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ALICE
 
 
 



1. DADDY
 
 
Seven hours before the zombie apocalypse took away everything she ever knew, five-year old Anna lay in bed listening to her father read Alice through the Looking Glass. 
"When I was your age," he said in the high voice he used for the Red Queen, "I always did it for half an hour a day. Why, sometimes, I've believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast."
Wrapped up in the tight covers, Anna listened to the words intently. Her Daddy had a cozy brown voice that always kept her calm, and this was one of the few stories she could hear without the hurt becoming too much. It helped that her small bedroom was dark, and the covers were dark, and her Daddy's pajamas were dark; all except the yellow lightning bolt on his back, but she was used to that.
Darkness helped. Quiet helped. Impossible things didn't, but if she couldn't even enjoy imagining those, what did she have left?
"Tell me an impossible thing, Daddy," she said. 
He smiled down at her. He had a dark and stubbly face, lit by the low orange light from the side-table lamp. She knew he wasn't all that old, but there was gray in his dark beard, twinkling like Christmas snowflakes. His brown eyes were warm and full.
"I could quote just about anything in this book, I should think," he said. "Card-men? Bread and butterflies? The Jabberwock?"
Anna smiled and closed her eyes. Her Daddy was another thing that didn't hurt her head at all. After the coma the doctors said that anything she already knew would be all right, and wouldn't make her head hurt. But the only things she could really remember from that time were Alice, her Daddy, and a vague sense of her mother. 
Her mother had gone though. Only her Daddy had stayed. 
"What about ham-fly?" she asked. "Or potato-bird?"
The hurt kicked in, a persistent throb that quickly spread through her head.
"Alright button," her father said softly. "I think that's enough."
She opened her eyes. "Tell me one. Just one then I'll go to sleep."
He sighed. "You'll be up all night, Anna."
"I won't I promise, just one."  
Her father frowned, and tapped her nose gently. "One, all right. Let's make it good." He leaned back and thought for a little while. 
This wait was delicious. Most nights it was one of their routines: to make up something new, something to dream about, something to chew and digest and make herself stronger. 
"OK," he said at last, "I've got it. In the rainforests of Peru, some of the women wear birds instead of clothes. Did you know that?" His eyes twinkled. "They pleat the feathers together into beautiful patterns. Why?"
Anna screwed up her nose. That idea hurt her head sharply, like a lump of freezing snow behind her face. It was new and vivid. "Not just for fashion?"
Her Daddy chuckled. "Probably for fashion, ladies do like fashion don't they, but what else?" 
The hurt thumped. She screwed her tongue up in her mouth. "So they can fly into the trees and get coconuts?"
"Good guess. Yes. They fly up for coconuts, then fly up higher and plant the coconut seeds in the tops of the other trees. Why?"
Her head banged and her eyes throbbed. "To make an arch? A rainbow out of trees. So they hang down on vines like a canary in a cage? So they become birds."
"They become birds by dressing up in birds, exactly. Like the caterpillar in his chrysalis. It's what makes them happy."
Anna sighed, part in satisfaction, part with the hurt. Her father stroked her forehead. 
"You're getting hot Anna. That's enough now."
It was enough. Too much, probably. She'd have to lie silently and still for hours now before sleep would come, thinking through Alice's familiar adventures to clear these new images from her head. But that was OK. She'd be able to add them in to her collection soon, as their newness faded.   
"All right," she said, narrowing her eyes to hurt-reducing slits. "But can we draw the bird ladies tomorrow?"
He stroked her face softly. "We certainly can." 
Their drawings were pinned up around the room, as evidence of the adventures they'd been on together. The bird ladies would fit in perfectly next to the cucumber-men that lived on the ice volcano. It was too dark to see them now, but knowing they were out there stuck to the plain black walls made her feel good, like friends hovering in the darkness. 
"Good night then, sweetie," her father said, and tucked her covers tighter around her. 
She peeked up at him through slitted eyelashes. "Can I please see the Hatter? Just for a second."
He sighed and paused in mid-rise. "I don't know, sweetheart. He's tired from his injection. You're tired."
"Just for half a second? It's part of our routine."
He gave a bemused expression, wrinkling his eyebrows like he couldn't believe this child was his. "It is routine," he admitted, "that's true."
"Just a quarter of a second. I want to pat his head."
"You'll be up all night. But all right, a quick pat on the head and that's all."
He eased himself up carefully and left the bedroom. Anna steeled herself. The Hatter was the newest addition to their family, and the hardest thing for her to be around, but still she loved him. He was so small and helpless. It felt nice that she might be able to protect him, like her Daddy protected her. 
Her father came back holding the Hatter. He was small and black, a baby Dalmatian with eyes that could still barely see. He made a soft mewling sound as her Daddy laid him down on the sheets by her face. 
He was beautiful. Just the smell of him, all fur and milk and laundry-fresh from his new basket, made her head thump harder. The way his little head quivered and his ears shifted angles enchanted her, while the hurt grew.
This was something to fight for. 
"Can I?" she asked. 
Her Daddy nodded. He helped her ease her slim pale tan arm out of the tight covers, and rest it lightly on the Hatter's downy head. He yelped. Anna melted and ached inside. 
"Right here," her Daddy said, pointing at a small white bandage pasted on the Hatter's back, between his tiny shoulder blades. "The doctor made the injection here, so we can never lose him."
"A chip," Anna said, pushing hard now against the icy wall of hurt. "But not a potato chip."
Her Daddy smiled and tickled the Hatter's round little belly. "A chip, that's right. He could go anywhere in the world and we'd find him. He'd find us, too. He'll protect us both, Anna, when he's big and strong."
Anna rubbed the Hatter's ears. He leaned into her hand sleepily. She loved him so much already. She thought about asking if he could stay in the room tonight, but she knew she'd never sleep. 
Instead she carefully retracted her arm, and her Daddy helped her slide it back into the covers. "Thank you," she said quietly. 
"You're welcome, angel. Now sleep well."
He picked up the Hatter. He tucked her in. He kissed her forehead gently, stroked her hair, then clicked off the dim lamp and eased quietly out of the room. 
Darkness surrounded her. 
She lay very still and pushed back at the hurt. This was the final routine that ended every day; trying to claim for herself whatever strange new ideas they'd come up with. The birdwomen took a long time to swallow down, and they hurt, though she had techniques that helped: most of them involved telling herself variations on Alice's adventures. 
She looked up at the glowing clouds on the ceiling. These were left over from before, so they were OK, but so much else had gone. Her TV was a dim memory; her dolls, once scattered round the room ready for the next tea party, were all tucked away in boxes. She never went outside. She hardly ever left the room. Even looking at the pictures in the Alice books was too much. The most she could handle were the stories themselves, spoken in her Daddy's cozy brown voice.
At last she fell asleep. 
When she woke six hours later her Daddy was standing over her, lit only by the glowing white of his eyes.
 


"Daddy?" she whispered. 
He lunged toward her. His right hand glanced off her forehead and his left caught in her pillow, while his white-eyed face plunged closer like a nightmarish worm. 
Anna screamed. 
His forehead thunked off hers and stars popped across her vision. Instinctively she recoiled, ducking her head into the covers and burrowing deeper. The covers were so tight she could scarcely breathe, but now he was slapping at the pillows so she scrunched herself up at the bottom like Alice in a giant's pocket.
She gasped in hot stifling breaths. It was so dark and she felt dizzy, then his hand slapped hard at her back from above and she shrieked, "Daddy stop it!" but the words were muffled by the covers. 
The bed rocked as his weight flopped onto it. Anna instinctively froze. 
Silence thumped in the dark like the hurt. She strained to hear above her own gaspy breathing. 
"Daddy?" she whispered. 
The bed jolted and something snaked across her shoulder. His arm nudged her back through the blankets, and then came a horrible soft clicking sound, matched by a tightening of the blankets. The terror redoubled as she realized what it was: his teeth biting at the sheets. 
She screamed and started burrowing through the sheets to the side. Her foot found the mattress edge and she pushed at the sheets as hard as she could. They untucked a little. She squirmed harder, using muscles she hadn't used for a year, until her toes popped through into the cooler air of the room. 
Her father pressed harder and so did Anna, widening the hole until she could pour herself through it like hot tea: her foot and leg went first, the other leg followed, then her hips and the rest of her body tumbled through and slumped awkwardly onto the carpet.
She lay for a second panting in the cool air. Clouds glowed above in an eerie white light. It was a dream; it had to be a dream.
Her Daddy's face popped over the edge of the bed like a horrible jack-in-the-box. She froze. It was her Daddy but not her Daddy; the black centers of his eyes were gone, covered over with shining white like Humpty's cracked eggshells. His dark skin had gone gray and his breath sucked in and out with loud raspy wheezes.
He reached down for her and she yelped, then unfroze and rolled under the bed. In four dizzy revolutions she cleared the underside, just as he tumbled to the floor with a thump. She stared in disbelief as he got on his belly and started crawling toward her. It was tighter for him and he came on slow, but he didn't stop. 
For the first time since the coma she stood up. It felt incredibly high up, like Alice after biting the cake. The dark room spun and her frail legs wobbled below. She barely remembered how to walk, and she didn't have a clue what to do. Most of all she wanted to call for her Daddy, but he was right here chasing her, and-
CRUNCH
A horrible sound came from below, shaking the house and making her jump. Another followed then another, and her heart skipped a beat with each one. 
THUMP THUMP
More hit. Her Daddy was still well under the bed so she chanced a trip to the window. She hobbled over on the scratchy carpet to the window and caught her balance on the wall. The black velvet curtains were tacked to the frame, protecting her day and night from the light of the outside world. Now she slipped her hand underneath the fabric and tore it away. 
Outside it was night still, and the road was filled with people. 
They were everywhere, hundreds of them in pajamas and sweatpants. They all had the same strange gray skin and the same glowing white eyes, and all of them were trudging in the same direction down the road, like a river flowing to the ocean. 
Then they stopped. Their heads turned as one, like flowers bending in the wind, and their glowing white eyes settled on her. 
Her breath stopped. 
They charged. 
CRUNCH THUMP THUMP
They hit the house and glass shattered, the floor and wall shook, and Anna jerked away from the window to smack up against her Daddy. 
"Aaah!" she screamed.
His hand came up to scrape her face and she ducked and staggered round him, running jerkily back to the bed. If she could just get back under the covers and close her eyes then this horrible dream would go away, she knew it. She started to climb up the mattress but her Daddy stopped her with a hand on her back.
She screamed again. He pressed closer trapping her against the bed frame so she couldn't move at all. Tears streamed down her cheeks. 
"Stop it Daddy!" she wailed. "I don't like this game." He pressed closer still and his gray face with its white eyes loomed in and she thought she was going to die.
Then the Hatter barked from the other room.
She barely heard the weak sound of his bark over the crashing of people-waves outside, but her Daddy did. He stopped advancing at once and went very still. Anna went very still too, not even daring to breathe. 
The Hatter barked again, more of a yelp than a real bark, and now her Daddy moved sharply away. He went through the bedroom door roughly, banging his shoulder off the frame. 
Anna let out a quiet sob. The Hatter barked again and her Daddy was stalking now outside in the hall. He'd saved her, but now who would save him?  She was small but the Hatter was much smaller. She'd made a promise to protect him. 
She got up and started for the door, almost tripping over her big ankles. She could hardly run; her body wasn't used to fast movement at all. 
"Wait!" she called over the crashing sound. 
It was dark and she stubbed her toe on the edge of the bedroom door. The corridor outside was a dark foreign territory, a place she hadn't seen for months, half-remembered from an old dream. 
The dim light of her Daddy's eyes receded down the hall. 
"Wait Daddy." 
He turned into his bedroom. Anna bounced along the walls after him, calling all the time. Her legs were not used to this, her balance was weak, but the Hatter needed her and this was her one job. She reached the doorway gasping, exhausted from the exertion, to find her father holding the Hatter up before him in both hands. 
"Here he is sweetie," her Daddy would have said, "come pet him, I'm so proud that you got out of bed."
But this was not her Daddy, and he didn't say any of that. Instead he lifted the struggling puppy to his face, opened his mouth, and bit down hard into the Hatter's soft and furry back. 
 
 
 



2. THE HATTER
 
 
She'd begged her father for a dog for months. 
"I'll be so good, I promise," she'd told him, "I won't pull his little ringlet tail or play the drums on his head or anything."
Her father had laughed, all chocolate brown in the comfy dark. "Pigs have ringlet tails, honey, not dogs."
"I know Daddy," she'd urged, "I know that, that's my whole point."
"I don't know about the drumming though."
"But I won't drum, don't you see? I won't!"
He laughed and stroked her hair. "Anna, you are a silly thing. I see your mother in you, you know. She was playful."
She never answered when he said things like this. This was the sadness, which loomed over him like the hurt loomed over her. This was the reason she wanted a dog so much; her mission, just as his mission was to help her get well. They would get well together.
"He'll hardly make a sound, I promise, and he'll keep us company, and when he's big enough I'll ride him around the room like a knight."
He raised an eyebrow. "We'd have to get you a saddle."
"I'll have a beautiful saddle!" she crowed, though of course quietly. "It can be leather or velvet or tomato-skin, I don't care. Just a dog Daddy, it would be wonderful. We can take walks and if I'm tired you can go out in the park with him, in the fresh air."
He popped his finger on then off her nose, like pushing a button. "I know what you're doing, sweetie. I get it."
"What am I doing?"
"I know you worry too. You want me to go out more."
She looked at him blankly. Of course this was true, but it felt very important he not know this, or she not admit it. All day every day he lived by her side. He had nothing else. After her Mommy had gone half the life had gone out of him too. 
Maybe a dog could fix that. 
"I just want a horse to ride around on. Daddy, can't I? It's only fair, you know. He'll be the best fun and the best friend to us both."
He sighed. She could feel the thoughts turning in his head. 
"Maybe," he'd said. 
They ended up with the Hatter. They would both love him, and he would change and save their lives.
 
 
Anna screamed. The Hatter screamed. His little bones cracked and his skin tore as her Daddy's big jaws crunched closed, then he yanked back and pulled the Hatter apart. Blood spattered everywhere, lit by the eerie white light from his eyes. Blood hit the carpet like gentle rain, and the Hatter's little body crumpled in her father's hands, becoming a lump and not a dog.
Anna screamed.  
Her Daddy chewed and the sound was horrible. Bits of skin and bone crunched and sheared in his grinding mouth. Stringy lines stretched from his lips to the torn lump in his hands.
The Hatter went silent and became just a ball of glinting black in her father's hands. The horrible bite-shaped hole in his back now defined him. His little spine poked up through the edges like stalks sprung off a snapped sapling twig.
Anna screamed. Her Daddy kept on chewing: grind crunch pop, turning the little puppy to bits. Tears filled her eyes and her jaw ached but he didn't even look at her. He swallowed then went in for another bite. 
Anna ran at him and hit him in the belly and the leg. 
"Stop it!" she cried. He didn't stop. She hit him and shouted until her fists hurt and her voice went hoarse.
"Stop it stop it stop it!"
He chewed on, biting at the bits left in his hands. The Hatter's hot blood splashed through his hands and onto her face. It poured down his pajamas in a dark trail, making the carpet sludgy. Soon the Hatter was all gone. 
She staggered back. Her father's scraggly beard was smeared with blood and fur, like chunky chocolate ice cream.
"Daddy what have you done?" 
In the hallway she noticed the crashing below was still going on. Sobs jerked up her throat like hiccups, like her Daddy was squeezing them out. In the doorway to her room she realized he was following. 
She shouted and slammed the door shut. He thumped against it a second later but the handle didn't turn and the door didn't budge. His thumping joined with the thumping from below. 
Anna pulled the side-table in front of the door. She climbed back into bed. She tucked her arms and legs into the tight covers and snuggled down low under them, like she was tiny Alice in a giant's pocket again. She pulled the pillows after her and wrapped them round her head. 
The thudding diminished. She caught her sobbing and stopped. Soon enough sleep found her.
 


She dreamed she sailed upon an ocean. 
The ocean was vast and made of people. They flowed upon each other smoothly, each a gray speck of water just like all the others. Anna sailed atop them with her bed as a boat, using the sheets and blankets as sails, wearing a blue and white petticoat like Alice. 
"Ahoy there!" she called to the bodies below.
They carried her forward. She used the footboard as a tiller. Occasionally flapping birdwomen flew overhead, and she waved. She fished in the ocean of gray wriggling bodies, and came up with bright red chunks of tongue. They flapped at her like fish but said nothing. 
The tides carried her for thousands of miles. The water-people lapped against her bed with low thuds. She stood at the prow looking to the horizon where her Daddy was waiting for her, a giant man sitting on a giant stool in the middle of the ocean.
"Darling Alice," he would say when she finally reached him, "why have you come so far?" 
"I'm searching," was the answer she always gave, "am I home yet?"  
He'd smile. "What is home, little Alice, but threads and cobbles, bits of old lint plucked from your pocket? Build it up, child, build it up."
Then she'd lie down at his feet and pluck old lint from her pockets, and he'd sing a song with words that were probably about sailing and comas, but she never could tell. 
It was a dream she'd had many times. But when she reached the stool-island this time, things were different. Her giant Daddy was standing not sitting, and his eyes shone like lighthouse beams, projecting a strange white light over the ocean and into the murky clouds. He didn't look down when she spoke to him. 
"What are you looking for Daddy?" she asked. 
"The Jabberwock," he said in a deep and dreadful voice. 
This confused Anna, but confusion didn't last long within a dream. 
"What can you mean? The Jabberwock's not even a real thing." 
"But it is," he said, "and darling it's so terribly cold." 
He bent his burning white eyes down to her, and she was lost within the light.
 
 
She woke lost within the light. 
It was bright in her room for the first time since the hurt. She wormed out of the covers like a birdwoman coming up from her feather chrysalis. The black velvet curtains on the window were still pulled open and bright light flowed in. It lit her art spread around the walls: crayon drawings of unicorns and caterpillar-men and Alice. Normally even glimpsing all these colors brought the hurt on hard. 
Now it didn't. Anna lifted her head and ran her eyes over the collection again, but still felt nothing.
That was quite peculiar. 
"Daddy?" she called.
No answer came. 
She sat up in bed and saw her arm. It gave her quite a shock. There was a thin line of crusted black running down it, like a scab, which meant…
She strangled a scream in her throat. Screams and shouts brought the hurt on harder. Instead she followed the scab-trail with wide eyes. It could be anything. It could be paint or ice cream or even old strawberry jam.
"Jam tomorrow and jam yesterday, but never jam today," she whispered to herself, but the words were not very convincing or reassuring. It wasn't jam.  
"Daddy?" she called again. Her voice sounded louder than usual. The temptation to duck her head back under the covers was strong, but she pushed it away. Alice wouldn't do that and neither would Anna. 
She pulled herself out of the sheets and climbed from bed carefully, wary of the hurt. There were dark brownish-red footprints on the gray carpet. Standing by the bedside she lifted her right foot and looked at its sole. 
Dark brownish-red.
She gulped and went to the door. The handle turned with difficulty, like it had been wedged in position. The door swung inward.
Her Daddy was right there lying on the floor. 
Anna leapt back. For a terrible moment she expected him to lunge up and bite her like he'd bitten into the Hatter, but he didn't. Instead he lay still with his eyes closed and his lips pressed to the golden strip running along the threshold, sleeping soundly.
He hardly even looked like her Daddy anymore. His skin had gone an even whiter gray and his scraggly beard was solid with black, like he'd been scarfing down chocolate syrup. His black pajamas were crusty and dark too.
And he wasn't alone. 
She closed the door quickly, but the afterimage turned in her fuzzy head like a spinning coin. 
The dim corridor beyond him had been filled with sleeping bodies. There were so many, heaped on top of each other like the Queen's card-men fallen after battle. Arms lay across faces and legs lay across bellies, and all of them had white-gray faces and white-gray skin, and none of them were supposed to be there at all. 
Anna closed her eyes tightly shut. This was enough to bring the hurt on for days, just like one of the impossible things from her stories, but somehow the hurt wasn't there. 
She opened her eyes a crack: no change. She went to the window and pulled the curtains further open. Hundreds of gray-faced people were out there too, lying in the street and the front yards. She opened the window and heard their raspy breathing, rising and falling like a tide lapping at the beach. 
"What are you all doing?" she murmured. 
She went back to the door and knelt down. Her legs responded a little better than in the night, but they were sore. Standing and moving was getting easier. She leaned in close to the golden strip. 
"Daddy?" she whispered through the gap under the door. He didn't respond. He didn't get up and start hammering on the door. He just breathed like the rest of them. She pressed her cheek to the carpet and felt his breath puff beneath the door.
"Daddy, what's happening? Why are you sleeping there?"
He didn't answer. 
She got up and opened the door a crack. He looked the same. She poked his cheek quickly with her toe, but he wasn't play-acting. He was really asleep. They were all really sleeping. 
She squatted by his side, trying to calm her thumping heart. 
"Are you full, Daddy?" she asked. "Is that it? You're not hungry anymore?" 
Nothing. She looked over the others. They definitely didn't belong. 
"It's not a sleepover here, you know," she said firmly. "It's time for you to go home."  
They didn't budge. She stepped over her father and bent down to prod the pudgy gray face of an old lady. 
"You, why are you in my house?" 
The old lady rasped breathily back at her. Her breath smelled like dead fish.
Anna pinched her nose. "It's no good being like that. It's a simple question."
The old lady breathed out again. 
"You can go now or I'll call the police."
No response. 
She wasn't really sure how to call the police, though it did seem a good idea. For that she'd need a phone, and a phone meant…
They were blocking the hall with their bodies. She imagined picking her way through them, like a maze. Alice would do it.
"I'll be right back," she whispered to her sleeping father, then started tip-toeing away. There weren't many spaces left uncovered by bodies, but she placed her feet very deliberately and held to the banister, making a kind of game of it. At one point she walked on an old man's wobbly bald head, but he didn't seem to mind. 
"Terribly sorry," she whispered, "though you shouldn't be sleeping there anyway."
She reached her Daddy's room and went in. 
There were no people inside, it was empty, except for the black patch where the Hatter had died. It looked like a deep yolk-stain. It wasn't jam from a great big sandwich or anything like that. It was definitely the Hatter. She cried a little, then rubbed her eyes. It probably wasn't safe to cry. When Alice cried the house filled up with tears. 
"Tears are better than gray people," she whispered to herself, and that got her back on an even keel again, because neither tears nor gray people were very good at all.
Her Daddy's phone was on the nightstand. She worked her way around the Hatter's circle and stood by the little table. Also there was his wallet, phone and keys, alongside some coins, a blue crayon and a small clay figure of Alice that she'd made for him.
She picked up the phone. She hadn't ever made a call on it, though her Daddy had showed her some of the apps, most recently the one for tracking the Hatter's chip. She twisted her tongue between her teeth and jiggled at various little pictures, trying to find the phone app to dial the police, but she couldn't find it. She didn't even know the number anyway. 
It didn't matter. She tucked the phone into the pocket of her pajamas, then on second thoughts added the other bits. All that weight made her elastic waistband sag so she held it up with one hand. 
What next?
Breakfast seemed like a good idea. Impossible things then breakfast, that was the normal order of things.
But not in pajamas. 
She worked her way back down the hall, half-stepping on faces and shoulders and bottoms. 
"Do excuse me," she said to each one, talking like Alice in very proper English, "I do beg your pardon." 
It was funny. It became almost a game. In her room she opened her cupboard, dug out an old pair of jeans and pulled them on over her pajamas. The waist was tight but the arms and legs were very loose, because she'd gotten so thin. At least the waist helped hold her heavy pajama pockets up. She also slid into a bright orange jacket plus pink shoes that were too small for her feet. 
Next she picked her way down the stairs, trying not to step on faces. In the ground floor hall the ceiling was high and light, with with walls and a black and white mosaic floor. There were photographs hanging of Anna, her Daddy and her mother, like strange hints from a secret history. She hadn't been downstairs for a long time.
Bodies lay here too, though they thinned out as she headed toward the kitchen. 
The floor was shiny stone and there were glossy cupboards set below a gray counter. She scanned it for bananas and found them in a wire basket, alongside some apples and a big fat orange. She fetched a stool and got one.
"Peeling," she muttered, as she fiddled to open the top. It was tricky but eventually it peeled and she looked at it with squinty eyes. How to turn this into milkshake? 
Smash? 
She found a brown mug and put the banana in, broken in little pieces. Opening the fridge was easy. The milk carton was heavy but she poured some in, only spilling a little on the floor. Now the banana bits sat in the milk like poop in the toilet bowl. She laughed. Was it supposed to melt? She poked it. Flush? She picked up a fork and…
The house shook. 
She toppled to her bottom. It hurt, but the house thumping and rattling was more important. She got up and hurried into the corridor, where all the gray people were now on their feet. Their eyes were open and shining, and most of them had their backs to her.
"Hey!" she shouted. 
This time they didn't look at her. They were moving together again, down the corridor and out of the house. She laughed. 
"That's right!" she called. "Out you go. Go home and go to bed without any breakfast. Go sleep on your own floor!"
They went and went. They came down the stairs in a thumping clattery line. They bounced off each other like silly gray worms.
"Careful," she warned them, when they pushed up against her Daddy's pictures on the walls. "Those are important." None of them listened. She danced a little closer and shoved a few of them on the bottoms, helping them on their way. It seemed so rude and fun, but they didn't mind. 
"Hurry hurry," she urged, laughing. 
They filed out. They kept coming.
"Daddy come see this!" she called up the stairs, but the stairs were almost empty by now, and a horrible thought came to her. She scanned the backs of the last few stragglers, and recognized one by the lightning bolt on his pajamas.
"Daddy!" she shouted. 
He didn't turn. He kept on walking. Her Daddy walked clean out of the house, following his new friends and leaving Anna alone behind. 
 
 
 



3. TIDES
 
 
She ran after him. 
Down the hall she charged, bursting through the borderline between inside and outside at full speed. Bright light hit her eyes, and she pelted down the front path and out onto the street near blind, calling out to her Daddy. She hit the sidewalk on unsteady legs and plowed into the side of the flood of gray bodies at full speed.
She almost went under at once. 
The flood drove her sideways and she was swept along, staggering for space in that dark and tramping flow. On all sides clammy bodies pressed and towered over her, stinking of dust and acid, and she ducked and staggered for footing as best she could. They stepped on her toes and kicked at her heels, their knees punched at her back and smacked her head, and it took all her meager strength to stay afloat and not get trampled down.
"Daddy!" she screamed, but the sound was swallowed up the tight press of shifting thighs and bellies. She looked up at faces desperately, trying to pick out his bloody chin from below, but there were just so many people.
She pushed against them wildly, ducking awkwardly between and around legs, but she was tiring fast. Her body wasn't ready for this. Her legs were trembling and her ankles barely held her weight.
"Let me out!" she shouted, but the people didn't listen. She could feel herself slipping under. They'd walk all over her and squash her to bits. They'd kill her like the Hatter. 
She tried pulling with her arms as though she was swimming, past a fat bare-chested man and a woman with a gray baby hanging from a sling, past a little girl the same height as her and an old grandpa wobbling by, but the flood went on and on and she couldn't find the edge. 
Then she did. Like a skipped pebble she bounced into the middle of an island; a small oval of clear black road surrounded by the ocean of strangers. She dropped to her knees and panted while the flow continued on either side of her. Her arms and legs burned and her body throbbed from the needling of the ocean's waves. She rubbed her eyes and looked around. There were three cars resting at crazy angles behind her, stopped in the middle of the road like strange-shaped, colorful mushrooms, dividing the flow of bodies. Everyone else flowed around them.
Except for a few. There were at least four gray people moving against the flow and fighting to get through, with their white eyes were pointing right at her. In seconds they'd be on her.
She didn't want to find out if they were hungry. Maybe they hadn't had their Hatters for breakfast. 
She heaved to her feet and made for the cars. One, a parked yellow taxi, had its door open and she threw herself inside, slamming the door shut behind. 
Seconds later the gray people thumped against it, pressing their chests to the glass and hammering on the roof. Anna covered her ears as more followed, filling up the windows and hammering until they were so tightly pressed they couldn't hammer anymore. Their bodies blocked all the windows and only the white glow of their eyes lit the car's inside. 
She looked at their faces, but none of them were her Daddy.
"Be tough," she muttered to herself. "Lint and cobbles, Anna."
She couldn't stay here. She had to get out and catch up to her Daddy.
She tried the door handle but it wouldn't open; too many gray people were clustered there. More of them pressed in as she clicked at the handle. 
"Are you really so hungry?" she asked through the glass. It helped to hear her own voice. "I don't think there can be much meat on me at all. Not enough to fill you all up, anyway."
They jostled closer as she talked, rocking the car. 
She stopped talking and investigated instead. The taxi had black seats that were hot to the touch, a dangly pair of pink dice hanging from the little mirror over the windshield, and bead mats over the seats. It smelled like raspberries. None of that helped. 
She investigated more seriously. Of course there was a wheel and lots of buttons and levers. Maybe she could drive it? She punched a few buttons and some of them lit up. She punched more and noise barked out of the radio, but only a white crackly hiss. The ocean of people pressed harder at that, so she punched until the sound stopped.
Probably she couldn't drive. Her legs were too short and she could hardly see over the wheel. 
She checked her pockets for ideas. Crayons, no. The Alice figure, no. Her Daddy's phone? The police!
She swiped it awake and the screen icons popped up. This time she found the phone symbol, at the bottom in a green square, and she pressed it, bringing up lots of numbers and letters which she couldn't read. She tapped the first number and it began to ring. 
After five rings a woman spoke. 
Anna babbled over her. "Help me please, my Daddy ate the Hatter and now I'm lost and I can't find him, I'm stuck in a car on a road somewhere and there's people all around me looking in and-" 
There was a long beep, then silence. 
"Hello?" Anna said. 
No answer came. 
She pushed another number and tried again, but this one didn't even ring. Soon a female voice told her repeatedly, "This number is out of service, please hang up and dial again." 
She tried again. This time after ten full rings she got a man, but again he didn't listen to her and a beep cut her off. She tried every number, but none of them had real people at the other end.  
There had to be something in the phone to help her. She investigated it thoroughly, clicking more buttons, which lead to writing, to pictures, to little videos. 
"Why isn't there a button for the police?" she asked. 
At last she came to the button for the Hatter's chip: a white bone on a red background. She didn't much want to push it. The Hatter was dead, and she didn't want to see pictures of his bloody smear in her Daddy's room again. It seemed unlikely it had any connection to the police. 
Still she pushed it, to be thorough.
It took a long moment to wake up the map. It didn't look like the last time her Daddy showed it to her- this time there were no lines and shapes that were roads and buildings. It was just a gray fog with a blue dot at the bottom and a flashing yellow dot at the top. That would be the Hatter, dead in her Daddy's room. 
She was about to swipe away when the yellow dot moved. She frowned. Was that right? 
It moved again.
"Hatter!" she shouted. 
She turned and pressed her face to one of the side windows, peeking through a tiny gap between the bodies and hoping the Hatter would come bounding up. 
"Come on boy!"
Her shouting brought more bodies to the window, blocking her view, but the Hatter didn't come. She looked at the phone again. Now she noticed the yellow Hatter was actually moving away from the blue dot. 
She frowned. The Hatter should come to her. But then the Hatter was dead, because her Daddy had eaten him. What was…
The pieces clicked into place, and she understood. Her Daddy had eaten the Hatter, every last bit, which meant he had eaten the Hatter's chip too. So the Hatter's chip was in her Daddy, and this yellow flashing dot was actually her Daddy. 
Hope sparked in her chest. 
She studied the blue dot at the bottom of the phone screen. It had a little arrow sticking up off it to the side. She turned the phone and the arrow revolved. Her Daddy had already shown her this trick. She pointed until it aimed right at the Hatter's flashing dot, which was through the steering wheel and out into the ocean. 
Now she just had to reach him.
An idea came to her. 
She tapped on the side window glass with the phone. It felt like signaling for fish in an aquarium. A twitchy young man dropped his gray face to her level.
"Hey you," she said to him. His eyes tracked the phone and his pale lips snuffled on the glass. "You like my voice, is that right? You like it when I make noise?" 
She tapped the phone along the glass in a line, and his eyes followed. Others outside moved too. Perhaps her idea would work. She climbed through the gap into the back seat and tapped the side window back there, and her hooked fish kept following, along with the others. They all shuffled round the taxi like a game of musical chairs. 
She laughed. She leaned over and tapped on the back window, and they circled faster to meet her. A chink of light slipped in through the front windshield as they cleared. More followed from the front to the back, peeling like a banana skin. 
Soon the front window was clear again. Ahead the narrow island of clear black tarmac was clear again, with the flow of bodies continuing either side. She watched the front doors, waiting for the people there to shuffle clear too. She would open the door and run, get lost in the flow and find her Daddy. He'd protect her. She tapped the glass crazily. 
Then the taxi moved.
Her side thumped against the back seat as it lurched forward, dropping her firmly on her bottom. The taxi kept moving, inching forward. She stared at the front controls in disbelief, like Alice watching her body grow or shrink. 
"What are you doing?" she asked the car at large. 
The taxi didn't answer, but kept going, rolling slowly into the tarmac island. It nudged past the front edge of one of the other cars, which crunched gently and shifted to the side, and passed on. It was headed right for the point where the two flows of bodies joined together. 
"Stop," she ordered the car, but it didn't listen. 
She took urgent action, clambering into the front seat with the wheel. It was high and she could barely see over it, so she squatted on her heels, wrapped her long bony fingers round the gray wheel, and pulled it to the right. 
It turned. She yelped at how easily the whole taxi changed direction. She pulled it left and steered back into the island. She laughed again. It was so easy! But now the island was running out, the flow of bodies was right ahead and the taxi was picking up speed. 
She looked frantically for some way to brake the car. She punched buttons and the radio came on again noisily, which just made the taxi go faster. She pulled the wheel left and the taxi bounced into the flow. Bodies thumped and bumped off the side like the ocean in her dream, then the windows filled up with more staring people, and seconds later the taxi stopped completely. 
Anna sat back and let out a deep breath. She looked at the car's dials and its radio.
"What was that for?" she asked the vent-things that looked a bit like eyes. 
The vents didn't say anything. 
"Where were you trying to take me?"
Still nothing. 
She hit the radio button and it stopped hissing. She looked around and thought hard. She looked to the back of the taxi and thought hard.
Were they… 
She climbed into the back. She tapped on the glass. The people gathered again, trying to get close. They pressed themselves to the back glass so hard she could feel the vibrating rasp of their breath. And they pushed.
The taxi moved. It was just as startling the second time.
"Yes!" Anna cried. 
The taxi bumped further into the flow until it was enfolded on all sides and everyone was helping to push. The pace cranked up quickly and the needles on the dials began to dance. People ahead bounced off the front noisily, then circled to the back to help push, where she was still tapping with a manic grin on her face. 
The taxi went faster. Whoosh they went through the flow. The steering wheel jogged a little left and right as they bounced forward, but it didn't change direction much. 
"Keep going!" she urged the ones at the back. 
They carried her on like the ocean in her dream. Ahead they parted in a series of lapping waves. It was unbelievable. With one hand she brought up the gray fog on the Hatter's map and watched as her blue dot rapidly closed on the yellow dot. She stopped tapping but the people kept pushing. She climbed into the front seat and took hold of the steering wheel again.
Thump thump thump the taxi went off gray bodies, and each impact drilled up her slender arms and into her chest, making her head bobble. She had to hold on with both hands and put the phone on her lap, steering through the flow. The blue dot sucked in toward the flashing yellow dot like a swooping birdwoman, so close that she began to worry that she would smack into him and bounce him off the front too. 
She yanked right on the wheel, plowing sideways hard. The thumping became thunder and the taxi lurched as it ran over fallen bodies. It did slow though. She pulled the wheel to the left and the angle was even steeper now, barreling through the ocean so hard that in a few seconds she shot out of the flow completely. 
The taxi banged hard up over a curb and shot freely over the light concrete forecourt of a strange open space with a high white roof. Ahead stood a stand of machines with handles and tubes spilling out, at which other cars were resting. 
She jerked the taxi back to the right, rocking her sideways and pulling away from the people pushing at the back. The taxi freewheeled further then crashed into the rear of a dark yellow plastic box. 
Crunch said the box. Anna bounced off the wheel and back into the seat. The car had stopped. 
Despite feeling dizzy, she grabbed the phone, yanked the door open and lurched out before the ocean could seal her in again. They were running over so she ran too, climbing over a low red wall and along a sidewalk with the phone raised up before her eyes. 
He was so close. She looked up; the ocean were parading down a wide road lined with shiny glass buildings. The sky was deep blue and the road was studded with cars. She jogged down the side of the ocean like it was a moving train, peering through the windows for the one face she knew. 
The yellow flashing dot was just ahead. She put on a burst of speed and dived back into the mass. Here there were men in yellow construction suits that kicked her, a woman in tight red leather who elbowed her, and then a broad black back with a sharp yellow lightning bolt drawn on it.
"Daddy!"
Anna leapt ahead of the figure, took hold of his cold hand, and looked up into his face. It was her Daddy, with his bloody beard still on his chin like a mask. She began to cry.
He kneed her in the chest and she staggered backward through the mass.   
"Why did you leave me?" she coughed. "Why, Daddy?"
He didn't say anything. He didn't even look at her. He kept on walking. 
 
 
Anna stumbled along by her father's side, clutching to his hand and surrounded by the ocean. She didn't have the energy to run away from the ones chasing her anymore, but being with her Daddy made her brave. 
"Leave me alone!" she shouted at them. 
They approached more slowly. Perhaps they were afraid of her father. They came close but slowly now, and not crushing her. That was something, but hardly enough. Her Daddy just kept on walking, and it was all she could do to keep up. All her cries of, "Daddy!" were ignored. She tried several times to pull him to a stop, but he was too strong and she was too small, and she was dragged along behind. 
So they walked.
They walked along the road until it twisted to the side, then they got off and walked through fields. The grass was damp underfoot and her too-tight shoes got soaking wet. They walked through a bush, mostly trampled already, then through a field of tall golden grain. They walked across a low stream which made her feet even wetter, then they climbed up a low hill and walked over another road where her wet shoes went slosh slosh slosh. 
At the middle of the road there was a railing which she had to climb over. Her Daddy got stuck for a little while, trying to walk straight through it, so she used the time to rest. Most of the others got stuck too, so that was kind of funny. After a while she got up and managed to guide him over, lifting his legs for him. Some of the others saw and followed their example, while others just got shoved over helpfully by those coming up behind.
Anna didn't know whether to scold them for being rough, or thank them for being helpful.
For a while they walked along the new road, mostly at the head of the group. Anna saw the world outside of the pack of shambling bodies for the first time since the riotous taxi ride. Cars of all types sat at crazy angles across the road's lanes, like dropped crackers on the bedspread. Some had broken through the railing, others seemed to have crashed into each other and were still steaming, while some had gone skidding down the little hills to the side. 
"What happened here?" she asked her Daddy breathlessly. 
He walked on.
"You have to talk to me. This isn't fair!"
He pulled her on. Some of the faster members of the ocean folded back around them soon, closing off her view. Soon the road swerved and they walked off it again, down another low hill and into a dark forest. 
"Stop!" she shouted, but he didn't stop. There was no use arguing. He pulled her into the dark brambly undergrowth and she stumbled through behind, while thorny bits of scrub tore at her jeans. She clutched to his leg and let him do most of the walking for her. Still her feet were wet and hurt and she could barely think.
None of this was right. None of it should be happening, but there was nothing she could do. It was just like the hurt. Not even her Daddy understood; it just had to be faced. 
"Let's stop Daddy," she gasped for the fiftieth time. "I'm tired."
He walked on. 
"I can't go much further. Just for a little while." 
They walked on. She pulled out the phone; it said 3:53. She could read numbers enough to tell the time.
"I'm serious Daddy. I'm really serious." 
He was too. 
The forest got darker as they got deeper. Was it night already? She wasn't sure. Her room had always been dark all day. She began to think about the night. Of course it scared her. Scarier though was the creeping hunger in her belly, and the feeling that at any minute her arms and legs would give out. 
She wouldn't be able to catch up to him again if she was left behind. She was only little, but she knew cars couldn't be pushed through the forest. They needed roads. If she let go of his hand now, that was it, but she couldn't hold on much longer.
That thought was scariest of all: being left alone like Alice in the woods. She didn't know if she could be as brave as Alice, in the night in such a horrible and spooky place.
There had to be another way. 
"Think of it this way," she said aloud, trying to make herself braver. Her voice sounded breathy and weak. "A little girl is following with a group of snails." The idea for snails came right out of her impossible things head. "But they never stop. How can she keep up?" 
It was like one of her Daddy's impossible challenges. She imagined the girl and her snails drawn on a piece of paper. The answer was simple; build a saddle and ride the snails. 
"And if she's tired?" she asked herself aloud. "If she needs to sleep?"
A very nice saddle, that was obvious. She thought about it. A saddle on a snail was easy. But on her Daddy? 
She looked up at him. His back was upright. He could easily carry her if he just extended his arms, but she knew now he wouldn't do that. Something was wrong with him, like a sickness, and she had to steer him to a hospital. First though she had to ride. 
She imagined sketching the saddle. It looked familiar, and she racked her brain while stumbling over slippery roots. There had been a sick woman earlier, carrying her sick baby with no hands in a sling.
Anna looked around. There were no slings here, but there were plenty of jackets, and maybe they could be the same? 
It wasn't easy. 
"I'm coming back," she said to her Daddy, then let go of his hand and stumbled over to a lady in a black suit. Stripping off her jacket required a few feeble leaps, falling more than jumping off little ledges to get the sleeve off her shoulder, but once one sleeve was clear the other came easily. 
She balled it up so it wouldn't drag in the stinking moldy leaves. Her Daddy hadn't gone far, and she stumbled and slipped back to him. 
"Here," she said. She tried jumping onto him and looping it round his head, but she could hardly jump and she couldn't hold on at all. She reversed the process in her head, and tried tying the jacket at the arms first, then lassoing it over his head. 
It hung loose round his neck like a cape.
"Hold on," she said, and tried to climb up. It was much harder than she'd expected. First she took hold of one side of the loop, but it just spun round him, so she tried again with both sides. It held firm, but there was no way her feeble arms could lift her up.
She tried climbing up his legs. Twice she missed and fell into the swampy muck as her hands slipped off the loop. The third time she managed to kick off his knee and get her butt up high enough to slip into the saddle/sling. 
It slipped right out. She hit a patch of bushes hard and rolled. 
Tears brimmed to her eyes. She dashed them away and got up and tried again. It was this or nothing, and it had to work. Two hands on the loop, a kick in his knee, and she vaulted higher than ever before. It was just long enough to spread the jacket beneath her, like a hammock, so when she fell it grabbed her. 
"Ha!"
She laughed as it caught her and cradled her in close to his chest. It wasn't comfortable and it didn't feel very secure, but she was riding him like a horse. Her aching feet breathed relief. Her Daddy bowed a little as he took her weight, then he straightened again. It put her closer to his face, and the horrible clumps of dried Hatter in his beard, but that hardly mattered.
They stumbled on together. 
Anna shuffled side to side, trying to make herself comfortable. When they came close to a burly man wearing a brown sweater, it was easy enough to lean over, reel him in like a fish, and peel his sweater like a banana skin. 
"Excuse me," she murmured as she looped the arms beneath her and tied them round her Daddy's head. It spread her weight and made the ride more comfortable. 
She did it once more with another man and his grey duffle coat. The arms were thick and hard to tie, but when it was done she was much warmer, tucked tightly like the snug covers back home. 
She rested her head against her father's cold and raspy chest. She was so tired. Her eyes closed, and carried along by the waves of snails she fell asleep.
 
 
 



4. OCEAN
 
 
She woke hungry and cold to dim pre-dawn light. 
Peeling back the dufflecoat cover, she looked out on a muddy brown field, dark beneath silty rain clouds. The world jostled up and down like a pulse, and it took her a long time to remember where she was. 
The ocean were walking across the field in a long single line, like ants. Their footsteps turfed up a trail of brown mud. In the distance Anna saw the low scrub of greenery, trees probably, and in the midst of it a house. 
She was famished. 
She shuffled in the sling. Her Daddy's face was grayer than ever, still dark with the Hatter's blood. She kicked one leg out of the covers, then the other. 
"Wait for me here," she said, then slid out of the sling. 
She hit the muddy field and slipped at once. Mud got all over her knees and thighs. This was just another thing to cry about, but she resisted. Her father continuing to walk was another, but she resisted that too.
"I said wait!" she shouted at his back. 
He trudged on. 
Anger rushed through her. It was unfamiliar but it felt strong, rushing into her legs, and she picked herself up and ran round to face her father. 
"You stop now!" she shouted at him. He brushed into her and knocked her to the mud again. This time it went up her jacket and touched her belly, so cold and slimy and-
"Arrgh!" she shouted. 
She raced round again and stalked backward her father. "I told you to stop! You can't hit me like that! You can't eat my puppy, and leave me behind, and knock me in the mud as well! Daddy!"
He was as impassive as a block of stone. 
Anna punched him in the belly. It hurt her hand but she didn't care. The anger was really building now. 
"You didn't make me banana milkshake," she shouted and punched him again, this time in the hip. "You didn't kiss me goodnight," punch, "you didn't tell me a story," punch, "you left me behind just like Mommy!"
He walked by. Punching was not enough.
She ran and dived at his legs. His pace was slow and easy to predict, and she caught his legs as they passed in mid-stride, wrapping her arms around them and holding on tight. 
He tried to keep on walking but couldn't, and fell. He hit the mud with a mighty splat, then started to crawl. 
Dragged behind him, Anna laughed manically. 
"Where are you going? Daddy-snail, where are you going now? I can't imagine you'll keep up with the others like this."
He slithered. She slithered behind him. Mud was getting on everything and rucking up around her shoulders like a scarf. 
"No you don't!" she snapped, and wriggled out of her orange jacket. The air was cold and smelled of sap but she was covered in mud already. She wrapped it around his legs twice then tied it as hard as she could. 
She let go. She laughed. 
He kept slithering forward, swimming with his hands.
Anna laughed and cried. 
"You're supposed to look after me! You're not supposed to leave me. Where are you going?" 
She thought about kicking him. She thought about sitting on his back and riding him like a slow mud-cowboy.
She didn't. It was still her Daddy, and the sling was filling with mud. That was her bed. She stopped crying and twisted the sling onto his back. He really looked like a snail like that. 
"I'm going to get food," Anna said, "you just keep on crawling if that's what you want."
She turned and stamped away across the field.
 
