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Book 1 Summary
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A swarm of mutant cicadas emerges in America’s Corn Belt, killing everything it touches and leaving a trail of deadly venom in its wake. 

Out in California, wildfires rage. It’s not just the fire that kills, it’s the smoke.

In rural Iowa, Dr. Diana Stewart, Senior Crop Scientist for Matreus Inc., a firm with deep roots in agri-business, witnesses one of the first cicada-induced deaths. But when her bosses demand her silence she sets off ahead of the brood to find answers.

After witnessing a raging fire start in a Teff field and overtake the farmworkers, including her father, California journalist Anayeli Alfaro collects the rest of her family and rushes them to safety at her apartment so she can file her story about the fires with her newspaper editor. But when the rampaging fires rapidly approach the city, Anayeli is forced to flee again, this time taking refuge in the American river in a raft she hopes will take her family to the nearest evacuation center. 

Farther south, at U.C. Berkeley, boy genius Sam Leary gets a call from his friend Dr. Diana Stewart about killer cicadas. Curious about the new species, Diana offers to bring him samples, hoping he can figure out what’s going on. As he waits for her to show up, his colleague and academic rival, Frank Dorset, goes on the rampage, insistent that he be allowed to take possession of Sam’s flannel moth research that’s tied up in government contracts. Stuck between self-preservation and keeping his promise to wait for his friend, Sam must devise a way to keep himself and his research away from Frank while remaining at his post.

Meanwhile over The Pond, Ron Frobisher, fixer to the rich, is summoned to the ancestral home of his patron, Ann Pilkington, and tasked with escorting unidentified, live cargo from England to the west coast of Africa. Ron supervises the loading of Bio Better’s crates, only to discover three crates have gone missing. A sojourn to the seedy side of Southampton’s underbelly leads to a bloody confrontation, and the release of an entire crate of mutant cicadas onto the streets of Great Britain.
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Book 2 Summary
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When out of control wildfires with abnormally lethal smoke threaten Sydney, café owner Kim Walker embarks on a perilous journey to check on her only child Emma’s wellbeing. A loner since she gave her daughter up for adoption, Kim has promised herself that one day she would prove she was worthy of being a mother. But what should be a three-hour drive turns into a dangerous fight for her life when every-day citizens become desperate as they struggle to survive in the sudden chaos. 

Boulder has been mostly shielded from the unfolding mayhem and Dr. Keiko Sato leads the scientific community’s effort to isolate a cause for the cicadas’ rapid breed cycles and to discover an antitoxin. Her world collapses when a rogue gang of white supremacists burns down her house and her former mentor forces her out of her lab. Choking on toxic smoke, and directly in the path of the advancing cicada hordes, Keiko and her young daughter flee with a group of survivors to the mountain village of Breckenridge, where her world-saving research, and their lives, are in peril.

Emile Harris manages the longshoremen at the shipping port of Redwood City, California,  vigilant in his care of the workers and the company, he’s determined to stay on task. When he loses more than half his crew to the swarm, Emile battles his past, toxic smoke, killer insects, and his coworker, David Sackman, who challenges Emile’s ability to lead. With the promised return of the toxic cicadas, and no food in the warehouse, Emile is forced to leave the warehouse and get his people to safety.

Jeremy Curtis is on a mission to bond with Brandon, the son who barely acknowledges his existence. The pair hike the famed Half Dome in Yosemite National Park, but the acrid smoke drives them—and all the other hikers marooned on the treacherous slopes—up the Dome, to the promised air lift. But when the pilot dies and the chopper is commandeered by a civilian, it plunges off the Dome, leaving the Curtis boys to hike their way through the fires to safety. Battling the elements and their fellow travelers, the pair face off against a mighty foe in a battle that leaves Brandon fighting for his life. 
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Book 3 Summary–––––––– 
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At an evacuation center in Sacramento, California, Anayeli’s brother is hospitalized and Anayeli and her sister are separated from their mother, who is taken to an undisclosed location. As Anayeli searches for her mother, she discovers the evacuees have all become test subjects for Matreus and the US government. She manages to free her mom, but Anayeli’s desperate escape attempt goes horribly awry when another wave of fire approaches the evacuation center, forcing her and some of her family to board a military convoy out of Sacramento, California.

