,” was the
clipped answer.

“So?”

“We haven’t seen any of the affected up
close because we couldn’t enter the event perimeter without falling
victim,” the scientist explained, setting down her tablet on a
table. She held out her hands. “May I see your daughter?”

Ava’s head swiveled toward Dr. McCoy,
startling Minji. Did her daughter understand what the doctor had
said? Was she coming out of her trance?

“What are you going to do with her?” Minji
glanced toward the police officer who had taken a subtle footstep
toward her.

“We need to understand what’s affecting her.
Please hand her over.”

“No,” Minji said automatically. “No, I don’t
feel comfortable with that.” Clasping both daughters tighter, Minji
ignored the pain in her back and throbbing in her arm muscles. She
wasn’t about to turn over her child.

“I have to insist,” Dr. McCoy said in a
voice that was purposefully neutral.

Backing away from both the doctor and the
police officer, Minji shook her head.

“Don’t you want your daughter to get
better?”

Of course Minji wanted Ava to return to
normal, but the thought of handing her daughter over to the doctor
sent off warning bells in her head. Glancing outside the tent, she
saw Dr. Ramos and several other people in hazmat suits wheeling
what looked like a plastic capsule on a stretcher. “You’re going to
take her away from me.”

“Yes, but she’ll be safe. We’ll fly her to
our facility in Atlanta. She’ll have the best care. We’ll need you
and your baby to come with us as well. We need to know why you’re
not affected.”

The doctor’s calm voice had the opposite
effect on Minji.

It terrified her.

“She’s not a specimen to be poked and
prodded.” Minji scooted around a table loaded with plastic bins
filled with medical supplies.

“Are you going to take me, too?” Arthur
asked, taking a sharp step in Minji’s direction.

Beyond the tent, the people in the hazmat
suits were now surrounded by a new set of armed guards. These wore
military insignia.

With an explosive sigh that frosted her
mask, Dr. McCoy nodded. “Don’t you want help?”

“I’ve read Stephen King. I know how this
sort of thing goes,” Arthur said, color draining out of his face.
“I don’t want to be locked up like some sort of experiment.”

“Take the little girl,” Dr. McCoy instructed
the silent police officer. “We can’t waste any more time.”

“No! You can’t do this!” Minji protested.
She backed into the side of the tent and it wobbled overhead.

“I want to know exactly what you plan to do
with us!” Arthur ducked to Minji’s side, using her and her
daughters as a shield.

The police officer took a firm hold on Ava.
“Ma’am, this is to help her,” he said in a pleading voice.

“Let her go!” Minji shouted.

The icy invisible tendrils sluiced through
the air, rubbing against her skin for the briefest of moments.

Everyone fell silent and still.



Chapter 8

 


Arizona

Noon

 


Kristen balanced on a rock located on the
North Rim of the Grand Canyon, attempting to hold her phone in just
the right position to get a good selfie. She was having a little
difficulty getting a clear view of the majestic panorama behind her
and her own face as the wind buffeted her hand, making it shake.
Her parents’ admonishments from the nearby viewing area only
annoyed her more.

“I’m being careful!” she shouted into the
wind.

“Don’t get too close to the edge!” her
mother responded.

“Ugh!”

As a gymnast, she had perfect balance and
had high hopes to make the national team in the near future.
Besides, she wasn’t that close to the edge of the canyon.
There were a good three feet between her and the precipice. Though
the gusts were strong and blowing her blond ponytail into a wild
dance around her head, there wasn’t enough force to knock her
off.

“If you fall, can I have your room?”

The fifteen-year-old glowered at her younger
brother. “Shut up.”

He laughed, and then made faces in an
attempt to distract her.

Pointedly ignoring her family, Kristen
concentrated on her image on the screen. If she was going to endure
a summer vacation with her family, at least she was going to upload
some good photos of herself to the social sites to show her
ex-boyfriend and backstabbing former best friend that she was
having a great time. The service at the canyon was horrible and she
didn’t have any bars, but she’d upload all the photos she’d taken
once they reached the hotel.

Somewhere nearby, a car horn honked loudly
and voices rang out. Ignoring the ruckus, she tilted her head to
one side and was glad to see she’d found a really good shot.

“Kristen! Kristen! We need to go! They’re
closing the park!” her father shouted.

It was only mid-day, but Kristen was
relieved. She was done viewing the Grand Canyon and was dying to
get to Las Vegas. She was determined to flirt with cute boys while
sunbathing at the resort pool.

“Just a second, Dad! Just taking one
more!”

Forcing a bright smile onto her lips to wipe
away any signs of her annoyance, Kristen pressed the button on the
screen of her cellphone.

A second later, the phone fell from her grip
and smashed against the ground, cracking the screen. Swiveling
about, Kristen stared blankly toward the far horizon. Her mind
completely subsumed in a cold void, she stepped forward and toppled
off the boulder she’d been perched on. Her body struck several
trees, ricocheting off the trunks before flying out over the edge
of the canyon. She fell in silence, never crying out, never even
blinking.

Seconds later her brother, parents, and
other park visitors followed her deadly descent to the bottom of
the canyon.



Chapter 9

 


Las Vegas

Noon

 


“No, no, no!” Arthur whimpered.

Blood splattered against the face guard of
Dr. McCoy’s mask, then she collapsed, striking the table where her
tablet rested and taking the setup to the ground with her in a loud
clatter.

“It’s happening again,” Minji said in a
stricken voice.

“No! No! We were supposed to be rescued!”
Arthur clutched his head, disbelief stamped on his features.
“No!”

All around the area, people had come to a
standstill. Even the mesmerized already under the influence of the
event had stopped their trek northward. Ava’s small body remained
ramrod straight in her mother’s grip, her face impassive, and Minji
wondered if she had imagined Ava looking directly at the now
deceased doctor. Even though the muscles in her arms were screaming
in protest, Minji did not dare set her daughter on the ground.
Meanwhile, Bailey’s sniffles and fidgeting were a small comfort.
Apparently, since Bailey, Arthur, and Minji had been immune to the
first wave of attacks, they were immune to the new one.

Within seconds of the world falling silent
and still, the sound of vehicles smashing into one another echoed
along the strip while car horns screamed in one long shriek. Minji
instinctively jerked backward, upsetting Bailey who let out a
plaintive cry. Ava remained silent. Arthur scrambled forward,
gazing past all the emergency vehicles toward the strip.

“All the cars on all the roads,” Arthur
gasped. “They’re all going to crash!”

Feeling sick at the thought, Minji nodded.
“The horns are going off because they’re probably jammed from the
collisions.”

Arthur’s eyes enlarged in horror. “If the
cars are crashing, then what about the heli—”

Before he could even finish speaking, a
helicopter spiraled overhead, its dark shadow flitting over the
long drive. The metal beast spun over the fake lagoon and the
Bridge of Sighs replica before clipping the large, ornate, animated
sign announcing events at The Venetian resort and dipping out of
sight. There was a flash of fire, and the air reverberated with the
shockwave of the explosion. Black smoke spewed into the air from
the crash site. Seconds later, another helicopter smashed into the
side of the towering Treasure Island resort, the burning wreckage
sliding down its white and red surface to the ground.

Bailey let out a gut-wrenching scream when
Minji fell to her knees and scrambled under one of the sturdier
looking metal tables, dragging Ava with her. She wasn’t sure if it
would be any real protection from the fiery debris, but she
couldn’t think of where else to take cover.

Following her example, Arthur ducked under a
different table. “How can this be happening?”

Though Minji didn’t witness the crashes, she
could hear the impact of the other helicopters as they fell to
Earth. Black smoke billowed into the sky, car horns screeched, and
the people crowding the boulevard remained still despite the fiery
shrapnel raining upon them.

“This isn’t real! It can’t be real!” Arthur
wagged his head. “No, no, no...”

Minji attempted to soothe Bailey while Ava
remained a statue at her side. Her fingers trembled against her
baby’s delicate skin. How could she keep her family safe amidst all
the destruction?

Another blast shook the ground and pelted
the area with shards of metal. A large chunk of a helicopter’s
engine smashed into an ambulance then spiraled through the air to
land in the placid blue waters of the nearby lagoon. Steam rose
from the wreckage.

In the doorway of the tent, the police
officer in his black garb and face mask didn’t even flinch.

The reek of burning metal, rubber, and other
foul smells choked Minji and sent her into a fit of coughing.
Across from her, Arthur scuttled out from under his shelter and
rushed the policeman.

Shoving the man, Arthur shouted, “Wake up!
Wake up!”

“That won’t work!” Minji snapped. “Leave him
alone!”

“He has to save us!”

Somewhere along the strip there was another
explosion. The sound of glass shattering rang through the air. Car
alarms screeched, but the mass congregation remained unmoving and
seemingly unaware.

“He’s not going to wake up! Look around!
They’re not waking up even with helicopters crashing down on their
heads!” Pointing at the fallen doctor, Minji continued, “They’re
dying and they don’t even know it.”

Arthur stared at the doctor’s bloodied face.
“How can this be? She’s in a suit! How can she be dead?” Again he
turned his anger on the impassive police officer, attempting to
shake him out of his state. “You have to wake up and save us!”

“He’s not going to, Arthur! Leave him the
fuck alone!” Minji blinked back tears of frustration.

“Even the people in gas masks
are...are...are...” Arthur floundered, searching for the correct
words.

“Mesmerized,” Minji finished.

Arthur released the police officer, nodding.
“Yes. Mesmerized.”

As one, the transfixed people rotated to
face north.

With a sinking heart, Minji knew what would
happen next. “They’re going to start walking now.” A disconcerting
numbness settled like a mantle over her mind and body. Now that it
was evident they were not going to be rescued, or even hauled off
to be tested, Minji recognized that she was on her own. The
rescuers were now victims of the event. She’d have to find a way to
save her husband on her own and doubted Arthur would be any
help.

“But where are they going?”

The sound of the first synchronized footstep
sounded like a thunderclap. Both Minji and Arthur jumped. Unlike
the first attacks, once the mesmerized began to walk, they did not
stop. The rumble of footsteps vibrated in the air. Gripping Ava’s
hand, Minji watched the people who had occupied the makeshift
rescue center start their trek northward. It gradually dawned on
her that many of the survivors still wore their hazmat suits and
gas masks. A quick study of the area revealed only a few people had
died instantly at the beginning of the attack. Why did some die,
but not others?

“I need to get out of here to the airport
and onto a flight home,” Arthur mumbled, fishing his phone out of
his pocket.

“Do you really think the planes are flying?
Helicopters just fell out of the sky!” Minji winced at the thought
of Jake’s parents flying home. How far did the event reach?

The violent quake of his fingers made it
difficult for Arthur to work his phone and frustration turned his
face a fiery red. “I can’t be here anymore!”

“Where are you going to go?” Minji averted
her eyes from the mesmerized mass. She didn’t want to watch anymore
people die, but death would occur as the horde funneled through the
burning wreckage of the helicopters and cars.

Arthur flailed his hands, then let out a
short bark of frustration.

The acrid reek of smoke was intensifying.
Minji finally dared to venture from beneath the table to peer out
of the tent. Dragging Ava with her, she laid gentle kisses on
Bailey’s sweaty forehead and surveyed her surroundings. She ignored
the people that she couldn’t save, and focused on the abandoned
ambulances nearby. The paramedics were gone, but their equipment
remained. Dragging her eldest daughter with her, Minji rushed to
the nearest one. The back doors were open and a speedy examination
revealed that the stretcher was still tucked inside.

Sweat trickling between her shoulder blades
and the sun burning against her skin, Minji studied how the
stretcher was attached to the floor of the ambulance.

“What are you doing?” Arthur yelled after
her.

“I’m going to save my husband,” Minji
answered. The muscles in her arm were screaming for her to put down
the baby, but she didn’t dare. Ava was at her side, but still
staring after the mesmerized.

“How?” Arthur asked, flinging out his arms.
“Don’t you see what’s happening? Vegas is on fire! People are
zombies! How are you going to save him?”

“I don’t know,” Minji snapped. “But I’m
going to.”

Arthur came around the door and stared at
the stretcher. Tugging on the end, he gave her a contemptuous smile
when it didn’t budge. “You don’t even know how to get this out of
the ambulance.”

Spotting directions on a sticker attached to
a long metal bar holding the stretcher in place, the tension in
Minji’s chest relented just a bit. Giving Arthur a triumphant look,
she pushed on the silver bar and the claw holding the stretcher
released.

“Okay, so you did that, but now what? How
are you going to get him out of there?”

“You’re going to help me,” Minji answered
simply.

“Look, lady—”

“Minji,” she corrected.

“Mindy—”

“Minji. It’s Korean.” Though Lily had
changed the spelling, she’d made certain to name her only daughter
a popular name in her family’s homeland.

“Whatever.” Arthur exhaled explosively,
shaking his head. “I’ve got my own family to worry about. You go
deal with yours. I have to find a way home.”

“Where’s home?”

“Atlanta.”

“How are you going to get there?” Minji
looked meaningfully toward the burning visage of Treasure Island.
“As you pointed out, Vegas is on fire.”

“I’ll get a car and drive back...” Arthur
started toward the congested road.

“Please, help me. If we work together we
have a better shot of getting out of here and finding help.”

Arthur set his hands on his narrow hips and
stared at the stretcher. “How? Are we just going to wheel him down
the road?”

“Yes. Whatever it takes.”

Clearly distraught, Arthur took out his
cellphone and stared at the screen. “I need to get home. I’ve got
my own family to take care of...”

Minji speared him with a sharp look. “I’ve
got two little girls and a wounded husband right here, right now.
Your family is far away from all this, and hopefully, they’re safe.
How is not helping me going to make things right with your
family?”

“Fine,” Arthur said, his shoulders slumping
in surrender. “What do you want me to do?”

“Help me pull this out, okay?”

It took several tries to get the stretcher
out of the ambulance. There was a trick to releasing the wheels
that mystified them until Arthur realized they had to let go of a
red bar that extended the wheels to make them snap into position.
When they finally rolled it onto the asphalt, Minji exhaled with
relief.

“Now what?”

“We go get my husband.” Holding out the
colorful child leash to Arthur, she continued, “Please hold onto
this so my daughter doesn’t follow the others.”

“What if she starts to try to eat me?”

“Really?” Minji widened her eyes in
disbelief. “Really?”

“They look like zombies,” Arthur said
defensively, but took the end of the leash.

Ava remained unmoving.

Giving Arthur a disapproving look, Minji
wondered if she’d be able to put up with the man, but she needed
help with Jake. Bailey was dozing on her shoulder, so Minji shifted
the baby so her other arm could take the brunt of the weight. It
was sweet relief to her exhausted muscles. “Okay. I’ll pull the
stretcher and you push it. Don’t let go of the leash, okay?”

“I’ve got it,” Arthur snapped. “But if she
tries to bite me...”

Minji rolled her eyes.



Chapter 10

 


Taking hold of the handle at the end of the
stretcher, Minji started the trek back to The Venetian, the diaper
bag beating a steady staccato against her hip. There were a few
dead bodies sprawled on the driveway, but they were easy to scoot
around. Behind them, Treasure Island burned and the loud booms of
explosions rent the air. Plumes of black smoke marred the skyline
and the bitter reek made Minji’s eyes smart. Rushing through the
front doors into the casino, the smell changed from metallic to
organic.

“It smells worse,” Arthur complained.

“It’s all the dead.”

“Are you sure your husband is alive?”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Minji said, finding it
increasingly difficult not to scream at the man.

The march to where Jake lay beside the
waterfall was generally silent. Arthur grumbled whenever they had
to maneuver around bodies, but mostly he was mute. Minji tried to
muster sympathy for the man in spite of his surliness. It had to be
difficult for him to be so far away from loved ones. She was
worried sick for Jake’s parents and her own, but she had to
concentrate on the task at hand. If they could work together, maybe
they could find a way out of this disaster and find help.

Jake was where she’d left him. Still
unconscious, her husband had not stirred, much to her relief.
Several of the severely wounded mesmerized crawled along the floor
in an attempt to join the others on their silent trek. A few
blocked the way to the base of the fountain. Minji was very
unnerved by the crawlers and waited warily for them to drag
themselves out of her path. She hated to admit it, but she could
now see the zombie-like aspect to them that unnerved Arthur.
Glancing at Ava, she realized her love for her daughter colored her
vision. Ava’s unexpressive appearance was very perturbing, but
Minji couldn’t allow doubts to enter her mind. She would save her
family.

“Now what?” Arthur queried irritably.

Minji picked up the baby backpack she’d
discarded earlier and handed it to Arthur. “Help me get into
this.”

It took a few minutes to fasten the backpack
securely to Minji’s back. Bailey was so exhausted she didn’t even
stir when Arthur strapped her into the apparatus while Minji rubbed
the cramped muscles in her arms. Having Bailey secure on her back
made it easier for her to weave through the bodies to Jake’s side.
His long blond hair and clothing were soaked through, and he
appeared disturbingly pale in the light pouring through the
skylight. Resting her hand against his neck, Minji anxiously
searched for his pulse and was relieved when her fingertips found
the familiar, steady beat.

“I knew you were too tough to die.”

“So how do we get him on the stretcher?
There’s like a dozen...bodies.” Arthur stared at the corpses with a
combination of fear and disgust.

“We move them aside.”

“What if they’re contaminated?”

“Then we’re already contaminated, huh?”
Minji set her hands on her hips and gave him a stern look.

Arthur folded his arms over his chest, the
end of the child leash still clutched in one hand. “That’s not very
comforting.”

“Whatever’s happening, we’re obviously
immune to it. Take comfort in that, okay?” Minji twisted her dreads
into a tight rope, then coiled it into a bun on top of her head,
tucking the ends under to hold it in place.

“I’m not touching them,” Arthur retorted. “I
can’t risk it.”

Minji was not in the mood to argue with him.
“Fine.”

Mindful of Bailey in the backpack, she set
about dragging the bodies to make a passage for the stretcher. She
didn’t have to move them too far to clear the way, but it wasn’t an
easy task. She was fit from her kickboxing classes, but she was
also small in stature. Arthur obstinately didn’t help her move the
first bodies, but eventually trudged to her side and helped with
the last few.

“Thanks for helping,” Minji said
reluctantly, peeved at his overall behavior.

“We can get out of here faster this way,” he
answered tersely. “Besides, maybe we are immune, like you say. Now,
how do we get your giant husband onto the stretcher?”

“Can you get his shoulders? I’ll lift at his
knees.”

“What if we hurt him more?”

Arthur tied the child leash to the wheel
frame. Ava just stared.

The thought had occurred to Minji, but there
wasn’t really any other choice. She couldn’t wait for someone to
come and rescue them. How far had the event spread? How long would
it take to get help into the area? And the more dreaded question,
how many were affected?

“We have to take the risk,” she decided.

Arthur positioned himself at Jake’s head and
squatted to tuck his hands under the other man’s broad shoulders.
Minji crouched, mindful of Bailey, and prepared to lift her
husband’s long legs.

“You couldn’t marry a short Asian, huh?”

“Fuck you,” Minji retorted. “Lift.”

The muscles in her arms, legs, and torso
screamed in pain they hoisted Jake’s long frame upward. Arthur
grunted and swore under his breath, but managed to get Jake off the
ground and halfway onto the stretcher. It took both of them to get
him all the way onto the mattress and positioned correctly. Arthur
began strapping Jake down and Minji started to protest, then
thought better of it when she regarded the mesmerized crawlers. She
helped fasten her husband, tied the child leash to her belt, then
clasped the handhold near Jake’s head.

“Same as before, okay? I pull, you
push.”

“Where are we going?”

Minji hadn’t really thought that far. She
just wanted Jake safe with her.

“I thought so...women. Never thinking
ahead.”

Minji frowned at his words. “Oh? This from
the guy running off to the airport without considering all the
helicopters falling out of the sky? Some of those explosions we
heard could have been planes.” As the words left her mouth, again
she felt a stab of stark fear for the fate of her in-laws.

“Let’s just get out of here. Once we get
outside, we head in the direction that doesn’t have all the smoke
and fire...” Arthur gestured toward Ava, “...or those.”

“Her name is Ava.” Feeling protective and
defensive, she took Ava’s hand tenderly.

“She’s one of them.”

“If we weren’t immune, we would be, too,”
Minji reminded him before pulling on the stretcher and putting her
back to him.

Arthur was silent as they wheeled Jake
through the resort, which was fine with Minji. Stragglers of the
mesmerized wandered through the empty hall, most tottering on
injured legs. Some were bleeding profusely and guilt ate at Minji
as she ignored their condition. Being unable to help was a
substantial weight on her shoulders, but what could she do?

They were almost through the casino when
Minji noticed a tall, slim black woman with short, sleek hair
staring at them from around a colorful slot machine. Prickles
flowed down Minji’s spine when she remembered the man from the bar
earlier. She was definitely being scrutinized this time around.

“Hello?” Minji said cautiously.

“You’re okay,” the woman answered, relief
flooding her face. “Oh, my God, you’re not one of them.” The
stranger stepped out from behind a bank of slot machines. She
carried a tire iron in one hand and her royal blue blouse was
covered in dirt, blood, and black grime. Her charcoal trousers and
matching blazer were also in bad condition and sporting scorch
marks. “I saw all the emergency vehicles outside. I was hoping that
there was help in here...but you’re not paramedics.”

“Nope. They’re all walking off in that
direction,” Arthur said, pointing over his shoulder.

The woman’s face reminded Minji vividly of
the statues of Queen Nefertiti. She was a striking beauty and there
was an aura about her that demanded notice.

With a sigh, the woman pressed one manicured
hand to her forehead. “Great, just great.” Lifting her other hand
to look at her phone clenched in it, she said, “I suppose neither
one of you has a working phone?”

“I don’t have any bars,” Minji said.

“Me neither,” Arthur admitted.

“A tower must be down,” the newcomer
decided.

Arthur rolled his eyes. “Can we please get
out of here?”

The other female regarded Arthur
thoughtfully, raising an eyebrow. Without another word, she walked
over, laid the tire iron on a table, and placed her hand on the
other handhold at the head of the stretcher. Minji gave her a
grateful smile before they started walking out of the casino
area.

Even though the jubilant sounds of the
machines in the casino drifted through the cool air, the aura
within the resort was somber and eerie.

“I’m Simone. Simone Avery,” the stranger
said in a lowered voice.

“Minji Nordim.”

“And who’s this little angel?” Simone asked,
lightly touching Ava’s red curls.

Unexpected tears flooded her vision and
Minji choked out her daughters’ names.

“And him?” Simone asked, her golden-brown
eyes flicking toward Arthur.

“My name is Arthur Freestone,” came the
snappish response.

Simone didn’t rise to the challenge in his
voice. “And I assume this is your husband on the stretcher?”

Minji nodded. “His name is Jake.”

Resting one hand on Jake’s forehead, Simone
said, “You’re going to be okay, Jake. We’ll get you somewhere
safe.”

Seconds later the floor beneath their feet
shook and a low grumble echoed down the expanse of the lobby. Then
a roar unlike any sound Minji had ever heard before burst in the
air.

It sounded like the end of the world.
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The rumbling growl swelled in volume while
the walls and ground trembled.

Minji shot a quick, worried look over her
shoulder. “Is that sound inside or outside?” Had the skylight
collapsed?

“Definitely outside.” Simone eyed the
swinging chandeliers near the check-in counter set behind the
gilded fountain with its ornate globe. “And it’s definitely not a
good sound.”

Minji bolted past the fountain toward the
front doors, dragging the stretcher behind her. Simone helped, but
Arthur abandoned them and sprinted to the entrance.

“Oh, my God!” Arthur came to a stop and
stared in horror at the world beyond the glass doors.

“What is it?” Minji called, bringing the
stretcher to a halt. It banged into her hip painfully. How much
worse could things get? She was terribly afraid to find out. “Is it
safe to go out?”

“I...I...” Turning several shades lighter
than normal, Arthur retreated from the exit. “This is bad. Very,
very bad.”

Minji and Simone cautiously pulled the
stretcher to within a few feet of the doorway and peered outside. A
churning gray fog obscured the view beyond the arrival area. Minji
watched the thick haze creeping over the still running vehicles
toward the entrance. It took several seconds for Minji to
comprehend that the roiling gray cloudy fingers reaching for the
front of the resort were something other than fog.

“Oh, my God! We need to take cover!”

Minji pushed the stretcher away from her,
sending it rolling across the lobby away from the entrance.
Grabbing Ava’s arm and scrambling around the fountain, she ducked
behind it.

Simone appeared to grasp what was about to
happen and attempted to follow, but slipped on the slick floor in
her high heels and landed with a thud on her hip. “Shit!”

“Arthur, get down!” Minji screamed.

Simone scuttled behind the fountain, her
expression one of terror. Arthur was released from his paralysis
and hurried to join them.

The cloud of debris hit the building with a
deafening crash. Fragments of buildings, cars, and people pelted
the glass entrance. The glass fractured into a sparkling spider
web, but miraculously held. The angry gray cloud boiled against the
splintered glass like a living beast desperate to break through the
doors and smother them.

“What is that?” Arthur gasped.

“A building came down,” Simone answered
while trying to console Bailey. The baby was sobbing again, much to
Minji’s distress.

Arthur stared fearfully at the dark cloud
that consumed the sunlight and hid the world from view. “How do you
know?”

“Didn’t you see the 9-11 news footage?”
Minji asked incredulously. “That looks just like the debris cloud
when the towers went down.”

Wiping his mouth with his trembling fingers,
Arthur sluggishly nodded. “The helicopters?”

Simone wagged her head in the negative. “No,
a plane came down on the Luxor. The building must have
collapsed.”

“You saw it?” Arthur couldn’t tear his gaze
from the cracking glass.

Simone continued to try to shush Bailey by
patting her back while she spoke. “I had just left the airport. My
driver was taking me to my conference when the car ended up in a
pileup. Lucky for me, it was slow moving traffic. I was the only
one to get out of the cars. Everyone else stayed inside, not
moving, just staring. I tried to rouse my driver, but it didn’t
work. Then I saw the plane hit the Luxor. It was like a knife into
butter. When the plane exploded I ran. I kept running until I saw
the rescue vehicles outside.”

The mammoth glass pyramid must have
collapsed for there to be such an enormous debris cloud.

“I think I heard it when the first attack
happened.” Minji distinctly remembered a loud boom that had rocked
the casino.

“It wasn’t the only plane to go down. I saw
more falling out of the sky when I was running, but those appeared
to be further out of the city.” Simone dipped her hands in the
water and attempted to wash the grit and blood off them.

“So it is terrorists,” Arthur declared.

Simone shrugged. “Who knows? All I know is
that everyone but the three of us – and the baby – is acting like
a...” She flicked her fingers, the droplets striking the smooth
surface of the water. Her high brow furrowed beneath her side-swept
bangs. “Acting like…”

“Zombies,” Arthur offered.

“They’re not attacking people. They’re not
eating us,” Minji said defensively, hugging Ava lovingly.

“Yet.”

Simone rolled her eyes at Arthur’s
comment.

“They’re still alive. Jake has a pulse. So
does Ava. It’s like they’re sleepwalking or something.”

Arthur shrugged. “The terrorists must have
put something in the air. Maybe in that plane that crashed.”

Simone dismissed this comment with the shake
of her head. “I doubt that, Arthur. That plane crashed after the
massive pileup. My driver slipped into a trance and it appeared
everyone else driving did, too. No one honked, no one slammed on
their brakes. They just drove into one another. Then the plane
struck the Luxor.”

Bailey quieted, letting out a pitiful
sniffle.

Minji lifted her hand so Bailey could grip
it. The young mother definitely sympathized with her baby daughter.
The sights and sounds of the day were overwhelming to her as an
adult. She could only imagine how terrifying it was for Bailey.
Gazing at Ava, Minji was torn. Was it better that Ava wasn’t aware
of the terrible events unfolding? Yet, how could her transfixed
state be something good? When would she awaken? At least she wasn’t
attempting to follow the others anymore.

Faint patches of sunlight pierced through
the thick, dark cloud as it gradually dissipated while the heavier
fragments settled to the ground and the hot desert wind brushed
away the lighter particles.

“We should be able to leave soon,” Minji
said, though she wasn’t really sure she wanted to venture
outside.

“Maybe we should stay here?” Simone glanced
toward a body near the check-in counter. “On second thought...”

“We should get some masks out of the
ambulance,” Arthur said. “The...uh...mesmerized people with the gas
masks are already gone, so we’ll have to settle for those surgeon
ones.”

“The mesmerized?” Simone tried the word out,
and then nodded. “A very good description of them.”

Rolling her shoulders, Minji tried to relax
the knot forming at the base of her neck. The other woman noted her
discomfort and gently pulled Ava from Minji’s arms.

“You’re doing too much, Minji. Arthur, we
need to help her out more. Get the diaper bag. I’ll take care of
the little girl.”

“Why should I—”

“Do it,” Simone said, her voice firm.

Grudgingly, Arthur took the heavy diaper bag
from Minji.

A sigh of relief escaped her lips. “Thank
you.”

Simone clambered to her feet and hoisted Ava
onto her hip. Ava’s head immediately swiveled toward Minji.

“Is she waking up?” Minji gasped, pulling
herself to her feet.

Ava’s head tilted to follow Minji’s face,
but she didn’t speak or give any indication of awareness.

“Ava, do you want to go to your mommy?”
Simone asked.

The five-year old continued to stare at
Minji, but there wasn’t a hint of recognition in her eyes.

“Try moving over there,” Simone suggested,
gesturing with her chin toward an archway.

Nearby Arthur watched nervously. “I don’t
like the way her eyes look. They’re all spooky.”

“Arthur, you need to be quiet,” Simone
commanded.

Minji took a few steps to one side, removing
herself from Ava’s immediate view. Her daughter’s head swiveled to
follow. Joy burst to life in her heart and her first smile since
the disastrous event flitted across her lips. Ava had to be
awakening.

“Ava, can you hear me? Can you hear
Mommy?”

The redhead faced Minji, but her eyes still
weren’t clearly focused on her mother. Again, Minji scuttled to one
side. Ava twisted in Simone’s hold to track her mother’s path.

“What does it mean?” Arthur demanded. “Is
she waking up?”

“Maybe,” Simone said cautiously. “Or maybe
it’s not affecting her as much as the others. Her mother and sister
are immune. Maybe she has a limited immunity.”

“Then why is he doing it, too?” Arthur
asked, indicating the nearby stretcher.

Minji’s heart stuttered in her chest.
“Jake!”

Her husband had craned his head toward her,
but like Ava, he showed no sign of actual recognition. Then, very
slowly, his lips parted revealing his white teeth. At the same
moment, Ava did the same thing.

“Put her down! She’s going to bite you!”
Arthur shouted, scrambling backward.

Though Simone threw a nasty look Arthur’s
way, she did set Ava down and took a step back, keeping hold on the
leash.

Taking a hesitant step forward, Minji held
out her hands toward her husband. “Jake, are you waking up? Can you
hear me?”

In response her husband’s mouth twisted in
odd shapes, his jaw jutted outward, and the muscles in his neck
flexed.

“She’s doing that, too!” Arthur
screeched.

Flicking her eyes back and forth between her
husband and daughter, it became frighteningly clear that they were
perfectly mirroring each other’s movements. In a flash of memory,
Minji realized she had seen something similar.

“A man did this earlier. Like he was trying
to talk, but...” Minji faltered.

“Didn’t know how?” Simone suggested.

“Look! The air is clearer. I’m getting out
of here and far away from any of the others like them. This is
getting really crazy now. I can’t deal with this!” Arthur hurled
the diaper bag to the floor. “You’re on your own!”

“Then so are you,” Simone said coldly, her
dark eyes narrowing. “No one to watch your back.”

Arthur hesitated near the doors.

“If you get hurt, who’s going to help you?”
Simone’s heels clicked against the floor as she walked over to the
diaper bag. Picking it up, she slung it over her shoulder. “Go. See
how far you get on your own. Without a plan. Without help.”

Arthur whirled about and stormed over to the
stretcher. Grabbing the handholds, he glared at Simone. “If I need
you, you need me. Don’t forget that.”

“We all need each other,” Minji reminded
both of them. “So far we’re the only ones that aren’t affected by
this event. We might be the only people in all of Las Vegas who are
not mesmerized. How many are dying right now? How many are dead? We
need to find medical help for my husband. We need to find a safe
place away from collapsing buildings and fires. I say we go north.
Jake pointed out a new emergency medical facility down by the
Stratosphere. We should go there.”

“That’s about two or three miles away. It’s
not going to be an easy trek with all that chaos out there,” Simone
observed.

“We don’t have a choice,” Arthur said. “We
should go.”

“It’s in the direction the mesmerized are
walking,” Simone reminded him.

“Then we won’t have to fight the flow of
foot traffic.” Minji’s mind was made up. She was tired of being at
the mercy of the situation and was determined to be proactive. Her
husband and daughter might be on the verge of awakening, but she
couldn’t just sit in the lobby and wait. Jake needed medical
attention that she didn’t know how to give him.

“She’s right. If we’re moving with the
crowd, it’ll be easier.” Arthur gave Simone a triumphant look.

“Okay, but did either one of you wonder
where the mesmerized are going?” Simone’s arched eyebrow
slid upward.

Losing his bravado, Arthur glanced nervously
toward the boulevard. “They’re just walking.”

“In the same direction,” Simone mused. “In
one big crowd. Like they have a purpose.”

“Is it important to know where they’re going
as long as we know our destination?” Minji asked.

“Who knows?” Simone said. “I guess maybe
we’ll find that out.” Taking Ava’s hand, she walked toward the
front doors. “Let’s start walking before anything worse
happens.”

Ava twisted her torso so she could keep an
eye on her mother. Minji hoped it was a good sign.

Taking hold of the hand grip at the head of
the stretcher, she looked into her husband’s eerily empty blue
eyes. For a brief second, she thought she saw awareness in their
depths, but she had the distinct feeling that it wasn’t Jake
watching her. She shivered inwardly.

“What is it?” Arthur demanded.

“Nothing,” Minji lied. “Just a chill.”

“It’s really cold in here,” Arthur
agreed.

Simone swung open the front doors. “And out
here...this day just keeps getting stranger and stranger.”

As she neared the open doorway and the cool
air from outside swirled around Minji’s tattooed flesh, she
couldn’t agree more with Simone’s sentiment.
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The air was breathable, but thick and
cloying. The dark ash drifted on the wind, obscuring the sunlight
enough to mimic twilight. The fake lagoon was no longer a
tantalizing blue, but dark with bits of helicopter chunks poking
out of the depths. Toward the south, smoke churned into the air
like the breath of countless dragons. Treasure Island’s face was
blackened by the thick plumes rising from the fires burning in the
lower floors. It resembled a scene out of a disaster movie.

Yet everything that was happening was
Minji’s new reality. The only hope she had of escaping from it was
to find help somehow.

Simone kindly helped cover Bailey’s mouth
with the neckline of the baby’s t-shirt, while Minji shielded Ava’s
by doing the same thing. Her daughter’s dark eyes stared up at her,
devoid of emotion or any sign of comprehension. On the stretcher
Jake strained to keep his gaze pinned on Minji, but his eyes, too,
were devoid of his personality. The longer the phenomena continued,
the more unsettling it became. Minji was starting to wonder if
their persistent stares were really a sign of them gradually
awakening. She tried to cling to hope, but it was already sifting
through her fingers like vapor.

Arthur dashed around inside the tents
searching for face masks and managed to produce enough for
everyone. His jubilant expression rendered his dour face rather
pleasant and Minji pondered if the current circumstances had
brought out the worst in his personality. Though there had already
been many times when she’d wanted to sit and sob at the sheer
awfulness of what she was suffering, she’d shoved all those
emotions to the back of her mind in order to concentrate on the
undertaking of rescuing her family. She was not her usual vibrant
self, but a darker variation.

“See! I know what I’m talking about,” he
said with a cocky tilt of his chin.

Simone took a mask grudgingly. “So you
did...in this case.”

Minji claimed masks for her and the
children. To her surprise, Arthur set about putting one on Jake.
“Thank you, Arthur.”

It took a little work to get Bailey to wear
the mask and not tear it off, but Simone maintained an eye on the
baby for Minji. The face mask wasn’t particularly comfortable, but
it made it easier to breathe.

Once the small group was ready, Simone
carried the diaper bag and held Ava’s hand while Arthur pushed the
stretcher as Minji guided it. In silence, they trudged down the
long drive toward the boulevard, winding around the emergency
vehicles and black vans. What were these strange vehicles with no
markings? Minji was mystified by their appearance. Stepping toward
the nearest one, Minji craned her head, attempting to peer inside,
but the windows were tinted so dark it was impossible.

“I wonder where these are from,” Minji
speculated aloud.

“Black ops,” Arthur suggested.

“What’s that?” Minji cast a curious look his
way.

“Uh, those secret government agencies. We
are in Nevada. They have all sorts of secret bases out here,
remember?”

Simone bestowed the man with skeptical glare
while Minji mulled this over.

“They were here really quickly, weren’t
they?” Arthur waved a hand at all the rescue vehicles. “The CDC was
here immediately. I think they knew this was going to go down.”

“How?” Simone asked. “How would they
know?”

“A terrorist threat probably. Something the
NSA picked up. That’s probably why we can’t call out on our cell
phones. They’re keeping it all hush-hush.”

“Or a cell tower went down, which is more
likely,” Simone said with a shake of her head.

Arthur gave her a disdainful look. “There is
a whole lot more going on than you know.”

“Uh huh.” Simone chuckled and kept
walking.

A few more footsteps brought them closer to
the vehicle. Hard thumps resounded from within.

“They’re trying to get out,” Simone
observed. “They don’t know how to get out. That’s how my driver
was, too. He kept battering himself against the steering wheel. He
wanted to join the others, but didn’t know how.”

Somewhere up the boulevard came a series of
sharp popping noises followed by loud whooshes. The situation was
growing direr by the minute.

“We should get them out,” Minji said,
feeling the weary burden of responsibility settle on her psyche.
How could she keep walking and not help? There were so many in need
it was impossible to assist everyone. If she could rescue a few,
however, she would try to do so. It was the right thing to do.

“No way! We keep moving! You did just hear
those explosions, right?” Arthur rammed the stretcher into her hip
to keep her moving.

“Hey!”

“They might be safer in there then out
here,” Simone said significantly, her dark eyes resting on a spot
beyond them.