 
The door to the house hung open. It was a nice dark wood building, with a broad cedar-smelling deck and a patio swing. Anna walked in and saw a dark smear in the middle of the kitchen, surrounded by tufts of black fur.
Probably another dog had died here. Maybe a cat? She shrugged it off. 
The countertop in this kitchen was stone. She scanned it for bananas, but better than that she found cereal. The box was bright red with rays of light bursting from a treasure chest, carrying colorful marshmallow cereal pieces like shooting stars. 
She fetched a chair, dug out a bowl and spoon from the cupboards and drawers, and poured the cereal tinkling in. It was so bright and colorful and smelled amazing. She found the white fridge and took out a milk pitcher. It wasn't too cold but it didn't smell bad. 
She poured it on the cereal, sloshing messily, but who cared about a little milk when there was a dead dog mess in the middle of the room? She took it out to the porch and sat on the swing and rocked gently, crunching cereal and watching her Daddy-snail crawl across the mud. 
She was angry still. 
He had no right to be doing this. He was her father and he had responsibilities. Let him crawl. 
She ate two more bowls, then fetched up a bowl of water and a cloth from the sink. She carried it out to her father and stood over him. The mud was all over him now. He looked like a swamp monster. It almost made her giggle. 
But she was angry. She threw the water on him, then the cloth. 
"Clean up the Hatter!" she shouted. "Clean him up at least."
He crawled and the cloth was left behind. 
Anna turned her back and walked ahead. Her arms and legs felt stronger already. She brought up his phone to check the flashing yellow blip was still there. It was. 
"I'll find it!" she shouted at her Daddy. "Whatever you're looking for, whatever's so important you can't even look at me, I'll find it first!"
She strode off in a huff, striding along the long thin line of the ocean ahead.   
 
 
They didn't stop. 
She walked for hours, still fuming inside. The sun rose weakly, hard to see through the overcast clouds. It rained a little, and she scraped the mud off herself as she walked. She barely noticed as she clumped through puddles and over roads, in and out of cool streams, through torn hedgerows and past the occasional house. She overtook bits of the ocean, more like a stream now, sometimes kicking them in the shins as she passed. 
She felt strong. The cereal had filled her up with shooting stars, and it kept her shooting through lunch without being hungry again. Mostly she thought about her Daddy and how he was avoiding his responsibility. She tried his phone again, calling more numbers, but there were no more voices or beeps now, just endless ringing.
In the middle of a field she shouted.
"Hello, my name is Anna! My Daddy's turned into a snail, and I want to see the police. Help."
Nobody answered, so she stopped. She sat down by a tree and made conversation with the ocean as they went by. 
"That's a lovely shade of mud on you," she told a big woman. "Wherever did you buy it?" 
She threw mud-balls at trees. She tried piggybacking on a strange red-haired man who smelled of lavender. She kicked at the legs of people as they went by and tipped them over in the mud, splash. 
"Should have looked where you were going," she said each time, "oops." 
It was fun but not really, since they didn't even know it was a game. 
She forged on ahead. In the early afternoon she crested a rise and looked out over an endless landscape of mud and grass and little green shoots. It went on and on. The stream of people wound ahead across it as far as she could see, like a snake in the dull gray daylight. Clouds brewed overhead like the hurt. 
She sat down on a fence and kicked at a scrubby stand of tall grass, perhaps Tiger Lilies out of season, counting the people go by. There was something very wrong with them. They couldn't hear or speak. They just wanted to go in this one direction.
She started to cry again. It surprised her, because the anger had been so hot. But it was gone now and the tears took over. They filled her up like a waterfall and poured out so she could barely see. 
Loneliness came where the anger had been. It was cold now, and getting dark again. She was alone and she'd done such terrible things. She'd punched her own Daddy. She'd punched him and made him snuffle through the mud all day, when all he'd ever done before this was protect her.
It wasn't fair. If he was weak now, if he was broken, it was her job to protect him, just like he'd done for her. 
She started walking raggedly back the way she'd come. There were so many faces now, but none of them were her Daddy. She saw the woman she'd tripped up, and the man she'd kicked, and it made her feel worse. The mud was all down their fronts and on their faces.
Alice would have done none of it. She would have tried to help them. 
Her head thumped and her tears became sobs. She passed by dozens of people. Where was her father?
"Daddy?" she called. 
When at last she found him, face down and snuffling through the mud, her crying redoubled. She'd done this to him. He truly looked like a snail, not the strong and smiling man she'd always known.
"I'm sorry Daddy!" she said. She knelt and threw her arms round him, not caring that she got muddy again. She wiped the mud from his face, and it pulled slickly from his cheeks and neck, scraping the dead Hatter blood with it. Underneath it his skin looked gray and clean. She held his face as she struggled on by and kissed it. 
"I'm sorry."
She wiped him down as best she could. She scraped the mud out of the sling and untied the orange jacket round his legs, then helped him up.
"I'll help you now," she said. "I promise, Daddy, I'll look after you."
He walked on. She climbed up into the cold and crusty sling and buried her face against his cold chest. 
 
 
She napped for a time and dreamed of days before the coma when her father and mother were together, and things were better. 
She woke to dark. She wasn't hungry. Her father was walking down a hill road lit by silvery moonlight, surrounded by others. Anna stared out at them, spreading for miles ahead, rolling over the land like a vast cloud. 
There had to be thousands. Their eyes glowed and their skins shone, they breathed in raspy tandem, and in their slow movement there was a beauty she had never seen before. 
"So many people," she breathed into her father's neck. 
She climbed down and walked with them. 
 
 
The next day she tethered her father carefully, as the ocean flowed past a giant shopping mall. She tied his legs first, dropping him on a grass verge of the huge parking lot, then let him crawl up to a stop sign where she tied his arms one at a time to the metal post. He strained but couldn't crawl any further. 
She couldn't afford let him get away from her anymore, as the phone battery had died some time in the night. She stroked his cold head. 
"I'll be back soon."
The doors to the huge mall stood open, and she walked in. Daylight poured in far enough for her to navigate the aisles. It was silent inside. In the entranceway bright flowers greeted her. She collected a cart and went shopping. Soon it was piled up with new clothes for both her and her father, a tough canvas backpack for him and a smaller one for her, bottles of banana milkshake and water, packs of cereal, red strings candy, potato chips, magazines, an actual child-sling, and a cap to keep off the sun. 
She carried them out, then changed her and her father's muddy, bloody clothes in the sun while the ocean passed by. She tipped the contents of her filthy jeans pockets into one of the big backpack's inner compartments: her father's wallet, coins, keys and the little statuette of Alice. She filled the rest with the food and magazines then strapped it tightly to her Daddy's back, clicking lots of buckles and ties. 
Into the smaller pack she put water, chips and the dead phone, then strapped it to her back. 
"Houses for a couple of snails," she said. 
He didn't laugh. He kept on struggling to escape. She fitted the new sling to his front then untied him. 
He walked, and Anna followed.
 
 
That day they walked along a straight road through a deep green forest, and their numbers grew. People emerged from amongst the trees and pressed in closer at their sides. 
Anna walked and daydreamed of their destination. It had to be something big and special. She chewed on candy red strings and sipped warm banana milkshake. She investigated the people nearby. Some of them had wallets so she could check their names. Her reading wasn't great, but picking out names was easy enough. 
A tall white guy walking at the same pace as her Daddy was Trevor. A short old Indian lady was Amandeep. Some of them had photos in their wallets too: of family, children stamped with the date of their graduation, prom pictures. 
Anna put them back carefully. She watched the trees for some sign of the Cheshire Cat too, or even the Caterpillar, but they never came. 
Two days later she changed clothes again, outside a Target. In the window she'd seen a perfect blue and white outfit that looked just like Alice's dress. She tried it on and admired herself in the mirror. 
She looked different already. Her stick-thin arms and legs were filling up with new muscle. She smiled. Muscle made out of bananas and cereal, which meant she was filled with shooting stars. 
When she was tired she hung from the sling on her Daddy's chest. At night she slept and his walking rocked her through the night. When she was thirsty she reached to the pack on his back and drank. When she was bored she looked at pictures in magazines or daydreamed impossible situations, often imagining what kind of place they were going to. When she was lonely she talked to her father, or sang, or looked at Trevor and Amandeep's photos again. She took to tethering them along with her father, so they could all walk on together, like a family.
Soon enough they came out of the forests and walked across great baking expanses of low vegetables, laid out in neat rows, some low and some tall. For a time she could lean from the sling and pluck fresh ripe tomatoes from the vine. They were warm and juicy and seeds spurted out as she bit.  
There were orchards of apples and lemons, then fields of low grass, and here was a school with its football field, and in the distance a city with high towers. 
"Who do you think lives there?" she asked her father. 
Days went by. They passed through a vacant small town. Anna looked into hollow windows of the houses lining the street. The ocean of people flowed everywhere, ignoring roads and fences and rivers, always heading straight away from or straight toward the sun, depending on whether it was morning or evening. Anna hung on to her father's shoulders tightly as he waded deeper across one wide river. 
She recorded time with lines in her magazine. Ten days passed, and she looked at herself in the mirror of a house somewhere on a hot and steamy day. The room was a little girl's, with pink wallpaper and dolls arrayed in cubbyholes all around. 
She was dark and vibrant. Her teeth shone against her gums. She twirled in her Alice dress. She imagined a photo of herself as she was now, hanging in their home so far behind. This was the little girl she had always wanted to be, not the sickly child from before.
They went on. They crossed great sandy plains where the air smelled of salt, pushed through a barbed wire fence and passed over an expanse rucked by craters and exploded dirt, on until they reached a bright orange desert that went on and on.
She found caps for both of them in a roadside motel, to keep off the sun. She pulled her own tightly on her head, and changed her shoes for better-fitting boots. They didn't match her dress, but that was OK. Alice never had to walk this far. 
Two weeks passed, then three then four. She became expert at foraging for milkshake and water in shops and houses that they passed. She had names for two-dozen of the people always walking nearby, those who walked a little more slowly than her Daddy, so they were always overtaking her when she stopped for food, then her Daddy overtook them again later. 
She told them silly jokes she thought of, about their families and where they were going: it was a recall from the machine-people factory, or a big assembly at the world school, where the principal was going to tell them all off for coming to school looking so shabby. 
After six weeks she smelled the sea. She didn't know what it was, having never seen it before, but the tangy smell in the air felt like a destination. Soon they were stumbling down a rocky cliff-side, with Anna leading her father past the dangerous areas where the others fell down, always keeping him safe. 
It was near to sundown, and the beach spread out like a beautiful golden road to either side. The ocean was vast and went on forever, and now Anna understood: her ocean of people wanted the ocean. 
She laughed and ran down to the water, peeling off her shoes. Her father stumbled on behind her. The sand underfoot was soft and hot, cushioning her toes. A warm breeze rubbed across her skin. 
"Isn't this wonderful?" she asked the people around her, as they all slid into the water together. Anna laughed and joined them, splashing and kicking at the water. Perhaps this was what they'd all come for then, to have a great big bath together. 
Amandeep bobbed past her.
"Can you swim?" Anna asked. "It'll hardly be much of a bath if you can't even swim."
Amandeep answered by dropping beneath the low waves. Anna chewed her lip and waited for the dry brown head to re-emerge, but it didn't. She stopped splashing and watched the water. 
Amandeep still didn't pop up.   
A coldness clamped in her chest and she stopped laughing. She spun. Here was tall Trevor and he was going under too. She watched the surface where he'd sank, but he didn't come back up either. 
This was bad.
"Daddy!" Anna shouted. She splashed and turned, hunting for his familiar snail-backed shape, but she couldn't see him. She ran out of the water onto the beach and looked again, shouting and pushing the others out of the way.
At last she glimpsed him a little along the sand, already treading into the water. She called and ran to him. 
"Wait Daddy, just wait!"
He kept walking, already waist-deep into the water. It was up to Anna's shoulders and she dived to tackle his legs, but in the cloudy water she couldn't get a good grip and it was hard to see what she was doing. 
She breached the surface panting hard and clutched at her Daddy's shoulders. She shouted but he kept going on, carrying her with him. She kicked at the water to slow him down but her feet only made feeble splashes, far from enough to make him stop. 
"Daddy please," she cried, "please stop!"
He kept walking. The water reached up over his chest now, covering his shoulders and touching his chin, so Anna was paddling beside his head. She tried to keep it above the surface, pulling feebly on his neck, but she couldn't get any grip on the water and she couldn't stop him going on. He was too big and too strong, until just like that his head dropped beneath the water. His eyes extinguished beneath the surface and she plunged with him, holding to the loops of his backpack like the reins on a horse. 
Down there she glimpsed a dark underwater world where hundreds of bodies were walking along the deep sand, into darkness. They looked like an army of ghosts. Her lungs burned but she clung to her Daddy's head as tightly as she could, until at last she could take it no longer and she let go, kicking to the surface. 
Her head burst through the water and she sucked in air, coughing as sea spray splashed in her throat. She barely remembered how to swim and the low waves were stronger here, so far from the beach. They almost tugged her further out. Still she ducked her head and stared back into the dusty water, but her father was already gone. 
She scarcely made it back to the beach. She pulled herself up and there she knelt and sobbed, gazing out at the sunset over the waves, while bodies passed by on either side of her. She was an island again in the middle. One after the other they walked into the ocean as the sun went down far ahead. 
Her Daddy was gone. She was alone. 
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5. CHEF & WAITRESS
 
 
After a time they stopped coming. 
The flow of bodies ended and she lay alone on the beach, with the sound of surf and seagulls cawing. The breeze that had been warm now bit into her. It was cold and dark on the beach. She listened to the waves fuming on the sand and imagined hundreds of bodies lying in heaps on the ocean floor, her Daddy amongst them, all dead. 
People couldn't breathe underwater. It was perfectly ridiculous.
She imagined herself finding a boat and sailing out to find him, but the phone didn't work and she knew the ocean was very large. It went on and on and there's no way she'd know where to go. 
So she made a promise. She held one hand across her heart. It felt very significant. 
"Daddy, I'll find you," she said.
Then she started walking. 
She didn't know where to go now either. With each step forward she thought of Alice talking to the Cheshire Cat. Naturally it came in her Daddy's warm voice.
"Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?" he asked as Alice, a little high and curious. 
"That depends a good deal on where you want to get to," he replied with the Cat's lilting, singsong tone. 
"I don't much care where — "
"Then it doesn't matter which way you go." 
"- so long as I get somewhere." 
"Oh, you're sure to do that, if you only walk long enough." 
Thinking about that made Anna sad and happy at the same time. This was in Alice's footsteps, after all. But her father was gone. 
She walked. 
She found a gravel path running along the top of the dunes and walked along it. To the right lay scrubby green bushes growing in the dune folds, and beyond that was the thick undergrowth she'd pushed through many hours ago. 
Everything was different. 
"My name is Anna," she said aloud. The sea wind whipped the sound away. It hurt her face and set her hair flailing crazily. 
She climbed down. Back through the lumpy dunes she went, through the undergrowth, to a single-lane blacktop road. She hadn't stayed on any road for weeks, at least not for long. Nearby lay one of the ocean's trails, apparent by the downtrodden path over the grass, leading far away. If she walked it for long enough she might return to her house, and find her room with her bed still there and her pictures and the dead ring of the Hatter's blood, and…
She couldn't go back. 
She followed the new road beside the dunes. It went on and on in the darkness. A few times she saw gray people wandering near. Their clothes were muddy and ragged, in places their faces were torn showing whitish muscle underneath. 
"That way," she said impassively as they went by. They teetered on toward the ocean. 
She walked in the dark. She found a tall red car and opened the door. A gray person came lurching out then staggered away toward the ocean. She imagined him staying in his car for all those days since it happened, held prisoner so close to the water he so wanted to walk in. He wasn't the first she'd released like this, but he was the first trapped within sight of his goal. 
She climbed in out of the wind. It didn't smell too bad. She closed the door and the sound of the waves faded away. Curled up on the backseat in her jacket with her little snail-pack still on her back, she could almost believe she was still curled up in the sling at her Daddy's chest.
 
 
The next day she wandered, following the coastal road. She didn't know where to go really. It was OK to wander in the middle down the central white lines, because there were no cars except for cars that didn't move. At times the road lifted up over the rocks below, giving her a beautiful view out across the ocean, though she barely noticed it. 
She thought about her father, and where he was. She thought about all the things he'd done for her all her life, and how little she'd done for him, and how in the end he'd chosen to leave her behind. 
It hurt. Was he thinking about her now, somewhere deep beneath the waves?
Probably not. 
She stopped in the shade of a billboard sticking up out of an outcrop of red rock. There was a cactus nearby; she recognized it from picture books she'd read as a little kid. Funnily enough the billboard also had a picture of a cactus, with some words and numbers that she couldn't really read. 
That was funny. 
She opened her pack and drank some bottled water. She chewed on a gooey breakfast bar. It was like the shooting stars, but easier to eat, and she didn't need milk. For weeks milk in every shop and refrigerator she'd seen had been bad. 
She took out her Daddy's phone and looked at it. It hadn't worked for so long, and she felt like leaving it here on the rock just like he'd left her. It would be fair and even. She tried to leave it. She put the phone there and looked at it. She got up and started away but that just made her cry. Worse than that though, she felt empty inside. 
She had to be strong, but she didn't know how. Holding on to her Daddy, though he had chosen to leave, was a different kind of strong from walking a long way or holding on really tight. It belonged on the inside, where you couldn't even see it. It was a kind of strong her Mommy had never had. 
She picked up the phone, tucked it in her pocket and started walking again. 
She could walk a long way without getting tired now. She didn't get hungry either, hardly at all. Her legs were sturdy and strong. She could be strong inside too.
She came across more cars. In some of them people were trapped: a boy, a girl, a mother and father in a long silvery car. She let them out. They didn't stop to say thank you. 
"Bye then," she called after them, as they stumbled down off the road and into the dunes, together. 
Late in the afternoon she entered a town. There were big empty parking lots, and bright signs sticking up on tall poles, and long mall buildings. The road climbed again, this time going over other roads below. Cars were scattered everywhere. In places one of them had gone through the railings and fallen off the edge. 
She stood at the edge and looked down, to a dusty neighborhood where the walls were made of corrugated tin and the roofs were wrapped in place with black tarpaper. The car that fell through was upside down, showing its dark underbelly and wheels like a tipped-over toy.
She kept walking. The sun was low off to the side, warming her comfortingly, and the ocean breeze kept her cool. The road descended and she came to a street lined with tall buildings. Bits of paper fluttered around like secret birds. 
There were two gray people banging against a glass door in the middle of the block, trapped inside. It was some kind of restaurant, but she couldn't read the writing at all. There were red lanterns in the window and pictures of fish painted onto the wall. One of the people was the chef, she knew that from his apron, and one looked like a waitress, but both had their trousers off. They looked funny. 
She tried to let them out but the door wouldn't open. She stood and shrugged at them. 
Thump thump, they said. 
Their faces looked sad. 
She walked around the side of the building, looking for a back door. Perhaps she could lead them out that way, like she'd led her father. Down a shadowy weed-sprung alley she walked, past large blue trash boxes on wheels, until she reached the side door of the battered brick building.
It was metal painted a cracked blue, with a round and dented handle. She turned it and the door swung open outward easily, leading to a dark and musty corridor walled with pipes. Further on there was a shard of weak evening light coming in through the front windows. 
"It's OK now," Anna called down the hall. Her voice echoed weirdly off the pipes. "You can come this way. Pull your pants up, if you like."
No sound of footsteps followed. "The ocean's really close," she added. "Just a hop-skip away."
She was about to step in and lead them out by the hand, when a low growl sounded from behind. 
It sounded familiar. It came again, perhaps coming from between the two big blue trash boxes. Anna started back down the alley and looked into the shadowy gap between them.
Something was standing there: a dog. At its feet squirmed a handful of baby dogs, puppies like hungry little oysters, and Anna's heart melted. They looked just like the Hatter. At once she started to cry.
"I missed you," she said. 
Then the dog jumped at her. It was so fast she couldn't do a thing. Its jaws closed on her head and bit down, jerking her neck savagely. There was a horrible crunch, red sprayed out before her like shooting stars, and everything went black. 
 
 
And came back. She was crawling on the rough tarmac alley, with weeds between her fingers and blood in her eyes. It hurt to look and it hurt to move. Something was snarling somewhere, something was groaning. 
With immense effort she rolled to her side, and saw. Two gray people were fighting the dog. It was the chef and the waitress with their trousers down. The chef lay on his back with blood all over his white apron, holding to the dog's neck while it tore at his belly. Long stringy bits of gray meat came out of him, like rotten sausages. 
The dog was biting him and he was trying to bite it too. He had his mouth up against its back thigh, chewing at furry meat and spilling deep red blood. The waitress was on her knees beside them, bleeding darkly from the throat and twitching strangely. Her glowing white eyes stuttered on and off like a broken flashlight. She held the dog's back paws but didn't seem to be doing much more. 
It was ghastly and Anna only wanted to crawl further away, to find somewhere that her thumping head could grow calm, like a nice bed with tight covers to burrow into, but that wasn't fair. 
These two had saved her. Now she had to save them. 
She pushed dizzily to her feet. Blood dripped from her head to the dark tarmac. It ran hot down her cheek and the back of her neck, staining her blue Alice dress. She raised a hand to the wound and it came back sopping red. 
That wasn't good. 
The dog was growling and the waitress was lying down now, hardly holding onto its back legs at all. The chef was still biting but making much less progress than the dog. It grabbed a good hank of his innards and shook its head violently, sending shreds of gray spraying out like cereal-stars.
Anna stumbled over. A half-brick lay by the chef's side and she picked it up.
"Bad dog," she said. 
It looked up at her with its snout covered in gray, squatting to jump again. 
She hit it in the head with the brick. It wasn't hard, and swinging her arm almost made her vomit with dizziness, but the brick connected with a solid thunk and the dog stopped growling. 
The chef bit into its shoulder and it whined. Anna hit it again. Thunk. It drooped deeper into the chef's clutches. He got his hands around its neck and pulled it in.
Thunk, one more time and he got his teeth into its throat and bit. 
Blood spat out and covered his face, and the dog calmed quickly. Anna fell to her knees. It was sad to see another Hatter die, but what choice did she have?
"Thank you," she murmured. 
The chef ducked his head and ate, just like her Daddy. The waitress clicked and shifted on and off. The dog went still and died. For a time there was only the horrible sound of chewing, and the mewling of the babies. 
Then the chef lost interest in the mother dog. Instead he turned to the babies. Anna didn't realize what was happening until he picked one of them up, and held it up before him just like her father had so long ago. 
He opened his bloody mouth. 
"No!" Anna shouted. 
She lurched round the waitress and hit the chef in the arm with the brick as hard she could. He grip faltered and the little dog fell, smacking against the tarmac with a crunch. 
"You don't do that!" Anna shouted. Even her voice made the dizziness swell, like it was a wave she was riding atop, but she couldn't stop now. She waved the brick at him. "They're just babies, we don't eat babies do we?"
He leaned over to pick up the puppy again. It was whining hard now. It looked so much like the Hatter Anna couldn't keep the tears from her eyes. 
She hit the chef again, this time jumping and crunching him in the throat. He choked and turned his glowing eyes to her. She shoved him, barely enough to rock him back, but enough for her to grab up the injured puppy and dart with it into the gap between the trash boxes. 
There was just enough room for her to turn around and meet him with the brick as he wriggled face first inwards. 
"No!" Anna shouted again, and hit him a third time, right on the head like she'd done with the dog. His skull cracked and he faltered for a second. Anna looked down at the puppies, sitting in a moldy cardboard box, and scooped the box up too. They were heavier than she expected, and the box was sodden so it was hard to keep it together even with her arms crossed beneath it like a sling. 
The chef grasped at her ankles and she gasped, then stamped down hard on his knuckles. His grip released but still he inched in closer. 
"Leave us alone!" Anna shouted, and kicked at his head once, twice. Her foot bounced off uselessly. She backed up against the wall and looked frantically for an escape. To her left there was a tiny gap between the trash box and the bricks. It was too narrow, but maybe…
She got one shoulder in and twisted her body like a key. The back corner of the box shifted, though at the front it opened the path wider to the chef, and he came in fast. Anna forced the rest of her body into the gap, pressed so close to the brick she could smell the lichen, and twisted like a key again. 
The far corner shifted, the way out opened up, and she sped through it with the chef close behind. At the blue door she cornered hard and leaped into the cool pipe-hall, spilled the puppies onto the floor, then leaned out to grab the door handle a final time. The chef ran andreached out as she dragged the door shut.
It slammed on his fingers with a massive metal bang, the latch clicked, and Anna was plunged into darkness. With the last of her energy she lay down on the cold stone floor, careful not to squash any of the puppies beneath her, and laid her hot and spinning head down to the ground. 
 
 
 



6. LITTLE HATTERS
 
 
Into the darkness, the oysters snuffled and mewled close by. The Walrus and the Carpenter were so hungry. She reached down and patted them. They were so warm and downy and…
Anna opened her eyes and looked around. Her head felt like jelly and the floor was cold and hard. She sat up, careful not to nudge the puppies, who were all wedged in close to her belly. How much time had passed? The end of the hall was lit with bright sunlight. She must have slept all night. 
She looked down at the puppies and counted six of them, wiggly shapes in the dimness. Her vision was still blurry though, so it was possible she'd counted several of them more than once. 
"You're all very wobbly aren't you?" she asked them, chucking them under the chins and rubbing their little bellies. "I mean, very friendly." Her voice felt thick and slurred, like she was speaking through honey, and her hand was jerky. Her head didn't feel right. "Not like mommy."
They licked at her hand. 
"Let's get you into the cold. I mean out of…"
On her knees, she found their box and lifted them slowly and carefully back into it. Each one fitted in her palm beautifully, their little bellies settling against her fingers like bags of hot porridge. The double vision was fading and she only tried to pick up a puppy that wasn't there twice. When she was convinced she had them all, she picked the box up and stood, but almost fell. Her head pounded hotly. 
"Stop that," she told it, "I've no time for you at all."
She carried the puppies very carefully, shuffling down the hall and hardly lifting her feet. A little way down she noticed one on the floor that wasn't moving, and she knelt and stroked him. He was cold and his back felt twisted. 
That was her fault. She'd dropped him, or the chef had, or somebody had.
She emerged past a toilet door, then a swing door for the kitchen, into the main part of the restaurant. The walls were decorated with red and gold dragons, and a padded leather sofa ran round the outer wall and under the window. Round wooden tables were spread through the middle, with gold-framed leather chairs set neatly around them. Velvet curtains hung at the window edges. It reminded her a little of home. 
"Here," she said, and carried the pups to the sofa where the midday sun was shining. She laid the box down then caught herself from falling again. On her knees the world swirled. The sun pierced her eyes painfully.
The puppies mewled pitifully up at her. 
"Water," she mumbled, nodding. She dumped her pack and took a swig of water. The bottle was almost empty. She took a small dish from the nearest table and poured the last water into it. 
"Here you go," she said to the puppies, but they didn't try to drink. Instead they snuffled closer to her hand and licked and sucked at her skin. It was funny and strange and she rubbed their heads. 
"Don't be silly," she said, though actually she was very happy. "Have some water, it's right here. I'll get food."
She headed to the kitchen. Through the swing door it was darker. A long metal counter stretched down the middle of a narrow space, with either side of it more counters attached to the walls, with a sink built-in, a large fridge-thing, and a larder at the back filled with packets of something. It smelled like rust and iron. 
What did puppies like to eat? Her head sloshed too much to think clearly, and she'd never fed the Hatter so she wasn't sure. Babies liked milk but there hadn't been any good milk for ages. 
She pulled open the heavy fridge door, taller even than her, and was knocked back by the stink. This was normal. In the trays at the bottom was a black mulch that had probably once been vegetables. The milk cartons were a deep orange inside, with furry black stuff at the top. 
She'd poured these out before. They were all globular and bitty and smelled like death. 
Nope. There were a few cans of Coke but she doubted the puppies wanted that. 
Heading toward the larder she caught sight of something terrifying. For a second she tensed, ready to fight with her brick again, then she realized it was her own reflection showing in a bit of shiny metal wall. 
She looked bad. 
"Anna?" she asked. 
This other Anna leaned in just as she did. Her face was a mask of blood, and her hair too. Blood was all over her with hardly a clear bit of skin. Her blue dress was dark and crusty with it, and it had plainly all come from her head. She reached up tentatively, and watched her bloody double do the same thing. She felt like shouting at it to stop copying her.
Her head was hot and tight feeling. Her hair had gone crackly, like her Daddy's beard. There was a bump in the side above her ear, then a depression around the back of her head that was shocking. There were several depressions actually. She twisted her head and looked in the mirrored metal, and saw grooves dug in her skin and bone. 
She almost fainted. There were actual holes in her head. 
She lurched away and sat near the puppies, panting hard. The mommy dog had bitten through the bones in her head?
She touched the hot holes again. They definitely went in deeper than they should, like extra earholes. They tingled to the touch, but there wasn't the pain she expected. 
Wasn't her head where she kept her brain? Her brain was still thinking, though, so something was working, even if it wasn't working very well.
"What do you think?" she asked one of the puppies, who was leaning out over the edge of his box. His little eyes were still closed and he was adorable. "You don't want to eat my brain do you?"
He sneezed. For a moment Anna was taken aback; the high-pitched squeak had been the last reply she'd expected. Then she laughed out loud.
"OK, you're Pig," she said, thinking of the Duchess' baby in Wonderland, which sneezed for all the pepper in its soup.  She looked at the others and went on. 
"You can be Tweedle-dee and Tweedle-dum, on account of you're both about the chubbiest." She tapped their heads ceremonially, like she was the Queen dubbing knights. "You can be Humpty because your head's so delightfully egg-shaped," she dubbed another. "You can be the March Hare, with whiskers like that, and you can be Dinah, as you look so mothering."
She picked up Dinah and kissed her on her soft forehead. Then, feeling guilty, she kissed them all. It quite distracted her from the holes in her head. 
"I am sorry about your mother," she told them, now with her arms spread around the box. "I promise I'll get you something to eat."
They tumbled and rolled closer, mewling. It was almost enough to make her cry. 
"Toughen up, Anna," she muttered, and got to her feet again. 
The dizziness was fading a little. Through the window with all its pictures of strange fish she could see the street outside. The chef was there now, leaning against the glass. His face looked so sad. His belly hung open and gray sausages hung out like stuffing from a poorly repaired teddy bear. 
"You can go to the ocean now," she told him. "You and the waitress both. You saved me, you know, before you went crazy."
He shifted slightly, as she moved closer. She touched the glass by his face.
"There is a difference," she said, "between a mommy dog and its babies, you know. They're not scary at all. You have to see that."
His eyes flickered momentarily. His head turned, then he started away from the glass. Anna watched as he stumbled away down the street, with his gray stuffing trailing behind him like a tail. 
"Bye bye," she mouthed.
There was no sign of the waitress. 
 
 
In the larder she worked her way through plastic boxes full of sneezy herbs and rice, packets of mustard and packets of custard, both of which looked much alike, and neither of which could be eaten by puppies. There was no cereal or baby food, no dog food or nice fresh fruit, but there were some long dry bread sticks, which she chewed on thoughtfully. They helped settle her sloshing head down.
Next were the cans with pictures of tomatoes, beans, lentils, corn, tuna, pineapple, plums, and sliced radish on them. They looked appetizing but she had no idea how to open them. 
"Do they peel here?" she muttered to herself, working at the paper wrappings around them. They weren't simple like bananas or candy wrappers. She got one off but it was just paper, not even offering a little film window into the contents like the sandwiches in shops. Perhaps there was a special way to peel it, or a special tool, so she rummaged through the drawers looking for ideas. There were so many bits of metal and wood though, and none of them looked like can peelers. 
She set the cans down in a neat stack and sighed. 
"This is completely useless."
Back through the restaurant she went. The puppies had barely touched the water. The front door didn't open so she went round through the back door. 
The alley looked very different now. The waitress lay next to the dead mother dog, splashed with red as though they'd been colored in outside the lines. Anna felt differently to see them like this, and her father's voice haunted back to her, speaking Alice's thoughts again.
“I wonder if I've been changed in the night. Let me think. Was I the same when I got up this morning? I almost think I can remember feeling a little different. But if I'm not the same, the next question is 'Who in the world am I?' Ah, that's the great puzzle!” 
It was the greatest puzzle of all. She was Anna still, but not the Anna she remembered.
She walked past the bodies. The dog was definitely dead, but the waitress still had her faltering eyes open. The white glow clicked on and off. 
"He's gone, I'm sorry," Anna said. "I don't say he didn't love you, but perhaps he wants the ocean more."
These seemed like very wise words, and Anna was proud of them. The waitress raised a hand and Anna took it, standing there for a time. Her skin was very cold.
"You'll be all right, I'm sure of it," she said. "Just don't give in. We never can give in."
Finally the waitress let go and Anna walked away. 
The street in full sunlight was baking hot. Sweat poured down her face and back like a river. It came away on her hands smeared red. She had to have a wash. Even the asphalt underfoot was hot and smelled bitter. She looked in at the restaurant window to check on the puppies then moved on. 
Down the street there were more places that might be restaurants. On the corner there was a shop and she wandered in through the pegged-open door. It was so dry inside, with newspaper pages blown all over the floor. There were lots of shelves, and many of them held more cans, but also jars and bags and boxes of cereal. 
She filled up her backpack with water bottles, cereal boxes, cereal bars, candy bars, red strings and also with a big bag that had a picture of happy dogs on. 
"Everybody likes candy," she muttered to herself, while she unwrapped and chewed on a Mars bar. It was already mushy because of the heat, and delicious. 
Back in the restaurant she poured hard little brown cereal nuggets out of the big dog bag onto a new plate. They smelled salty and meaty. She tried one but spat it out. Thank heaven she wasn't a dog!
The puppies sniffed at the dog-cereal bits but didn't seem too interested. 
"They're really delicious," Anna said, and mimed eating a handful. They pattered off the carpet behind her, but the puppies couldn't see that. She held some up to their faces and put them on their paws, but they did no more than sniff. 
She tried putting them in water and smashing them, like her banana milkshake, but that didn't help either. She dipped her finger in the mix and held it to their faces, and they licked a few times, but not very much. 
"Perhaps they're not hungry," Anna said to herself. It was nice to hear someone speak. She looked at the bag again: it was definitely for dogs. They hadn't touched their water much either, but that was fine really, as sometimes Anna went without water for days, just because she forgot.
She tried a few other things. With a knife in the kitchen she tried to slice open some of the cans, but it just cut the paper labels to ribbons. She tried pouring the milk, but it was just as foul as always. She mushed a little of Mars bar onto her finger and offered it to them, but they turned up their cute button noses. 
She petted the puppies and kissed them. They were truly getting sleepy now. Their hot little bodies were wilting like flowers. She arranged them in a line and sang a song to them, making up the tune with the words of Jabberwock. 
One by one they went to sleep. 
Anna ate some dry cereal. She stood outside and talked to the waitress some more, though it was a very one-sided conversation. It wasn't nice to look at her throat either, all torn and messy. 
With water bottles she washed herself. Blood came off in crusty rinds. She was very careful washing her head, afraid water might somehow get into her brain. She didn't rub too hard at the hard bits of scab, though it was very tempting to do so. 
When she was clean and dry, she didn't want to put her filthy dress back on. Instead she wandered around the streets for a while, enjoying the feel of the breeze on her skin and the heat of the road under her feet. 
At last, two streets over, she found a shop with some clothes in it. The door was locked though, and she didn't know how else to get in.
Back at the restaurant she washed her dress, squeezing the old blood and dirt out of it. She'd done this at least a dozen times already, so it was quite stained, but she was used to that. It dried quickly on the hood of a hot red car. The metal was scalding. These routines were a good thing, probably, just like her old routines with her Daddy.
She went back inside the restaurant. It was hot and airless, so she stopped the side door open. She went back to the little Hatters and checked their water and their food. They hadn't touched any of them. She stroked their little bodies, and leaned in close to hear them breathing. 
They weren't breathing, though. They were all dead. 
 
 
 



7. YELLOW PIE
 
 
She walked. For a little while thinking became difficult and all she could do was walk. 
The world changed around her. The town became a city and tall buildings gleamed with glass and metal. She walked down roads and side-alleys, past row after row of shuttered shops until she came to an intersection where a car had crashed impressively into a bus.
A dark stain that looked like blood spread across the blacktop. The car was crumpled, the whole front smashed up like a banana wedged into a too-small cup. The bus was dented too, with groove marks cut into its front fender. 
Anna touched the tooth-holes in her head. It was all the same, really. 
She climbed into the bus through the broken door, walked the length of the tilting aisle, and laid down on the furry back seat. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine all of this away. Maybe she wasn't a little girl lost in a city of death. Maybe she was a little girl going to school on the bus, riding with her Daddy by her side. 
"What are you thinking, precious?" he would ask in his warm brown voice, because real Daddies talked. 
"About birdwomen," she'd say, comfortable again in his presence, "about the cucumber men and their pomegranate farms."
He'd chuckle and stroke her frizzy hair. Maybe on the other side her Mommy would be sitting and smiling down. They would all be holding hands together. From the seats nearby there'd be the bustle of other children and parents talking, and outside there'd be the thrum of cars and buses; horns, people laughing, even planes buzzing by overhead. 
She opened her eyes. It was silent, still, and she was alone. Imagination was useless.
She got off the bus and kept walking through the city. The day turned into night but she wasn't very tired, so she kept walking. Her Daddy had walked without ever stopping, so why should she be any different? 
People passed her by at times, heading in the other direction; gray people in sun-bleached gray clothes, staring with their glowing white eyes off to the hidden horizon. 
"You're nearly there," Anna would tell them, encouragement for the end of their long journeys. She wondered how long these people had been walking for, driven by some hunger she didn't understand. From what far-off places had they come without stopping even once? 
"Only a little further, you'll be there by the dawn."
Sometimes she hugged them, especially if they looked like her Daddy. If she held their legs together just right they couldn't move while she hugged them. They were cold but they were something. Her dogs had all died and she needed something. 
"Ok you can go now," she'd say, and they'd amble on, off to a tea party only they were invited to, and again and again Anna was left alone.
The night grew darker and she heard dogs howling in the distance. Their cries sounded so lonely, like the last lost cry of Wonderland as Alice left it behind. How would the Hatter and the March Hare feel when Alice left, and their entire world was lost? It was all made-up, after all, even the birdwomen and the cucumber-men too, and everyone knew that when the dreamer woke up, the dream died. 
Standing atop a yellow bus, after climbing up a long white car that had nudged up into it, she looked out over the sunrise through the low streets of the outer city, and decided that her old dream should die. 
It was too weak, like Anna had been beneath the hurt. She had to grow up and stop hoping. Dreams of her old life couldn't protect her from mother dogs who only wanted to save their babies. They couldn't help her keep beautiful puppies alive, they couldn't stop her mother and father from leaving her, and they couldn't make these people stop and stay with her, talk to her, play with her. 
They were fantasies for little girls and this was not a fantasy world. It was not Wonderland or through the Looking Glass, because at least there Alice had never been alone. This was real and Anna was really alone. 
"Keep going," she shouted at a few gray bodies that shuffled by. "Don't look at me!" 
They didn't.
The howls of dogs grew closer. Anna put her fingers in her ears, lay down on the cold bus roof and went to sleep. 
 
 
She woke to them breathing. 
It was sunrise and they surrounded her on all sides in a warm orange light. On her knees she looked up and down the road and saw gray bodies gathered tightly around her van. They were not walking away and heading for the ocean, but looking straight toward her. 
She started to cry. 
They reached for her with a thousand cold hands. She slipped off the van roof and they welcomed her in. Their hands touched her shoulders and head and back, pressing her from one to the next. It felt like coming home, like her Daddy tucking her tight into bed. 
It went on for hours, a giddy slow dance as they eased her gently amongst them. She cried and she laughed, and when she wasn't crying or laughing she was touching their faces and holding their hands and looking into their strange white eyes. 
She didn't understand, but it filled her up. 
"I missed you," she said through her tears. "I'm sorry I was angry." 
The howling of dogs faded far away. She was safe with them, and protected. 
"I'll help you," she said. "I'll take you where you need to go. I won't let you get lost."
She led them by the hands, swapping between them constantly: from a faded grandmother to a little boy smaller even than her, from a big fat man to a slender lady with her half her jaw missing. "I'll take you all home."
She led them back through the city, and this time whenever she stopped to rest they stopped too. There was no need for a sling because they were following her; she was the leader and she was protecting them. 
They didn't always walk well. Just like her Daddy they got stuck in the simplest places: walking into a streetlight, entering a building which had no exit, getting stuck in a fork of two crashed cars. Like a shepherd she took them by the hand and led them out. 
For all that day they walked, until they reached the beach and a long wooden pier, and looked out on the ocean. 
"You can go now," she said, crying already, but they didn't go. They stayed with her and that made her cry all the more. She squeezed their fingers and rubbed the backs of their hands against her cheeks. She climbed up their arms to plant kisses on their cold cheeks. 
Then she led them into the water. She splashed them and they lumbered gently forward.
"You see," she said, walking out to where the water came up to her neck. "There's nothing to be afraid of. It's all right, I promise."
At last, as that long and wonderful day came to an end, they started to leave. She stood on the beach and waved them into the water. 
"Goodbye," she called, like they were her dearest friends and family. "Goodbye."
The water rose up their chests to their necks then over their heads, one by one until all of them were gone, as though they'd descended an invisible staircase into the earth. 
Alone again, this time she felt better. This would be her mission now.  
 
 
She made the same trip many times. 
She lost count. She walked back through the city to find them, to welcome them, and each time they came to meet her. She didn't always wait for them seated atop the same van, there weren't always so many of them, and they didn't always stop to be with her, but with every trip walking them to the water she felt better. 
This was what had to happen, and she was part of helping them do it better.
The holes in her head healed a little and the emptiness inside faded. At times she looked at her Daddy's blank phone and felt glad she hadn't left it in the shadow of the cactus. One day she'd learn how to use it properly, and see the photos that were in it. She'd see him and her and even the Hatter again. 
As she walked with her groups, sometimes just a handful of people, sometimes hundreds, she told them everything she knew about the places they passed through, like a tour guide. 
"Last time a lady in a blue cap got herself stuck behind that mailbox," she'd say, "which was very funny because it did look like she was reading the letters inside it, and was grasping very hungrily to get one back. Why do you suppose that was, perhaps she had sent a harsh letter to her boyfriend and she regretted it now? Or maybe she wanted to make it harsher. On the other hand, perhaps she was waiting for the results of her application to work for the government spy agency. I've never had a job, but I think working as a government spy must be very exciting."
They listened to her rapt. They looked at her constantly while she was speaking.
When she ran out of stories about the last groups through, she made up facts about the stranger buildings they passed by, like, "Here is where Abramov Lincoln was born, did you know that? He was a great president and he helped the black people get nice houses, which was a good thing to do, and he wore a tall hat and was born about a thousand years ago. Do you see the strange shape on top of the building, all made of glass? That's to help remember his hat."
When she had exhausted all she knew about famous people, she sometimes told them little bits from Alice. "Now this is not true," she warned them each time, "but it's a nice story all the same, and may help you get through the day."
She liked to tell the harsher stories for some reason, as they felt more fitting, and taught more about getting-through-the-day. Saying the words of Jabberwocky was one of her favorites; feeling the strange roll and flex of their shapes and sounds on her tongue and in her mouth was great fun. Especially she enjoyed acting out the noisy bits, even leaping around to try for a reaction from her audience. 
"Beware the Jabberwock, my son!" she'd shout suddenly. "The jaws the clack, the claws that catch, beware the Jubjub bird, and shun the frumious Bandersnatch!"
Sometimes she talked about the dream where her Daddy had told her about the Jabberwock and how cold it was. Telling these others about it, about the vorpal blade they might need and the frabjous day they would have upon their victory, felt like supporting her father. This was their training and she was their general, sending them off to battle. 
Each time they went into the water, she felt certain they were a more tightly knit group. They knew what to expect, which was the most she could offer them. They didn't need feeding or stroking but they always listened to all of her warnings and preparation, taking everything in with their glowing white eyes. 
 