Claire Moon is called to action in a black ops mission to gather the leaders of Britain’s Think Tank, Lazarus. England and Wales are falling into chaos as Claire and her team battle the authorities, the elements, and a ghost ship tainted with cicada toxin. When she finally delivers her charge to Lazarus’ meeting house, deep in the Cumbrian countryside, Ron Frobisher calls to let her know another vessel is headed for British docks, laden with the killer insects.

Dr. Diana Stewart is imprisoned in Matreus’ headquarters in Chicago. Her cruel, unyielding ex-husband is only one of her many jailors and Diana isn’t sure who she can trust, or who holds the answers she needs to unravel the mystery surrounding the fertilizer-accelerator, FEEDIT, which she suspects might have something to do with the emergence of the cicadas. In spite of her injuries, Diana breaks into her bosses’ offices and downloads the files they’ve been hiding from her before she, and a gaggle of Matreus families, break out of their prison and head for the last train out of town.

Dale Curtis witnesses his wife’s shocking and untimely death. Her dying wish is that he and their twin girls travel to the States to rescue their adopted son, Brandon, who’s hiking the Half Dome in Yosemite National Park. Dale will stop at nothing to keep his promise to his wife, but leaving England has never been harder.
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Chapter 1
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Ron Frobisher. Southampton, England.


Nothing said “I faked my own death” like holing up in a rat-infested hotel, in the seediest part of town, but Ron was reinventing himself as The Man Who Wasn’t There and Nowhere Men weren’t splashy with their accommodation. 

The hotel room was dank and dingy and so far below what his former boss, Ann Pilkington, would expect of him that it suited him perfectly. There were two single beds, separated by a nightstand, and a television that had to be at least a hundred years old. The art was nothing more than a couple of worn prints of the masters mounted in cheap, shabby frames. 

Ron checked his watch. Two minutes to the hour. He opened the laptop lid and tapped a couple of keys. There was no power in the building, but Ron had rustled up a couple of portable power banks which he used sparingly.

Captain Alva lounged in a chair, on the other side of her bed. The captain, who turned out to be a Vivienne, ‘Viv, if you must know,’ had stuck with Ron on their return. “Think someone’s going to check in, this time?”

Viv wasn’t what you’d call a patient woman. Traveling with her, especially as he was used to moving through the world alone, had been a challenge. She was a leader, not just by training but by nature, and she had opinions about how he should comport himself. Opinions that wouldn’t get the job done. 

“You check in, every hour on the hour. If there’s a way to contact me, they’ll contact me.” And if there wasn’t—if even the military comms were down—he’d have to shift his operation to Plan Z. He lit the candle and waited. He’d talked to British agents when they’d first landed in the Bay of Biscay, then been cut off for several days. But the messages he’d left for Claire Moone seemed to have gotten the job done. The Chinese frigate, which had been carrying cicadas, had been identified and taken out of action. And now that he was back in dear olde England, he needed a friend to smooth the way forward.

The screen blinked and just the friend he needed appeared.

Claire Moone was a first class operative, highly trained, finely honed, and single minded. She’d assembled the Lazarus think tank, as Ron had advised, but even she hadn’t managed to track down the remaining missing crates, which meant Ron had no choice. He had to find them.

“At last, the man himself makes an appearance!” The video uplink was scratchy but at least they could talk. “Your phone calls and voicemail were lovely, Ron, and I appreciate you keeping me in the loop while you were sunning yourself in Spain, but seeing your rather shaggy, unkempt face takes the cake.” 