Directing her attention to the boulevard,
Minji wondered if Simone was right, and for a split second,
considered returning to The Venetian. The mesmerized continued to
march to the north. The endless stream wove through the wreckage in
a mass of stumbling flesh. Most were injured, some grievously.
Despite the wounds inflicted on their bodies by the car collisions,
helicopter wreckage, fire, and debris cloud, they continued
walking. Some were so severely burned Minji couldn’t tell if they
were male or female. Most likely the only reason they were able to
even move was because they were mesmerized. The reek of burned
flesh sifted through the face mask and Minji found it difficult not
to retch.

“Leave them inside the van,” Simone decided.
“It’s more humane.”

With a mute nod, Minji agreed and they
continued down the drive. When they reached the wide footway, they
found it littered with bodies, crashed vehicles, chunks of
helicopters, and rubble. The mesmerized filled the road and spilled
onto the sidewalk. It would be challenging to find a path for the
stretcher.

“We should get off the boulevard,” Arthur
suggested. “There are so many people...”

“I have a feeling every road will be like
this,” Simone answered. “And with the way things are deteriorating,
we shouldn’t take detours.”

“I say we try the straight shot unless it
becomes impassable. I hate to say it but,” Minji gestured toward
the devastation in the direction of the airport and the Luxor, “all
that destruction is thinning the herd.”

With a weary, defeated sigh, Arthur dipped
his head. “Fine.”

With Bailey snoozing on her back, Minji
threaded her way through the tangle of bodies and wreckage. She
attempted to keep a little distance between their small group and
the crowd of mesmerized, but it became increasingly impossible to
maneuver through the maze of crashed cars. Eventually, they ended
up as part of the silent parade.

The journey was agonizingly slow at times.
Arthur made it more difficult by jumping whenever one of the
mesmerized brushed against him. Once he nearly toppled the
stretcher.

“They’re not zombies,” Minji hissed.

Arthur shot her a doubting look, but helped
with the stretcher again.

Simone remained silent, watching the
surroundings intently. Like Arthur, she appeared wary of the
mesmerized, but wasn’t as high-strung. Minji understood their
discomfort. Being engulfed in the crowd of mesmerized was eerie.
The vacant expressions, the terrible wounds, and slow pace were
unnervingly reminiscent of the zombies in horror movies. Minji
understood, though, that the transfixed people were victims just
like her husband and daughter.

It was difficult to contain her mounting
dread and revulsion. There was so much carnage and the smell of
death, roasting flesh, ash, and fire made it difficult to keep
calm.

Death was all around them.

A woman bleeding profusely from deep wounds
staggered alongside Minji’s small group until she crumpled to the
ground. The bluish tinge to her skin and the rattle of her last
breath told the sad end to her life story. She’d bled to death and
not even known it.

“I really, really don’t like this,” Arthur
said in hushed tones.

The steady stamp of feet almost drowned out
his voice.

“They’re not zombies,” Minji repeated
crossly.

“Then what are they?” Arthur demanded.

“The mesmerized,” Simone replied with a wry
smile.

“But what does that mean?” Jerking sharply
to one side, Arthur avoided a cluster of men pushing past him.
“Where are they even going?”

No one answered, since no one knew.

The Stratosphere Tower loomed ahead, a
shining white marker to indicate the end of their expedition.
Clouds of black smoke drifted overhead.

Staring upward at the thick haze, Minji
said, “Vegas is burning and nothing will stop it.”

“We need to get out of the city,” Arthur
declared.

“With the streets like this?” Simone glanced
about at the smashed vehicles.

“It has to be better further out,” Arthur
defiantly answered.

“Why?” Simone lifted her eyebrows. “Because
you say so? How far do you think this phenomenon extends?”

“Las Vegas,” Arthur stammered. “The
terrorists struck here like they did in New York on 9-11.”

Simone gave him a doubtful look.

Minji dragged the stretcher around a cluster
of crumpled taxis. Within the cabs the passengers and drivers
flailed about, attempting to join the other mesmerized.

“It’s not just Las Vegas. It extended
further than just here,” Minji said. “We all know it. Didn’t you
feel it? The attacks? The disorientation?”

“I went blind. More than once,” Simone
admitted. “I even froze at one point before breaking free.”

Shuffling his feet as they skirted alongside
a bus rammed into a storefront, Arthur grumbled under his
breath.

“What was that?” Simone lifted Ava onto her
hip and squeezed between a police car and a shuttle bus ignoring
the mesmerized clamoring to get out.

“It happened to me, too! Okay? It happened
to me, too!”

Minji strung her thoughts into one coherent
string and said, “I think the attack came in waves. Extending
outward, getting stronger. Like waves of a tsunami. Building.”

“I was almost to The Venetian when I saw the
helicopters going down.” Simone tilted her head, gazing back to
where they had come from. The smoke was so thick it was difficult
to make out the shapes of the distinctive resorts like The
Venetian. “That was the next really big attack after the initial
one.”

“So how far did that one spread?” Minji
hesitated, trying to discern how to get through the next tangle of
bodies, vehicles and rubble.

Arthur let out a loud, startling sob. “There
was a line between the event and the unaffected area. That’s what
those people said at the rescue center. On the news they said to
get out of the event if we were able. I did that! I should’ve been
rescued. I should be on my way home to my family!”

Simone dropped back a few paces and gently
patted his shoulder. “But the big second attack came and it pushed
the event outward.” The man’s torment appeared to soften Simone’s
view of him.

“But how far?” Arthur asked, his voice
cracking. “How far did it spread?”

Minji dreaded to know the answer.

Arthur blinked his eyes rapidly, fighting
tears. “This damn smoke...burning my eyes…”

The two women shared a significant look, but
said nothing. They were all close to an emotional breaking point.
Their physical condition wasn’t doing much better. Minji struggled
to keep walking despite the stitch in her side. Bailey was still
asleep, but she needed to be fed and changed soon. It was difficult
to look at Ava and Jake and see their mouths oddly flexing beneath
empty eyes.

It was a surreal journey past pirate ships,
crashed flying saucers, castles, and towering hotels glittering in
the shards of sunlight slicing through the thick, dark haze looming
overhead. Automatic doorways continued to unleash more mesmerized
onto the strip as they found their way to the front entrances of
stores, casinos, and restaurants.

“Are we really the only people not
affected?” Minji wondered aloud.

Just as the words left her mouth, the
sensation of thousands of ice cold snakes writhing over her skin
sent her stumbling into the rear of a van. Bailey woke up with a
start and let out a cry of dismay. The sharp needle pricks assailed
her brain and stole her breath away. For a single beat of her
heart, her vision was stolen and replaced by the terrifying vision
she had witnessed before. The colors, the sounds, the beauty, the
terror…

“It’s happening again,” she gasped as her
eyesight returned.

Looking toward Simone and Arthur, she saw
that they were frozen in place, their eyes rolled upward.



Chapter 13

 


West Texas

2 PM

 


“Sir, we cannot allow you to enter the
area,” the sheriff repeated.

Ruben rubbed his nose and shuffled his feet
as he watched the news reporter attempting to stare down the local
sheriff. Having lived in the area his whole life, the young man
knew there was no way the uber-clean, uber-handsome man from a big
news network was going to convince the sheriff to do his bidding.
During Ruben’s wild high school days he’d had his fair share of
run-ins with the local sheriff department while speeding on the
county roads at obscene hours of the night. The deputies were all
hard asses, just like Sheriff Parker. The tall, eagle-eyed
silver-haired man in his severe brown uniform did not flinch when
the reporter bombarded him with a dozen reasons why he should be
allowed past the two vehicles forming a barricade along the two
lane country road.

Narrowing his eyes at the area just beyond
the police barricade, Ruben observed the flat expanse of the plains
covered in brush and populated by the transfixed people of his
town.

“Can you believe this?” Ruben drawled in his
thick Texas accent, folding his arms over his stocky chest.

Beside him, his best friend Chuck slid his
bony fingers through his thick blond hair. “This is all sorts of
fucked up. Do you think Esmer and Terry are out there?”

With a sick feeling in his gut, Ruben
nodded. “My sisters are in the affected area, so yeah. Luckily Mom
and Dad are still visiting friends in Eastland, so they’re
safe.”

“For now. The news is reporting this thing
spreads from here to California and up through Utah. This is some
serious shit.” Wiping his sunburned neck with his kerchief, Chuck
exhaled loudly.

Ruben and Chuck had just finished eating
lunch and were returning to their jobs on a nearby ranch when
they’d heard about the terrifying event gripping the western part
of the country. Then the somber news that their hometown nearby was
also affected reached the men and they had raced in the direction
of Ruben’s home to check on his sisters. The two sheriff cars
blocking the road had been a punch to the gut. Ruben surveyed the
area thoughtfully, trying to formulate a plan. He had to save his
sisters. With his parents away, he was in charge of his two younger
siblings. Though he didn’t feel like much of an adult at twenty, he
took his responsibilities very seriously.

Leaning toward Chuck, he whispered, “With
Sheriff Parker distracted, maybe I can scoot along the fence by
those trees. I need to get out there and find my sisters.”

“Dude, that’s all sorts of a bad idea. You
might catch it.”

“Catch what?”

“What they got, Ruben.”

Ruben snorted. “We’re already exposed,
Chuck. There’s nothing between us and them but fresh air.”

“That don’t mean it’s not catching, bro.”
Chuck shook his head reluctantly. “You can’t risk it.”

“I gotta save my sisters,” Ruben said, a
little more loudly than he intended.

Chuck shushed him, jerking his head toward
the two men. It was clear that Sherriff Parker and reporter were
not about to budge from their standoff.

“Have you tried to waken them?” the reporter
was asking.

“Sir, those folks don’t know what the hell
is going on and I can’t send anyone out there,” the sheriff
answered.

“Why not?” The reporter was intent on
getting his story and the lines of his face stood out sharply as he
clenched his jaw in anger.

“Because you can’t cross the line. I got two
deputies out there with the rest of the folk. Once you go twenty
feet down the road, you become affected.”

Ruben and Chuck glanced at each other.

“See?” Chuck said.

“Shit.”

Sheriff Parker walked to a Texas Border
Patrol SUV coming to a halt nearby. A deputy took the sheriff’s
place between the two parked vehicles and stared down the
reporter.

The man in the rolled up sleeves and tie
with the perfectly coiffed hair turned to his cameraman with
dismay. “How the hell are we supposed to get a story if they won’t
let us into the affected area?”

The tall, hefty cameraman with a shock of
red hair poking out from underneath his Rangers baseball cap didn’t
lower his camera as he answered. “We should just run for it. What
can they do to us?”

Ruben and Chuck side-eyed each other as they
listened.

The barricade was a bit of yellow tape
strung between the sheriff’s vehicle and the deputy’s. Though there
were fences on both sides of the strip of asphalt, past the police
line was an open road with only a few trucks crashed into the fence
posts.

A silent agreement must have passed between
the reporter and the cameraman because they both burst into a
sprint and darted around the far side of the deputy’s car.

“Idiots,” the deputy declared, but didn’t
follow. He turned to watch the two men racing up the road.

“Let’s go,” Ruben whispered to Chuck. “I
need to get my sisters.”

“Wait!” Chuck said, grabbing his arm, his
eyes widening. Following his friend’s gaze, Ruben saw the two men
shudder to a halt. The heavy, expensive camera toppled from the
shoulder of the redhead and smashed against the blacktop. In unison
they started a slow walk after the other affected people.

The deputy chuckled.

“What the—?” Ruben exclaimed. “How?”

“We need to get out of here,” Chuck said
turning toward the old work truck. “We need to go now!”

“But...that...how...” Ruben gripped the
sides of his head, his spiky hair pricking his palms. “How?”

A second later Ruben’s terrified thoughts
were drowned in a vast, icy void. Dropping his hands, he staggered
forward and through the yellow tape. It caught on his belt buckle
and held him for a brief second before dislodging from the
sheriff’s car and trailing on the ground like a long snake. Along
with the deputy, sheriff and border patrolman, Ruben joined the
mesmerized.



Chapter 14

 


Las Vegas

2 PM

 


Ava slipped from Simone’s grip, landed on
her feet, and pivoted toward Minji, pulling the air filter from her
mouth. Pink lips straining, Ava appeared to be attempting to speak.
Minji stumbled toward her daughter, hope gripping her heart until
she realized that Ava’s eyes were doll-like: empty and glassy.
Replacing the face mask over Ava’s mouth, Minji realized the other
mesmerized had come to a halt. Eerily, their lips flexed and
twisted in perfect synchronization.

Arthur and Simone remained paralyzed, their
eyelids fluttering. It reminded her vividly of the tourist woman
and her male companion in his tennis whites in the seconds before
they started to hemorrhage. Fearful her two acquaintances were
about to suffer the fate of so many others and bleed to death in
seconds, Minji drew Ava away from Simone.

In terrible anticipation, Minji waited.

A low whistling emanated from Simone’s
throat, and then she blinked several times.

“Heeeeee...” Arthur exhaled, sounding like
he was trying to form a word. Then he stumbled forward, one hand
rising to his face. “Ugh, that sucked.”

Simone winced, shaking her head while
pressing her fingertips to her temples. “That was quite
painful.”

Minji had been so convinced she was about to
witness their deaths it was jarring to see them shaking off the
effects of their paralysis. Both had been immune to the earlier
attacks, so why had this one affected them differently? Could she
be certain that she hadn’t been caught in the grip of this newest
attack when she’d gone blind briefly? Had that moment stretched
longer than she believed?

“You were frozen again,” Minji said, her
words roughened with fear.

“I don’t think so,” Simone said after a few
seconds of awkward silence.

Both Arthur and Simone regarded Minji with
disbelief stamped on their faces.

“I didn’t go blind or blank out,” Arthur
said defensively.

“It just hurt like a bitch,” Simone
added.

“No, you both stopped moving and your eyes
rolled up.” Minji cautiously touched the back of Simone’s hand.
“Your skin is really cold.”

Pressing her palm to her cheek, Simone
frowned, uncertainty settling into the lines around her mouth.

Arthur shook his head. “I know I wasn’t
affected.”

“But you were,” Minji insisted.

The mesmerized staggered into motion,
resuming their march, but Ava didn’t stir at Minji’s side, or
attempt to join the others. She continued to stare at Minji, her
mouth contorting into odd shapes.

Meanwhile, Simone took a sharp step out of
the way of several seriously wounded mesmerized, grievous burns and
gashes inflicted on their bodies. The group appeared to have come
from further down the Las Vegas Strip. Arthur scuttled around to
hop onto the hood of a car. From the scared look on his face, it
was evident he expected the mesmerized to turn into cannibals and
attempt to eat him. Visibly trembling, the man watched the gruesome
parade pass by.

Minji kept Ava at her side. She wasn’t
afraid of the mesmerized, but she felt helpless in the face of
their suffering. With firm pushes of one hand, she redirected the
affected away from the stretcher. In her peripheral vision, Jake
strained to gaze at her, his lips stretching and twisting beneath
the face mask as though he were struggling to speak.

One man hobbled past her on what appeared to
be a broken ankle. His face and hair were charred, his skin
cracking and oozing. After walking several paces, he stopped, then
twisted about in his tracks to look at Minji. Eyes wide but empty,
his mouth opened and closed, once again reminding her of a gasping
fish.

“Why is he doing that?” Arthur nervously
scrambled off the hood he was perched on and attempted to hide
behind a cluster of palm trees on the boulevard median.

“Heeeee...” the man said hoarsely.

Minji cautiously approached the man. “I
think he’s asking for help.”

“They’re making the same noise,” Simone
said, gesturing to Ava and Jake.

“And they’re looking at you, Minji. Why are
they looking at you?” Arthur aimed an accusing glare at
her.

“I don’t know, okay? I have no idea.” Minji
was very unnerved by how the man’s eyes tracked her movements. A
rapid glance at Jake and Ava revealed they were also observing her
with those strangely blank stares. “Do you want help?”

“Heeee...” the three chorused.

Simone roughly shoved the man on his way.
“Move it.”

“Simone!”

The burned man stumbled from the momentum of
Simone’s thrust, then recovered his balance. Minji fully expected
him to turn and stare at her again, but he trudged after the rest
of the horde.

“Minji, we can’t deal with anyone else. We
need to get Jake and Ava to the medical center and hope there’s
someone that can treat them. We can’t help everyone!” Simone
briskly walked to the end of the stretcher and took up Arthur’s old
spot. “Let’s move before more of them decide you’re the greatest
show on Earth.”

Running on the balls of his feet in an
attempt to be quiet, Arthur rushed over and grabbed the hand holds
in the front of the stretcher. “I say we go fast, because this is
getting really, really disturbing.”

“Agreed. Let’s go.” Simone forced the
stretcher into motion. “I don’t want to be out in the open if this
is going to get any worse than it already is.”

Tugging on Ava’s hand, Minji hurried behind
Simone past the tangle of cars to a more open part of the
northbound side the boulevard. Both sides straddling the median
were heavily congested with traffic heading southward. It was
evident from the many police cruisers that all lanes had been
redirected away from the event.

Continuing toward the tall free-standing
tower at the end of the Las Vegas Strip, the three people lapsed
into a disquieting silence. Whenever one side of the boulevard
became too difficult to traverse, they’d find an opening in the
median and cross to the other side. Weaving back and forth, they
trudged toward the Stratosphere. The white and faded pink big top
of Circus Circus loomed just ahead. Through the gray haze, the neon
sign for the casino with its creepy clown glowed menacingly. There
was a lot of construction underway in the area before Circus
Circus. The older casinos were giving way to new, swankier
structures.

“I hate clowns,” Minji said, nodding to the
circus-themed casino.

“But it’s a good sign that we’re almost to
the Stratosphere. You said the medical center is close to it,
right?” Simone stumbled in her high heels, caught herself, and took
a second to shove her foot back into the shoe. “By the time we get
there, I’m going to need medical attention for these blisters.”

Not only were Minji’s feet aching and
feeling bruised in her wet boots and socks, her back hurt from the
backpack. Watching the mesmerized stumbling along the boulevard,
she found it difficult to feel sorry for herself. At least she
still had control of her faculties. It hurt to see Jake and Ava
under the control of the event, but at least they were alive. How
many were dead? How many were dying? These thoughts she kept to
herself. It was easy to do. Simone and Arthur were very quiet on
their long hike past construction sites, and buildings with flashy
neon lights glowing on the glass facades.

The Stratosphere loomed ahead, barely
visible through the murky air. With relief, Minji spotted the white
brick emergency care center with large teal glass windows. An
ambulance had struck the exterior wall, but was now abandoned.

“There,” Minji said, pointing.

Stark lettering read, “Boulevard Emergency
Care.” There was a portico on one side for ambulance arrivals and a
parking garage tucked behind the structure. The entire building had
the aura of new construction from its freshly planted flora and
fauna in triangular shaped flowerbeds outside the front door and
the “Now Serving Your Medical Needs” neon sign flashing on the
corner facing the road. Minji supposed it was impossible to escape
the lights of the Las Vegas Strip.

“It’s about damn time,” Arthur muttered,
guiding the stretcher around the median.

A car was smashed into the palm trees
adorning the divider and the person within appeared to be dead or
unconscious.

Looking back where they had come from, Minji
shuddered. The thickening smoke was the malignant threat of a
growing fire.

Near the entrance, there were I.V.’s and
other medical equipment strewn about like refuse. Minji wondered if
they had been abandoned by mesmerized patients when they had
escaped the building.

“Please open,” Arthur whispered as they
neared the doors.

“Why wouldn’t they? The electricity is still
on.” “Oh,” Arthur said, but he was visibly relieved when the thick
glass doors slid open at their approach.

Minji followed her two companions and the
stretcher into the building and out of the human misery and smoke
filling the boulevard.



Chapter 15

 


The wind outside had been cool, but the air
inside the building was frigid. When the doors whooshed shut behind
them, the three people yanked off their facemasks. Minji dragged a
deep breath into her lungs. The clean air was wonderful.

The large, empty white waiting room
stretched across the front of the building decorated in black
leather and stainless steel furniture. It was deceptively normal in
appearance except for the body of a doctor lying face down in a
pool of blood near double doors that most likely opened to the
examination rooms. The receptionist area, tucked behind the thick
glass panels rising from a black marble counter, was abandoned. In
one corner of the room, a large screen television jabbered away.
The world outside was tinted aqua by the enormous glass windows,
and Minji wondered at the design. It was almost as if the people in
the waiting room were part of the spectacle of the drag.

Simone tossed the diaper bag onto one of the
coffee tables before attempting to open the door to the
receptionist area. It was locked. Checking the double doors on the
far side of the room, she quickly shut them. “There’s a lot of dead
bodies,” she warned.

“Like out there,” Arthur said, pointing at
the front of the building.

“No, there’s a lot of blood. It looks like
they bled to death,” Simone replied.

“Is there a phone?” Minji asked. Earlier,
she’d been so rattled it hadn’t occurred to her to attempt to use
the landlines at The Venetian when her cellphone hadn’t worked.

Simone glanced into the receptionist area.
“They have several in there, but the door is locked. I guess I’ll
check…” She glanced over her shoulder at the doors that led to the
bloody corridor. “Well, I guess I don’t have a choice.”

“You do that and I’ll check the news,”
Arthur said, eyes already fastened to the television.

Simone glowered at the man before
disappearing through the doorway.

Minji leaned over Jake and gently removed
the facemask. His eyes followed her and a low hiss escaped his
lips. She touched his head, worried his warmth was a sign of a
fever. Stroking his cheek gently, she whispered, “Jake, if you can
understand me, we’re at the medical center now. After I take care
of Bailey, I’m going to see if anyone is here to help you.” She
gazed into his eyes, searching for his soul, his life spark, but
came up empty.

With a sigh, she strode over to one of the
couches, drawing Ava after her. Though the little girl was clearly
under the influence of the event, she had stopped trying to follow
the other mesmerized. Minji decided to experiment and set Ava on
the black leather seat. The little girl stared at her, her lips
flexing, but didn’t try to scoot off. Relieved, Minji sat next to
her and carefully freed herself of the backpack. Bailey was deeply
asleep inside the contraption. Drool had left a large wet spot on
the face mask and Minji tossed it aside. Cradling Bailey in her
arms, she allowed herself the luxury of sinking into the softness
of the couch.

“Landlines are dead,” Simone announced
striding into the waiting room. “I couldn’t even get a dial tone. I
tried getting onto a computer, but they’re password protected.”

Arthur raised his head. “At least we have
the television. That’s a good sign, right?”

Simone shrugged. She was obviously peeved
with Arthur.

Minji bent over to retrieve the diaper bag
from where Simone had discarded it. She was so tired, emotionally
drained, and confused that it was difficult to concentrate on more
than one thing at a time. For the moment, her baby needed to be the
priority.

Bailey hardly roused as Minji changed her
sodden diaper and for a moment of panic, the young mother feared
the baby had fallen victim to the event. Relief came in a great
flood when Bailey yawned, gave her mother a slight smile, and sank
back into her slumber.

The other two adults in the room weren’t
paying attention to anything other than the news report and didn’t
seem inclined to help her search or help with the kids. Simone
perched on the wide armrest of a chair while Arthur stood with his
arms crossed over his chest, both staring avidly at the
television.

Ava continued to watch Minji, her mouth
always in flux, but never uttering a discernible word. Tucking
Bailey onto her lap, Minji leaned her head back against the leather
and focused on the television. She just needed a minute or two to
rest before searching the medical center to see if any of the staff
had survived. Her head was pounding and her feet felt like they
were about to fall off.

“...difficult to
ascertain what areas of the
country have been affected so
far due to the complete
information blackout that
occurs...”

The words said by the newscaster gradually
sank through the layers of dismal emotions clouding Minji’s
thoughts.

“What we know at
the moment...at least six
commercial passenger jets circling
the Las Vegas airport crashed
before all others were diverted
away. Commercial air flights
have been grounded, though more
crashes were reported before
most of the West Coast
went dark...”

Simone sighed. “Thank God my plane landed
before all this hit.”

Minji thought of the Nordims and hoped their
plane had landed safely in an unaffected area. Maybe her parents
had heard about the event and pulled the car over. The thought of
her folks mesmerized and trapped in their car was too horrible to
contemplate.

Bailey woke again and frowned at her mother.
“Baba,” she commanded, using her word for food.

Minji fumbled around in the bag for the
bottle they had packed earlier. She liberated it from the bottom of
the bag and set about feeding her child. Half-listening to the news
reports, the terror inside Minji swelled into a dark tidal wave.
There were no apparent answers to what was happening and the
hopelessness she’d been fighting against since the event had
started was close to winning the battle.

“Do you see that?” Arthur asked aloud.

Minji wasn’t sure who he was speaking to
until he turned and glared at her.

“More than half of the United States is
affected! And you’re just sitting there acting like it’s
nothing!”

“I’m feeding my baby, Arthur,” Minji
snapped.

“Do you even see that?” He motioned to the
television screen and the map showing the reported affected areas.
“My family is in danger right now!”

“What does that have to do with her?” Simone
asked sharply. “Why are you getting in her face?”

“Because she’s acting like she doesn’t
care!” Arthur snapped. “I guess those Asian stereotypes exist for a
reason.”

“Hey!” the two women chorused.

“You’re so unemotional!” Arthur
continued.

Bailey glared at him over her bottle.

“I am taking care of my baby,” Minji said in
a low voice trying not to upset Bailey.

“What about him? Not going to help him?”
Arthur pointed at Jake. “I guess fathers are just expendable,
huh?”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Minji
gaped at him in disbelief.

Simone stood and stepped between Arthur and
Minji, disrupting their stare down. “You need to calm yourself.
She’s taking care of her child. You and I could’ve easily looked
for someone to help her husband, but we didn’t, right?” Simone gave
Minji an apologetic look over one shoulder. “Sorry about that.”

“Well, maybe it’s because we want to
actually find out what’s happening to the rest of the world and our
families!”

Minji lowered her head as she recognized
what was happening. Arthur was upset over not being able to help
his family and directing that frustration at her. Minji’s family
was with her and possibly savable. Where was Arthur’s? Were they
safe? She could understand his distress, but she didn’t want to be
the brunt of it. Wearily, she closed her eyes and pressed her lips
against Bailey’s soft hair.

“Leave her alone, Arthur!”

“Did she even ask you about your family? Or
mine? We’re stuck here and they’re back home and who knows what’s
happening to them? My ex-wife and kids need me and I’m not
there!”

“Fine. We get it,” a male voice said,
startling them all. “The whole world is falling apart, but you’re
not the only one hurting.”

Twisting around, Minji saw a young man with
the features and coloring of the Native American tribes living in
the area. His dark hair was skimmed from his face and into a tight
braid that was looped over one shoulder. Clad in jeans, a brown
t-shirt under a weather-beaten leather jacket, and motorcycle
boots, he held a helmet in one hand and a leather backpack in the
other.

Arthur fell silent in surprise.

“I see I’m not the only one still walking
and talking. That’s a good sign,” the man continued. Tossing the
helmet and backpack onto a chair, he swiftly walked over to Jake.
“This poor fellow isn’t, I see.”

“That’s my husband,” Minji said.

“And you are?” The man looked at them with
keen black eyes.

“First tell us who you are,” Simone shot
back, clearly unnerved by the man’s rougher appearance.

“Jesse Martin,” came the answer. “I’m a
nurse practitioner and I work here.”

“I’m Minji, Jesse. I am so glad to see you.”
Tears filled her eyes, obscuring her view of the man carefully
examining her husband.

“You weren’t here when we got here,” Arthur
blurted out.

“No, I wasn’t. I was at home, asleep, on my
day off, then I heard a sound that made me think the world was
coming to an end. I walked outside and there was a plane sitting
where the elementary school used to be. Well, parts of the plane.
And then I saw them...” Jesse stared outside for a moment. “I tried
calling my family, my girlfriend, friends, and work. I couldn’t get
through on my landline or my cellphone. The plane took out all the
utility poles in my neighborhood, so I couldn’t check the
television.” Jesse continued his examination of Jake. Minji was
relieved to see how gentle his touch was as he studied Jake’s legs.
Casting a look past them, he said, “Now I’m glad I didn’t get any
television reception. I would have been tempted to stay home.”

Simultaneously, they all glanced toward the
big screen and the death and destruction it revealed.

Arthur pointed at Jesse accusingly. “It’s
your job to help people.”

“Exactly. That’s why I got on my bike and
came into work even though I was scared shitless. Seriously, I was
starting to wonder if anyone was like me.”

“Immune?” Simone asked.

“Yeah.” Jesse hesitated. “Were you here on
the strip when it happened?”

Simone relayed their story while Jesse
listened, the furrow between his dark eyebrows deepening.

“Well, help me get Jake into the examination
room. I’ll do my best for him. I also need to check on our other
patients.”

“What’s it like?” Arthur ventured to ask.
“Out there? Past the strip?”

Minji raised her eyes in time to see Jesse
cringe. Rubbing the back of his neck with one leather-gloved hand,
Jesse took a deep breath. “Honestly, it’s like the end of the
world. Bad. Really bad. And it’s going to get worse.”

“Why?” Simone took a step toward him. “Why
would you say that?”

“Because every person in Las Vegas is
walking into the desert. And they’re going to die out there.”



Chapter 16

 


Minji held the water bottle to Ava’s lips.
“Drink, Ava.”

The little girl didn’t respond, lips
twitching into odd configurations as weird sounds struggled to
escape her throat.

With a sigh, Minji leaned forward, pressing
a damp hand to her forehead. The coolness was refreshing against
her warm skin. She was weary of listening to the television, but
Simone and Arthur were riveted by the news. Casting a hopeful look
at the double doors that opened to the examination rooms, offices,
and the elevator banks, Minji waited for Jesse to return with news
about Jake’s condition. After moving the bodies of the deceased
cluttering the hallway, Jesse and Arthur had wheeled Jake into the
nearest examination room. It was a relief to know that Jake was now
under medical care, but it was difficult waiting to hear about the
prognosis on his injuries and recovery.

Meanwhile, Bailey played happily with her
toys on the soft blanket Minji had spread on the cold marble floor.
The baby had finished her bottle, then eaten lukewarm mashed peas
and beef. Now she yammered in baby language while tossing her
stuffed dog around. Apple wedges smeared with peanut butter sat in
an open plastic container Minji had fished out of the diaper bag
after feeding Bailey. She’d eaten a few, but had been unable to
compel Ava to take a bite.

Arthur and Simone were also eating. They’d
found a refrigerator full of employee lunches and helped
themselves.

“It’s not like they’re going to eat it,”
Arthur had said in response to Minji’s uncertain expression.

Trying again, Minji regarded Ava with
dismay. “Please, Ava. Take a sip for Mommy.”

“Heeeeeeeeee...” Ava hissed.

Minji took a long gulp from the bottle.
“See, Ava, that’s what you need to do. Drink.” She poked at Ava’s
lips again. Feeling desperate, she drizzled a little bit of water
into Ava’s mouth. It ran out of the corners in clear rivulets.

“Tip her head back and pour it in,” Arthur
suggested.

“Really? That’s your solution.” Simone
arched an eyebrow.

“She’ll either choke or swallow,” Arthur
answered. “It’s not like I’m suggesting you drown the kid. Sheesh.
It’s a bottle of water.” Shaking his head, he continued to eat a
tuna sandwich he had loaded with potato chips.

Again Minji took a sip before encouraging
Ava to drink. This time Ava swallowed. With a grin of delight,
Minji kissed her daughter’s cheek. “That’s my smart girl! Drink
more, Ava.”

To her relief, Ava drank half the bottle
before pulling her head away. It was such a normal gesture Minji
almost wept with delight. She tried to feed Ava the apples, but it
soon became clear that Ava wasn’t about to cooperate when it came
to the food. After a while, Minji wiped the peanut butter and bits
of apple from Ava’s lips and placated herself with the thought that
Ava had eaten a large breakfast. She couldn’t allow herself to
contemplate what would happen if Ava continued not to eat.

“Are you paying attention to the news at
all?” Arthur asked Minji as he unwrapped a Twinkie.

“They just keep saying the same thing.
Showing the same footage over and over again,” Minji answered.

The news kept replaying clips they’d ripped
from social media: the planes going down outside of Las Vegas,
people stumbling about in large crowds, car crashes, burning
buildings, and the same map with an enormous red circle that showed
the affected area. It swallowed most of the West Coast, portions of
Mexico, and was creeping into the Midwest and Deep South.

“They’re showing Texas,” Arthur said.
“Aren’t you from Texas?”

Studying the screen, Minji noted that the
live feed was from somewhere in East Texas. According to the big
red circle, Austin was already in the throes of the event. It only
added to the heavy burden of her worry. Now she wasn’t just worried
about the grandparents, but her brother’s family, her friends, and
her many clients.

“...volunteer is with
the National Guard. They’ve
secured a harness to him
that is attached to some
ropes. The plan is for
him to walk into the
affected area…”

The reporter, a young woman with chin length
blond hair, narrated in breathy, rushed words. Minji noticed the
woman’s big blue eyes were rimmed with red and puffy. She’d
probably been crying before going on the air.

“He’s wearing a
gas mask and the hope is
that he’ll be able to
save some of the victims
before they reach the lake.
The authorities believe that
just beyond that road is
where the event has come
to a halt.”

Minji snapped the lid back onto the
container of apple wedges and tried to ignore the tragedy playing
out on the television. After all she’d witnessed, it was easy to
predict the outcome. Digging her cellphone out of the messenger
bag, she checked for bars. She still didn’t have any. With a sigh,
she found her gaze straying toward the television.

The anchorman and woman at the national news
desk of the network made a few comments, basically reiterating what
the reporter had already said. Behind the reporter, a thick crowd
of the mesmerized stumbled through an open field toward a placid
blue lake in the background. With a sinking heart, Minji realized
most were children.

“…hoping if this
is successful, they can send
more guardsmen into the affected
area and retrieve the people
walking toward the lake.
Residents who live along the
lake outside of the perimeter
have reported bodies in the
water. It’s assumed those bodies
are the victims of this
terrifying event.”

Behind the news correspondent the guardsman
started his rescue run. Several men and women in uniform stood
ready, their gloved hands gripping the thick rope. Yellow tape was
strung along the edge of the road creating a barrier. The guardsman
stepped over it and into the field.

“It’s not going to work,” Simone said
dismally, shaking her head.

“But it has to,” Arthur protested. “It has
to work. How else are they going to save everyone?”

“Gas masks didn’t work earlier,” Minji said
sadly, recalling the death of the doctor earlier. “They won’t work
now.”

The female reporter continued her steady
stream of repeated information, then attempted to narrate the
guardsman’s journey toward the mesmerized.

Then it happened.

The guardsman stumbled then fell into step
with the rest of the mesmerized. Communication ceased between the
guardsman and the makeshift staging area and panic ensued.
Instantly, he was dragged out of the event radius. Jerking the
volunteer about, one of the medics tugged off his gas mask. The
cameraman zoomed in on the man’s face. The all-too-familiar
blank-eyed stare was caught in an eerie close-up.

“He’s doing it, too!” Arthur gasped. “Making
the same faces and noise.”

Simone glanced at Ava, then the guardsman.
“Exactly the same.”

One look confirmed that they were both
right. Resting her elbows on her knees, Minji leaned forward to
rest her head in her hands. What did it all mean? What was
happening?

“Oh, shit,” Arthur said. “The kids are going
into the lake.”

“Turn the channel,” Simone ordered. “Turn
it!”

Visibly shaken, the young reporter was in
tears when the camera zoomed in to witness the mesmerized entering
the glimmering water.

“Turn the channel!” Minji echoed Simone.

Bailey looked up at her mother, concern
etched onto her tiny face, her toy held in mid-air.

Arthur set aside his meal and scrambled to
comply. It was a relief when the terrible image and the reporter’s
cries disappeared, but it was swiftly replaced with yet another
scene of despair and death on a different channel.

“I’m done,” Simone declared. Setting her
empty salad bowl aside, she stood and brushed off her pants.
Slightly limping in her high heels, she walked to the far side of
the room, pulling her cellphone from her jacket.

“Turn off the TV,” Minji said.

Arthur hesitated, then obeyed.

Minji didn’t want to say what was on her
mind. The knowledge that the young, emotional reporter would enter
the lake and drown with the children if another attack happened
weighed on her shoulders.

“They did start telling people to stay
inside their houses and not get in cars,” Arthur remarked.

“But people weren’t listening. You saw the
footage of the traffic jams. People attempting to outrace what they
can't escape.” With a frustrated sound, Simone shoved her phone
back into her jacket pocket.

“Maybe it’s over.” Arthur paced before the
big black screen. “Maybe the last attack was it. There haven’t been
anymore.”

“It’s not over, Arthur!” Simone slammed her
hand against the glass window. “Look outside! They’re still
walking! They’re still under the control of whatever this is!”

“What is it?” Arthur shouted back. “What is
it? What’s doing this to us?”

“Well, it’s not biological,” Jesse said.

Like before, he’d entered without
notice.

“How’s my husband?” Minji asked immediately,
her heart speeding up.

Jesse cast a reassuring smile her way. “He’s
resting. I have him sedated along with all the rest of the patients
that didn’t make it out of the building. Ten in total.”

“But he’s going to be okay, right?”

Jesse nodded. “In time, yes.”

Relief flooded through her, wiping away a
good chunk of her fears. Yes, she still had to deal with the fact
that Jake and Ava were mesmerized, but her husband wasn’t going to
die.

“You said it’s not biological,” Simone said,
her dark eyes watching the silent, gruesome parade outside.
“Why?”

“Because if that news report is correct,
there is a distinct boundary after each new attack.” Jesse leaned
back against the receptionist counter, resting his elbows on it.
“Germs, viruses, anything organic, aren’t going to just stop
spreading,” he snapped his fingers, “just like that.”

“Maybe it’s sound waves. Maybe the
terrorists just can’t transmit that far in one burst. They have to
let the machine recharge or something.” Arthur looked slightly
pleased with himself for forming that hypothesis.

“Why don’t you just suggest aliens at this
point?” Simone said, her tone caught between serious and
mocking.

With a shrug, Jesse pushed off from the
counter. “Whatever is behind all of this isn’t important in the
here and now. Speculation isn’t going to help us. We have to deal
with our present circumstances.”

“Which aren’t good.” Simone shifted on her
feet and blinked tears from her eyes. “There’s a good chance that
everyone we love is caught in the event and that they will
die.”

“Don’t say that!” Arthur stomped toward
Simone. “Don’t you dare say that!”

“It’s the truth,” Minji said sadly.

“My friends in Las Vegas, my family in
Arizona, my girlfriend on vacation in Mexico...all of them may be
walking to their deaths.” Jesse swallowed hard, his jaw flexing as
he struggled to contain his composure. “Those people out on the
boulevard are walking into the desert. They will die. Everyone
that’s...” Jesse searched for a word.