 
Gradually there were fewer of them.
Once Anna walked for two days and nights before coming across any at all. That was all right, because there were plenty of other things to do now, though it was strange. In her new free time she ate and drank, especially Coke and red strings which were delicious, and she found new clothes to wear and tried them on, and there were picture books to look at in open shops. She always ate candy bars from the shops that she liked, one each day, trying all the separate tastes. 
Some were crunchy, some were too sweet, some had chunky peanuts which got stuck in her teeth, so picking them out became another fun distraction. 
Once she walked for three days, taking new roads that led her out of the city completely and into a landscape that alternated between sandy like a beach and long flat and green. She dropped into the fields and smelled the plants but couldn't identify what they were.
At the end of three days she met a single gray man dragging himself down the street. Both of his legs were missing, tailing off in ropey gray strands like the chef's belly. She walked with him for a little while. 
"You've been in the wars, haven't you," she said, "but you keep going. I like that more than anything. You're strong inside, even if you're not strong outside."
He looked up at her with his fading white eyes. 
"Was it a car crash? Dogs, maybe? Tell me if I'm getting warmer. A train crash? Oh it was a train crash? Well well then."
They walked and crawled on, though his pace was terribly slow. 
"I've never been in a train crash," Anna went on. "I expect they're very scary. But here you are, keeping on. It's a good thing you're doing, I'm sure. The ocean is a long way, it's so cold, but you'll keep going won't you? Maybe you'll see my Daddy out there." 
A tear ran down her cheek, surprising her. She'd grown too tough for tears, but actually this felt good, like a nice warm rain that washes the dust away. 
"Tell him I love him, won't you? Tell him I helped you along the way. It's a long hard road, but we're both walking it together aren't we? That's all any of us have. I got strong again and we helped each other. Tell him that when you see him, will you? Tell him I miss him, but I'm doing OK."
They walked together for hours. She left him at the edge of the city. 
"You can handle it from here," she said. "You're a little too slow for me."
He didn't seem to mind. He crawled off. Anna waved and went back to walking inward, away from the ocean. 
 
 
She didn't go back to the sea again after that. She continued walking inward whether the groups were large or small. She spent time with them, until they were ready to move on, but she didn't escort them all the way. 
"Just keep going straight," she told them, "follow the sun and you'll be there in a flash."
Sometimes they stayed with her for a day, or a day and a night, and sometimes they walked past her without stopping or even looking in her direction. She waved them on just the same. When they stopped for longer though, she gave them a special treat: reading from a copy of Alice through the Looking Glass.
 She'd found the book in a bookstore, the exact same copy her Daddy used to read to her. It was very handsome in blue leather, with a creaky spine and raspy yellow pages. She couldn't really read it but she pretended to, following the pictures for her cues. 
They came and they went, and so did she. She recorded the number of passing days in the book. At seven she knew that was a week, and she celebrated with a Snickers bar. At fourteen that was two weeks and she had two Snickers bars, though that was really one too many and made her a little sick. 
The world kept changing. The green fields faded away and everything became orange and sandy with red rocks all around. There were places with more cars and there were places with fewer, and the towns got smaller then suddenly bigger. She walked sometimes at night and sometimes by day and sometimes both, keeping up the pace her Daddy had set so long ago. Her legs were thick and strong now. 
Once she got stranded in a long sandy stretch, and felt thirsty for the first time. She drank all her water and walked on. She got dizzy and weak, but kept on. At last there was a small restaurant on the roadside, and through the windows she could see lots of lovely water bottles in the fridge, but all the doors were locked tight. 
It seemed terrible, but she broke her way in through the window by throwing rocks at it. She threw a lot to be sure all the jagged glass was gone. She dragged a picnic table over and climbed in like Alice going through the looking glass. 
The water was good. It kept her going. The candy was good too. She munched on red strings for the rest of the day, until her lips went all tangy and red covered her hands like bright coloring ink, and she wasn't even hungry anymore but just chewing because it was fun to chew.
After six weeks she came to a city that glimmered on the horizon. 
The landscape had changed again, passing through rocky hills and low mountains to long stretches of rough brown scrub, where heaps of rocks stood around spidery upside-down trees. She followed roads now, unlike her Daddy, so she didn't see the ocean people too often, only when they trudged across her path. 
Sometimes she'd be walking along the dusty road, or sitting on a car roof drinking her water, and one of them would emerge onto the road up ahead, blazing their individual trails across the land. 
"Hi there," she'd call out, "good trip?" 
They'd stay with her or they wouldn't. She'd tell them stories or not. Sooner or later they'd wander off again, off the road and into the distance, in floods or long lines or one at a time. 
The city grew closer, so she could pick out the individual spires of its glass towers. She'd seen cities like it before, rising out of nothing like icicles, vanishing back into nothing. They were great places to get new clothes or picture books.
But this one was different, and as she grew closer she understood why. Usually the towers were plain, or had neat words across their tops, but one here was different. It was tall and dark like so many others, but it had also been painted on. The picture was of a bright yellow circle with a bit cut out like a missing pie-slice or a mouth, and a black dot above it that looked like an eye or a currant.
She'd never seen anything like it before. It was so bright and strange, like one of the silly creations she might have drawn herself. It almost looked like it was smiling. 
"What precisely are you?" She asked it several times as she drew closer through a long hot day. "What are you for?" 
It didn't answer at once, but that didn't mean anything. The gray people never answered any of her questions, but that didn't make them meaningless. They had a purpose and a drive, and so did this. It meant something, and she was going to find out exactly what. 
 
 
 



8. HOT DOGS 
 
 
It meant people.
In the building beneath the big yellow cake-face, in a wide open entry hall that was taller than her whole house had been, she found a lot of strange stuff, including a big blackboard with two names written on it which she spelled out carefully. 
AMO
LARA
They had numbers after them which were probably dates, but Anna hadn't really learned dates yet. There were lots of bits of rectangular plastic in a bowl, and briefly she thought they might be batteries for her phone, but when she tried to slot them in somewhere they didn't fit. 
There were folding computers but she didn't really know what to do with them. There were funny little brightly colored capsules sitting next to machines in fancy stacked pyramids. She experimented with one, popping the foil seal carefully, but what came out was brown dust that smelled like old bark. She kicked it away and hid the popped capsule back in the pyramid carefully. 
There were also comics, a big stack of them. They were all the same, and on the cover was a picture of a pile of the ocean, stacking up like the bitter capsules in the middle of a city. They were gray and terrifying and so sad.
Anna held the top copy up reverentially, taking in the colors and shapes. She'd never seen anything like it. She opened it up and studied the pictures carefully. Of course she couldn't read well, but the story was clear, about this Amo and Lara. They fell in love and then they were separated. Amo fought the ocean for a long time, because he didn't realize they were friendly. Then he did. 
Tears came to Anna's eyes. This was her story too. This was the story of her father and all her friends along the way. She read it through then started again at the beginning. 
Amo was smart and he liked to draw things, like her. His drawings were impossible things made real, like the yellow face on the building. Anna admired that. He'd made this comic and this odd collection of bits too. The more she looked at his face in the comic, and saw him hang off skyscrapers and fight and then learn he should stop fighting, the more she liked him. 
He seemed like her friend already. Lara was nice too, though there wasn't too much about her. She was pretty, and she looked a little like Anna, and she worked in a shop that made brown water. Anna wrinkled her nose at that. It seemed a strange job. 
There was another person too, a dark-skinned man in a wheelchair who looked a little like her Daddy. He had two different names, one of them was Robert, the other she couldn't really spell. It didn't seem like a real name. He was Amo's friend; he'd been a diver once, but now he could only lie in a bed because his legs didn't work. It wasn't completely clear what happened to him, but he saved Amo's life. 
Anna studied the comic and chewed on a pen. She liked these people. They were tough and brave, like her. Already it felt like she'd been traveling with them for months, and they'd been together since the beginning. In the tradition of Amo, and making impossible things real, she decided to do it herself. With the pen she added to the comic, drawing herself into the panels wherever there was space: a little dark girl in a blue and white dress. She wrote
ANNA
over her head. It wasn't neat but she could read it. She was here too. She was just like them. 
She wrote her name in chalk on the billboard as well. She had to do it three times before it was up to her satisfaction. She didn't know what to write for a date so she drew a smiley pie-face there instead. She picked up one of the shiny capsules and put it in her pack with her Daddy's phone, because it was pretty.
Then she set out. The map in the comic wasn't so clear to her, but she knew which way the ocean was, and that was the way it seemed to be pointing, down a road called I-70. Outside on the street she could read the letters for I-70 on the blue street signs hanging over the road. Amo had left a large arrow painted on the asphalt too, which made it easy. 
Amo. He had traveled all the way across the country, just like her. He had been hurt and alone and lost, just like her. They would be such good friends. 
 
 
She walked harder now, because she had some purpose. It would be wonderful if she could catch Amo up on the road, so they could walk together, and when she talked to him he could actually talk back. 
She made up cheerful hiking songs all day long. These had always been about Alice or Abramov Lincoln before, but now she followed Amo's style and told her own story: riding her Daddy and saying goodbye, fighting the mommy dog and losing the puppies, helping the gray people find their way to the sea. The more she sang, especially the hard bits, the prouder she became of everything she'd done. 
She ate red strings and drank bottled water and walked on, until one day in the middle of a sandy orange plain in the middle of the day, she heard a sound coming up from behind. 
It was a car. At least it was a kind of car, tall and blue just like the ones Amo had stocked up in his comic. She laughed. 
"Amo!" she shouted. 
In the middle of the road she waved her arms. The tall car slowed down and stopped a little way away, then someone got out. It wasn't Amo or Lara, but it was still a person, and she was smiling.
Others followed and came over. They were saying things but Anna could hardly hear them, she was crying so hard. They came upon her like a storm, making her eyes so blurry she hardly saw the dark man from the comics, Amo's friend who had died, as he wheeled over toward her, smiling too, holding out his hands. 
She threw herself at him. He was warm. His eyes didn't glow. For the first time in months one of the people she hugged hugged her back.  
She couldn't speak. They surrounded her and her voice went away. Their bodies pressed in like the ocean, and they reached down to her and all of them were crying too, but it was hard to tell through her own tears. 
"I'm Robert," the man in the wheelchair said. She sat in his lap and clung to his dark hand, nodding happily. He pointed to each of the others in turn: an old lady, two men, a woman. "That's Cynthia and Jake, and Masako and Julio. What's your name?"
She tried to say but her throat didn't work, so she rustled in her pack and pulled out the comic. She pointed to the pictures and her name scrawled above them, and Robert's eyes widened.
"So you're Anna? We saw your name up on the wall in Denver, with the Pac-Man. Did you really walk all this way?" 
She nodded happily. 
"That is amazing. It's over a hundred miles! Anna you are so brave. Have you been out here all alone since it happened?"
She wanted to explain more but her throat still didn't work, so she just smiled and nodded.
"I think that's really amazing," Robert said again. "Well done." He even sounded like her Daddy. It made her cry more so she buried her face in his shoulder. 
"I think this calls for a party," one of the men said. 
Robert talked to her and patted her back while the others set to work unpacking things from the van: a long plastic table they assembled in bits, a black grill they snapped the legs onto and poured black rocks on, cans of hot dogs, beans, and buns in plastic packaging which they put on the table, then paper plates and plastic cutlery which Cynthia laid out in six places, with six white plastic chairs. 
She winked. Anna blushed and looked away. 
"Do you like hot dogs?" Robert asked. She nodded. 
Some music started up. She didn't recognize it, but it was happy and fast and the first music she'd listened to in over a year. Robert was saying more things to her, but there was really too much going on to properly pay attention to him. One of the other men, the young one with feathery dark hair, was standing at the black grill with flames licking up, roasting sizzling hot dogs.
It was a party, and at that she finally remembered her manners. 
She hopped up off Robert's lap and ran over to the table. From her pack she rustled out two Snickers bars, a handful of grimy red strings and two packs of trail mix nuts. She laid them out on a clean white plate. 
"Is that what you've been eating?" the boy at the grill asked. 
Anna nodded. 
"Then thank you for sharing it," he said. His smile was lovely. It brought her voice right back, slotting neatly into position.
"I'm Anna," she said.
His brow wrinkled in surprise. He looked at Robert then back to her. "Nice to meet you, Anna. I'm Jake." 
She held out her hand. His brow wrinkled deeper, then he smiled and shook it.
"Where have you come from, Jake?"
He laughed. "I'm from Chicago, Anna. Cerulean picked me up on the cairn-trail in Illinois. I'm the most recent addition, I guess apart from you."
She nodded curtly. That's the kind of thing Alice would do, even if she didn't understand what somebody had just said. She had asked, so it was correct to listen and nod. 
The others were gathering around now. Jake licked his lips. "What about you, where have you come from?" 
She thought about that for a minute. "I don't know. A city, but I don't know the name. I walked to the ocean with my Daddy for lots of weeks, then I walked back here. I saw Amo's comic in the city with the smiley cake-face. Denver, Robert said? Then I came this way. I want to find him. Amo I mean."
Jake's jaw dropped. "You walked here from the ocean?"
She nodded. The others were all there and looking wrinkly and surprised too. It was like being back with the ocean. She hoped she hadn't broken these people. At least none of their eyes were glowing yet. 
Robert wheeled up beside her. "You say you walked with your Daddy, Anna? Where is he now?"
"He walked into the ocean," she said. "He wasn't like you and me. His eyes were white and his skin was gray."
"Another damn zombie," somebody muttered.
"And you walked with him all the way to the ocean?" Robert asked.
"Uh-uh, he carried me most of the way. I made a sling."
Feathery-haired Jake laughed, then stopped himself. Anna frowned at him and he muttered, "Sorry." 
"Can I ask Anna, what happened to your father at the ocean?" Robert went on. "Why isn't he with you now?"
Anna looked at him. It was nice he sat in a chair all the time, so she didn't have to crane her neck up. "He walked into the ocean. Him and all the gray people. That's where they go." She looked round their empty faces. "Don't you know that?"
Jake laughed again, then covered his mouth. "Really sorry," he said, muffling the sound.
Anna looked up at him exasperated. Was he that broken?
"We didn't know about that, no," Robert said, pulling her attention back, "but thank you for telling us. I'm sorry about your father."
Anna shrugged. He was still out there somewhere. There was nothing to be sorry for. "It's all right. It's what he wanted."
A silence fell. 
"You're burning those hot dogs," she said to Jake. She had to point to get him to understand. He'd not been attending to them very well for minutes. "Those ones, yes."
He turned them over. 
"And you walked here from the ocean." Robert pointed off to the side of the road. "The Pacific Ocean, that way?" 
"Yes. It took lots of weeks." She pointed off to the side and a little up, correcting him. "That way and that way a bit." 
He amended his angle. "That's over a thousand miles, Anna. It'll take us days in the van. You walked the whole way alone?"
Anna shrugged. "I went back and forth a few times with different groups of people, so I'm not sure if I was alone for all of it, but mostly yes."
She eyed Jake as she finished, daring him to laugh again. He didn't. Cynthia the old lady gave a whistle between her teeth and said something Anna couldn't decipher. Her accent was strong.
"Can I ask a question now?" Anna asked.
"Of course, go ahead."
"Where are Amo and Lara? I'm looking for them." 
Robert nodded. "That is the question, I agree. We think they're both up ahead, headed for Los Angeles. They may already be there, they may be together. You might have passed them by while you were walking."
She thought about that. "Why are they going that way? Are they following the ocean?"
"No," Robert said, and smiled. "They're going to watch a movie."
Anna frowned. She'd seen lots of movies before the coma, and while many were fun, she couldn't imagine any were worth crossing a whole country for. "That's silly."
He laughed. "Yes, I suppose it is. Now, let's get hot dogs and settle in."
They got hot dogs, Robert helped her do hers with ketchup, then they sat around in a circle of colorful folding chairs on the orange dust by the road. Anna had a chair to herself, sitting between Robert and Jake. She kept an eye on him for smirking. Across from her sat Cynthia, Julio and Masako. 
The hot dog was fantastic. She hadn't even been very hungry, but the taste was amazing and she gulped it down. It wasn't sweet but the way it popped in her mouth, and the rich juices lapped over her tongue and soaked into the bread, was like heaven. 
"… and all the puppies died," she finished, telling them the story of the chef and waitress. She was quite the expert now, after sharing it so many times with the ocean. "The rest after that was just walking."
The old lady clicked her mouth and said something like, "Child's gotta figure (mumble mumble) super (mumble)."
Anna smiled politely. Cynthia's accent was just impossible.
"How about you, Robert?" she asked. "How did you get here?"
"There's a lot of twists in that tale," he said. He put his hot dog down. "I had a close pass with Amo, actually, but we didn't really meet. After that I went up and down the East Coast for months, looking for people. In the end, it was back in New York at Amo's first cairn where I met Masako."
"He was my knight in shining armor," Masako said. Her accent was a little strange too, but better than Cynthia's. Her face looked different, not in a bad way, but a different kind of color to the white of Alice and black of her Daddy.
Robert smiled. "You were mine, more like it. I couldn't even go up and down the stairs into the Empire State without your help."
"They really should install ramps," Jake said. "I'll have a word with the mayor."
The others laughed. Anna didn't get the joke. 
"After that we took an RV and set out on Amo's trail, just like you. We had the van so it didn't take us too long. That was about two weeks ago. We met Cynthia hunting a fox in Pennsylvania, Julio at the big cairn in Cleveland, then Jake on the road in Illinois." 
"So you all just met?" Anna asked. 
"We did," said Jake, "but we're good friends now, like the last people alive should be."
Cynthia shushed him.
"What are you all going to do when you reach the ocean?"  
"Eat popcorn," Jake said. "Watch movies. Restart civilization." 
Anna nodded. They all had their own plans.  
She took another bite of her hot dog. They went on talking but it wasn't all that interesting now. Talking people were definitely better than the non-talking people she'd gotten used to, but they weren't so different really. The hot dogs were good and it was nice to share stories, but red strings were good too, and she had always shared stories with the gray people by just making up their parts of the conversation.
None of them filled the hole she still felt inside. They didn't know anything about where her Daddy was, or why he had left her. She put her hand in her dress pocket and touched her Daddy's cold phone. 
That was what she wanted. More than anything in the world, she wanted her Daddy back, and being with these people now just made her realize it more. It felt wrong to eat the hot dog and not share it with him, to tell her story and not have him here to hear it, to sit and talk and know he was so far away, walking in the cold water, going to his impossible battle all alone. 
Quietly she began to cry.
 
 
 



9. LINT & COBBLES
 
 
She woke in the RV, lying on a sofa at the back with a thin blanket over her, sometime in the afternoon. She didn't remember going to sleep. The seat rumbled gently underneath her. Through the front windshield she saw the bright sun and the black road and the orange sand, rolling by. 
Always she was traveling by the sun. She went toward it or away from it. 
She sat up. Her belly felt too full of hot dogs. 
The RV was a simple open can lined with hutch-alcove things in which beds lay. Cynthia was asleep in one, the quiet man Julio in another. Up ahead Jake was doing something with needles and yarn at a little table, and beyond that she could see the shoulders of Robert in the driving seat, with Masako beside him. 
They were holding hands. Through the glass ahead of them lay the road and the desert. 
Anna shuffled onto her knees and turned to look out of the back window. The road fell away so quickly. There were a few gray people out there and they whizzed right past them. The last time she knelt like this it was in a taxi.
"It's a lot faster than walking, hey?"
It was Jake, sitting at the table by the back sofa. She turned and regarded him seriously. Probably he was about eighteen, she thought. He was definitely younger than the others.
"Why were you laughing at me before?" she asked. 
"I didn't-" he said, looking puzzled, then stopped. "Right yeah, I'm sorry. It's just, you're a little girl. But you talk like you're grown up."
"And that was funny?" 
He shrugged. "I suppose so. I didn't mean anything by it. You're not upset about that, are you?"
"No."
She looked ahead to the windshield, to the flat orange horizon. "When will we see Amo and Lara?"
"Real soon, I think. Cerulean, that's Robert, sorry, I read the comic too and I can't get his nickname out of my head, he thinks we'll be there this time tomorrow. Not much of a nickname when it takes longer to say than his real name, is it? Anyway, he wants to drive through the night."
Anna disregarded much of this. "What time is it now?" 
Jake pulled a phone out of his pocket and it blinked to life. "Three thirty. Are you in a rush?"
"Yes." 
"Can I ask why?"
"Yes. I don't know. I don't like sitting still."
He smiled widely. His feathery black hair made him look a little like a crow. "I suppose for someone who's been walking for basically three months, this is a lot of sitting."
She shrugged. 
"Do you want to play a game?" he asked. "We've got lots on board. Amo stocked them for us."
"No. Thank you." An idea came to her. "But could you…" she trailed off, looking for her backpack. Panic cut in. Her Daddy's phone was in it. "Where's my pack?"
"It's OK, it's right here." He leaned back on the chair and slid it out of a storage hutch. "Everything in its right place." He held it out. 
She took it and dug around inside, coming up with her copy of Alice through the Looking Glass. "Can you read this to me?"
He made his surprised face again. "Well, I, sure."
"I can't read," she said, by way of explanation. "I just look at the pictures. I want to be able to read it, someday. Maybe you could teach me? It means a lot to me." 
"Sure." He took the book. "I'd be happy to. Now, where shall I start?"
She laid her head back down on the rumbling leather seat. "Anywhere. I know it all anyway."
 
 
They rode. 
It was very different from riding in her Daddy's sling. The people were there, and they talked, and a few times they ate something together, but they were always distant. Even Robert. 
Listening to Jake read Alice helped. It was like listening to old things after the coma, and keeping off the hurt, though this hurt was very different. It was all inside. Plus it seemed the stories might hold some secrets left behind by her father. 
Jake laughed a lot when he read, which was OK too. The stories were supposed to be fun, and his laugh sounded nice now. 
On the RV they also had a lot of cables to connect phones, and with Jake's help she plugged hers in. It charged up and she spent a long time looking at it, flicking through the screens. There was the phone screen, and the photos she could hardly look at without crying, and some games, and of course the flashing yellow dot that was her father, lost in an ocean of gray. 
She didn't want the others to see that so she huddled up in a corner of the back sofa. 
Some time late in the night, with Cynthia driving and Jake in the front seat beside her, she overheard Robert and Julio whispering in their beds.
"We could find out where she's from," Julio whispered. His voice was easy to recognize though he didn't speak much. "It'll only take a minute. There must be addresses in there."
"Why do we need to know where she's from?" Robert answered. "She needs to learn to trust us, Julio, and that won't happen if you take her phone."
"Don't we need to trust her? Her stories about walking across the country can't be true. She's lying, and she could be leading us into a trap."
"She's five years old. Don't take her phone off her, OK? Just leave her be."
She held the phone more tightly. She brought up the gray screen for the Hatter's chip and watched the yellow dot blinking softly, like a pulse, so far away. 
She was the blue arrow. At least now she was going in the same direction as him. 
 
 
They came into Las Vegas in the early morning. The name meant nothing to Anna but the others were all excited. They had the windows open and laughed and joked loudly. Robert had her brought up to the front to see, and they played the game of looking out for Amo's next cairn.
"He said there was going to be one here," Robert said, grinning at her. "A big one, I think. First one to find it gets a red string." 
He dangled one just in front of her. She laughed and grabbed for it. Warm sandy air rushed in through the window and through her hair. They'd made her take a wash the day before, and Masako had pulled a comb through her matted hair. Now it was all frizzy again.
They'd examined her tooth-marks too. Masako and Cynthia had done a full check on her whole body for any kinds of sickness or injury, but they found nothing except the holes in her head. 
"You're like Amo," Masako said and smiled. "Holy." Cynthia shushed her.
"I know," Anna said, "it's OK. He shot himself. I read the comic."
Masako patted her shoulder. 
"You're a strong girl, Anna."
She already knew that. 
Now she studied the strange buildings either side of the road with glee. They were like something out of Wonderland, too big or too small, built in the shape of things that shouldn't be buildings. Robert called them 'casinos'. They were places for people to make bets and have fun, apparently. There was a big black pyramid, and a huge white one that looked very fancy, and one that looked like a tall red tower, and finally one that was a big white circle like an egg, with a picture drawn on it. 
Robert hit the steering wheel and laughed. "The UFO! Of course. Amo you crazy bastard!"
Anna didn't understand, but soon the others were up at the front pointing and laughing. There was a picture of a giant man jumping on the UFO-egg, which apparently had to be Amo's work. 
"Subversive," Jake said, "twisting the man against the man."  
None of it made much sense, so Anna was right at home. Impossible things were her specialty. 
They pulled up in front of the UFO, parked, and then all got out and headed in an excited rush to the hotel lobby. Anna hurried along by Robert's side, caught up in the excitement. Another cairn from Amo! Maybe he was still here…
The lobby was vast, and in places giant green monster statues stood, with impossibly long legs and great eyeballs for heads. Amo wasn't there, but it was definitely his cairn and he'd left lots of things gathered neatly for them to find. 
There was a new edition of the comic, and more of the shiny colorful cups which Julio turned into a disgusting drink, and best of all there was a billboard with Amo's name on it, and right underneath Amo's name was Lara's, and next to both of their names was the same date.
Amo and Lara at the same date! 
They all enjoyed that, because it meant they must have met up in this very place, and left the cairn together. It made Anna feel warm and tingly inside. 
For a while she tried on sunglasses from the dozen racks, imagining she was Lara trying them on. She leafed through an updated version of the comic, reading about how Lara saved Amo and how Amo killed Don. When Masako showed her how, she watched videos of Amo and Lara goofing around by the swimming pool. 
So this was Amo! This was Lara! They were beautiful and happy, and seeing that happiness went some way toward filling up the emptiness in Anna's middle. Watching them jog and film each other, listening to their voices, made her almost feel at home. 
They added their names to the listing on the wall. Robert checked his maps. They all took one last look then got back in the RV and pulled out. 
"By dusk!" Robert shouted from the front. "We'll be there soon."
Anna could barely contain herself. She'd only seen Amo's Pac-Man sign a few weeks ago, but already he meant more to her than she could explain. He was like a real life Alice trotting across the world, figuring out all these strange things and helping the rest of them see the way forward. 
She sat in the front next to Robert in Masako's lap until she fell asleep.
 
 
When she woke they were there. Everyone was hooting and hollering, even Julio. It was so dark outside and the RV was blasting along an empty stretch of road, with the moon off to the left. 
"There," Jake said, pointing out of the side window. There was an orange light in the distance, bobbing on an ocean of black. "That's Amo and Lara."
It felt like the opposite of the hurt. She wanted to see them so badly. She wanted to hold them and know that they were real, that hope and dreams could come true no matter how grand or impossible. It mattered much more than anything else. 
Five minutes passed that felt like forever, with the windows all down and roaring with the wind, and the lights getting closer, then at last the RV pulled up and stopped. Jake got out first, then Masako and Julio helped Cynthia out, while Robert got in his chair and came round to the ramp at the back. 
Standing in the middle of the broad forecourt, surrounded by lights that twinkled like Christmas, stood Amo and Lara. He was just as she'd imagined, with some of the same crazy twinkle in his eyes her Daddy had had. Lara was beautiful and warm, just like she'd always dreamed her Mommy must have been. 
"Welcome," Amo called, and chills went through her. He strode over and he got on one knee before her and he hugged her first. He whispered in her ear, "Welcome home, little sister."
She hugged him as tightly as she could. 
Then Lara was next and she hugged her too and Lara said, "Welcome home honey," then Robert came out of the RV and Amo's eyes went wide and he ran over and they hugged crazily and then everyone was hugging and crying and laughing and in the midst of it, for a moment, Anna felt certain that maybe this was enough. The emptiness was gone and she was filled up to the brim just as much as could be.  
 
 
After all the craziness and excitement and snacking and whooping, all the excited sharing of stories and fast talk of big dreams and misery left behind, Anna fell asleep in the big cinema and dreamed of her Daddy on his island again.
He was huge and sad. 
"Lint and cobbles, Anna," he said, "lint and cobbles, I'll see you soon."
He climbed down off his podium and walked again into the sea. 
Anna shouted for him to come back but he just kept going. The lightning bolt on his back went into the water, then his shoulders went into the water, his neck, then his head up to his ears, then the top of his head and then he was gone. 
She woke up screaming, hot and afraid, not knowing where she was. 
"Shut the fuck up," someone called from the darkness. 
She panted while the fear drained away. Nobody came to comfort her. They were all sleeping still. Instead she comforted herself, as she'd done a thousand times before, on countless nights since her Daddy left, since her Mommy left, since the coma hit. 
"Tell me an impossible thing, Daddy," she whispered to herself. 
There were cucumber men and birdwomen. There were deep-digging dogs and snail-people who carried the whole world on their backs. There were caterpillars and card-men and Hatters, and all of them helped calm her, though none of them took away the sick feeling in her belly.
Her Daddy was out there still, out in the cold water and swimming towards his Jabberwock, and there was nothing she could do to help. 
 
 
The next day was crazy. 
The RV group came together with Amo and Lara in an office room inside the theater and talked and talked for hours. They set up a table and laid out papers and computers and sat around like they were managing the whole world. 
Mayor of America, Jake had said, when he read her Amo's comic. It seemed to fit. Anna sat through most of the boring meeting looking at her phone, or doodling impossible things on a piece of paper. They talked about a lot of things that were hard for her to follow. Once they argued very loudly, until at one point Julio stormed out, though he came back later and apologized and they started talking again. 
After that Robert came over. He winked and took her hand and they rolled out together, leaving the others arguing behind. It seemed strange that she'd only known him for a few days. 
Outside it was very hot, with the sun beating like the hurt out of a pure blue sky. The sea was off to their right, like a mirror image of the sky.
"You must be so bored in there, Anna," Robert said. "I'm sorry about it."
She shrugged. 
Robert wheeled round and they went down the ramp. It was a good thing the theater had so many ramps, she thought, so Robert could go anywhere they wanted. She snipped up little bits of twigs as they went by a crackly bush, picking them apart in her hands. 
"What are they doing in there?" she asked. 
"Lots of things," Robert said. He pulled out of the ramp and turned left. The sidewalk here had metal stars stuck into it. That was unexpected. Each of them had a name, plus hand and foot marks in the cement. Anna imagined adding her own name to the list. 
"…and who's going to get the fuel," Robert was saying. The heat made her dozy. "And water and food, and where we should stay, and what we're going to do about you."
Her ears pricked up at that. "About me?"
Robert nodded. "That's right. There are no schools now, and there's only eight of us in total. Who's going to teach you? Who's going to act as your parent?"
Anna frowned. "I don't need any teaching. Well, except I want to read. But I don't need another parent. I've been fine on my own for months."
Robert stopped and looked at her. "Were you fine, Anna? Honestly?"
She looked right back at him. She knew what he wanted to say, because she'd been mostly eating red strings, and because of the teeth marks in her head, and because she couldn't even charge her Daddy's phone without their help. They were small things on their own, but they added up to be quite a lot.
"So who's it going to be?" she asked. 
"I volunteered. I hope you don't mind."
She considered. Robert as a replacement Daddy. He was a lot younger than her father. "Why?"
"Why what?"
"Why do you want to? We hardly know each other."
He smiled. "That's true. Maybe I don't know why. Why did you help the people walk into the ocean? It just feels like the right thing to do."
There wasn't much she could say to that.
Robert pushed on his wheels and started moving forward again. Anna followed. "It's all things like that," he said. "Mostly though, Amo's trying to get everyone behind his vision. Julio doesn't like it."
"What's Amo's vision?"
"He wants to keep on with the cairns. He wants us to make the Chinese Theater, that's this one, the new capital of the United States. We all go out, we leave cairns in every major city, and we work to bring more people here. He thinks there must be more people who survived the apocalypse."
Anna didn't know that word but she let it slide. "What do you think?" 
"I'm all for it. Maybe we can find you some other kids to play with, or some teachers, doctors, engineers, people with real skills."
"Real parents," she said, then regretted it instantly. 
He laughed. "If you like, Anna. It's all right. We're all doing this for the first time." 
They walked on.
"Julio doesn't like that plan," she repeated. "I don't think I like Julio."
"No? Well, you wouldn't be alone. He thinks we should be more afraid of other people coming, that we shouldn't be advertising where we are. He wants us to stock up on weapons and make this place into a fort."
"Why? What's he afraid of?"
"Bad people. He thinks we've been lucky so far."
Anna thought about this. She didn't feel so lucky; her Daddy was gone, lots of dogs had died, and she'd had a lot of reasons to cry. 
They walked and rolled a time longer, then turned around and headed back, mostly in silence. Soon enough they reached the theater, where things were happening. People were moving back and forth; collecting things, counting things, making notes on bits of paper and looking at maps. 
There wasn't much for Anna to do. 
It went like that for the next two days and nights. Anna found herself passed from person to person throughout; from Robert to Cynthia to Jake back to Robert, while Amo and Lara were always at the center of doing something. Anna and her babysitters played games and took walks and talked while the others got on with work.
They brought a huge white gas tanker and parked it next to the theater with hoses trailing out of it like zombie guts (those were new words she'd learned from Jake). They went scouring all the nearby shops and restaurants for bottles of water, dried food, cans, tanks of gas, pasta and beans, then they stacked it all up in a smaller theater which they called the 'larder', where a whole bunch of fridges were humming alongside generators, all of which they'd brought and put there too. 
They printed out large maps that filled the whole office wall and debated the best routes to lay cairns along, linking places where survivors were likely to have already gathered. They set up weapons nests atop the Theater at Julio's request, though it seemed nobody wanted to man them but him. They talked about watch rotas and drew up complicated, color-coded schedules. They scouted nearby buildings and assigned rooms. 
She went with Robert to see hers. It was on the ground floor of a pink block with a lovely view out to the sea. 
"I'm just next door," Robert said. He looked exhausted, pale and slack-eyed. "We'll connect existing electric lines to some more generators tomorrow, I expect. For now, settle in. There's a battery-powered lamp on the side-table."
He left her alone. Anna looked around the room. 
It had obviously been some other little girl's. It was bland and mostly empty, cleared out by Cerulean or the others already, but there were still telltale hints of another life: a photo of a mother and daughter slipped down a crack in the desk, a set of tiny little puppet piggies in the under-bed drawer, a diary with a lock hidden behind the curtain, filled with little girl secrets.
Anna stood at the window looking out. 
It wasn't her room, not really. The other girl was a ghost in the air around her. Anna once had a home of her own, but it was gone now. She'd had a father but he was gone too, and with every second that passed he moved further away. 
 
 
 



10. FAMILY
 
 
She had to do something. 
She left the room and went looking for Amo. Outside on the street of stars, it felt good to be walking by herself. For days she'd been with Robert or the others constantly, watching and wasting time, waiting for something to happen. It was pretty clear now that this was the shape of things to come. 
It was better to walk on her own.
The Chinese theater was funny and massive from the outside, with a crazy tiled roof and fronted with all kinds of bright flags and pennants. Many of them said:
Ragnarok 3
This was a movie, she knew. Amo had crossed America to watch it. It had some men and women with big muscles underneath the words, dressed in fancy costumes. Once shapes and colors like these would have kept her in bed for a week; now they were just more strange things on her journey. 
She crossed the open forecourt and went in. The spacious lobby was empty but for bits of lost popcorn lying on the floor, so she delved deeper into the darkness, ducking her head into different rooms and cinemas. 
They were huge and very dark, so she did little more than peek in. This one smelled like popcorn. This one smelled like old feet, probably it was where Jake was sleeping. She laughed a little at her own joke. In the next she found Julio. 
He was doing something with bits of metal on a desk, lit by a lamp nearby. A generator whirred noisily by his side. 
"Hello, have you seen Amo?" she asked him. 
He looked up and smiled.
"Well, hello to you too little lady. I thought they put you in your room."
"They don't need to put me anywhere. I'm looking for Amo."
He chuckled and put his bits of metal down. "Amo, right. Why don't you tell me whatever it is, and I'll pass the message on to Amo?"
She frowned. 
"What are you doing?" she asked. 
"This?" he picked up one of the pieces of metal. It looked like a kind of wide black straw. "It's the barrel for a P-90 express. Come here and I'll let you put your finger in the tube, it's swirled so the bullet spins. It feels strange."
She looked at the tube. Maybe it would feel good, but she'd already delayed enough.  
"I'm looking for Amo."
"Amo's not here. Come on, come over here. We all have to know about these weapons, it's for our own good. Even you."
"Amo said no weapons. Robert told me."
Julio laughed. "What would Robert know? He's a swimmer, honey. But look, I know he's acting as your Daddy now, so don't get upset."
"I'm not upset. And I don't know what you mean. He drove the RV. He found you. He knows a lot."
Julio raised his hands. "Right, that's right, but he's still living in the old world, isn't he? You can admit that, it's OK. You've been out on the road alone, properly alone, so you know what it's like. We do what we have to to survive."
"Robert was on the road too. We all were."
He shook his head. "Not like you and me. Take an example." He stood up and came around the desk, so now the light was behind him and his face fell into shadow. "You killed those puppies, didn't you?" he shrugged, to show it was no big thing. "I understand that. You tell us they died, but everyone knows it's easy to keep puppies alive, so I think you did it on purpose. You wanted them dead and it made you feel good to choke the life out of them. You're a good liar but I can spot even the best liars. Am I right?" 
Anna struggled to keep up with what he was saying. "You think I killed the puppies? Of course not. I didn't kill them."
Julio laughed. "See, right there, I told you. You do what you have to to survive; for me it's these guns, for you it's the lies. You're a survivor; I don't begrudge that. I respect it. We'd make a good team, you know? So imagine this. If I told you the only way to survive was to come over here and put your finger in this tube, would you do it?"
She stared at him. "No."
He laughed and smacked the desk so hard it rung out. "Liar! There you go again, surviving. If it meant your survival, I know you would. These others, they'd let pride get in the way, they'd get upset, but you'd just get it done. It's because you get it and they don't, because what kind of normal person rides with a dead person for months on end? You did it because you had to. Do you follow?"
She shook her head. She didn't follow at all. 
"I'll break it down. Here we've got these people who think that just because we're in a famous old theater with lights and popcorn and names on the street outside, we're still in the same old world. We're not. This is a whole new place with all-new rules, and I know you know that. You saw it in your Daddy's dead eyes while he walked off into the water. This whole world is screwed, and the rules have changed."
She watched him. He sounded crazy, talking fast with his eyes wide open. It was scary. "I just want to see Amo." 
"Amo's not here now. Robert's not here. None of them are, it's just you and me. Rule number one," he pointed a thick finger at her, "you do what you have to to survive. Number two, you do what you want. That's it."
She turned to leave.
"Where are you going, Anna? Aren't we having a nice conversation?"
She turned back around. "I'm looking for Amo. That's the only reason I came in here." 
He laughed again. She didn't like the laugh. He was the one who'd told her to shut up on the first night, she was sure. Now she just wanted to go. 
"No reason to be rude. You're not a rude little girl are you?"
"I'm not rude at all," she said, trying to sound adult, though now her voice sounded weak and babyish in her mouth. "I speak just as well as Alice and she isn't rude at all!"
He raised an eyebrow. "Alice in Wonderland again? You need to burn that book, kid. Forget your father too. Get busy surviving, because the way things look now, with your precious Amo in charge," he swirled his hands in the air, "it's not going to last forever. So next time I tell you to come over here and do something for me, you had better hop to it for your own good."
"I will not," she said, and walked sharply out.
"Say hi to the puppies for me," he called, and his laughter chased her out. 
In the dark hall outside Anna stood and trembled. 
She hadn't felt like this in all the time she'd been traveling. She didn't like it. She didn't like Julio or any of the things he'd said. Amo was good, and Robert was good, and so was her father. Julio was the bad one. Things like this never happened to Alice. People were friendly, well except for the Queen of Hearts, and…
She made all her muscles go tense so they'd stop trembling. She focused her head like she'd always done when the hurt was rising above her. She'd learned then that the only way forward was to push back or it would crush her, and how was the hurt any different from this feeling, really?
Julio had a face and a voice, but it came to the same thing. The only way with the hurt was to fight. The only way with the ocean was to face them. Even Alice did it too; she went to the Queen of Hearts herself. She challenged her even though she was afraid, even though the Queen of Hearts said she would cut off Alice's head. Maybe it was the same thing. Maybe it was because of that fear that Alice became strong, and was able to go home and see her Daddy again.
She walked back into the theater. Julio looked up. 
"You want to talk some more?" he asked. "Maybe you like me now, too."
"You're trying to make me afraid," Anna said. 
He shrugged. "You think so? Maybe I'm trying to toughen you up."
"I am tough!" she snapped. Her voice sounded stronger and louder now. "You think I killed the puppies? So think that. You told me to shut up the first night! You shut up. You laugh at me, but I know a man who would eat you to bits, and I wouldn't care a bit."
He laughed again. "You mean your Daddy? He's a zombie, kid, get over it."
"He's still better than you. If he saw this he'd eat you up. I saw him eat a person (here she lied a little), and I know he'd like to eat you too. The others will as well, because they like me! They travel with me and they talk to me. If I want you gone they'll do it for me." She pointed her finger at him. "You remember that."
"They're dumb robots," Julio said. "They just walk. They don't listen."
Now Anna laughed. This was resisting the hurt in whole new ways. It actually made her feel stronger, to string impossible things together like this.
"Did you read Amo's comic? They ate someone to save him. They like Amo. They like me. They'll eat you if I ask them to."
Julio advanced. His eyes were very bright. He came four steps closer, Anna counted each one, then stopped just two rows of seats away. "So call them," he said. "Bring them in and have them eat me right now."
Anna took a step closer too. This was Jabberwock and vorpal sword time. To back down meant a life lived under the covers, and that was not who she was anymore. She'd ridden in a taxi pulled by the ocean, she'd lived with them, she'd saved them and guided them and she was not going to be afraid. 
"I will," she spat back at him. "I might do it any time. You should be afraid of me. You go put your finger in the tube, if you like it so much. Make your rules. Do not try to scare me anymore."
His body tensed, and for a moment Anna thought he would jump on her, like her Daddy had that first night. She got ready to dive to the side and run along the rows, though she knew he'd run faster than her. He looked so angry. His face twitched. 
Then his body went slack. His face seemed sad.
"That's going to get you in trouble," he said at last.
"What is? That I'm not afraid?"
"That, yes. The world's a bitch, you know, Anna? One day you'll see that. Now get lost."
"You get lost. I came looking for Amo. Where is he?"
Julio turned his back. "I don't know. In the office maybe. Don't bother me again."
He walked back over to his desk. He looked at his bits of metal. Anna felt her own eyes shine brightly. He didn't look up at her again. 
"They like me," she said. "The zombies, they're my family. Don't forget that." 
She walked out.
 
 
She found Amo in the office. It was a bright white room in the basement, with bits of yellow wood, a long brown desk lined messily with chairs, and a big TV at the end. A generator sat next to it silently. They'd been using that in the last few days, flashing up screens from their computers for all to see. 
Amo was sitting at the middle of the desk, looking at a dozen pieces of paper spread across one of the big unfolded maps. At first he didn't notice Anna in the doorway, and she took a moment to admire him. 
He wasn't tall or huge, he wasn't even as big as her father, and he had soft floppy hair, but something about him radiated strength. He was the mayor. He'd dealt with Sophia and Don and he'd brought them all together. If she was like anyone at all here, it was Amo, not Julio. She'd known it ever since she saw the yellow pie-face on the Denver tower. His quiet blue eyes had seen things that all the others hadn't. His face looked tired and worried though.
He chewed absently on a blue ball-pen. 
"You called me little sister," she said. 
Amo looked up, and his tired face broke into a smile. That was nice to see. 
"I did," he said. "I hope you didn't mind."
"I don't. I never had a brother, though."
He got up from his chair and came over to her. It wasn't at all like Julio coming closer. He pulled up two chairs and gestured to one for her. She had to hop up into it to sit down. These new clothes (she hadn't been able to find a new and clean Alice dress yet, so she was wearing jeans) were not too stretchy, so it was tricky. He sat down too. 
"I never had a sister either, but that's how I'd like to think of you, if it's OK."
Anna smiled. Smiling made her cute, she knew, and it was good to look cute to Amo. "Is Lara like your sister too?"
He laughed. She'd known he would. "No. She's like a, hmm, wife maybe? Though that's a bit premature... Girlfriend, you know what that is?" 
She got shy suddenly and ducked her head. He laughed. 
"I get it. You're teasing me? Smart cookie, Anna."
She didn't think anyone had ever called her a cookie before. 
"Are you looking for Robert?" he asked. "I think he's in the housing block still. Does he know you're here?"
"No. It's OK, I'm looking for you."
"Ah, well you found me. I wanted to talk to you too, anyway. It's been so busy, we never had a chance. Can I go first?"
She nodded. 
"OK. So I want to say welcome again. I'm really glad you're here. I've heard all about your travels, and I think we're going to need someone like you with us. I'm serious. You know the ocean in ways most of us don't. You've seen and lived things none of us can really imagine."
She felt herself swelling with pride. It really felt like a balloon was blowing up inside her, with nice hot air. 
"Thank you," she said. "That's very nice."
He smiled. She smiled. They sat there smiling for a little while. 
"Now it's your turn," Amo said at last. "What did you want to say to me?"
She cleared her throat. This was the big one. "I can't stay."
Amo just nodded. He didn't say anything about she was too young or too weak, like she'd been afraid of. He just said, "OK. Where do you have to go?"
The way he accepted it made her feel close to tears. His eyes looked into hers and understood. Probably that was his gift too. 
"I have to find my father," she said. 
Amo leaned back in his chair. He tapped on the armrests for a minute. "That's a big job, Anna. They go into the ocean, don't they? How can you find your father when he went into the ocean? We have no idea if they come out anywhere, or if that's even possible. We don't know where they're going."
"I do."
"How?"
This was her big secret. She couldn't tell it to just anyone. Only to Amo.
"I've got a tracking chip in my Daddy."
Amo blinked, then frowned, then leaned forward in his chair. "What?" 
"He's got a tracking chip in him. He ate my dog on the first night, the Hatter, and the Hatter had a chip in his back, and now the Hatter's in my Daddy and I've got my Daddy's phone and it tells me where he's going."
Amo stared at her a moment longer, than he laughed. "A pet tracking chip! It must be RFID, what, maybe even keyed to a satellite? I've heard of this, they've been putting them into cars and phones for years, so why not dogs too? That's genius, Anna. You're a genius."
She blushed. "He just ate my dog. His name was the Hatter. He was just a little puppy."
Amo calmed himself. "Of course, I'm sorry for the Hatter. I lost a dog too, in New York. It hurt and I didn't even know that dog's name. But look what the Hatter's done for you. With his help you can find your father again."
She nodded. A few of the tears crept out. To hear Amo say the Hatter's name made her go all wobbly inside. "He's somewhere in the ocean still, I think. In the water. The phone just shows gray, but it knows the direction."
"That's amazing." He leaned back again. "I never thought of it."
"So can we go?" she asked. 
A gray cloud came over his face then. The happy smile faded. "I don't think so, Anna. I don't want to lie to you. I don't think we can go any time soon."
"Why not? We don't have to take everybody. It could just be you and me. You and me and Lara, maybe. We'll find him."
Amo took her hand in both of his. He looked into her watery eyes.
"And what then, Anna? I don't think he'll come back with us. He wants to go wherever he's gone. You know that."
"I don't need him to come back," she said, crying properly now. "I just want to see him. I want to know where he went, and why he left me. I want to say goodbye properly."
He squeezed her hand. He rustled in his pockets then in a bag by his feet, and pulled out tissues which he used to wipe her eyes and nose tenderly. 
"Hey now. It's OK. Listen, Anna, you know why I came here don't you?"
She tried to speak through the tears. Sobs were creeping up that made her hiccup. "Because you like movies?"
He laughed a little. "Yes, good point, but it's not only that. I wanted to make a place for people to come. Like a lighthouse, you know what that is? So I made the cairns, like Pac-Man and Jordan and the others, to guide people here. I made the comics. I wanted to stop people from hurting the ocean, and stop them from hurting themselves. It's hope. And now you've arrived, you're the first! I can't leave now. I've got to do more."
"But," Anna mumbled, "but…"
"Shh. I know. I know it's important; I want to know where they go too. I want to help them if I can, I promised that to Cerulean, to Robert. But think of all the actual proper people out there who are lost, who are alone, like you were and I was. I have to find them all now, Anna. I've got to make this lighthouse a bright and safe place where they can live and be happy. That's a hard job, I think. I don't even know if I can do it. The world's so different now, isn't it? Plus, not all of the people who come will be good. I'm positive but I'm not living in a fantasy. You read about Don in the comic? I have to deal with people like that. I can't trust anyone else do it. I need to protect them. Do you understand that?"
She sniffled. "Because you're the mayor?" 
"Because I'm the mayor."
"Julio's not good," she managed to say between tears. 
"What? Why do you say that?"
She told him what had happened in the dark theater. His teeth grated together while they spoke. His eyes got angry.
"I'll deal with him," he said afterward. "He shouldn't have said any of that to you, not at all, but I don't think he's a real threat. He's just scared too, and he took it out on you. That's not OK, and I'm sorry it happened, but you were very brave. Thank you for telling me. I think you do understand why I can't go with you now."
She nodded. It wasn't fair but it made sense. What if there were other little boys and girls out there, and other Julios and Dons to scare or hurt them, and there weren't people like Lara and Amo to help? She couldn't be the cause of that. 
"So when?" she asked.
He sighed. "I don't know, Anna. Honestly. When this place is ready. When you're ready. I really don't know when that will be. But there are things we can do to get ready. We can try and get the coordinates out of your phone. I don't know how much range it has, or when the satellites will start to fail. We can learn about sailing across the ocean. I don't think we'll be flying again for a while. We build this place and ourselves up. Can you agree to that?"
She nodded. She shifted her hand in his so it was a proper handshake, and they shook. 
 