Ron had learned, fairly early on in his tenure, that if someone British insulted you, it meant they liked you. Claire was no exception. She’d read the reports. She knew why he was sporting a beard and that ‘sunning himself’ was the last thing he’d done in Spain. And France. And Germany. But she buried that intel, along with her fondness for him, under layers of sarcasm. 

“So, Mr. Frobisher, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

Ron didn’t want to talk about infecting mainland Europe with ten crates of weaponized cicadas or battling fifteen different kinds of awful in order to get back to the UK, while remaining under the radar, but his need for invisibility was precisely why he’d reached out to Claire. As far as he knew Bio Better’s CEO, Ann Pilkington, believed that he and Captain Alva had gone down with the The Fairwinds, along with most of her cargo, and he wanted to keep it that way. “Been busy, you know how it is.”

Claire smiled. “Same. Same. We’re tracking two Chinese freighters, Maid of Dawn, and Maid of Evensong.
Ron held the candle closer to his face, so she’d be able to read the over-exaggerated deep frown and wide eyes. There’d be someone on her end listening in and the less he said out loud, the better.
“I hear you. Between us, we’re grasping at straws. What are the odds the missing crates are on those vessels?” Low, and they both knew it. “The only reason we’re looking at them is their company’s connection to the Maid of Morning. But, as my team reminded me, I’m not privy to the conversations that happen in the hallowed halls of number ten, and we do as we’re told. Or, the official answer, if you’re interested: we go where the leads take us.”

At least the conversations were happening at the highest level and weren’t being shunted off to some sub-committee on how to ‘Find your own Face with your own Fingers’ or some other nonsense ‘investigative body’ the paper-pushers dreamed up. Politicians were incompetent crooks who, for the most part, needed to be led into a large field and left there to graze. The PM, on the other hand, was no dummy. He’d ordered Claire’s team to neutralize the Maid of Morning based on Ron’s intel. “Good work, getting that vessel out of play.”

“Yep. Good. Thanks.” She ducked her head and swallowed. Tears? “We had a bit of bother when we tracked that particular target, but we’ve reassembled the team and are awaiting our orders.”

‘A bit of bother’ was English for ‘something terrible happened.’ He didn’t ask, because her change in tone and language clearly signaled she didn’t want to talk about it. They were facing something that strained credulity—a massive, heaving swarm of death-dealing insects—and there were going to be casualties.

“How can we help, Ron?”

Good. The niceties were out of the way and they were getting down to business. “I want three things.”

“Go for it.” 

“Access to Lazarus, a new identity for myself and my associate here, and three Navy Seals.”

“Consider the first two a done deal, but I can’t loan you men.” Claire barked at someone in the tent behind her. “We’re moving out. Anything else?”
“Stay in contact.”
“We may need to circle back with a request of our own. I’ll let you know. For now, batten down the hatches and stay put.” Claire saluted him and cut transmission.

Ron pinched the wick and replaced the candle on the nightstand. 

“Once again, we’re plunged into darkness.” 

He cracked the curtains. Not so much that anyone with a rifle could see inside, but enough to keep Viv from complaining about their gloomy surroundings.

“So, I get a new passport and then what?”

Ron poured them both a glass of water, another resource that was about to run out. “Whatever you want.”

Viv swirled her water and downed it in one. “I wanted one last trip—which Ann was kind enough to fund—and then a nice spot on a beach in Mauritius. I was headed for endless sun and sand, tropical forests, wildlife, decent food, the good life.”

That vision was blown to hell.

“I’ve lowered my sights a little.” She leaned back in her chair, propping her feet on the bed. “I’d like—in descending order—not to die a bloody, blistering death on the end of an insect tentacle; find an uninfected corner of the world and cordon it off; and crush the people who did this with a fist of iron.”