“Mesmerized,” Minji offered.

“Yes, mesmerized...all of them will die
without water within three days if they don’t die from the
elements, wounds, and the wreckage.” Jesse motioned toward the dire
panorama outside the building’s glass windows.

The black smoke was thicker now and the
mesmerized shuffling through it were in dire need of medical
attention. Minji observed how Jesse clenched his hands at his
sides. She wondered if he felt even more helpless because he was in
the medical profession. Simone was right. They couldn’t help
everyone. It was a terrible reality.

“But we’re safe here until someone comes to
get us!”

Arthur’s argumentative tone was really
beginning to wear on Minji.

“Who’s going to come?” Simone asked Arthur.
“Out of all the people living and visiting Las Vegas, how many are
immune? Right now I see only us.”

Minji almost protested by pointing out that
Arthur and Simone had been affected earlier, but then reconsidered.
Emotions were already heightened.

The floor beneath her feet began to tremble
and the furniture started to vibrate. Minji immediately lifted
Bailey onto her hip and grabbed Ava’s hand. There was a mad
scramble across the lobby to the double doors leading deeper into
the building. Simone picked up Ava and scurried ahead of Minji into
the hallway just as the rumble grew to a gut-wrenching roar and the
floor lurched. The lights sputtered and the world outside turned
ominous. The sunlight vanished into the churning smoke and debris.
Car alarms in the parking garage and along the boulevard blasted.
The building was pelted with rubble and the windows let out a
dreadful screech as they splintered, but held.

Clustered in the hallway, the people
listened to the destruction of yet another part of Las Vegas and
watched the ghastly gray cloud engulf the boulevard.

“It’s all coming down,” Arthur wailed.

Minji again fought a valiant battle against
despair and hopelessness. She refused to surrender to it. She
would save her family somehow.

Then, even as the world seemed ever bleaker,
a cellphone chimed.



Chapter 17

 


Despite the tumult in the outside world, the
four adults straightaway fumbled for their phones. Minji’s thoughts
instantly centered on her parents somewhere on the road to Austin,
Texas. Her heart sank when she realized the opening notes from
Chopin were not coming from her phone. Looking up, she saw her
expression mirrored in the faces of Jesse and Simone.

Arthur victoriously raised his phone to his
ear. “I’m here, I’m here!”

A woman’s voice was barely discernible
through the noise from outside and Arthur’s heavy, anxious
breathing. Disappointed, Minji leaned against the wall and pushed
her smartphone back into the pocket of her shorts.

Bailey sniffled. Maybe the baby was too
tired to wail anymore. The building continued to quiver, but as the
din of the debris cloud faded it gradually stilled.

“What do you mean you’re driving to your
mother’s? You can’t do that! Don’t you realize what’s happening?”
Arthur erupted, fury painting his face an ugly red. “You have the
kids with you, June! You’re going to get them killed! No! I can’t
believe you were stupid enough to get on the highway! Of course
there’s a traffic jam! A bunch of other idiots are trying to do the
same thing you’re doing! Aren’t you listening to the news! They’re
saying to stay in the house and blockade your doors and
windows!”

Simone lifted an eyebrow, her dark eyes
sliding toward the angrily pacing man. Arthur’s rage flowed out of
him in tangible waves. Minji literally felt the heat of his fury
lashing out into the air. Bailey let out a whimper before launching
into a full fit. Jesse lightly tapped Arthur’s shoulder, then when
he had the irate man’s attention, motioned to the baby and made a
shushing motion.

“Fuck the baby! My kids are in a car stuck
in fuckin’ Atlanta traffic because my stupid ex-wife is a
moron!”

The woman’s voice on the other end of the
phone continued to speak, though her words were indecipherable.

“Yes, June, I’m immune, but that doesn’t
mean you’ll be. Or the kids! Out of all the people in Vegas, so far
only four are still in control of our minds. Which means if this
thing hits Atlanta, you’re going to end up under its control and
you’re probably going to wreck the car and kill yourself and the
kids.” Pacing, Arthur was beside himself with anger and
frustration. “Stop crying! I’m not the bad guy here! You’re the one
being stupid!”

The lights wavered overhead and the low
rumble of the collapse continued. Minji comforted Bailey while
warily watching both Arthur and the fissured windows in the waiting
room. Though Arthur’s face was shadowed by the hand he had pressed
to his brow, she caught a glimpse of tears on his face. Turning
toward the wall, Arthur rested his forehead against it.

“You don’t understand, June. I don’t want to
lose my kids. I don’t want them to die. They’re all I have left,”
he said in a much quieter tone. There was a long silence in the
hallway as Arthur listened to his ex-wife speak. At last he said,
“Then get off the highway and park somewhere safe. Where other
vehicles can’t hit you. Make sure the doors are locked and crack
the windows open enough to let air in, but don’t leave enough space
that the kids can wiggle out. Make sure they have their seatbelts
on. Yes, yes...I’ll speak to the kids.”

The tone of Arthur’s voice completely
changed when he spoke to his children. Minji noted how much more
loving and kind it sounded. His sorrow hunched his shoulders and
made him seem smaller, more vulnerable.

“Yeah, Bobby, the job is good. I like it.
I...yeah, I’ll get a new place so you can come visit me. I won’t be
living at Uncle Ryan’s anymore. No, son, I can’t go buy the old
house. The bank took it and sold it to someone else. When I get a
raise, I’ll get a new house. Yeah, there’s some bad stuff going on,
but you’re going to be all right. Your mom is going to take care of
you. I wish I were there, too.”

Jesse stepped closer to Arthur and laid a
comforting hand on his arm. Though Minji expected Arthur to shrug
it off, surprisingly, he didn’t. In fact, the look he cast in
Jesse’s direction was grateful.

Simone rested one shoulder against the wall
and slanted her head toward Minji. In hushed tones, she said, “That
explains his bluster, huh? Must have lost it all in the
recession.”

Minji nodded briefly. Austin hadn’t been hit
hard by the economic downturn, but she’d heard the horror stories
on the news. Arthur’s voice again changed as he obviously was
speaking to a toddler. She exhaled slowly and made a mental note to
be more forgiving of Arthur’s attitude.

Arthur abruptly lowered the phone, his eyes
widening. “It’s not happening again, is it? The call got cut
off.”

Minji wagged her head in the negative. “No,
I’m sure it’s not.”

A second later the phone rang again. “Hello?
June? What happened? Oh, okay...I just...okay. I didn’t realize
she’d hung up. I panicked.” Resuming his brisk pacing, Arthur’s
color once more flared crimson. “I don’t care if you’re only a few
miles from your folks! Get off the highway! You don’t know when it
will hit again, June! This thing is...don’t hang up!” With a
furious grunt, Arthur banged the side of his hand against the wall,
but kept a firm hold on the phone. “She hung up. It’s what she
does. Whenever she goes against my wishes, she hangs up and won’t
pick up.”

“You don’t think she’ll pull over?” Jesse
asked.

“I don’t know...” Arthur stared at the phone
as he redialed. The small voice that emanated from it indicated the
call had been diverted to voicemail. “I hope so.” Closing his eyes,
Arthur dragged air into his lungs, obviously trying to calm his
temper. “If she doesn’t pull over, I just...I don’t know.”

The quiet that descended on the hallway that
reeked of the blood smeared on its floors and wall was strained and
uneasy. Jesse remained close to Arthur, but didn’t attempt to
comfort the man further. Simone stared with longing at the
cellphone in Arthur’s hand. Meanwhile, Minji directed her attention
to the world beyond the splintered glass. She could still see
shapes wading through the thick haze.

The lights flicked on and off, then went
dark. A deep gloom instantly consumed the hallway and waiting
room.

“Give it a sec,” Jesse said out of the
darkness. “The emergency generator will kick on in a second or
two.”

On cue, the lights flashed on and
illuminated their frightened faces.

“Arthur...” Simone said into the
silence.

He glanced at her.

“Can I use your phone to call my
family?”

Thrusting out his hand, Arthur nodded.
“Sure.”

Simone took it in her slim fingers and
quickly dialed.

Minji didn’t want to hear another personal
conversation, but didn’t dare move out into the waiting room. The
cloud of debris ebbed and swirled outside while an unnerving groan
filled the air. Perhaps another building was on the verge of
collapse. Minji hoped it was far away.

“Hey, babe. It’s me! Yes, I’m okay. I’m not
affected. I wasn’t on any of the planes that went down.” Simone’s
smile was rapturous with relief. “I’m in a medical center right
now. I’m safe.” The remainder of Simone’s conversation was much
calmer and more loving than Arthur’s. After reassuring her husband,
she spoke to several other people that Minji assumed were older
children. When she ended the call, Simone offered the phone to
Arthur.

“Let them call,” Arthur said, flicking his
fingers toward Jesse and Minji. “Who knows how long it’ll have
bars.”

Sadly, Jesse’s calls went unanswered and he
paled beneath his dark tan. When he passed over the phone to Minji,
she noticed that his hand was unsteady. She gave it a gentle
squeeze before taking the phone and attempting to reach her
parents, in-laws, and brother. No one answered. Somehow, that was
the outcome she’d expected. She was already blessed to have her
immediate family safely with her, so it seemed natural that the
fates would keep the status of her extended family swathed in
mystery. Life had a way of balancing the scales.

“Thank you, Arthur,” she said, returning the
phone. “Maybe you should call your ex again?”

“She never listens to me. She never believes
what I say.” Arthur stared at the phone. “I...I...I’m not an idiot,
but she just ignores what I say.” When he raised his eyes, the
frustration in them gave way to anger. “Just because I lost my job
doesn’t mean I’m an idiot, you know?” A second later, the anger was
replaced by the spark of revelation. “But, I know who will listen
to me! I will save my kids!” Storming out of the hallway, Arthur
nearly slipped on the bloody floor.

“Do you think it’s safe to go out there? The
windows are cracked,” Simone called after him.

“That’s safety glass. I believe it should be
okay,” Jesse assured her. “But if another building comes down, who
knows?”

The sound of the television flaring to life
echoed through the large room and reached Minji’s ears. Clasping
Ava’s hand, she cautiously stepped out of the safety of the
hallway. Arthur came into view, punching at the phone screen. With
a frustrated grunt, he stalked back to the others.

“No bars out there! Only in the hallway.
What the hell kind of reception is that?” Still fuming, he dialed
again.

“Who are you calling?” Simone started to
follow Minji, then hesitated to watch Arthur.

“People who will listen to me. Yes, hello?
My name is Arthur Freestone and I am in Las Vegas. I only have a
few bars, so my reception is a bit shoddy, but I’m ready to go on
the air.”

“He’s calling the news,” Simone said. “Not
someone who can actually help...”

Minji returned to the couch, collapsed onto
it, and pulled her girls onto her lap. Bailey sniffled loudly. Ava
just mimicked a gasping fish and stared at her mother. Simone took
a seat near them, crossed her legs, and fastened her gaze to the
television. Jesse didn’t rejoin them and Minji suspected he was
checking on his few patients.

A minute later the doors to the hallway
slammed shut.

It only took a few minutes before Arthur’s
name was scrolling along the bottom of the newscast and he appeared
in a small box in the corner, his visage shuddering as he streamed
live from his phone. Other images of the chaos inside The Palazzo
Shoppes began to appear in the opposite corner. Minji hadn’t
realized Arthur had snapped photos of the event. Simone folded her
arms over her chest and gave the television an incredulous
look.

“...yes, I’m here. I’m in Las Vegas with
three other people who are not affected. We need immediate help.
Also, I need someone to go and get my wife and kids in Atlanta,”
Arthur said when the interview started.

“Arthur, can you tell us what you’ve seen
and how you’ve avoided being infected?” the anchorman asked.

“I don’t know why I’m immune, and what I’ve
seen is awful. Now, if someone could go get my ex-wife and kids.
They’re at the...” Arthur prattled off an exact location and
ignored the attempts of the neatly coiffed anchorwoman to interrupt
him with a question.

“He’s something else, isn’t he?” Simone said
with the shake of her head.

Minji shrugged a shoulder. “He’s trying to
save his family.”

“True. My husband has it taken care of. Kids
and dogs are all in the house. He took all the furniture out of the
dining room and has them all in there on mattresses. If the event
spreads, they’re not going anywhere.” Long lashes shielding her
eyes, she continued, “So...they’ll be safe until help comes.”

If help comes...

The unsaid words hung menacingly in the
air.

“Maybe they’ll be immune like Bailey. That’s
two people in my family that aren’t being affected. You’re immune,
Simone, so maybe the kids will be, too.”

A wry smile pressed onto Simone’s lips.
“From your lips to God’s ears. If He’s listening...and I’m not sure
He is. But if the kids aren’t affected, they’ll take care of their
dad, the dogs, and themselves. They’re smart kids. We’ve raised
them well.”

Arthur’s irate voice pulled Minji’s
attention back to the screen.

“...somewhere on the Las Vegas Strip. It’s
near the Stratosphere. And yes, the city is on fire. I’m pretty
sure the Luxor is the building that collapsed earlier. I’m not sure
what came down a few minutes ago. And there are dead people
everywhere. Once this thing hits, people just die left and
right...”

“Well, that won’t cause a panic.”
Simone raised her eyes heavenward.

Minji thought of all the children walking
silently into the lake on live television. She doubted that
anything Arthur said would have any significant impact on the
public after all they were witnessing on the news. “He can't make
it worse than it already is.”

The doors opened and Arthur’s voice
reverberated through the television speakers for a brief second
before Jesse hastily closed them to cancel the feedback. Walking
over, he perched on the end of the coffee table and focused on
Minji.

“I checked on your husband and all the other
patients. They’re all doing fine right now. None of them had life
threatening ailments or injuries, which is a good thing because
we’re not a long term care facility. Most of the center’s patients
are people who fall ill while on vacation, such as a sprained or
broken a bone, they caught a bug. Sometimes it’s something more
serious and we arrange transportation to another facility. All in
all, we’re in good shape.”

“Especially because you’re the only one here
to take care of everyone,” Simone said.

“Well, my job is a little easier since I’ve
sedated them to keep them from...” Jesse jerked his chin toward the
windows. “I’m going to move Jake into a room and you can relocate
there, Minji. It’ll probably be a little calmer.”

“Are we safe here?” Minji was seriously
having doubts. “I know the fires aren’t that close and the
construction sites near us will act as a firebreak, but what if
more buildings come down?”

“But how do we leave? The roads are packed,”
Jesse answered with a grim look.

“We wait until the city is empty.” Simone
tapped her long nails against the black leather armrest. “It might
take the rest of the day, but it’ll happen. The mesmerized are
walking into the desert, so we wait until they’re all gone. Then we
leave. We’ll have far fewer obstacles to worry about.”

“Okay. But where do we go? I don’t have any
ideas. Do you?” Jesse shifted his gaze back and forth between the
two women.

“Out of the desert before the power
completely fails and we’re left without water and electricity.
Maybe the coast,” Simone suggested.

“West, south, or east?” Jesse clasped his
hands together and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Because I
have no idea where to go.”

“Texas,” Minji decided. “We go to East
Texas. There’s freshwater lakes and plenty of resources there.”

Simone closed her eyes, then sighed. “Once
we find somewhere safe, I plan to go get my family. If I have to
tie them together and herd them like cattle, I will.”

“We could all do that,” Minji suggested.
“See if our families are trapped in their houses.”

“I wouldn’t suggest an extended road trip,”
Jesse interjected. “At some point, everyone that’s mesmerized is
going to die. The dead will be everywhere.”

“Don’t say that,” Arthur said sharply. He’d
finished his call and now stood in front of the open doors to the
hallway. “You can’t say that! Someone will figure it out. Someone
will save us!”

Minji breathed in the sweet scent of
Bailey’s hair that mingled with the acrid smell seeping into the
room from outside. What they were discussing was too impossibly
horrible to even consider as reality, but Minji recognized that
they needed to be honest about their situation.

“This is probably it, Arthur,” Simone said
after a long pause. “The end of the world.”

“No! You can’t say that! You can’t!” Arthur
lunged forward to glower into Simone’s eyes, but she stood her
ground. “Scientists are working on it! The president said so!
People are going to find a way to stop it!”

Minji stroked Ava’s cheek lovingly. Would
her little girl ever wake up? And did Minji want her to? The days
ahead were no longer hopeful, but terrifying. Minji wondered if she
had the fortitude to endure the end of the world.

“Someone will figure it out! Someone has
to!” Arthur clutched his head with shaking hands. “Someone has to
save us...someone has to help us!

“Heeeeeeeeeelp...”

It took Minji a second to realize the
hoarse, rattling voice was emanating from Ava. The eerie blank
stare remained firmly on her face as her lips parted and her tongue
flexed in her mouth. Then, once again, Ava uttered a single
word.

“Help...”



Chapter 18

 


Virginia

6:45 PM

 


Rachel finished tying her youngest son to
his bed, relieved that the Benadryl had taken effect and that he
was placidly asleep. Tears streaming along the curve of her round
cheeks, she tested the knots to make sure the ties were
close-fitting enough.

“Mom?”

On the bed on the opposite side of the room,
her teenage son stared at her through his thick eyelashes, drowsy
and muddled. The sleeping pill she had laced his soda with was
taking effect.

“It’s okay, Junior. Go to sleep.”

Juan Carlos appeared in the doorway to the
bedroom, hands thrust into his trouser pockets. His thick, curly
hair was unusually messy and his beard had tufts sticking out where
he kept nervously tugging on it. “Angela is asleep and I made the
knots as tight as I could.” His Puerto Rican accent was thicker
than normal and his dark eyes clearly projected his dismay. “Are
you sure we should do this?”

“You saw what’s happening on the news.”
Tugging on the knot one more time, she looked at the pile of Juan
Carlos’s ties that were puddled on the bedspread. There were just
enough for her and her husband.

It was late afternoon and the light
filtering through the curtains was gray and morose. A storm was
moving along the East Coast and would reach landfall by evening.
They’d moved to Virginia from New York City for her job. It had
been a difficult decision to uproot their family from their
neighborhood and extended families. Juan Carlos had deep ties to
the Puerto Rican community and she’d been very active in the Jewish
faith. Now they were alone in a new town and far away from the
bustle of the big city. For once, she had no regrets about their
move. Rachel couldn’t even imagine the tumult encompassing the city
right now. Juan Carlos had been faithfully watching the news, but
she couldn’t bring herself to do so. It was already stressful
enough dealing with making sure her children were safe. She didn’t
need the additional worry about friends, old neighbors, and her
relatives.

“What if it doesn’t pass?” Juan Carlos
asked, sitting on the edge of his eldest son’s bed. His namesake
was now snoring lightly.

“We won’t know it,” she answered. She’d
caught glimpse of the transfixed people on the television screen
walking off overpasses, into bodies of water, stumbling about with
grievous wounds. All the videos were taken from afar, giving them a
surrealistic quality, but they had all told the exact same
story.

“Think it’s the government? Mind
control?”

Rachel shrugged as she gathered her
husband’s business ties off the bed and pressed one last kiss to
her youngest child’s forehead. “Have good dreams, Miguel.”

Juan Carlos hugged and kissed his oldest
son, whispering to him in Spanish. The parents then swapped places,
spending a last few precious moments with their children. In
silence they walked across the hall to their daughter’s room and
repeated the ritual. They didn’t speak again until they reached
their bedroom.

“If this is it, Rachel, I want you to know
that I have no regrets in my life. None. Things have not always
been easy, but it’s all been worth it.”

With a sob, Rachel slid into her husband’s
arms. “I have no regrets either. It’s been a beauti—”

The void opened and consumed her mind,
stealing away her final words and moments.

Pivoting about, Rachel faced west, then
started to walk.



Chapter 19

 


Las Vegas

6:46 PM

 


“Did you hear that?” Minji gasped. Squatting
before her daughter, she brushed her fingers along Ava’s cheek. The
little girl’s eyes were still empty, but Minji was convinced the
little girl had said one word: help. “She’s waking up! Maybe
whatever is affecting them wears off!”

When there wasn’t a response, Minji shot a
worried look over her shoulder. Dread seized her in a vice-grip.
Another attack had rendered her companions mute and blind. Eyes
rolled upward, a low hiss wheezed out of their mouths. If another
attack was occurring, why wasn’t she affected? Now that she was
aware, she registered the drop in the temperature and the very
faint sensation of spider web silk lightly touching her skin, but
her mind and senses remained acute and unaffected.

“Heeeeeeeeee...”

The dismay burdening her heart and mind grew
heavier when the same terrible sound issued from Ava’s delicate
pink lips again.

Clutching Bailey against her chest with one
arm, Minji studied her companions with dread that this time the
three people wouldn’t emerge from their mesmerized state. If they
didn’t, she would be alone.

“Heeeeeeeeee...”

Tears pricked at Minji’s eyes, but she
refused to shed them. She had foolishly believed arriving at the
medical center would improve her family’s situation, but it was
increasingly apparent that the event was inescapable. How far was
it extending its reach in this latest attack? Minji didn’t even
want to speculate.

“Heeeeeeeeeeelp.”

Awash in goose bumps, her heart
accelerating, and her breath coming in ragged little breaths, Minji
noted a difference in the eerie plea. The word hadn’t just come
from her daughter, but also the three people standing before her in
the throes of the attack.

“Heeeeeeeeeeelp.”

This time, she heard another voice.

One she recognized.

Sliding along the wall, she made her way to
the closest open doorway. Peering inside, she saw her husband
strapped to the stretcher in the examination room. Throat
straining, lips contorting, he wailed, “Heeeeeeeeeeelp” in unison
with Ava and the others.

“Oh, God, what’s happening?” she murmured,
resting heavily against the open door.

“Heeeeeeeeeeelp.”

A new voice joined the others. High-pitched,
fragile, and sweet.

Tilting her head to see her baby’s face,
Minji flinched at the sight of Bailey’s empty eyes. The baby’s lips
moved in unison with Ava’s and Jake’s. “No, Bailey, no!”

The tears broke free and she sobbed in
anguish. Hope dissipated into the ether as she accepted that Ava
and Jake weren’t on the verge of waking up or calling out for help,
and that Bailey was like her companions and not fully immune. Her
entire family was in the grip of something incomprehensible.

Stumbling against a chair set to one side of
the door, Minji dropped onto it and let go of Ava’s hand. The
little girl remained at her side. Bailey didn’t move in her arms.
Both girls stared up at her, their mouths struggling to form the
word again.

“Heeeeeeeeeeelp.”

For the first time since the initial attack,
Minji was afraid of the mesmerized, not just the event. The cry for
help was not coming from the mesmerized themselves, but from
whatever was controlling them. Though she’d been interpreting their
eyes as empty and devoid of life, maybe what she was truly seeing
was some other form of life that was observing her. The mental
attempts to believe that the event was possibly caused by humans
were futile. In truth, she had never truly accepted the idea of the
event being manmade. The vision she’d experienced during the first
attacks hadn’t allowed her to fully fool herself. Whatever was
enrapturing humanity was something other. But what was
it?

“Who are you?” Minji asked aloud, her gaze
flicking between her husband and daughters. “What are you?”

“Heeeeeeeeeeelp,” the three chorused.

“Please stop!” Her shouted words rang out in
the increasingly icy air. “Please stop!”

Bailey let out a hiccupping cry and pushed
her face into Minji’s neck. She was free of the attack and needed
her mother. That fact instantly grounded Minji and helped her
regain her focus.

“It’s okay, Bailey, I’m here.” Wiping away
tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand, Minji composed
herself. Her relief that the baby had awakened was diluted with the
panic that burned in her gut. Concentrating solely on Bailey, she
rocked her child while murmuring reassurances to her.

“Minji?” Simone’s voice cried out. A second
later, the woman stepped into the room, caught sight of Minji, and
staggered backward while pressing a hand to her chest. “How?”

Ava and Jake were silent, having returned to
simply staring.

“How?” Minji repeated.

“You disappeared before my eyes,” Simone
gasped. “Vanished.”

With the sad shake of her head, Minji said,
“No. You were caught in it again. Like before. Even Bailey was
affected this time.”

Dark eyes sliding toward the hall, Simone
said, “Shit.”

“It happened before, but you didn’t believe
me.”

“I do now.” Simone swallowed hard. “Jesse is
still in it.”

A second later, Arthur stepped into the
doorway dabbing at a bloody nose. He didn’t say a word as he walked
across the room and sat heavily in a chair. Eyes fastened to the
tips of his shoes, he visibly shuddered.

“I don’t think Jesse’s going to wake up,”
Simone continued.

Cradling Bailey, Minji glanced into the
hallway. Jesse was transfixed, blood oozing from his left
nostril.

“Jesse?” she called out, but knew he
wouldn’t answer.

A couple of seconds ticked by, then he
gradually turned his face toward her. Blinking, he staggered
forward and grunted, “Oh, shit.”

“Jesse, you're awake!” Minji cried out in
surprise and relief.

Shocked, Simone scooted around Minji and
Bailey and hurried to help Jesse as he slumped against the wall.
“Jesse, we thought you were gone!”

“I think I was...” A hard shake of his head
seemed to help him focus. “I...was one of them, wasn’t I?”

“We all were,” Simone answered, but her eyes
shifted toward Minji.

“Did you see it?” Jesse rubbed his eyes.
“All those colors...that sound...”

“Before you woke up?” Simone nodded. “Yes, I
did.”

“I saw it earlier. When I went blind in the
first attacks.” Minji leaned her shoulder against the doorjamb. She
felt weak, tired, and helpless.

“So we’re not really immune,” Jesse said.
Draping an arm around Simone’s shoulders, he hobbled past Minji and
into the room. It was an obvious struggle for him to coordinate his
gait.

“Except for her,” Simone said, her eyes
again darting toward Minji.

“Why her?” Arthur’s voice was shrill.

Jesse slumped into the chair Minji had
vacated. “I don’t know.”

“Why are you special?” Arthur demanded, his
hands clenching his cellphone, his eyes riveted to the screen. The
faint sound of a voice dictating how to leave a message whispered
through the room. “My kids are probably dead right now, or they're
one of them! But you’re immune. Why?”

Minji lifted a shoulder, shifting Bailey
onto the opposite hip to give her aching body a rest. “I have no
idea.”

“Is it because you’re Chinese? Are the
Chinese doing this?”

“I’m part Korean, dickwad.” Minji scowled
angrily at the man, her earlier compassion eroding in the face of
his ignorance and belligerence.

“So the North Koreans are doing this? What
are you? A sleeper agent?” Arthur killed the call he’d been trying
to make, shot to his feet and took a sharp step toward her. “Answer
me!”

“I’m a tattoo artist from Austin, Texas. I
was born and raised in Texas, dipshit. I’m just as American as
you!” Minji handed Bailey to Simone and matched Arthur’s
intimidating pose. She was shorter than he was, but she wasn’t
about to back down. “I have no fuckin’ idea why I’m immune, so back
off! You’ve been at total asshole since this started and I’m sick
of it! You need me, because if you go under again, I’m the one who
can take care of you. You don’t want to end up outside with the
others, do you?”

“Is that a threat?” Shooting a look at
Jesse, Arthur said, “Is she threatening me?”

“No,” the younger man said, “but I am. Sit
your ass down, or I will sedate you.” He pointed at the chair
Arthur had abandoned. “Take a seat, Arthur.”

“Why are you getting after me? She’s the one
who’s suspicious! She’s immune! How do we know she’s really from
Texas?”

“Sit down, Arthur!” Jesse ordered in a sharp
voice. “I mean it.”

Grudgingly, Arthur obeyed, but folded his
arms defiantly. “It’s just really suspicious that she’s
immune.”

“Why?” Simone asked. “Because she’s not
white?”

“Or because she has a tilt to her eyes?”
Jesse pointed to his own face. “Do I look suspicious? I got a bit
of a slant to my eyes, too.”

“Of course, you don’t look suspicious,
Jesse. You’re a true native of America. But with all the trouble
that’s been brewing in Korea and China, don’t you think it’s just a
little suspicious that the Asian is the only one not affected?”
Waving a hand toward Minji, he continued, “That’s the only thing
that sets her apart from us, you know. Her race! So that has to be
why she’s immune!”

“I saw a lot of Asians out in that crowd.”
Simone stepped next to Minji while gently bouncing Bailey on her
hip. “Why would China or Korea send a young, tattooed mother with
her children and husband to Las Vegas to start the end of the
world? How does that even make sense? Look at her babies, Arthur.
You’re a father. You have children. Take a look at her girls.
They’re both suffering through this, too. What kind of spy would
bring her children to something like this? Or her husband? Her
white husband?”

“So she wouldn’t come across as suspicious?”
Arthur sounded less sure of himself, his anger deflating like hot
air out of a leaking balloon. Brushing away tears with his
fingertips, he sniffled loudly. “What if she has the antidote? What
if...”

Minji kicked Arthur’s shin, but not as hard
as she wanted to. “Fuck you! If I had an antidote, I would give it
to my daughter!”

“Hey!”

“Stop being an asshole, Arthur!”

“You’re the one being violent!”

“Arthur, you’re being a dick.” Jesse rubbed
his hands over his thighs a few times, vigorously rubbing his
muscles, then attempted to stand. When he remained balanced, he
moved to Jake’s side.

Simone settled into the chair Jesse had
abandoned and cooed at Bailey, attempting to distract the
concerned-looking baby.

Grabbing Arthur’s hand, Minji forced it into
her hair. “Pull on my dreads. They’re real. Touch my tattoos.
They’re real. Hold my daughters. Look at my husband. Pull off his
wedding ring and see the indentation in his skin caused by never
taking it off. Look at me in my so-called slanted eyes and tell me
I’m not a victim of this horrible event! Tell me how I’m somehow
inhumane because I’m immune. Tell me!”

Arthur jerked his hand back, lowered his
face, and mumbled.

“What?”

Lifting his head, he screamed, “I’m sorry!
Okay? I’m sorry! I’m scared out of my mind! God, I wish you
were a spy so you could give us the antidote and make this
stop. I just want this to be over! I don’t want this to be the end
of everything.”

The needle was in Arthur’s arm before his
words faded from the air. Jesse rested a hand heavily on the other
man’s chest to hold him steady. “I told you, Arthur, you need to
calm down.”

“You had no right,” Arthur protested, shock
planted firmly on his face. “You had no right!”

“It’s the end of the world, Arthur. I have
to do what’s right. And what’s right is you calming down and
resting.” Jesse withdrew the needle and discarded it in the bin
marked BIOHAZARD. Setting his hands on his narrow waist, he
observed Arthur as the drug began to take effect.

“It’sh schnot fair,” Arthur slurred. “Not
fair that she’s immune.”

“But she is, so deal with it,” Jesse
replied.

Arthur’s eyes fluttered, then closed.

“I can’t say I’m not grateful,” Simone said.
“He was getting on my last nerve, too.”

“He’s just scared,” Minji said, regaining
her composure. “He wants this to be easy. Like a movie. Find the
big bad, stop it, save the world.”

“But this isn’t a movie,” Jesse replied.
“And he needs to accept that we’re all lost. None of us have any
idea what’s going on.” He cocked his head to look at the window,
his long braid falling over one of his shoulders. Jesse solemnly
regarded the panorama of the smoke-filled sky and distant fires.
“This morning, the world was normal, and now it’s dying. But the
end of the world is no reason to be an asshole.”

“Amen.” Simone crossed her legs and cuddled
Bailey in her arms. “Besides, for the first time in his life, he’s
the minority. It probably has him at a disadvantage.”

Remembering Arthur’s earlier phone call,
Minji had to disagree with that assessment. In all the years of
tattooing, she had learned a lot from listening to her customers.
Sometimes people were inked just for fun, but others came in with
designs that reflected their life struggles and victories. All
those stories had given her insight into the human spirit and
helped her understand Arthur.

“No,” she said. “It’s not that. He’s just
tired of feeling helpless. Loss of job, home, marriage and his
ability to take care of his family...and now this.” The rage that
had surged through her veins with his racist accusations
dissipated, leaving her feeling even more tired than before.

“You’re giving him too much credit.” Jesse
leaned against the window and watched Arthur’s chin slowly bobbing
toward his chest.

Minji lifted Ava onto her hip. Staring into
her daughter’s eyes, she said, “Well, he’s wrong anyway. This isn’t
being done by a country like North Korea or China. This is
something more, something...”

“Supernatural?” Simone raised one
eyebrow.

Meeting Ava’s empty-eyed stare, Minji
nodded. She wasn’t too sure how much she should say out of fear of
frightening the others.

“Why do you say that?” Jesse directed his
attention toward her instead of the devastating view.

“The visions we all had. That sound. Those
colors. That wasn’t like anything I’ve ever seen or heard. Have
you?”

Immediately, Jesse and Simone averted their
eyes. Their discomfort was clear. Minji was now certain she
shouldn’t share what she’d heard earlier during the attack.

“It was probably some sort of
hallucination,” Jesse remarked.

“Or a vision of the next world,” Simone
suggested. “Heaven.”

“It seemed more like hell to me,” Jesse
said, his dark eyes wary. “Not that we’re seeing the same thing.
It’s probably just a hallucination, like I said.”

Minji knew differently. Not only were they
all seeing the same thing, they had spoken the same word.

As Ava continued to stare at her mother,
Minji was convinced that she was correct in her suspicion.
Something was speaking through the mesmerized. Even now, gazing
into Ava’s eyes, she suspected something was watching her.
Something was calling out for help.

But what was it?



Chapter 20

 


Dinner was a quiet affair. Even Bailey was
silent on her mother’s lap, surveying her surroundings with a
pensive expression stamped on her delicate face. Simone had been
kind enough to prepare dinner from the items stocked in the medical
center’s kitchen, and though the food smelled wonderful, Minji
barely tasted it. Her dark eyes downcast and her expression
pensive, Simone picked at her meal. The efforts at small talk
between the two women faded as they receded into their own gloomy
contemplations.

Simone had attempted multiple times to call
her family, but Arthur’s phone no longer had service. The computers
were offline and the television was filled with static. Though no
one spoke the words aloud, Minji knew they were all fairly certain
that both Simone and Arthur’s families had been swallowed by the
event after the last attack.

Jesse was busy moving bodies, cleaning the
blood off the floor and walls, tending to the patients, and
attempting to get reception on Arthur’s phone by walking through
the building looking for a hot spot. He had also scrounged up two
sets of clean scrubs for Simone and Minji and a nightgown for Ava
to wear so they could wash their dirty, soot-covered clothing.
Minji’s feet were tucked into soft socks, allowing her boots to dry
out, and her toes were finally warm.

Jesse’s determination to keep busy reminded
Minji of her husband. If Jake hadn’t fallen victim to the event, he
would’ve been trying to find a way to reach the outside world to
find help. While her husband’s physical body was safely in a
patient room, she missed his voice, his touch, and his essence. She
wasn’t alone in her predicament, but without Jake she still felt
lonely. Since they decided to create a life together, Jake and
Minji had faced everything as a team, and though both were
strong-willed and successful in their own right, Minji now realized
how much they’d come to depend on one another. There were a
millions things she wanted to discuss with her husband so they
could plan the next step together. Instead, she was amongst
strangers.

When the women finished eating, Simone
cleared the dishes and left Minji alone with her daughters. Bailey
played on a blanket spread on the floor while Minji struggled to
coax Ava into drinking a protein shake. It took many attempts and a
lot of mishaps before Minji managed to get Ava to consume a fourth
of the bottle. The entire time, Ava’s eyes never wavered from her
mother’s face.

“I just finished sedating the mesmerized
patients,” Jesse said, joining her in the small employee break
room.

Minji finished wiping the dribbles off of
Ava’s chin and went to work on the little girl’s neck. “How’s
Arthur?”

“Still sleeping.”

“Are you going to sedate him again?”

“Hopefully, he’ll have figured out not to be
a jerk.”

“He’s just stressed,” Minji said,
sighing.

“We’re all stressed.” Jesse sat in the chair
at her side and uncovered the dish Simone had left for him. He set
a syringe on the table near his plate.

“Who’s that for?”

Jesse’s gaze flicked to Ava.

Minji finished dabbing at Ava’s t-shirt and
studied her daughter’s face. Ava’s eyes remained steadfastly on her
mother. The thought of Ava being sedated and strapped to a bed made
her queasy. It was a strange comfort to have both of her daughters
near her, even in Ava’s condition.

“She drank some water and part of the
protein shake,” Minji said.

“Which is impressive considering the state
of the other mesmerized, but she’s going to be in danger of
dehydrating if she doesn’t get more fluids into her system,” Jesse
said, shoveling food into his mouth, chewing rapidly.

Minji pondered his words.

“It won’t hurt her, Minji.”

“I know that. I do.” Minji glanced at Ava
again thoughtfully. Why was she so reluctant to sedate her
daughter?

“I moved a rollaway bed into the room where
I placed your husband. We can keep her there, close to her
father.”

Ava’s eyes shifted to Jesse and back to her
mother so rapidly Minji almost missed the movement.

“No, no. I’ll keep her with me. If she stops
cooperating with me, I’ll reconsider.”

Jesse picked up the syringe. “Are you
sure?”

Ava took a sharp step toward Minji,
appearing to take refuge behind her.

“Whoa.” Jesse pinched the syringe between
his fingers and waggled it at Ava. “Look at that.”

The little girl’s eyes were now firmly on
Jesse, not Minji.

“Put it down,” Minji said, trying to infuse
her words with a warning.

Jesse continued to wag the syringe at Ava.
“She’s paying attention to me. Actually looking at me!”

Minji wanted to scream that it was not Ava
watching him, but something other, something dangerous, but
her instincts compelled her to be cautious. “Stop it. I’m not going
to allow you to drug her.”

Maybe the nurse practitioner caught the
implication of her tone, or maybe he became unnerved by Ava’s
stare, but he set the syringe aside. “Maybe she’s waking up if
she’s afraid of needles.”

“Just don’t do that.”

“Seriously, Minji, maybe it’s a good sign,”
Jesse suggested, then dug into his meal once again.

Minji knew otherwise. Something was watching
through Ava’s eyes and it did not want to be sedated. Sedation
meant blindness. Whatever was observing them wouldn’t abide
that.

Minji kept her theory to herself, but was
certain she was right.

Leaving Jesse to his meal, she collected
Bailey, took Ava’s hand, and hurried to the patient room where Jake
slept. Bailey was already close to dozing off, so Minji laid her
next to Jake. Her heart broke just a little when the baby girl
lovingly touched her father’s shoulder and snuggled into him.