 
Later that night she sat alone in her new room, in her new chair looking out of her new window, holding her Daddy's old phone in her hands. The yellow dot was flashing, flashing, flashing on an empty map of gray. 
She looked out to sea. Every now and then gray people walked past her, like shooting stars coming out of the cereal box but extra slow, headed for the water. 
Her Daddy was out there still. He was leading the flock, first in line to do whatever he had to do, marching onward with a thousand others just like him.
It made her feel tingly to think of. She watched the dot flash and flash and flash like a pulse, like the phone itself was alive, reminding her of all her promises. She'd made the Hatter a promise that she couldn't keep. She'd made the puppies a promise she couldn't keep. She wasn't going to break this promise too. 
"I'm coming, Daddy," she whispered. "I'll find you."
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11. 10 YEARS LATER
 
 
Her single hull racing yacht cut through the waves off Muscle Beach like a comet. The wind rushed through her long dark hair and she leaned back at full stretch off the starboard rail, hiking the craft hard into the wind with the weight of her body. It tore along at a sharp forty-five degree angle, tilted over to port. Her every muscle flexed like a bowstring at full tension and she reveled in the rush. 
"Yee-haa!" she screamed into the spray and the surf. 
Waves crashed by only inches beneath her, each one strong enough to rip her grip away. One mistake and the yacht would capsize and all her efforts to fine-tune it would be lost. That's what made the rush so high.  
The sun beat down on her deeply tanned skin and she yanked hard on the halter, turning the keel beach-ward just enough to ease off the pressure and let her bend out of full stretch. As she bent inward the yacht responded and the sail flapped as the wind fell away, coming out of full racing sprint. 
She pulled herself smoothly onto the deck, yanked the tiller to throw the yacht into a hard turn, then ducked and braced in the mast well as the boom snapped across the yacht's frame like a hard right cross. 
TWANG
said the cable lanyards. The jib-sail plumed out like a jellyfish and drove the craft through a sharp one-hundred-eighty turn, then she was up and leaning out hard on the port rail. The yacht kicked sharply as the strong sea wind caught the sail fresh out of the turn, jerking the port side clear out of the water and driving the yacht directly back along its course. 
She yelled again as she leaned out and counterweighted the wind with her body again, humming and in perfect tune. In those moments she felt free and everything else fell away. This was speed unlike anything else. 
"Too fast," came Lara's crackly voice over the amplified speakers in the yacht's small cabin. "You'll tear the rudder to bits like that, and you'll be lucky if half the boom brackets are not shearing loose again."
Anna laughed and pulled harder into the wind, driving the sail almost horizontal to the water, so low she could see over its concave swell to the tiny figure of Lara on the beach and the twinkle of her binoculars. 
"It's what it's made for," she shouted over the crash of breakers. 
"It's not what we're made for," Lara's voice called back through the speakers. "You're too far out for us to get you. The riptide's strong today and you may not be able to swim back if you go in."
Anna laughed. Lara worried all the time. Amo worried all the time. Cerulean worried most of all. None of them seemed to understand that the whole point of a racing yacht was to race. 
"Plus the microscope's up," Lara said. "Jake's got it working finally. Surely that's worth surviving for."
Anna punched the air. The yacht momentarily wobbled, she almost lost control, and had to throw herself hard to the right to catch it before it capsized. An inch wrong in either direction and the line could break; the mast would come rocking back like a trebuchet arm and rip her head clean off. She got it just right and the wind kicked back in at just the right moment and angle. Her heart pounded madly and she laughed. 
It would be pretty ridiculous to drown on the day the electron microscope finally came online with some usable slides. 
"What was that?" Lara's voice came through sharply on the speakers. 
Anna laughed louder. "New trick in my repertoire. I'll be back in ten. Don't look at anything without me!"
"Cerulean says slow down."
"Tell Robert I'm coming in hot!"
In one smooth motion she slacked the boom line again, let the sway of the yacht pull her back into the mast well, and re-angled the tiller at a sudden ninety-degree angle. The brackets crunched, the sail whipped like a gunshot, and then she was soaring back toward the beach with the wind at her back and the mast creaking against the hull. 
The electron microscope was up! That was cause for celebration indeed.
 
 
On Hermosa beach Ravi dashed over to help her pull the yacht out of the surf. He was sixteen going on six, with all the brains of a tea pudding but the body of a rock god. All that water hauling and wall building in the California sun made him ripple with tanned muscle.
"Hey Anna," he called as he snatched up the bow-rail and pulled, "nice curves out there."
Cocky-funny, of course. He'd been reading books on flirtation; she'd seen them in his room. There weren't a lot of secrets in new LA, population thirty-six. 
"Stick it in your tea-hole," she replied, the first thing that came to mind, and bound to keep him puzzling for hours.  
She hopped off the front rail and bent down quickly to examine the lower keel. Damn, ground up on the sand of course. She'd come in too fast. 
"Tea-hole?" Ravi muttered. "I don't even like tea."
Nearby Lara strode over the packed wet sand and stood one with one hip cocked sardonically. Only Lara could stand like that, with so much judgment in the angle of her waist. She looked model-good in her Karenina khaki beach slacks and Giovanni fat sunglasses, but then designer gear was for everyone now, and everyday wear. 
"The marina would have just taken too long, Anna?" she asked. 
"Time is money, auntie," Anna answered. Lara hated to be called auntie. "And you're right here."
"You've scraped up the underside hey? Scratches lead to blemishes, make fractures make the keel snap. How many times Anna?"
"How many yachts are there in that marina still?" Anna countered. "Hundreds in each basin alone." 
"And do you see a factory pumping out more?"
Anna sighed. It was always like this with Lara, everything had to be a battle. "I'll buff them out OK? Let's just get to the microscope."
Lara sighed too, letting this one battle go. The microscope was a big deal. 
"Get in," she said, "passenger side."
Anna ran over to the sand buggy, raised off the beach on fat traction tires, and sprang into the passenger side. Best not to push it. 
"Thanks Ravi," Lara called, walking over. She shot Anna a dangerous glance through the windshield. 
"What?" Anna mouthed.  
Lara climbed in, started the engine, and they tore off at a sand spraying pace, jolting Anna backward into her seat. And Lara preached to her about going too fast? 
"You take advantage of that boy," Lara shouted over the rush of wind through the open window. 
"He likes doing it," Anna answered, "what else has he got to do?" 
"It's cruel. He's not smart. He thinks he's getting somewhere."
"Maybe he is."
Lara gave her a withering sidelong glance. "You are a confounding child."
"He's asked me to the summer ball," Anna shouted. 
"Of course he has. You're the only one near his age. He's a good boy."
"Whatever."
"Whatever," Lara answered, then let it rest as they raced up the beach even faster than before. In this at least Anna and Lara were much alike; they both loved speed. 
Five minutes along the beach, and Lara took them bumping over the low railing and through a slim cement park where once skateboarding kids would have ground out their smooth moves on trick-rails and ramps. 
That was kid stuff. Lara skidded the buggy over the sand-strewn sidewalk and onto the Pacific highway, turning north to race up the coast. Anna bit her tongue and looked out the side-window at buildings sailing by. These bits were getting pretty shabby these days. 
The area around the Chinese theater still looked smart and polished because they kept it that way; they pruned the grounds and cleaned the windows and repainted the decking with weatherproof paint. 
By contrast the condos and shops of leftover Los Angeles were looking decidedly run-down. Many of the windows were perished, foggy with condensation, and wind-blown sand heaped up over the once-green forecourts of apartment blocks. Now only palm trees, dune grass and cacti survived, climbing up and flowering out to block doorways and swimming pools. The building façades were steadily peeling away without maintenance, scoured by the salty, sandy Pacific winds, exposing the inner wood frames at corners and round the edges of windows. 
She used to get a big kick out of exploring these places. For a long time she'd done it alone, then when Ravi came after a Southern States cairn-run they'd gone together. Smashing glass had been fun for a while, and experimenting with graffiti cans scrawling on people's old living rooms and bedrooms, until one day Amo had caught them at it.
The disappointment in his face in that moment stung more than anything Lara ever said or did. Cerulean's disapproval was sweet like red strings by comparison. Amo though got really angry, and she felt it like a heat in the air. 
"What are you doing, Anna?" he'd asked, standing at the edge of a blue-tiled pool filled with swampy bulrushes, while she and Ravi chopped up doors with a fire-axe and sprayed silver spray-paint onto the foggy windows in obscene designs. "What is any of this for?"
"Did you follow us?" She snapped back. "It's none of your business what I do in my own time."
"It's all my business. Tell me what you think you're doing."
"Why don't you ask him too?" she pointed at Ravi. "He's doing it too."
"I'm asking you, because you should know better. Do you think this is without cost, do you think what you're doing here is just good fun? It takes a cost on you, Anna. It takes a cost on the people who come here and see this. It's not OK to be like this. Everyone else is working to build, and you're out here doing this? It's bullshit."
Just that brought her close to tears. She turned the tears to anger. 
"You can't talk! How many places did you wreck, how many people did you kill?"
"That's different. You know it is."
A sullen silence fell. Ravi set his axe down on the cement pool-side with a metallic clunk.
"So what then?" Anna challenged. "How big a crime is this for you? Are you going to ask me to leave, like you sent away Julio?"
His eyes went wide at that. She'd aimed for it. He'd sent Julio away two years earlier and she'd never forgotten. Go away and never come back, he'd said. Come back and there'll be bullets waiting. 
Julio had assaulted Masako. It didn't get far but it was enough, especially with his record. 
Amo opened his mouth to reply. Maybe he was going to say something about her father, about how he would be ashamed if he saw her doing this. She waited for it, hungry for it even, but it didn't come. Instead Amo just shook his head and walked away, and that's what made it sting the most. 
He'd given up. They hardly talked after that.
She blinked and rubbed her eyes. 
"Sand," she said to Lara.
Lara grunted. She was Anna's only through-line to Amo now. He'd been proud of her last year when she 'graduated' from the course they'd put together, focused on fire-arms, engineering, plumbing and other essential prepper survival skills, but he hadn't said as much to her directly. A nod was all. Lara had told her. 
"He worries," Lara had said, one evening when they weren't fighting and they just sat on the theater's roof looking out to sea, each drinking a beer. "He worries about you, and me and Cerulean and all the people still out there. I don't think any of us can really understand how much he worries."
"I worry too," Anna had said. 
Lara had patted her shoulder. "I know you do, sweetie. I know."
Things since then had only gotten worse. 
The sand buggy lurched right off the Vista Del Mar, up Culver Boulevard to the 1 then racing past the Marina Del Ray. Lara couldn't resist getting in another dig as the forest of bobbing masts went by. 
"You could have just pulled in here. I would've picked you up."
"All right," Anna said. 
The 1 blurred through into Santa Monica, where at the edge of the beach Lara swapped it for Santa Monica Boulevard, long-since cleared of the road-clogging traffic they'd found it full of years ago. One of their earliest jobs, after ensuring basic survival amenities, had been to clear LA's jammed arteries. Most of the cars now rusted in broad parking lots, out of the way.
Within ten more minutes they took the turn onto Westwood Boulevard, and within three were revving up through the entrance roads to University of California. Lara pulled up with a cough of dust and sand in the disabled parking space at the front entrance to the Stem Cell Research Center. Even the four-story brick and stone walls here were showing their age, with long discolored patches of damp. 
Lara leapt out of the buggy and Anna followed. Up the stairs and in through the open foyer they sped, cleared of gurneys and wheelchairs just like the roads. The rooms either side passed by like flashing postcards, back to the days they'd prepared all this.
They'd salvaged the electron microscope from a research center three hundred and eighty miles northwest in San Francisco two years ago. It had been covered in soot from an old electrical fire and half the boards were damaged, but they brought it back with them driving at only twenty miles an hour the whole way down. 
Ever since then Jake and his team of self-taught engineers had been working on it, switching out boards from the other models they had when they could spare the time. Time and neglect had caused almost all of the parts they found to perish, so putting together a working whole was like a huge 3D jigsaw. It was a passion project and everyone had one. Alongside the yachting, this was Anna's.
Sophia's notes, lifted from her grave/cairn back in Pennsylvania, had gotten them started on what equipment to use and what kind of samples to take. There was no shortage of desiccated zombie bodies to experiment with, lining the roads of Chicago and a dozen other cities where they'd dropped fresh cairns. 
With the electron microscope they'd finally be able to peer inside the zombie cell architecture, see inside their minds, and find out what the hell made them all shift, and why the hell they all upped and left in one mass emigration event. 
 
 
At the glass wall of their third-floor lab Jake met them, visibly trembling with excitement. His floppy black hair had thinned but he still had the boyish exuberance of ten years earlier, though now he was twenty-nine.
He held out packaged white overalls and Anna and Lara took them and opened then up.
"The ultramicrotome is up," Jake said. "The diamond blade is slicing at seventy nm, we can't get much thinner than that, but it's already provided stunning resolutions on clippings from my leather belt and one of Salman's beard follicles."  
Salman's swarthy dark face popped up through the glass and he waved. He was the closest they had to an actual medical engineer, as his job had been tech support for X-ray machines before the apocalypse. He always smelled of pickled onions. Anna waved hastily while shrugging into the overalls. 
Getting the electron microscope up had been just the final one of the challenges they faced in looking deeply inside the zombie brain. There was a vast pyramid of knowledge required that none of them had been trained for, and a mountain of infrastructure that had to be pieced together, with so many of the West Coast research facilities severely damaged by years of compounded earthquake damage.
"We have some fresh samples on the tray," Jake went on. "Blood, brain, skin, spinal fluid from a careful lumbar puncture," here he nodded his head to Anna, who had insisted that none of the ocean should 'die' for their experiments, "spun plasma, renal, vitreous humor from the eyes, heart scrape, cheek swab, spinal column fragment, you name it, we've got it, all diced as fine as a turkey roast."
Anna tugged the sleeves of the overalls on then sprang forward and kissed Jake on the cheek. "So let's do it," she said.  
"Shoes and hair," Jake reminded. Lara was already kicking off her sandy sandals and stepping into white lab moon boots. Anna joined in, pulling the overalls hood up atop her frizzy dark cornrows.  
"Ladies first," said Jake, and opened the hermetic seal to the small glass airlock. Anna entered, and high velocity winds blew and sucked all the tiny particles off her, then a green light flashed and the inner door opened. 
She passed through and bounded over to Salman, who sat at a molded white desk with several screens inset, and a keyboard with a particle-blocking rubber mold covering it. By his side rested the electron microscope, a tall pillar of white metal and plastic that rose five feet off the white desk it was mounted to. 
She leaned over Salman's shoulder to look at the readout screen. "It's really online?" she asked. 
He laughed softly, then spoke softly, which was all he ever did. "Of course Anna."
Lara and Jake joined them. It was cold in the lab, kept that way to help preserve the samples and keep the hi-tech gear functioning at peak capacity. Sweat from the rush to get here dried cold on Anna's skin and she shivered. This more than anything was what she'd been aiming at for years. 
Lara squeezed her hand and Anna allowed it. Jake moved forward to slide the first of his samples, a tiny glass tray with an infinitesimal slice of stringy brain cord on it, into the black plastic base of the electron microscope's tall pillar.
"Like a rocket about to go off," he muttered, and eased the slide into the delivery slot. The mechanism took it in and rolled it the rest of the way, clicking the entry door closed.
"We have lift-off," Salman muttered, as he dialed up the electron bombardment. Inside the microscope electrons spat out, into, and off the sample in a focused beam. An image began to cohere on the screen. 
"Well holy shit," Anna whispered. 
 
 
 



12. T4
 
 
They'd taken hundreds of samples before and run them through optical microscopes. They'd already seen the vague beads of shrunken nuclei in every cell, the dark smears that had to be mitochondria, the thickened cell walls and the deep loss of plasma, allowing the cells to somehow run almost completely 'dry'. At that low level of resolution the cells looked essentially normal, but withered on the inside, just like the zombies were on the outside.  
There'd been so much for them to learn over the past ten years, and Anna in particular had sucked it all up. She'd studied as many samples as she could in hope of finding a key that could be unturned. 
She hadn't seen this though. 
On the screen the gray scale image presented a vastly exploded view of several brain ganglion cells, spread like ringed planets on a starscape littered with long fibrous hairs. Salman zoomed the image in, focusing on a single cell. It was beautiful and bizarre, if a little blurry. 
"Those are DNA strands, I think," said Jake, pointing to the thin hairs within the cell structure with a pencil. "Should those be there?" 
The image twitched then a second later vanished. Nobody else spoke for a moment.
"Burned up," Salman said. "I'll bring it back from memory."
The image came back to life and they all leaned in. Salman tinkered with the resolution and the dark dot of the nucleus came into finer relief. Anna pressed her face so close she almost blocked the screen. The image of the single cell twitched and shifted slightly as the second or two of footage they'd captured recycled.
"What the hell are those things sticking out of the nucleus?" Jake asked.
"It's not DNA," Salman said. "No helix." 
They all peered in. Encircling the shrunken central nucleus, there was an odd hexagonal blot. It had a stubby trunk, then six spidery legs that splayed off to the edges of the cell like lines in a spiderweb. At the end of each run on the image, the legs twitched inward.
"Oh my God," said Salman.
"They're definitely not DNA strands," Lara said. She was probably the least proficient of them all, had studied the least, but she said it first. "Those are the legs of a T4 bacteriophage."
Anna stared. 
A T4 virus was a phage, or a bacteria killer. Typically it attached itself to any kind of bacteria with its six legs, bored through the outer layer with its screw trunk plate, then injected its own DNA or RNA in. Those bits of genetic information then mutinied against the bacteria's existing command structure and took it over, rewriting the host cell's code into producing milions of copies of the T4. The host cell would then explode, spitting out the virus' babies to spread out and strike again.
They didn't attack human cells, Anna was certain of that. They certainly didn't climb inside them and encapsulate their nuclei.
Jake and Lara muttered to each other. Anna just stared at the twitching image.
There were no other features of a human cell at all. No ribosomes, no mitochondria, no Golgi or lysosomes, just the squat blunt head of the virus and its spidery legs spreading out. What they'd taken before to be cell features, via blurry optical analysis, now looked more like blotches of waste spat out by the virus as the end result of bacteriophagic consumption. 
It hit her in ways she had not prepared for. 
"That has to be a mistake," Jake said quickly. "It could be a freak moment mid-injection, or two layers are overlaid; maybe the ultramicrotome didn't slice properly. There has to be differentiation; something like this can't even exist in nature. T4 viruses don't cohabit inside human cells, they can't, they take over bacteria and move on. Anna..."
"It's a cuckoo," Anna said. 
"We don't know anything yet," Lara said steadily. "That's one brain cell. We already know brain function moved to the spinal column in the year after the comas. We should expect to find something different there."
Anna already knew. It was a sick feeling in her gut, and she knew. 
"It wasn't mid-consumption or layers," she said. Her voice sounded cold and sick, like she was vomiting up the reality she knew inside. "Didn't you see it twitch?"
"That was involuntary," Jake said, "on heat-death from the electron burn."
"Watch the clip," Anna said. "Slow it down please, Salman." 
He did. There were only a few seconds of footage and he slowed them threefold. They watched as the bacteriophage virus clenched its six legs in, pulling the cell walls toward the center.
"It's protecting its nest," Anna whispered. "Contracting on death like a spider. You see that don't you? If that was standard injection it wouldn't pull in the walls like that. If it was mixed-layers the cell wouldn't react at all. Lara?"
Lara said nothing. They stared at the screen, showing the frozen image from a millisecond before the layer burned. 
"It's completely new," Jake said. "We expected something new. It doesn't mean anything." 
His reassurance fell flat. 
"Let's see another slide," Anna said. "From the spinal column."
Jake collected one. A button on the microscope ejected the previous burnt sample and he slotted in the new one. 
"Salman."
Salman pushed a button. Electrons fired. An image popped up.
It was the same: a T4 inside a cell where a T4 should never be. The image twitched then fried.
"It doesn't mean-" Lara began but Anna cut her off.
"Another one. Have we got slices from different subjects?"
Jake pulled his gaze from the screen. "Uh, yes."  
"Can we see one please?"
He snapped out of the daze and collected another slide. Eject, insert. 
"This is a lumbar spinal bone puncture: spinal fluid from another live sample. He's strapped down in the next room."
The image came up. It was the same. The size of the cell was different, its connections to its fellows were different, but the T4 still hung there around the nucleus like a louse hidden under a rock, lurking, eating and making all the decisions.  
"Control sample," Anna said. "You've got a control?"
Jake looked at her blankly. 
"From one of us. Non-infected. Hair, skin, anything."
He snapped out of it. "Of course. Yes. What shall I…?"
"Skin," Anna said through a dry mouth. "Load it up please." 
He did, eject, inject, click to lock. "This is from me, a skin cell." 
Salman played it. It was the same. Lara gasped and put her hand to her mouth. 
In the middle of a healthy functioning cell, with normal thickness cell walls and plasma, with all the essential cell features like mitochondria and lysosomes, squatted the T4. 
"Oh my god," Lara whispered.
"It's in us too," said Anna. "Zoom in."
 
 
They worked for hours, burning through sample after sample, building up a library of video clips and images. They barely spoke but for the surgical precision of requests from Anna to Jake. The only other sound was the shush of the extraction fans and the click of glass slides ejecting in and out of the microscope's hub.
They zoomed in to the limits of the machine's resolution, they conducted stains and freezes and metallic overlays, teasing out the microscopic secrets of the zombie infection as best they could.
"The telomeres," Salman said, looking at a cryo-fixed zombie eye cell. "They're capped with a protein chain I've never seen before." 
They all looked. 
"What the hell is that?" Lara whispered. 
"They don't age," Anna said. She was hardly looking anymore. Telemere strands were essentially cellular fuses that determined the lifespan of all living things. The longer the fuse, the more time a given cell could self-replicate. It happened with skin, with brain cells, with every bit of tissue in every creature on earth. 
"Zombies don't heal," Anna went on, dully. "They don't regenerate. At the same time they hardly need to eat. This is the reason. Show us one from a human sample."
Jake scooped one out of a liquid nitrogen flask with a pair of tongs, sliding it into the dark electron hub. Salman focused in on the telomere strands and Lara gasped again. 
"It's a loop," she whispered. "It should be a fuse."
"A loop," Jake echoed. "What does that even mean?" 
Anna snorted. "That we'll live forever? That we hardly need to eat or drink either, but we know that already don't we? Our cells regenerate less than ever before, we get by on less sleep and we do more with our days. The only way that can work is if the T4 is bringing efficiency and immunity in ways unheard of."
"It's true we never get sick now," said Jake. "Not even colds. Could the T4 be doing that?"
"The T4 is us," Anna said flatly. "Whatever or whoever did this to us, it's changed us forever. This is what we are now."
The crisp image on the screen faded as the electrons burned through the ice. The T4 twitched as it defrosted and burned away. 
Anna gagged. 
This thing was in them all, living and dead alike. It had taken them over completely, fundamentally changing their biology. It was in her now and in whatever dry husk remained of her father, driving him on. 
"Maybe I can decode it," Jake said hurriedly. "Or Salman, together. We can unspool the center, look at the DNA strings and understand it. There's so much to learn. Maybe it can be reversed."
Anna shook her head. It was too much. It was the opposite of all her hopes, that maybe something of her father might still remain, that his memories and his kind self and his cozy voice could still linger on beneath the gray, that she might one day bring him back if she could just find the right key to turn.
That belief was gone now. Whatever her father had been died a long time ago, consumed from the inside. She couldn't free him from the T4 without tearing his cells apart. 
She gagged again.
"Anna," said Lara. Her face was pale and her eyes were watery. She was in shock too.
"It's OK," Anna said. "I'm OK." 
She turned and walked away, unable to shake the memories that kept replaying in her head. They were from when she was a little girl, during the dark and lonely nights on her long trek across the country with her father. From her sling she'd gazed into his glowing white eyes and found some small measure of comfort.
It had never been her father, though. It had always been this alien virus looking back. 
"Anna wait," Lara called. 
Anna ignored her, tearing off the white hat and pushing through the airlock alone. 
 
 
She walked through the campus at random, barely noticing where she went. There was sand here too, blown by ten years of wind and nestling amongst overgrown verges of parched yellow grass. Bright purple wisteria climbed over everything, in places strangling ground-lights aimed up at the impressive buildings, in others coating the road like the red weed from War of the Worlds. The air stank of summer dust and pollen. 
She passed by the library. Here she and Jake had spent hours studying up on viruses and bacteria and whatever might have caused the ocean. They'd rigged up a handle and pulley to open the electronic doors smoothly. 
She threw an ornamental rock through the glass. It smashed but it wasn't satisfying.  
At the edge of the campus she climbed over the low wall through a screen of fig bushes, out onto a leafy road facing three-story tall townhouses. She'd put rocks through all these windows if she had the energy, but she didn't. A gun would do it. 
She smashed into a black SUV sitting on deflated tires under the shade of a kumquat. A decade of dropped and rotten fruit covered the roof, hood and windshield, baked to a tough crust. She smashed open the driver-side window and sat on the glass strewn seat in the hot dark and began to cry. 
It came in swollen waves. It came and came. In the midst of it she shimmied a screwdriver loose from her yacht-belt. A piece of glass cut into her thigh and she swept the pieces away with her bare hand. Blood smeared against the sun-cracked leather seat. 
With the screwdriver she levered the steering wheel mount casing off and pried out the wires. With snub-nose pliers she cut two wires and sparked them together. It was a futile gesture as the battery was long dead and any fuel would have long since evaporated, but somehow it made her feel better.   
The tears kept coming. She flipped the seat back and lay still looking up at the discolored roof. With her eyes closed she thought back to a similar moment so long ago, trapped by the ocean in a taxi in the city of her birth, when she first went after her father. 
They'd all been infected then. They hadn't liked her or loved her, they'd just been agents of this tripod-virus, nestled deep in their every cell, driven by some unknowable need to be near her. 
It made her want to puke, so she got out of the car and puked. When it was done she walked. She threw stones at windows when she found them. A plan began to form in her mind. She walked toward the sea, toward the theater, toward her 'home'.
It was time.
 
 
Her room was hot and still, the air-conditioner on furlough while Masako's team of power plant engineers made upgrades to the generator block transformers. She hadn't made a single change in this place since moving in. The pink wallpaper still adorned the walls, though it was peeling and yellowed with years of unchecked humidity. The dresser still had stickers of boy bands and Johnny Depp. 
From the bottom drawer she pulled her father's phone. She kept it charged, replenishing the battery once a week, and stored it in a plastic wallet in a cool dry place the rest of the time. 
She tipped it out now and slipped it in her pocket. Her leg was still bleeding a little. That was OK. It had run all down her thigh and calf and into her sandals, gumming up around her heel.
"Anna," came the soft voice of Cerulean at the door. 
"Robert," she answered, "come in."
He pushed the door open and sat there in the entrance. He was really a good man. He deserved better than this. It was strange to think the T4 was in him too. 
"I know you're upset," he said. "They're looking for you all over. Let's talk."
"Talk about what?"
"The microscope. I'm no expert but I know what it means."
She looked at him. His nice warm face made her happy and angry at the same time. She loved him, and wished she could make him understand without all the pain it would cause. "I rode with a virus for two months, Cerulean. I pressed up to its chest like it was my Daddy. You tell me what that means."
"You didn't know it was only a virus," he said calmly. "You still don't."
She shook her head. "I knew. I just didn't want it to be real. For ten years I've pretended, making-believe like he always taught me, but make-believe won't save us from the truth."
"What truth?" 
She strode up to his wheelchair and looked down into his sweet dark face. This was the age her father must have been when he left. There were already bits of gray in Cerulean's beard. She couldn't even remember what her father looked like, there wasn't a single photo of him in the phone.  
"That this little community is a fantasy, Robert. It's Amo's fantasy and we all joined in happily, but there's just not enough of us to keep it going. You know it too. Thirty-six is not enough for healthy genetic diversity. We'll get one or two more generations then we'll be gone, or so interbred we may as well be. That's the truth."
He looked up at her. His eyes were so beautiful and strong. "I don't believe that. More people come in all the time. We're still building cairns."
She touched his cheek. "Cairns that nobody sees. There's nobody left out there, Cerulean. Ravi came four years ago and there's been nobody since. We're alone, and if we can't bring the ocean back to life we're finished. It's over, turn out the lights."
He shook his head. "Maybe something will change. They're still going through samples in the lab, studying the connections. You don't know-"
She shook her head. "I do know. I've always known, and now I've had enough of Amo's fantasy. Julio was right in that at least. The rules are different now."
"Julio? He was insane."
She shrugged. "Maybe I am too. We're all mad here, you know?" The words from Wonderland slipped out easily. "My father is a virus and I was his Alice, but I'm tired of the fairytale. I want to live in the real world, and none of this is real, Robert, not even you and me. I'm sorry, but I can't be a part of it anymore."
She reached up and tugged the silver necklace from around her neck. The chain snapped with a sharp little pop. He'd given it to her ten years ago as a symbol of their mutual adoption. He wore one too. 
She dropped it in his lap. "Keep it. I'm sorry I can't be a better daughter. I do love you though, and I appreciate everything you've done for me."
Tears came to Cerulean's eyes. He looked down at the necklace. "Where are you going?"  
"You know," she said. Now she was crying again too. "Where I've always belonged, where my father's waiting for me. It's been a true pleasure."
"It was my pleasure," Cerulean said, and scooped up the silver necklace. It twinkled like a fragile telomere strand against his dark hands. "It may be a fantasy, but I'm proud of it still."
"We all have to grow up Robert, sooner or later."
She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. He took her hand and squeezed it for a second, then let go. She picked her bag up off the bed, and slid past his wheelchair into the hot night without looking back. 
 
 
 



13. RAVI & AMO
 
 
Ravi found her on the beach, wandering north with a bottle of whiskey dangling from her hand. She didn't like the taste, but three good glugs down and the wooziness helped to take off the edge.
Leaving everything behind. 
He came along on a dirt-bike, calling out her name over the drone of the engine. The bike's single headlamp made him look like a charging cyclops zombie. 
She didn't respond at first, just kept on walking until he saw her. He pulled up the bike and killed the engine with the lamp still on. 
"Anna," he called. 
She smiled and slurred her speech. "Ravi. Come over here."
He ran over and stopped before her, fidgeting awkwardly. His face was hot and flushed. "Cerulean told me you're leaving. Is it true?"
She nodded. "I'm leaving. Here." She held out her hand. "Walk with me."
"You're really going to cross the Pacific?"
She laughed. It sounded crazy spoken aloud. "I suppose so. Take my hand."
He looked down at her hand doubtfully. "You're drunk."
"You can be drunk too. Come on."
"I don't want you to go."
"Then come with me."
He shook his head. "I don't want that either. I don't like the water, Anna. I just want you to stay."
"And the oysters didn't want to be eaten by the Walrus and the Carpenter," she slurred. "It happened all the same. I'm going, Ravi. I told you that years ago; now it's happening. Maybe I'll even miss you. You'll miss me too, that's good. Now can you help me drink this whiskey? I don't think I can manage it alone."
He stared at her wide-eyed. "You'll miss me?"
"Maybe," she allowed.
"So miss this," he said, and leaned in and kissed her. It was warm and wet and messy. She kissed him back. It wasn't her first kiss, not their first kiss, but it was the first that might mean something, and it warmed her more than the whiskey. 
She pulled away and they both gasped. Ravi looked surprised by what he'd done. Anna wiped her lips and held out the whiskey.
"Here," she pressed the warm bottle into his hand. "Start with a small sip or it'll choke you up."
"I know how to drink whiskey," he said raspily. He took it, swigged it, then coughed. She refrained from laughing. 
"Walk with me," she said, "until the dawn."
"You can't really be going. It's too far. You might die. You don't know who's out there."
"I'm going." She took his hand. "So I'll find out. You can be my escort." 
She walked on and he followed, leaving the bike behind with the lamp still blazing like a lighthouse beam. 
 
 
Up Hermosa Beach they went, dancing at times in and out of the tide. The moon came out from behind the clouds and lit the long stretch of beach in many shades of pale gray. 
"It's like a dream," Anna whispered. "I remember nights like this with my father, riding across the country."
Ravi sipped the bottle. "I used to lie on the roof of our house and look up at the moon," Ravi said. He was wavering side to side. "I dreamed of other people."
"You were alone for a long time."
He shrugged. "It wasn't so bad. I taught myself to drive. I got the TV to work. I figured out DVDs."
Anna laughed. "I bet you ate a lot of candy."
He laughed too. "Yeah." He hiccupped. "Yeah I did, raided all the shops in town. Peanut butter cups were one of my favorites. Those chocolate eggs with toys inside; collecting them really kept me going. You don't see them these days." 
"No you don't."
She drank. They ambled on arm in arm. 
"I don't think I'll die when you're gone," Ravi said after a time, as they crossed a line of rotten wooden stumps demarking Hermosa from Manhattan beach. "I'll help out with the cairns, try and find new people, the same kind of thing I've always done. And I'll wait for you."
"I don't know if I'm even coming back." 
"Then maybe I'll come after you. You don't own the ocean, or the idea of crossing it. I'll learn yachts better and I'll stop being afraid of water and I'll ride across."
She laughed. "You can't even swim. And it's three thousand miles. It's taken me years to get ready. In any event, I'm not worth all that effort."
He hiccupped. "You're beautiful, you know that?"
"So are you," she said. 
He kissed her again. It was better this time. She held her arm around him and they walked on. 
 
 
At the harbor they jumped laughing along the bows of yachts bobbing low in the water. Each leap carried them sailing over a narrow slice of water trapped between two hulls. The risk of falling into the gap them made it terrifying and exciting. It reminded her of days running through the sandy ruins with him, breaking things to capture just a small glimpse of that excitement. 
Even then she'd known. She'd been waiting for this moment, and she'd delayed for as long as was possible. 
They dropped laughing onto the deck of a luxury schooner berthed next to her catamaran, in basin C of the Marina Del Rey. In the darkness the hull bobbed like a lullaby under their weight.  
"I'll stow away here somewhere," Ravi mumbled, looking around. "In one of the water drums. Under the hull."
"We'll run out of water halfway across the world then," Anna slurred. "And you'll wake up terrified and adrift."
"It'll be fun."
"It'll be fun," she said, and kissed him, losing herself in his embrace. It was good, and unexpected. This was Ravi who she'd practiced kissing on when Amo banned them from vandalism, Ravi who used all the dumb lines he learned from pick-up books to get her to kiss him again, Ravi who skipped after her along the beach and cleaned up her mess when the yacht got damaged, Ravi who followed wherever she went. 
But this was a different Ravi too, not a boy anymore. His shoulders were as hard as the deck, honed by months of digging and clearing to build fresh homes around the theater, and she ran her hands over them. His lips were soft and the buzz of new growth stubble on his chin tickled her. She ran her hands down his back then gripped hold of his T-shirt and pulled it up over his head. 
They kissed greedily. She ran her fingers over his broad flat chest. He hadn't eaten candy for years and it showed. He fumbled with her shirt and she helped him pull it off. He dropped his head and kissed her breasts. She held him close and led him down into the cabin, where they moved together in the hot dark. 
 
 
Afterward she lay beside him as he slept, feeling the buzz of two different sensations rush through her fuzzy body. There was the feeling of being with Ravi, and still the need to leave. Even if she stayed, it would be no kind of life, always knowing their children would have only one or two choices of partner, and their grandchildren even fewer. They might yet live to see their great-grandchildren suffer disfiguring mutations from inbreeding. 
Or she could take him with her. If she asked again then perhaps he'd come, but what could she offer him out there, alone on the water? The world was empty and dead, and at the end of the voyage would be the wandering corpse of her father. What was she even going to do when she found him? 
Ravi needed Amo's fantasy more than she did, and she couldn't bear to watch that hope be lost. 
She had to go alone.  
Through a porthole she watched the beach beyond the marina's wall, where the ocean lapped with the sparkle of moonlit surf. It was beautiful and sad. She traced lines down Ravi's chest. She knew he loved her. Perhaps she could love him too, if only that were enough. She tugged lightly on one of the dark curls hanging over his eyes. He shifted and mumbled in his sleep. 
But this was no place for her. She would always be looking out to the ocean, waiting and wondering. The T4 was in her. It was in Ravi and them all, and she had to know why.
She fumbled for her shorts, strewn on the floor, and pulled them closer, then rifled through the pockets. Her father's phone was still in there, wrapped in its plastic bag. It didn't hold a charge well but that was OK, there was a charger in the catamaran. She brought the phone to life and scrolled through the icons to the one for the Hatter's chip. 
She clicked it, and a gray field emerged with a single blue dot at the bottom. The yellow dot for her father had faded over time. Probably the battery for the chip in his belly was worn out, or the satellites carrying his signal had gone down, but she knew he was out there still, driven by the T4 in his core. Whatever he was, whatever he'd become, he was there, and she had a promise to keep.  
She set the phone down and laid her head beside Ravi's for a time, looking out at the steady lapping gray of the water. Always it came, endlessly. It didn't matter if she was dead or alive, if she was here to see it or not, it would still lap on. 
After a time a sallow, emaciated figure staggered down the beach. It entered the water and disappeared in mere moments. Anna's heart quickened. A zombie like a shooting star. It had a kind of fleeting beauty. 
There were so few of them now, those who'd been released from whatever had trapped them for so long: perhaps an earthquake breaking down a wall, perhaps a door finally giving in, perhaps a man come along to cut the leashes around their necks. 
She kissed Ravi on the cheek a final time, then gathered her clothes and left him alone on the yacht. 
 
 
Amo came just before the dawn. 
He stood on the basin wall, watching while she checked her supplies and tested her ropes. He looked just as strangely powerful as he had ten years ago at the entrance to the Chinese Theater, as he had three years ago across a swimming pool in the ruins of a crappy condominium block, despite being only slightly taller than her. 
He was wearing his trademark uniform: khaki cargo shorts with stuffed pockets and a plain white polo shirt. His hair was short and swept back, his dark eyes watching her like haunting ghosts.
"You've got it all, then," he said. 
"Yes," she said sullenly.
"And Ravi's here?"
She nodded at the nearby yacht. "Sleeping in there. I didn't have the heart to wake him."
Amo stood silently. She wasn't going to be the one to break the silence. If he wanted to leave it like that, then she was OK with that too. He was the one who'd gone silent on her. Let him stew.
She tested the sail winders again, inserting the metal crank into the narrow slot and turning it to ratchet the lines in and out. Everything was smooth. 
"He'll be hurt for a time," Amo said when the ratcheting was done, "but he'll recover."
"Good."
"What about you?" 
She frowned. "What about me?"
"Will you recover? You've just lost your father, or you think you have."
"I lost him ten years ago."
Amo smiled and shook his head. "I don't think so, Anna. You lost him yesterday when you were looking into the microscope. You saw the bug in there and you think that's him."
"It is him. It's a virus, Amo, not a bug."
He laughed. "I know it's a virus. It took him over; I know that too, it took them all over. But that same virus also saved me more than once. It saved you too. Don't be so quick to say there's nothing human left in there."
She snorted. "What do you know about cellular biology, Amo? I never saw you in the lab once."
"I don't need cellular biology to know what I saw, Anna. The ocean forgave me, despite all the terrible things I'd done. The ocean saved me when Don was trying to kill me. That means something to me. It should mean something to you."
"It means autonomic survival reactions. A T4 has nothing like empathy, it's entirely self-serving. It saved you and me because it thought it was saving itself."
Amo shrugged. "It's no surprise we don't agree. You may be right, I don't know. But you're wrong about this place being a fantasy, and you're going to see that you're wrong." 
She frowned, holding one hand up to block a ray of sun. "What are you talking about?"  
"You're going to see the world, Anna. It's been ten years since we talked to any of them. Do you know how many people lived in China before the apocalypse? One point four billion. Imagine how many survivors they might have. You're going to make first contact."
She frowned. "If they're alive."
"I'm sure they are. They'll be rebuilding and gathering just like us, and you can tell them about this place. Maybe they'll come to us, maybe we'll go to them, but we'll unite. We may all need to learn Chinese."
He smiled. 
Was that a joke? "There's no one out there," Anna said dully, more to argue with him than anything else. "If they were there they'd have come already."
He laughed again. "Like we've gone to them? It's taken us this long just to get solid, in a country that already had vast infrastructure, where we all speak the same language. Can you imagine trying to unite China? Leaving cairns across it would keep you busy for a lifetime."
His chirpiness was annoying her. 
"What do you want, Amo?"
"I want to tell you LA is not a fantasy. It's a dream, and I never dreamed for only this. You'll be the first to cross the ocean, but you won't be the last. More people will go, Anna, and they'll start to come too. The dream will grow until there's enough of us to be sustainable, and you'll be the one to start it off."
She stared at him hard. This was not the Amo who'd barely spoken to her for years. 
"Why are you saying this now? I thought you'd given up on me."
He smiled and shook his head. "Give up on my little sister? How could I?"
A rush of emotion rose up and her eyes went blurry. "You did. You didn't talk to me. You shouted and then we never spoke."
He shrugged. "Because what would I say? I knew then that you had to leave. You had to keep your promise. I wanted to take you there myself, but people kept coming in and there was Julio to watch, then Lara was pregnant and I couldn't leave our children. I couldn't go and I couldn't tell you to go. You had to want it for yourself."
She laughed through her tears. It was ridiculous. "I'm only going because of the T4. You couldn't know we'd find that."
"The T4 doesn't matter. It's a spark only. The rocket-fuel's inside you, put there ten years ago when your father walked into that water. Now the fuel's ignited and nothing's going to stop it. I don't know what you're going to find out there, but I don't think it will be terrible. I believe it will be good, and it'll change everything."
She snorted. "It'll be millions of the dead. Billions."
"And your father amongst them. I know. Here."
He pulled a bulky black chunk of plastic, it looked like a walkie-talkie, from his sagging cargo pocket and tossed it aboard. She caught it smoothly. It was heavy and hard, with buttons and a dial marked with fine white gradations. 
"It's a military satellite phone," he said. "Low Earth Orbit, it should work from wherever you are in the world, piggybacking where it can on whatever satellites are still up there. The constellation cover is pretty light now, so it's unlikely we'll be able to talk live after you go over the horizon, but you can send messages and maybe even receive them. You can let us know what you find. Signal on any channel and we'll pick you up in the radio room. It takes double-A batteries, here's a pack and a charger."
He pulled a plastic wallet from his other cargo pocket, filled with small bits of equipment, and tossed that to her too. She barely caught it. There were about fifteen loose batteries and two chargers. 
"I checked they'd fit with the catamaran's power-gen system. You're good."
She looked at these items in her hands. They were a bridge to nothing. "I've got no plans to come back," she said. 
He shrugged. "So explore for us, Anna. Go to the edge and tell us what it's like out there, like you did before. Find your father and all our lost fathers and tell us what they've become."
The tears spilled down her cheeks. She felt angry and sad at once. 
"Why didn't you say any of this before?" she called. "Why didn't you talk to me about this or encourage me?"
He smiled. "You mean be nice, like a father would? When Cerulean tried that you cut him off."
"It would've been different if it was you."
"Maybe. But here we are. This is what you need, and it's what we need too. Hope, Anna. It's the most precious thing we have. You'll find it out there and bring it home, because we're a family and we need it." 
She rubbed her eyes. She put the satellite phone and battery pack down on the deck. 
"Forget all that family stuff. You played me for years. It's hardly better than Ravi with his pick-up lines."
Amo grinned boyishly, splitting the severity of his dark gaze like a well-chopped cord of wood. "I knew a great pick-up artist once. His name was Hank. He's out there somewhere too, with your father. Go find him for me, will you? Say hello."
Anna laughed. She'd met Hank of course, after Amo opened up his Deepcraft mod in the Yangtze fulfillment center for everyone to play. She rubbed her eyes.
"You're crazy, Amo. You really are."
"Maybe. But you're about to cross the Pacific and hunt down a single man in an ocean of zombies, alone. I'd say that's crazier than anything I ever did."
Anna sighed. She took a deep breath and composed herself. She scanned the marina. "No Lara."
"No Lara or Cerulean. I made them stay behind. They understand, but they can't watch you go, you know? And I can't spare them to go with you. We look strong but we're still precarious here. One stiff wind could blow us all apart. I need them to keep this place together. You're the only one we can afford, our seed on the wind."
She looked to the yacht where she'd left Ravi. He was probably still sleeping. "Look after him please."
Amo nodded. "I always have."
More tears came. She wanted to hide her face but resisted the urge. Amo already knew. He already knew so much, had looked after them all since the moment he drew his first 'f' on the Empire State Building, and he hadn't stopped looking after them yet. 
"I'll see you again, Anna," he said. "Stay in touch."
She looked down at the satellite phone. 
"When you have a minute, check the rear cabins," Amo added. "I've left something in there for you."
He walked away. 
She wiped her cheeks and started moving. She peered in the rear cabins but there was only stacked water. In five minutes she cast off from the dock and fired up the twin motors. The catamaran chugged gently out of the docking basin then out of the marina, like a slow motion bullet. Soon she was out on clear water with a westerly wind blowing across her face. She unfurled the sail and it caught. The speedometer read three knots and gaining. Waves thumped under the hulls. 
The marina receded. 
At one point she thought she saw a tiny figure emerge from the deck of a yacht and wave with both arms. It could be a trick of the light, but she waved back. Soon after that the marina faded into a sprawl of gray buildings, which faded into the gray sweep of Los Angeles, which was eclipsed by the blue horizon.
Already this was further than she'd gone before. All she could see was water. The wind was strong and still smelled of the desert sand, though the scent was growing faint. 
She turned her face to the west. 
 