With flights grounded and the ports closed, the chances of Viv finding a place of her own was nil. Not dying a blistering death was high on Ron’s list, too, but he was going to hunt crates of cicadas as soon as he got the all-clear from the higher ups at Lazarus, so there was a more-than-negligible chance that he might fail on that score. As to crushing the people who’d released this pestilence on the land, he was torn. Ann Pilkington deserved a villain’s death, but delivering that would alert her to the fact that he was alive, which wasn’t going to happen.
The video link blinked on. “Artemis here.”
Ron wasn’t supposed to know that Artemis was Claire Moone’s father, but he was good at his job and didn’t allow the small details to escape him. “You’re tracking the swarms?”
“Is that a question or a statement, young man.” Artemis had softened slightly around the edges since Ron had last seen him. His jaw not as tight as it once was, his cheeks not as full, but his wit was still there.

“I need real-time intel on the swarms.”

“Here? On the mainland?”

“Correct.”

“Prevailing winds are, as you know, west to southwesterly, which means the cicadas have been swept away from the south coast, where I believe you released them, and toward Wales.”

The urge to defend himself rose and fell. He hadn’t released them so much as been there when the mother of all cocaine-fueled fights went down, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was minimizing the damage, now that they were in a state of emergency.

“Anything else?” Artemis’ hand hovered over the keyboard. Ron had a hundred questions, all jostling for answers—when can I start, what are my orders, what’s kind of defense have we mounted?—but before he could formulate a single one, the old man cut him off.

Viv held her glass out for another shot of water, but Ron waved her away. They’d had their morning ration and he wasn’t going to make an exception, simply because she asked him to. “Now what?”

“You stay here, I find us some PPE. When the passports arrive, we part ways.” He pulled his coat off the back of the chair. It was too heavy for the muggy day, but he knew he needed as much skin coverage as possible. He found a T-shirt in the bottom of his bag and knotted the sleeves, tight. He hunted through the drawers. Nothing but a copy of Gideon’s Bible. The bathroom was luxurious enough for one person, provided they were willing to sidle past the door, sideways. There were no ‘complimentary’ soaps or shampoos or things he might be able to adapt to his needs.

Viv opened a packet of crisps. “What are you doing?”

“I need to be covered when I go out there.” The picture over her head, Madonna and Child, was about the size of an iPad. “Hand me that!”

She looked over her shoulder. “What?”

“The picture.”

She took it down from the wall and watched as he flicked the tiny arms that kept the back in place and removed the carboard, then the picture, leaving the plastic glazing. “Perfect.” He pulled the T-shirt over his head, careful to angle the neck so that his head and ears were covered, but his face was still bare. He wiggled the small plastic sheet inside the neck, creating a visor. 

“Clever.” Viv returned to her crisps.

Ron bunched his hands inside his sleeves and held them closed. “Here goes nothing.”

“Pick up a curry, while you’re out. A dansak for me, with poppadoms.” She smiled. Food of any kind was a luxury and take-out was a thing of memory.

Ron eased his way out of the room, closing the door as gently as he could, but he needn’t have bothered. The hotel corridors were empty and the reception boarded up. The streets were a mish-mash of abandoned vehicles and mountains of trash. The people of Southampton had fled or gone into hiding, leaving the shells of their former lives, crinkled wrappers and empty boxes, to circle in the wind. 

He hugged the walls, aware that his peripheral vision had been cut off and he was at a disadvantage. Every gust off the water kicked up a wrapper or a paper cup and tossed it his way. The adrenalin kept him safe, swatting and batting at his assailants like a champion cricketer, afraid that the next piece of trash might be ‘the swarm.’
Ten minutes into his trek, he saw his first human. On the corner, across the road, a lanky kid with slicked back hair and a baseball cap lounged in a doorway. Ron melted into a side street, watching and waiting. The way the young man held himself suggested that he was on the make. Something was about to go down. 
When a woman rounded the corner, the lad stepped out of the doorway, scaring her off the pavement and into the street. She righted herself, hands up, but whatever passed between them had her through the door and into the kid’s house faster than a jackrabbit. When she emerged, she had a small package under her arm. The two of them shook hands and she scurried away. A salesman, then?