Settling into the chair next to the bed, she
held Ava on her lap. She combed trembling fingers through Ava’s red
curls while staring into her daughter’s glassy eyes.

“Ava, if you can hear me, I love you. I love
you so very much. I’m going to try very, very hard to free you. I
promise.” She took a deep breath. “And to the other inside
of Ava, I know you’re there. I know you’re watching me. Not only
through Ava, but the others. You need to tell me what you want from
me. Tell me what you are and what I can do so you’ll let Ava and
the others go.”

The little girl’s eyes did not waver from
Minji’s face.

With tears running down her cheeks and
dripping from her chin, Minji pleaded with the nameless being to
release her daughter and the rest of the world. Frustration, anger,
and despair spurred her rambling appeal. The entire time, Ava’s
eyes stared into Minji’s, mouth twitching as strange sounds
emanated from her throat.

“Please stop all this,” Minji whispered.
“Please stop killing and hurting us. Just tell me what you want
from me. What can I do?”

With great difficulty, Ava said,
“Heeeelp.”

“How can I help? You need to tell me.
Please...”

“Heeeelp.”

Resting her cheek against the soft red
curls, Minji wept.

 


***

 


The orange glow above the darkened city of
Las Vegas was both beautiful and terrifying. Sin City was swathed
in a choking miasma of smoke, its glittering lights and loud
bustling streets gone in the aftermath of the event. The only
lights other than the fires were the interior lights of a few
buildings, but Minji knew those would be gone soon when the
emergency generators ceased to run. Clouds of smoke shifted over
the full moon hovering low on the horizon.

The air in the patient room was comfortably
cool. It was just the right temperature to lull her to sleep, yet
Minji struggled to mentally disconnect from the terrible events of
the day and sink into slumber. Lying next to Jake on the hospital
bed, she listened to the gentle sound of him breathing. Usually it
was enough to lull her to sleep, but tonight she was painfully
aware of each inhale and exhale. It had taken all her fortitude to
rescue him from the carnage in the casino and transport him to the
medical center, but would it be enough to save him? The
vulnerability of his situation had forced a recasting in their
relationship. A nurturer by nature, Jake relished his role as
protector of his wife and children. Though Minji provided a good
chunk of their income and was an equal partner in every way, she
appreciated his role as the family defender. Now she was his
protector.

The wrongness of the circumstances
encapsulating her family and the world continued to gnaw at the dam
containing her emotions. During her parents’ divorce, she had
learned to keep her emotions in check. She’d wanted to be strong
for both her mother and her father. The tears in her father’s eyes
when he told her they were divorcing and her mother’s silent sobs
during the court hearings had influenced her resolve to be strong
for both of them. The wall she had created around her emotions had
remained strong and in place until Jake unexpectedly scaled it and
dropped over the other side. Where other people marveled at her
ability to remain calm and in control, Jake could instantly tell
what she was thinking. It wasn’t that Minji was unemotional. It was
just that she knew there was a time and place to deal with more
chaotic feelings. In conflicts, she was always calm, but later she
would slug out her anger at her kickboxing classes. If someone
tried to upset her, she never let them see if they slid under her
armor. Of course, later on she’d vent frustrations to Jake. Minji
was a firm believer in keeping calm and dealing with the emotional
fallout later. It was sometimes the only way to get things done in
life.

But her walls were starting to show stress
fractures. Already she’d cracked when Arthur had been a jerk. Her
emotional vulnerability in the face of his accusations angered her
in retrospect. She should’ve just walked out of the room and not
given into anger. Unfortunately, Arthur’s barbs had wiggled under
her skin and now festered. It made her feel weak. If Jake were
awake, he’d listen to her rant, then he’d say just the right thing.
Now, she was alone, scared, and angry.

Across the room, Bailey snored softly in the
bed Jesse had wheeled into the room. It was a comforting sound.
Minji was well aware of the fact that she was luckier than her
companions. Even though the fates of her parents, in laws, brother,
friends, and customers were unknown, she at least had the comfort
of hearing Bailey snore, feeling Jake’s warmth, and seeing Ava’s
silhouette against the window.

If only the being within Ava would let her
rest. No matter how hard Minji had tried to get Ava to lie down,
the little girl had resisted. Now she stood near the window, her
back to the destruction, her eyes glinting in the dim light seeping
in from the hallway around the edges of the slightly open door.

Stretching out her hand, she stroked Ava’s
cheek with her fingertips. “I love you, Ava.”

The strange mewling continued to issue forth
from the child’s lips.

Adjusting the pillow under her head, Minji
closed her eyes to block out the frightening view beyond the
window. Her husband’s long, lean body was warm against her back and
she was careful not to jostle his leg encased in a cast, or his
heavily bandaged chest and arm. She’d tried sleeping on the
rollaway bed, but wasn’t able to relax. Finally, she’d crawled into
bed with her husband since she was small enough to stretch out
beside him. She missed him so much it was physical pain. If only he
would open his eyes and be himself again.

If only she could wake up and find the world
restored...

 


***

 


“Help me, Mommy,” Ava whispered in her
ear.

The universe was a churning miasma of
inexplicable beauty and terror, the colors so vibrant it seared her
corneas and sent a sharp stab of pain through her brain, and the
sound was so ethereal yet gruesome it was agony to her ears. The
blistering cold touch of spider silk sliced through her flesh and
ripped her open.

All the while, Ava whispered, “Help me,
Mommy.”

 


***

 


With a grunt, Minji stirred awake and
gripped her head with both hands. The agonizing pulse shredding her
brain sent her reeling across the room to the small bathroom. She
just made it to the toilet before she vomited what little she’d
eaten for dinner. She fumbled with the sink and managed to twist on
the faucet. Her vision was smeared with darkness and bright spots,
rendering her nearly blind. Unable to quell the trembling of her
hands, Minji tilted her head so she could sip directly from the
spigot and rinse out her mouth. When the foul acid taste was gone
from her tongue, she drank several gulps of lukewarm water before
sliding to the floor.

In the darkness, Minji sobbed in both sorrow
and horror. The cold seeping from the tiles underneath her bit
through the fabric of the rolled up scrub pants and sent shivers up
her spine. Swiping the back of her hand across her wet face, she
realized the air was vibrating with invisible strands of icy
silk.

It was happening again.

Rising to her feet, she padded into the room
and heard the whisper of the mesmerized slithering through the
dark.

“Heeeeeeeelp moomee,” was the eerie
chorus.

“Ava?” Minji called out, shivering.

A quick flip of the light switch left her
blinking the dark spots out of her vision. The bright illumination
from the overhead fixture revealed Bailey in her crib, clutching
the bars, and staring at her mother with wide eyes. Jake’s eyes
remained closed, but his mouth was moving in sync with Bailey’s.
Ava was not in the room. With a start, Minji rushed to where she
had tied the child leash to the chair. The end was still attached
to both the chair and the backpack. Ava had obviously slipped out
of the straps and wandered off.

“Ava!”

Rushing toward the door, Minji slipped on
the slick floor, barely catching herself in time on the end of the
bed. She discarded the thick socks and ran barefoot out of the room
and along the corridor. The floor was so cold, it burned her feet,
but she was desperate to find her child.

Jesse had placed all the mesmerized
patients, Simone, Arthur, and Minji’s family in rooms close to one
another on the main floor in an area just beyond the examination
rooms. From each doorway came the creepy, raspy whispers of the
mesmerized.

“Heeeeeeeelp moomee.”

Minji shoved each half closed door open all
the way, flipped on the light, and searched for Ava. Though all the
mesmerized appeared to be sleeping, the cry for help continued to
slither out of their mouths. The first few rooms housed people
Minji didn’t know, but she quickly found the ones with Simone and
Arthur. Simone stood near the window, uttering the disconcerting
words. Ava wasn’t in her room. In the next one, Arthur’s eyes were
open though he was still reclining on his bed, and Ava was not in
his room either.

The doors to the rest of the rooms were
closed, so Minji hurried past the bank of elevators and around the
corner. At the far end of this hall were the open doors to the
waiting room. The examination room doors were all shut, but one
door further down was wide open. The glow of a television pooled on
the white tile and the cackle of static mingled with British voices
murmured from within. She paused in the doorway long enough to see
Jesse standing before a small television with a makeshift antenna
made from wire, hangers, and lots of foil.

“...are in the
affected areas and immune,
please call the number on
your screen, or log onto
the website listed below. The
BBC will continue to broadcast
until the event reaches the
United Kingdom...”

As though sensing her presence, Jesse’s head
swiveled toward her.

 

“Heeeeeeeelp moomee.”

Chills caused not only by the frosty air and
freezing floor flowed over her skin, popping out gooseflesh.
Shuddering from the both the cold and fear, she turned and hurried
to the waiting room. Dread filled Minji at the thought of Ava
slipping outside to follow after the mesmerized horde. Bare feet
slapping against the tiles, she ran the last few feet to the double
doors opening to the waiting room shrouded in night.

“Ava!”

Flailing her hand against the wall, she
searched for the light switch. The contrast between the varying
shades of darkness deepened as her eyes adjusted to the deep gloom.
The blocky shapes of the furniture gradually emerged from the
murkiness, but the form of a little girl did not appear. Minji
brushed her gaze back and forth over the room as her fingers sought
out the light switch.

A gasp broke free from her lips.

A figure stood in the entrance of the
building and, for a beat of her heart, Minji thought it was Jake.
Tall, broad shouldered, golden hair haloed by the low light
spilling in from the hallway, the man remained unmoving.

“Hello?” Minji said cautiously.

“Heeeeeeeelpmeeeeee,” a deep voice
moaned.

“Are you hurt?”

A long, unnerving silence followed.

It had to be one of the mesmerized, but why
had he entered the building? The last trickles of the population of
Las Vegas were continuing northward out of the city and none had
shown any interest in entering any of the buildings bordering their
path.

Something soft bumped into Minji from
behind, and she let out a startled scream, jumping to one side.
With relief, she saw it was Ava. The child’s eyes weren’t turned
toward Minji, but the newcomer.

“Heeeeeeeelp moomee.” It was Ava who spoke
this time.

“Ava?”

There was a short intake of breath, then a
heavy footfall. Minji looked up just as the man staggered toward
her. Minji stepped back sharply, dragging Ava with her. She bumped
into the wall and felt the light switch under her shoulder blade.
Promptly flipping it upward, she blinked in the abrupt brightness
of the overhead lights.

A man in his late forties stood in front of
her, blood streaming down the side of his face and staining his
shirt. Listing slightly to one side, he stared at her in surprise.
At last, he raised the wad of cloth he held in one hand to his head
and pressed it against the wound.

“Ma’am, I need some help. Are you a
nurse?”

“No, no, I’m not.” Both relief and
apprehension flooded her. Another survivor had found them.

Keen blue eyes appraised her before shifting
to Ava. “Hello, little lady.”

At her side, Ava screamed.



Chapter 21

 


Kneeling at Ava’s side, Minji attempted to
draw the screaming child into her arms. “Ava, Ava! Look at me! It’s
Mommy!”

“It hurts, Mommy! It hurts!” Ava wailed,
gripping Minji’s shirt.

“Ava, you’re awake!”

“Mommy, it hurts so bad! Please, Mommy, make
it stop!”

“What’s hurting you, Ava? Please tell me.
What can I do?” Relief and terror fought for dominance as she
tugged Ava into her embrace. The slender arms of the child hugged
her neck.

“Ava, please tell me how to make it better,”
Minji murmured into the red curls.

“It hurts, Mommy. It hurts!”

“I’ll fix it. Just tell me how. Tell me
what’s happening.” Minji wanted nothing more than to protect her
daughters from the terrors enveloping the world, but she was
helpless in the face of Ava’s suffering and fears. Crying
inconsolably, Ava’s grip on her mother’s body was almost
painful.

“Ava, please, talk to me. Tell me what’s
happening to you,” Minji pleaded.

“Make it stop!”

“Ava, I will. I promise! Just tell me
how!”

Ava’s hiccupping sobs ceased. Her small
frame grew still. Though her arms remained around her mother’s
neck, the limbs drooped over the curve of Minji’s shoulders.

“No!” Minji tugged Ava from her chest so she
could see her face. One look at the doll-like eyes and blank
expression confirmed Minji’s fear. Ava was once more mesmerized.
“Ava, come back to me. Ava!”

Minji had forgotten all about the stranger
until his hand rested on her shoulder. “Ma’am, she’s one of them. I
don’t think she can hear you.”

“Maybe she can’t, but it can,” Minji
growled in agitation. Setting Ava on her feet, she squatted and
gripped her wrists. Staring into Ava’s eyes, she said, “Let my
daughter go. I know you can hear me. Let her go! Please!”

Ava’s head tilted just a tad.

Convinced the entity was listening, Minji
restrained her wrath and forced her voice to be even. “I will help
you. Just let my daughter and the others go.”

“What’s going on?” Jesse bounded into the
room and started at the sight of the newcomer. “Who are you?”

“My name is Alec Markham. I just got
here.”

“Jesse, Ava was awake.”

“What?” Jesse crouched at Minji’s side.
“Seriously?”

“Yes, for just a little bit. When she saw
this man, she screamed, but then she woke up! She said something
hurt and begged me to help her. Then...” Minji’s voice cracked.

Jesse sorrowfully regarded Ava’s appearance.
“She went back into it...”

Minji nodded, swallowing sobs and fighting
tears. “Is she hurt? Is there something I’m not seeing?”

Guiding Ava to face him, Jesse tenderly
started a cursory examination. Ava kept her gaze firmly on Minji.
“No broken bones, no lacerations, I don’t see anything, but that
doesn’t mean she doesn’t have a fracture.”

“I don’t think she’s physically hurt,” Alec
spoke up. His voice reminded Minji of a cowboy’s. It carried a
slight twang, was deep, and a bit rough. “What has her trapped is
hurting her.”

Looking up, Jesse appeared to take note of
the man’s condition. “You’re pretty banged up.”

“I was in a car accident and hit my head.
That’s the reason for all the blood.” The man had a nice, but worn
face. The lines around his eyes and mouth told the story of a hard
life, though his blue eyes had a gentle quality.

“I’m sorry, Minji,” Jesse said, “but I don’t
know what to do for Ava since I can’t find anything to treat. Let
me take care of Alec.”

Resting her face in her hands, Minji
struggled to maintain her composure. Ava stayed in front of her,
unmoving. That fact made it even harder to gain control over her
emotions. She’d seen her beautiful daughter’s spirit for just a few
precious seconds and the hope that had filled her seeped away into
a terrible dread. What if it never happened again? What if Ava
never woke up? She couldn’t allow herself to entertain such dark
thoughts. Ava needed her and Minji had to find a way to rescue
her.

When she had her emotions firmly under
control, Minji lifted her head and saw Jesse helping Alec to one of
the examination rooms. The newcomer ambled with a distinct limp, so
their pace was a little slow. She waited until they turned into the
room, and then lifted Ava into her arms. Carrying her over to the
front entrance, she gazed out at the last remaining mesmerized in
the city staggering through the rubble. The orange haze in the sky
appeared to have intensified and Minji wondered if the fires were
spreading, and if so, how far.

“Do you see what you’re doing?” Minji asked
the entity within her daughter in a hushed voice. “This is what
you’re doing to us. Do you even understand it? Are you the one
asking for help? Or is my daughter somehow using you to speak to
me?”

The invisible silken threads throbbed in the
air, but Minji could hear Jesse speaking to Alec. Was this the
beginning of a new attack, or something different?

“I’ll help you. Just let everyone go. Stop
doing all of this, and I’ll help you.”

“Huuuuuuurts,” Ava answered.

But it wasn’t Ava.

It was the other.

“Tell me how to help you.” Minji forced
herself to look into the eyes of the being within her daughter.

Tongue flailing, lips twisting, Ava made
sounds that were inhumane and terrifying. Was it attempting to
speak to her? Was this its language? The way Ava’s mouth moved and
the noises issuing from her lips were reminiscent of something
Minji had witnessed before, but she had difficulty focusing her
thoughts.

“Please let Ava come back to me,” Minji
begged one last time.

The bizarre enunciation continued, but the
stir of invisible tendrils receded.

Close to tears again, Minji carried Ava on
her hip through the waiting room and into the corridor. The male
voices attracted her to the open doorway of the examination room.
Jesse stood next to Alec cleaning wounds on the other man’s scalp
hidden by his dark blond hair.

“How’s your daughter?” Alec asked, spotting
Minji.

“Mesmerized,” Minji answered, revolving so
the men could see Ava’s face.

“Mesmerized?” Alec appeared to consider the
word before giving her a brief nod. “It works.”

“Alec was just telling me about his
accident, and how lucky he was that it happened close to here.”
Jesse’s gloved hands were gentle as he plucked glass from the other
man’s hair and flesh.

“How did you know we were here?”

“Arthur Freestone’s call was all over the
networks,” Alec replied, barely wincing at Jesse’s ministrations.
“He said exactly where you were. I was in Phoenix, so I drove here
to find you.”

“Did you see anyone else along the way? Like
us?” Minji slipped into the room and sat on a chair.

Alec shook his head. “No. They were all
like,” he glanced at Ava, “...her. When the event hit Phoenix, I
tried to find others, but I never saw anyone else like me. I’d
given up and gone home when I saw Arthur’s interview on the news. I
got in my truck and drove here.”

The story sounded plausible, but Minji felt
a twinge of uneasiness in her gut. “All those people on the
roads...how did you avoid them?”

“They’re not always on the road unless it’s
in their path. The ones in this area are being funneled through the
boulevard, but elsewhere there are a lot of empty roads. Well,
except for the car accidents. I have a 4x4, so I went off-road when
I had to.” Alec didn’t even cringe when Jesse started to stitch him
up.

“And when you reached Vegas?”

If Alec was bothered by her questions, he
didn’t show it. “The south side is relatively empty. They’re all
heading northward. I was nearby when...I don’t know what happened
actually. One second I was driving, the next I woke up with my
truck wrapped around a pole. I think my head took the brunt of it,
but luckily, I’m hard-headed.”

The smile that spread on his lips provoked
one out of Minji before she realized it. He was charming in his
craggy, cowboy way.

“You were probably mesmerized,” Jesse said,
sewing little stitches into Alec’s scalp with skillful motions.

“I’m not affected,” Alec replied.

“Well, sorry to break this to you, but no
one appears to be truly immune but Minji. We didn’t even realize we
were going under at first. It wasn’t until Minji appeared to vanish
in front of our eyes that we realized we really were being affected
during the attacks,” Jesse explained. “Well, everyone appeared to
disappear in my eyes. It took me longer to wake up.”

“You probably didn’t even realize you were
mesmerized during the attacks. That’s why you hit the pole,” Minji
suggested.

A stoic expression settled over Alec’s
features at Minji’s comment. Shifting slightly was the only sign of
his discomfort at either her words, or the needle. “I see.” After a
long pause, he asked, “So how do you know you’re immune?”

“I’m pretty sure I am since I witnessed
everyone else being affected,” Minji answered. “In the first
attacks I was able to shake it off, though it did blind me a few
times.”

“Same here,” Alec said with a nod.

“But then in the most recent attacks, I
didn’t feel the effects other than the cold and that strange
sensation like silk thread brushing over me.”

“Like a spider web.” Alec slightly
shivered.

“Exactly.”

Jesse finished with Alec’s head injuries,
then focused on some small gashes on his shoulder. Minji observed
what appeared to be a military tattoo on Alec’s upper arm.

“So, if you’re truly immune, I wonder what
that means?” Alec mused.

“It means we are lucky she’s around to make
sure we don’t crash cars into poles,” Jesse answered. “We’re hoping
to leave in the morning and it’s looking like she’s our
driver.”

“Where are you going to go?” Alec slightly
winced as Jesse started stitching him up again.

“East Texas,” Minji answered. “Near the
lakes.”

“That’s a long drive,” Alec said. He wasn’t
looking directly at Minji, but she had the impression he was
watching her.

“I can handle it.”

“Though I might ask for a detour to check on
my folks,” Jesse said somberly.

“Simone and Arthur will probably want the
same.” Minji sighed, feeling beleaguered all at once. It was
intimidating how so much responsibility was shifting onto her
because of her immunity. How could she take care of everyone?

“Don’t think about it right now,” Alec
suggested, clearly reading her expression. It was a little
unnerving. Usually only Jake could read her that well. “It’s the
middle of the night. Everyone should get rested before major
decisions are made.”

Jesse made brief eye contact with Minji
indicating he had also heard the authoritative tone lacing the
comment.

“Why’d you come here?” Minji demanded.

“To not be alone,” Alec replied simply while
watching Jesse tend to the ragged tear on his shoulder. “And for
medical assistance.”

Something about his manner made Minji wonder
if his answer was the full truth. Then something occurred to her.
“You haven’t asked about Arthur.”

Alec directed his keen blue eyes at her
briefly before resuming his observation of Jesse’s handiwork. “What
about him?”

“You came here because of his phone call,
but you haven’t asked about him.”

Alec bestowed her with a crooked smile. “No,
I didn’t. I figured he was asleep along with the other woman you
mentioned. Simone? Besides, I needed some serious stitching up, so
I’m a little distracted.”

“He did take a hard blow to the head,” Jesse
commented.

“What branch of the service were you in?”
Minji pointed to his arm.

“Army.” Alec turned his full attention on
her. “Retired.”

“And you didn’t talk to anyone in the Army
about what’s happening?”

“They’re all mesmerized now.”

“But before they were mesmerized?”

Alec’s face became expressionless.

Jesse gave Minji a quizzical look. “He said
retired.”

“I was just wondering if he knew something.
That’s all.” Minji shrugged, but she noted Alec had avoided
answering her question.

“Don’t go getting all paranoid like Arthur,”
Jesse said with a frown.

“She’s asking pertinent questions. I’m not
offended.”

Minji met Alec’s stare and something silent
passed between them. It was an understanding that there was more to
say, but not at the moment. A corner of Alec’s mouth twitched and
she had the distinct impression he was pleased.

Nuzzling Ava’s cheek, Minji listened to the
odd noises emerging from her lips. Exhaustion pulled at her
eyelids. It was time to sleep. There would be time for questions in
the morning. Minji slid off the chair and carried Ava to the
door.

“I better get some rest if we really do plan
to leave tomorrow,” she said more to Jesse than the newcomer.

“I’ll finish up with Alec, get him a bed,
then check one last time on everyone before I lay down for a few
hours.”

“Not worried about the fires?” Alec tilted
his head to gaze to Minji.

“The construction site is a natural
firebreak. We’re okay for now,” Minji answered.

With a nod, Alec agreed with her assessment.
“I’ll alternate sleeping stints with Jesse to keep an eye out. He
looks like he could use some rest.”

“I really could. Sounds like a plan.” Jesse
looked relieved at the idea of a split shift.

“I’ll see you in the morning,” Minji said
before slipping out of the room.

She could feel Alec’s eyes on her as she
departed.

Minji mulled over everything that had
happened since she’d awakened and didn’t like where her conclusions
were taking her. Whatever was controlling Ava and the mesmerized
had let go of her daughter when it had seen Alec. Maybe it was a
coincidence, but she had to consider that it wasn’t. Alec had
avoided answering her directly when she’d asked him about being in
contact with the military concerning the event. Was it all
connected, and if so, what did it mean? Maybe she was
getting just as paranoid as Arthur.

Once inside the room she was sharing with
her family, she secured Ava with the child leash, checked on Bailey
and Jake, closed the door, and shoved a chair against it. The piece
of furniture wouldn’t keep anyone out, but it would make noise if
someone tried to come in.

Yes, she was definitely becoming paranoid,
but she supposed it was natural when all the events of the
preceding day were taken into account. The world was coming to an
end after all. However, she wasn’t willing to give into despair
just yet. Ava had woken for a short period of time and she had to
cling to the hope that was born in those few wonderful moments.

She stretched out next to her unconscious
husband, mulling over Ava’s words. Was Ava in pain? Or was the
other suffering? Which one was actually calling for help? And why
did the other seem particularly aware of Minji? Was it her
immunity? Or because she was Ava’s mother?

Sleep eventually stole her away, but her
dreams were haunted by Ava’s cries for help.



Chapter 22

 


The air outside the window was a
yellowish-gray. What little early morning sunlight managed to break
through the thick gray haze illuminated the soot covered wreckage
in the boulevard below. Cars, bikes, bodies, and rubble dotted the
Las Vegas Strip.

Minji wondered why Jesse had selected rooms
facing the boulevard. The gruesome scene outside was unsettling and
only reinforced the notion that this was the end of the world. Of
course, if the winds changed directions and the fires started to
spread in the direction of the medical center, they’d have ample
warning. Nevertheless, it was disconcerting to see the beauty of
the strip demolished beneath a sickly colored sky.

After clothing Ava in her newly washed
outfit and putting Bailey in a fresh one from the diaper bag, Minji
slipped on her shorts and tank top. Ava stared while Bailey slumped
against her father’s side on the bed looking pouty and groggy.
Minji tossed the scrubs onto a nearby chair, glad to be in her own
clothes again. Her boots were still a little damp, but two layers
of socks made them comfortable. Rubbing her arms, she tried to warm
herself. There was a chill in the air that she was certain was not
from the air conditioner. Plus, a cold shower was not the most
satisfying early morning experience, but after washing the girls in
warm water the flow had refused to heat again. At least Jake
appeared to be sleeping peacefully, but she wondered if his placid
exterior was a lie. The nightmares that had ravaged her mind
throughout the night had left her feeling unsteady upon
awakening.

After kissing Jake, she ushered the girls
down the hallway to the break room. She was almost to the open
doors when she heard voices coming from within, one particularly
strident.

“So where is he now?” Arthur demanded.

“Asleep,” Jesse answered. “He took the last
shift. He’ll be up in an hour or so.”

“But he needs to tell us what’s going
on!”

“He doesn’t know either,” Jesse
responded.

“But you said he’s in the military,” Arthur
protested.

Minji took a deep breath to steel her nerves
against Arthur’s most recent tirade and entered the room. Simone
glanced up from her breakfast of scrambled eggs and gestured toward
Arthur with her eyes before rolling them upward. Jesse was at one
end of the table while Arthur sat across from him at the other.
Minji deliberated if they were both vying to be the head of the
table. Dressed in clean scrubs, Arthur provided her a dour
look.

“Still immune?”

“Still an asshole?”

Stabbing at his eggs, Arthur glowered in her
direction.

“Arthur, you agreed—” Simone started.

“What are you going to do?” Arthur cut in.
“Knock me out again?”

Minji could feel Arthur’s eyes on her as she
scooted out a chair and sat Ava in it before taking one
herself.

“It was a lot more peaceful, that’s for damn
sure,” Jesse muttered. There were dark circles under his eyes and
his braid was a little ragged.

“Why am I the only one asking the important
questions?” Arthur sat back in his chair and regarded his
companions with disbelief. “Why is she immune? Completely
immune?”

Bailey bestowed Arthur with a non-too-subtle
stink-eye as Minji handed her the fresh bottle Jesse had prepared.
The baby popped the nipple into her mouth, but kept her dark look
squarely on Arthur.

“How do you know she is?”

The people at the table started and glanced
toward the doorway. Alec entered the room, yawning loudly and
rubbing his neck with one hand. Leaning heavily on a black cane, he
limped to the table and settled into the chair between Minji and
Jesse.

“Well, she moved away from us while we were
affected, so she appeared to vanish from our point of view when we
came to.” Simone sipped her coffee, scrutinizing Alec over the rim.
“I’m Simone Avery. And you are?”

“Alec Markham. You can call me Alec. As for
your observation, perhaps she just came out of it faster.” Alec
served himself a large heap of eggs. “Did you think of that?”

“No, I did not.” Simone primly set her cup
aside, the thunk of it settling on the table a little too loud.

Annoyed by the tension in the room, Minji
helped herself to some toast and eggs and resolved to keep quiet
for the time being. If she ascertained exactly everyone’s viewpoint
on their circumstances, she could formulate a response. The group
could bicker all they wanted, but in the end it was Minji who had
the most weight of responsibility on her shoulders. Should another
attack happen during their evacuation, she was the only one who
could make sure the group remained safe. In spite of what Alec
said, she had no doubts she was fully immune. Beyond that truth,
she was certain that something was watching her through Ava’s eyes.
How she was going to actually communicate with that entity and
convince it to let go of Ava and the others wasn’t clear, but Minji
was determined to find a solution.

“I’m Arthur Freestone, by the way. I’m glad
someone responded to my call for help.”

Alec started to eat and didn’t answer.

“You did come here to help us, right?”
Simone’s words were hesitant, almost as if she was afraid to hear
the answer.

“I came for medical attention,” Alec
responded. “I had an accident. I knew about this place because of
Arthur’s call to the news, so I walked here after I extracted
myself from the car. Once I got to The Strip, I looked for a
medical building with the lights still on.”

“But you know where to take us, right? Where
we’ll be safe? Where they are working on a cure?” Arthur’s words
rushed out, rising in pitch.

Alec shook his head.

“How can you not know? You’re in the
military!” Arthur incredulously stared at Alec.

“I’m a retired staff sergeant. My leg was
shattered in Iraq and I spent the rest of my service as a recruiter
for the Army. Why do you think I’d have the lowdown on what’s going
on?” Alec wore an amused smile upon his lips.

“Because you’d call in as soon as you
realized you were immune,” Minji answered. “And they would have
reactivated you and given you orders.”

Setting an elbow on the table, Alec swiveled
toward Minji to gaze at her with surprise. “Why’d you think
that?”

“My brother was in the Air Force.”

“In North Korea?” Arthur gave her a pointed
glare.

“In the United States Air Force,
asshole.”

“Americans do come in every color, Arthur,”
Simone snapped. “I’m getting tired of your racist bullshit.”

“I have great sympathy for your people
having been slaves and all,” Arthur protested. “I’m not
racist!”

“My family emigrated from Somalia in the
sixties,” Simone replied.

“Oh, well, I meant—”

“My husband’s family was brought as slaves
to this country, but my point is that we’re all Americans. Minji
told you already that her family has been here several generations,
so what the hell is your problem?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Minji saw a
subtle smile on Alec’s lips.

“Why is she the only one who’s immune?”
Arthur’s voice was almost a screech.

“Maybe it’s all the tattoos. Wait, no. I got
some of those, too,” Alec answered, pretending to look befuddled.
“Oh! Maybe all the piercings. Wait, no. Simone and Jesse have a few
piercings, too. Could be the dreads? Or the purple dye? Or maybe
it’s the black clothing? Or maybe it’s because she has two precious
little girls with her? Why assume it’s her race?”

Something in Alec’s response sparked a fresh
thought in Minji’s mind. Glancing at Ava and Bailey, she wondered
if maybe her immunity and the being’s interest in Minji herself was
truly that simple. Bailey gurgled and slapped her bottle against
the top of the table. Cooing the nonsense language of babies, she
gave Minji a sweet look.

“Could you shut her up? We’re trying to have
a discussion here!” Arthur said, having the audacity to glower at
Bailey.

Simone crossed her arms over her breasts and
regarded Arthur with contempt. “She’s just expressing herself,
Arthur. It’s how babies learn to talk. Calm down.”

“Everyone is ignoring the big picture here,
Simone! She’s fully immune and we’re not! Why?”

“We don’t know if she’s fully immune. Maybe
she’s just waking up faster than the rest of us.” Alec nibbled some
wheat toast, his blue eyes hard as stone as he regarded Arthur.

“Then maybe we should film her or
something.” Arthur shoved his plate away, folded his arms, and
scowled at each person at the table in turn.

“It’s already been recorded. On the security
cameras.” Jesse pointed at one in the corner of the room with his
fork.

All eyes turned to the small white
camera.

“I’d like to check that out,” Alec said
after a beat. “We should actually confirm if she’s immune or
not.”

“I’ll show you the security room. It’s on
the second floor. But we do need to move soon. The wind is still
blowing away from us, but there are more buildings on fire this
morning.” Jesse rubbed his bleary eyes and sighed. “We should start
making plans to evacuate.”

“There’s a shuttle bus a block from here
that’s parked on the side of the road. The keys are in the ignition
and it’s empty. The driver may have made a run for it,” Alec said.
“I suggest packing food and water. Also, find containers you can
fill with gasoline. You’ll have to drive through the desert so the
first operational gas station you find, you need to top off the
tank and get reserves.”

“You sound like you’re not coming with us,”
Simone said pensively.

“I’m not.” Alec finished eating, picked up
his plate, and turned his attention to Jesse. “Can you show me that
security room now?”

“If you’re not coming with us, where are you
going?” Arthur demanded, his suspicion clear.

“I’m going to follow the...mesmerized. I
want to see where they are going. Maybe the answer to all of this
is at their destination.” Alec hobbled to the sink and rinsed off
his plate.

“How do you know they’re all going in the
same direction?” Jesse asked.

“The news. People on the West Coast started
walking east. The people on the East Coast started walking west.
People in the south, started walking north. Before all the networks
went off the air last night, speculation was that everyone is
heading to the same spot.” Alec leaned back against the sink and
rubbed his hands together. “So I plan to find a way to join the
horde and find out where they’re going.”

Silence followed this proclamation and
worried looks were exchanged among the four people remaining at the
table, but no one said anything. Minji popped the lid off the
bottle of the protein shake Jesse had set on the table for Ava. She
wasn’t about to speak up until she had time to formulate what
course of action she was going to follow. Simone, Jesse, and Arthur
fully expected for her to drive them out of the city and seek out
their family members, but Minji was starting to have serious second
thoughts.

Ava’s eyes shifted toward Alec for an
instant then back to Minji. The other was watching the former
military man. Did that mean Alec was right? Was the answer to all
that was occurring at the destination of the mesmerized?

“I’ll have to prepare all my patients for
transport,” Jesse said.

“Why are we taking them?” Arthur snorted.
“What’s the point?”

Jesse narrowed his eyes on the man across
the table from him. “What if they were your family?” “But they’re
not.” Arthur shrugged.

“How long can you keep them alive?” Alec
asked. “How long will you let them be a burden?”

Unlike Arthur’s comment, Alec sounded
genuinely curious and not condemning.

“Until I can’t anymore,” Jesse answered
wearily.

“Thank you,” Minji said, resting her hand on
Jesse’s arm. “I appreciate what you’re doing for Jake.”

With a slight smile, Jesse pressed her
fingers with his own before pushing back his chair and reaching for
the white doctor’s coat looped on the back of his chair.

“Don’t,” Alec said sharply, hesitating near
the door.

“It’s cold in here.” Giving the other man a
quizzical look, he started to lift the thin coat.

Ava’s eyes tracked Jesse’s movement, but no
one seemed to notice but Minji.

“Yes, it’s cold in here, but did you notice
the one thing common with all the people who died right away in the
attack?” Alec waited for an answer, and when one didn’t come, he
continued, “They were all wearing white.”

Jesse straightaway dropped the coat on the
floor and stepped away from it. “Shit. You’re right.”

Immediately Minji thought of the female
tourist in her white t-shirt and her male partner dressed in tennis
clothing. Rummaging through her memories, she cursed herself for
not noticing earlier. All those who had bled to death in the first
attack had all been wearing white clothing.

“Wha-what does that mean?” Arthur regarded
the doctor’s coat with fear.

“It means that you shouldn’t wear white,”
Alec answered simply.

Then he left the room.



Chapter 23

 


“All the dead in the hallway yesterday,”
Simone whispered to Minji, “were the doctors in their white
coats.”

The woman’s voice, though lowered, broke
through the stunned silence that remained after Alec made his
observation and departed. Jesse tore his gaze away from the
discarded doctor’s coat and hurried after the military man. Arthur
slid his chair back, the feet making a terrible screech against the
tiles, and scrambled after the others.

“I have to see this,” he mumbled before
darting out the doorway.

Ava refused to acknowledge the protein drink
Minji held to her lips and swiveled her head to look toward the
exit.

Simone instantly sat forward in her chair,
her eyes flaring with shock. “She’s not looking at you!”

“No, she’s not,” Minji answered in a neutral
tone. It felt important that Simone not become aware of the
other.

Ava’s gaze remained pinned on the doorway.
At some point, she had stopped making the strange noises, and Minji
hadn’t even noticed. Flicking her focus to Minji then back to the
door, Ava slid off the chair and started after the others.

“Is she waking up?” Simone gasped. “Is that
what’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Minji lied, hoisted Bailey
onto her hip and went after Ava.

For a second, Minji feared Ava would attempt
to join the other mesmerized on their terrible trek, but the child
turned and scurried purposefully down the hallway after the
receding footsteps of the others. The noise of the men ascending
the stairs reverberated through the corridor and Ava picked up her
pace, making it very apparent that whatever was within Ava wanted
to stay close to Alec. Reaching the stairwell, Ava started
upward.

“Ava, hold up,” Minji called out, though she
knew it wasn’t Ava scurrying up the steps.

“Minji,” Simone hissed, close on her heels.
“Minji, what’s going on? Why is she acting different from the
others?”

Minji pressed an index finger to her lips
while glancing at Simone. The other woman lifted her eyes to study
the little girl striding up stairs. Minji wasn’t sure Simone
actually discerned what was happening, but she fell silent and
simply nodded. It was difficult not to make noise in her heavy
boots, but the other inside Ava didn’t seem concerned that Minji
and Simone were following.

When they reached the second floor, Ava’s
tiny form was already halfway down the corridor and closing in on
the trio of men that were talking in hushed tones before a door
labeled SECURITY. Arthur was clearly agitated, while Alec appeared
annoyed. Jesse fumbled with a set of keys, his hands shaking. The
dark circles and deep lines around his face and mouth made the
nurse practitioner appear exhausted.

“What is she doing here?” Arthur asked when
he caught sight of Ava.

Alec leaned forward on his cane to gaze past
Arthur to observe Ava approaching. “Well, hello there.”

Ava did not hesitate in her rapid pace, her
shoes barely making a sound against the polished floor.

“I think this is it,” Jesse said, clearly
concentrating on the task at hand and not on Ava. He slipped a key
into the knob, rotated it, and smiled victoriously when the
mechanism unlocked. “Now we can check this out.” Jesse shoved open
the door.

A man lurched out, eyes glazed, mouth and
nose a battered mess. Disoriented, he crashed into Jesse, knocking
him to the floor. Alec made a grab for the man, but missed, lost
his balance, and fell to one knee with a pained grunt. Arthur
leaped out of the way of the bloodied security guard with a cry of
fright.

Careening across the hall, the security
guard smashed into Ava, sending her sprawling across the floor.
Minji rapidly handed Bailey to Simone and ran forward to help her
eldest daughter. The mesmerized security guard’s feet tangled with
Ava’s legs and he stumbled, one knee smashing into Ava’s torso
before he managed to stand again.