 
 



INTERLUDE 1
 
 
He left the land behind and walked into the water.
The cold and the current didn't affect him. There were others of his kind swarming on all sides, each pulsing as a source of heat on his skin and mapping out the flow of thousands. 
The little girl clung to his neck as the waterline closed over his head and his lungs filled up. Waves pushed him back but the water in his chest held him down. The girl cried out then went silent as the water covered her too. 
He walked on, ignoring her thrashing and pulling, until soon she released him. Every step carried him deeper down a declining sandy bed, away from her. Dust floated in the water before him, lit by his glowing white eyes. Tiny fish flitted back and forth, and he bit at them when they came close to his gray lips. He chewed and swallowed those he caught, fuelling him, and trudged ahead. 
She was gone. 
He felt her still as a warmth in his chest. Her presence pressed to his chest had made him stronger every day. She had made them all strong, the others like him, but none so much as him. Her heat had passed into him, so even now they all clustered close, following him, gaining strength to face the growing cold together. 
Already he could feel it. It was so far off but it only grew stronger and colder every day. 
He walked toward it, deeper down the sloping sand through the water. The sense of her behind him faded and all that remained was the warmth driving him on. There was a kind of sadness for this, of something lost, though his simple mind could not articulate what it meant. It was simply the end of one phase and the beginning of another in his existence, like a butterfly emerging from a chrysalis. The cold drew him forward and the heat drove him on. 
The water grew darker. The ground underfoot became harder. The surface was very far above now and he was very alone, but he could feel the heat of his brothers and sisters spreading around him. He made them strong and they made him strong in turn. His chest felt pleasantly full. He walked down into blackness. 
Strange memories popped in his slow mind. There was the little girl lying in bed and crying. There were flying birdwomen who swam in the air above a deep green forest canopy. There was a woman he'd once known so well who left for reasons he couldn't remember.  
The water became cold and heavy. It was harder to walk with every step forward. His eyes illuminated only the motes of dust before him. A great creature swam by, lithe and smooth-skinned, with one large gray fin projecting upwards. The backwash from its powerful tail knocked him sideways, but the firmness of the water kept him on his feet. 
Somewhere to his right he glimpsed it open its vast mouth and bite down on one of his brothers. He turned and his flock turned with him, adjusting course smoothly and without thought. 
He was one of the first to reach the creature, flailing with the gray meat of his brother in a cloud of bodily debris. He clamped his hands to one of the creature's side-fins and bit in. Hot fuelling blood pumped into his throat, cutting the salty water and firing up the urge to kill. The creature bucked and tried to turn its jaws on him but it could not shake his grip. Instead it kicked upward, carrying him far above his flock like a birdwoman over the canopy. He held on and flew with it, chewing through meat to the bone.
For a time they soared and thrashed through the ocean, spiraling in tight circles, dripping blood through the water like smoke. He bit and grasped and gnawed. Up close the creature's skin was a pitted landscape of porous troughs and old battle-scars. Its gills flared like breadfly wings opening and closing. It tasted of life and strength. It snapped at the water and tried to shake him free, but he was too strong.
Soon it slowed and fell. He hugged its bulk with his arms and bit into its rough flank. Chunks plowed out and it fell sharper, down into the flowing mass of his brethren. There were so many of them, a whole world of white lights marching together, an ocean within the ocean. 
They descended upon the dying predator, biting through to its core and disassembling it in jets of blood and ropey innards, all sucked in by hungry mouths. In moments the creature was gone and only bones remained. 
The chill returned against his skin, and he turned again to face it. 
Buoyed forward by the heat churning inside his belly, he walked on and thousands walked with him, slowing to let him take the lead. Soon he strode at their fore, and led them through tangled forests of slippery weeds that went on for miles, over coral beds that tore their hands and feet to shreds, up and down inclines where fish darted and snaked by in the total darkness. At times there were strange flashes of light cast by strange creatures in the depths. He walked through the ruined belly of a sunken battleship and later beside a plane's dark and rusted fuselage. He snatched up snails and sucked them from their shells. He killed a rubbery creature with ten elastic limbs by eating it to death. It squirted cold ink in his face. 
Throughout, he went downward. Time passed and he descended and so did his flock, until the water became so cold that parts of his body began to freeze. He closed his eyes to protect them, and around him every one of the flock closed their eyes too, so the train of white lights on the ocean floor now rolled on in darkness.
In the long cold night his thoughts turned slowly. A dim sense of rightness ebbed and flowed within him. This march was important, though he didn't understand why. Memories popped like flashbulbs in a grand stadium. He saw again the long walk with the little girl pressed against his chest, and her eyes looking into his. There was a longing there he'd wanted to respond to, a reassurance he'd wanted to give but didn't know how. Instead he'd only looked into her eyes and met the need in her with the strength she'd given him, like a reflection. He was an ember rising from her fire, driven into the dark and cold to light her way.
At a certain point, when the water above became too heavy to walk any further down, weighing him down and pressing hard into his belly and eyes, he raised his arms and began to swim. As one thousands of his brothers and sisters spread miles out along the sea floor raised their arms and swam with him. 
In a great gray cloud they swam, pulsing the ocean with their limbs. There was them strength and beauty in this work they were doing. There was meaning and unity in it. They were a force massing, a tide flowing, an ocean in the ocean driven by memories they didn't understand but drove them on nonetheless.    
They were an army, and they would press on until every last shred of the cold was gone. 
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14. RAGNAROK IV
 
 
The spinnaker sail unfurled like a hot-air balloon off the bow, catching the wind and tugging the catamaran jerkily forward. The rainbow-printed fabric rippled unevenly as the wind spilled and billowed, then settled in a swollen half-globe projecting out in front, a hundred and fifteen meters square of thrust pulling the yacht forward like a massive bulbous kite.
"Like a giant boob," Anna muttered to herself, jibing the lines to pull it taut to the mast. It was very round and globular, missing only the nipple. "A giant gay boob." She started to laugh. "Suck on that." 
She was exhausted, giddy, and knew it. She hadn't slept properly since two nights earlier, and even that hadn't been a good sleep, with the electron microscope so close to coming online. She'd been in the lab alongside Jake and Salman until late, theorizing and tinkering and preparing to shift out vital components. 
Now she was here. 
She slumped at the edge of the fixed foamcore bridge between the two twin catamaran hulls. Each of them were hollow and large enough to contain two cabins, one at the front and one at the back making four in all, plus storage space and a toilet with shower. Now they were fitted out with all her gear: food, water, weapons, fuel for the little engines and spares of every moving part on board.  
Inside the bridge below her was a large lounge, fitted with a captain's bridgedeck cabin at the narrow front window. Behind that was a sofa fixed to the wall with a central table, a kitchen unit and a map wall, all decked out in luxurious brown wood. In the old world it would have cost millions of dollars. Now it was just another mushroom to be plucked, one of millions sprung up during the long night.  
Her feet chilled in the cool sea-spray from below, and she laid back and looked up the rise of the main mast. Everything was white and simple except the spinnaker sail, which roared in glorious rainbow color. Above it hung the blue sky and the hot yellow hole punch of the sun. Sweat rolled down her face and wicked away under the full blast of the wind. Waves crashed under the twin hulls and scaled her skin with a thin film of salt. 
She'd give herself this moment. She let her arms flop to either side, resting awkwardly on the solar panels fitted to the bridge's fore. The black glass was warm to the touch, already charging up all her toys and utensils underfoot. 
This would be her world for the next several months. She'd tried it out before, overnighting on the ocean with the sails heaved-to, trying to get a purchase on the voyage she'd been contemplating for so long. It had always felt hollow then, but not any more. Her mission lay ahead like a red line bisecting the world. 
She elbowed the left solar panel and the vibration bonged through the hull. With a crew of seven this catamaran could complete a round-the-world race in a month or two. With a crew of one it could cross the Pacific in about the same. 
She closed her eyes and ran through the route across the globe. In a month she'd be at Japan. She'd circle below it and pull up through the South China Sea, hitting the industrial coastal town of Tianjin just southeast of Beijing. From there she'd choose a road, find a vehicle and drive. After three hundred miles she'd hit Inner Mongolia, then cross the border to Mongolia. Another five hundred miles, passing Ulaan Baatar on her right, she'd reach the point the Hatter's RF chip had last linked in to her Father's phone, before the signal went down. 
47.601879, 101.212063
The numbers circled in her head like gulls.
She opened her eyes. In all directions there was nothing but water. She could still feel the heat of Ravi against her skin. Amo standing at the dock echoed brightly in her thoughts. She was exhausted and worn-out and excited. 
She was coming for her father. 
She was hungover and needed some serious water to drink. 
She locked the autopilot and padded back down the bridge. The foamcore structure flexed comfortably under her feet, squeaking when she dropped down to the shallow balcony at the tail that led inside. In the shade of the lounge she drained a liter of water. It made her belly roll and slalom like there was a rambunctious baby in there. 
"Steady on child," she said absently, patting her stomach. She went to drink more but had already drunk both the hand-bottles she'd prepared.
Both the hulls held water in the rear cabins, seventy gallons each in big clear jugs. She remembered Amo had said he'd left something in one of them.
"Ok, Amo," she muttered, and started to the left. 
Down two steep steps she dropped into the starboard hull, paneled in molded cream plastic. It was narrow and hot like a greenhouse, with every inch of extra space in use. Shelves inset into the bulkhead were filled with provisions: pot noodles, freeze-dried mash, sun-dried raisins and nuts, canned beans, meats and fruits. It was everything the body needed.  
She headed back toward the rear cabin, trailing her fingers along the wall. It was still hot from lying in the marina. Soon the wind and surf-spray would cool it down. She entered the rear cabin, slightly wider than the corridor and large enough to accommodate a rack-bed, though she'd stripped the furnishings months back. Now it was filled floor to ceiling with two-gallon water jugs, stacked in neat rectangular cardboard boxes like a bricked-in wall.
"Where is it then?" she asked. 
She studied the roof and the walls but there was nothing apparent. Perhaps it was sealed in behind the ranks of water jugs. That might be something Amo would do, like treasure buried in Deepcraft, forcing her to dig through to reach it. She couldn't help herself from smiling. 
She lifted the nearest cardboard box from the top of the pile and peeled the tape from the joins, opened the flaps and reached in for the plastic handle. The jug came out smoothly, then clanked in mid-air. 
Anna looked down. The jug seemed normal, but normal jugs didn't clank. She lifted it up and peered through the plastic. There was a bundle floating inside, wrapped up in bubble-wrap with a white strip of laminated paper round the outside. There were words written on it, and Anna turned the jug to follow them round. 
Good luck with the zombies.
She laughed. Everyone knew what that meant. The first cairn of the new world had been left as a message from Lara to Amo, aimed not at the zombie apocalypse but at the comic he'd been working on at the time, which was about zombies.
Amo was a little kid at heart. 
She hurried into the light of the lounge, where she set the jug down and hacked off the top with a rigging knife from her yacht-belt like it was a tough-skinned Humpty-Dumpty. She fished out the package and tore it open, spreading the message neatly at her feet and splaying the contents across the wooden floor. 
About thirty metallic USB memory sticks clattered out like dice. 
Anna laughed again. She'd made cairns by Amo's side, and even recognized the model. He'd picked them up in a discount store in Tennessee, about five thousand in total. 
"You crafty bastard, Amo," she said to herself. Wasn't it just like him to sneak one of his cairns aboard her yacht. She plucked one of them up and studied it; a slim key of plain silver stamped with the indentation: 
1TB
That was ample storage space. She turned the key and on the other side was a tiny word written in black marker pen, in Amo's comic book capitals:
SEED
They were all the same, glinting where they trespassed in beams of light cast through the yacht's outrigger cables. For a moment she had the impossible image of them taking root in the boards, then springing up in miniature little Amos, who would stalk up and down the hull looking stern while being boyishly silly.
Impossible things before breakfast.
She got to her feet and went to the captain's desk where her navigation laptop was waiting. She booted it and plugged one of the USB keys in. The contents popped up in the SEED drive, showing only three files:
Ragnarok IV
Zombies of America
Deepcraft Encyclopedia
Anna laughed. Ragnarok IV was ridiculous. Ragnarok III was the last movie Hollywood ever made, so what was Ragnarok IV?
She double-clicked and it opened across the screen; a black backdrop with icons of flags arrayed in a circle. Near the top was the red and gold of China, then the complex yin-yang of South Korea, the red sun of Japan, along with others Anna didn't recognize. Beneath each of them were words written in each language. Somewhere at the bottom was the US flag, with
ENGLISH
beneath it. A language menu page. 
"Interesting," Anna murmured, and clicked the Stars and Stripes. The circle of flags faded but the black background held, while music began drifting up from the laptop's speakers tinnily, something classical and haunting over the dark. Then the film started. 
Anna gripped the edge of the table. 
It was footage shot from a shaky camera looking down from a rooftop on a broad night street, where a flood of white-eyed bodies was running. Screams rang out faintly. With a sick feeling Anna recognized it as Hollywood Boulevard. There had to be hundreds of people down there, stumbling and charging through halos of light cast by streetlamps.  
"Do you see this shit?" the cameraman shouted from behind the lens. "What the hell's going on?"
A second later he fell off the roof. The camera caught the motion badly, but the angle shifted abruptly, the view spun and circled, then there was thump, the world rolled, a crack spidered up through the lens, and the image continued on its side.
The right half of the screen was filled up with sidewalk, the left half with the body of the cameraman: a shadowy bulk blocking the street. His face was young, pale and bloodied. Moments passed, then he twitched. His eyes opened and they shone bright white. 
He got to his feet and joined the running throng.     
The flow continued. More bodies fell and thumped down in the view of the camera from buildings off to the side. They smacked, bounced, then moments later got up. Others punched their way through bar windows and dragged through the broken glass trailing blood. In cars gray people butted and punched against car windshields and side windows. The flow of people went by and by, fed by countless tributary streams sucking up from the city.
"Jesus," Anna whispered. 
It was found footage from the real world, on the night the world ended. She'd seen movies that started the same way, with medleys of destruction. This was the real thing. 
In line with that, footage from more cities falling followed. Each of these clips lasted thirty seconds or less, depicting the fresh and urgent flow of bodies down night streets before each camera dropped to the ground as its operator was infected. One of them might have been Chicago; Anna recognized the skyline from a cairn-placing trip she'd taken years ago with Jake and Lara. Another was a shot encompassing orange desert, she guessed Nevada from the red stone escarpments, another was amidst a great redwood forest somewhere in California. 
One was New York, with the camera pointing up past the Empire State Building as a helicopter spun out of control in the sky. The sound of its guttering blades subsumed the steady tramping of the ocean as they walked. The craft wobbled then veered sharply into a building, shearing its blades before crashing to the street in flames. The flood was crushed beneath it. The camera operator swore then dropped the camera. 
A camera mounted on the front of a large ship recorded everything as the vessel cut through a row of smaller boats until it crunched hard against the concrete dock, then began to sink. A black and white CCTV camera mounted above an intersection captured footage of people staggered through flames on a burning street, followed by an explosion as the leaking oil tanker blew up. 
Tinny voices rose up above the sounds of chaos, along with swelling, desperate music. There were scraps of frantic news reports on what was happening, voices filled with disbelief and fear. A pressed and smart anchorman sitting at a neat news desk talked urgently about the spread of madness they were seeing, then became a zombie on air. He stopped speaking mid-sentence, stood, and his eyes began to glow white like an old TV screen warming up. There were screams in the studio followed by silence, and the tramp of footsteps. The camera continued to record as the feeds on the monitors behind the desk died out.   
Soon the voices and reports faded, as did the music. They were replaced by the steady thump of the ocean's footfalls, and the great rasping suck of their synchronized breathing. The screen returned to the original camera, lying on its side and watching the flood walk sideways from the bottom of the frame to the top. They went on and on, pumping like blood through the intersections of a city, headed only one way. 
thump thump thump    
Anna's mouth was dry and she stared at the little screen as it faded into black, and silence. She hadn't expected that. She'd never seen the moment the world turned before. She'd only heard about it and seen it in comics but there'd never been footage. 
It filled her with emotions she couldn't understand. The sheer number of people lost hit in ways she'd never considered. This was loss on a scale she couldn't comprehend. Her memories of the flood were so faint and distant, tied up with the loss of only one man, her father. This was right here in front of her, this really happened, and the numbers were hard to ignore. 
Millions and billions had died.
She looked at the timestamp along the bottom. Only fifteen minutes of the movie had elapsed and there was an hour and a half left. 
Gradually the music rose up again. The key changed steadily from the haunting melody to something a little more hopeful. A trumpet serenaded in the distance. Anna leaned in closer, ramped up the volume and full-screened the image. The music got louder, reached a peak, and then color splashed across the black. 
Somebody was laughing. The camera was turning and jolting with flashes of gray bodies and old clothes, until it slipped free and for a second pointed up at the blue sky, then down and across at a road filled with gray bodies, surrounded by golden and green fields of corn. 
Anna gasped. She'd seen this before, a long time ago: footage from Amo's original cairns. There were thousands of the ocean spread around him, all facing toward the camera, somewhere in Iowa. They didn't look angry or sad, they weren't lost or found, they were simply there and looking right back. 
Then the camera tipped and angled down, so she was looking into Amo's face. He was younger and thinner and there was a wild joy dancing in his eyes. He laughed and he talked at the camera in a confused garble so fast that she could barely make out, but the words didn't seem important. The moment resonated with her.
This was the moment Amo realized the ocean didn't want to kill him. This was the moment after he'd let them take him and been forgiven. She'd seen it when she was a little girl but hadn't understood. Now tears rolled down her cheeks. 
For five minutes Amo circled amongst the ocean and they moved with him, like a drop of oil flowing over water. It was beautiful and so hopeful.
The image faded and was replaced. Now Amo stood by a large warehouse which had to be his Yangtze fulfillment center. The camera must have been on a tripod, and Amo was pushing a crate of something on a wheeled pallet. He brought it over to the camera, grinning madly, and held up a first edition of his comic for the camera to see. 
Zombies of America  
The same wild exuberance was in his eyes. He was bright and fresh and ready for anything. His eyes were as happy as she'd ever seen, like he was glimpsing something bigger and brighter beyond the camera, perhaps even all the way out to Anna herself, sitting on her yacht at sea ten years later. She shuddered. At this point he hadn't even known there was anyone else alive, but he'd believed. He didn't know about Lara or Cerulean or anything, but he'd had faith. 
He set the comic down and picked up the camera, then walked it over to show a pile of weapons sitting in the middle of the Yangtze parking lot. He set it down with a clunk and moved to squat beside the pile, in shot.
"I don't need these," he said. "Not any of them. You don't need them either. What we need is each other, now more than ever. Come find me at the Chinese Theater and I'll welcome you like my own lost family. Please."
He got up again and left the frame. "Here's my ride," he said, and turned the camera to his convoy: a bright yellow JCB at the fore with an armored school bus behind it and an RV equipped with huge speakers at the back. "It looks scary but there are no weapons aboard any more." A moment later the speakers began to vibrate, and a stomping Kanye West track blared into the air. The camera swung up back to his face.
"Let's roll out!" he cheered. The image went to black. 
Anna rubbed her eyes. She couldn't believe any of this. It was so brazen.
More shots of zombies on the road followed, panning by. Amo had to be filming out of the window as his convoy rolled across America. There were cities and deserts, forests and rivers, each clip a few seconds long. In some of them Amo spoke from behind, in some he sang, in others the camera watched from a tripod as he erected one of his cairns with two vehicles either side of a highway. In sped-up motion he painted the checkered line across the asphalt then stuffed the cars with his comics, USBs, laptops and a large blackboard signed with his name, LMA, and the date. 
Next came the giant Pac-Man, and Anna laughed again. This was what had drawn her in. Now she watched as Amo made it. He'd filmed it from start to finish, from sourcing the materials to hoisting them up to the top of the Wells Fargo building, to rappelling down the side and more fast-forward medleys of painting the giant yellow critter into place. 
Because of this she'd picked up his trail. Because of this she'd met Cerulean and the others, she'd come out of Wonderland and gone Through the Looking Glass. 
Next up was a shot of Lara. The camera lingered on her back, standing in front of a floor-to-ceiling window through which the outlandish Strip hotels of Las Vegas were just discernible. It had to be the hospital where she saved Amo's life. 
After a moment she turned and laughed. "Are you filming me now?" Her voice was delighted. 
"No," Amo said.
"Well you should be," she said, and tossed her curly hair. "I look magnificent."
He laughed and she came over. "But I'm not the star of this narcissistic endeavor," she said. "You are."
She grappled for the camera and pointed it at Amo. He lay on a rumpled hospital bed looking sweaty, pale and weak. 
"Shoot me from this angle," he said, turning his chin to the side, "I look much better."
Lara laughed and the camera jiggled. 
"Or this angle, it's good too." He turned his chin the other way. 
"That's just your whole face," Lara said, laughing still.
"Well shoot it then woman!"
She laughed and dropped the camera to the covers, then leaned in to kiss him. Their lips met just at the edge of frame. 
The screen went black, then opened again on the coast. There was the Pacific Ocean, and Lara and Amo were whooping at it, taking turns to point the camera at each other with the ocean behind them and whoop. Next they sped along in a series of fast cuts taking in the highlights of Los Angeles: zombies walking into the water off Muscle Beach, zombies trawling along through traffic-strewn streets, zombies walking along stars on the Walk of Fame, until they arrived at the Chinese Theater. 
There they interviewed each other briefly about how good it felt to have finally arrived. Amo limped a little but he looked stronger. 
"This is everything I ever dreamed of," Lara said. "I've wanted to see this movie all my life. Ragnarok III, thank you so much for bringing me here Amo."
Amo laughed. "Early reviewers said it really delves into the motivations of the superheroes this time." 
A clip of the movie followed, which made Anna laugh too. There were no copyright infringement lawsuits now. Two of the brightly-costumed heroes tumbled through the air, punching each other into skyscraper walls, while alien-looking slug things hit into the White House. A geyser of light shot up into the sky and Washington exploded. 
Then it was night, and the camera was pointing down at an awkward angle from the front of the Chinese theater, aiming over the forecourt, road, and out to sea. It was crooked as though it had been set on its tripod hastily. Nearby off-camera Amo and Lara talked with a feverish low excitement. The waves lapped against the beach. Off to the left a tiny light hovered in the distance, winding its way closer. 
"No way," Anna breathed. 
The light drew up, becoming an RV she recognized, driven by a man she knew well. Amo and Lara approached as the RV pulled up and stopped. The front door opened and Jake got out. He said something, too far away for the camera to pick up, and Amo spread his arms and said something back, then the side of the RV opened up and a little black girl in a dirty Alice in Wonderland blue dress climbed out. 
Anna gasped. 
Amo ran over to her and hugged her. Lara followed. Everybody hugged and cried, then Cerulean came round the back in his wheelchair and everybody hugged and cried again. 
In her chair on the catamaran Anna was crying too. She hit pause and climbed out of the lounge to the bridge-top in the open sea air. Tears streamed down her face. 
"Bastard," she muttered, "Amo, you crafty bastard."
She'd never seen this footage before. She hadn't even known it existed, and now the sight of herself so small, bright and proud hurt her deeply. It made her angry even though it made no sense to be angry at Amo, because this was clearly what he truly believed. He took all this mess and still made it into a hopeful narrative. He was an idiot who didn't know when to give up.
She turned and looked back east. He would be there still, waiting for word to come back. He'd tricked her into carrying cairns for the world. He was an ass. 
She wiped her face. Back in the lounge she settled to watch. Forty minutes had passed already, with an hour left. She pressed play. 
The remainder was a medley of their group's history. People came and were welcomed. Some were ejected, Julio amongst them. Defenses were erected then forgotten, homes set up, working pipes and sewage systems and electric lines installed, solar panels and wind turbines and batteries rigged into each other. There were a few new couples formed, seen through held hands and stolen kisses.
There were nights where they danced together on the beach, circling like cavemen around a great fire, roasting pork they'd raised in back yards, drinking beer they'd brewed in plastic vats. There were brief interviews with people who'd come on years-long journeys from the interior after seeing one of Amo's cairns. There were forays out to set up new cairns. 
Lara's babies were born: twins. Anna was there in the corridor outside when Amo brought them out. Other babies came, not many but enough for great celebrations every times. There were weddings and birthday parties, several for her. She saw herself at ten years old wearing her party hat in the middle of a throng of cheering people. She looked happy as she blew out the candles on her cake. 
That changed, though. Their little community grew a little more, and Anna changed. She put away her Alice uniform, and some of the optimism faded from her face. She remembered that time clearly, and the guilt that came with not being a little kid any more. The guilt that said she ought to be something, because hadn't she made a promise, and wasn't it time now to pay?
There was a shot of her kitesurfing on the waves, performing moves that were far too dangerous. There was a shot of Ravi cheerfully cleaning her racing yacht, with her nowhere to be seen. They were fleeting moments though, hard to spot, and to anyone else the film was uplifting; a story of hope and survival after the end of the world. 
Finally there was a shot of the T4 virus wriggling in its cell under the electron microscope, before burning out. The film ended on blackness, and a message. 
It unites us all.
Let us know you're out there.
We cannot wait to meet you as the family we all are.
The words remained for a minute before fading, after which the film ended and reverted back to the title screen with its circle of flags.
Anna slumped in her seat. Numbly she counted the flags. There were 24. She clicked one randomly, probably it was Thai, and watched through the first few minutes until the first cameraman spoke again. Subtitles in a foreign script popped up. 
She stopped it. She stood and went to the plastic wallet Amo had thrown to her, where she'd left it on the table. How much time had he spent on this? She felt like screaming and laughing. It was manipulation, plain and simple. He was trying to save the world. She opened the wallet, pulled out the satellite phone and tinkered until it hissed with the sound of a live channel.
 On the upper deck looking out over blue ocean and blue sky, she spoke her message into the device. Probably they'd hear it straight away, she was that close still. 
"Screw you, Amo. Screw you all the way to China."
 
 
 



15. TEACUP STORM
 
 
Speed was all that mattered now. 
For ten days she sailed at full speed and slept only minutes at a time, tethered to the main mast and leaning off the starboard hull with the tiller cable in her hand. Each time she woke as she slipped toward the water, only caught by the tether she wore around her waist, latched to an eyelet on the hull.
 She'd right herself, check the course, and go back to the battle to keep her eyes open. The world was hot and stuffy and the wind was her lullaby. She only had to close her eyes for a second to start hearing her father's cozy brown voice, the memory of a memory coming back to haunt her.
"When I was your age, I always did it for half an hour a day," he whispered in the Queen of Heart's imperious tones. "Why, sometimes, I've believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast."
In those moments she was little Anna again, wrapped up in her tight sheets and looking up at her Daddy's scraggly face, dreaming of all the wonders the world had to offer. 
Each jerk to wakefulness tied the two worlds more closely together. Her time in Los Angeles began to seem like the dream, and this the reality; she was little Anna again, always following after her father. 
The catamaran reached and held on to top speeds of eighteen knots, dragged forward by the spinnaker ceaselessly and blasted by unseasonably good winds. The threat of pitchpoling, capsizing the yacht under the strength of the wind, was ever-present but Anna kept it under control. 
Her father was waiting.
In ten days and nights she covered sixteen hundred miles. Already she was almost to Hawaii, which was a third of the way to China. Then the storm hit. 
It hit hard and sudden, rising from a brief squall to tempestuous winds, ten-foot waves, and spray that could choke an elephant in less time than it took Anna to fully rouse. 
CRASH
Thunder racked the sky. A hard cold rain slashed down and Anna shook her head awake, poised off the port outrigger. In seconds she was drenched and shivering so hard she could barely unlatch herself from the hull's safety tether. The metal carabiner was slippery with scaled salt and her fingers were numb and shaky, while the whole yacht was wrenching side to side under the shifting pull of the spinnaker and main sail, both of which were whipping madly in the violent winds. 
Finally she got the carabiner catch open, but as she was about to slip the cable loose, a wave hit just as the spinnaker pulled the fore down, driving the front hulls into the water and jack-knifing the rear up like a violent seesaw. 
Anna was tossed up like shot from a catapult, caught mid-air on the tether which jerked hard at her waist, then dropped down to smack head first off the hollow hull. It rang with a deep bong and she blacked out for an instant, long enough to rouse dangling bodily in the open gap between the hull and the outrigger with her feet trailing in the thrashing water.  
Another wave hit and bucked the yacht again, driving her face hard against the hull with a horrible crunch. The catamaran rocked forward on its tiptoes near vertical this time, and with her body pressed tight to the hull Anna felt the tension approach full pitchpole. She could barely breathe through her busted nose but the reality snapped hard in her mind. Another good hit timed to a gust in the spinnaker and the yacht would flip bodily, forcing her underwater where she would die tomorrow or die today, as there was no way on Earth to right a flipped twin-hull alone. 
The frame huffed back down with a jolt, dunking her for a moment in the water. She grasped the tether cable but it was too thin and slick to climb and her wet hands pulled on it helplessly. She tried to kick off against the hull and get within reach of the handholds above, but the bucking of the yacht was too strong to get a grip. 
She dangled and smacked back and forth in the gulley between the outrigger and the hull at the whim of the ocean and the winds, knowing that at any second the whole thing would blow over. 
She forced herself to be calm. She stopped scrabbling and racked her mind for an answer. Another wave hit and she ducked her head in between her elbows, thumping against the hull. She couldn't climb out. She couldn't clip out of the tether with her full weight on the carabiner. She snatched for the knife at her yacht-belt but it must have torn loose. The answer came to her last: the only way out was the same way she'd come in.
 She pressed one hand against the hull, held one overhead toward the outrigger beam, and waited. The ocean rolled and the wind bucked and she waited, feeling for the perfect confluence between the two; a wind strong enough to sink the front, a wave at the right angle and strength to make the catamaran jackknife again. 
When it came and she was ready. The yacht kicked like a donkey, flipping near vertical again and hurling her up through the gap. Her upraised hand just barely kept the outrigger from braining her, the tether spun her in a tight arc while the yacht reared up on its front, and she slammed down across the hull.
Her hip cracked, her belly folded across the hull like a trussed damsel across a horse's saddle, and she began to slip back into the gap, but on the way down she grabbed on to the outrigger rail. The yacht teetered then fell again as the spinnaker skimmed the water and some of the wind spilled out of it. The rear smacked the waves, water sprayed into Anna's mouth and eyes, and she rolled coughing and retching to her knees on the hull walkway. 
This time she got the carabiner on the first go, pushing the metal jaw back and feeding the cable through. She almost tumbled backward into the boiling water as another wave hit, but grasped hold of the upper outrigger beam in time. She noticed that one of the fingers on her right hand was twisted backward and bleeding, then she was moving.
In time with the wind and the waves she strode across the gap to the bridge, where she dropped into the spinnaker reel well. She punched a bolted-on emergency compartment open, pulled the knife out of it, and cut the spinnaker lower cable just as a fresh wind sprang up. 
The yacht nose-dived slightly then kicked up as the lower half of the spinnaker shot free, lifting the bulbous sail high and crazily spilling wind. It climbed sharply, lifting the whole front of the yacht up now and threatening to pitchpole backward. Cables at its sides and top still tied it to the catamaran, so she sliced those too.
The next thing she knew she was in the water bodily. It felt strangely warm, enveloping her on all sides like cozy warm sheets. She opened her eyes and saw multicolored fabric flowing around her. Hands pressed to her back and raised her up. She spun in the sheets and saw figures rising from below, gray bodies that pressed and lifted.
The ocean.
They raised her higher but the spinnaker hung overhead like a heavy tent ceiling, impenetrable. She scratched at it but there was way through. 
"Go back!" she tried to shout, but no sound came and bubbles burst from her mouth. Freezing seawater ran down her throat. 
This time the calm came by itself. She could already feel the convulsions to breathe gathering at the base of her throat, the onset of hypoxia. She needed to breathe. She looked down again at the gray-limbed bodies, expecting glowing white eyes and expressionless faces driving her stupidly to her death, but that wasn't what she saw. 
They were dolphins. 
They had blunt noses and heads, bright and lively eyes, and they were trying to save her. She wrapped her arm around one and it nestled close to her chest. She got her other arm around it and it dived. In seconds her ears popped and it went dark and cold as they descended rapidly. Nearby was the flurry of other muscular gray bodies in the water. Her face touched the creature's smooth side, lost in this moment of grace. 
Then it turned and they were kicking upward, toward the ocean surface as seen from beneath. The play of pale storm-light off the toothy waves was beautiful, like the impressionist paintings Cerulean had always tried to interest her in, all choppy stucco lines of raised color spreading and intersecting. It was a second sky and she was lost beneath it, a seed in its belly waiting to be born. 
More dolphins swam to either side. She almost lost her grip but one of them pushed her from behind. They rose up the side of the sinking spinnaker together. It was a giant rainbow jellyfish hovering in the water. They drove her up through the surface and…
Noise and chaos returned. She gasped and struck out, thumping her elbow on the metal bridge ladder-rail. She was between the front hulls and the dolphins were gone. She grabbed hold of the ladder and took shelter as another wave struck, then pulled herself up.
 Her right hand didn't work so well but it was enough. On top again she ran along the hull then leaped across the gap to the mast well. Another knife was gone so she slotted out the winder from its hatch and cranked the sail down. At once the thrust went out of the yacht and the sail began to thump with a deep pulse as the wind caught then spilled, caught then spilled.  
She wound faster, regardless of the blood dropping on her hands from her broken face or the blood welling up from her broken finger. 
The sail came down and she worked the jib next, until finally the yacht's riotous race through the storm halted and she dropped anchor. 
Afterward, she rolled down into the lounge, nauseous and faint. It was wet and suds of ocean foam slipped from side to side on the floor as waves hit. She could barely think for breathing. A blackness was drawing down, and she barely got safely wedged between the sofa and the bolted-down table, head to the hard wood, before it plummeted over her like an eclipse. 
 
  
There were guests in party suits sitting around a long wooden tea table stacked heavily with various kettles, pots, teacups, silver dining sets and cake trays, situated in a clearing in the middle of a wood. All the guests wore faces she knew: one was Cerulean, one was Amo, Ravi was there too as were Lara and Jake and others, all of them holding cups of steaming tea. 
Anna stood at the edge watching.
"Well you must drink tea my dear," called Lara cheerfully, as though continuing a conversation. Her head was too big for her shoulders, and a strange heart shape was painted across the middle of her lips. She was holding out a teapot in the shape of Anna's father's head. "Everybody must have tea."
"Tea for everybody!" squeaked a little purple seahorse that bobbed in a cup that had already been poured. "And everybody for tea."
"Now who's for tea?" Lara asked.
Ravi held out his cup toward the head-pot. Lara frowned and snatched the cup off him. "From the left now dear," she advised sternly, "never the right, you ought know that by now."
Ravi looked down at his lap ashamedly. Lara tipped the gray teapot-head and a thin stream of brownish-gray liquid poured from its nose, steaming gently up to the cup's very brim. She handed the cup back to Ravi. 
"Now don't spill a drop," she cautioned, "it's all very sclerotic, don't you know." 
Anna noticed the head had no handle, Lara was simply holding it by the back of its scraggly gray hair. It began to look more like a severed head being used for tea than a teapot shaped like a head. 
"That's my father's head," she said.
"Tea for you, what's that?" Lara shouted in reply. "Well where's your cup then child? There can't be tea without a cup, or cup without a tea, don't you know? What's a vessel without an ocean, riddle me that if you please."
Anna looked at the table before her; there were cups everywhere, but none for her. She pushed her chair back and stepped away from the table. She didn't even remember sitting down. 
"I'm in no mood for tea," she said. "Not from a head." 
"Tsk tsk," Lara responded, "lint and cobbles child, how else do you expect to receive your tea if not in a cup? Some complex arrangement of tubes and lead piping, perhaps?"
"I don't want tea!"
Lara's face drew back, her heart-painted mouth opening in surprise. "No tea? Don't you want to see the Jabberwock?" 
"The Jabberwock doesn't even exist. It's a myth."
Lara's big face fell. The teapot-head sagged in her hand, spilling brain-tea over the crockery-clad table. She looked at Amo who sat across from her, abruptly wearing a frightfully gaudy yellow sombrero. "Doesn't exist? Amo, have you ever?"
"I've never," Amo replied smoothly.
"If there was no Jabberwock then why ought we be gathered like this, drinking ten T4 teas or five tea for twos? There are ten of us here, are there not, and all blessed with the appetite for ten cups of tea?"
She made a quick count, nodded sharply, then rounded back on Anna. "Of course there is a Jabberwock, little lady, and of course there are ten. Do you not think all of this adds up to something?"
"I'm not a little lady," Anna said, growing angry, "I'm a woman and that's my father's head. Put it down."
Lara grinned. "This old thing? I must have brewed a thousand good teas in this head. Of course the best tea is right in here." She tapped Amo's head. "Drink up, my dear."
Amo lifted his tea and drained it in one. When he lowered the cup he was transformed, with eyes turned glowing white and a face that was wholly gray. 
Anna took a step back. A moment ago Amo had been Amo and now he was a zombie.  
"Don't be afraid," said Lara, "it comes for us all in the end. Drink your tea, Ravi dear."
Ravi sipped his tea and at once his eyes turned white. He dropped his cup and it broke on the table. 
"Everybody drink," Lara cried happily, raising her arms, and all the guests at the table did, swigging back the steaming liquid from an assortment of mismatching cups. Anna shouted for them to stop but they didn't listen. In seconds they all turned gray. Their eyes glared white and their teacups dropped clattering from their hands. 
"Bottoms up, my dear," said Lara cheerfully, "say hello to the Jabberwock for me, won't you?" She raised the teapot head and swigged direct from its nose. At once her eyes turned white, her skin turned gray and the teapot head fell and cracked like pottery on the table. 
A cold wind blew and Anna shivered. The zombies sat still at the table and stared straight ahead. A rustling sound came from amongst the crockery, where the head had cracked open, like something was moving.
Anna crept round the table to see what strange beast had disgorged from within. The head-pot had cracked quite like an egg, spewing a yolk that was red and unfolding. Six red limbs unpeeled from a skeletal red carapace like clockwork figures, revealing an ant-like trunk with a red nugget octagon-shaped head.
"Jabberwock!" the seahorse cried, but its cry was cut off as the ant-thing sprang suddenly toward it. It cut off the seahorse's head with one blow of its mandibles, then vomited up a red mulch which it forced inside the dead seahorse's neck. 
Anna went to swat it with a plate, but as she leaned over everything shifted and she shrank in mid-swipe. A second later she was falling amidst a canyon of poorly stacked crockery, to land face-first on a custard sponge cake. 
It bounced her off and she tumbled to her feet on the red and white checked tablecloth, in a valley of outsized kettles. Ahead the burning ant-thing loomed monstrously, five times her height with eyes that clicked as they blinked. Blood dripped from its six feet and blood dripped from its mandible mouth and blood wicked from its fractal eyes as they rounded on her. 
"Jabberwock," Anna whispered. It knew its name and nodded slightly. So this was where their destinies met. She drew her vorpal sword and charged, but the ant cut through her neck with one clean stroke of its jaws. 
Her head fell in a pile of crumbs but kept working like a camera, recording as the great ant vomited mulch down her neck. Her body, wearing the old blue and white Alice dress, convulsed as it filled up like a dirty old bag
"Daddy," she whispered, then her eyes stopped working.  
 
 
She woke with a start that cracked her knee off the bolted-down table leg. Her mouth was thick and it hurt to cry out. Her hand throbbed. It was night and the world was rocking. 
She scrabbled out from between the sofa and table and got to her feet. The catamaran lounge was still wet and tacky with saltwater. At the wall she slapped on the light and it flickered up, illuminating a deck splattered with seaweed and fish.
Her right hand was bloodied. She touched her jaw which was tender, then her nose which almost made her pass out. 
Outside with a high-beam flashlight she surveyed the damage. The spinnaker was long gone. The aft starboard hull looked to have been twisted but not perforated. The yacht would have sunk if it had cracked. The main sail and jib were there and furrowed, their lines intact. A red light was flashing on the top of her mast; an automatic SOS alert triggered by the violence of the storm. 
Beyond it the sky was a deep dark purple, covered with a million lights like Pointillist art. Cerulean had tried to make her appreciate that too. On all sides lay the ocean. She shuddered as a trail of the dream came back.
In the lounge she dug out the first aid kit and inspected her right hand. The middle finger was broken in two places and cut almost through. It must have happened when the yacht bucked while she was trying to unclip the carabiner. Snap, bye bye finger. The tip of it was already turning gray. 
"We'll all be zombies soon," she muttered. 
She picked up the surgical scissors, unwieldy in her left hand, and set them round the edge of the wound where the skin was still pink and enflamed, just below the knuckle. There was nothing else for it. She knew all about blood poisoning, couldn't operate on herself, and knew the former would happen before she ever got back to LA in time for someone else to do the latter. 
She barely felt the cut. Her ruined finger dropped off to the deck and she bandaged the remnant stub. The pain immediately dipped. She splashed alcohol over the bandage and taped it up.
In the narrow hull bathroom she studied her face. Two teeth were loose, her lips were hideously puffed up like big purple slugs, her eyes were black and worst of all her nose was crumpled to the side. 
She took a swig of the medicinal alcohol. It burned but she swallowed. She'd seen this done once before, after Ravi fell through a rotten car roof and smashed his face on the frame. With her left hand she took her nose and almost fainted. She had another swig, poured a glug over her nose, and while it was distracted with the biting pain of that she took hold and pulled it back to approximately the correct position. 
Gristle crunched in her face, the sound made her sick, and she barely got the toilet lid up before dark bile spewed out of her. When it was done she drank a liter of water and staggered back to her bed in the lounge. The covers were tight. She stripped off all her clinging wet clothes and slipped in. 
 