Ron scooted across the road, keeping his mitts up just as the woman had. He had to shout to be heard through his improvised visor, and the plastic fogged, but the kid didn’t draw a gun or a knife. “What you selling?”

“What you want, bro?”

Promising.

“Cash only.” The young man stepped to one side and ushered Ron into the house. “That’s why they call me Dollarbills.”

Ron sidestepped the electronics and went directly to the food stash. There were boxes stacked to the ceiling and cans crammed into the bookshelves. If he was supposed to ‘batten down the hatches,’ as Claire said, he needed food. Buying Dollarbills’ cache meant he wouldn’t need to leave the hotel each day which meant his risk profile went way down. “I’ll take all of it, Mr. Bills.”
“Dude!” He shook his head, smiling like he knew something that Ron hadn’t figured out. “This is hundreds of thousands of pounds worth of gear.” He believed the power was out temporarily, the lights would come on, and his X-boxes and Nintendo Switches and Oculus headsets were going to be in demand.
“How much for the food?” Ron eyed the boxes, calculating how he’d get them back to the hotel without being mugged.

“I mean, you’re looking at ten grand, for the cereal alone. Another five for the soup. The canned fruit’s my bestseller, but I could do you a deal on pears and mandarins.”

“I’ll take all of it.” Ron fished his bankroll out of his inner pocket. “Consider this a down payment.”


Dollarbills leafed through the money, counting out loud. “One large! That buys you an hour, bro.”


Ron needed two in order to get across town and into his flat. “Give me three and I’ll pay you half again for the produce.”

“You’re a Yank!” Dollarbill wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer. “It’s your fault this is happening.”

You don’t know how right you are, son.

“Price just doubled.”

Ron could afford it, but letting Dollarbill know that he was loaded would mean a whole heap of trouble. He didn’t need people tracking him. “Your funeral.” He shrugged and reached a hand out. “If my money’s no good here, I can find a place for it somewhere else.”

Dollarbill snatched the wad of cash away. “Didn’t say that. Just said it’s going to cost more.”

“Tell you what, I’ll pay for delivery. Same price for the food, but an extra five if you take this round the back of the Duck and Downer. It’s a pub, down by the docks. Do you know it?”
“Practically grew up there, homie.” Cute how he was trying to appear all gansta, now that he knew Ron was an American.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t sell my stash.” Ron pulled his hands back inside his sleeves and strode back out to the deserted streets, praying that no one had ransacked his flat.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 2
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Kim Walker. Sydney, Australia

A fleet of planes and helicopters, their cavernous bellies full of water, roared overhead. Kim Walker stopped pacing around the Land Rover and wiped fog from her full-face respirator. The presence of that many aircraft was a brutal reminder they were driving head-long into danger. Or rather, they would be driving if they ever got through the check point.

Under orders by the State Premier, the Army Reserve had barricaded all roads leading in and out of Sydney. The city was on lockdown. And the result was a queue of vehicles that snaked for miles on both sides of the Victoria Bridge. They’d been waiting for a good two hours to get to the front of the line, while car after car was turned away. And they still waited while Natalie argued with the Sergeant, waving her Matreus Inc. ID in the air, as if to say, ‘Don’t you know who I am?’ 

Kim pressed a hand against her chest where her cracked rib throbbed and burned. Her throat remained raw every time she swallowed. But she’d had a shower, a hot meal, and was dressed in fresh, borrowed clothes. And the best thing of all Emma was safe, for the moment. 

Natalie marched toward her, arms swinging, one hand fisted around her ID card. The Sergeant decked out in hazmat gear waited a few yards away, his rifle pointed at the ground. 

“Are we good to go?” 

“Not yet. But we will be.” Brushing past, Natalie opened the car door and retrieved a chunky phone from the glove compartment. She shut the door on Emma’s excited questions and punched in a number, as she walked back to the guard. Seconds later she spoke, her voice too low for Kim to make out the words, then spun around and held the satellite phone out to the guard. “It’s for you.”