“Grab him!” Alec ordered.

Arthur didn’t obey, and cowered against the
wall.

Jesse lunged after the security guard, but
was knocked away by the man’s pin-wheeling arms. Thrashing about,
Ava attempted to get away from the guard, but the mesmerized man’s
feet remained interlaced with Ava’s limbs and his attempts to walk
only resulted in him kicking her.

Minji was almost to them when the atmosphere
turned frigid so fast, her breath misted and frosted her lips.
Invisible tendrils flailed through the corridor, slashing at Minji
and the others. Slender, icy whips nipped at Minji’s face and neck.
Though she couldn’t see the tentacles, their sting could not be
ignored. Wincing under the onslaught, she shielded her eyes with
one hand. The air writhed with unseen wisps of ice that left red
welts where they lashed Minji’s arms

“Ava, stop!”

A second later the guard started to bleed
from every orifice.

“No!” Minji shouted at the entity within
Ava.

Finally close enough to reach Ava, Minji
yanked her daughter away from the hemorrhaging man. The guard
pitched face first into the wall, his injured face making a
resounding splat, then slid to the floor leaving a long red
mark.

“Please stop!” Minji gripped Ava’s chin with
one hand and stared into the glassy eyes. “Stop now! He didn’t mean
to hurt you! No one wants to hurt you!”

In the next intake of breath, the unseen
assault ceased.

Relieved, Minji leaned heavily against the
wall, holding Ava close. “Thank you...”

On the floor near her feet, the security
guard gurgled on his blood, then was silent.

“No one wants to hurt you,” Minji said
again, her fingers combing through Ava’s curls. “I’ll help you. I
promise.”

There wasn’t a response from Ava or anyone
else.

Focusing on the others, Minji saw that they
were gradually emerging from their transfixed states. The attack
had rendered them motionless and blank once again.

Simone was the first to blink her eyes and
let out a low moan. Blood trickled from her nose, and she raised
one hand to her face. “I’m bleeding.”

In her arms, Bailey let out a desperate
sob.

“Me, too!” Arthur shrieked, wiping
frantically at his nose with his fingers.

Nearby, Jesse managed to get to his feet and
pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes.

Alec sluggishly shook his head from side to
side, rapidly blinking his eyes. “That was a short, but fierce
one,” he said.

“It hurt. A lot.” Simone wiped a few drops
of blood from Bailey’s lips. She kindly held Bailey out for Minji
to kiss her cheek and whisper reassurances to the baby. “She seems
to be okay. I’ll keep holding her since you’ve got your arms full
with...” Simone stepped back, casting a wary look at the five year
old in Minji’s grip.

In fact, everyone was staring at Ava.

Exhaustion and frustration settled like a
hot, wet blanket on Minji’s shoulders. Staring into Ava’s eyes,
Minji sensed the other looking back at her. Was it so
intertwined with Ava that it had seen the security guard’s actions
as an attack on it? Or had it been protecting Ava?

“He’s dead,” Jesse said. Blood was smeared
across his lips and chin and he looked several shades paler than
before. Squatting at the guard’s side, Jesse seemed much older and
worn down than he had just the day before. “Like the
others...before.”

“His face was all beat up.” Arthur’s
nervousness made his tone hoarse and his actions jittery.

“From beating it against the wall.” Alec
pushed the door all the way open to the security room. The far wall
had a fair amount of dried blood on it. “He was trying to get out.
The room is soundproofed, so that’s why we didn’t hear him.”

“I should have checked,” Jesse said, guilt
slumping his shoulders. “I should have realized Charlie was here
when it started.”

“It’s not your fault, Jesse.” Simone’s
fingers lightly skimmed Jesse’s shoulder in a comforting gesture.
“You’ve been doing all you can and we all appreciate it.”

“But it’s not enough, is it?” Arthur
snapped.

The nurse practitioner cradled his head in
his hands, either because he was still woozy from the assault, or
in despair. Or maybe both.

“Shut up, Arthur,” Simone said, sounding
more tired than angry.

Studying Ava’s eyes, Minji wondered if the
little girl and the other were both listening. Could they
both see her? “We’re all doing our best,” she said, more to the
entity than Arthur.

“Whatever,” Arthur grunted in reply.

“I’m going to check the video,” Alec
announced, clearly done with the argument.

Alec shuffled into the security room, which
looked nothing like the ones on television. To Minji, it looked
rather low-tech. There were three computer monitors set up on a
long desk and each one had six small scenes playing on them. Once
seated at the array, he pulled up a program and set about searching
for the recorded video.

Arthur slipped into the room to sit on a
computer chair next to Alec while the two women lingered in the
doorway. Meanwhile, Jesse remained seated on the floor near the
guard. Minji wasn’t sure if he didn’t want to see the footage or if
he was just too overwhelmed by the loss of his co-worker to
move.

“How do you know how to do that?” Simone
asked.

Studying the screens, Alec answered, “I
worked security at an office building after I retired.”

“Sure,” Arthur muttered.

Alec ignored him and continued to work. “The
attack last night had to have been around six-thirty. That’s when I
had my accident. So this is the footage from about that time. You
were in the downstairs hallway, right?”

Jesse joined them and squeezed past the
women to lean over Alec’s shoulder. “Yeah. That’s about the time we
all saw Minji disappear.”

Alec dragged a window containing a paused
video across the screens onto the largest of the monitors.

“Then let’s watch,” Alec said, clicking
PLAY.

From where she stood, Minji watched the
black and white feed of her and the others in the hallway. It was
disconcerting to see herself responding to Ava calling out for help
while the others froze in place. It was very apparent that Minji
had been oblivious to the condition of the others as she excitedly
tried to communicate with Ava before realizing what was occurring.
Alec paused the feed when Minji stepped out of camera view. Rubbing
his chin with his long fingers, Alec stared at the screen.

“Well?” Arthur asked, even though the answer
was obvious.

“She’s completely immune.” Though he still
appeared incredulous, Alec confirmed what had been evident on the
screen. He replayed the scene again, leaning toward the monitor.
“She didn’t even flinch.”

“So what does that mean?” Arthur demanded,
eyeballing Minji with renewed mistrust.

“It simply means she’s immune.” Alec
swiveled on his chair to look at the women in the doorway.

At first, Minji thought he was studying her,
then she realized his attention was directed at Ava. Minji fully
expected him to question her about what had transpired with Ava
during the attack, but he remained silent.

“So what now?” Jesse asked.

“You get ready to leave,” Alec answered.
“And so do I.”

“You’re just going to follow the
mesmerized?” Simone eyed him doubtfully. “With a cane and your head
all stitched up?”

Alec shrugged. “Yep.”

“Okay, then I’ll need Arthur to go get the
shuttle and bring it to the front of the building,” Jesse decided.
“Simone and Minji, you can help me with supplies.”

“I’m not going out there by myself!” Arthur
frowned at Jesse. “What if they’re...you know...not peaceful
anymore? That guard kicked the little girl around!”

“He stumbled over her,” Jesse retorted.

“I don’t know, it looked like an attack to
me.”

“Arthur, I need your help!”

“Don’t be an asshole, Arthur,” Simone
snapped.

The argument devolved into shouting voices.
Minji reclaimed Bailey from Simone and stepped into the hallway,
dragging Ava by the hand. Closing her eyes, she listened to the
bickering, but didn’t really hear the words. It was time for her to
make a decision about what she was going to do. Should she go with
the others, or try to find out what was happening and stop it?

“What was she saying?” Alec’s tone was
lowered significantly to avoid the others hearing.

Opening her eyes, Minji saw him leaning on
the doorjamb next to her. She hadn’t even heard him approach.

“Help me, Mommy,” she answered.

“Do you think it was Ava?”

“I don’t know.”

“Or the other thing? Inside her?”

“Maybe.”

“I know you’re probably planning to go with
the others once they stop fighting, but I need your help.” Alec
rubbed his thin lips together and his blue eyes implored her to be
cooperative.

“With what?”

“To get to the epicenter of the event.
You’re the only one truly immune. That makes you invaluable.”

“And my girls?” Silent tears slipped free
from her lashes to slide along her cheeks.

“Simone can care for them until we’re done,”
Alec replied somberly.

The argument in the security room was
starting to simmer down, so Minji lowered her voice. “If you want
me to help you, then we need to talk.”

“Agreed, but away from the others.”

“And you’re going to tell me why you’re
really here. Maybe not in the medical center, but Las Vegas. You
were sent here, weren’t you?”

The lines around Alec’s eyes scrunched up as
he studied her with an intensity that was unnerving. “You’re very
smart.”

“And you’re very evasive.”

Alec’s eyebrows twitched upward.

“You need me, Alec.”

“The world needs you.”

“Then tell me what you know,” Minji
answered.

“Okay, but not around...” He looked
significantly at Ava.

The words hurt, but Minji knew they were
wise. Her heart felt encased with the concrete of despair. In
silence, she nodded.



Chapter 24

 


Gathered in the break room, the four adults
and two children were far away from the bloody scene outside the
security room. Bailey sat on Simone’s lap playing with her necklace
while Ava stood next to Minji with her head tilted to gaze at her
mother.

Why was the other always watching her? Minji
suspected she knew, but the conclusion she’d come to made her very
uneasy.

“It’s better that she goes rather than me,”
Arthur said, gesturing toward Minji, “since she’s immune.”

Minji rolled her eyes, but didn’t argue.
Alec had devised the perfect plan to separate them from the others
so they could have their talk. Sadly, it entailed her leaving her
daughters to accompany him on a quest to retrieve transportation
and fuel. It pained her to admit that it was best if they spoke
away from Ava and the entity watching and listening through her
eyes and ears.

“You’re a coward,” Jesse said to Arthur with
contempt. When Alec had pitched his revised idea for acquiring
transportation, Jesse had immediately offered that Arthur join Alec
in Minji’s place, but Arthur had instantly shot down the idea.

“Maybe I’m just good at self-preservation.
Plus, you need me to help you get your precious patients wheeled
out and ready to go. Which is a complete waste of time and
resources.” The fear inside Arthur was slowly festering into
belligerence. His tone was always hostile now.

“I should go then,” Jesse said to Alec.
“You’re wounded and Minji has kids.”

“I can manage, Jesse,” Alec answered. “Plus,
you need to pack up the medical supplies since you know where all
the items are that we need to take with you. Have Arthur help you.
Simone can watch the kids for Minji. If that’s okay with you,
Simone?”

“I’m fine with taking care of the girls,”
Simone said after a hesitant pause. Her dark eyes rested on Ava for
a second, then returned to Bailey. Minji speculated that Simone
deduced that something was watching them through Ava’s eyes.
“They’re not a problem. Minji should go.”

“We’ll be back as soon as we can.” Alec
glanced at Minji. “Besides, she’s technically my ride.”

“Biker chick to the rescue.” Minji gave him
a wry smile, then squatted before Ava, her fingers resting on the
child’s waist. “I’m going with Alec to get us a ride out of Las
Vegas. I will come back. I will take care of you.” She pondered if
the other understood and hoped Ava could hear her. Pressing a kiss
to Ava’s cheek, she experienced an unexpected throb of repulsion
that surprised and saddened her. Again, she was reluctant to
acknowledge her growing fear of the thing inside Ava.

“I’ll keep her leash tied to my chair so she
can’t wander off,” Simone promised when Minji rose and approached
with Ava in tow.

“We should just sedate her, since that’s
what we appear to do around here with problem people,” Arthur
grumbled.

Jesse grimaced, but said nothing.

Bailey struggled to cling to her mother when
Minji gave her a tender kiss on the forehead. It broke Minji’s
heart in a million pieces when she had to pry the small fingers
from her dreads. She lovingly kissed the chubby digits. “Mommy will
be right back, Bailey.”

The baby fretted in Simone’s arms, which
made it even more difficult for Minji to return to Alec’s side.

“We’ve got a lot of work to do while you’re
gone,” Jesse said. “Be careful out there, okay? And are you sure
you can handle my motorcycle?”

Holding out her hand for the keys, Minji
plastered a confident smile on her face. She could definitely ride
the bike, but she was worried about the condition of the boulevard.
Jesse already looked anxious enough about their foray outside that
she opted not to share her trepidation with him. “Trust me. I know
what I’m doing.”

Reluctantly, Jesse handed over the keys.
“Just be careful.”

Closing her fingers over the cold metal,
Minji nodded. “You got it.”

“Just try not to ding it. Though I guess
I’ll have to leave it behind anyway.”

This elicited a snort from Arthur. “The
world is falling apart and you’re worried about a motorcycle.”

Jerking his head about, Jesse bestowed
Arthur with a disdainful look.

Before Jesse could say something in
retaliation, Alec hurriedly said, “It’ll be faster than going on
foot. Thanks for letting us take it. We should go and y’all should
get things packed and ready.”

Minji gave everyone a forced smile and a
little wave before following Alec into the hallway. Bailey let out
a slobbery wail, which made it even more difficult to keep walking
toward the waiting room. Squaring her shoulders and tugging on a
fresh face mask, Minji fought the desire to run back to kiss the
girls and Jake one last time. She’d spent most of the last day
fiercely protecting her family and it was disconcerting to leave
them behind. She knew she was doing the right thing even though she
was afraid. With the fires burning on the south side of the
boulevard, they had to leave the city soon. The most exciting part
of their foray in Minji’s mind was that Alec had important
information about the event he didn’t want to disclose to the
others.

The air outside was acrid with the stench of
smoke, decaying flesh, and burning materials. Thick clouds of smoke
drifted overhead, obscuring the sun and limiting visibility.
Jesse’s bike was parked on the sidewalk covered in a thick layer of
ash and grime. Alec brushed off most of it with the back of his
hand while Minji waited and scrutinized the apocalyptic landscape
around them. The boulevard didn’t resemble its former self at all.
Most of the famous Las Vegas landmarks were swathed in a thick
layer of smoke and blackened remains of buildings poked through
like skeletal hands through a shroud.

Minji shivered from the cold and fear.
“Where’s the shuttle again?”

“We need to go to The Venetian,” Alec
replied.

Minji started at the mention of the resort.
She hadn’t told Alec about what she had experienced the day before,
or where she’d been staying when the first attack came. Warily, she
asked, “Is that where the shuttle is located?”

“No, that’s where I need to go. Where I’m
being sent.” Alec cocked his head, studying her expression. “Minji,
I need your help. You did agree.”

“So you’re going to tell me the truth,
right?”

“Right.” Alec motioned for her to get on the
bike. “First, let’s leave. Arthur is watching and he’ll make things
more complicated if he gets any more suspicious.”

Minji glanced toward the splintered windows
and saw Arthur watching them through the cracks with a scowl on his
face. By this point, Arthur probably didn’t trust either one of
them. She meaningfully looked away, straddled the bike and waited
for Alec to climb on. Once she was satisfied that he was situated,
she flipped the kickstand upward, flicked the kill switch to ON,
turned the key, and started the bike. The air filled with the roar
of the Harley, and Alec let out a chuckle while she let the engine
warm up.

“What?”

“You really do know how to drive this
thing.”

“I’m full of surprises,” Minji replied, then
throttled forward.

The bike was big, heavy, and powerful
beneath her body, and it felt wonderful. For the first time in
twenty-four hours, she was in control of some aspect of her
situation. Because of the cars and debris obstructing the road, she
directed the motorcycle along the sidewalk, but kept the speed on
the low end. Despite the sun blazing above the thick haze, the air
was searing cold, and Minji fought to keep her teeth from
chattering.

“Head over there!” Alec shouted in her ear,
pointing toward a Ross department store.

Minji complied, scooting the bike around a
snarl of crashed vehicles and far too many dead bodies. Plumes of
black smoke rose into the ashen sky, a threat that was difficult to
ignore. The fires were creeping closer.

“You need to grab some jeans, a long sleeved
shirt, and a jacket of some kind,” Alec said, hopping off the back
of the bike and quickly leaning against his cane. “Running around
in shorts and a tank top isn’t going to work.”

“Plus, I’m freezing,” Minji admitted.

The glass doors to the store were shattered
and the frame smeared with blood. Inside were several dead bodies,
the stink of rot seeping in around the edges of Minji’s face
mask.

“Why are we going to The Venetian?”

Alec shuffled toward a rack of men’s jackets
and grabbed one. “Okay, I’m done. Grab some things for
yourself.”

Minji resisted rolling her eyes. She hated
how easy it was for men to find clothing. As she walked to the
women’s section, she said, “Well? Answer my question.”

“I’m trying to decide how to say this and
not sound crazy,” Alec answered while following her, the now
familiar wry smile touching his lips.

“My daughter is possessed by something
that’s watching us through her eyes and it’s probably behind this
massive event that is killing everyone in the world. Nothing you
say can sound crazier.” Minji found a selection of long sleeved
shirts in her size and pulled a black one off the hanger. She
tugged it over her tank top, and though it was a little tight, she
decided it would do.

“Okay, here’s the truth. Like you suspected,
I did call the Army as soon as I knew I was in an affected area and
immune. I fully expected to be recalled into service and I was
right. I was immediately transferred up the chain of command until
I was talking to the President and the Secretary of State, among
other top officials. They debriefed me as quickly as they could for
fear of another event hitting before they could divulge everything
I needed to know in order to perform my duty. By then they’d
estimated how long it would take for the East Coast to fall under
the effect of the event and knew they were on limited time.”

Minji perused a selection of pants while she
listened. The knot in the pit of her stomach coiled tighter with
each of his words.

Resting his elbows on the bar of the rack,
Alec gazed at her over the hanging clothes with a grave expression.
“They also estimated how long it would take before the whole world
would be affected.”

Fingers quivering, her palms sweaty, Minji
bit her bottom lip, abruptly not wanting for him to continue. If he
said the words, it would only make difficult decisions easier and
make her guilt deepen.

“As of this morning’s attack, the world has
come to an end. All of humanity is being drawn to the epicenter of
the event. Do you know where the epicenter is?”

Minji shook her head, but then realized she
did know. How many documentaries detailed the secret tests
performed in the Nevada desert? Lifting her eyes, she saw that Alec
looked even older than before. The weight of responsibility was
biting into him, wearing him down, and also scaring him.

“It’s outside Las Vegas, isn’t it? Somewhere
in Nevada at one of those so-called secret bases.”

“Yes.”

“And you know where?”

“Yes. That was one of the things I was told
before the government went dark.”

“What else did they say?” Black cargo pants
with a wide pant cuff caught Minji’s eye and she tugged them off
the hanger and held them to her hips. They looked about the right
fit. She unbuttoned her shorts and tugged them off over her boots
and attempted to drag the pants on without falling over. If Alec
was going to be bothered by her Hello Kitty underwear, he’d have to
deal.

“You’re not going to ask me why they
divulged top secret information to a staff sergeant?”

“You’re the last soldier standing. Of course
they’d tell you. How else could you save the world...and them?”
Minji managed to get the pant legs over her boots. Tugging the
cargo pants up, she was relieved when they fit perfectly.

Again, Alec chuckled. “You’re a very smart
woman.”

“So, what else did they say?” Minji
persisted, repeating her earlier question.

“This is the part that’s going to sound very
crazy.”

“Try me.”

Minji pointed toward the section with
jackets and Alec shadowed her journey over to the racks.

“Well, apparently there was an experiment
taking place out at one of those top secret facilities that
everyone knows about, but isn’t supposed to. It wasn’t on UFO
technology or anything like that. A group of scientists were
attempting to create a way to transport soldiers and equipment long
distances.”

“And you don’t mean with trains, planes or
automobiles.”

“No, not at all. More like Star
Trek’s transporters, but not quite. They were trying to open
windows in space. The idea was to tunnel through space and time,
creating a bridge between two points.”

“Kinda like Dr. Who,” Minji
mused.

“A pretty, smart mom who rides motorcycles,
and is also a geek. You’re full of surprises.”

“I also kickbox.”

Alec started to say something, then thought
better of it.

“It’s a good work out. Besides, I used to
work at a bar and got out late. I decided to get fit and learn how
to defend myself.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything.”

“No kung-fu or karate jokes from you?”

“No, not from me.”

Minji spotted a lightweight leather jacket
and shrugged it on. It fit. “My bad ass uniform is complete.”

“It’s also a ‘keep your flesh on your bones’
uniform.” Alec tugged on his own jacket, balancing carefully on one
foot, his cane resting against his thigh. “Anyway, the first
attempt at opening the tunnel yielded unexpected results.”

Minji met Alec’s intense gaze over the top
edge of her facemask. All she had witnessed over the last
twenty-four hours was clicking into place. “Something came through
the tunnel, but not from our world.”

“Yes.”

There was so much weight in his answer it
crushed what little hope remained within her. She grappled with an
inevitable conclusion. Tears unexpectedly stung her eyes and she
lowered them to gaze at her wedding band. The dark ruby glittered
against the platinum band, a symbol of love from a man rendered
nearly lifeless by the results of an experiment in the desert.
Minji would do anything to save her family, which meant she’d have
to leave them in the care of others and put herself at risk.

Alec was quiet, allowing her to process this
new information before continuing.

“It doesn’t seem real,” Minji whispered.

“No, it doesn’t.”

The destruction outside the shattered glass
doors and windows looked like a movie set of a horror film, not
reality. A piece of her mind desperately wanted to cling to the
notion that none of it was real, but the pungent smells of death
and fire shoved that sliver of insanity away. “So something came
through and then what?” Minji wanted to hear the whole truth so she
could deal with the emotional repercussions, then focus on what she
needed to do to help Alec.

“The scientists managed to isolate the thing
that came through. At first they weren’t even sure it was a living
being, but it started to...cry out. According to my briefing, every
man and woman in the facility died exactly like the security guard
did this morning. They bled to death in a matter of minutes. The
feed from the main facility was being fed to the second one where
the tunnel’s exit was supposed to be located, so their deaths were
documented. The scientists at the second site were immediately
dispatched to contain the situation, but the team soon realized
they couldn’t enter the event radius without being affected.”

“When was this?”

“Yesterday, in the early morning.”

“Shit.” Minji’s mind reeled. The end of the
world had started while she had been at breakfast with her
family.

“Then the event expanded and encapsulated a
good portion of Las Vegas. The second team was nearby, so they were
sent to the area. According to what I was told, the head scientist
did discover two people who were immune to the effects of the
event. A man and a woman. Arthur Freestone and Minji Nordim. She
also reported that she’d secured one of the affected. They were
supposed to be transported out of Las Vegas, but then all
communication with her was lost when the event expanded again.”

“And here I am,” Minji said, rubbing a knot
forming at the back of her neck.

“Yes, here you are.”

The face of the female scientist behind the
glossy facemask of the hazmat suit came vividly to Minji’s mind.
“Her name was Dr. Tina McCoy,” Minji said with a sigh. “I saw her
die when the event expanded.”

“So she’s not one of the mesmerized?” Alec
raised one eyebrow.

“No. She died in front of us.”

“Well, that’s a bit of good news.”

“Excuse me?” Minji gave him an incredulous
look.

“I was sent to locate her, and frankly, I
was terrified it was a lost cause. But if you know where her body
is, that will save me a world of grief.”

“But she’s dead. How can she help you?”

“She’s our way into the facility where the
creature is. You and I are going to stop this, Minji. We’re going
to do what no one else could do. We’re going to kill the creature
causing this and save the world.”
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The wind whistling through the broken
windows was the only sound in the store. The temptation to return
to the medical center and forget everything Alec had divulged so
far was nearly overpowering. For an instant Minji imagined whisking
her family away and taking care of Jake and Ava while raising
Bailey in some remote area where she could fend for them. It was
vivid, alluring, and a distinct possibility, but the image promptly
diminished in the face of reality.

“I’m sorry to put this on you,” Alec said in
a soothing voice. “I really am, but your immunity means that if the
creature stops me, you can continue on.”

“I get it,” Minji said, raising her chin.
“Let’s do this.”

Alec scrutinized her face and posture.
“You’re tough, you know.”

“Life has a way of toughening you up,” Minji
replied.

Alec chuckled lightly while gesturing to her
tattoos and dreads. “A bit on the edge, huh?”

“Sure,” she answered, shrugging.

There was no point in explaining her inner
steel had nothing to do with her tattoos, piercings, dreads, or
counterculture existence. Alec didn’t need to know she’d been the
oldest child and comforted her younger brother while her parents
fought endlessly. Or how she’d been forced to become a co-parent
alongside her mother after her father had left the family to “find
himself.” Or how she’d learned to support herself and contribute to
the care of her brother and mother at a relatively young age in the
aftermath of her parents’ divorce. Or how she’d endured several
toxic relationships with bad boys. Minji’s entire life had been one
big lesson on how to overcome obstacles which in the end left her
with a much tougher skin and a keen eye for bullshit.

For a long time, she’d only trusted in
herself, and then Jake had entered her life. One of the wonderful
things about life with Jake was that she was finally revered and
acknowledged for not only her strengths, but everything about her.
It had taken time for him to prove that he wasn’t like the other
jerks she had dated and was worthy of her love and commitment. With
Jake she’d learned that being in a partnership was not always
50/50. Sometimes one partner carried the other when times were
tough. Jake had done his fair share of being there for her and the
girls and now it was time for her to be the strong one. Alec didn’t
need to know all of this though. He saw her strength, intelligence,
and competence, and that was enough.

“We should get going,” Alec said, gesturing
to the front of the store and the motorcycle at the threshold.

With a nod, Minji started toward the front
of the store, weaving through the aisles. She took a different path
than the one she’d taken to grab the new gear. It was a more direct
route to the front doors. The need to move forward and get things
done had her firmly in its grip.

Glancing to one side, she froze in
mid-step.

A little girl dressed in a white dress
covered in tiny yellow flowers lay face down on the floor
surrounded by a dark puddle of dried blood. Like tumblers clicking
into place, Minji’s mind came to a dire conclusion.

“It killed everyone in white because of the
scientists. They were wearing lab coats, right?”

“I haven’t seen the footage, but I suppose
so.”

“Or maybe white hazmat suits?”

“Possibly.” Alec took hold of her shoulders
and turned her to face away from the child. “Let’s go, Minji.”

“It’s afraid of anyone in white. That’s why
it killed them.” Minji walked on, but she kept speaking in a rush.
“It killed everyone in the facility wearing white and when the
event expanded, it killed people wearing the same color as the
scientists.”

“Maybe.”

“Then it killed the security guard because
he was hurting Ava. It’s watching through her eyes. It sees what
she sees. It chose to kill the guard to protect Ava, or maybe just
itself.”

“Possibly.”

“It sees through the eyes of the mesmerized,
doesn’t it?” Minji persisted, stopping to face Alec.

“Yes,” he said, his blue eyes meeting her
gaze directly.

“It knew you. When you walked into the
hospital, it was so afraid it recoiled and let my daughter speak
for just a moment. So, which facility were you at? The first or the
second?”

Alec exhaled slowly, staring past her, one
hand on his hip and leaning on his cane.

“Alec, it knows you. Why does it know
you?”

“I don’t know,” he answered.

“So you weren’t at the second facility?”

“No, I was at work at a hospital when the
event hit. I saw a lot of people die and there was nothing I could
do. If it can see us through the eyes of the mesmerized, then it
did see me. Just like it sees you, Simone, Arthur, and Jesse.”

Alec was lying and Minji knew it. Though he
looked at her directly in the eye and did not waver in his
response, she could feel the lie beneath his story.

“Bullshit,” Minji declared. “Bullshit!”

“Minji, I need you to just do what—”

“No! I won’t. Not until you tell me why it
knows you!”

“It’s not important!”

“Yes, it is! Because it’s afraid of you, but
it hasn’t killed you. I want to know why. I want to know right
now!”

“It has tried to kill me!” Alec
blurted. “It tried, but I have a limited immunity and it couldn’t
do it.”

“First or second facility, Alec?”

Raising his eyes, Alec fought for control of
the emotions that raced across his face, transforming it into a
much older version. “The first...”

“Fuck!”

“It killed everyone but me. I was security
there, stationed in the monitoring room. A friend of mine pulled a
few strings to get me a job after I retired. I wasn’t cleared to
enter the main building. Security worked out of another building
monitoring the fences and the entrance. I didn’t see the creature
or the attack. I just saw everyone around me die. I was terrified.
I went blind and I could feel it battering on my skull, trying to
kill me, too. I must have gone under the influence of the attack,
fallen, and hit my head, because I came to hours later. I couldn’t
get into the facility because everyone who had security clearance
into the building was already inside and dead. I immediately called
the Army. My story remains the same after that point. I was told to
locate the scientists from the second facility that had been sent
to Las Vegas. Even if they’re dead, we can use them to get into the
first facility.”

“So it does know you.”

Alec rubbed his face with both hands. “Yes,
it knows me. It probably saw me through the eyes of the other
people in the security room with me.”

“And it doesn’t trust you.”

“Probably not.”

“Dammit, Alec, it does trust me.”

“I know it does. I’ve seen how it watches
you. That’s why I need your help. It doesn’t see you as a threat.
I’m not sure why, but that’s a good thing.”

“But I came here with you!” Minji wanted to
shake the man. “It could doubt me now.”

“True, but it’s a risk we have to take,
right? To save your family and the entire world?”

Without answering, Minji exited the store
and approached the bike. The air was so thick, it was difficult to
see. It was probably foolish for her to feel betrayed when Alec was
right. They had to take risks to save the world, but she didn’t
know if she could risk her own daughter. The creature the
experiment had brought into the world was inside Ava. It could hurt
her, kill her. Minji wasn’t certain she could sacrifice her own
daughter to save the world.

Settling onto the bike, she waited for Alec.
It took a little longer for him to exit the store.

“Did you really hurt your leg in the war,
Alec?”

“No, I didn’t hurt it. Someone else hurt my
leg by riddling it with bullets. Doctors saved the limb, but it’s
not easy to get around sometimes.” The clipped words and weary look
said it all. He was upset with her, too.

“You need to tell me the whole truth, Alec.
This isn’t just about you fulfilling your duty. This is about my
children, my husband, and the entire world. You need me to finish
this and I need you to tell me the truth. As you have pointed out,
I’m not stupid.”

“You don’t have the clearance to know it
all,” Alec answered, but his argument held no real weight.

“My immunity says I have clearance.”

Drawing a deep breath through his nose, Alec
squared his shoulders. The seconds ticked away as he exhaled,
lifted his eyes toward the horizon, and obviously considered what
he should or shouldn’t say. “Okay. Fine. You have a point. Hell,
this may all be a moot point if we don’t find the second team. The
truth is, the doorway they opened didn’t close all the way when the
entity came through. That was the other big problem. It’s partially
open. Just a sliver.”

Minji stared at Alec incredulously. “So that
explains why it’s so cold.”

“Maybe.”

“No, I’m certain that’s why. That other
world is leaking into ours through this sliver of an open door.”
Pressing fingertips reddened by the icy air against her temples,
Minji forced herself to focus. “So we have to close the door,
too.”

“Yes, I was told to close the door and
detonate an explosive beneath the facility to kill the entity.”

“An explosive?” Abruptly lightheaded, Minji
closed her eyes in an attempt to steady the wobbling world around
her.

“It’s a contingency that’s probably been in
place for years since the area was used for other types of top
secret experiments.”

“We’re talking nuclear bomb, aren’t we?”
Minji’s insides were melting into mush.

Alec gave her a brisk nod. “We close the
door, set the timer, and leave. We’ll have time to clear the
area.”

“But all the people heading toward the
epicenter...”

“How many people have already died, Minji?
Right now there are people all over the world walking to their
deaths across deserts, into bodies of water, off mountains. All
over the world people are on the verge of dying from dehydration,
the elements, even predators. The clock is ticking.”

“Then get on the damn motorcycle already,”
Minji ordered. “The wind is changing direction, which means we
probably don’t have much time. Treasure Island was burning
yesterday. That might be bad news for The Venetian.”

“Then I hope our luck holds out.” Alec
carefully maneuvered onto the back of the bike.

Minji restarted the motorcycle and turned it
around. This time, she drove a little faster through the obstacle
course of demolished vehicles, bodies, and debris. Up the
boulevard, flames licked at the sides of buildings and consumed
decorative foliage.

Las Vegas was burning.
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Treasure Island was a smoldering ruin. One
side had collapsed, giving it an apocalyptic dollhouse effect. In
the fake harbor the land-bound pirate ship was a burning wreckage
and the palm trees were lit up like torches along the boulevard.
Further down the strip, many of the resorts were in various stages
of disintegration. Flames lashed along the edges of broken windows
as black smoke spewed into the already congested winds. Decorative
foliage along the edges of the boulevard were bonfires spewing ash
and cinders into the air. Much to Minji’s relief, The Venetian
appeared unscathed, although it appeared that parts of The Palazzo
were burning. The wind had shifted to the northeast in the early
morning, but the air was an acrid soup.

“We need to make this fast,” she said to
Alec as the motorcycle rumbled along the drive to the rescue
station erected outside The Venetian entrance. “The Palazzo is on
fire.”

“I agree.”

The unmarked black vehicles appeared ominous
against the backdrop of the partially erected tents and the luxury
resort. Now that Minji wasn’t in the first stages of shock and
trapped in the throes of the event, she promptly perceived that all
the dead scattered along the drive were wearing white. It amazed
her that she’d missed the connection the day before. She’d been so
desperate to save her family that simple detail hadn’t
registered.

Parking the bike so it faced the boulevard,
she flexed her nearly frozen fingers and wished she’d grabbed some
gloves from the store.

Alec coughed in the pungent atmosphere, then
steadied himself by clutching her shoulder as he slid off the bike.
“Where was Dr. McCoy?”

“That tent near the ambulance. I’ll show
you.” Kicking her leg over the bike, she dismounted and rubbed her
hands against her thighs to warm them.

“You can stay here if you like,” Alec
said.

“No, it’s fine. Plus, the cold appears to be
slowing you down a little.”

“I have pins in this leg. I’m not going to
say I don’t feel every single one of them right now.”

Minji didn’t actually want to see the dead
woman again, but Alec needed her help. She was a little unnerved by
how quickly she was acclimating to the chaotic new world, but she
supposed it was her nature to adapt to survive. Most of her life
she’d been doing exactly that before Jake and the girls had brought
stability to it.

Trudging toward the fake Bridge of Sighs
that sprawled over the drive, Minji shivered in her lightweight
jacket. It was growing colder. How much of that other world was
leaking into this one? And exactly what was the other world?
Another dimension of some sort? Reflecting on the images and sounds
she’d witnessed during the visions that accompanied her blindness
in the first attacks, she wondered if maybe Simone and Jesse had
both been right in their assessments that they’d seen heaven or
hell. Though she wasn’t inclined to believe the scientists had
actually opened a path to the afterlife, Ava’s possession and the
mesmerized were clearly unnatural. It made her innately
uncomfortable to even consider that the event was supernatural, but
it would be foolish not to consider the possibility.

“When I came out of The Venetian with the
girls, the police escorted me over here.” Minji pointed to the tent
they were approaching. “Dr. McCoy claimed to be from the CDC, but
there was just something off about the whole scenario.”

“She definitely wasn’t CDC. That was just a
cover story. I can imagine she was very excited to find people who
were immune.”

“Like you are?” Minji sounded a little
bitchier than she wanted, but the weight of what needed to be done
to save everyone was burdensome on her mind and heart.

“I’m sorry to drag you into this,” Alec
answered giving her a genuinely sorrowful look. “If I could do this
myself, I would.”

Minji shrugged. “It is what it is.”

The heavy soles of her boots crunched on the
debris littering the walk. Bits of glass, rocks, and shrubbery were
mixed in with a thick layer of ash. The world was eerily muted
except for the distant roar and crackle of fire. Returning to the
tent where she’d witnessed the death of the scientist was
particularly unpleasant. She suffered a pang of guilt. The last
words the scientist heard before dying was Minji and Arthur arguing
with her. Remorse sought to infect her, but Minji realized she
truly didn’t have time to deal with the emotions wrapped up in the
event. If she even let a tiny bit seep through her defenses, she
might collapse. There was too much to process and not enough
time.

“Here,” Minji said ducking into the tent.
She pointed to the figure lying next to the toppled table.

“I’m going to have to open her hazmat suit.
This is going to be very bad,” Alec warned her, carefully lowering
himself to one knee and awkwardly extending the other to one
side.

Minji wasn’t sure if there was anything that
could faze her after the last twenty-four hours. All she’d
experienced had inoculated her to the horrors of the world. Or
maybe she was just in shock. Whether she was developing a thick
skin or emotionally numb, it was futile to attempt not to watch
Alec at his gruesome task. Curiosity, no matter how morbid, would
win out, so Minji gave up and squatted next to Alec.

“I need to get to her actual I.D., not the
cover story one,” Alec explained, pointing to the fake CDC badge.
He started to open the suit, flinching when the first puffs of
putrid air escaped it. “It should be somewhere on her person.”

The smell hit Minji a few seconds later. She
swallowed the bile creeping up her throat and adjusted her
facemask, but the thin white mask couldn’t keep the smell at bay.
Her throat burned from stomach acid and her eyes watered. Pushing
aside her revulsion, she helped Alec pull open the hazmat suit.
Beneath the bulky suit the woman was wearing blue trousers and a
pink blouse. Around her throat was a gold necklace with a Mobius
strip pendant. These little details of the dead scientist’s lost
life made the woman’s death somehow even more terrible.

“I’ll do it,” Minji volunteered. “Let her
have some dignity in death.”

Alec inclined his head. “All right.” He
stood with some difficulty and leaned heavily on his cane.

Pretending to be made of stone and steel, a
trick from her childhood when kids picked on her at school, Minji
reached into the suit and skimmed her hand along the dead woman’s
body searching for pockets. In the front right-side of the woman’s
pants, Minji found a small aluminum wallet and pulled it free. When
she saw the purple metallic case with a unicorn sticker pasted on
the lid, her resolve slipped and a soft whimper escaped her lips.
The sticker instantly reminded her of something Ava would do. It
was so easy to imagine a child pressing it onto their mother’s
wallet. Dr. McCoy had been a mother and now she was gone. Where was
her child? Was that child alive? Dead? And when this was all over,
would the child be an orphan?

Straightening, Minji popped the case open
and immediately saw a small picture booth photo of Dr. McCoy and a
little boy. The tiny glimpse into the life of the woman who now lay
dead at her feet struck deep into Minji’s psyche. As a mother, she
wanted nothing more than to save her children and their father so
they could be whole again. But Dr. McCoy no longer had that hope.
Her child was without a parent, and perhaps a partner was now
without their spouse. Reverently, Minji touched the small
photo.