 
 



16. 5 YEARS OLD
 
 
Things were different when she woke. 
The sense in the catamaran had changed. It was light, probably around midday, and the bridge rocked gently on the waves, but the quality of light was altered somehow. The sound of the wind whistling through her outriggers was familiar but shifted, like a song heard in the wrong key.
They were anchored. She could detect as much from the tug through the floor. That was part of it, but not all. Had she set the anchor? She couldn't remember. 
She pushed back the covers and rolled her legs out of bed. Her hand burned. Her finger really was gone. She'd have to change the bandaging soon. Her head ached. She needed water. Through the open porthole at the front she saw guy lines that she didn't recognize. 
It took a long moment for her to realize that they weren't wreckage from the storm. She rubbed her eyes and worked on that thought like a rock hard gumball, until finally it came.
They were the lines of another ship. 
Excitement leapt up and fought with caution. Another survivor? Perhaps many survivors? 
"Hello?" she called tentatively. Her voice was a croak. She was dehydrated and weak. Nobody replied.
She got on her feet and walked slowly to the open hatch leading out. She didn't remember leaving it open. She leaned out into a cool breeze, beneath a brilliant sky of stark blue ozone and white clouds, to see another yacht moored alongside her own.
It was a trimaran, with three hulls each painted a different shade of brown, and three green masts rising up. Green and brown sails were furled roughly around them like teepees, while the outrigger lines seemed to have been painted brown. The decks and main bridge looked weirdly organic. Where her catamaran was all sleek and efficient industrial design, the trimaran looked like a giant clod of earth. In fact earth was everywhere. There were piles of it on the hulls and scattered across the bridge-top. Growing in neat rows were what looked to be tomato plants, with cheery red button-sized tomatoes glimmering out from bright foliage. 
There was also strong smell rising off the deck. Her nose didn't work well, too stuffed up with blood or cartilage, but she could taste it in her mouth. It tasted like fertilizer, like the Chino Hills farms in LA after a fresh spreading of human manure. The ammonia in the air made her eyes water. 
It was some kind of weird boat-farm.
"Hello?" she called, "anybody home?" 
No response came from the trimaran. Anna stood in her lounge doorway, calculating possible outcomes. Obviously this yacht represented another survivor, or perhaps several. They had organization of a kind. If they'd wanted to hurt her, they could easily have done so while she was asleep. 
Atop the bridge she surveyed the trimaran from stem to stern, waiting for someone to emerge through one of its grotto-like deck hatches. They were round holes like hobbit homes, as though they'd been plastered to look more organic. 
She padded to the starboard hull to inspect the line tethering the yachts together. It was a simple cross-hitch, one she could slice through in a few seconds with her knife. She touched her hip. Of course the knife was gone, battered away in the storm. 
"Shit," she muttered. The words came stifled by her stuffed-up nose. She was in no condition for anything, certainly not a fight if it came to that. Maybe the best course was just to cut loose and get on. That's what she was in this for anyway, not to find crazy survivors on shit-boat farms. 
But...
Curiosity got the better of her. In the lounge she tooled up, trying to ignore the tweaks in her ribs and hips and the hurt in her face and hand. She slotted two fresh knives into her waist belt and slipped a Colt 45 into the back, angled for her left hand to draw. She was a passable shot with her left hand; Cerulean had encouraged her to become ambidextrous. 
"You lose a few limbs, and you get awful concerned about the use of the others," he'd said more than once.
Back up top, she moved cautiously along the bridge to the hull. Taking the step from her yacht to this alien island made her heart skip a beat. This person had surely watched her sleep. This person had been waiting for her to wake up. 
The trimaran bridge took her weight. Something in the soil crunched underfoot. She looked down and saw eggshells mixed in. 
Eggshells? That meant chickens, maybe a proper farm. Perhaps Amo had been right. Perhaps this crazy boat was good news for LA.
Five steps in, padding through soil and approaching one of the round hobbit holes from the side, she heard the low fuzz of screaming. For a moment it startled her, but the sounds were far too small to be actual people screaming anywhere nearby. She imagined a horde of miniature people trapped beneath the decks; some weird side effect of the zombie infection. Then the screaming stopped and the news reports began, and she realized what it was. 
Amo's video. 
Near the hole she called out again. "Hello there?"
Still no response came. Maybe this was the trap? She'd walk in and be stuck in a torture lair. She eased the Colt free and edged closer. She pulled a knife, angled it carefully, then held it out across the opening like she'd seen done in movies. 
Nope. All the steel blade reflected was a dark interior with a square of fizzing light in the middle; a computer screen running. It was too small to see anything else. 
"I'm coming in," she called, and slid round the opening's edge. 
Inside was worse than outside. It was full of junk, and the stink that had been fresh and windswept before was now acrid and stale. The lounge was dark, dingy and crammed with garbage; at her feet was a stack of lobster or crab cages, tangled with frayed red and plastic rope and interspersed with dull plastic toys; muscular hero dolls and transforming cars and a large red and blue yard slide. Beyond that were masses of bleached driftwood, some suspended from hooks in the ceiling by blue fishing net, plus jumbles of old wooden furniture, a metal fire hydrant and a grandfather clock with the face missing and the clockwork brains spilling out. Car license plates decorated the walls haphazardly like family portraits, outsized top hats hung from hooks, and everywhere there was rigging of Christmas fairy lights, some of them glowing dimly.
"Oh man," Anna breathed, and tightened her grip on the pistol. This was worse than any of the hoarders she'd glimpsed in awful old-world DVDs. This was real crazy. 
The computer screen was a small oblong of light in the middle, like a pearl in an oyster. The video was through the apocalypse montage now, up to Amo partying with his zombie flock. 
"This bit gets me the most," came a voice from somewhere in the dim garbage. Anna flinched. It was reedy and hoarse, like an old engine turning over after many years lying fallow. It was a woman's voice. "All the hope. I piss myself when I see his face like that."
Anna frowned. Piss myself? "Uh, yeah," she said awkwardly, "that bit gets me too. I'm Anna. What's your name?"
"He thinks he's had a revelation," the voice went on, "when all he's really done is look the other way. But maybe that's better than to look on the truth. If only we could all stay in Eden."
Anna knew all about Eden, as in the garden of. It was the old-style religion, a god and a heaven and a set of rules to follow. A few of their survivors in LA had held to such beliefs in spite of the dead rising up and walking into the ocean. Some of them explained it as a second flood, with LA a second Ark and Amo as their Noah.
 Anna had never bought into it. If anything, the apocalypse had been the rapture, summoning the zombies to heaven while the rest of them were doomed to endless purgatory. It was a nice thing to think about for her father, but it was all most likely a fantasy. 
"Um, yeah," Anna said, peering into the dark, trying to resolve the woman's frame. "Eden, you might be right about that. Amo's a nice enough guy, but a bit trusting really."
No reply came. 
"I'm Anna," she said again. "I'm from a community based in LA. I'm supposed to be telling all survivors to go there. You'd be welcome." 
The woman laughed. It sounded raucous and unpleasant, like cats fighting in an alley. Anna scanned the darkness for movement. Perhaps that was her, lying prone before the screen, or her head at least. It looked like a head. 
"Is that why you called me here?" the woman asked. "To preach his word? Are you his missionary?" 
"Ha, no. I got caught in a storm. The signal you heard must've been the automatic SOS. You've seen the damage to my yacht. I'm not trying to convert anyone."
"So you say," said the woman. "I've been hunted before. Why don't you come in, Anna? I've got tea."
Tea! It just got better and better. 
"How would I even come in? You've got this place pretty well crammed up."
The woman laughed again. "There's a path. Or just shove things out of the way. It's what I do. We have so much to talk about."
That sounded reasonable. Still, it was weird. Anna thought back to Amo and Don, getting up close and personal in the battle tank. She thought about Julio in the theater, and how things had gone for them. Trust had to be earned.
"I don't think I will, actually. Thanks. Why don't you come chat out here?"
More cackling laughter followed, this time really witch-like. Anna started to back away. So she'd met a mad survivor, well, she wouldn't be the first. Cerulean had come across one in Wichita and the guy had been drunk or high or both, dressed in rags with zombie make-up on, and he'd just barked. They'd tried to catch him, to help him, but he'd bounded off like a March Hare. 
If this hole-dweller wanted to stay in her hole, let her. 
"I know where you're going," the woman called after her. "I've read the comic book too. I've been there. I can help you."
Anna stopped. That gave her pause. "You've been to Mongolia?"
"I've been to Japan. It amounts to the same thing."
"So what did you see?"
"Come in."
Anna weighed it again. Crazies were always crazy, lurking in their lairs. She didn't need the candy. Japan was just out there a ways, and she'd be there in a month. This calculation hadn't changed. 
She took another step away, and
BANG
The blast focused harshly out of the interior, along with the bullet, which whizzed by her head, whipping at her hair. 
"You really want me to come in, hey?" Anna asked.
"I do. The next shot will go through your heart. I've been polite. Now leave whatever guns and knives you've got outside and come on in."
Anna looked at her yacht. She looked at the sky. This was ridiculous. 
She did as the woman asked. 
 
 
Pushing inside was a stumbling, awkward battle with heaps of flotsam trash. Here were packing crates full of puffy packing balls, here was a solid bench with a glinting saw blade rising through the middle, here were heaps of costumes from a kid's theme park. It was like a maze.
At the center was the monitor, with the woman nearby. She was sitting on a simple chair in a small open clearing, wearing loose-fitting khaki yoga pants and a jacket that was several layers at once, or several layered scarves. Her face was a filthy oval framed by a dark hood, with glimpses of red hair. Perhaps she was attractive underneath all that muck. Maybe she wasn't even that old. She held the rifle pointed at Anna's chest. 
It didn't scare her. She was too annoyed, too impatient and in too much pain already to be scared. Instead she stood by the computer screen as Amo's video played out. Had he anticipated this too?
"So what do you want?" Anna asked.
The rifle discharged once, twice, three times, thunderously loud in the lounge. The final bullet nicked her thigh. Smoke puffed in her face and swirled around. A line of blood trickled down her leg. 
She coughed. She rubbed her eyes. Her ears rang.
"A little respect to begin with," the woman said. "I've seen things that would burn out your eyes."
Anna sneered. "Your eyes look fine. And if you want to shoot me, do it. You think I care? I wouldn't be out here on the water alone if I cared."
The rifle clicked. 
"That was the safety going on," the woman said. The rifle clicked again. "That was it going off."
Anna laughed. "Is that why you brought me in, to show me that? You've been alone too long. It's really not that impressive."
"I want to talk."
"So talk. There's no need for the rifle. We could've talked back on the catamaran."
"I like it better here. Take a seat."
Anna sat on a plastic chair. The rifle stayed pointed at her chest throughout. The urge to flinch away from it was there, but only faint. She looked around the dim interior. It looked just as shitty from the inside.
"I love what you've done with the place," she said. "Real homely."
"I went to Japan eight years ago," the woman said abruptly. "I haven't slept well a single night since. Now I'm guarding it. You don't want to go there."
Anna cocked her head. "I do. I want to go past it. I'm going to Mongolia because that's where my father went." 
The woman gave a toothy smile. Her teeth were a startling white. "I had a son. Can you imagine that? I was only a little older than you, back then. He wasn't really my son, but I adopted him. He must have been three years old when the shift came. When I landed on Hawaii he was five. He'd spent the first two years of the end times completely alone. I don't know what he'd been eating or drinking. He was sickly, he couldn't speak, and I called him Jimmy. He was a good boy."
"He sounds just great," Anna said. The woman ignored her. 
"Jimmy liked the zombies, though. He thought they were his friends, even though they always left him. I wanted him to be happy, so we decided to follow them. I found this yacht and learned how to sail. He was so happy on the trip, so hopeful he'd see all his old friends. Sometimes he used to laugh and point at the sun. At the sun! Then we hit the coast of Japan and he stopped laughing. Have you ever seen something so terrible it just broke you, Anna? Something you thought you could never recover from?"
Anna thought of the T4, wriggling away inside her and her father and every remaining living human cell. "Yes."
"I see. That's why you're here, isn't it? Why my rifle doesn't scare you. Well, Jimmy was old enough to understand what he was seeing, and it broke him. He gave up, Anna. Have you ever seen despair in a five-year-old? It's utter ashes. To see that I gave up too. We gave up together on that blasted shore. He just screamed when I tried to talk to him about it. He screamed and stared and screamed for hours, until finally I did what he wanted and I shot him in the head. He went quiet then. He let me hug him. It was a mercy. I buried him in the sand. But now, I'm not even sure if any of that happened. That's the worst part. Was there ever a boy called Jimmy, and did he die in Japan, or did I somehow make that up? Nobody else saw it. I don't remember."
Anna looked into the woman's bright white eyes. She was crying now. "You're asking me if you killed a child?"
"Yes. I think I tried to kill myself after that, but I couldn't do it. That's the worst thing, maybe. Maybe I've killed a lot of other people too, but I don't remember. Is that my duty? Should I be protecting them like lambs, should I be ushering them to your Amo in his Eden, or should I lead them all to the truth so their hope can burn up and end their pain sooner? Life is so hard, don't you think, Anna? It hurts so much, and I don't know what I'm supposed to do. Should I be punished for my crimes, or am I bound to do this righteous work that was left to me, offering the only mercy I can?"
Anna shook her head. This was just sad. This was Julio all over again. A different kind, a different type, but still the same old shit. 
"You're mad," she said. "You've already shot me once, and now you're asking for my permission to kill me. You do realize that, don't you?" 
The woman's eyes narrowed, and her tone shifted at once. "You make a good point. Am I asking permission? I don't know. Maybe it would be a mercy. It was a mercy then. But can killing be a mercy, and what becomes of the killer's soul? I think about that often. I think about all the people left out there. Wouldn't we all be better off dead? Maybe that's why I'm still alive. My soul's already condemned, and I need to be strong and do my duty. Would it be a relief for you to die?"
She pressed her cheek to the rifle's stock.
Anna smiled. So if she died, what would that matter? She'd come out here knowing she might die. For the last week all her ties to LA had fallen away. She'd felt like Amo racing across the country, certain that he'd either find something meaningful at the end of his journey, or he'd swing from the Chinese Theater's eves alone. Either way was an answer.
That thought made her cry too. She hadn't really faced it until now, but finally it came through, and she couldn't push it away any longer. 
She was going west to be with her father. She was going to find him, and tie herself close to his sunken chest like a snail shell, and then she was going to die. 
"You're crying," the woman said. "Are you afraid to die?"
Anna rubbed her eyes. "No. I'm too eager for it. But I can't let you kill me."
"Why not? One death's as good as another."
"You're wrong. My father's out there. Wherever the zombies go, I'm going to find him. I'm going to be by his side, because that's important. If you rob that from me, it'll be worse than anything else you've ever done."
The woman rubbed her eyes too. 
"It's all so hard, isn't it? I try to do what's best. I just don't know if I can believe you. Anna, help me understand. You called me here. I was happy circling Hawaii; I just go round and round. I wait to die, you know? I wait to decide if I'm going to come to LA and kill all your people in the night. I've been listening to their broadcasts on the radio for years. I even know you. Your father's Cerulean, isn't he? He lists all the survivors, most nights, like advertising. Sometimes I think I should go join them. I try to decide what my real duty is, but I don't know. After what I've done, how can I go back?"
Anna shook her head. Two broken women. That's what it came down to. In all likelihood she was going to die here, if she didn't do something. 
"Do you know what caused the end of the world?" she asked abruptly. "What brought us down, and why I'm out here now?"
The woman shrugged. "The flu? I don't care."
"A unique virus called a T4. It was in the movie, if you watched it to the end. It's a special kind of virus, and only a very special few survived it. It may make us live forever, we don't know yet. It's in the zombies and it's in us too, every soul living and dead. It gets inside you and changes everything. And do you know what it wants?"
"No."
"It wants to go west. And you know what's out west."
"I do."
"So you tell me that. If you're going to kill me too, for bullshit reasons you can't even figure out yourself, then you tell me what it is before I die. You tell me what that kid was screaming about, and why you had to blow his brains out, or you are nothing but a goddamn coward, with nothing righteous about you at all."
The woman flinched. The safety clicked again. She pressed her cheek back to the stock. "You keep insulting me. Now you want me to tell you about Japan. Anna, do you think I'll remember any of this in the future? Do you think I'll remember you, or you'll haunt me in nights to come? I don't know, I really don't. If I shoot you now, will I forget that too? Will I ask the next person I see if I really killed this girl, or maybe it was a dream? I might be very old by then. I can imagine it. Maybe I'll be in your LA with your friends, Amo and Lara and the rest. Will he believe me do you think, when I say I met a girl on the water heading west, and when I tell him I helped her on her way?" 
Anna didn't take her eyes off the woman's face. The vorpal sword was right here before her again. "Tell him I was five when the apocalypse happened, like your boy," she said. "Tell him I walked across the country strapped to my father's chest. There'll be no doubt then."
The woman licked her lips. "I should write this down. Five like my boy. Where do you think you'll go when you die, Anna? Your soul, I mean. Where do you think they go in all their millions?" 
"Billions," Anna said, studying the rifle. It was really the actor here, she was realizing, not the mad woman. The rifle was the thing she had to convince, not its owner. She tried to imagine it killing her; a bullet from it passing through her heart. It would hurt for a second only, then it would be over. It had happened to plenty of other people the world over, since the beginning of history. It had happened to a little boy called Jimmy, and if he'd been through it then so could she. In a way it meant lending her strength to him, to join him in death. "Now tell me what's out there or give me the damned gun." 
The woman looked up from the sight. "Give it to you? Why should I? It's mine. Give me one good reason why I should."
"So I can kill you with it," Anna said. "I'll punish you for what you've done. What you've done is wrong. You can't kill a child because he screamed. When did you ever think that was OK, in what way was that lessening his pain? It was only lessening yours. You don't get to make the choice for any of us, how we deal with our pain. It belongs to us, like my father belongs to me. Like going to Japan belongs to me, that's my duty. Steal that and you're a thief. Give me the rifle though and I'll give you what you want. I'll take away your pain. It's what you want, isn't it? Someone to send you on." 
Tears rolled down the woman's dirty cheeks and over the rifle stock. She nodded slightly, and the barrel bobbed. "That does sound nice, Anna. Thank you. It's such a sweet gesture. But I can't give you the rifle. I just can't do that." 
Anna lifted her hand slowly. The gap where her middle finger had been was still a raw hole in the air. She curled her hand to a fist, leaving only her index finger extended. 
"I met a man named Julio when I was five years old. You remind me of him. He talked and he talked, and I don't think he ever killed anyone, but you know why he was like you?"
She took a step forwards, extending her finger ahead of her at arm's length. The woman watched, confused and fixated. 
"He'd given up. He thought the old rules didn't apply and he could do whatever he wanted. Maybe he thought he was really helping me, making me tough, when he tried to hurt me. What he really did though was make himself feel strong. I think that's how you felt too, when you killed a little boy on a beach. I think that's how you feel now. You're loving this. He was a coward too; he didn't have the moral strength to resist the hole this world became. He was weak and he deserved to die, and so do you. I can do that for you, and the crazy thing is you know that I'm right. You know it's what you deserve."
She took another step forward. The rifle safety clicked off. 
"So I put it to you. Stop lying to yourself. Whatever's out there broke you. Do I look like I'm going to break? My father's out there and I love him. I'd never kill a child, because I'm stronger than you. I'm going, and that is my choice to make, not yours. Don't you dare get in my way."
She took one more step and pushed her finger gently into the barrel of the rifle. It fit smoothly in. Inside it really was curled, like a corkscrew. That was strange. The woman's eyes were wide open and now she was shaking.
"So prove what kind of person you are," Anna said. "I'm making it real easy. Shoot and it won't be reducing my suffering. You'll blow off my hand and we'll fight. We may both die. We'll both suffer, and there'll be no mercy for either of us. But be brave for the first time in your life, give me the rifle, and I'll give you what you want. I promise, you will pay for what you've done." 
Fresh tears ran down the woman's cheek. She looked from the rifle barrel up to Anna's face. "You'd do that for me?"
"I can feel the swirls inside the barrel," Anna said. "That's what Julio wanted me to know. He called me a liar; he thought I killed all the puppies. So what do you think? Am I the real thing, am I the one you've been waiting for?"
The woman stared, and sobbed, and nodded. "I think you are. Oh God I think you are. Have mercy on my soul."
She let go of the rifle. The stock dropped into her lap with Anna's finger still in the barrel. 
"I knew you were coming," she said. She rubbed the streaming tears from her eyes and bared her chest. "I was waiting for you, you're right. You're so beautiful. You're everything I wanted to be." 
Anna turned the rifle and pointed it at the woman's chest. "What did you see out west?" 
The woman smiled through her tears. "Glories, little sister. Such terrible, awful glories they'll blast your mind from your skull. You have to see them for yourself. Now keep your word, there's a good girl. I'm ready to take the righteous path."
It was nothing. It was easy. Anna pulled the trigger. A blast, a puff of smoke, and the woman's tears stopped coming. Her filthy body slumped and blood pumped out of her chest.
Anna put the rifle down. She didn't really feel anything. 
She looked around the dark, narrow space. The video was still playing behind her, at the moment her RV first pulled up in front of the Chinese Theater. Her ears rang and the tang of cordite tasted stale in her mouth. 
Could there be forgiveness, for someone like this? She didn't care. Perhaps that was a no. It wasn't her job.
"Have fun with her, Julio," she said over the woman's corpse. "Follow your rules together."
 
 
 



17. HAWAII
 
 
The day that followed was a blur. Her right hand was weakened and not much use for trimming sails, so she avoided raising the spare spinnaker, sticking with the mainsail and jib. Her head was a fog with no room in it for thinking. She focused on leaving the filthy trimaran behind. 
Her finger began to throb sharply. She changed the bandage and found the skin inflamed and wrinkled over the bone, like a soggy bun on a hot dog. She doused it with alcohol, swallowed two antibiotics, then put two amateur stitches in and closed the cut tightly over the bone. Watching the needle stick through her skin was bizarre. It hurt but it felt like the pain was happening to somebody else. 
She bandaged it and went back to work.
By late afternoon she glimpsed land on the horizon. Hawaii. It should have been a joyous moment, completing the first leg of her voyage, but she felt nothing. 
A seagull landed on one of her outriggers and watched her, tilting its head.
"Did you know her?" she asked it numbly. It hurt her jaw to speak. "Were you her pet?”
It flew off. 
The green line of Hawaii grew on the horizon. This was Hawai'i Island, easternmost of the archipelago. It was circled with striking green mountains, rippled in sharp ravines like god had drawn a zigzag on the Earth then raised that jagged line to a ridge. There were rocky slab beaches, gorgeous sandy beaches, jungle-crowded beaches filled with mangroves, and amidst them lay clutches of old fishing villages on piers sprouting from clefts like weeds. 
Somewhere here was the woman's farm and home. Somewhere here she'd found her little boy, fated to die on the beaches of Japan. The whole place seemed like death.
She followed the coast of Hawai'i island north into the dusk. That first night moored half a mile offshore a throng of mosquitoes descended, waking her with a hundred stings and the whine of their tiny wings in the air. She took shelter in one of the back cabins, curling up on her blankets on a raised bed of sloshing water jugs.
With dawn of the next day she pulled away from the coast. She felt sickly and weak, covered in scratchy welts, with a stuffy ache in her nose and hand. A fair wind carried her on, and Hawai'i Island faded behind her on the GPS. Myriad tiny islands popped up on her right like verdant green molehills before vanishing again. She wondered vaguely if they would remain as uninhabited, island paradises forever. 
On one she saw coconuts growing. She moored off it, unnamed on any map she had; no more than a spit of land stubbled with a few palm trees, bushes and a ramshackle jetty leading to a weary slat board hut. She left the yacht at anchor in the shallows and swam ashore. Standing on the beach she felt the world sway and shift and dropped to her knees. 
Her land-legs were gone. The world turned as her middle ear adjusted to a floor that stayed put. The sand was bright yellow and warm. A pair of nesting birds startled out the bushes as she lurched by. They looked like parrots, with bright red, green and blue plumage. 
They were no one's pets. She knew the population of all Hawaii had been one point four million. In America there had been three hundred and twenty million, and since then they'd gathered only thirty-six survivors. Including Sophia who'd killed herself, plus Julio and Don who Amo and Lara had killed, that made thirty-nine. It was a survival rate of around one in ten million. 
Even a single survivor in all of Hawaii was unlikely. Perhaps Jimmy had been it.    
She climbed onto the pier. The boards were bleached gray and cracked. They groaned musically as she walked along them. On the hut's wind-scoured slat wall hung a faded sign, painted with green letters she could just make out. 
Snorkel masks - $5 
The door creaked open and she looked inside. There was a low desk with yellowed papers in a clipboard, a few water barrels at the back which turned out to be empty, scattered white and black guano on the floor and along one wall a row of ten nails, from which hung ten sets of snorkeling gear. 
Everything was a grave. The aquamarine plastic masks were like flowers at a wake. Nobody was coming here ever again. 
She scooped up a coconut from where it had fallen by the shack. She hacked off the husk with practiced blows, chopped off the top like she was decapitating a boiled egg, and drank down the warm sweet milk inside. 
She began to cry.
It wasn't deeply felt or disturbing. It was more like cleaning out a wound and seeing the pale, puckered flesh beneath the bandage. 
She'd killed a woman. She didn't feel any regret about that. It was what it was, and she'd do it again if she had to. The woman was better off dead. Everyone had to make their own choice.  
She sailed on. 
 
 
Maui and Moloka'i islands passed her by the next day. 
Her face turned black and yellow as the bruising from the storm spread and faded. Her nose steadily cleared. She ate and drank and at night she cast anchor and slept for a few hours, thankfully too deeply for dreams. 
Time passed in a fog, largely devoid of thought. She tracked her progress on the navigation laptop with GPS, operating like a machine. Distance was all that mattered. Pulling herself across the ocean by her hands. Progress was slower than before, averaging some two hundred miles a day, with fourteen hour days maxing at fifteen knots. It would take longer but that was OK, because she would be alive. 
She sat on the bridge for lunch on her third day since the crash, munching on beans and meat she'd canned a year earlier, looking out over the water. She held up her right hand and looked through the gap left behind by her finger.  
"A sacrifice," she murmured, "lint and cobbles."
Before she slept that night she watched Amo's film again. She paused on his wild face, surrounded by zombies, trying to read into the depths. Late into the night she opened the other files in the USB. 'Zombies of America' was a version of his original comic, stretching out to cover all of new LA. One part dealt with Julio's banishment, including conversations she'd never known before. Julio had pleaded for clemency, but Amo and Lara had been steadfast. There was an image of Masako watching. There was a page devoted to the night that Julio returned with guns, when Lara had shot him herself. 
No forgiveness for him. 
The comic continued up to and beyond the T4 discovery. Anna imagined Amo rushing to finish these panels before she could leave. The final shot of the comic was her sailing off into the distance. He'd scripted even that. 
"Didn't know about the crazy woman though, did you?" she murmured.
In the final file was Amo's Deepcraft fulfilment center, converted to an open-roofed library. She wandered through looking at shelves. It was all prepper material about surviving the apocalypse in style: rigging 'modern' luxuries out of the ruins of the old, building social structures that would reward cooperation, even information on a human breeding program. 
She shut it down. It was all too hopeful. If she had heart enough, she'd dump all his USBs into the ocean.
 
 
Oahu Island dawned off her bow early the morning after. Honolulu looked much like LA, but for more tall towers and the green backdrop of mountains. 
Gliding by on a smooth ocean she thought about what Amo might do. A cairn on one of the taller buildings here would act like a lighthouse for anyone coming east from Japan. But she'd already left her cairn floating behind; a grave ship on the ocean, with a rotting corpse wedged inside. That was her truth. 
Soon enough the stench would be gone. The salt air would wither the woman's skin and bones, storms would wash away her tomato plants and punch holes in her hulls, and her yacht would sink. So she'd fall to the ocean floor, and rest amongst the gray people as they strode along the sand, so deep down and dark where nothing could survive.
There she would remain, preserved forever.
That was Anna's legacy, her cairn. It was the truth, and the truth was all she could leave behind. 
Honolulu went by and faded behind her. Anna faced the setting sun. This way lay her father, with nothing but water ahead for around seven thousand miles. After that lay Japan, China and finally Mongolia, and the only fulfilment she'd ever sought. 
 
 
 
 
 



INTERLUDE 2
 
 
The cold grew sharper and never stopped hurting. It burned across his skin like a blast furnace, spreading fast and cutting deep. In the darkness he dreamed of it reaching past him, back to the warmth of the girl on the beach who meant so much.
He could not allow that. He would not.
He swam without rest. So did they all. His body thinned but he ate at times, from other predators that seized upon his pack. There were more sharks, giant squid and manta rays, jellyfish and swirling schools of tuna. They tasted like life as he ate them alive. Their blood and flesh propelled him. The cold was only growing.
In time he hit the seafloor again, rising up out of the deep water beneath. He opened his eyes. He started walking. His legs barely remembered how to hold his body up, they'd been swimming for so long, but they learned. The land here was muddy, here was rocky, here was littered with deep and black crevasses. He walked and he swam. His feet tore on the sharp stones but he didn't feel the pain. He walked until the water ran out, and the land began.  
He emerged from the water on a dark brown beach under white overcast skies. It was hot and humid, and before him a thousand dirty-gray sand cockroaches scattered, their tiny feet scampering into a stinking field of rotten kelp. He walked on by.
Giant bollards of smooth concrete lay before him, each multi-faceted like a star. He thought of stars and clouds pasted to a ceiling, glowing in the night. He hit the concrete edge of them in his chest and bounced backward. So did all of his fellows, but months of swimming had changed them and taught them new things. 
They used their arms and climbed. 
On a winding road above, he walked past a vivid red temple building framed by a tall red wooden arch. A tree spattered with pink blossoms stood beside it like a welcome sign, sending petals like confetti fluttering through the heavy air. 
It was hot and he walked on toward the cold. It hurt his eyes and his skin and his heart despite the heat. He walked through a city of tall buildings and narrow streets that never seemed to end, clogged with vehicles. He climbed over a heap of broken wreckage on the outskirts of a vast muddy green plain. 
There were mountains ahead, and with his flock he climbed. The cold he felt at the mountain peaks, when walking down their sharp and sheer valleys, while trudging through muddy bogs in a cedar forest, was nothing compared to the cold that pulled him on.
After the mountains lay another city, and after the city was a beach and an ocean where he walked back into the water. The cold was so close now he could taste it. It sang in his dreams and tugged and cut him at once. He swam on until he hit land once more, and there were more beaches and roads and cities beneath a whistling yellow sky. He walked through them all, through endless water-paddies and twisted forests and steep toothy mountains, until he hit the desert; a dry tundra that ascended through screes of shale rock. The sky here was pale blue and the air grew thin. The cold was everywhere, impregnating everything. The very land was polluted with it, and the air was thick with its taste. 
Now there were no more trees and cities. There was sand and heat and ice cold in his chest. There were clouds and hardy grass and scorpions he chewed on, ignoring their stings. He walked on and froze as he grew ever closer. 
When he was close enough he began to run. 
His body expended its last reserves, and he ran. The wind rushed by and the sand kicked out underneath and he sprinted at the head of his battalion, thousands strong and all come for this same cause. 
He was a predator now. He was an avenger. This was what he'd come for, what he'd come thousands of miles to do, and in a sudden rush of memory dumped into his mind at the very last moment, he remembered who he was and what he was doing this for. 
Anna. 
Anna his daughter was behind and had to be saved. Anna was alone and afraid and had no idea of the destruction that lay ahead. He didn't understand anything deeply, in those brief few moments of startling clarity, but he knew that what he'd come to was more righteous than anything else he could imagine. It was terrible but it had to be done, for Anna.
He felt this knowledge well out through his army like a gift. He turned and saw gray faces looking back at him, with people inside their white eyes for the first time. They knew too. They knew and they kept running. All the hints and dreams came together, and finally he understood. 
He was her father and this was the role he'd been born to play. The cold was so close and only he could do what had to be done. Every step he'd taken away from her was worth it to keep her alive. 
He sprinted over a stony rise and looked out across a vast plain consumed in battle, where thousands of gray bodies swirled like churning hurricanes around points of terrible cold. They were the ocean beating against their enemy, grinding it down over generations. In that moment he saw the face of the cold for the first time, and it saw him. 
His throat didn't work well anymore, but he called out his daughter's name anyway. 
"Anna!"
The cold was waiting. It was coming for him, pulling the hordes of his brothers and sisters inward. It had already killed millions of his kind and it would kill millions more, and this was why he had come. It charged and he charged down the slope at he head of his army to meet it. 
 
 
 



18. MOUNT
 
 
She thought the first mound of bodies was a crag jutting up through the water and sailed on by.
Five weeks had passed and she was weary. Every day was the same, an unending litany of tasks, and always the sea was there, haunting and mocking her.
"Anna where's your father?" it asked her. "Anna where's your mother?"
In time the numbness had been swallowed boredom. Every day and every night were the same, again and again, a ceaseless race with the sun which she never could win. She'd gotten so sick of the monotony that she'd even turned Amo's satellite phone on, but all it did was fizz, catching no signals. 
The catamaran sailed on. She was too tired to think. She felt blind to the line dividing sea from sky anyway. Weren't they the same? What was the difference if it was all blue? Sometimes she'd find herself lying back off the edge of an outrigger, daydreaming that she was sailing on a bed on an ocean of gray bodies. 
There were no more milestones left to look out for. Since the tiny island of Midway, barren but for a few concrete foundations and weedy runways, there had been nothing. 
She set her anchor at night but still drifted off course. One morning she woke in the midst of a vast garbage patch, becalmed. Not a breath of wind troubled the sails, not even when she took out the spare spinnaker. It wouldn't inflate a bit. 
Trash lay on all sides for as far as she could see, congesting the flat seas with a plastic stew of footballs, kayaks, frisbees, lunchboxes, toilets, Lego blocks and plastic bags. 
For three days she endured the drone of the docking engines as they propelled the yacht forward at the miserly pace of half a knot. It was nothing, but to run the propellers harder would risk them clogging with chopped plastic, and she had limited spares. 
She could swim faster than this. The floating garbage patch stretched for miles. Leaning over the yacht's edge she sometimes poked at items in the jumble, digging for a sight of the water beneath, but there was only more trash. This was the tip of the iceberg. She felt like a tiny ant on the back of a trash vanilla pudding, cutting a trail that quickly melted behind her. 
No wonder the apocalypse came to these people, she thought. The world was half dead already. 
She made her peace with the satellite phone, leaving it tuned in and on all the time, a low hiss in the lounge. She made no reports to it, and nothing came through in return, but still it helped.
For something to do, she opened all the water jugs and gathered the USBs in one super pack, ready for the day she decided to throw them overboard. She dug through her cache of weapons and made a few hours amusement taking potshots at the trash. Raking the water with assault rifle fire helped with the frustration. The rocket launcher made bright eruptions of plastic. 
She crossed off days on the lounge wall like a prisoner. She thought about the woman in her yacht, and Jimmy, and all the other lost survivors who might be out there still, taking their own slow paths to extinction. 
Then she saw another mound. 
She was still some three hundred miles off the coast of Japan and there wasn't supposed to be any land at all. She steered over and it soon became clear this was not a rock or a half-sunken ship or the torn foundation of an oil rig, but something else entirely. 
It was a pile of solidified bodies. 
 
 
She stood at the hull edge with the sail furled and anchor down, staring at the mound. It was an island of zombie bodies, motionless and heaped up about five feet through the water like a gray mound of jelly. It was maybe fifteen around. It was a wonder she'd seen it at all. 
The bodies were sinewy and withered; gray skin shriveled down against the bone, with screwed-up peanut faces she couldn't make out. Their eyes were tightly closed with no hint of white light spilling from within. They were skeletons held to each other in a weird kind of lattice, rife with hollow gaps like the atomic structure of a complex carbohydrate. 
They looked like really boring gray coral. Bits of hair remained in places, scraps of clothing long-faded of color. All of them were facing inward to the center of the heap, with their arms and legs spread out and interwoven with others. 
She imagined a fanciful party game, where all the people piled onto each other in a giant heap. Leaning over the outrigger edge, she strained to touch one of them.
"Holy shit," she whispered when she did. It was as solid and unyielding as marble. She leaned closer and laid her palm on the sharply ribbed back of an emaciated figure still wearing the shreds of a jacket and belt. She ran her fingers along the indentations where its skin had sunken in to the valleys between ribs, but there was no give at all, no spongy or leathery sensation. She leaned further and shoved. 
It was rock solid. 
Without thinking too much about it she slipped into the water. Touching the bodies felt strange at first, holding to them like she would a dock, but their solidity quickly removed any sense of unease. They were truly dead now. 
Her feet found purchase underwater, a smooth shelf of shoulders and backs. She ducked her head and looked beneath the surface; the water was cloudy but she could see far enough to confirm the obvious. 
The mound continued outward and down, made up of hundreds, perhaps thousands of bodies. It continued past the point where the water grew too murky to see, an irregular slope of arms, legs, backs and heads descending into darkness.
Above water she ran quick calculations that rapidly sprawled into the tens or even hundreds of thousands. The Pacific averaged at about two and a half miles deep, and if this mound was anchored at the bottom, the number would be astronomical. Her mind spun. Even if the mound went down as a perfectly straight pole for two and a half miles, with say twenty bodies to every five feet, then that made…    
Around forty thousand.
Her jaw lolled open. Forty thousand bodies if it was only a pole straight down, and she already knew it wasn't; it was a spreading pyramid. She looked at the skeletal gray arm she was holding like it was a handrail. Were there millions here?
On the yacht she collected her scuba gear. Two suits hung in the starboard rear hull, behind the water jug blocks. She laid one out with tanks, tubes, breathing apparatus, mask and flippers, tested the air pressure and flow, checked the mask and suit for cracks, then put it on. 
Off the outrigger rail she pulled the mask down and tipped over the edge. 
The water closed around her and down she went. In a second she hit the pyramid's slope and took hold of it to pull herself deeper, using rocky limbs like rungs in a swimming pool. The water quickly grew dark and she hit her shoulder-mounted lamps, which lit up the ocean with countless floating motes like stars in the sky.  
She went down: thirty feet, fifty feet, where the slope of the mound steepened until she was descending almost vertically. She'd never been much deeper than fifty feet but now she blew right past that limit, and began to feel the pressure of the water. A warning light blipped in her mask as she hit seventy. 
Then she saw movement. She stopped descending as a bright flash of color slunk back into the hollow, root-like structure of intertwined bodies. Her pulse hammered against her ribs and she crept the next few feet with all her nerves tingling. 
More flickers of color darted inside the zombie tower. She peered in through a gap between diagonal thigh pillars, aligning her shoulder lamps to cast light through the woven bodies. It wasn't hollow inside; there were more bodies within like a second layer to the onion, and in the gap between the layers new life had sprung up. 
She laughed as a school of orange clownfish scurried away from her lights and took refuge in a bright pink ribbon of coral. Coral and anemone were everywhere in bright shades of blue, yellow and red, climbing inside the zombie tower like ivy. More bright fish darted in and out to eye her, inspecting this strange black monster briefly before fleeing home.
If there was coral then that meant…
She angled her lamps back down and pulled herself five feet more, reaching the dusty sea floor. It was awash with a carpet of drifting life. Countless tiny eyes and hermit crab legs and fish no bigger than her thumbnail ducked back into their crevices as she swept her lamps across them. 
She was barely eighty foot deep and this couldn't be the ocean floor. She swam a short distance, careful to mark her bearings as she went, and soon found the land tapered down sharply. 
This was a seamount, a mountain rising underwater, probably an old volcano. Here at this peak the zombies had built a tower out of bodies. A mountain on a mountain.
At the base of the tower she tried to peer deeper through the scaffold of limbs, but all she could see was the second skin of bodies within. 
A bizarre notion came to her, that perhaps there would be a door somewhere. She would knock and a witch would open up.
"Excuse me, I'm looking for my father?" she'd ask.
The witch would stuff her in an oven and make her into seafood muffins.
She flippered around the tower. It was not as massive as she'd first suspected, perhaps a hundred feet in circumference, but there were no doors, arches or windows. Once she tried knocking on a broad stretch of withered back, but nobody answered. 
It was simply a heap of solid dead bodies, like a sculpture. She flashed back to Amo's first comic rendering of zombies in New York: a tower stretching up to the sky, reaching for images of loved ones in the sky. Was this the same? It was the middle of the Pacific Ocean, where there was nothing that could possibly hold any meaning for the lost souls of fallen America. 
There were only fish.
 
 
On the surface, Anna climbed to the top of the mound. It seemed more disrespectful somehow than pulling on their limbs underwater, but it also seemed important. 
At the top there was a single head, shiny and hard. She knocked on it too. She considered setting a single USB key atop his head, but it would wash away with the first strong wave. She tried to prize open its eyes, but even the eyelids were set like stone. She rustled through the jeans pockets on a zombie nearby, but they were ragged and empty. 
What now?
On the yacht she took photos, feeling some responsibility to document this, even if she ultimately only threw the USBs away. She took out her father's phone and studied the Hatter app. There was no yellow flash marking his position, but then his last coordinates were still a thousand miles away. 
Was her father heaped in a tower too? 
She took out the satellite phone and tuned it to hiss. There was no shame in telling them this.
"They're in a tower," she said into it. "Thousands of them, just like Amo drew in his comic. In the ocean. They've gone solid. I don't know why, but I'm going to find out."
She set the phone back down. She tossed all the scuba stuff on the floor of the lounge, then raised the sails and the spare spinnaker. Fresh energy poured through her. 
The race was on again, and she wasn't going to delay a second longer. 
 
 
 



19. JAPAN
 
 
The coast of Japan materialized on the horizon two days later. The catamaran raced high in the water, cutting through the waves at a record nineteen knots with the spinnaker bulbous at the fore. Anna leaned far off the outrigger edge, pulling the yacht into balance with the weight of her body. 
The coast was green and gray and brown beneath a hazy, hot white sky. As she drew near a thick humidity swelled out to envelop her, raising a sweat that didn't blow away in the breeze. The air smelled so rich with dust and sap it made her dizzy. She whipped the spinnaker line like it was the reins on a horse.
Soon enough she saw. 
The coastline was littered with mounds. They stood up off the horizon like ridges on a spine, each a sharp rise of gray reaching up. She'd mistaken them for buildings at first, but they were bigger and wider than that, and the true scale of them didn't become clear until she neared land.
They were massive. There were dozens of them up and down coast. It meant millions of people. She'd had no intention of stopping in Tokyo, but she couldn't ignore this.
In three hours she was soaring down the great open mouth of Tokyo Bay, past long expanses of overgrown green and yellow fields fading into dirty gray factories and docking yards that stretched for miles, all spiked with enormous heaps of the dead. 
Soon a huge blue bridge hung before her, arcing easily half a mile across the bay. On the left it ended in a great loop that fed into the city amidst dozens of tall skyscrapers. The majority of them were banal glass or gray constructions, though the odd unusual one rose up from their midst, like nails waiting to be hammered down: at the center a red steel-frame structure that looked like the Eiffel Tower; to the west an elegantly rounded building probably a hundred stories tall; to the east a gigantic space needle shaped like a science-fiction ray gun. Mounds were everywhere.
To her right the bridge descended in an elegant curve to a strip of low rectangular land, probably man-made, giving over to a low shock of malls. There was a Ferris wheel and a funfair, and next to that a six-story silver building with a large architecturally unique ball in the middle, and next to that stood the largest mound yet, half-spilled into the water like a heap of forgotten salt. 
It towered higher than the silver building. Anna couldn't take her eyes off it as the land cut the wind out of her spinnaker sail and she drifted in closer. She steered past a tiny hexagonal island with 'No Trespass – Bird Sanctuary' signs written in English and Japanese, up to a slim sliver of golden beach fronting the rectangular stretch. The waves were flat here and she dropped anchor just shy of the sand. 
Over the rail and into the water she went, up the beach willing the wobble and sway in her legs away, past a small-scale Statue of Liberty and over a sandy road covered in long-mulched palm leaves, to the base of the mound. 
"Oh god," she murmured. 
It was all bodies. Lying here like this, with the whole of it in sight at once, it was undeniably plain that tens of thousands of people had died to make it. 
She dropped to her knees while the land and sky swirled around her. Here was a body, and another body, and another, this one with dark frizzy hair, this one wearing a fraying backpack, this one sporting the upper part of a smart black shoe round its ankle like a strange bracelet. This was what the woman had seen, and what her son had seen, and the reason for the loss of them both.
Tears threatened to overcome her, but she pushed them back. 
She walked around the mound, dizzied by its scale. She drew closer and peered through the limbs, as she'd done before on the water. The bodies were a little plumper here, not as withered as those at sea, so the gaps between them were smaller, but still she could make out a second skin beneath the outer layer, and maybe another layer after that. 
"Hey," she said softly, "hey, I'm here."
Their eyes were screwed tightly shut. She touched a shoulder more cautiously than before, but it felt just the same; as hard and smooth as alabaster. There was no scent of rot or decay, only the heat and the dust. 
"I'm here!" she shouted across the bay. "I'm right here."
From the yacht she gathered a pair of binoculars and returned to the mound. The limbs were stony and firm, holding her weight easily as she climbed. It was strange at times to take an outstretched hand for a handhold. Halfway up she stopped to pant. The air was thick and oppressive with humidity, far stiller than at sea. Her skin tingled despite the cloudy white skies. She wiped her brow and sweat dripped into the heap. 
"Sorry," she muttered, and continued up. 
At the top she sat on a man's back, flat like an altar. From this high she could see over the bridge to the full bay façade. It went on endlessly. She'd always thought of LA as an endless, characterless gray sprawl, but this sprawl was the Pac-Man that would eat LA up like a tiny food pixel. It went on so far she couldn't see the edge, and where much of LA was single floor warehouses and duplexes, this was all high-rise. 
Gray mounds were interspersed everywhere; dozens of them, maybe hundreds.
She studied the skyline with her binoculars, looking for any sign of human activity: a giant 'f' perhaps, a Michael Jordan, a smiley face. 
There were holes bitten out of buildings in places, and trees growing on top of skyscraper roofs. There were crashed cars and roads filled with moss and a whole section of town sunk beneath a murky swamp, but there was no sign of human habitation at all: no paintings in the windows, no mattresses laid out in the shape of an SOS in the streets, no arrows pointing to cairns, no signs of smoke rising, nothing. There were just endless ranks of abandoned buildings like gravestones in a vast cemetery. 
She put the binoculars down and this time the tears got the better of her. Millions dead and nothing to show. The zombies had done this and left nothing but their corpses behind, gathered in neat piles like gigantic cairns, built out of individual stones placed there by a thousand individual hands, and the message they delivered was utterly clear. 
Defeat. 
Total and utter defeat. 
This is what they'd seen, and what had broken them. Surely this is what it had been like for Amo too, when he first stumbled upon Sophia. When he was the first at every step, stumbling on suicide and rape and haunted by massacres and destruction, surely it was this same thing he felt that ultimately drove him to let the zombie ocean swallow him down. 
But this was so much worse, because not even the dead could come to her now. Every gesture they'd made was meaningless, because this was what they became. This was what her father had come to do when he'd left her so long ago. This was the shape of the T4 that was inside them all, the parasite at the heart of all their hopes and dreams, making of them a complete and utter folly. 
It was too much. She stumbled and rolled and staggered back down the mountain. 
Mounds ringed the bay. They seemed to swell up over her like waves, threatening to crush her like a little girl in the water. She ran back to the yacht and crawled into her bed like she was that little girl again. The zombies were outside and her father was hammering at the door and there was nothing she could do but get under the covers and hide. 
 
 
She dreamed of her giant father on his island again, staring out to the sky with burning white eyes. He spoke in slow low tones. 
"What are you doing, Anna?"
She lay on the rock at his feet, but now it was clear the rock island he stood upon was not rock at all, but frozen bodies. The cold had got to them all and turned them to stone. She looked out and saw the whole ocean freezing, all the bodies stopping their tidal lapping and setting hard. They were dying.
"I can't find any lint," she muttered. She pulled at her pockets and scraped at them hungrily, but no lint at all came from within them. 
"It isn't always easy," boomed her father. "You walk away or you stay behind, both of them can take everything you have. This is not something you need to see, my daughter. You don't need to feel this way anymore."
"I do need it, Daddy," she said. In the dream she was little Anna again, small and wearing her bright blue and white Alice uniform, looking up at him. "I have to see, and if this is all there is then I'll be with you, by your side. I'll hang like Amo at the end of the world, because what else can I do?"
"I'll be waiting," her father said. "I have always loved you, you know that."
She cried. "I can't find any lint," she mumbled between her tears. "Where is it?" 
"It only grows with hope, child. You can't expect strength and memories to grow out of nothing. They come from efforts made and put out into the world. I hope I've left enough for you behind, my child. I only did what I could. I have missed you."
"I miss you."
"Now I must go. If you find a world where the Hatter wears a saddle and you can ride him like a knight, think of me kindly will you? Anna, my dear Anna, see it for what it is and not only what you feel. Now I must truly go."
"Don't go," she said, getting the tears under her control, "I don't want to be alone again."
"What is alone, child? You're never alone in this world. I must go, and where I go you can't follow."
He rose and strode into the water again. It hurt again, but this time there was something final about it. The solidifying ocean opened to admit him, stone crunching and shearing apart, then closed over his head.
Anna ran after him, over the surface of the ocean as it zipped itself back up, but he was already within, deep below and lost. And it was getting colder. She looked to the horizon where an icy red glow was rising, and understood. 
It wasn't the sun, but the Jabberwock, and it was coming round again.
 
 
She woke in silence and weak morning light. Her head ached and the sheets were stifling around her. She was still wearing her clothes from the day before.
She kicked out of the sheets, drained a liter bottle of water, then climbed to the bridge. 
Warm sea winds washed over her. The sun was already up and hidden behind its mask of white cloud, hidden like her father within the ocean. 
The mound was there, wriggling like the T4, though it was completely still. The city was still and the mounds were everywhere, and that was that.
"Lint and cobbles," Anna muttered. 
This was what the crazy woman had warned her of. This moment when madness beckoned. 
"Everything we ever did, turned to naught," Anna said.
It was a true thing. It was the T4, and it meant her father would be somewhere like this, buried in a meaningless mound, lost for all time.
That thought made her cry quietly. It asked more of her than she thought she could give. For so long she'd believed she'd find him, somehow heal him, and bring him home to be a father again.
Now that would never happen. Even to see him would be a kind of surrender. Perhaps it would take more from her than she was able to give. Perhaps it would break her mind too, and she'd forever roam the oceans, going so mad that she slaughtered little children then forgot if she'd truly done it or not. 
The sting of the rifle's recoil still echoed in her palms. She'd killed another human. She held up her hand and looked through the missing space where her finger had been. Everything was a cost. Living was a cost. 
And her father was still out there. 
She couldn't reconcile the two. He was her father, but his body would be set like stone. What did it mean to go to him now, what did it mean to die by his side, when he'd left her so very long ago? 
But he was still her father, and that had to mean something. It meant something to her, even if nobody else cared. She owed it to herself, to the little girl who'd believed, to see this thing through. She had to go stand by his grave, just as he'd always stood by her. 
The satellite phone hissed by her side. She barely remembered picking it up and turning it on. 
She clicked the button to transmit, and the static fuzz dropped away.
"I get it, Amo," she said, "or I get something."
It was desolation, dust and ashes, the great weight of defeat. He'd seen it all but somehow come through, and to know that felt like stepping out of this creature called Anna, out of everything Anna was and wanted, and into a bigger and higher place from which could see the whole of the world. In that place she wasn't only herself, but a representative of all humanity, come to a site of immeasurable human loss. She wasn't only an angry child on a hopeless mission anymore, but something more. 
She was the last person alive in the world, but what she did still mattered. 
She remembered Amo's face when he caught her and Ravi smashing things in the ruins of LA. She understood now. There had been millions of windows to smash, millions of walls to deface, but now she knew there was not a single one that they could spare. They needed them all intact for the people who came next to see. It wasn't fair to leave hopelessness, surrender and despair for others to find. It wasn't fair to let a five-year-old come and see this, and be destroyed. 
She could do better than that. She had to offer the choice, whether she believed in the alternative not. Every soul had to choose for themselves. 
In this world you had to build. Amo had said their little group was fragile, always in danger of blowing apart, but she'd never truly understood. Now she saw it clearly. Without the things Amo had built they'd all have been lost.
There was a path before her, still. It opened up like a chrysalis, and the more she thought of it the stronger it got. It was a fantasy, but not only that. It was hope, but not only that, either. It was balance, a way to even out the score, and at its core was bloody-minded defiance, and that she could revel in with ease. 
 
 
She heaved the first of her munitions crates out of the front hulls and set it on the bridge. She would do this her way. No one said building meant you couldn't also destroy. You just had to do it right. 
She'd packed rifles and rockets on a whim. They'd practiced with them on ranges, one of the trainings Amo had lined up for everyone after Julio left. It had always seemed funny to her that Julio had gotten what he wanted only in banishment. 
She pulled the yacht up a few hundred yards from the sea-facing front of the bridge, dropped anchor and sails, and lifted the rocket-launcher to her shoulder. This would make an impact.
She took aim and fired. The rocket steamed out on a trail of smoke, flew low under the bridge and arced gracefully into the water, where it sank without exploding. 
She reloaded, raised the trajectory and fired again. This time hit the side of the bridge with a massive 'crump'. Flames burst out like a wind-whipped spinnaker, then dissipated within a smothering puff-ball of deep black smoke. 
Shrapnel peppered the water. A tiny piece of something pinged off one of the hulls.
"Direct hit," Anna muttered. "Gold star please Amo."
Sea winds soon cleared the black smoke, revealing a mangled mess of twisted bridge railings and chewed-up asphalt. A few cars on the bridge had been blown backwards, one on its roof. There were still several sections of strong rebar buttressing the edge, but she didn't need a rocket for those. 
She set the weapon down. Part one finished, on with part two.
The catamaran docked again at the beach, and she began transferring the tools and equipment she would need to the beach: two jugs of sloshing gasoline, two cans of red paint and one of white, cables and ropes, two spare car batteries, brushes, and other bits and pieces.
She loaded them onto a flatbed cart and started along the sandy, shady path to the bridge. Either side of her lay narrow strips of trees, carpeted with grass spiked by bright wildflowers. She began to whistle. 
It was the music from the Life of Brian; a film Cerulean had insisted she watch. Lara, Amo and Masako had joined them on the first screening, after they found a copy that would run on the Chinese Theater's IMAX screen. 
"Always look on the bright side of life."
Brian sang it while he was getting crucified. Now it cheered her on. 
The bridge was a bridge, double level with the bottom part for cars and pedestrians, the top for trains. She went along the bottom sidewalk past stationary cars and buses, until at the midpoint she reached the hole. The rocket had blown away the wire mesh and all but three of the steel safety beams that served as railings, as well as taking a jagged bite out of the sidewalk. Through it lay a straight shot down to the water below. 
First up was a car. She picked a shiny black Lexus nearby, climbed on the roof tentatively, and started to paint. When that was done she jacked up the car and painted the underside, shuffling around in the smell of old oil. She did the sides next, then fired up her blowtorch.
Everyone in LA had all learned how to use these, for simple engineering and plumbing purposes. Amo had insisted the knowledge was widely diffused. She clicked the dark visor over her eyes and bent to work.
Cutting through the chair mounts was easy. The seatbelt sizzled and melted in a noxious plastic fog. Pulling the chairs out through the doors was a little tricky, and she banged up her knee and elbow, but soon they were all lying on the road like dollhouse pieces. A little lighter, now. 
She tied a rappelling harness round her waist, affixed the cable to the central aisle, then approached the hole. The edge was warm but solid. With the blowtorch she cut away the last three railing bars. The view out to ocean they revealed was not beautiful, too hazy and white under skies that washed out the ocean's blue, but it had a certain earned charm. 
Next was the bus, sitting a little way back along the bridge. It was big, white and probably weighed around thirty-five tons. She found the gas cap, popped it, and poured some fuel in. She found the battery and replaced it, carefully twining the leads together. In the driving seat she found some zombie had conveniently left her the keys. 
 A little white cat bobble-head thing sat on the dashboard, probably for luck. She patted it, its paw waggled, and she turned the key. 
The engine coughed, revved, spluttered and took. She put the stick in gear and drove fifty yards along, bullying cars out of the way, stopping near the hole. There she got out and counted three lengths of one hundred foot cable. At one end she affixed them securely to different parts of the bus chassis with U-bolt cable clamps, then did the same for the Lexus. 
Finally, using the bus as a bulldozer, she shoved the Lexus through the hole and off the bridge. The cables snapped taut with a musical:
CLANG
 Then it was mostly done. The bus jerked a little as the cables bit, but it was far too heavy to be pulled over. She drove it forward slowly and parked broadside across the hole like a locked anchor. Leaning out through the open door and down, she saw the Lexus swaying on its cables a hundred yards below. The arrows she'd painted on it were starkly clear, pointing up. 
Almost done. 
She painted the floor around a nearby BMW white and stocked it up with Amo's USBs.
She wasn't doing the work for anyone. She wasn't trying to convince them. She was just offering the choice. 
Back on the yacht she sailed into the bay. Looking back, there was her swaying Lexus beside the mound of bodies, white all over with red arrows pointing up on the roof, sides and chassis. It was a silent answer to a silent question. This is possible, it said. It's a choice. 
It would be visible from both the water and the land. Hopefully it would hang there for years like a lighthouse. 
"Farewell Japan," she said. 
A fair wind blew her out of the bay and soaring back to sea. Her father and her fate were waiting. 
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20. CHINA, MONGOLIA
 
 
She circled Japan in a few days. At times the wind pushed her close enough to the coast to see gray mounds. Every one steeled her resolve. She sailed and she slept and soon enough she was crossing the open gulf of the East China Sea. 
She passed by rocky Jeju Island fifty miles off the coast of South Korea and bore northwest, passing two days later round the Shandong peninsula into Bohai Bay. China dawned off her port with cities and green forests and intermittent mounds of gray just like Japan. Anna didn't care; she'd stopped trying to keep track of all the dead bodies turned to stone. It was a lot, it was all of humanity, it was the T4 incarnate and it wasn't going to stop her now. 
Tianjin docks looked much like the northern industrial dockyards of LA. Tall horse-like yellow cranes stood on discolored concrete quays, ready to load and unload container ships that would never come. A huge tanker lilted drunkenly on its side, slowly rusting. Beyond them lay the city skyline, replete with a beautiful white Ferris wheel trellised out above a graceful white bridge. A space needle and a cluster of skyscrapers packed as tightly as those in New York stood beyond. 
Anna pulled in and took to the concrete dock. The air smelt like hot asphalt, like the air in any city anywhere. 
"I'm in China," she told the hissing satellite phone. "I'm almost there."
She unloaded the yacht with brisk economy. There was water and food and fuel and weapons and batteries and cables and wires and USBs and laptops and tools and everything, but so much of it she could get anywhere. Soon she stood on the dock with all her gear stacked around her. The yacht looked smaller in the water; like a raft she could hardly believe she'd drifted across the ocean on. 
"Thanks," she told it, "you hang out here, OK?"
It didn't say anything. 
She went off to find a vehicle. She had to leave the docks and wander down streets signed with symbols she couldn't understand, toward the thick of the city, before she found the kind of RV she was looking for, in good enough condition, in a covered parking lot beside what had to be an actual Chinese theater. 
She smiled. 
It was like Amo's RVs. She serviced and stocked it with tires, gas, water and oil, then drove back to the dock. As it grew dark she filled it with her gear, then lay atop its hot metal roof and looked out over the city. 
There was a gray mound near the Ferris wheel and the tip of one emerging through the water in the bay. Other than that the city was quietly beautiful. She sipped a lemonade and chewed on a red string. Some habits you couldn't break. 
 
 
The next morning she drove through downtown Tianjing and out the other side, into Chinese countryside. The road weaved through wild rice paddies, fruit orchards where ripe kumquats and dark blood oranges grew side by side, and fields of tall waving grain, toward the endless blight of Beijing. 
Beijing took the whole day to drive through and seemed to never end. It was like New York and Los Angeles and Tokyo all rolled into one nightmarish concrete sprawl: an endless parade of streets and buildings and cars. She turned the RV's music up, blasting out 50 Cent and Jack Johnson alternately. Mounds were everywhere, with no sign of recent life. 
The next day she raced up the G7 then G6 highways, through the little towns of Changping and Badaling, where she pulled to the side for a while to admire the Great Wall creeping across the land. Huge blocks of orange-gray stone rested one atop each other, topped by the in-out crenellations of battlements and punctuated every mile or so by watch towers. 
It had stood for over two thousand years, built to resist the barbarian hordes clamoring at civilized China's gate. Back then it was the barrier at the edge of the world, beyond which lay only wilderness and the unknown. She understood what that felt like. 
She drove on.
She raced through Zhangjiakou to Ulanqab in a long afternoon of buildings and fields, then started directly north on the G208 toward Mongolia. The land changed rapidly from the lush green of crops, trees and grass to the orange dust and barren yellow rock of the Inner Mongolia steppes. It got colder and the road ascended sharply, zigzagging up switch-backed roads over bald foothills. 
One hundred miles from the border with Mongolia a chime rang out behind her. 
She was slumped in the driving seat with her head resting on the window and a red lace hanging from her mouth like bloody drool, listening to the rampaging lyrics of Eminem, so she didn't really hear it. She wasn't a big fan of Eminem, but it was listen to her whole playlist on random or endlessly make selections. Both were exhausting but at least this way she could look forward to one song ending and the next beginning. 
The beeping sound came again, rising in a brief furlough in the music. She checked the fuel gauge but none of the lights were lit and nothing felt wrong in the RV's steering. She looked to the satellite phone in the passenger seat beside her, but it was just hissing quietly as usual.
"Ghost in the rap," she muttered, talking part to herself and part to the phone. 
Then it came again. She frowned and told the digital assistant to switch off the music. She slowed down and listened more carefully, then it came again. 
beep beep 
She pulled over and killed the engine. Her heart began to race. She climbed out of the driving seat and glared back down the middle of the RV, as if defying whatever was beeping to do it again. 
beep beep 
It lit up to boot. For a long moment she couldn't move, too overcome by the weight of this message finally finding its way to her. She'd dreamed of it for so long. 
beep beep
She lurched down the RV and swept her father's phone off its charging mount on the rear table. The screen had activated itself with a notification which was already fading, but meant everything. 
Hatter signal reacquired.
She opened the phone and clicked through to the app, still a fog of gray where the map should be, but now there wasn't only the blue dot for her at the bottom, there was also a yellow dot at the top, pulsing like a breath drawing in and drawing out. 
Her father. 
Her hands shook and she felt like she might burst with excitement. After ten years of waiting she was almost there. 
 
 
Mongolia flew by in a blur of sulfurous canyons, jagged battlement hills and constant rising steppes, broken by an increasing number of tall gray mounds. Once one of them almost blocked the road, but she managed to just squeeze by, scraping the paint off the RV's sides. 
She drove past midnight with the moon hidden behind clouds. She couldn't make out the road beyond her RV's headlights, taking sharp hairpin turns at sixty, propelled onward by the beep of the phone. Only after grazing off her third railing barring the edge of a steep cliff did she slow down and stop. 
She parked the RV against the rock-face, and sleep came as soon as she laid her head down. She woke to a spluttery hissing from the front seat. Fuzzy and freezing in the chilly tin of the RV she didn't recognize it for a long moment, then bolted up to the front. 
The satellite phone was trying to speak. 
She staggered over and clamped the transfer button down. "Cerulean!" she shouted into it. 
A silent second passed then there was a muffled response, words broken by thousands of miles of static and space, but she recognized the intonation. 
It was Cerulean. 
Happiness swelled up and she kicked the RV door open, climbed the ladder to the roof and held the phone up to the pale dawn sky. It fizzled and hissed, but she thought she caught a single word. 
"Anna!"
"Cerulean," she called back into it. "Can you hear me? I'm in Mongolia, Cerulean! I'm really here, I've almost found my father!" 
The phone whispered and hushed with words that overlaid and rolled like tides. She basked in it, reaching out to both of her fathers in the space of twenty-four hours. It didn't matter that she couldn't hear him clearly or that he couldn't hear her. They had just communicated over half the world. 
Soon the fizzing faded out, leaving her laughing. 
Amazing. So that was their goodbye. 
She drove on. 
 
 
There were valleys filled with zombie bodies. In places there were elaborate shrines perched on winding crag-tops above them, with golden and red rooftops glinting in the cold sun, like priests officiating at a mass rite for the dead. 
Her blue dot drew closer to the flashing yellow. In a day she left the valleys behind and entered an endless landscape of flat orange dust. The temperature rose a little in the sun, and she tore down the straight, empty road with Amo's favorites, the Beatles, jangling out through the open windows.
Everything was OK. She was going to be OK. 
Tiny settlements of a few tin shacks punctuated the empty steppes. A bright white temple capped with a dark pyramid spire passed by on the left, multicolored flags still whipping in the wind. A great herd of camels flooded the road and she honked her way through them. They didn't part easily, and for a time she was becalmed in their midst, shouting at them to move from the RV roof. 
They stank of unwashed hair, piss and dust. 
"You filthy bastards!" Anna catcalled them. "Take a bath. You're no better than plastic."
They catcalled back with honking brays and spat at her car. It was glorious. 
The mounds here dwarfed the ones in Tokyo, rising hundreds of feet high, growing more frequent as she bore closer. 
In two days she hit Ulaan Baatar and swept on by. At the edge was a huge statue of Genghis Khan. He sat on horseback facing east on a low hill overlooking the city. He would have had an excellent view of the zombie hordes stampeding into his land. 
In the middle of a flat desert salt plain, two days later with sand and dust in her hair and eyes, she stood before a mound a hundred feet high in the middle of a constellation of dozens, with the Hatter app beeping constantly. 
This was it. Her father was right here. 
The blue dot and yellow dot overlapped. She clicked off the beeping numbly. The coordinates on her GPS device matched the one she and Cerulean and Lara had pulled off the app years ago, before the signal weakened. 
This was it. This mound, somewhere, contained her father. 
A few tears leaked from her cheeks. She'd expended so many already, it felt like she hardly had any left. The sky was blue and the mounds were gray and this was the shape of things. 
"Hi Daddy," she said to the mound. 
She circled it, hoping to pick him off on the outside. She remembered the yellow lightning bolt on his pajamas, but probably that had faded by now. He had been wearing a backpack, too.
She picked out some bodies wearing torn and weathered backpacks on the mound's exterior, spotted with sand and sun tarnish. She studied them, but couldn't tell if they were her father by their wrinkled faces or their withered skin, by the clothes or even any branding written on the packs.
So she opened up their packs. There had been a tiny figure of Alice in her father's pack, wrapped carefully in plastic wrap, alongside his copy of Alice in Wonderland, his wallet, his house keys, a clutch of red laces and maybe a Coke, plus any other totems she'd wanted to keep. She remembered them so clearly still, as they were the only items she'd taken with her from their house.
 She pulled them all open, but few of them had anything left inside, and those that did had nothing that belonged to her. 
She circled slowly round the mound, kicking through drifts of unpacked clothes and wadded papers. Perhaps these people had been through the Pacific like her father. They might have walked and swum thousands of miles just like him, to come here and build this pointless cairn of bodies in this pointless nothing space for no reason at all.
The old anger reared its head a little, like an old friend.
"You're in there, aren't you?" she asked the mound. "You're waiting for me, I know it. You've been waiting for years."
Her father.
The mound was a mound. Anger shifted to excitement, and her skin tingled. She'd promised, she'd come this far, and now she was so close. 
She began unloading the RV. 
 
 
 



INTERLUDE 3
 
 
He charged.
He was one body at the head of a wedge in the midst of an endless herd stampeding over the barren plain. The sound of their foot beats thrummed like the deep ocean crust rupturing as a volcanic plume escaped; a rumbling bass that carried through the water for days. The earth was changing and now his time on it was so short.
He charged down the rise and into the dust cloud raised by the herd ahead. The cold was in his mouth and his belly now, in his eyes and his mind, seeking a way in. He heard its voice as a whisper summoning him close; to vicious red teeth that would grind him down, to vicious red nails that would rip him apart, to a vicious red throat that would remake what he was. He felt his enemy move in the flows of heat and cold, trying to outflank him, seeking a way to break through. 
The battalion ahead broke away to the right, and a view opened up over the plain. Through the clouds of drifting dust and between the charging bodies, he looked upon his enemy. 
It was a bloody and terrible giant. It had burning red skin and burning white eyes and a round black hole where its mouth should be. The battalion ahead encircled it in a swirling rush, throwing themselves bodily at it. It swiped its long bloody arms from right to left like scythes, beheading them like so many flowers. Their bodies dropped and their heads rolled and the cold increased a little for every one that fell. 
He ran on, unable to help, bound for his own fate, though he watched as his dead brothers and sisters mounded around it four and five deep. Their headless corpses formed a tide wall that the others climbed and dived from with their arms outspread. The red giant cut them to pieces in the air, while more came and more, until at last there was a break in the charge and the giant had a moment of reprieve. 
Without hesitation it scooped one of the headless corpses from the ground by its feet, and held the raw gray neck to its round mouth. There was a ripple in the cold, like a shark in the water, then its back heaved and a gush of black and red liquid vomited from its mouth. 
The corpse jerked and the giant cast it aside and scooped another, then filled it too, then another. The gap in the charge closed and the battalion began diving again, but now the giant was not alone but circled by three others; bloody giants that emerged from their gray-skin shells like butterflies. 
Together they cut through the fresh rush of tumbling bodies.  
The storm of sand stole the image away. He sped on, closing on his own target at last, summoned by this terrible cold from so far away. Ecstasy dumped into his mind as a final parting gift. He looked at his fellows either side and saw that they felt it too.  
For Anna, he thought.
Then he hit another wall of the dead, climbed and threw himself into the air. 
Dust and sand spun, red limbs whirled, and the three bodies ahead of him had their heads sliced off in a single blow. They tumbled down while he flew on, falling into the giant's backswing. For an instant he stared into his enemy's face, and saw the stamp of perpetual hunger in its blind red eyes, the burning need to spread itself far and wide through the world, then he hit.  
His chest crashed against its horny shoulder and he locked his arms around its thick neck, slowing the sweep of its bladed right arm. One of his fellows made it too and hit beside him, grappling for purchase. The giant roared and slashed her to pieces, though that distraction opened a breach that three more flew into, grabbing to the enemy's chest and leg.
He tried to bite into its shoulder but the skin was as tough as rock. It swept its forearm at the others, slicing two in tumbling halves, and for a moment its burning eyes looked directly into his, and he understood. 
It would never stop. It would grow and grow until the boundaries were all broken and there was nothing left to eat in the whole of the world, until even the oceans were drained of their plankton shreds of life, and then it would lie down and die. 
"Anna!" he cried. 
The giant's elbow struck him in the face and flung him back through air. He somersaulted wildly, catching glimpses of the broader battlefield; everywhere the gray army was circling and assaulting red giants, turning in a frenzied dance. For some reason he remembered eating the first dog, and seeing his little girl's face as she watched. 
This was not for her. This could not be for her. 
He hit dust beyond the wall of bodies, half-broken. His arms no longer worked and a deep score down his middle flopped his dry guts out in the sand, but he forced himself up and on. In the rampaging crowd he circled, aiming for the center, then along with a dozen others charged up and leapt…   
A single blow swept his legs away at the knee. Half the others were swatted down, but those remaining seized him mid-air and flung him ahead. He twisted his torso as much as he could, shifting his trajectory by tiny degrees, hoping it would be enough. 
His chest thudded against the giant's face. His thighs squeezed tight around its neck and he pressed his ravaged belly close, slotting its head inside the empty cavity like his rib cage was a crown.
The enemy roared and the sound echoed and vibrated through his trembling flesh. It bit at his spine from within, tearing a hole in his back, but it was too late; the seconds of blindness were enough and his gray army washed over it like a tidal wave. They flew off the wall high and low, snaking round its legs and locking them tight, grasping at its arms and weighing them down with their bodies.
It roared and chewed helplessly while his fellows formed into a tomb over it, surging like waves up its waist and midriff, rising high to lock tight around its head and shoulders. In the brief moments before their bodies sealed over its head and covered him up too, he glimpsed the same event playing out everywhere across the battlefield. 
Mounds were rising up with twitching red giants at their cores; the wider army flew and clambered and sacrificed their bodies to tie the enemy down. 
Then bodies sealed over his head and the vision was stolen away. Darkness reigned, and there was only the rumble of his fellows climbing like far off thunder, adding layer upon heavy layer to the prison. The giant still worked its great jaw at his back but that was all it could do. Every other muscle in its body was immobilized. 
In time the rumbling stopped, and the waves of cold began to recede. Silence and stillness fell across the battlefield. One by one he felt his brothers and sisters drop away, allowing their bodies to stiffen in the cold rigor of death. He felt their joy in success, and was glad of it. They were heroes all, and because of all they'd done his little girl would be safe. 
His little girl would be safe.
 
 
 



21. JABBERWOCK
 
 
Anna looked at her chosen spot on the mound, much like every other spot, and considered. The hammer weighed heavily in her hand. 
"It's not smashing people," she muttered to herself, "don't think of it as smashing people. They're more like snails. Or actually just snail shells."
Before her a single hand stuck out from the mass with the fingers spread. It looked like it was beckoning her in. An invitation was definitely the way to think of it, not defiling the dead. This was why she had come, after all. Destruction didn't have to be destructive.
She brought the hammer down. 
It hit the hand and the hand cracked away at the wrist, falling to hit the dirt with a thump. Anna's arm tingled with the impact, and she leaned in to study the fracture line.
It was perfectly clean, like it had been cut with a laser, and inside the wrist was hollow. Where the bone should have been ran a long thin cavity, making the arm a stone tube. She raised her finger and inserted it into the space where the bone should have been.
It was dry and smooth, not gross at all. She pulled her finger out and studied it, but there was no residue or dust. 
"Maybe the calcium in the bones broke down," she said to the hissing satellite phone, resting on a jut of knee. "Somehow it bled into the flesh and turned it to a kind of limestone. Like petrified wood."
She wasn't really convinced, but it seemed distantly possible. 
"What for though?" she asked the phone. "I'd be guessing, but maybe some weird form of art? Aliens painting with human bodies?"
Neither of those connected with the theories she'd developed so far. There'd been a lot of time on the yacht to think about the wriggling T4. There'd been a lot of time all her life to consider all the evidence they had. 
The zombies all flipped at once, and they all wanted to go west, except for some of them who wanted to stay with survivors for a time first. She'd come to think of this as their 'charging up' phase, like snakes in the sun. They charged up then they went, and it had been clear they didn't die just offshore for a long time, after they'd dived to check. So they were able to breathe underwater, or perhaps they didn't need to breathe.  
"Maybe they're circling," Amo had theorized in the first year. "Like birds, it's a magnetic thing. They'll go round and round the Earth endlessly."
But they never came back. After a certain time there were fewer and fewer coming by, until there were hardly any left at all. At the same time, Jake figured out how to hack her phone and lift the coordinates out of the Hatter app. They knew then that her father had gone to Mongolia, but they didn't know why. 
Everyone had a theory. Some were put forth sincerely, others in jest, like a military experiment gone wrong, an infection brought by some alien comet, a hidden nesting instinct brought on by the very specific sex that 'switched them on', or perhaps an addiction to the sun or an evolution sideways through the tree of life. It had been a game around the LA campus throughout her childhood, making up wilder and crazier theories.
It was one way to deal with the loss. They'd all lost so much. Gradually though they'd stopped joking when the flow of them dried up. They were truly gone. 
"Called to heaven," Julio had said to her one day, while she was waiting in line for her curry from the canteen line. A broken zombie was crawling by. 
She'd gotten good at ignoring Julio. He'd kept trying to engage her at times, to goad some kind of angry response from her, but if she just ignored him he always went away. She hadn't liked to admit it, but he scared her. If there were no zombies around anymore, how could they protect her? 
She had to rely on the others. She had to trust Cerulean and Amo. 
Now Julio was dead, gone a long time back, and his rules for the new world had amounted to nothing. It was the same for the crazy woman on the yacht. She'd pitied them both. There were things they'd both been trying to be that they just weren't, and never would be. Their ideas of reality were fundamentaly flawed. 
So many things had changed. 
She shook her head, clearing out the musty memories. This was now and she was here, the T4 was in them all and that was that. She was about to find out what all the fuss had been about.
"I'm going to dig to the middle," she told the phone through gritted teeth, "and find out what's in there. Then I'm going to dig outward until I find my father. I'll figure out the rest later. OK?"
The phone hissed. 
"OK."
She brought the hammer down again. 
 
 
After three hours she'd worked up a thorough sweat and made a visible hollow in the mound. At first she'd intended to make a neat and narrow tunnel burrowing straight through to the center, but actually it proved far easier to topple bodies away whole than cut through them.  
All she had to do was smash away fingers and feet that were hooked around their fellows, then lever the heavy bodies down. It grew easier the wider she went, taking apart the outer skin of the lattice before moving to the next layer in. Their bodies became a sizable pile behind her, so she used the RV and a length of looped cable to drag them away, making a new mound elsewhere.  
Her shoulders ached, but really this was just like sailing without a break; a question of will. There was no way she would sleep until it was done. 
Through the night she dug. At times the hammer couldn't crack a particularly tightly clenched fist, and she brought out the crowbar, pickaxe, electric drill or blowtorch. With them she sawed, pried, drilled and burned her way into the heart of the mound like a worm in an apple, coring a cavernous tunnel that led eerily through solid bodies, narrowing like a cone the deeper she went. Overhead and to either side their bodies held fast like carved angelic figures in a cathedral, reaching down. 
Sometime in the early morning, half-dozing in a kneeling position with the flashlight guttering by her side, she glimpsed a flash of color ahead. At first her sleepy brain thought it was a fish darting back into the coral, but a few moments later she realized that wasn't possible because she wasn't at sea anymore. 
She rubbed her eyes awake and trained a flashlight through the porous wall of limbs and trunks ahead. She'd come about fifteen feet already, turning out well over a hundred bodies and making countless runs with the RV to clear them. She was probably almost at the center, standing in a broad arch-like tunnel of stone bodies.
They were like roots, as if she'd fallen down the rabbit hole and was chasing the White Rabbit still. 
Then she saw it again. 
"Holy shit," she muttered. 
Something red. There was something bright red right in the middle of the mound, upright like a totem pole. She pressed her face close to somebody's solid armpit to peek through the gap, while trying to angle the light through another gap upon whatever lay beyond. 
It looked like a leg. Like a giant red leg of a giant red standing figure.
She hadn't expected that. She pulled back and rested on her haunches to puzzle it over. Maybe it was a sacred Mongolian tree of some sort? Maybe it was the tent-pole that held the mound up. Maybe it was a pharaoh-figure that had to be buried with all his zombie slaves, in a pyramid made out of his zombie slaves, because…
Ideas failed her. She dug. 
 
 
By noon, with hot dry winds swirling around her and blowing dust into the mound's inner sanctum, she had cleared through to the naked red giant at the center. 
It was a naked red giant. 
It was so massive that its head and shoulders disappeared into the roof of bodies, easily three times her height. The white stone zombies clung to it like bandaging on a mummy, and had been incredibly difficult to crack, drill, and prize clear. Their arms and legs had been wrapped around its arms and legs skin-to-skin, packed incredibly tight. 
Now it stood before her. Between its legs, where some kind of genitalia should have been, was a blank space. Its thighs were as thick as Colorado redwood trees and its chest was as massive as the air conditioner they used to cool the giant IMAX theater. Its arms lay straight down at its side, giving it the appearance of a pole. Its forearms looked a little like shrunken wings, with a webbing of razor-sharp cartilage sticking out and running all the way down to the little fingers. 
Its skin burned a bright and bloody red, but it was just as hard and cold as the rest of them. She tapped on it but couldn't tell if it was hollow too. 
She hadn't found her father yet, or didn't think she had. Now there was this. She leaned against the wall of bodies and looked up at the naked red giant. 
"What are you doing here?" she asked. 
It looked part sun god and part devil. All it needed was a nice red pitchfork to complete the look. 
"Did you summon my father? Did you call all the zombies here?"
It didn't say anything because its head was stuck in the ceiling. Anna looked up and sighed. Of course she wanted to see its face too, though it was probably just a peanut like the others, but it would take another few hours to clear it; either by cutting directly up or unpeeling a wider swathe from the outside. 
Her hands were blistered. She sat down on a shelf of shoulder. 
This was pretty far from the sense of closure she'd hoped for. Really it was ridiculous, that all these millions had come this far to what, worship at this thing's altar? Carve it then hug it to death?
She looked back out of the cavern. It widened like a funnel, giving her an excellent view of desert sand, her RV and at least three other mounds. 
"Are they all like this?" she asked the red giant. "What's the point? Father, I'm here!"
She rubbed her eyes with her palms then laughed. She felt giddy. That was what working through the night did to you. A cool breeze lapped at her feet. Perhaps she would make something up when she reported back to Cerulean, something a little more impressive and meaningful than this. 
She was too weary to theorize now though. It felt like an anticlimax, and she wasn't sure finding her father, if she even could pick him out like a needle from this vast haystack, would be any better. 
She looked back to the giant and addressed its bright red chest. "What do you think, should I cut my way through you too? You're just a fancy pillar, let's be honest." 
It said nothing, again because its head was stuck in the ceiling. She laughed. What kind of a life was it, walking around with a pyramid of zombies clinging to your head? 
"It's a hat!" she shouted back down the tunnel, to Cerulean and Amo on the other end of the satellite phone. She couldn't hear the hiss and they probably couldn't hear her either, but who cared? 
"The zombies became zombies and traveled all around the world to become giant lampshades for tall red lamp poles!" 
So this was the ultimate goal of the T4 virus. It figured, probably. Crazy viruses did all kinds of crazy things to further their own goals, and sometimes for no reason at all, if their code went amok. Ebola could make your eyes change color, syphilis made peoples' brains eat themselves, and sufferers of rabies became both furious and morbidly afraid of water.  
At that thought she stopped laughing. If it was an infection she was dealing with, she probably shouldn't get close to this thing. It could still be infectious, and just because she was immune to the gray zombies, that didn't mean she was immune to this giant red one. 
She started quickly back down the funnel-cavern. It was strange she hadn't considered this possibility before, not once. Now she looked at her hands where they'd touched the giant. She'd already touched her face countless times. Was a virus in her now?
She sped up along the root-like tunnel. Perhaps all of this had been a mistake. The cool wind around her ankles grew stronger. The RV was just there, almost in reach. She'd shower in raw gasoline and alcohol. She'd get up protective gear and then bring the bodies back and rebury this red thing without touching it, hide it back where it belonged. She'd leave a note on the mound advising people to stay away. Police tape. 
Lint and cobbles. 
What? 
She stopped at the edge of the mound, momentarily confused. She didn't know what she was doing or what she'd been thinking. She was standing still at the outer wall of the mound facing outward, but surely she intended to go in? She turned herself to look back into the dark. 
Something moved inside. 
It was dark and she could hardly see. The cold around her ankles was so strong now it hurt, and she tried to rub her bare arms but she couldn't move. A distant kind of panic welled in her. It was so cold, like being sucked into the bottom of the ocean. 
She gulped. She tried to lick her lips but couldn't. 
Something was moving in the darkness. The satellite phone hissed behind her but couldn't help her. The heat of the sun faded along with the RV and the world. There was only the tunnel now, and at the end of the tunnel there was the red giant, and it was moving. 
CRUNCH
Its arm moved. In the dimness she watched with wide and watering eyes as that long serrated limb rose, formed a fist, then punched upward at the rock bodies round its head. 
CRUNCH
Dust and bits of stone fell down. Its other arm rose and punched upward too. More dust and stone fell. Its legs sucked out of the nestled bed of bodies from behind, like it was emerging from carbonite. It punched up again and again in the dark and dust and Anna could only watch.
Icy tears welled down her cheeks. She imagined herself getting in the RV and racing away, but she couldn't make herself do it. She could barely breathe, she could only watch. 
CRUNCH CRUNCH CRUNCH 
Large chunks of stone fell and she gasped, and now the totem pole was dropping. The red giant dropped to its knees, and its great shoulders and head sheared out of the mound above in a cloud of dust and stone debris. 
Anna's belly and neck quivered. She felt naked. It was vast. It reached up and pulled a shroud of gray off its head, then turned to her. 
It was a monster. Its eyes burned a bright red in the darkness. Its mouth was a deep black hole, round and repellant. She pushed with all her strength against the cold smothering her thoughts, but she couldn't make herself run. 
Instead her body took a step forward. She wanted to scream but she couldn't. The red giant knelt there and she took another step toward it, then another. Her whole body began to shake. She kept moving forward, unable to even turn her neck, until the creature opened its hand and she stepped in to meet it. 
Its grip closed around her middle. Her arms reached up and helped it guide the black hole of its mouth close to her face, as if coming in for a kiss. Her nerves screamed as she opened her mouth wide. Its sharp round lip quivered. Its shallow breath stank of blood. She leaned in closer, until her face was touching its mouth. 
Its jaw opened slowly, and she pressed her face up against its mouth. Its chest began to pulsate. It heaved, and her lips tasted an acid tang. The sharp rim of its lips bit down around her face, and her own blood beaded hot down her face. 
She couldn't think and she couldn't breathe. Its chest convulsed and its grip quickened. Something was coming, and this was how she would die. This was what her death would mean. This was the end of her long odyssey around the world.  
 
 
 



22. IMPOSSIBLE THINGS
 
 
The others slept and steadily their bodies turned to stone. He felt them stiffen and sharpen, lodging him ever more firmly into place. In time the enemy in his middle stopped biting and slept too, wrapped in the embrace of his flesh. The cold grew so faint he could barely feel it, dying day by day just like them all. But there was too much heat inside him still for him to die.
Instead he dreamed of his daughter and his wife, both so long lost. He dreamed and in the world outside days and weeks went by. The tug to sleep forever pulled at him but he resisted, for reasons that his long slow thoughts hurt too much to draw out.
He walked with his wife along a warm beach and they kissed by moonlight. They carried their new baby girl home for the first time. She played with dolls and asked for pointy blue hair. She crawled like a bee along the parched grass in the park, sampling the flowers and buzzing contentedly. She sat warm and heavy in his lap as he read her bedtime stories, and when she slept the cuddling hot weight of her filled him with joy. 
Then the coma came. It blanched her and made her eyes strange, made her walk and murmur and hurt herself in her sleep until they pinned her down. He thought he and his wife were enduring it together, but soon it became clear he was the only one enduring. 
"I can't do this," she told him one night, after a fight and tears that had become their standard pattern. "I can't live like this."
"We have to," was all he could say, "we have no choice."
She gripped her knees and rocked. The next day she left and he never saw her again. 
After that the memories grew simpler and more intense, bounded within the walls of a single room but spiked by every painful push toward creativity and freedom. His adventures with Anna illuminated his life, with her every effort inspiring him. She was stronger than anyone he knew, and he rose to the challenge by staying strong for her. When he missed his wife he just looked down at her sleeping face and saw the reason why he kept on living. 
He roused from this long, slow dream to feel the cold rising again. The mound was solid around him; the warmth of every one of his brothers and sisters was long gone, leaving only him.
And the cold was rising, along with the warmth. There came a crashing and crunching beneath him, something terribly urgent nagged in the hollows of his mind, then his enemy moved and broke free.
 It tore out of the embrace of his fellows, pulling him out with it. It plucked him away like a rag and threw him to the floor. Lying one a bed of stone bodies, he saw the source of the warmth clearly, standing at the edge of the mound with the blue sky beyond her. It was a girl and he saw only her back, with her head framed with wild frizzy hair, but pride still washed through him. She was so courageous and beautiful, grown into a woman. She'd come so far to see him, and this was what she would find.
His Anna. 
The cold swelled out to meet her, as it had taken thousands before her, turning them all to its cause. She turned and the fear in her eyes made him sick. His head slumped on the uneven floor as she started toward them. 
Too weak. His arms were broken and his feet were gone, so all he could do was shuffle. He pushed his cold thighs to drive him on, pressing against the red enemy's left foot. He could feel Anna's fragile warmth as she drew closer, walking herself into the enemy's grasp, pressing her face to its mouth. It would take her and remake her, changing everything about her that was beautiful into a killer like it. 
He reared up on his stumps and bit into the sinew at the back of the enemy's knee. It was far too tough to bite through but the enemy felt it. 
It grunted and looked down, breaking the cold. In a second it sank its bladed left hand into his back, slipping smoothly through his thin chest and pinning him to the ground. His vision blurred, but he could just make out that Anna was running. 
Good girl.
The enemy whipped its left hand forward, scooping him and flinging him violently down the corridor, bouncing and tearing off the sharp walls. His feeble bones broke, his skin tore then his ragged body hit Anna as she leapt out of the mound, knocking her head over heels. He came to rest on his back looking up at the blue sky. That was all. His spine was severed and he wasn't long for the world. 
His head sagged and there beside him lay his beautiful Anna, all grown up. Her eyes were closed and already the cold was rising up. It couldn't be for nothing, but there was nothing now he could do. 
 
 
Birdmen and birdwomen flew through the rainbow sky. Her father was sitting beside her reading stories in his cozy brown voice; always there, always and forever. 
"Still she haunts me, phantomwise," he read, "Alice moving under skies never seen by waking eyes. Children yet the tale to hear, eager eye and willing ear, lovingly shall nestle near. 
"In a Wonderland they lie, dreaming as the days go by, dreaming as the summers die: ever drifting down the stream- lingering in the golden gleam- life, what is it but a dream?"
It was lovely. 
"Daddy," she whispered, tucked deeply within the covers. "It's beautiful. Read it again."
"Not now honey. Now it's time to wake up, there's painting to do and the Hatter's waiting."
"I'm so sleepy," she said. "Can't you see I'm like a little kitten, like Dinah, and what kitties really need is to purr and sleep and dream."
"Honey," her father said, "look at me."
She opened her eyes. Her father lay before her, but he wasn't the handsome and scraggly-faced man he'd once been, but a withered gray peanut with fading white eyes lying on orange dust. 
"You look so different, Daddy," she whispered. 
His lips moved wordlessly. 
"Hold me," she said, "please, I want you back. I wish you'd never gone."
His body twitched. Numbly she looked down and saw his legs were gone at the knees. His arms were twisted with broken bones. His stomach had been cut open and lay hollow. 
Tears welled in her eyes. "What have they done to you, Daddy?"
The white in his eyes faltered. He was crying too. 
"Daddy, please."
She closed her eyes and he was there again, leaning over her in her bed. He was always there and would always keep her safe. 
"You have to wake up now honey," he said. "I can't do this for you, Anna. Wake up!"
Her eyes opened and she remembered. The cold was already creeping near. She looked over the body of her father to the mound, where the scratching sound of the red giant lurching itself near was growing louder. Every second it came closer and the cold grew harder, binding around her thoughts like the hurt. 
Impossible things would protect her. She drew them about her thoughts like a wall, envisaging birdmen and women flapping back the cold with their bright wings, caterpillar people smoking out warmth like a foggy moat, dog-people and cat-people and the Hatter and all the little puppies rising up and building themselves into a barrier to keep her safe.
It was enough, just enough, and she bolted upright. Her body moved stiffly but it moved, and she cast about amongst the pile of stuff unloaded from the RV, coming up with an assault rifle. She clicked the safety, bolted a round into the chamber, and turned on the gray mound. 
It was at the entrance now, its eyes burning red and its mouth gaping blackly. The cold stole at her legs and held her tight, becalmed her thoughts and almost stopped her flat, but she'd spent her childhood fighting against the hurt and she wouldn't give in now, not with her father right there and watching. 
"Eat this," she whispered, and pulled the trigger. 
Bullets raked across the mound with a deafening clatter. The recoil kicked in her shoulder and roused her. A single impact splashed off the red giant's face and punched it back.
The cold faded and she advanced, firing all the while. 
Rat at at at
 said the rifle. She strode over the limp body of her father, driving a hail of bullets into the giant's face and torso as it backed away. They ricocheted with bright sparks off the wide tunnel walls, crunching stony limbs and fogging the tunnel with body-powder.
 Rat at at at   Rat at at at
   Rat at at at
The rifle clicked on empty and Anna blinked, coming back to herself. Sweat poured down her face and mingled with tears. It was still inside and shifting, the cold was reaching out once more, and she understood. 
Bullets and bombs wouldn't kill it. Nothing she could do would kill it, because if there had been some other way then the apocalypse need never have happened. The zombie ocean was the world's antidote to this most terrible threat, and all she could do now was follow their lead. 
The correct response leaped up and she embraced it. The rocket launcher lay there and she swept it up. On her shoulder it felt solid and right, primed like a vorpal sword. 
"This is for my father," she said, and pulled the trigger. 
The rocket shot out on a string of smoke, hit the tunnel a few feet deep of the entrance, and erupted in flame. Bodies fragmented and powder shot out and the whole mound lifted for a second. 
Then fell. The crunch was almighty. Dust huffed out from all sides like a gasp as thousands of stone bodies settled to a new balance. The cold sank away, fading as the red giant within was once again buried alive. 
The launcher sagged to the dust and Anna dropped to her knees by her father's side. The light was nearly gone from his shriveled eyes.  
"Daddy," she whispered. She took his slack hand as he'd once held hers, holding tight while the light in his eyes flickered and died.  
 