“Minji?”

“I’m fine,” she answered, then dug her teeth
into the inside of her bottom lip so the pain could steady her
emotions. “I was just wondering about her. She must have been so
excited to find me and Arthur. She must have thought we were
salvation for her little boy.”

“You are,” Alec assured her. “We’re going to
beat this thing.”

“If we can find a way in.” The case
contained credit cards, a driver’s license for the State of Nevada,
and a blank white card with a strange holographic inset on one
side. “Is this it?”

Alec took the card, flipped it over, then
nodded. “Yes. This is it.”

“But there’s no name or anything on it?
Shouldn’t it say the Department of such-and-such?”

“Actually, no. The facility is technically
owned by the Department of Energy, but various agencies rent it
out. Whoever is leasing the first and second facility would just be
known as ‘the tenant.’”

“That sounds ominous.”

“Most likely she’s employed by a company
with Department of Defense funds behind it.”

“So, you both worked for ‘the tenant’ and
had no idea who it was?”

“She probably knew, but I was just security.
I sat and watched monitors all day. Miles of fences. It was
incredibly boring.”

“Until yesterday.”

“I would've rather it stayed boring.”

“Me, too.”

Rotating slowly in a circle, Alec
scrutinized the area. “There should be tablets that they used
around here.”

“She had one. I remember.”

Minji crawled on her knees to the jumble of
items from the table Dr. McCoy had struck when she’d fallen,
thrusting away the emotions battering against her self-control.
This was not the time to give into them. They’d have to wait until
she’d either succeeded or failed. She shoved her dreads out of her
face and tucked the ends into her jacket pocket so she could
see.

“We’ll have to get another card off someone
else from the facility. The doors only open for one person at a
time. If more than one person attempts to enter, there are security
measures we don’t want to deal with.”

“Sounds very James Bondish,” Minji
mused.

“Well, yes. It does.” Alec sorted through
the items on the table that was still standing.

Finally spotting the tablet with the thick
gray plastic case, Minji exhaled in relief. “Okay, got it.” She
automatically swiped the screen to see if it still worked and was
rewarded with a black screen with a large white barcode.

“Great, it's working. This one is broken,”
he said, nudging another tablet with his cane. The glass was
shattered.

“How does this help us?” Minji asked.

“Well, believe it or not, it has all the
safety protocols for the experiment. They were downloaded to the
tablets of the second team so they could gain entry to the first
facility.”

Rolling her eyes, Minji gave him an
incredulous look. “Really? They have instructions on them?”

“It’s encrypted, of course. It’s not like
you or anyone else without the passcodes could get into it. But I
was given that information, so...” Alec lifted a shoulder. “It does
sound a bit simplistic, but they were scrambling.”

“No, it makes sense. I guess I’ve seen too
many movies,” Minji said, glad for the simplicity. She handed Alec
the tablet and he took it was a reverence that was unexpected.

“This is how we save the world,” he said in
awe. “It’s all right here.”

“I guess we’re lucky that the second team
was reporting in when the event expanded so that the people in
power knew where to send you.”

“I wasn’t planning to seek you out at the
medical center until I had the accident. The car wreck was real,
and really fortunate. It made me find you.”

“Because I’m completely immune.”

“Exactly.” Alec shoved the tablet into a
pocket inside his jacket and steadied himself on his cane. “We
should hurry.”

Somehow it felt wrong to leave the hazmat
suit open, so Minji took the time to close it while Alec limped
over to the next body. This time he searched it himself.

“Not high enough security clearance,” he
called out, then limped to the next body.

With gritted teeth, Minji searched another
person lying near the ambulance. She found a card in a wallet, but
when she flipped it over it had a different holographic symbol on
the back. “This isn’t it?”

“No. It has to look like Dr. McCoy’s. I’ll
check inside the van.”

Minji hurried over to the next body and
started to search while Alec approached one of the black vehicles.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him hesitate when he heard
the thumping coming from within.

“We heard them, but didn’t let them out
yesterday,” Minji guiltily admitted.

“You couldn’t have anyway. You need one of
these.” Alec pressed on the door near the handle and a small panel
popped open. He slipped Dr. McCoy’s card into the slot, then slid
open the side door.

Two men stumbled out, faces covered in dried
blood. Their noses, lips and chins were a mess from the battering
they had endured when trying to escape. They were dressed in hazmat
suits, too, but their hoods were flipped back and the clear
facemasks glinted in the dim sunlight. Immediately, they surged
toward Minji, mouths twisting in that scarily familiar way. The
older black man with white hair cocked his head to stare at Minji
while the shorter white man struggled to see her through his blood
soaked bangs.

Feeling dizzy and a little sick, Minji
stepped away from the men, putting a space between them. “Alec, you
need to hurry.”

“I just need a second card to get you in,
too. The doors only open for one person at a time.”

“Yeah, I remember.” The men stumbled after
Minji, their mouths twisting and flexing in strange ways. “Alec,
seriously, we need to wrap this up.”

“Moooooo...” the men chorused.

The vacant eyes tracked her every movement.
With every step she took, they followed in her wake. Minji found
herself uneasily circling the vehicles, trying to keep distance
between her and the two men.

“I’m still looking,” Alec replied, hurrying
to the next black van.

One of the mesmerized men, the taller one,
reached for Minji. “Mooooo...”

“Alec, find one now!”

Minji tripped over a body and fell against
an ambulance door. It banged shut and sent her careening off
balance. She landed on her hip with a thud and rolled onto her
backside. The two battered men bent over her, hands seeking to grip
her body. She was afraid of the mesmerized not because of their
terrible countenance, but the thing staring out from their eyes.
She knew it was watching her. She knew it wanted her.

“Alec!”

Crab-walking backwards on her hands and
feet, Minji eluded the grasping hands of the mesmerized men. She
thumped into something hard, yet fleshy, and cried out in fright. A
mesmerized woman, dressed just like the men, seized her shoulders.
Alec must have freed her from the other vehicle.

“Moooooo...”

Going limp, Minji slumped to the ground, the
woman’s clutching digits losing traction on the leather jacket.
Minji scooted away from the three transfixed people before
clambering to her feet.

“Alec!”

Stepping out from the shadow of the van,
Alec raised another card. “I got it.”

“We need to go,” Minji said stalking toward
him.

“They’re harmless,” he said, giving her a
bewildered look.

“Are they?” Minji speedily climbed onto the
bike and started it up.

Giving the mesmerized trio staggering after
Minji a thoughtful look, Alec joined her on the bike. “I’ve never
seen them so agitated.”

“You’ve never seen it this agitated,”
Minji corrected.

He leaned into her back, his arm tensed
around her waist, and the bike lurched forward with a loud roar,
leaving a streak of rubber on the asphalt.

“Mooooooooooommmmmmmmyyyyyyyy!” the three
mesmerized cried out.

“Did they just say—?” Alec exclaimed.

“Yes! And now it knows where we are and what
we were doing!” Minji shouted into the wind.

“Shit!”

“We need to get back right away!”

Minji gunned the bike into a higher gear and
tore down the boulevard toward the medical center. The creature
within Ava now knew what she was doing and Minji was terrified
about what it might do to her children and the others.
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There were several piles of crashed
vehicles, rubble, and bodies that slowed the journey back to the
medical center, but Minji expertly swerved around the obstacles.
Fear, thick and choking, filled her to the point of panic. What if
the entity perceived their plan? What would it do? Of course, maybe
it wouldn’t understand why they’d returned to The Venetian. Maybe
it wouldn’t connect the black vans to the scientists at the first
facility that had inadvertently trapped it. However, she couldn’t
ignore the dread consuming her.

“The shuttle is right over there!” Alec
shouted.

Minji glanced at the area he indicated. Sure
enough, there was an abandoned shuttle bus near a parking
garage.

“We should get it now,” Alec continued.

Tempted to ignore him, Minji almost didn’t
slow the motorcycle until she realized how close they were to the
medical center. Reluctantly, she dropped the bike’s speed.

The smoke parted to reveal a small figure
marching down the boulevard, and for just an instant, a patch of
sunlight illuminated red curls. Jerking the bike to one side, Minji
fought to control the sliding vehicle. The thick ash coating the
street made it difficult for the wheels to grip the asphalt and for
a paralyzing second Minji was convinced they were going to spin
out. Fortunately, the bike found traction and she managed to get it
back under her control before narrowly missing a jumble of taxis.
Braking hard, she flipped the kickstand down and slid off the
motorcycle. The thick air made her lungs ache as her feet pounded
against the pavement. The ash collected on her eyelashes and coated
her clothing. Following the rut the bike had left through the ash,
she sprinted toward the spot on the boulevard where she’d seen Ava.
The wall around her emotions had deep cracks in it now and she
struggled to contain the overwhelming fear and despair threatening
to burst through and drown her.

Ava stepped out from behind a metro bus,
Bailey in her arms. Both girls were gray from the soot and the baby
was wailing. Stuttering to a halt, Minji instantly fell to one knee
so she could meet the eyes of her child and the entity within her.
Unable to gather her thoughts into any sort of coherency, the young
mother watched in fearful anticipation while the creature within
her daughter regarded her.

“I was coming back,” Minji said, more to the
entity than Ava.

“Baaabbbyyy.” Ava’s doll-like eyes rolled in
their sockets to regard Bailey.

“Yes. Bailey is a baby,” Minji replied,
uncertainty gripping her. What should she say?

“Baaabbbyyy.” The creature within Ava
returned its gaze to Minji. “Mooommmyyy.”

“Yes, I’m a mommy. I’m Bailey’s mommy.
I’m...Ava’s mommy.”

“Baabbbyyy, mooommmyy.”

Staring into the seemingly blank eyes, Minji
struggled to understand what the creature wanted from her. “Mommies
take care of babies.”

Blubbering, Bailey held out a hand to Minji,
clearly wanting to go to her mother. Minji gradually raised her
hands, but didn’t lunge to grab Bailey, which was incredibly
difficult to do.

“Baaby,” Ava said in a much clearer voice,
though her mouth still moved in an exaggerated motion.

“Yes. Bailey is a baby. I’m a mommy. Babies
should be with their mommy.” Minji pointed to Bailey then herself,
then held her arms open.

Taking a short step toward Minji, the other
within Ava tilted the little girl’s head. Ava’s curls bounced
against a cheek smeared with gray smut. With surprising care, Ava
handed Bailey to Minji.

“Baaby. Moommy.”

Minji rapidly dragged her mask off her face
and slid it over Bailey’s. Instantly, her mouth and throat were
coated by the gray air. Bailey tried to tug off the mask, but Minji
wouldn’t let her.

“Here,” Alec said, startling her.
Apparently, he had been lingering nearby watching. Taking off his
mask, he handed it to Minji. “For Ava.”

Cradling Bailey against her side with one
arm, Minji dragged the mask over Ava’s head and carefully adjusted
it over her mouth. The creature’s eyes flicked toward Alec, then
returned to Minji’s face.

“Baaby,” the thing in Ava said again.

Holding out her hand, Minji nervously waited
for the creature to respond.

Ava’s tiny fingers awkwardly clung to
Minji’s thumb. “Baaby.”

“Mommy,” Minji corrected.

“Get them into the shuttle bus,” Alec
urged.

Nervously, Minji led the possessed little
girl to the vehicle abandoned in the entrance of the parking lot,
and to her relief, the creature inside Ava did not resist. Alec
followed, the click of his cane against the asphalt a reassuring
sound.

“What do you think she did to Simone and the
others?” Minji asked in an amazingly even tone despite her
terror.

“I’m not sure. I don’t think she can kill
them,” Alec answered in an even voice. “She came looking for you.
I’m hoping that’s a good sign.”

“It’s not Ava.” The words hurt to say and
tears washed away the ash from her lashes.

“No, but what’s inside her is attached to
you. Maybe because it’s in Ava.”

Taking the few steps into the shuttle bus,
Minji gently tugged Ava after her. The little girl followed without
protest. When Minji guided her to sit down, Ava complied. Minji was
surprised when Ava tugged on her hand, pulling her down into the
seat next to her.

“Moommy,” Ava said.

“Yes, I’m a mommy,” Minji answered
cautiously, snuggling Bailey tenderly in her arms.

Ava glanced at the baby, then turned her
attention forward.

Alec shut the doors and focused on starting
the vehicle. The engine sparked to life and the whisper of the air
conditioner was a welcome sound. Hopefully it could filter the air.
Alec left the garage and followed nearly the exact same path they’d
taken from The Venetian, but had to detour a few times when he
couldn’t squeeze through an area.

Stomach in knots, Minji struggled against
the rising tide of despair. To reach the first facility, she’d have
to travel a route heavily populated with the mesmerized. The entity
would be aware of her progress, but would it comprehend the purpose
of their journey? How much could it even understand?

A quick look at Ava revealed that the
other was once again regarding Minji. The knife of paranoia
was already slicing her to bits, but Minji was fairly certain she
wasn’t wrong in her assessment that the entity was somehow attached
to her.

“We’re here. I should go in first,” Alec
called out as the shuttle came to a stop. “Just in case...”

“There’s no point. Bailey was there when
everything went down and I’ve seen so much already,” Minji
answered.

The lines in Alec’s face were even deeper
than before. It was as if he was aging before her eyes. Scrubbing
his hands over his grungy hair, he exhaled with frustration. “My
natural inclination is to spare you as much of this as
possible.”

“I’m in it, Alec. Ground zero of the
apocalypse. And I seem to have a role to play in it, right?”

With a weary sigh, Alec acknowledged this
truth with a simple nod. “Let’s go.”

The lights within the medical center were
dim when they entered. Jesse had warned that the emergency
generator may not last for more than a day. The facility was fairly
new and he hadn’t been sure how long the generator would chug
along. He wasn’t even sure where it was located.

The lobby was eerily quiet, but Minji heard
voices emanating from deeper within the building.

“We’re back!” Alec called out, stifling a
cough.

There were footsteps then Simone appeared,
flushed and clearly upset. “I’m so sorry, Minji, the girls—”
Catching sight of the two little ones with Minji, Simone gasped.
“Oh, thank God! They’re with you!”

“What happened?” Alec asked.

“Another one of those attacks,” Simone
answered, then was rudely shoved out of the way by Arthur.

“It was her!” Arthur pointed at Ava while
cowering behind Simone. “She did it!”

“What do you mean?” Alec asked.

“Arthur,” Simone said, shooting an angry
look at him, “attempted to sedate Ava.”

“Something is wrong with her. She doesn’t
act like the others,” Arthur said warily. “Something is in her
eyes, watching us. Can’t you see it?”

“Yes,” Simone said cautiously, “but the rest
of us tread with much more care.”

“So you attempted to sedate her? Jesse
helped you?” Alec seemed incredulous.

“No, he took the syringe Jesse had in his
pocket and lunged at Ava.” Simone sounded weary, but also angry.
“Jesse tried to stop him and then...well, we woke up just a few
minutes ago and the girls were gone.”

“She did it! The attacks are coming from
her. That’s why you’re immune. Your child is a demon!” Arthur’s
face turned fiery red as he hurtled the words at Minji. “She’s a
devil!”

“Arthur, if you have a lick of sense in your
muddled brain, you’ll shut the hell up,” Alec said in a very tight,
though even-tempered voice.

“We have to deal with her,” Arthur
insisted.

“Arthur, shut up,” Minji ordered, brushing
past him.

Ava completely ignored him, following
Minji.

“Minji, I’m so sorry about the girls,”
Simone said falling into step beside her. “I was going to go look
for them as soon as I roused Jesse, but he’s still under.”

“He’s not awake yet?” The sick dread growing
in Minji’s gut was now boiling.

Simone shook her head. “No, he’s not. Minji,
I don’t think he’s going to wake up this time.”

From within the break room came a steady
thumping noise. Crossing the threshold, Minji inhaled sharply. The
room was in shambles. The table was shoved to one side and most of
the chairs were toppled. The chaos had probably happened when
Arthur had lunged for Ava. Jesse was on the far side of the room
bouncing off the wall over and over again. From one wrist dangled
Ava’s leash.

“I was trying to secure him when you came
back,” Simone explained.

Heart sinking, Minji tried not to be selfish
and think only of Jake. Without Jesse, she didn’t know how to care
for her husband.

“I better stop him,” Simone said before
hurrying to Jesse’s side.

The other woman dragged the nurse
practitioner away from the wall. His mouth was bruised, but he
hadn’t busted his nose though it was swollen and red. Alec skirted
around Minji and helped Simone secure Jesse to one of the hooks
used by the employees for their coats, purses and umbrellas. Jesse
strained at the end of the leash, but it held.

Sinking into a chair, Minji set Bailey on
her lap. Movement near the door caught her eye and she pulled Ava
close to her, casting a nervous look in Arthur’s direction when he
entered the room. The man glared at her while keeping his
distance.

“We need to go,” Alec said firmly.

“Not with her.” Arthur thrust a finger in
Ava’s direction. “She’s behind this. It’s all her.”

“It’s not Ava,” Minji protested.

“Oh, really?” The sarcasm was thick and
Arthur’s distrustful expression was a nasty match.

“We don’t need to talk about this now. We
have to go. Arthur, help me with Minji’s husband.” Alec’s voice was
pure authority. He hobbled out the door obviously expecting Arthur
to follow. Grumbling, Arthur started in the direction of the
doorway.

“I’ll take the baby off your hands,” Simone
offered.

Minji gratefully held out Bailey to Simone.
Though every part of her body was aching, her arms were terribly
sore from the day before. Simone’s hands were just closing around
Bailey’s waist when Arthur grabbed Ava. Minji thrust Bailey into
Simone’s arms and swung about just in time to see Arthur slam Ava
into the wall, scrabbling for her throat.

“You’re doing this! You’re killing
us! You killed my family!” he howled, his fingers wrapping around
the child’s slim neck. “I’m going to stop you!”

Cupping her hands into fists, Minji aimed
for Arthur’s jaw and jabbed hard. Shocked by the attack, he
staggered to one side, breaking his hold on Ava. Minji immediately
swung again, pivoting her upper body as she delivered a powerful
cross to the side of his face. Years of kickboxing had created
perfect muscle memory and she instantly fell into a fighting
stance. It was years of dealing with the occasional jerk while
bartending in her early twenties that had taught her to fight to
win and to win fast. She pummeled Arthur, unrelenting in her
assault. Jabbing with her left hand and crossing with her right,
she kept the blows flowing, trying to keep Arthur unbalanced from
the continual attack. He was bigger, heavier, and male, and she
couldn’t let him use that to his advantage. Delivering several side
kicks, Minji fought to keep her anger in check.

Simone screamed for Alec.

Arthur surprised her by dodging out of one
of her kicks and lunging for her. She managed to get an uppercut to
the bottom of his jaw before he could get his hands around her
throat. The rage-fueled man grabbed at her arms, but she kept
hitting him, keeping her elbows up to protect her face and neck.
She was aware of Alec entering the room and shouting, but she
didn’t pay him any heed. Hitting a person with the intent to
disable was very different from hitting a punching bag or sparring.
Ignoring pain and the shocks to her own body, Minji fought Arthur
into a corner, ignoring his untrained attacks to her upper body.
Finally, she saw her opening and pivoted on one foot, delivering a
brutal roundhouse kick to the man’s temple. Arthur hit the wall,
slumped, and didn’t move.

Lightly bouncing on the balls of her feet,
Minji kept her fists up near her face, waiting.

“You got him down, Minji,” Alec said, edging
around her. “Back off.”

“He was trying to kill Ava,” Minji
snapped.

Alec cast a questioning look at Simone.

“He grabbed Ava and tried to strangle her,”
Simone said.

“She’s the devil,” Arthur spat out, along
with blood and a piece of a tooth. “She’s doing this. She’s evil!
We have to kill her!”

Minji spotted a syringe lying among the
chairs. It was most likely the one Arthur had tried to sedate Ava
with. Snatching it up, she charged Arthur, knocking Alec to one
side. Arthur wailed when he saw what she was about to do and lifted
his arm in defense. Minji plunged the needle into his forearm and
shoved the plunger downward.

“No one hurts my kids,” she hissed as Arthur
gaped up at her. “No one!”

Swiveling about, she saw Simone’s startled
expression, Alec’s awe, and Bailey’s tear-stained face. But the
most disconcerting, but rewarding of all, she saw Ava smiling.

“Moommy,” she said.
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The handicap lift for the shuttle bus hummed
and creaked as the wheelchair ferrying Jake raised steadily upward
while Minji anxiously observed from a few feet away. With Jesse now
being mesmerized, she didn’t know how they’d take care of her
husband. Hopefully it wouldn’t be too long until Jake and the other
mesmerized awakened. Though the plan to close the door between
worlds appeared easy, she was still apprehensive even though she
trusted that Alec knew what he was doing. It was Alec who’d
disconnected the I.V. from Jake’s arm and secured him to the
wheelchair. Despite being disabled, Alec was adept at getting
around, though slower than he would have been before his war
injury.

Jesse was already strapped to a seat inside
the shuttle bus. Though he struggled to break free from the
restraints, his head craned north, he was silent. Even when Minji
was near him, he didn’t shake out of his state to attempt to talk,
or gaze at her. Though Jake’s attention remained squarely on Minji,
the entity was no longer struggling to speak through him. Minji
wasn’t sure why the two men were acting differently, but she was
beginning to formulate a theory.

Simone brushed past Minji, her arms full
with a box of supplies. “This is the last one,” she said, her dark
eyes unreadable above her facemask.

Since Minji had beaten Arthur to a pulp and
forcibly sedated him, no one had even mentioned bringing him along.
There had been a short discussion about taking the other sedated
mesmerized with them, but without Jesse being aware, it seemed
futile. Minji placated her guilt with the thought that maybe they’d
accomplish their mission soon so all the mesmerized would
awaken.

No one protested bringing Jake along, but
Minji knew Alec had agreed to keep her on their mission. She wasn’t
sure why Simone hadn’t protested. Maybe it was because Simone had
put her foot down about Jesse coming with them amid expressing
hopes he’d awaken. Simone hadn’t even asked where they were going,
but had thrown herself in the preparations to leave.

The whine of the lift finished. Alec dragged
Jake through the handicap entrance into the shuttle and started to
secure the wheelchair to the floor. Minji lifted her own burden, a
bundle of blankets and pillows, and followed Simone. Bailey was in
a child’s seat Simone had found in a nearby car and Ava was tied
with the child leash to the interior of the shuttle.

Minji helped Simone arrange their supplies
in the rear of the bus then returned to the seat where Bailey was
dozing. They’d had to be creative in fastening the child seat to
the bench, but Minji was confident that it was secure. Ava stood in
the aisle and watched with wide, glassy eyes, not speaking.

After some discussion it was decided that
Alec would drive out of Las Vegas before Minji would take over
since she wasn’t accustomed to driving a vehicle as large as the
shuttle bus. As a precaution, she sat in the seat directly behind
Alec so she could quickly intercede if another attack were to
happen. Sitting next to Bailey, Minji tugged Ava onto her lap.
Ava’s head swiveled about in order to keep her gaze on Minji.

Simone collapsed into the chair across the
aisle, closed her eyes, and rested her head against the back of the
seat. Everything about Simone screamed sophistication, even when
she was grungy and exhausted. She’d changed into her clothes from
the day before, though her feet now sported sneakers she’d
scrounged out of a lost and found box.

The lift retracted into the shuttle and the
handicap door thumped shut. Using the backs of the chairs for
support, Alec returned to the driver’s seat. His cane lay on the
floor next to it in easy reach. Without a word, he started the
engine and drove away from the medical center.

Minji brushed her lips against Ava’s hair,
feeling grit coating the curls. She wiped off her mouth, resenting
that such a small pleasure was robbed by circumstances. One hand
resting against the swell of Ava’s tummy, she concentrated on the
gentle movement of her child’s breathing. Soon the more babyish
aspects of her daughter, like the rounded stomach and chubby cheeks
would give away to a taller, leaner adolescent. Minji made a point
of enjoying every little moment with her girls. The love she had
for them always helped chase away all the negativity in her life.
But now, holding Ava and the other within her, she fretted
at the thought of losing her daughters.

The journey away from the boulevard was
harrowing. The roads were an obstacle course of crashed vehicles.
Alec avoided the wrecks, rubble, and other debris, but sometimes he
was forced to drive over the dead to escape the downtown area. Each
time the shuttle bounced over corpses, Minji fought the urge to
chide him for not respecting the dead. From the expression on
Simone’s face, she appeared to be thinking the same thing.

Knuckles white from the pressure he was
exerting on the steering wheel, Alec drove the shuttle bus through
the apocalyptic landscape with gritty determination. At one point
he eased the shuttle bus through a space so narrow, when Minji
glanced out the window there was barely an inch between the side of
the bus and the crashed fire truck.

“You do not want to know how much
room is between the bus and the building on this side,” Simone
said, while looking out her window.

The shuttle bus slipped through without a
scratch.

The true scope of the disaster was
staggering. The city’s infrastructure had taken a hard hit. Utility
poles were knocked over in many areas, sparks raining on the cars
that had toppled them. Electrical cables sparked in the streets,
adding yet another impediment to their journey out of the city. It
was now clear to Minji why the cable, phones, internet and
electricity had stopped working.

Alec drove past many burning apartment
complexes and homes. The downed power lines were obviously the
source of so many fires. Again, Minji felt a twinge of guilt about
leaving Jesse’s patients and Arthur behind, but it was too late to
turn back now. It was best to stop the event and save everyone.

The worst aspect of their journey through
Las Vegas was the bodies. The corpses of the victims littered the
landscape. Some appeared badly burned though they were far from the
areas on fire, and Minji wondered if they were the same scorched
victims she’d seen on the boulevard. It was daunting to accept the
death toll.

As the shuttle bus wove its way through the
ruined city, there wasn’t a sign of the mass migration of the
mesmerized. It was possible the last of their number had left the
city limits the night before. How long it would take for the little
group to catch up with the horde was unknown.

It wasn’t until the shuttle bus reached the
suburbs and Alec found a path onto the highway that Minji was able
to relax her stiff muscles. A few times she’d been worried that
they’d have to abandon the bus and walk out of the city carrying
the children, Jake, and Jesse. The shuttle bus slowed to a stop and
Alec shifted into PARK.

“Finally,” she murmured.

Simone straightened in her seat. “So, is
anyone going to tell me where we are going?”

“We can’t—” Alec started.

“A top secret facility where they opened a
doorway to another world and let something in,” Minji answered
swiftly.

Simone’s eyebrows shot upward. “Say
what?”

“Minji...” Alec growled.

“She’s in this, too, Alec.”

“We haven’t discussed this, Minji!”

“No, we haven’t,” she admitted. “But we need
Simone.”

“We’ll find a safe place for her to hole up
with Jake, Jesse, and the girls.”

“Alec, you know it’s not going to let me
leave the girls behind. Why else would it knock everyone out so it
could follow me earlier? It’s not going to just let me leave
without Ava and Bailey. We need Simone to watch over the girls once
we get there.”

“Minji, do you actually think it’ll just let
her wait outside with the girls while we go in and deal with
it?”

“Enough! No more discussion without giving
me the details. I need an explanation. Right now.” Simone shifted
in her seat, crossing one leg over the other. Regarding Minji, she
pointed at her and said, “You tell me.”

So Minji did.

By the time she finished, Simone hadn’t
blinked for a few minutes. At last, she closed her eyes, and
whispered, “Dear sweet Jesus.”

Alec didn’t say a word, but made a grunting
noise.

“So you have the key cards to get in and the
directions to close this doorway between worlds, then blow up the
facility? From those rescue people at The Venetian?” Simone was
obviously still processing this information. “But won’t it need,
like, an eye scan or something to let you in?”

“Per instructions given to me when I
awakened, I disabled the security system inside the building from
my post, but we’ll still need the cards to get us in. The system
that works the door is a bit older and separate from the rest of
the building. The card allows one person in at a time,” Alec
answered.

“But what about deliveries? That doesn’t
seem like a good system if it only lets in one person,” Simone
pointed out.

Giving her a surprised, yet pleased look,
Alec said, “Deliveries were made via an underground tunnel from one
of the old test sites. The tunnel is cut off from both the outside
world and the facility with bulkheads built to withstand a nuclear
blast. The only way to open that entrance is from within the
facility.”

“That’s pretty paranoid,” Minji mused. “And
you didn’t have a card to get in even though you worked there?”

Alec shook his head. “I was just a guard. I
watched monitors all day. Everyone with a card was inside at the
time of the event. That was one of the first things I looked for
when I woke up. If one of the people with clearance had been
outside the building, this would already be over. But, alas, that’s
not the case. I was told to find the group from the second facility
to get their access cards.”

“So the government couldn’t remotely shut
the door to the other world, or blow up the facility?” Simone
arched an eyebrow, reminding Minji of Spock.

“No. To prevent enemies from hacking into
the system and committing an act of terrorism, the systems
controlling the bomb and the doorway are self-contained inside the
facility. There’s no way to hack in because they’re not connected
to the outside world.”

“So the thing the scientists brought into
our world is what’s...in...” Simone faltered, staring at Ava.

“It’s in all of them. All the mesmerized.”
Minji glanced over her shoulder at Jake and Jesse. “It can see us
through their eyes.”

“Watching you more than us, right?”

Minji ran her fingers through Ava’s dirty
hair. The other within her daughter watched her in silence.
“Yes.”

“But why you?”

Minji chewed on her bottom lip, then
realized it was time to share her thoughts with the others. “It’s
because I’m a mother. And it’s a baby.”

Simone gave her an incredulous look.
“What?”

“It’s a baby. Or a small child. Remember
when all the mesmerized were making those odd noises and moving
their mouths in odd shapes?”

“Yeah...” Simone scooted around in her chair
to peer at the two mesmerized men. “They’re not doing it now.”

“Because I finally understood what it was
trying to tell me. When Arthur was bitching earlier about Bailey
baby talking and you explained that she was vocalizing to learn to
talk, it hit me. When the mesmerized made those noises it always
seemed strangely familiar, then I realized it’s because I’ve seen
it with both my girls. The entity was learning to talk.”

“Minji, are you sure about this?” Alec
asked.

“Yes, Alec. I’m sure. The three mesmerized
at The Venetian this morning called me ‘Mommy.’ Then the entity
using Ava brought me Bailey and said ‘baby’ and ‘Mommy.’ At first I
thought it was describing Bailey and me, but now I’m certain that
the entity is actually a child itself. I think in a limited way it
was trying to tell me it’s a baby like Bailey.”

Simone nodded. “Which might be why it
brought you Bailey.”

“I don’t get it,” Alec said.

“If it’s a child, Alec, and it has
identified the mother/child bond between Minji and her daughters,
it may have felt compelled to reunite the girls with Minji the same
way it wants to be reunited with its mother. You’re just lucky it
didn’t decide you were the bad guy who lured the mother away.”
Simone gave Ava a speculative look. “Because we all know what that
baby is capable of.”

“But a baby is an innocent. Why would it do
all of this?” Alec pointed toward the gruesome remains of a
jetliner strewn across a field.

“It’s not about innocence, Alec.” Minji
glanced at her sleeping baby at her side, her heart aching.
“Imagine a very frightened, powerful child that was taken from its
home and trapped in terrifying surroundings. Children have such a
limited understanding as it is, but imagine taking Bailey and
putting her into a world where she’s the ultimate power. All she
wants to do is get home, but these weaker things are preventing it
or even hurting her. What do you think Bailey would do?”

“Lash out.” Simone crossed her arms over her
breasts, nodding. “Children do have temper tantrums.”

“All this is caused by a baby?”
Twisting about in his chair, Alec rested his arm on the back and
studied Ava. “You honestly think it’s a baby staring out of her
eyes?”

Minji nodded. “A small child of its species,
yes.”

“It can hear us right now, you realize.”
Alec nervously rubbed his bottom lip. He was obviously trying to
wrap his mind around this new premise.

“Yes, it can. But I don’t know if it
actually understands us.”

“So why did it imprint on you?” Alec’s blue
eyes studied Minji thoughtfully, his gaze sweeping from her dreads
pulled into a bun on top of her head to the colorful tattoos
visible beneath her collarbone. “What makes you unique?”

Tenderly, Minji stroked Ava’s hair with her
fingers. “First off, I was immune. I was able to resist it. Maybe
that’s why it initially noticed me. Then I believe it started to
view me through the eyes of the mesmerized. It saw me trying to
save my girls. Most likely that’s when it identified me as a
‘mother’ or at least as a parental figure. So it watched me, then
tried to communicate.”

“All that mouth stuff, the noise.” Simone
lifted her fingers to her mouth, flexing them in imitation. “It was
learning to talk so it could communicate with you.”

“I do believe so.”

“Which would explain why the mesmerized only
acted like that when they got close to you. It makes sense,” Simone
decided, visibly impressed with this conclusion.

“So you just won huge brownie points when
you beat the hell out of Arthur, didn’t you?”

“Not on purpose, but yes. Now it sees me as
a protector. It wants to go home, Alec.”

“Those visions we’ve seen when we’re under
the attacks, is that its home?” Simone shivered at the memory.
“Because that place was terrifying.”

“Yeah, I think so. And if its world appears
that bizarre to us, then what does our world look like to it?”

“Hell,” Simone sighed. “Sheer hell.”

“So you think the attacks are defensive?”
Alec rubbed at the scowl on his face with his fingertips, obviously
attempting to come to terms with what she was saying.

“No, I don’t think they’re attacks at all. I
think it’s just crying out. It’s like Bailey having a tantrum. I
know this sounds crazy, but I don’t think it’s trying to hurt
us.”

“But it has, Minji. It has killed so many
already,” Alec pointed out.

“Not on purpose.”

“Maybe not, but my orders are clear.”

Simone gave Alec a sharp look. “Orders?”

“Yes. To close the door to its world and
to...eliminate the problem.”

“Kill it is what you mean.” Simone regarded
him with utter disgust.

“We don’t have a choice.”

“Yes, we do, Alec,” Minji objected. “We
totally do.”

“And what’s our other choice?” Alec asked,
his blue eyes meeting her gaze steadily.

Minji predicted neither one of them would
actually like her response, but said anyway. “Open the door and let
it go home.”



Chapter 29

 


“No,” Alec said curtly. “Absolutely
not.”

“Why not?” Minji maintained an even tone in
an effort to not upset the other inside of Ava, but
projected the full weight of her anger in her gaze.

“My orders are to...do what I was told,”
Alec responded, visibly leery of speaking in front of Ava.

“If it wants to go home, let it go home.
Then it will leave us alone!” Simone slanted her upper body toward
Alec. “Isn’t that what we all want? If it goes home, we’re free. We
get our families back!”

“What if we open the door and something else
comes in? What if we make it worse?” It was understandable that the
man was bewildered and frustrated by their argument. “Can’t you see
how that’s a real possibility?”

“What does it matter, Alec?” Simone swung
one hand toward the smoke rising from the city skyline in the
distance. “How many of us are left? How many have died? If we open
the door and something comes through that finishes us off...”
Simone’s voice caught and she took a second to steady her emotions.
When she did speak again, her voice was thick and rough. “...maybe
it will be a mercy.”

Minji understood Simone’s sentiment, but
didn’t agree with it. “The entity accidentally entered our world
through an open doorway. I don’t know exactly how it works, but if
it’s partially open, what’s stopping something else from coming
through?”

Alec lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “Who
knows? Maybe something else has. How can we even tell? All those
involved in the project are dead.”

“What about all the mesmerized?” Simone
asked. “The ones walking toward the facility? If you...eliminate
the problem, won’t you be eliminating them, too?”

Alec averted his eyes, his posture slumping.
“I don’t want to do that.”

“Then we don’t,” Simone said vehemently. “We
open the door and let the child go home. Then we shut it and hope
to God in Heaven everyone wakes up.”

Minji unequivocally agreed with this
opinion. “If we can find a way to do this without anyone else
dying, we have to do it.”

The retired soldier sorrowfully regarded the
black smoke rising from the Las Vegas skyline as he rubbed his
hands together, almost as if he were washing them. “I killed people
in Afghanistan. And they weren’t just men who wanted to shed
American blood. There were young boys armed and ready to kill. One
of them shot me multiple times before I killed him.”

“Sweet Jesus,” Simone whispered.

“I’m so sorry, Alec.” Minji knew her words
couldn’t bring real solace, but said them anyway.

“The reason why I was shot and two of my men
killed is because the soldier who initially spotted the boy
hesitated. Later, he pleaded for my forgiveness because when he
spied the boy –who killed two people and wounded three others – he
identified him as a child and not a threat.” Alec directed his gaze
at Ava again. “I see the child, Minji. I see the threat.”

“Alec...” she started to protest, but the
steadfastness she saw in his eyes caused her to falter.

“Let me finish, Minji. If I could go back in
time and disarm that child and send him home to his mother and save
his life and the lives of my men, I would do it. In a heartbeat.”
Alec straightened his shoulders. “We’ll try to send it back. And if
that fails...well, we’ll do what I was sent to do.”

Simone bobbed her head once. “Fine.”

“Thanks, Alec,” Minji said gratefully.

The possibility of a peaceful resolution was
welcomed, but twinges of fear and doubt pinched at her nerves.
Tilting her head to gaze into Ava’s eyes, she hoped the other
within her would realize they were trying to help. Maybe then it
would release the mesmerized and stop the slaughter.

 


***

 


The drive was long, boring and made her
drowsy, but Minji resolutely drove on. Alec and Bailey dozed in the
seat behind her, the man and the baby both snoring. In the rear,
Simone was checking on Jake and Jesse. Ava stood next to the
driver’s seat, the leash knotted around a pole to keep her securely
at Minji’s side. The young mother hated that the entity in Ava
refused to remain seated. Its stubbornness was reminiscent of Ava,
which was just one more confirmation that the entity was a
child.

The highway sliced through the Nevada desert
under a cloudless blue sky. The mountains loomed in the distance
beyond the flat land spotted with desert foliage and herds of the
mesmerized. It was the first she’d seen of the victims since they’d
left the city. A large gathering sprawled across the road ahead
forcing her to bring the vehicle to a gradual stop. Clutching the
steering wheel, Minji frowned at the commotion in the center of the
road.

“Alec, wake up! Something’s wrong!”

“What?” The military man was instantly
awake. “What is it?”

Simone hurried up the aisle clasping a water
bottle in one hand. “What’s wrong?”

A large cluster of the mesmerized gathered
around a big blue truck blocking the shuttle’s passage. From the
way the top of the cab was bobbing side to side, it was evident
that the mesmerized were rocking the pickup.

“What the hell?” Minji checked Ava, but the
blank stare was unchanged. A rapid study of her husband and Jesse
revealed they were sedate as well. On the road, the mesmerized were
in an uproar. Over the idling engine of the shuttle bus, she could
hear inhuman cries issuing forth from the throng.

Simone gripped the pole near the steps to
the front door and leaned over to peer out. “What are they
doing?”

“Have you seen anything like this before?”
Alec stopped next to Simone, pressed his palms against the ceiling
to steady himself and slanted forward to watch.

Simone shook her head while Minji said, “No,
never.”

“Are they attacking it? Or is it just
blocking their way?” Simone asked.

“The people at The Venetian tried to grab me
this morning, but I think it was to return me to the girls.” Minji
clasped her hands together and tucked them under her chin as she
scrutinized the scene. “Are there people in the truck?”

“I can’t see anyone, can you?” Adam’s
fingers drummed against the roof, his eyebrows lowered in a
thoughtful pose.

“No,” Simone answered. “There’s too much
glare on the windshield.”

A loud pop startled Minji and it took her a
second to realize it was gunfire. Moments later, more shots
followed, and above the crowd, geysers of blood appeared. The
mesmerized responded by swarming over the vehicle like ants. The
shooting continued and there was a bright flash when someone kicked
out the windshield and the glass caught the sunlight. Two figures
scrambled onto the hood of the pickup truck dressed in Army
fatigues.

“Shit!” Reaching under his jacket and shirt,
Alec pulled a handgun from a holster hidden at the small of his
back. “I need to help them!”

“You have a gun? You didn’t tell us you had
a gun!” Simone exclaimed.

“Don’t rag on me,” Alec tersely replied.

Outside, the two people, a man and a woman,
struggled to maintain their balance on the rocking vehicle while
shooting and kicking away the mesmerized reaching for them. Minji
took hold of Ava’s hand and tried to get her attention. “Stop it.
Leave them alone.”

Ava’s only response was to stare past her at
the rampaging mesmerized.

“Alec, you can’t go out there anyway.
They’re acting like zombies!”

“Simone, back off. I have to help them.”
Alec opened the door to the shuttle bus.

Gripping his upper arm, Minji tugged on him.
Alec swung toward her, blue eyes boring into hers.

“The mesmerized are not going to stop their
attack and bullets aren’t slowing them down. You can’t help them,
Alec.”

“Minji, I have—”

“Oh, shit!” Simone cried, flinging out a
hand as though she could somehow stop the unfolding drama. “He
fell!”

Minji shot out of the driver’s seat when she
realized only the woman remained on top the truck. The female
soldier was backed onto the roof and the mesmerized were swarming
over the hood and bed. Though she was obviously screaming, her
voice was drowned out by their disturbing cries. Horrified, Minji
watched as the woman was dragged off the cab and disappeared into
the throng.

“Fuck!” Alec roared. “Fuck!”

“What are they doing to her? What are they
doing to her?” Simone screamed.

Bailey let out a bleat, then started to
wail.

Minji swiveled about to calm her baby, but
instantly froze. Ava was staring at her with a small smile on her
lips.

“Moommy,” she said.

Pressing her freezing fingertips to her
face, Minji resisted the urge to grab the little girl and shake
her. It was difficult to find her voice, but she said, “Stop
it.”

Ava’s eyes flicked toward the gruesome
violence outside the shuttle bus. Lifting one hand, she pointed at
the scene. “Moommy.”

Returning her attention to the frenzied
mesmerized, Minji seized upon Ava’s comment and snapped it into the
puzzle she’d been piecing together in her mind. “Oh, my God!”

“They’ve stopped,” Simone whispered in a
fear laden voice. “Why?”

Like a wave crashing onto the shore then
retreating into the sea, the mesmerized stilled, then staggered
away from the pickup. There were so many it took several minutes
before the sad scene around the vehicle was exposed. Numerous
bodies haloed by pools of vibrant red decorated the long strip of
asphalt. The desert wind kicked up dust devils that danced among
the dead like wraiths.

“I need to go see what the hell is going
on,” Alec said, then exited the bus.

“Simone, can you watch the girls?”

“Be careful, Minji. This isn’t a good
sign.”

Leaving the other woman to deal with the
crying baby, Minji sprinted down the steps and out into the bright
sunlight. Despite the time of the year and the clear skies, the air
was freezing.

Further along the highway, large herds of
the mesmerized continued to cross over while the group that had
attacked the truck resumed their hike into the desert. None of the
mesmerized took notice of the man with the cane and gun. Minji
shadowed Alec, shivering in the cold.

“You should stay on the bus,” Alec said,
realizing she was trailing him.

“No,” she answered.

“Right,” he grunted. “I keep forgetting
you’re stubborn as a mule.”

“Exactly.”

They reached the outer ring of bodies. All
were dead, riddled with bullet wounds and appeared to be from all
walks of life. Near the front of the pickup, Alec bent over a
figure covered in blood and gore. Parts of the body looked like raw
meat.

“Don’t look, Minji,” Alec said. “He’s torn
apart.”

“Torn apart like eaten?” For a second she
doubted her own theory and feared Arthur’s zombie speculation was
more feasible than she’d imagined, then she dismissed those
thoughts.

“I don’t think so. There are bites, but
honestly I think they were just trying to kill him. His head is
bashed in.” Alec crossed himself, then searched through the man’s
blood-soaked pockets. “Nothing. From his uniform I can tell he was
a private and his last name was Hernandez. I wonder if there is
something in the truck that would explain why they attacked him.
I’ll check.”

Minji pointed her attention away from the
grisly remains in the direction of the mesmerized herds. “They’re
not even aware of us. Why attack them, but not us?”

“Damned if I know,” Alec said distractedly,
crunching the glass from the shattered windshield underfoot. He
jerked the cab door open.

Drawn by curiosity, Minji walked along the
side of the pickup to the truck bed. The vehicle had severe body
damage and was slathered in blood. To her disgust, she saw that a
corpse was wedged into the wheel well of the rear tire. Pressing
upward onto her tip toes, she looked into the truck bed to see the
female soldier’s mangled body. Minji climbed onto the tailgate, and
gingerly stepped into the bloody mess. The rubber soles of her
boots squelched in the red liquid causing her to cringe with
revulsion. Carefully, she inched her way to the body of the woman
taking extra care not to slip, then crouched to search through the
woman’s uniform. The warmth of the fresh blood and the reek of
copper, urine, and feces made her task even more harrowing.
Gritting her teeth, she fumbled about until she pulled a white card
from the woman’s pocket.

It matched Dr. McCoy’s.

“Alec, I got something,” Minji called
out.

“Me, too.” Alec flattened a white card
against the rear window.

Minji flashed the one she’d found. “What the
hell?”

“Get her dog tags. I’ll get his. It’s the
least we can do.”

Swallowing any trepidation, Minji bent over
and gently worked the chain over the woman’s head. Her hair was cut
very short and was a cloud of silky black against Minji’s hands.
The female soldier had lost so much blood her dark skin looked
gray. Minji noted the tattoo showing through the woman’s torn
uniform. It was a heart with a cross.

When she rejoined Alec, Minji was close to
losing her calm demeanor. Alec peered at her face as she approached
and held out his arm, offering a hug. Minji shook her head,
delivered the dog tags, and set her hands on her hips.

Dropping his arm, Alec sighed while storing
the tags in his jacket pocket. “The tank was running on fumes and
the truck has severe body damage.”

“There’s a corpse wedged into the wheel
well.”

“Yeah, I saw that. Also, they had a map with
the first and second facility marked on it.”

Minji tapped her fingertips lightly against
her hip bones. “Do you think they were trying to enter the first
facility and were stopped by the mesmerized?”

Rotating the card with his fingers, Alec
pursed his lips thoughtfully. “Why would the mesmerized stop them?
They’ve been peaceful up to this point. What did they do to upset
your kidnapped baby?”

“I don’t think it’s the baby that did this,”
Minji answered.

Alec chuckled without any trace of mirth.
“Okay, lay it on me.”

“I think it’s the mother. I don’t think the
door closed all the way because the mother was attempting to rescue
her child when the scientists tried to close it. Like someone
stopping a door with a toe, I suspect that’s what’s happening.”

“She shoved a toe in the door, huh?”

Minji shrugged. “I think so.”

“And this mother has an influence on what’s
going on?”

“These creatures are obviously telepathic in
some way. I suspect she’s projecting her will through that crack
between our worlds and has something to do with this.”

Laughing without mirth, Alec tilted his head
back to gaze up at the heavens. “Of course! So…how do you know
this?”

The reaction pissed off Minji and she folded
her arms across her breasts and glowered. “Because the entity
looking through Ava’s eyes said 'Mommy' when the attack was going
on.”

Mimicking her pose, Alec muttered, “Just
fucking great.”

Now that Minji had spoken her thoughts
aloud, she perceived how it made sense. The mesmerized had shown
different signs of awareness throughout the last day. What if the
baby’s influence was limited, but the mother’s wasn’t? What if it
was the mother who was dragging humanity to the doorway of her
world?

“But that doesn’t answer why this
hypothetical mother would attack these soldiers, does it,
Minji?”

“Maybe they were perceived as a threat. Like
the white lab coats resulted in the death of everyone wearing
white. Were there Army soldiers at the facility?”

Alec swore under his breath. “They all died,
too.”

“So maybe their uniforms identified them as
an enemy.”

“That’s a distinct possibility based on what
we’ve already seen.”

Alec gestured at the gore laden area further
up the highway. “They were driving through the mesmerized. They
were probably desperate to escape when things went south at the
facility. Hell, they were desperate enough to try to signal us for
a rescue. Or at least I’m assuming that’s why they crawled onto the
hood.”

“They probably thought they could push
through the crowd.” Minji shuddered remembering her own struggle
with the mesmerized at the waterfall. It felt like a million years
ago.

“Possibly. We’ll never know now.”

“So if they tried to go to the facility,
how’d they know about it?”

“Any soldier with immunity would have
immediately reported in for orders.”

“Which means more may be on their way.”

“Yeah. And they’ll be in danger if they’re
still in uniform. Shit. There’s no way to warn them.”

“So where did they get these?” Minji
attempted to rub some of the blood staining the white plastic, but
gave up when she realized it was also on her hands.

“That I don’t have an answer for.” Alec
appeared just as baffled as she was at the unexpected situation.
“Maybe they were assigned to the second facility and got those off
of the affected scientists. But it’s hard to say.”

The mesmerized continued onward, crossing
the road a hundred yards away from the bloody scene.

“There aren’t any neat answers are
there?”

“You tell me. How do we make sure Mommy
doesn’t see us a threat?” Alec stared at her, fully expecting her
to answer.

Minji shrugged. “Hell if I know. Humanity
kidnapped her kid, so she’s pissed already.”

“If you’re right...”

“If I’m right...”

“And we have her kid.”

“Which could be good or bad, depending on
how she reacts. My hope is that the child can help us.” Minji
shoved the card into her jacket pocket with a sigh that turned her
breath into icy mist.

“So we keep on the baby’s good side.”
Shaking his head, Alec started to return to the shuttle bus. “We
better get back on the road.”

“How will we get through?” Minji pointed
toward the flocks of the mesmerized.

“Carefully,” Alec called out, and kept
walking. “Very carefully.”



Chapter 30

 


The sun was close to setting and the sky was
awash in bright orange, pink, and gold beneath a curtain of diamond
studded darkness. Minji sat in front of her husband, attempting to
compel Jake to drink some water and a protein drink, but to no
avail. Surrendering to dismay, she set the water aside and took
Jake’s hands in her own.

Who was staring through his eyes? The child
or the mother?

Ava stayed in the aisle at Minji’s side.
Whenever Minji moved, Ava followed. Maybe it was her imagination,
but she felt as though the entity within Ava was settling into her
daughter’s body like the fingers of a puppeteer in a hand puppet.
The thought made her a bit queasy.

At the rear of the shuttle bus, Simone
rested next to Jesse, eyes closed, her hand lying on his forearm.
At this point, Minji had given up hope Jesse would wake before the
door between worlds was closed. Simone and Alec were doing their
best to take care of Jake and Jesse while Minji drove, but they
were only following what they’d seen Jesse do for the other
patients. It wasn’t the medical care that Jesse could provide.

The one major relief was that there were no
more attacks during their slow journey.

Alec hobbled up the aisle to sit near her.
“We still can’t drive any further. They’re blocking the way.”

The day had been long and complicated by the
occasional migration of the mesmerized across the highway, which
had significantly slowed the progress of the shuttle bus. It was
apparent the mesmerized were walking in a straight line to the
first facility, ignoring roads and enclosures along the way. A few
times Minji had witnessed fences collapsing under the onslaught of
the crowds. For a period of time, the hordes flanked the highway in
a distant dark wave surrounded by dust clouds, but now their path
had intersected with the road again. The throngs trudged toward the
first facility from all directions, gradually morphing into one
large mass. Now the mesmerized filled the road as far as the eye
could see and blocked their passage. Minji had parked the bus so
they could eat and rest for a bit in hopes that the crowd would
eventually thin.

Kissing the back of Jake’s hands, Minji
longed for him to awaken. “We’ll have to go on foot, won’t we?”

“Simone can stay here like we
discussed.”

“I don’t know if the other will let Bailey
stay behind.”

“We need to try. It’s been thirty hours
since this started, Minji. We’re running out of time.”

With a weary sigh, Minji acknowledged the
truth of his statement by standing.

In the fading sunlight, Simone’s eyes
glittered when she opened them. “You’re going to try? Now?”

“The mesmerized aren’t diminishing in
numbers, they’re growing,” Alec answered.

Simone sat up, smoothed her hair, and pushed
out of her seat. “All right. I’ll stay here until you return. And
you’d better return.” The tense lines around her full lips and
hunched shoulders were clear indicators of her worries.

With trembling fingers, Minji untied Ava’s
leash and scooted the child along the aisle toward the front. “The
keys are in the ignition, Simone.”

“I’m not leaving until you come back,”
Simone snapped.

“If we don’t come back, you have to leave
for Bailey’s sake. Please.”

Simone met Minji’s imploring stare with a
stony one, then exhaled explosively. “Fine! How long before I
leave?”

“Twenty-four hours,” Alec answered.

“Okay. Twenty-four hours, but you’ll be back
before then. Or I will be very unhappy with both of you.” Simone
gave them a withering stare that actually elicited smiles from both
of them. “I’m not joking.”

“You’re good people, Simone.” Alec gave her
a gentle hug which she immediately returned.

She clung to Alec. “Please don’t leave me
alone for long,” She said, her voice cracking.

“We won’t.”

The man’s answer made Minji bristle. She
didn’t like him lying to Simone, even though Minji held onto the
hope that they would be successful. If someone made a promise,
Minji fully expected them to fulfill it. How could Alec promise
something he couldn’t be sure of?

The one vow she’d made to her family was
that she would do her best to save them, and she would fulfill it.
But there was one vow she had yet to make and it was the most
important. As a mother the mere thought of Ava and Bailey lost in
another world among completely alien creatures was unbearable. In
spite of the destruction brought on the world, her heart broke for
the two creatures torn apart.

Crouching before Ava, Minji stared into the
glassy gaze and projected as clearly as she could the compassion in
her heart. “We’re going to try to save you. We’re going to where
they have you trapped so we can send you home. Alec and I want to
save you.”

A blank look was her only response.

Inspiration hit and Minji unzipped Ava’s
Mulan backpack and withdrew several dolls. Holding up the Mulan
doll, she said, “Mommy,” and pointed to herself. Picking up the
Tiana doll, she started to speak, but Ava immediately pointed to
Simone.

“Did she just...?” Simone had retrieved
Bailey from the child seat and stood over the mother and daughter
observing the interaction.

“She recognizes you as an individual. That’s
good.” Alec sat across from Minji and Ava and leaned toward the
little girl. “Which one is me?” He indicated himself with his
thumb.

Ava pointed at a male prince.

“Damn.” Simone’s eyes widened.

Excitement flooding her, Minji set the rest
of the dolls on her lap. “Which one is Ava?”

Ava’s eyes barely flicked to the dolls, but
the finger pointed at Merida.

Minji grouped the Merida and Mulan doll
together. “You have a mommy like Ava has a mommy.” Waving to the
remaining dolls, she asked “Which one is your mommy?” Which doll
would the entity choose to represent its mother?

The little digit wavered, then pointed out
the window toward the stars.

An icy chill flowed along Minji’s spine and
she shook off her unease. Picking up the three dolls the entity had
selected, Minji made a little pantomime of the dolls walking to the
window. “We’re going to take you home. To your mommy.”

Ava’s arm fell back to her side, but she
stared at the three dolls, her head tilted.

Minji picked up Tiana and the small Asian
baby doll that Ava loved to carry around. “Simone is going to take
care of Bailey here. Okay?”

“I’ll take good care of the baby,” Simone
added.

Ava’s eyes moved between the dolls and
Simone.

“Amazing. I think it’s really starting to
understand us,” Alec chuckled. “Unbelievable.”

Minji started to return the dolls to the
backpack, but Ava’s hands stopped her. The little girl clutched the
baby doll and Tiana in her hands.

“What does that mean?” Simone asked
worriedly.

Solemnly, Ava handed the dolls to Bailey.
The baby snatched them up and immediately shoved the doll foot in
her mouth.

“I believe that means it understands,” Minji
answered, zipping up the backpack.

“Excellent,” Simone said, relieved.

“Hopefully, our task will be much easier
now. Good job, Minji.”

While Minji took a moment to kiss Bailey
goodbye, Alec heaved the diaper bag with water and protein bars
over his shoulder. Minji had earlier emptied it of Bailey’s things
then repacked it for their journey. Though it hurt to be apart from
Bailey, Minji knew it was for the best. She didn’t dare take Bailey
with them for fear of something dire happening. It was already
dismaying to take Ava into a potentially dangerous situation.

Simone patted Minji’s shoulder, but didn’t
offer a hug. Maybe she’d detected Minji’s aversion. It wasn’t that
Minji didn’t like embracing people; it was just that she needed to
contain her emotions until things were resolved. She feared that if
she allowed herself a moment of comfort, all the feelings she so
carefully contained would come flooding out.

“Thank you for taking care of Bailey,
Simone.”

“She’s a good baby. It’s no trouble.
Besides, you two have a much bigger job to do. I’m just doing my
small part.”

“Wish us luck.”

“I’m already praying.”

After kissing Jake gently on the lips and
whispering her love to him, Minji mentally switched her focus from
her family to her mission with Alec. The two adults claimed the
flashlights Alec had placed on the driver’s seat earlier when
they’d been preparing for the possibility of finishing their
journey on foot. When Alec opened the door, Minji lifted Ava onto
her hip and carried her down the steps.

The walk ahead was going to be long, but
Minji was energized with the thought of bringing the event to a
final end. Hope took hold as the burden of the last few days
gradually diminished. The earlier violence of the mesmerized had
frightened her, but she understood a mother’s need to protect her
young. If the child entity understood that Alec and Minji meant no
harm, then maybe it could relay that information to its mother.

The beams from their flashlights illuminated
the cracked asphalt and puffs of dirt shifting over the surface.
Minji lowered Ava to the ground and firmly wrapped the leash around
her own wrist a few times before taking Ava’s hand. Her hands were
still sore from the beating she’d inflicted on Arthur, but her grip
was strong and sure.

The mesmerized continued along their set
path. Fifty yards ahead of the trio, the crowd marched out of the
desert and onto the road. There was no way around them. Alec and
Minji had to venture into the crowd.

“Try not to get pinned in,” Alec said in
warning. “Keep away from the tighter clumps.”

Up close, the mesmerized appeared more
zombie-like than the day before. Filthy, injured, dehydrated, and
wide-eyed, they eerily resembled the walking dead. The only sound
from the throng was the slap of their feet against the
pavement.

Approaching the long line of mesmerized
staggering onto the highway from the desert, Minji steadied her
nerves. Even if they looked inhuman, the mesmerized were victims of
the event. Yes, some had attacked the soldiers, but Minji hoped
that occurrence had been an anomaly.

The three people were almost to the throng
when the mesmerized among the fringes started to crane their necks
in the direction of Minji, Ava, and Alec. The countless staring
eyes glinted in the brilliance cast by the flashlights.

“Hold up,” Alec ordered under his
breath.

Minji obeyed, squeezing Ava’s hand.

“Just wait for a second.”

The mesmerized trekked onward, but the ones
among the edge of the crowd continued to rake their empty gazes
over the trio before traveling on. None made a move toward
them.

“Okay, let’s try to enter the crowd.”

Minji started forward again.

As the man, woman, and child approached the
perimeter of the multitude, more and more of the mesmerized
appeared to take interest in their approach. Minji was about to
halt their progress again when to her astonishment the mesmerized
shuffled out of their way, forming a perfect path in their
midst.

“Okay,” Alec gulped. “I wasn’t expecting
that.”

“I think that’s the welcoming mat.” A smirk
played along her lips.

“Me, too.”

Together, they walked on.

Headlights caught the mesmerized in a
blinding white glare and the sound of a car engine filled the
night. Whipping about, Minji saw a large SUV pull up alongside the
bus.

“What the hell?” Alec shielded his eyes with
his hand.

The doors of the idling SUV opened.

A whisper of unease flitted through her
thoughts and Minji shot a panicked look at the shuttle bus. Simone
wasn’t visible and Minji wondered if she was hiding. There was
nowhere for Minji and Alec to conceal themselves unless they
plunged into the mesmerized.

“This doesn’t feel right,” she said to
Alec.

“I thought we might find you on the road,”
an unfamiliar voice called out.

“Who are you?” Alec shouted back.

“Deputy Hatcher. I’ve been in route to the
facility since yesterday. You’re Staff Sergeant Alec Markham,
right? I was told about you, but never could reach your phone.”

“The cell towers are down in a lot of areas.
Las Vegas has gone dark.”

“I noticed. I’m just glad I found you.”

“Does that make sense?” Minji whispered to
Alec. “That he’d be told about you?”

“Yeah, the authorities would try to get us
to work together,” Alec answered under his breath.

“I was in Vegas earlier today and hoped to
make contact with you since that was where you were sent. I ran
into a friend of yours. Arthur Freestone.” The man behind the voice
was backlit by the headlights, making it nearly impossible to
discern the details of his appearance. “He told me some interesting
things.”

The deputy closed the gap and stood before
them. Tall, beefy, ruddy-faced, and imposing, the man had a
dangerous energy spilling off of him. Then she noticed the weapon
in his hand.

“That’s not needed,” Alec said with
alarm.

“After seeing what you did to Arthur’s face
and what he told me, I’m not so sure.” Close cropped dark hair
beneath his wide-brimmed hat and a handle bar mustache gave him an
Old West appearance.

“Put down your weapon. They’ll see you as a
threat and hurt you,” Alec warned.

“Like they did those poor soldiers down the
way? Hernandez and Palmer were good people, but they met the same
fate as everyone else trying to get into the facility.”

“How do you know that?” Alec demanded.

Deputy Hatcher was now so close Minji could
smell the pungent combination of cigarette smoke and body odor
wafting off him. “The unaffected have been communicating via the
internet. I guess since you were in a blacked out area you missed
all our plans to find you and get into the facility. All four teams
have failed.”

“How do you know they failed?” Minji
asked.

“They never came back online and the event
is still in progress. It’s simple deduction, ma’am.”

“Put the gun away,” Alec said in a terse
tone.

“I don’t think so. See, Arthur assured me
we’d have nothing to be afraid of if we found you.” The deputy
jerked his head toward the path through the mesmerized. “I can see
that now for myself. We’ve got a secret weapon.”

Minji and Alec both moved to protect
Ava.

Much to their surprise, Deputy Hatcher
didn’t make a grab for the little girl. He lashed out and jerked
Minji hard against his body and pushed the firearm into her
side.

Ava’s eyes widened.

The mesmerized came to a standstill.



Chapter 31

 


“You understand, don’t you?” Deputy Hatcher
said to Ava. “You try to hurt us, I hurt your mommy. I will pull
the trigger. Understand?”

Ava nodded.

“Good.”

Minji felt the hard nose of the service
revolver pushing into her side. “This isn’t necessary.”

“Yes, it is. Time is running out. We need
you to get us there,” the deputy answered.

“I’ll help you. Just let her go,” Alec said,
stepping in front of Ava.

“It’s not about you, Markham. It’s about the
little girl. Arthur explained what he saw. That little girl is at
the core of what is going on.”

“She’s just one of the mesmerized.” Alec
leaned forward on his cane. “Can’t you see that?”

“She’s the one who’s doing it!”
someone screeched. It was Arthur’s voice.

“Shit.” Alec took a hard look at the
mesmerized behind him. “Having Arthur with you is a bad idea.
You’re going to bring the mesmerized down on you.”

“The mesmerized? Is that what you call
them?” The deputy seemed amused by this label. “And why would they
come down on us if she’s not the one controlling them?”

“She’s just a little girl,” Minji
protested.

“Arthur told me all about how that little
girl controls these so-called mesmerized. Don’t lie to me.”

“This isn’t right,” Alec said heatedly.
“Holding a woman hostage? That’s not how things are done.”

“A violent woman under the influence of an
alien being is a menace,” the deputy shot back. “I saw what she did
to Arthur’s face.”

“He tried to strangle my daughter!”

“He said he was trying to sedate her.”

“The man’s lying to save face. He tried to
kill a little girl,” Alec said in a low, tight voice.

Ava whimpered.

The mesmerized all took a simultaneous step
toward the standoff.

“I mean it, little girl!” the deputy
snarled. “I will shoot her.”

Minji wished that the other would attack
again just so she could get the upper hand, but observing Ava,
Minji saw that there was emotion in the doll-like eyes for the very
first time. It was fear. Minji was both touched and exasperated by
the entity’s attachment to her in that moment. If only it would
lash out and put the Sheriff and Arthur under, but she could see by
the terror in the child’s eyes that it wasn’t going to happen.
Maybe the mother entity would make a move, but Minji wasn’t certain
if it would either. It wanted its child back and would need humans
to do it. With dread, Minji accepted their temporary defeat.

“What do you want from us?” Minji tilted her
head so she could see the man’s face.

“You’re our ticket for safe passage. You’re
coming with us. Alec, turn over the key cards. I know you have
them. I checked the team on the road and they were gone. I couldn’t
even get near The Venetian due to the fires. I assume you got the
tablet?”

“We couldn’t get close to The Venetian
either,” Minji quickly lied. “Alec took the two cards off the
soldiers.”

Giving her a sharp look, Alec processed her
words. “Minji, don’t tell him anymore!”

“We were hoping that once we were inside we
could find one of the tablets.”

Alec sighed wearily. “Dammit, Minji.”

“Is this true, Markham?”

“I was told to look for one inside the
facility if I couldn’t get to The Venetian in time,” Alec explained
and Minji wondered if it was a lie.

“Search him,” the deputy ordered Arthur.

Scampering into view, Arthur nervously
observed Ava and the mesmerized.

Maybe it was wrong, but the satisfaction
that Minji experienced at the sight of Arthur’s battered face made
her smile.

“Are you sure it’s safe? He’s right next to
that thing.” Arthur fidgeted from foot to foot, reminding
Minji of a child who was afraid of getting in trouble.

“If they try anything, I’ll shoot her.”

Arthur nervously ran his hands over Alec’s
body, checking the exterior pockets of his jacket, then his jeans.
Minji was relieved when he didn’t notice the inside pocket of the
jacket where Alec had tucked the small tablet.

“Check the diaper bag, too, Arthur.”

Arthur swiftly obeyed, casting anxious looks
in the direction of the mesmerized. When he finished, he plucked a
water bottle from the bag. “Nothing, Lenny.”

“Well, that makes things a little more
complicated, but we’ll figure it out.”

“I’m going with you,” Alec declared.

“No, you’re not. We’re taking the little
girl and Mindy with—”

“Minji.”

“Minji with us. You’ve already proven you’re
colluding with the enemy, Alec.”

“Just what do you think we’re trying to do?”
Alec demanded. “We’re trying to close the door and stop all of
this.”

“And kill the entity?” the deputy
queried.

Shaking his head, Alec said, “No. We
weren’t. We figured out a way to get it home.”

“I told you! They’re on its side!” Arthur’s
shrill voice filled the night.

The mesmerized bristled.

“Arthur, I suggest you keep silent. You’re
stirring them up,” Deputy Hatcher ordered.

“We don’t need to hurt it,” Minji persisted.
“We can send it home.”

“How?”

“Open the door and let it leave our world,”
Alec answered, and for the first time, it sounded like he was
passionate about this choice.

“And what if more come through? Look at what
just one has done?” Deputy Hatcher shook his head adamantly.
“Enough of this. No more talking. We have a job to do. Hand over
the cards, Markham. Give them to Minji.”

Grudgingly, Alec reached into his jacket to
pull out the cards. His eyes meeting Minji’s, she could almost hear
the wheels in his head turning as he contemplated his options. For
a second, she feared he’d pull his own weapon. Instead, he handed
her the two cards, keeping the tablet and remaining card out of
sight.

“I’ll take care of this,” Deputy Hatcher
said in a gruff voice. “Since you seem incapable of doing your
duty.”

Alec glowered at him intensely.

Putting more pressure on her arm, the man
directed Minji toward the waiting SUV. “Move along.”

Minji stumbled, but caught her balance. She
glanced toward Ava. The little girl was following. It broke Minji’s
heart to see that Ava’s hands were trembling.

“Give those to Arthur,” Deputy Hatcher
directed when they arrived at the SUV.

With a sarcastic smile, Minji extended her
hand. “Don’t lose them, idiot.”

With a frown, Arthur took the cards. “You’re
a traitor.”

“You’re still an idiot.”

To her surprise, Deputy Hatcher handed her
the keys. “You’re driving. Just aim the SUV right down the center
of that pathway. This road leads straight to the facility.”

“See! See how they are with her! They’re
making a path,” Arthur hissed, casting a distrustful eye in Ava’s
direction. “It’s because it likes her.”

“Calm down, Arthur. We’ve got it under
control now. See?” Deputy Hatcher gestured with his free hand for
Minji to take the wheel while prodding her with the end of the
revolver. “Get in and climb over the console into the driver’s
seat.”

Minji again considered her options, but came
to the same conclusion that there was nothing she could do at the
moment to escape. At least Alec had one card left. She wondered if
the mesmerized would let him through without Ava. If something
happened to her, then Alec was the world’s last chance.

Entering on the passenger side, Minji
scooted over the center console, ducking her head to do so. The
interior of the car reeked of cigarette smoke. The deputy never let
the weapon leave her side as he slid into the passenger seat.
Seizing Ava’s arm, he hoisted her into the vehicle and positioned
her between his legs. The child gave him a dark look, but remained
silent. Indicating the gun pressed against Minji’s ribs, the deputy
made the silent threat crystal clear to the entity within the
girl.

Ava crooked her head to gaze at Minji.

“I’m going to get you home,” Minji
promised.

Arthur climbed into the back seat and
slammed the door shut. “Simone is probably hiding in the shuttle
bus.”

“It doesn’t matter. We have what we need.
Drive, Minji.”

Shifting into gear, Minji drove the SUV
onward. Meanwhile, Alec strode to the shuttle bus, his hands on his
hips and a weary expression on his face. Deputy Hatcher rolled down
the window, letting cold air sweep through the vehicle.

“Take the other woman and the baby somewhere
safe and wait this out. I’m sure the authorities will want to know
all about you deciding to not obey orders!” the deputy shouted when
the vehicle rolled past Alec.

“Blowing up the facility will kill thousands
upon thousands of people! Send it home and end this!”

Deputy Hatcher rolled up the window and
shook his head in disgust at Alec’s words.

“I told you. They’re on its side,” Arthur
groused.

Directing the SUV onto the path cutting
through the mesmerized, Minji squeezed the steering wheel in an
effort to quell her trembling. As one, the great mass of the
mesmerized started walking again. This time they strolled in two
columns, allowing passage to the SUV.

“Working like a charm,” the deputy said with
satisfaction.

“You could have just asked us to team with
you, you know,” Minji said.

“After what Arthur told me, I’m not about to
risk the world. You’ve been protecting it since all this
started.”

“That kid’s been creepy since the first time
I saw you, and she only got worse,” Arthur hissed near her ear.
“You keep protecting her even though you know that she’s possessed
by the thing destroying the world. Maybe you want to bring
destruction down on humanity since you’re a weird Goth girl, but we
won’t let you.”

Minji wished that the entity would attack,
but Ava’s eyes now glittered with unshed tears, stark fear stamped
on her face. Was it just the entity, or was Ava afraid, too? The
need to comfort her child was difficult to ignore. Maintaining her
focus on her journey along the track provided by the mesmerized,
Minji’s mind skimmed through all the ways she could possibly outwit
the two men holding her captive.

The beams from the headlights illuminated
the terrible condition of the masses. A few individuals toppled to
the ground only to be trampled by the others.

“If you set off the bomb, you’ll kill all
these people. You’ll kill us,” Minji said. “There is no way we can
escape in time.”

“Maybe. I don’t like the idea of dying, but
if it’s to save everyone else, I’ll do it,” the big man answered
ominously.

“Uh, what bomb? What?” Arthur leaned
forward. “What bomb, Lenny?”

“He didn’t tell you? Part of their orders is
to set off a bomb to destroy the facility to make sure the creature
is dead.” Checking her rearview mirror, Minji was pleased to see
Arthur’s frightened face.

“Can’t we just shoot it?” Arthur asked.

“I don’t know. No one told me if it’s
killable that way. We’re supposed to go in, follow the shutdown
procedures on the portal, and then activate the bomb.” There was a
hint of uncertainty in the man’s face and tone. “We’re supposed to
have enough time to get away, but with all these people out here, I
doubt we’d be able to.”

“But if we can shoot it, can’t we skip the
bomb part?” Arthur sounded on the verge of a panic attack.

“Maybe...” the deputy said, but sounded
non-committal.

A definite bruise was forming where the gun
was pushing into her ribs. Minji bit the inside of her lower lip to
keep from whimpering. Every bump in the road was deepening the
contusion, making it more painful.

“What if we just kill her?” Arthur asked,
pointing at Ava.

“Hey!” Minji almost swerved, but caught
herself.

With a grave expression, the deputy shook
his head. “It won’t do any good because the creature is out there.
She’s just its way of spying. We’ve got an hour to worry about it.
We’ll deal with the situation when we get there. One way or the
other, this thing needs to die.”

Ava’s eyes flicked back and forth between
the two men, and then settled on Minji.

With all her heart, Minji wished for another
attack.

Instead, Ava set her hand on Minji’s wrist
as if to comfort her.
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The vast heavens were alive with the
brilliance of stars and a glowing sliver of a moon. Ava’s face
turned upward to gaze at the beauty of the sky, ignoring the fetid
appearance of the mesmerized. Minji wondered what the entity saw
among the stars. Did it see the world similarly to how humans did?
She rather doubted it. The visions during the first attacks were
unlike anything she’d ever seen. The intense colors, the canticle
of ethereal resonances, and the surreal landscape were nearly
impossible to describe. Even her memory was a faded replica of what
she’d seen. How frightening the world of humanity must be to a
being used to such majesty. It must be like being cast out of
heaven.

“It’s wearing your daughter’s face, but it’s
not your daughter, you know,” Deputy Hatcher said, jolting her out
of her reverie. “Look at what it has done. The destruction. The
death.”

“It doesn’t understand. Or at least it
didn’t,” Minji retorted. “We brought it here, then trapped it. It
was defending itself.”

“It killed my family,” Arthur raged,
pointing an accusing finger at Ava. “It murdered them. And it would
kill us, too, if we weren’t immune.”

“It murdered those soldiers back there. You
saw them, didn’t you?” The deputy shot a disapproving look at
Minji.

The gun pressed harder into her side. Was
Deputy Hatcher doing it out of anger? Or unconsciously?

“They were identified as a threat. Maybe
because of their uniforms. Or because they tried to get into the
facility. Just like all the people wearing white,” Minji replied.
“Did you think of that? Maybe it thought they were trying to hurt
it. Which is the truth of the matter. They were trying to
hurt it.”

“And that’s why you’re with us.” The deputy
watched the mesmerized part before the SUV like the Red Sea parting
for Moses. “For some reason, it likes you. And for foolish reasons,
you’re protecting it.”

Resisting the urge to get into a verbal war
with the deputy, Minji concentrated on the patch of road in front
of the SUV. The pathway through the mesmerized made the journey
easier, but she didn’t dare drive too fast. There were children and
elderly in the crowd and sometimes they were bumped into the path
of the SUV. So many had died already and she didn’t want to be
responsible for any more deaths.

“We’re almost there,” the deputy said
studying the GPS on the dash. “We should be coming up on it any
second now.”

Minji slowed the SUV as the road gradually
curved. It was difficult to see the lay of the land with the
mesmerized obscuring the view. The tall posts of a toppled fence
came into view. Beyond the remains of the enclosure were several
squat concrete buildings. The mesmerized were swarming a dome
shaped building on the far end that wasn’t much larger than a
shed.

Deputy Hatcher pointed toward the oddly
shaped structure. “That’s the entrance.”

The mesmerized were compressed so compactly
into the area, they could no longer move to allow the SUV to pass.
Minji was forced to stop.

“Keep going, keep going,” Arthur
insisted.

“I can’t. There’s too many. We have to
walk,” Minji answered.

“Fences are down,” the deputy observed.
“There are about a hundred yards between here and the entrance.
Walking through it will not be easy. Minji, carry the little girl
and take the lead. I’ll be right behind you. Arthur, you’re
last.”

“But what if they try to hurt me?” In the
rearview mirror, Arthur’s face resembled that of a mouse cornered
by a cat.

“They won’t.” The deputy shoved the
passenger door open and pushed on it with one foot until the
mesmerized scooted out of the way. Wrapping one arm around Ava, he
motioned for Minji to turn off the SUV. “You’re going to slide over
the console just like before. Understood?”

Nodding, Minji popped her seatbelt and
obeyed. She’d hoped for some relief from the constant prodding of
the gun, but the deputy was very good at keeping it lodged against
her ribs. When she set foot on the ground, he swung Ava into her
arms. The little girl was no longer ramrod straight in Minji’s
embrace, but clung to her.

The gravel covering the parking area made
the ground uneven and crunched beneath the soles of her boots. The
mesmerized pressed in around her, but she managed to keep moving.
The wretched smell of body odor filled her nostrils and made her
eyes water, but it was better than the acrid smell of the fires in
Las Vegas. Bumping into the men, women, children, and elderly, she
fought the urge to apologize for forcing her way through their
midst. The blank faces and empty eyes sent slivers of fear through
her. What if she was wrong and they turned on her? Visions of the
two dead soldiers sprang to mind. Fear almost froze her in her
steps, but a hard jab from the gun prompted her onward.