 
 



23. CAIRNS
 
 
Her father was lighter than the others. 
She considered the possible explanations for why, as she climbed up the newly settled mound with his stiff corpse tied across her back, but she only considered them gently. To question them too deeply now seemed inappropriate. To ignore them altogether seemed less than he deserved. 
"You never turned to stone, did you," she said to him as she climbed. "You waited and used yourself up like a battery. The others became stone a lot earlier; they leveraged what charge they had for weight and containment. You knew I was coming, so you waited. Is that about right?"
Strapping him to her back had not been hard. Now she wore him like a backpack. It probably looked obscene, but it didn't feel that way. It felt like a return to the days when he wore her around his neck like a baby, carrying her everywhere he went whether she was awake or asleep. It felt right.
She climbed.
The bodies under her hands and feet had set firmly against each other again. They made for strange hiking material. Still she could feel the whispers of the red creature's chill reaching up through the rocky pile, like anemone feelers tickling at the air, but not strong enough to compel her. Bullets, a rocket-launcher and a thousand tons of stone bodies on the head would do it. 
The rest she would think about later. 
Their hands and feet helped her up. She fancied Alice climbing a pyramid of bodies, and the odd things she might comment upon. 
"Well excuse me, sir, but you must know that your little toe is wedged in that other man's nose, now how can that be comfortable? Do you not feel the tiniest bit of shame for the shabby way you're treating him? If only you might unplug it and then both the poor chap would breathe easier and you too would regain freedom of the foot, don't you agree?"
She snorted. Alice again. 
She'd thought about burying him; digging a deep hole in the dirt and setting up a grave, but it didn't seem fitting. Cremation was possible, since he wasn't stone like the others. She even scanned the horizon for trees to provide firewood, so she could tip his ashes into a can and carry him around forever, but he'd had long enough travels already. It was time for him to rest.
She reached the top, held to a slippery bald head by the ears, and slid her father carefully round from her back. His broken arms flopped creakily, and he slumped quite comfortably in a slight depression by the apex. 
Anna smiled. So this was his island, and he the giant sat atop it. All these bodies were his throne. It was all right. 
Beyond that, it was too much to really process that her father had just died. It was too big, after believing he'd been dead and gone for so long. This was his broken, battered body. This had held her when she went to sleep, had carried her across the world, and come all this way only to die for her again. 
She leaned away. When she took her hands off him, they shook. She thought about the last time she'd touched him, back when she was a little girl in the water, clinging desperately to his head as he strode away down the continental shelf. 
This was really it. She didn't know what to say. She leaned in and kissed his gray forehead. It made her cry. 
"Bye bye, Daddy," she said. 
From her pocket she pulled the little Alice figure, made by her over ten years ago and given then as a gift. It had been in his backpack throughout, largely undamaged though a little faded by months in the water. She kissed it too then rested it in the crook of his arm.  
A giant and his daughter. 
 
 
She sat on the RV roof in the pale midday sunlight, looking at her father's backpack. The items from inside lay spread out in a neat row like soldiers on parade: his wallet, their house keys, a blue crayon with its paper casing stripped away, assorted coins, a dark lump of something in faded plastic packaging that had to be red strings, the book of Alice in Wonderland with the cover washed away though the words inside remained, a piece of red rock from a canyon they'd walked up that she thought had been a fossil, a bottle of water with the seal unbroken, and a dry seed-case from a walnut tree. 
She touched each item solemnly with her fingertip, as if anointing them. Memories of them drifted up: picking these up from the nightstand in her home, collecting these along the way. She laid her father's phone alongside them, completing the set. 
She'd arrived and fought a Jabberwock. Now this was her treasure. She activated the phone's Hatter app and it flashed with the blue and the yellow dots almost atop each other. 
"Good doggy," she said.
The sun was sinking already and it was getting cold. High on the Mongolian steppes it was always cold without the sun. She studied her body, counting the blisters and bruises her body mining and battles had raised up. Her arms were spattered with them, probably from tumbling or from bits of shrapnel blown out by the explosion. There was a huge purple oval on her hip and another on her shoulder. Her neck hurt and so did all her muscles, particularly her shoulders.
The row of items waited for her. 
She picked up the wallet and opened it. Her hands trembled as she picked through the cards inside. The top bits of them were faded to white where they'd been exposed to water, but the hidden lower halves were as bright as the day they were printed: a bank card, a credit card, a travel card, and finally a driving license. 
It had a picture of her father. It wasn't his peanut face or the face from her memories or dreams, but the actual man. He wore a half-smile revealing white teeth. He still had his scraggly beard but his hair was longer than she remembered. His eyes were brown and warm. 
This was her father in his prime. She checked the card's date of issue; it had to be at least a year before she was born. Her vision grew fuzzy and she imagined her father sitting in the photo booth and thinking of the future that lay ahead. Her mother was probably there too, waiting outside the photo booth ready to laugh with him at how the picture turned out. A young couple, young and in love, before Anna had even been conceived.
She wiped her eyes and read her father's name for the first time. She'd never known what it was. She sounded it out to herself quietly; it seemed to fit. It was a good name, a strong name. Their address was printed there too, in a city she bore no memories of. 
She made a cairn as the sun went down. It was simple and unmarked, not for anyone but her. She laid the backpack and its items on the sand before the mound, then piled rocks atop them, like a doll's house version of the zombie cairn. She didn't paint the pile or leave any other sign she'd been there. 
Afterward she slept, and for the first time since she was a little girl there was no tug of guilt pulling at her thoughts as she slipped away, nothing at all. She was free. 
 
 
Dawn came bright and cold with a biting wind whipping off the desert. Anna unfurled her world map like a spinnaker sail in the refuge of the RV, set a button down on her spot in Mongolia, and surveyed the whole.  
Thousands of miles to the east, back across an ocean and round the other side of the world, lay Los Angeles. Thousands of miles to the west it was much the same. 
She'd come here to die. Now that didn't seem so important. She wanted to see Amo again. She wanted to hold Cerulean's hand. She wanted to see Ravi. 
The RV needed only a little fresh oil and some tuning to its brakes. Not one wheel had blown out yet, and she had the gear to manage when it did. She had more than enough fuel to get to the next major city. 
She laughed. She'd never researched any of this, but that was what made it fun. 
"I'm going through the looking glass," she said into the hissing satellite phone, atop the RV. The wind snapped at her clothes and hair so loud she could barely hear herself. If they were answering she'd never hear it. "The long way round, leaving cairns all the way. Tell Cerulean I miss him, Amo. I even miss you. Tell Ravi I miss him as well. I'm coming home, and I'm bringing the world with me."
The road had no name that she could see, but the sand lying in shallow drifts over the surface was no worse than before. The GPS unit blinked happily on the dashboard, directing her toward Paris, France. 
She peeled out. 
 
 
It took four weeks, driving nine-hour days and stopping in major cities to drop cairns. She was out of Mongolia on the Murun-Bulgan highway and into Russia as summer came to its end. On the M52 she bore north and west, up through the wooded fir valleys of Biysk and past blocky communist-era statues and French-colonial municipal buildings. There were tatty old lemon-yellow Ladas everywhere, long coffin-like cars alongside great gray heaps of the dead.
On the road northwest to Novosibirsk she raced through overripe fields that were surely once farmland for sunflowers, rapeseed and wheat, but now were studded with new growth walnut and Mongolian lime trees, strangled in places by thick Japanese knotweed. Geese honked overhead and vermilion foxes watched from the rushes of lakes that stretched on into ice. 
The number of gray mounds ebbed gradually until there were none. The red giants hadn't reached this far. She wasn't sorry to see them go. In their place the Altai mountains rose up, wearing a brittle cap of snow. She kept the map open in the passenger seat beside her, weighted down with the hissing satellite phone: her two constant companions.
The chill in the air deepened. She stopped at a parka store in a low valley and took three of the fluffiest coats they had, along with woolen underwear, thick leather boots, wool socks, gloves, mufflers, whole sheepskin blankets and a heavy furred hats. She left payment in the form of USBs lying neatly like orange pips on the counter. 
A few hundred miles later she stopped at a Yangtze fulfillment center, laughing her way down the dark hallways where all the signs were written in stark Russian script. She stocked up on everything she would need for her cairns, then drove on through the Siberian pine-coated hills with old Madonna tracks lilting from her roof-mounted speakers. No zombies came to follow her; those days were gone, but the bright clashing music made her happy and served to warn any other humans she was passing through.  
In Novosibirsk she cruised through the suburbs and downtown, past a grand lilac-colored train station as ornate with bright arches as a child's fancy toy box, hunting down the tallest building. Gorskiy City Hotel was a blocky black glass affair with bright stripes of color running around alternating floors, about twenty-five floors tall.
From the rooftop she rappelled down with her gear. It was a giddy high, swaying in the freezing wind fifteen to twenty floors above ground, kind of like leaning into the draft of a catamaran. She spent the day painting a simple symbol, the same all round world that she'd she seen so far. 
A STOP sign. It was a red octagon with large white letters in the middle, reading:
LA 36
LA for their location, and 36 for their numbers. Underneath it was a white arrow pointing to the lobby, where she'd left laptops, teabags, cups and kettles with generators and fuel to run them, plus directions drawn out on maps, Amo's USB seeds, and a big whiteboard snatched from one of the conference center floors. 
ANNA 7/2028
She surveyed it from a vantage point on the verdant floodplains of the Ob river, just as the sun came down beyond Gorskiy City. It offered a choice. 
From Novosibirsk it was a day's hop to Omsk along narrow road-channels carved through dense ancient woods. Beyond that she dropped small, Amo-style car-cairns in lots of minor cities along the way: Ishim and Kurgan, Cheylabinsk and Ufa, Kazan and Cheboksary and Vladimi. She fine-tuned the process down to around two hours: two cars pushed into position, a white and black striped line drawn between them like a checkered flag, then one car branded with her stop sign and stocked with goodies. 
In Moscow she made a larger effort. She chewed on a ballpoint pen while studying her tourist map and overlooking the view from the Moscow State University Building, tucked in a loop of the broad Moskva River, trying to choose the best spot for the cairn. There were many tall skyscrapers, plus the Kremlin, a huge tower, the brightly-domed Saint Basil's Cathedral, and countless others. 
At last she settled on Red Square itself, fronting Saint Basil's. The space was massive and empty, an absolute joy to drive and do donuts in. There was no sign of habitation. In all of Moscow there'd been twenty million people or thereabouts, probably resulting in about two survivors total. 
Where were they? Even if they were here, there was so little chance she'd find them. Most likely they'd moved to warmer climes, where life was easier, but perhaps they'd come here one day, on a pilgrimage to their old capital. 
She painted her red stop sign on the floor of Red Square directly, by tipping out cans of red paint and spreading them around with a brush. It took thirty cans to fill up the circle she'd marked out, and four cans to do the lettering in white
On the bar of the L of LA she placed a single red Ferrari, scouted from a dealership and towed over with the RV. It stood out beautifully against the white, which stood out starkly against the red, which stood out sharply against the white. In the Ferrari she put all her cairn staples. 
It was good work. She drove on down into Europe. The chilly Russian valleys gradually gave way to the thick old growth pine and birch forests covering Belarus. Winding through long shadowy roads overcast with tangled ancient trees, she thought of Alice stumbling around lost in a forest. 
Occasional sudden bursts of motion interrupted her silent passage: a stag emerging from the undergrowth to eye her cynically, a hawk erupting from the shrubs with a caw. Towns blipped up and blipped out in much the same way, each heralded by grimy old Stalinist statues, many of which had been halfway torn down or fenced with rusting metal walls. All were coated in ivy, with saplings growing up around them. Soon all this would be lost in the woods. 
She left her symbol in Minsk, painted on the columns of the grand old KGB headquarters. Poland was next, with medieval castles on hills and gray concrete cities. Time whipped by in a blur of driving, painting cairns and dreaming of the days ahead. She was impatient and ready to be home. It had been months already. She looked out for people along the road and any signs of habitation, but saw none.
After Poland there was Germany, where it seemed the cold was following her west from Russia. She left cairns in Potsdam and Hanover, in Dortmund and Cologne. In Belgium she stopped for an afternoon in Liege and ate fine chocolate. In France she breezed through vineyards and fields ripe with pumpkins, stopping off in Amiens to sample the wine and drop a cairn, before speeding on to the coast. 
It felt almost like coming home. The salty winds of the Atlantic blowing in over the little marina at Le Havre were a welcome sensation. She was almost there. 
 
 
 



24. SLEEPER CELL
 
 
The Atlantic was easy. She found a buoyant catamaran in the harbor, spent two days fitting it and stocking it with gear, then she was away. 
Long sunny days passed by as the wind ushered her west. She lay on the new bridge and looked up at the sky and thought about the zombie apocalypse. 
They had died for her. Ten years ago billions had crossed the world to sacrifice themselves on giant mounds atop red monsters. 
Now she was ready to figure out why. She had no further samples, no electron microscope or textbooks or slides of the T4 to study, but that didn't stop her. She had notepads and pens, and using them began to construct a picture of how the world had ended. 
A year before the apocalypse the world was infected with a virus. In most people it made no visible changes; it simply bedded down to lurk like a viral sleeper cell. In others, the one in ten million who would survive, it struck differently. They entered a coma that turned them briefly into zombies. 
This was inoculation. They recovered, though the recovery was abysmal; they were still infected with something, which caused the hurt. 
"Our entire cellular make-up was shifted," she said into the hissing satellite phone one afternoon, reading over her scribbled notes and stacked diagrams of cellular division. "We were like butterflies in a pupal state, protected from the real world while all our senses had to adapt to becoming something entirely new."
She tapped the paper with her pen, thinking.
"At the same time, the sleeper cell spread through the population. Probably it was airborne. It made subtle changes in its hosts, readying them like empty vessels for the change to come. Then Amo and Lara sent the signal, one they could never have expected, the virus activated, and the world turned gray."
She circled the sketch of a T4 she had drawn. For months it had haunted her thoughts and dreams; this three-legged was inside them all, controlling them from within. Now she began to think of it differently, no longer as a parasitical tripod but as a lighthouse on a great wall, looking out over an endless ocean. 
It had saved them all. 
"The zombies were an immune reaction to the true infection," she told the phone, "like white blood cells. They threw themselves on the red monsters in Mongolia. I don't know what that thing was, but I couldn't fight it. Some kind of mind control. It would have used me to make more of itself, then we'd all be screwed."
She paused and chewed the pen. 
"But the zombies were immune. They sacrificed themselves to stop it."
She sat at the edge of the bridge and gazed out to sea. It was a lot to swallow still. She didn't know how a signal released by sex could pass around the world in mere hours. She didn't know what the red creatures wanted, or where they came from.
"But it's good," she told the phone. "The zombie ocean saved us. Without them we'd have been overrun."
She rubbed her eyes. A few months ago she'd been angry. She'd hated Amo and scorned Cerulean. She'd used Ravi and cared only about her own loss. 
Now she was going home. 
 
 
New York was much as she remembered it. She pulled in up the Hudson River, looking up at Amo's giant 'f' on the Empire State Building and wondering how many people this lighthouse had steered home already. 
She signed the blackboard in the Empire State's lobby, then helped herself to the keys to a new RV from the bowl. She had a classy cup of foamy latté from the machines, still good after all these years. 
The RV sat on flat tires but she'd had plenty of practice switching them, plus Amo had left all the tools she'd need right there. Already there was gas in drums, water and food. 
Before she left New York she drove north to Yankee Stadium. Their group had talked many times about returning here and setting the tens of thousands of zombies inside free, but they'd never done it. There were always other things that were more urgent. 
Standing before the Stadium's tall glass façade, blockaded by large Greyhound coaches Amo had used as gates, she wept a little. Through the glass she could see the zombies inside, emaciated, wilted and patting on the smeared glass futilely. They'd locked them away and denied them their purpose, for nothing. 
"I'm sorry," Anna said. 
She jumpstarted the Greyhound and rolled it clear of the entrance. That was all it took, and at once a trickle of gray bodies tottered out. Anna smiled as they came over and encircled her. They touched her hair and her arms and her belly as though there was nothing at all to forgive. 
"It's good to see you," she said, as they gathered around her. "Thank you for your service. I'm sorry you had to wait so long."
They circled her in a swarm, spreading out across the street as hundreds and thousands poured from the mouth of the Stadium. Soon there were so many that the streets couldn't contain them, and she climbed back into her RV. With the windows down she drove west at a snail's pace, reaching out to touch the hands that strained up toward her. 
All these people were her family. To them she owed everything. 
"Thank you," she said, holding hands and touching their heads. "Thank you for all you've done." 
She led them west along 155th street to the Hudson River, then north along its banks past Washington Heights to the George Washington Bridge. Coaxing them en masse onto the I-9 bridge was tricky, but she managed to get a thread of them following her up, and the rest followed. 
In the shadow of the bridge's lower deck she paused while they wound up the spiral on-ramp behind her and spread out across the four lanes. Everything about this place was familiar. Looking out over the water to a beautiful cityscape made her think of the bridge in Japan, where all of these people were headed. They pressed close against her. 
"Charging up," she said softly. They were. Perhaps this was an essential stage in their programming. They sampled what a living, immune human felt like, then they went off to fight its opposite. Perhaps this sense drove them on. Perhaps in the end they even recovered some memories of who they had been before, so they could understand what their sacrifice was for. 
She smiled and cried a little. It would be nice to think that; that her father had known what he was doing at the last, that it wasn't just a T4 virus forcing him into it
She didn't wait for them all to catch up. The bridge wasn't big enough to contain them. Instead she drove on, cranking up the music like the Pied Piper and leading her people home. 
 
 
Through the day and into the night they followed her, just like old times. Together they left the city behind and crawled like a long caterpillar through the fields and forests of New Jersey, headed for Pennsylvania. Then as dawn broke and the road swerved gently to the right, they split away and continued on a straight line to the west. They tumbled down the road embankment and into the weeds of an old construction site, then picked themselves up and walked on.
Anna stood at the side and said goodbye to them as they passed. They were going to die, but it was all right. She'd seen where they were going and what they were going to do, and it wasn't that scary. It was a kind of beautiful.
"Best of luck," she said to them. "Safe journey. I know you'll do fine."
By evening her voice was a croak. At some point she'd curled up on the grass verge and napped, but still they were flowing by. She got up and back to thanking them, until finally they were all gone.  
The sound of them rustling through the evening dark faded like a distant freight train, honking its call through the lonely night beyond her bedroom window. She was a little girl again, leading her people back to LA and into the water, telling them not to be scared. It was part of who she was. 
"I might see you again," she called after them. "In LA."
 
 
For three days she drove. She didn't play music, just enjoyed the peace and silence of the natural world. Little towns and big states passed her by. For a little while she followed the route Amo took. She passed by Sophia's cairn and way-marker, and added fresh USB seeds. 
In Chicago, just after passing by the tip of Lake Michigan's long blue finger, she turned right, and for a time drove north then northwest. The chill cut in but she dressed in some of her Siberian furs and pressed on. Snow soon lined the ground around her. 
Up I-94 she went to Milwaukee, across to Madison then over and up on I-90 through Wisconsin Dells and Mauston, to Minneapolis.
There the circuit was complete. 
She pulled up to her old house in the suburb of Minnetonka, west Minneapolis. It looked like a nice area, if you didn't count the weeds everywhere and the cracks in the tarmac, or the ivy creeping up the walls and the brown knotweed strangling cars beneath a mass of brown. 
It was a street and there were tall brownstone houses arrayed long it. They had short front yards overgrown with trees and hedges. The cool air smelled like elderberries and winter. 
She looked down at the address written on a piece of paper, copied from her father's driving license. Almost there. Her hand shook as she let the RV roll slowly down the street. Flashes of memory came back to her, of where she'd run after him, where she'd fought her way out of the flow and into a taxi. 
It all looked smaller. 
She stopped at number forty-seven, her heart beating hard. She killed the engine and climbed out. She took out the house keys and held the familiar metal so tightly her fingers hurt. She didn't need them, as the door still hung open. Still she held onto the keys. They felt good in her hand, like a magic totem of belonging.
She walked in. 
The hallway was carpeted with rushes of crinkling brown leaves. In the warm autumn light she studied photographs on the walls. Here was her father. Here was a picture of her as a baby. Here was her mother. She was a pretty white lady with dark hair. Here was a picture of all three of them together, posing over a big blue cake with a picture of Alice on the side. 
There were many others pictures. In all of them they looked happy. There was no hint of the misery to come. Anna peered closely at her mother, trying to understand who she was behind those smiling eyes. 
It didn't really matter. They were both dead now. 
In the kitchen she found an empty carton of milk sitting in the middle of the room and laughed. Up the stairs, her old room was full of light. The bed lay in the middle, so small. She'd spent a year in it, just a little girl with her father by her side. She imagined him standing outside the room, spending silent moments preparing to enter, putting on his smile and pushing through another day. 
He had done so much for her, both in life and in death.  
Around the room, her pictures were still tacked to the walls, their bright colors were preserved by the dark; images of birdmen and birdwomen, rainbow warriors and horses with slug legs, monsters and heroes and Alice too, weaving her way amongst them with grace and wit and childlike ease. 
A line from Alice came to mind and she spoke it aloud.
"I can't go back to yesterday because I was a different person then."
It was true. 
She went to collect the pictures, then thought better of it. They belonged where they were, where they had been for ten years. She stood at the window for a time, looking out, gathering her strength before the final room.
The Hatter was a dark circle on the floor. She ran her fingers through her father's clothes in the cupboard. It was amazing to think he'd walked from here to Mongolia. It made her miss him more, for all the things she would never know. Perhaps he would have met another woman and she might have had a second mother. Perhaps they would have had another child, a little brother or sister for Anna to look after. 
She went back down the stairs. From the wall she selected one picture, of her and her father together, just the two of them. Seeing her mother had been nice, but she could remain here in this eternal mausoleum, a past too distant to keep near. She only wanted her father with her for the days and years to come. 
The RV was waiting for her outside. Somewhere two thousand miles away, Amo and Cerulean and Ravi and all the others would be waiting too. 
She couldn't wait to see them. Others were going to come. In that moment she knew it with certainty. The cairns were out there and the rules had shifted. She'd go join Ravi and they'd have children, and their children would marry children from Russia or China or France, and so on and so on until the world was full again, and all these old grave sites would come back into use as cities and parks and homes for their children to grow up in. 
They were going to be all right. 
 
 
 



25. CERULEAN
 
 
She came upon the Chinese Theater slowly. 
Passing through the west had felt like waking from a long dream; four slogging days of endless straight roads stretching across the desert. The figure on the UFO in Las Vegas made her smile. She augmented every cairn to date with fresh SEEDS. 
Then she was there, in Los Angeles and rolling down the streets most familiar to her. Before hitting Hollywood Boulevard she stopped off at Venice beach. It was silent and still but for the waves lapping on the shore. 
The past was a closed chapter. Looking out over the steady ebb and flow of tides, she could almost imagine each gray-white breaker was a single head bobbing above the surface for a moment only, before sinking below. 
People were deep and vast, like the ocean. There were depths she would never know. She'd plumbed a few, but never fallen so deep as people like Julio or the mad woman on her trimaran. She'd never lost all hope like Amo and actually tried to die, though she'd come close. 
The RV trundled peaceably down Hollywood Boulevard. The stars on the sidewalk glinted like they'd been polished. This was home. In the courtyard she pulled up to join the motor pool in front of the Chinese Theater. 
She cut the RV's engine and looked around. There was no one in sight, probably they were all at work somewhere; Ravi would be helping build up and maintain their housing infrastructure and security, Amo and Lara would be at school in one of the cinema theaters, Jake, Salman and a few others might be up at UCLA working with the ultra-microtome and electron microscope researching further, Masako and a handful in her crew would be out at the Chino Hills State Park farms harvesting potatoes, wheat and corn. Probably Cerulean would be at the satellite phone receiver in the radio room at the Pacific Television Center, working shifts with a few others while they waited for transmissions from her or anyone else around the world to come in. 
She climbed out of the RV. The Theater looked the same. A few large pennants still hung from its eaves, boasting about the latest IMAX movies coming out ten years ago. They ought to replace those with a new flag, she wondered, probably something better than her stop sign. Amo could think about that, a really catchy brand. It had to be bigger than single nations, big enough to encompass the world, as the first truly global civilization. Perhaps a circle for the Earth with a sun and moon circling? That might look like a credit card symbol… They could fine-tune the details later. 
She wondered if anyone had come in yet from Asia. It was possible, if they'd seen her cairn in Japan. 
She started toward the entrance.
"Don't move," a loud voice called out, enhanced by a megaphone. "Raise your hands." 
That was new. She did as she was told, studying the Theater's roofline. There'd once been a plan to make it a secure battlement, and yes, there were two turrets up there now, fresh constructions since she'd left. They looked like World War 2 pillboxes, reinforced with sandbags. Were those machine gun barrels sticking out? Something glinted in the one on the left, giving away a pair of binoculars.
She looked around the rest of the open courtyard but nobody was there.
"Step away from the vehicle slowly," the amplified voice called. "Keep your hands up."
She did just that. 
"It's me," she shouted up at the glinting turret. "Anna. I'm back."
"Anna?" the voice said, and in that second she recognized it. A door in the side of the turret opened and out popped the lanky, tousle-headed figure of Jake. A loudspeaker hung slack in his hand, so she barely heard his voice as he went on. "You're back! Oh my god! Sorry, come on in!"
She laughed. 
"What's with the security?" she shouted up at him, but he didn't hear, he was talking animatedly into a walkie-talkie. He grinned and gestured for her to enter the building. 
She walked on, into the dark of the Theater and called out. 
"Hello, anybody home?"
There was a rustling sound from a nearby theater, then stamping feet and the door to screen seven thumped open. It was Lara, and she stood there wide-eyed for a second staring at Anna, taking in her sun-dark face and smile. 
"Oh my lord, Anna!" she shouted.
She ran over and hugged her. She held her away and looked at her. "I can't believe you're really here!" She ran her hands through Anna's hair wildly then over her cheeks and shoulders as if checking everything was in the right place. "We've been so worried, and after Mongolia, but you're all right? You look amazing."
Anna laughed and tried to talk but her voice came out choked. "I'm fine, Lara. Really."
She hadn't expect to feel this. She'd always fought Lara but now she was so happy just to see her. She wanted to wrap her up and hold her tight.   
"Gods we have to tell the others," Lara hooted. She pulled out her walkie-talkie and buzzed it. "All stations, this is Lara, I have amazing news; Anna's home! We're in the theater, everyone get over here now!"
A stream of kids came trundling out of the theater, trailing after Lara. First came Talia, Amo and Lara's daughter, and when she saw Anna her face lit up in the dark of the lobby. 
"Auntie Anna," she cried. "Ravi says you're going to teach me how to yacht!" She ran over and hugged her. "But you got so fat."
Anna laughed. Lara stroked Talia's soft brown hair. "We've got so much to talk about! You and Ravi? I never thought you saw anything in him."
Anna turned red. She looked down at little Talia, that being an easier conversation to handle. "I got so fat because I ate up a whole candy factory! Can you imagine that?"
Talia jumped up and down. "How did it taste?" 
"Amazing. I can still taste it now. You should try it sometime."
"Mommy I want to eat a candy factory too!" Talia demanded, and Lara gave Anna the old frown, then the others kids were hustling around them as well; Jenna and Max and Grace and Hartford, all of them different ages but taking their classes together. 
Last of all came Amo. He stood in the dark hall grinning and watching the hallway revelry. 
"Get over here," Lara called.
"I'm just admiring this scene," he said. He looked fit to burst with pride, and his voice was tight. "I'm so glad you're back safe, Anna." 
"Get in this hug!" Lara ordered. 
He came over and duly joined in the hugging. Moments later the walkie-talkie at Lara's waist fuzzed to life. "She's here? Anna's back?" 
It was Ravi's voice. Lara held the receiver out to Anna. 
"I'm here, Ravi. I'm back."
On the other end Ravi whooped. "I'm coming," he shouted.
"Drive safe, OK," Anna said. "No sense you getting hurt coming over here."
"You've been round the world," he shouted. "I'll drive home how I damn well please!"
They laughed. They talked. Fresh tea was produced, and snacks, and throughout there was only one thing missing while Ravi came in and held to her arm and wouldn't stop crying and laughing, while Jake and Salman came in and told her about the great strides they'd made in understanding the T4, especially with her guidance from Mongolia and her thoughts from the Atlantic crossing. 
"This thing was made," Jake said. "We're spotting signature loops in the DNA, breaking them down as best we can and mapping them to known splices. We may even be able to isolate who did it, and where, and what for. You sure you haven't got a sample of the big red one?"
She laughed and told them no. She patted Ravi's arm and tolerated him gazing at her, and the kids dancing round her feet, because this was what she'd come back for anyway. This was why she was here. 
At last though she couldn't wait any longer. 
"Where's Cerulean" she asked Amo.
His face fell at once. The hubbub died down and the mood shifted. 
Amo put his hand on her shoulder. "Something happened while you were away, Anna."
She blinked. "What?"
He looked into her eyes. "Cerulean's gone."
Involuntarily she shook her head. This was too sudden a change. The image of Cerulean buried in the dirt with only his wheelchair as a grave marker flashed through her mind. "What do you mean, gone? Gone where? Did he follow after me?"
"No," Amo said. "He would have told me. And the answer is, we don't know where. We don't know what's happened to him. A month back he just disappeared and we haven't seen him since."
It felt like the bottom falling out of her world. 
It had been wonderful to find her father and her home. It was wonderful to circle the world and decide what kind of person she wanted to be, but to do all of those things and not have Cerulean to tell about it? It all began to seem empty. She hadn't realized it but now she did; Cerulean was the firm ground her new life was based on. He'd been like a father to her, but no that wasn't quite right. He'd been her father. 
"I don't understand. Where would he go? Why?"
Amo took a long moment. He looked at Lara and at the others gathered around, then he spoke in a heavy, final tone. 
"I'm sorry, Anna. I don't know why or where. We think he was taken."
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MR. RUINS (EXCERPT)
 
 
The needle enters Mei-An's eye socket smoothly, nestling beside her bright white eyeball and passing back into the brain. There I inject the engrams, a tailored combination of off-the-shelf language packs and vocational skills encapsulated in a silvery liquid. 
The needle comes out and I lean back, giving her a moment to blink away the discomfort. 
"How do you feel?" I ask.
"Shivery," she says. As her mouth opens I see the tattoo on her tongue, an abstract DZ pattern I recognize as the brand of Don Zachary. "It's cold, like brain freeze."
I smile. I study her. Her name is Mei-An, a sweet-looking meta-Asiat with steely resolve and black face-framing bangs to die for. Soon her brain will be in my hands. She came in to my graysmithy building an hour ago asking for the inject, for what purpose I have no idea, though it's plain she's running from something. I didn't question her. I'm Ritry Goligh, a graysmith for the gray matter of the mind, and it isn't my job to ask questions.
A silvery tear beads from her eye and I dab it away with a surgical cloth. 
"Let them settle for a few moments," I say, "then we'll dive."
She nods. "He may come looking for me, afterward. I want to be honest. You'll see it in me anyway."
I shrug. Of course I know. Don Zachary is the boss of proto-Calico, and by all accounts he's a bastard. "Just try to be calm." 
"I'm calm."
I leave her, exiting the spartan, gray-walled dive room to stand in the polished steel corridor with my assistant Carrolla. 
Carrolla's tall and shaven-headed, with features just shy of model-worthy. I think he must have had marine training, but he never fought in the skirmishes. Working here in the lawless dog-end of the skulks is his skirmish. He raises one eyebrow, and I know what he's thinking. 
"She wants a dive," I say by way of explanation.
He snorts. "I heard the Don crucified the last guy who crossed him, Rit. He nailed him to the fucking tsunami wall. Does that sound like fun to you?" 
I chuckle. There are no shortage of legends about the Don. "Not really, but I'm not turning her away." 
"Don fucking Zachary," he mutters under his breath. "Could you not have at least charged her more?"
"It's a set rate," I say, "and a big enough haul already. It's a big dive."
He grunts, and we stand quietly for a moment, each in our thoughts. In Mei-An's brain the inject will be spreading, beginning to swamp her neurons. I speak. "I need you tight on me for this. It's a bigger inject than usual."
Carrolla nods sharply, like a marine. He's not though, I'm not anymore, the skirmishes have been over for ten long years but still we're both here, acting like it's a war. It's not a fucking war.
We go back into the dive room together. Mei-An is still sitting there, perched like a doll on the input tray of the Electro Magnetic Resonance machine; a blocky off-white oblong of hollow plastic and metal, retro-fitted and bolted to the floor. It's an ancient piece of kit the graysmith before me must have lifted off one of the commodium barges, tossed up in the last big wave;
Her thin legs dangle down its scarred and discolored side like a child's, though she must be at least twenty-eight. I have no doubt she's seen some awful shit. You have to be strong to make it in the skulks, and Don Zachary is not known as a charitable man. 
I sit on the stool and look into her artificially widened eyes. "You know this is dangerous," I say. "Permanent brain damage is possible, and it gets more likely with the size of the inject. I'm good, but there's always a risk. Are you sure?"
She nods. "I'm sure. I have to do this now." I can feel the fear underlying her calm demeanor.
"Lie down on your side," I tell her. 
She does. I walk around the EMR, past Carrolla at the control panel, then climb onto the tray and lie down beside her so we're face to face. 
"It'll be OK," I say. 
The EMR begins to thump as Carrolla fires it up. Inside electromagnets are whirring, phasing with the transponders implanted deep in my cerebellum. I can feel the tide rising. The input tray jerks into motion, and together we slide into the machine's hollow middle. Electromagnetic waves wash over us, beginning the synchronization of our thought patterns. Dimly I start to sense the outline of her mind, a hazy sphere of heat barely glimpsed through murky waters, transposed atop her face. I focus closer, striving for a resonant bridge across which I'll be able to pass into the outer reaches of her mind, then-
"Shit!"
It's Carrolla. I hear his shout tinnily through the waves, followed by a red flash splashing across my field of view, like blood in the water. Fuck. Her mental immunity is kicking in already, the Lag, reaching out to take a bite. If I don't do something fast it'll bite half her mind away just to get me and the inject out. 
"Her neurons and starting to crisp!" Carrolla calls faintly. "Get out of there Rit."
I'm aleady too deep to pull out though, not with the inject still lying there like bloody chum to the Lag. I have to go deeper. 
"All levels are up," Carrolla calls, barely audible over the thump of the EMR. "If you're not coming out then get it calmed!"
I gaze through the layers of thought into Mei-An's eyes, big dark staring spheres, and will her to calm down. I've dived deeper than this a hundred times before, and it never gets any easier, or safer, but I've always survived.
The Lag snaps up at me from within her head. 
"Look at me Mei-An," I say as I tune my core transponders tighter, driving for stronger resonance. "Look at my eyes, Mei-An, that's it."
She tries to nod but now she's glitching on motor control, making the movement uneven and jerky. She's terrified. I kick a leg at Carrolla to increase the cooling Cerebro-Spinal Fluid flow bathing her brain, because if it gets any hotter inside her skull those neurons really will begin to cook. 
"It's OK," I tell her softly. "Mei-An, I need you to relax, can you do that?"
She attempts another nod, and for an instant I see my face reflected in the liquid sheen of her eyes. This is Ritry Goligh, only thirty seven and already my face is forming up in lines like calving Arctic ice. Fuck. 
"It's going to be OK," I say, then slide my transponders' wavelength all the way down to fully match with hers.
A rush of thought-data pummels me, hard bubbles rising through the water. These are the inputs and outputs of billions of her individual brain-cells and their action potential states. I swim through them, able only to see the pattern of her mounting panic. Her whole system is in emergency mode. If I had a better EMR I could fix her through that, but this is proto-Calico, a floating slum built of old wreckage and flotation barrels, and I don't. 
So I dive. 
A second flood of thoughts buffet me like the Allatanc ocean in tsunami: chemical stress levels spiking, the neuron firing rate shooting up, even the inject area for speech flipping belly up as unconsciousness dawns. 
"Damn it Rit she's slipping," I hear Carrolla faintly from above, the voice of a ghost.
I dive through the flood and deeper still, down into the root and branch systems of her brain's architecture, blasting by neurons like thick tufts of kelp, so deep I lose my grip on the world above and the sense of my own body flits away, beyond the confines of the machine and through the ocean's crust and into the realm where my mind truly meets hers.
The Molten Core. 
Lava blooms around me, the burning red and orange fire of the living mind. This is her consciousness, where she thinks, and here I am an invader. It is bright and chaotic with the violent churning of her thoughts. 
Nearby I can see the silvery inject being attacked by the Lag, in a powerful engrammic immune reaction. The Lag here is a kind of worm, massive and fleshy, able to burrow through the blazing lava with ease. I am powerless before it, battered and buffeted by fiery tidal flows. I am the only thing that can save a good chunk of sweet Mei-An's mind.
Everything is to play for now.
My sublavic ship coalesces around me, a submarine built for diving magma in the Molten Core, as it has a thousand times before, hulled with six layers of heat-proof, ablative brick cladding. Within its belly the crew members fire into existence like clay pots forged in a kiln. I send them to their posts throughout the ship, manning the periscope at the conning tower, setting a course for the womb-like frequencies sounding out from Mei-An's Solid Core. 
The Solid Core is the utmost center of the mind. I've never entered the Solid Core of another living soul; it would be madness. I've only ever dabbled around the edges. The risks inside are far too massive, where the Lag is infinitely stronger, and the pathways are an unquantifiably complex maze. I'm not even sure I could get in if I tried. 
But I don't need to. I only need to get close. 
The engine-screw churns the ship inward, and bubbles of memory burst out of the lava ahead, popping over the sublavic ship's prow, leaving behind frazzled hints of who this girl is and was. In one I glimpse her slinging back Arctic gin in an off-wall dive with a guy with a sternum-piercing. In others she makes her first tentative forays across the tsunami wall and into the neon skulks of proto-Calico, falling into company with smugglers, shits, and the children of the Don. 
The Lag snaps up at me with ravenous meat-jaws from the magma, and I launch a few sacrificial memories as torpedoes to slake its hunger: my walk through the blue-tarp park that morning, the taste of the juice-box Carrolla brought in for me- Arclo-berry, one of the newest strains out of the pack-ice. I won't miss them too much, and for the moment the Lag is distracted. It's just a worm, ever hungry.
My sublavic ship powers on through molten rock, and in moments I sight the radiant outer edge of what I'm looking for through the sonar, embodied as liquid sound. It is waves pulsing through the magma with a steady 
thump thump, thump thump
that is utterly unique, and key to deciphering this girl's burning architecture: her mother's pulse.
The mother's pulse is the first memory formed in a baby's brain. Though all other sound is also heard dimly across the mother's belly wall, muted and simplified, it's the pulse that sounds the loudest for that forming seed in its budding sac. 
thump thump
The pulse is goddess, a fingerprint of the mother's heart that molds the baby brain like it was soft clay, shaping it in its own image and instilling it with a unique engrammic immunity. It is the foundation all minds are built upon, locked away in the Solid Core at the heart of the mind, and I can use it, but I don't need to break into Mei-An's Solid Core to get it. I'm close enough to tap the sound like a keg. 
Tuning forks winch out of the sublavic ship's sides, punching through the brick cladding, to store this invaluable pattern. The forks melt in moments, but the pattern is captured. I turn the ship around and unleash the sound outward through the ocean of lava-thought, amplifying it massively. The Lag is soothed at once by this gentle lullaby memory of the womb. I drag the sound away from the Solid Core with me, causing Mei-An's mind to bathe itself with the right kind of Cerebro-Spinal Fluid, tinged with harmonics too complex to fake. 
It works. I feel her chemical stress levels calming through the flow of lava. Her brain-rate is settling down, so I pull my consciousness out a few layers, back into the realm of my sublavic's bridge. More thoughts bubble up across the periscope; glimpses of her latter days in the company of the Don's son, an abusive shit who beats the will out of her, but calmer now, as the panic spike of her immune rejection stills beneath the smoothing pulse.
thump thump, thump thump
The Lag has been quieted, but it's still out there tracking me sleepily through the lava. The job is not over. If I don't do something, it will still eventually scrub the language engram-inject completely, so I head to zone where Carrolla first injected the Afri-Jarvanese engram, in the crevice between the tail end of the optic nerve and the auditory zone. There I massage the pulse around the engram's edges, guiding it by the nose like I would a kelp-tilling shark. It cools the enflamed cells lining the language dump and pets the Lag on its head like a trusty old dog. 
I metaphorically sigh with relief.
"Can I have my Arcloberry back?" I ask the Lag, a wordless information request through the Cerebro-Spinal Fluid. I remember the memory because I only gave the content not the frame, so I remember that it happened and that it's now missing, but not any detail or emotional connection. The Lag is mute on its refund policy. 
"My walk through the park then?" I press. "Come on, don't short me."
It bares its lipless, fleshy teeth. Fair enough, I've lost far more in the past, and at least I still have the frame. Nothing earth-shattering happened on my way through the park anyway. Did it?     
Dammit. I pull outward, and my body and the sublavic ship merge back into one as my thoughts suck free of Mei-An's mind. I rush up the tunnel of data and figures as my consciousness disengages, then I'm out again and panting hard in the decelerating thump thump of the EMR machine, back in the graysmithy room. 
I'm leaning over her now, looking down on her dark eyes staring back at me. I notice I've drooled on her face. Oh man, that looks bad. I hastily rub it off, my arm a bit jerky as the gears of my brain slot back into sync. She doesn't notice, she's totally out. Then the tray engages, and we're sliding out of the quieting machine together, into the filtered gray light of the dive-room. It's gray for just this moment, to not provide any disconcerting stimulus to a disoriented brain. 
"Strong work Ritry," Carrolla says, slapping me on the back. 
It takes a moment to associate his words and his movement with the impact on my back. He knows this, and keeps patting until some rudimentary synchronization takes places. 
I roll away from Mei-An and look up at Carrolla. He reminds me so much of someone I used to know.
"Fine work, really excellent," he's still saying, words more to key me back to my body and sense than for anything else, "and you bedded it in too. How was the Lag?"
I slide my legs woozily off the EMR-tray, to sit up with my back away from the girl. She'll need a few hours of medicated sleep for her mind to fully settle. 
"Not bad," I say. My tongue feels thick as a wodge of dry seaweed in my mouth. Carrolla hands me a glass of water and helps me hold it up while I take a sip. Better. "Have you got any more of those Arcloberry juice boxes though?" 
He frowns. "What, you gave up the juice? Hell no, Rit, that didn't come cheap. What's wrong with water, do you not have enough memories of drinking that?"
I shrug. "It came to mind."
He laughs. "Well shit. Still, I heard they've got vodka mixes out at the skulk-end, some new seed-blend. Sound good? Yes sir. Let's get you to recovery."
"I'm fine."
"Of course, I'm fine also, now move it."
Carrolla is always effervescent, even when he's blackout drunk. Perhaps this is part of why I find him cheering, though most people want to punch him after a few minutes. He can get very loud. Either punch him or sleep with him, actually, he gets his share of both. 
Together we hoist my body up off the bench, and I can mostly walk on my own, so he mostly lets me, assisting only when I sway. We trudge like that together out of the gray dive-bay, and he's saying something about the girl, Mei-An, and Don Zachary. A warning maybe. I barely listen. Down the polished steel-floored corridor we go, to the end of the smithy building, and the glass-walled outlook space. Here there's a massage chair with a Cerebro-sonic bath, overlooking the green-gray Allatanc waves, off the edge of our floating barge, skulk 47.
I let him settle me down in the chair, looking out at the gray sky and level sweep of empty ocean. Beyond the glass the Allatanc spreads north into endless nothingness, into spaces where there used to be ice and life. There's nothing left now, not since we blew it all up in our hunt for hydrate resources deep underwater, in the Arctic skirmishes. This is the world we've made for ourselves. 
"Switch on your favorite music," Carrolla says, as he guides my head into the bath-spot. He makes a good nurse, better than he'd ever have been as a marine. That's a small mercy. "Settle in and you'll be up in time to party, unless Don Zachary comes for you first."
"Arcloberry," I mumble, in place of what I meant to say which was perhaps some kind of joke. 
He nods and repeats the word but I don't hear it, as the world fades back and the sonic bath takes hold with a medley of music I've reacted well to in the past. Underneath the beat it attempts to mimic the sound of a mother's pulse, automatically reverting the body back to the same womb-like state of recovery and growth I put Mei-An into. 
It's a poor facsimile for most, and works even less for me, since I never had a mother, and the pulse I grew up to was the seven-tone chime of an external machine womb, but still, I like the music. In a few hours I'll wake up feeling better, and so will Mei-An. We'll probably have sex, part of the contract for those who need a little extra context to frame the mental re-jigging a graysmith provides, and that is not an entirely unpleasant notion. She was pretty, and real.
I drift off thinking of Mei-An and the blunt-nosed face of Don Zachary, while the sonic-bath does its best to smooth the stress of the dive away. 
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