“Keep moving,” Deputy Hatcher barked.

The heads of the mesmerized swiveled to
watch her passage, though their eyes remained lifeless. Was it the
other entity watching? Minji swallowed the hard lump in her throat
and whispered to Ava and the child entity that everything was going
to be okay.

The gun was an unwavering presence at the
base of her neck. It was a relief after the bruise inflicted on her
ribcage.

“I don’t like this,” Arthur called out.
"They’re watching us.”

“They’re watching her,” the deputy
replied.

The distance to the entrance gradually
diminished. She was running out of time. Again, she pondered her
options.

“Once we get to the door, use the card to go
in, Arthur. When it resets, I’ll follow. Minji and the little girl
can wait outside while we deal with this.”

Upon hearing these directions, Minji knew
she had to make a move and fast. The barrel of the revolver against
the back of her head was terrifying, but so was failing. Was it
wrong to want to help save a child from another world? She thought
of her own daughters. Wouldn’t she want someone to help them if
they were lost? If there could be a peaceful end for both worlds,
she had to take a risk. She had no doubt that Deputy Hatcher
believed he was doing the right thing, but she had to wonder how
willing he was to actually shoot her. Did he really see her as a
criminal? Someone dangerous enough to kill?

The entrance loomed before her, a heavy
steel door inset into an alcove. Tightening her hold on Ava, she
deliberately stumbled. Instantly the press of the gun vanished as
she brought her head down, curling her body around Ava.

“Attack them,” Minji whispered urgently.

The silky, freezing tendrils swirled around
Minji, invisible to the naked eye, but tangible against her skin.
The mesmerized froze in place. Relief flooded Minji.

“I’m completely immune like you,” Deputy
Hatcher’s voice said from above her. “Now get up.”

Lifting her head, Minji stared in shock at
the weapon aimed at her head. “Don’t do this. Please, listen to
reason.”

“Get up!” The coldness in the man’s dark
eyes spoke volumes. He would shoot her.

A blast of a car horn echoed through the
night and headlights sliced through the dark. It was the shuttle
bus. Startled, the deputy glanced over his shoulder, the weapon in
his hand wavering.

In that instant, Minji sensed the frigid
invisible tentacle power she’d experienced before. Now that she was
aware of the influence of the two entities, she felt the
difference. This was the mother. And she was furious.

The mesmerized seized the deputy from all
sides, dragging him to the ground.

“Don’t kill him!” Minji shouted. “Don’t kill
him!”

Thrashing beneath the mesmerized, the
deputy’s cries were frantic gibberish. Sweeping Ava up onto her
hip, Minji backed away from the cluster around the screaming
man.

“Please don’t kill him!”

Arthur snapped out of his transfixed state
and screeched in terror. Shoving the mesmerized out of his way, he
darted around the thrashing pile of bodies and raced toward the
door. Minji swung about and followed him.

“Do it again! Freeze him!” Minji urged the
entity within Ava.

The child’s eyes were full of fear. Maybe
she couldn’t do it again. Upon quick reflection, Minji realized the
attacks had been spaced apart. Maybe the entity had to recover each
time before it could act again.

Arthur slammed into the door, pressed a card
against a square of murky glowing glass inset in the wall, and the
steel door slid open in the blink of an eye. Diving inside, Arthur
twisted about and flipped Minji off.

The door banged shut.

“Shit!”

The glass was a dull color now. Minji fished
the card out of her pocket with trembling fingers. The mesmerized
continued to subdue the deputy. Or were they killing him? She could
hear the man screaming, but wouldn’t he be dead by now?

“Arthur is immune to your mother’s power,
but not yours,” Minji said quietly to the entity inside of Ava.
“That’s why things have been so bizarre.”

Then a thought struck Minji so forcibly, she
slumped against the door. It wasn’t the child that had chosen her.
It was the mother. Minji wasn’t immune. The first attacks had been
overlapping each other. Minji remembered vividly going blind and
the visions. She had succumbed to the influence of the entities,
but then it had stopped. Everyone had assumed she was completely
immune. But that wasn’t the case at all.

She’d been chosen.

Finally, the pane of glass lit up again and
Minji slid the card over it.

“Minji!” Alec’s voice called out from amidst
the mesmerized. “Don’t go in!”

“Follow me!”

The door gaped open. A very small, stainless
steel elevator waited. It was only big enough to fit a tall, large
man. Holding Ava firmly against her chest, Minji stepped into the
elevator. Only one person was supposed to enter at a time and when
the door slammed shut, she knew why.

“Two heartbeats detected. Beginning security
protocol,” a voice intoned from above.

There was a terrifying hiss from above her
head and gas filled the elevator. Minji attempted to hold her
breath, while pressing her hand against Ava’s lips. Hopefully it
was just a knock out gas and nothing lethal. Ava’s gaze met hers as
her vision became gray around the edges. Tears dripped from the
corners of Minji’s eyes when she realized she was about to fail.
Now Alec was their only hope. Or would the elevator lock down and
not let him in?

Darkness swallowed her vision and Minji
slumped against the wall. Ava’s tiny hands pressed against her
face, cool and comforting.

Minji’s mind was engulfed in sounds and
sights that sent her to the brink of madness.



Chapter 33

 


Minji opened her eyes when the elevator
doors opened. The gas had been sucked back into the vents and the
air was fresh. A rush of adrenaline made her heart hammer in her
chest in a painful staccato beat. She should be unconscious, taken
down into the depths by the gas in the elevator, but she was
vividly awake. It was the child entity in Ava who was doing it,
keeping her mind alert when her body should be asleep. The fine
spider web tendrils of the child were wrapped around her brain. She
could feel each individual one.

The hallway was surprisingly dull with gray
walls and off-color ceiling tiles with black flecks. The floor was
highly polished concrete. There wasn’t a speck of color anywhere
except for a small plant sitting on what Minji assumed was the
receptionist desk. There was no sign of Arthur.

Stepping forward, Minji peered over the desk
and saw a man in uniform lying alongside a woman. Both were dead
and the stench of decay hung in the air. On the desk under a bit of
clear plastic was a layout of the facility. Minji fished it out and
studied it. A lot of areas were blacked out and some rooms had no
names. Alec had mentioned the name of one of the scientists and it
took her only a few seconds to locate his office. Checking over her
shoulder at the long, dimly lit hallway, she wondered if Arthur had
seen the same layout.

“I’m going to get a weapon,” Minji said to
Ava and the other. Though she had no idea how to use a gun,
she supposed she could use it to scare Arthur if she had to. She
ducked around the desk and squatted next to the soldier. The
holster was empty.

“Shit.”

Rushing after Arthur was a bad idea if he
was armed. He was already crazed with grief and highly suspicious
of her and Ava. She was almost certain he would shoot her. Arthur
was immune to the mother entity’s influence, but not the child’s.
If only she could find out how long it would take for the child’s
powers to recover.

Minji studied the diagram again. She was
fairly certain the largest blacked out area was where the doorway
was located. Shoving the card into her jeans, she chewed on her
bottom lip, mulling over a new plan.

Arthur was most likely looking for the
tablet, or the child. Minji couldn’t be sure if Alec had made up
the tablet, or not. If she tried to locate Arthur, he’d probably
shoot her on sight. If she made her way to the control room for the
experiment, then maybe she could find a way to barricade the door
to protect the child until she could figure out what to do
next.

A quick look at the elevator revealed that
the glass panel was muted. Did that mean it was ready and on its
way up to the surface? Or was it still resetting? Either way, she
didn’t have time to wait around for Alec.

“Shit,” she muttered again, then hurried
along the hallway holding Ava on her hip.

Clutching the paper in one hand, she
navigated through the facility’s corridors past rooms littered with
dead bodies. The cold, stale air barely held a whiff of rot.
Perhaps there were special air filters in the air conditioner.
After the last day, Minji was glad for it.

Wary of the hallway leading to a block of
offices, she scampered past it and darted down a stairwell. Worn
concrete steps and yellowish lighting created a bleak, foreboding
atmosphere. The closer she came to the lower floors, the more
misgivings she suffered.

What if Arthur was already down here? She
had passed out in the elevator for a brief period of time. Or
hadn’t it been brief? She actually had no real sense of time
anymore.

At the bottom of the stairs, she hesitated
and timidly poked her head around the corner. A massive room spread
out before her. It was far wider than it was tall, giving it a
squat appearance. The walls were roughly hewn and a matrix of
lights sprawled across the ceiling. A small, one story concrete
structure stood a few feet away. A heavy metal door with a glowing
glass panel stood open at one end.

Cautiously, Minji edged out into the massive
room.

Ava let out a small whimper.

The sound echoed.

Stepping over bodies and pools of blood,
Minji approached the open doorway. Death surrounded her, but she
couldn’t let it affect her. All her energy had to be on saving
everyone. She was almost to the door when another simpering cry
echoed throughout the vast room.

It had to be the other.

Reaching the open entryway, she cautiously
peered inside. Lights blinked on the vast array of consoles and
panels and cast an eerie glow over the faces of the dead. A wide
bank of thick windows looked out over the main room. What Minji
hadn’t been able to see on her approach was that near the center of
the room a section was set up with clear plastic sheeting. It
reminded her of a fumigation tent with all the thick hoses snaking
around the exterior and the heavy machinery humming nearby. Within
the plastic tent was a baby incubator.

Ava pointed at the setup and made an odd
noise in her throat.

“That’s you,” Minji whispered.

“Baaby,” Ava answered.

A scuff of a heel jerked Minji’s attention
to the door. A shadow flitted over the threshold and she bolted
behind a bank of large servers.

“Minji?” Alec’s voice whispered. “Minji, you
here?”

“You made it,” she said with relief, coming
out of hiding.

“How did you make it? You should have been
knocked out.” Alec touched her cheek then Ava’s. “Both of you.”

“It’s the child entity.” Minji pointed to
her head. “I felt it do something to my brain to keep me awake. I’m
not sure what. I can’t feel it now though. Are Simone and Bailey
okay?”

“They’re outside waiting. The mesmerized
calmed down after you entered the elevator.”

“Deputy Hatcher?”

“Dead.” Alec sighed.

“So tired of people dying,” Minji
grumbled.

“At least you’re okay. Have you seen
Arthur?”

Minji shook her head. “And he has a gun
now.”

“Shit.” Alec pushed on the door, and it
swung shut with a hiss. “Okay, we need to get this done. Now.”

“Is there really a tablet in that doctor’s
office?”

“No. I lied.” Alec shrugged. “I was trying
to buy us time.” Withdrawing the tablet, Alec typed in a password.
“It wouldn’t have done Arthur any good anyway. He doesn’t know how
to access it.” The screen opened to the application Dr. McCoy had
been working on when she died and Alec exited out. “Okay, the file
has downloaded, so I just have to follow the steps.”

When the manual popped onto the screen,
Minji leaned forward to study it. “Complete with pictures,
huh?”

“Step by step instructions,” Alec gave her a
small grin. “We can do this. Now to find out how to open the
doorway.” Swiping through the directions, Alec’s brow furrowed with
concentration. “Okay, found it.”

“Good, good.”

Lifting his eyes, Alec said, “Are you sure,
Minji? Absolutely sure that the mother is on the other side and
only wants her baby?”

Doubt pricked at her mind.

“Minji?”

“Why are you asking me now?”

“It brought all those people here. Why did
it do that?”

The words almost choked her as Minji placed
the final piece into the puzzle. “So we wouldn’t kill the baby.
Like Deputy Hatcher taking me hostage, she did the same. But she
couldn’t communicate with us.”

Alec hesitated, then said, “Okay. But one or
both of them also killed millions, Minji.”

“They were torn apart. Separated. Afraid.
They’ve both been reaching out to me, Alec.” Though parted by
choice, Minji longed to hold Bailey in her arms again. She could
only imagine the pain of having a child torn away.

“They’re not human, Minji. We are. Our world
needs to come first. If I open that portal, the mother will be
waiting. And that scares me shitless.”

Minji covered her face with both hands.
She’d been so determined to save her family, the world, and the
baby entity, she hadn’t really considered if the mother would take
vengeance on them. What would she do in the mother’s place?

“Is she going to come through and finish
what she’s started, Minji? We have to ask ourselves that.”

“No, no. She won’t. She just wants her
child.” A tiny sliver of doubt still pricked at her. The mother
entity had gone to great lengths to appeal for help. That had to be
important.

“You sound unsure, Minji.”

“No. No. I’m sure,” she responded, lifting
her chin. “I’m sure.”

“Okay then.” Alec exhaled, placing both
hands on the console. “After careful evaluation of the situation, I
have made the decision to open the doorway to return the child.
That’s our story. Understand? I made the choice. Not you. Me.
That’s our official story.”

“Alec...” He sounded like he was taking the
fall for her.

“Minji, I don’t want to set off a nuclear
bomb and kill all those people out there. I don’t want to kill you,
the girls, Simone, Jesse, or your husband. I have sworn a sacred
oath to protect all of you. I am more than willing to give my life
to save the world, but they have no choice.” Alec scrubbed his
knuckles beneath his cheekbones. “I’m so fucking scared, I’m numb.
But I’m also making the choice that if she comes through looking
for vengeance, I will activate that bomb.” Pointing between
two consoles, he said, “One opens the portal. The other sets the
bomb. I’m going to set up for both. Okay?”

Wordlessly, Minji nodded.

“Watch the door. If Arthur tries to come in,
the panel will dull. Tell me immediately. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Maybe it was the gas from earlier, or the
rush of adrenaline leaving her system, but exhaustion settled onto
her body like a warm, soggy blanket. Leaning against the wall, she
snuggled Ava against her chest.

“The baby is sad, Mommy. They hurt her when
they made her come here. She wants to go home,” Ava whispered.

“Ava?” Minji gasped.

“She keeps crying for her mommy, but her
mommy can’t come get her. Are you going to help the baby go home?”
Ava tucked her arms around Minji’s neck and snuggled into her.

“Oh, Ava! It let you go!” Minji showered her
daughter with kisses, joy burning in her chest.

“She’s just scared, Mommy. The bad people
took her away from her mommy. And when her mommy came to get her,
they tried to hurt her mommy. The baby was so scared, she thought a
bad thing and it happened.” Ava’s bottom lip trembled. “She didn’t
mean to do the bad thing. She really didn’t.”

“I know, sweetie. I know.” Minji swept Ava’s
thick curls back from her face. It was a relief to see her
daughter’s personality filling her sweet features.

“I want to see the baby, Mommy. Can I see
the baby before she goes home?”

“You need to stay in here,” Alec said in a
firm voice. “There’s a bad man outside.”

“But the baby feels sick. I want to give her
a toy to make her feel better,” Ava protested.

“It’s probably hungry and needs to go home,”
Minji said while hoisting Ava onto her hip. She never wanted to let
her daughter out of her arms again until maybe college.

Alec worked feverishly at the array of
instruments, checking screens, reading the tablet, darting back and
forth while flipping switches and hitting buttons.

“How soon?”

“A few more minutes,” Alec answered.

Minji slanted her upper body to look out the
thick glass windows at the clear plastic tent. She could barely
make out something moving about in the incubator. A part of her
wanted to see the child, but she was also a little afraid. A long
shadow flowed along the floor outside. It took Minji a second to
realize it was cast by someone walking along the side of the
building so their body was illuminated by some of the stronger
lights.

“He’s out there,” Minji gasped.

Arthur stepped into view, the weapon he
stole from the dead soldier clasped in one hand. Bouncing nervously
on the balls of his feet, he didn’t appear to see Alec and Minji
inside the control booth. Arthur’s head swiveled back and forth as
he studied the vast room, then started toward the tent.

“Mommy, what’s he going to do?” Ava
whimpered.

“Stay here, Ava,” Minji ordered, setting her
daughter down.

“You can’t go out there!” Alec whipped
about. “He’ll shoot you.”

“Finish what you’re doing,” Minji replied,
jerking the key card out of her pocket.

“Minji—”

“If he kills the baby, I won’t be able to
live with myself. And we’re not even sure if we can close the door
all the way if the mother is partially wedged in it, right? Which
means we’ll still have to open the door and she’ll find the baby
dead!” Minji swiped the card over the glass and the door hissed
open.

“Take my gun.” Alec held out his weapon.

“It won’t do me any good. I have no idea how
to shoot it.”

Minji slipped through the doorway and ran
quietly to the corner. Peeking around it, she saw Arthur walking
cautiously toward the tent. Unzipping her boots, she slid her feet
out then tugged off her socks. The floor was cold, but she was able
to move quietly on her bare toes.

Arthur was so intent on the baby he appeared
oblivious to his surroundings. Body visibly shaking, his footfalls
thumped heavily against the concrete floor and echoed through the
room, obliterating even the slightest sound of Minji creeping along
behind him. When he reached the tent, he stepped over the numerous
bodies surrounding it, shoved back the flap, and stepped into the
plastic tunnel that led to the interior.

Crouching, Minji glanced at the control
room. The windows reflected the overhead light, obscuring Alec. On
her toes, Minji edged toward the entrance to the tent, ignoring the
tacky feel of the drying blood against her skin. Arthur’s sobs of
despair were muffled by the plastic. The obviously distraught man
wiped at his face with his hands when he reached the antechamber
inside. Unable to push open the doorway flaps, he tucked his weapon
into his belt and fumbled with the zipper that bisected the
door.

Seeing an opportunity, Minji hurtled through
the long tube and tackled Arthur just as he finished. Together they
tumbled into the inner room, crashing against the incubator. It
wobbled but stayed erect. The plastic floor was slippery and Minji
fought to find traction as Arthur scrabbled at her body, trying to
grapple her.

“Stupid bitch!” he roared.

Managing to roll onto her side, she kicked
him using the inside of her ankle, knocking him aside. Arthur
recovered then lunged for her. He’d obviously never been in a real
fight. Instead of hitting her to keep her down, he attempted to pin
her with both hands. Spittle flew from his reddened lips as he
screamed obscenities. Minji hit him with a firm uppercut and bucked
her hips to throw him off balance. Enraged, Arthur unleashed
furious blows at her face, but Minji got her arms up, blocking him.
One hard shove with her feet lifted her thighs off the ground and
sent him toppling over onto the floor.

Minji bounced up and slipped into her boxing
position. Arthur crawled to his knees and dragged the weapon out of
his waistband. She’d been waiting for this move and before he could
even lift it all the way to aim, she kicked his wrist, landing a
solid blow. The firearm sailed across the tent and smashed into the
plastic wall, then slid to the floor.

“We need to kill it!” Arthur screeched. “We
need to kill it like it killed our families!”

“Stay back, Arthur. I will hurt you.”

“Do you want us all to die?” Arthur howled
in despair. “Do you?”

“I want us to live, Arthur. I want all of us
to live.”

Face red with fury, Arthur started to stand,
but Minji lashed out with a well-placed kick, flattening him again.
Instead of attempting to rise, Arthur scrambled across the floor to
the fallen firearm. Minji darted around the incubator hoping to
beat him to it, but his hand closed over the pistol and lifted it
just as she reached him. Aiming the gun at her, Arthur’s eyes
dangerously glinted as he got to his feet.

“You’re a traitor, Minji. I always knew it,”
Arthur hissed. Taking a sharp step to one side, he put the
incubator squarely between them.

It was the first time Minji was able to
clearly see a creature twisting about with countless limbs, eyes,
and tentacles. It was not one color, but many. Its form was so
chaotic her mind had difficulty comprehending what she was seeing.
Frozen at the sight of the child, Minji forgot Arthur even existed
as one long, delicate tendril lifted to touch her hand. It
shimmered like light caught in a dewdrop and tears formed in her
eyes. It was beautiful, terrible, majestic, and horrible.

With a strangled cry, Arthur aimed the
weapon at the child.

“Don’t!” Minji ordered, flinging out one
hand.

The invisible tendrils of icy power rushed
out of the tiny being and slashed through the air. Minji sensed
them reaching for Arthur and a second later, the gun fell from his
grip as his face slackened. Enough time had passed that the child
could once more attack those who threatened it.

The exquisite appendage wrapped around
Minji’s wrist. It was almost painfully cold, but she endured it.
Writhing pearlescent tendrils, reflecting every color, or maybe
were every color, looped around her arm. With graceful gentleness,
the baby tugged itself into Minji’s embrace. Stunned, Minji allowed
it to do as it willed, uncertain she could have tossed it way if
she wanted. The multitude of limbs encompassed her torso and
something that could have been a head brushed under her chin. The
sensation was akin to running cold silk over her flesh. The sounds
issuing forth from the being made her want to weep with joy and
scream in fear. It was both comforting and overwhelming. The child
nestled against her and gradually her senses acclimated to the
point where she could draw a breath.

The air was so icy.

In awe, Minji carried the infant out of the
tent, through the tube, and out into the massive room. Facing the
control room, she trembled.

“Alec! Alec!” Minji cried out.

There was a short hiss, then Alec’s voice
over the intercom said, “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. We’re both fine. It – she
–managed to stop Arthur.”

“I’m about to open the doorway. You need to
get out of there.”

“I have to give her baby back, Alec.”

“Minji, for Christ’s sake... there are
safety protocols and...” Alec’s face was slightly distorted by the
thick glass and she saw him shake his head.

“It came to me. Crawled into my arms,” Minji
replied. “I can’t turn it away.”

The tiny patter of little feet drew Minji’s
attention to Ava as she crossed the concrete floor with purpose. In
one hand she held her Merida doll. Minji started to chastise her,
then realized there was no point. Ava and the other had
shared a body and mind. There was a bond between them.

“It’s sick, Mommy. Will it get better back
home?” Ava asked.

“I hope so,” Minji answered.

The child cooed in her arms, a sound that
set her teeth on edge, made her skin crawl, and caused her hair
stand on end.

Ava lifted the doll to the creature in her
mother’s arms. “You can take it. I can get another one.”

Multiple strands of glass-like flesh snagged
the doll and lifted it toward what Minji suspected was a face.

Ava giggled.

“Minji...” Alec’s voice sounded weary and
fearful. “I’m going to open the doorway.”

“Ava, go back to Alec. Mommy needs to do
this, okay?”

Lightly stroking the other’s many
tentacle-like appendages, Ava nodded. “Okay, Mommy.”

The little girl turned on her heel and
walked back.

“It takes a playmate from another world to
get her to obey.”

With the shake of her head, Minji attempted
to study the creature in her arms, but again she found it nearly
impossible to truly absorb and understand what she was observing.
It was so beyond the realm of reality, her mind could not process
the creature’s true appearance.

“Minji...”

“Do it, Alec.”

Somewhere deep in the walls came a
terrifying booming, then the air began to vibrate. Teeth chattering
from the resonance, Minji stood her ground, clutching the child
from another world. Loud blasts of air and sound deafened her
seconds before spots formed in her eyes. Blinking rapidly, she
realized they weren’t in her vision, but in the air. Like bubbles
bursting at the top of a glass of soda, the fabric of reality
popped open to reveal something cold, vast, and pulsating with
sound and color.

The doorway looked nothing like a door, a
portal, or anything she’d seen in movies. Her mind processed it as
a rip in the air, even as her senses told her she was standing on a
precipice. In the corner of the tear, a tendril, as delicate as
spun glass, clung to the reality of the human world. This was what
had kept the doorway partially open. This is what had allowed the
mother to influence the human world. Minji had been right. The
mother had reached for its infant just before the scientists had
tried to close the doorway. It was through this tiny rip in reality
that she’d destroyed so much of the human world in an effort to
retrieve her child.

And then the mother appeared.

Once again, Minji’s senses couldn’t absorb
the splendor of the being. She tasted its colors, heard its
fragrance, and felt its voice. Feet leaving the ground, she tumbled
into the center of its terrible existence. The air was alive with
its essence and it flowed around her like the water of the rapids,
crashing against Minji like a boulder in its fury. Minji knew it to
the core of her being that the mother of the infant in her arms
meant her no harm though it could crush her body and toss her away
like rose petals. It was angry, hurt, and still thankful.

“I’m sorry,” Minji said, but wasn’t certain
she spoke aloud.

A massive tentacle wrapped around Minji for
a scant moment. Blinded for an instant, Minji heard the voice of
the being, understood its purpose, and trembled at its words. Then,
very gently, the mother tugged the child from Minji’s arms while
setting the human on the ground.

The mother and child withdrew from the
world, the plastic doll standing out among the mass of luminous
light and colors. The mother slithered into the miasma of ethereal
noise and glowing color. Its many limbs retreated, writhing through
the air around Minji until they, too, withdrew.

Then one last limb slid past Minji carrying
a blubbering, terrified Arthur.

“No!” Minji cried out, but it was too
late.

Arthur vanished into the other world with
one last scream.

The thunderous noise in the walls shut off,
the undulating air fell still, and reality reclaimed the
doorway.

Shaken, Minji slumped to the floor shivering
from the freezing temperature within the room and weeping in the
aftermath of what she’d witnessed. She wasn’t even aware of Ava’s
approach until her daughter was in her arms, kissing her, and
patting her cheeks.

“It’s okay, Mommy. It’s okay. They went
home,” Ava whispered.

Wracked by tears, Minji could barely speak.
“I know, Ava.”

“Can we go home, too?” Ava asked
hopefully.

Dragging a deep breath of cold air into her
lungs to steady her nerves, Minji nodded. “Yes, Ava.”

“With Daddy and Bailey?”

“Yes. Yes. With Daddy and Bailey.” Minji
forced a smile.

Ava beamed affectionately at her mother.
“Can I have more tattoos now? Mine got all gone.”

Minji snuggled her daughter. “We’ll ask
Daddy.”



Chapter 34

 


The mesmerized awakened the moment the
doorway between the two worlds closed. Outside the first facility,
the crowd stirred in one great wave. Cries of fear and shock filled
the night as people found themselves far from home, famished,
dehydrated, and among complete strangers. Some fell to the ground,
too weak to stand. Others sobbed in terror, a hazy memory of a
beautiful, yet horrific dream haunting their thoughts. People of
faith prayed. Others screamed in terror. Many were too stunned upon
finding themselves stranded in the dark desert to do anything more
than wait for someone to help them.

In the Grand Canyon, Kristen and her family
remained crumpled corpses at the bottom.

In Texas, Ruben awakened to find himself
tied to a tree along with his sisters. In shock, he watched his
best friend unfurl himself from the sleeping bag laid out on the
ground beside them.

“Finally,” Chuck said.

“You found my sisters,” Ruben gasped.

“What’s going on?” Esmer demanded.

Chuck just grinned. “First time I ever roped
myself some humans. Hopefully, the last time.”

“We were like the others?” Ruben asked,
horrified.

“Yep. It didn't affect me though. So I
rounded you up and watched over you. It just took some time to find
you in the big crowd.” Chuck cut the three loose while Esmer and
Terry exchanged confused looks.

Once free, Ruben enfolded Chuck in a tight
embrace. “Thank you, brother.”

In Virginia, Rachel and Juan Carlos came to
with a start. Battered, bloody, and bruised, they stared at each
other, then the wall that had taken the brunt of their attempts to
escape the house while mesmerized. In a panic, they raced into the
rooms of their children to find them struggling to free themselves.
Once free, their reunion was joyous.

Across the world, the mesmerized were
released from their fugue states. Countries that had enough time to
prepare awakened to less chaos than those in North, Central, and
South America. The Unites States Armed Forces immediately sprang
into action. Early intel had allowed them to formulate a plan of
action before the event had consumed the world. The men and women
of the military had discarded their uniforms and been secured with
ropes to keep them from wandering off. Upon awakening, they ate,
drank sports drinks, put on their uniforms and mobilized.

Inside the bus, Jesse woke with a start,
looked around, and then swore. Witnessing the turmoil outside, he
claimed the medical supplies Simone had packed and immediately
hurried to help.

Jake roused gradually, lifted his head, saw
Simone holding Bailey, then looked down at the straps keeping him
in the wheelchair.

“Please tell me my wife has something to do
with this.”

Simone attempted to explain what had
happened as the roar from the crowd escalated. People were afraid
and pounded on the sides of the shuttle bus, crying out for
help.

Alec, Minji, and Ava emerged from the
facility’s delivery tunnel after disengaging the security on the
massive blast doors. They mingled with the crowd until they reached
the shuttle bus. Jesse, police officers, some military personnel,
and first responders that had all been part of the massive crowd of
the mesmerized eventually were able to calm the frightened people.
Using the shuttle bus as a headquarters, they attempted to reach
the outside world.

When Minji climbed onto the bus, Ava pulled
free from her grasp to run to her father. Already holding Bailey,
Jake snuggled his eldest daughter. After brushing away tears with
the heels of her hands, Minji cupped her husband’s face and
tenderly kissed him.

“Let me guess. You saved the world,” Jake
said, pride in his voice.

“She sure did,” Alec agreed, patting Minji’s
shoulder.

Turning about, Minji wrapped her arms around
Alec and gave him a fierce hug. With a smile on his lips, Alec
returned it before tugging Simone into the mix.

In the sky above the facility, National
Guard helicopters descended, their rotors slicing through the
warming air.

Help had arrived.

It was over.



Epilogue

 


Austin, Texas

 


The hot September air ruffled Minji’s bangs
and played with the dreads she had pulled into a high ponytail. The
purple was gone from her hair, and blue had taken its place. Ava
had picked the color. Dressed in a summer dress with white skulls
printed on a black background, Minji watched her daughters bounding
around the shaded backyard with their new pet. Jake had finally
capitulated to their demands for a dog and had selected one of the
many orphaned pets from the Austin Animal Center. The tall pecan
trees kept the worst of the bright sunlight at bay, but Minji wore
her cat-eyed sunglasses. She’d been light sensitive since the night
she’d peered into another world.

On the patio Jake expertly grilled fajitas
while keeping an eye on the kids. He still wore a leg cast and was
struggling to regain his strength.

The cellphone in her hand buzzed again and
Minji checked the latest text message from her mother. It was a
subtle hint for a grandson. Her mother was determined to live life
to the fullest now that she’d barely escaped death. Part of that
plan was to have Minji produce another grandchild, preferably a
boy.

Both of Minji’s parents had survived, though
they had been severely dehydrated when they awakened and spent a
few days in a medical rescue center. Lily had forced her husband to
pull off the road and open the windows just before the event had
struck. The Nordims’ plane had performed an emergency landing and
the Swedish couple had endured their time as mesmerized strapped to
airport chairs. Sadly, Jake’s sister was among the missing in
Sweden, while Minji’s brother had nearly lost his life when he’d
fallen down a flight of stairs. He was still in the hospital.
Nearly a third of Minji’s clients were either dead or on the list
of the missing. Lady Bird Lake and Lake Travis had been filled with
the dead and were still off-limits. Every day, boats dredged the
murky waters seeking more victims.

Jesse’s family had lost half its members and
his girlfriend was listed among the missing in Mexico. He was busy
helping with recovery efforts in Las Vegas and it was helping him
cope with his losses.

Simone’s family also survived. Her oldest
son had been immune and taken care of the rest of his family. It
was weeks before Simone made it home due to the massive damage to
the country’s infrastructure. She’d stayed with Minji and Jake in
Austin before Alec had been able to wrangle a ride for her on a
military transport.

Arthur Freestone was listed as one of the
missing though his wife and children survived. After seeing
Arthur’s call into the network, a policewoman had located his
family and helped them to a safe place before the event had reached
the area. Arthur’s death weighed on Minji, but at least he had
managed to save his family.

Out of all the people she’d spent those
strange, horrible hours with, it was Alec that Minji felt closest
to. In retrospect, she suspected he’d lied to her more than she
wanted to admit at the time and he’d never told her anything about
his personal life. They never had a chance to really talk about
what they’d seen for Alec had been whisked away by the military
within hours after the end of the event.

Later, when she’d been questioned by the
authorities, she stuck to the story he’d instructed her to tell and
never deviated. He called her a few times, but their conversations
were always guarded. When he’d called to tell her he wanted to drop
by and see her for a short visit while on his way to San Antonio,
she’d been both excited and apprehensive.

“Ava, be careful with the dog!” Jake called
out, waving his tongs. The hot breeze sifted through the long blond
hair that she loved so much.

The doorbell pulled Minji’s attention away
from her phone and she set it next to the glass of cold sweet tea
on the patio table.

“That’ll be him,” she said, and pushed up
onto her toes to give her husband a kiss.

“Ask him to stay,” Jake urged. “It’ll be
nice to have another guy in this estrogen filled house. Even the
dog is a girl!”

With a smirk, Minji pulled open the back
door. “Boo hoo! But I’ll try.”

The refreshing air conditioned air dried the
sweat beading her tattooed shoulders as she walked through the
single story house to the front door. The Nordims lived on the east
side of Austin in an older home that Jake was slowly refurbishing.
Decorated with Minji’s original artwork and a mix of antique and
Ikea furniture, it was a home Minji loved, but it no longer felt
safe. But then again, she didn’t feel safe anywhere anymore.

Opening the bright red front door, Minji
smiled at Alec.

“Long time no see, man of mystery.”

“Not so mysterious,” Alec assured her. His
cane tapped against the dark wood floors as he entered. Glancing
around, he grinned while aiming a finger at a Mexican Day of the
Dead skull sitting on a bookshelf. “Just what I imagined.”

“I will take that as a compliment.” Minji
shut the door and waved him toward the back of the house. “We’re
barbecuing. Jake insists you eat.” She wanted to talk to him in
private, but her stomach was in knots and she was tempted to delay
their talk.

“Sounds good, but I can’t really stay
long.”

“You can take a fajita taco with you
then.”

“That I would love,” Alec replied with a
wink.

“So why the visit if you don’t plan to stay
long?” Minji escorted him to the black leather sofa decorated with
brightly colored pillows with classic movie monsters on them.

Alec took a seat and leaned forward so his
elbows rested on his knees. “Well, I’m a little parched, so could I
have something to drink first?”

“Want some sweet tea?”

“Absolutely.”

Minji took a few minutes to grab tea for
Alec and one of the first tacos off the grill. When she returned to
the living room, he took both gratefully.

“So?” Minji sat in the chair across from
him, tucking one foot under her butt and crossing one leg over the
other.

“I just wanted to let you know that you
won’t be questioned anymore even though you’re going to hear a lot
about an official inquiry into the matter by the government.
Everything has been resolved behind the scenes. The rest is just
bread and circuses to placate the media and let a bunch of
politicians grandstand.”

“Are they going to tell everyone what really
happened?”

“No, they won’t. Even though Russia, China
and the European Union are pointing at the United States demanding
answers, what they’ll get is an approved pack of lies.”

Minji shook her head in disbelief. Already
there were wild theories surrounding the event. The fact that the
mesmerized appeared to be drawn to the Nevada desert had ignited
the fervor of the conspiracy nuts. Of course, in this case they
were right about secret bases and experiments. Most were convinced
the event happened due to alien technology.

“Who’s taking the fall?”

Alec chuckled. “Honestly, they’re just going
to say they have no idea why it happened and vow to sink billions
of dollars into finding out the cause.”

“And what about you?”

“What about me?” Alec took a long sip of his
iced tea.

“Did they give you a reward? A medal?
Something?”

“Something.”

Minji rolled her eyes.

“I’ll be okay, Minji. So will you. I’ve seen
to it. There were feathers ruffled over me not following my orders
to the T, but it actually worked out that we didn’t set off the
bomb. Imagine if they had to explain why they nuked an area in
Nevada and killed hundreds of thousands of American citizens.”

Fidgeting slightly, she said, “You pointed
that out to them?”

“Of course.”

“Who are you really, Alec?”

“I’m just a guy.”

“Bullshit.”

Alec smirked. “I’m no one important.”

“More bullshit.”

Alec took a big bite of his taco and made a
point of chewing.

Growing somber, Minji leaned forward,
checking to make sure the girls and Jake hadn’t entered the
house.

“What is it, Minji?”

“There’s something I haven’t told you. That
night I wanted to, but it was all too fresh and raw. I was a little
overwhelmed.”

“I know. I saw that thing. I still see it my
nightmares.”

“Me, too. Anyway, I thought about telling
you then, but I started to doubt myself. Besides, we were both
caught up in the aftermath.”

Alec nodded.

Eyes burning with emotion, Minji braced
herself to reveal what had her waking in the middle of the night
screaming in terror while Jake tried to comfort her. "I’ve
struggled about whether or not to tell you this. A part of me feels
by divulging this information I’m somehow making it more real. Like
the words themselves will give it life. But...I can’t...I can’t
pretend it’s not real anymore.”

“Minji?” Alec touched her hand lightly.
“What is it?”

Lowering her eyes and pressing her lips
together, Minji listened to the sounds of her daughters playing and
her husband calling out to them. She’d fought diligently to be able
to hear the joy in the voices of her family again and did not want
to ever face losing them in the future. “Since you’re no one
important, can you make sure the other not important people know
something?”

“If it’s,” he shrugged a little,
“important.”

“That night the mother spoke to me. Not in
words exactly. Not even in images. It was in a way I can’t even
explain, but I know she spoke to me.”

Alec nodded. “Okay. What did she say?”

“She thanked me for returning her child, and
as a show of appreciation she was taking Arthur because he’d tried
to hurt my child.”

“That’s not your fault,” Alec said swiftly,
attempting to console her.

“I know that. I do. Arthur made some bad
choices. But maybe we all did because she said one other thing. One
last thing.” Minji pressed her trembling hands to her lap to steady
them. “Alec, we should have destroyed the facility. We should have
destroyed the equipment and everything inside.”

Clearly alarmed, Alec bent toward her,
anxious to hear her words. “Minji, we both agreed on the best
course of action.”

“We were wrong, Alec,” Minji rasped. “So
wrong.”

“We would have died. Your family. Simone.
All those people.”

Minji pressed a hand to her forehead,
nodding. “I know…but…maybe it would have been better then…”

“Minji, what did she say?”

It took all her willpower not to crumble
under the memory of what had transpired. Curling her hands into
fists, she spoke the words she hadn’t shared with anyone. Not even
her husband. “If we ever open the doorway to her world again, they
will come through. They will destroy our world. There will be no
mercy. Not for me. Not for my children. Not for anyone.”

Speechless, Alec sat back on the sofa, the
taco forgotten on his lap.

“When we tore through the fabric of reality,
we made them aware of us again. They’d forgotten us. That we exist.
That we’re here. But now they remember.” Minji drew in a deep
breath. “And this time...they will not forget.”
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