A male voice barked into the Sergeant’s ear. It took only a sentence or two before he handed the phone back. “My apologies, ma’am. You may proceed.”

Kim crossed her arms as Natalie joined her, tucking her employee ID card into a pocket. “That was handy. Who was on the phone?”

The Sergeant snapped orders and three privates rushed about removing the barricades to allow them passage. 

“Hey, you know the classic response to...” The phone vibrated and Natalie stopped walking as if surprised it would ring. Swiftly she pushed the answer button. 

A man’s voice shouted, “Nat! Is that you? There isn’t much...”

White noise crackled from the receiver.

“Simon? Wha...”

“...need help...guns...threatening to kill everyone...”

“Simon? Simon!” 

Nothing.

Natalie shook the phone as if hoping to elicit a response. She called back. Twice. No response. Her hand holding the satellite phone dropped to her side, her expression fixed as if she wanted to mask her thoughts. 

“Come on, lady. Get a move on.” The Sergeant strode over and gestured madly.

“We’re leaving.” Taking Natalie’s arm, Kim pulled her forward. “Was that your husband?”

“Yes. He’s giving lectures at a five-day law conference.” Natalie’s voice, at first dull and slow, quickened with each word like she’d come to a decision. “He’s in trouble. Not a word of this to Emma.”

Hang on. Simon had also been the Crown Prosecutor in a high-profile drug trafficking case. Kim stepped in front of Natalie. “What’s going on?”

“We’ve received death threats since last year. Both by email and post. It has to be connected.” Natalie pushed her aside and yanked open the door. “We’re going to Leura.” 

“We were going there anyway.” 

“Yes. But we need to get Simon as fast as possible and then get right back on the road to Bathurst. Everything has changed.”

Natalie was talking about something else – not her husband. The blasted woman wore secrets like an invisible cloak. “Like what?”

“I can’t say.” About to hop into the SUV, Natalie paused. “I’m glad you’re with us.”

“At least one of you is.” The other one being her only child Emma who either ignored her presence or made cutting remarks. Not that Kim could blame her since she had given her up for adoption when she was five. A hard fact to explain and so far, Emma had shown no interest in learning the reason why. But maybe that reason didn’t matter anymore. Maybe all that mattered was for Kim to be there when Emma needed her. And maybe that would be her chance to prove she was a good person. They could grow a relationship from there.

Natalie passed the phone to Emma and reached for the seat belt. “Let’s go.”

After settling on her seat, Kim slammed the back door shut. Tugging her respirator down over her chin, she toed off her boots. A painful twinge shot over her heels. She wiggled her toes, but the thick socks covering her feet had no traces of oozing blood. The antibiotic ointment she’d smeared over her blisters should keep away any infection.

“That sounded like Dad’s voice on the phone. I want to talk to him.”

“The connection isn’t working at the moment. We’ll try again later, Em. Put the phone away, please.” Her hands shaking visibly, Natalie pulled off her respirator and started the engine. She accelerated past the guards and over the bridge giving the impression nothing would stop her.

Kim’s fingers curled in her lap, nails pricking her palms. Almost six days had passed since she and Emma had ridden stolen bikes in a frenzied race across the Sydney Harbor bridge, just seconds before a fuel tanker had exploded. Her shoulders slumped when the SUV zoomed past the barricade and sentries on the opposite side. No collapsing bridge this time. 

In the front passenger seat Emma snapped the glove box shut. “At last. We’ve been waiting there like forever.” She placed the pet carrier on her knees and hummed a song to Didi, her black and white cat. Whenever she hit a certain high note, the cat meowed along with her.

For the first ten miles, the road coming down from the Blue Mountains was clogged with traffic. Desperate people wanting to escape the fire and the toxic smoke smothering the land, trying to get to Sydney, which was barred to them. What was causing the high levels of toxicity in the smoke and the strange, deadly symptoms, Kim had no idea. But whatever it was, it acted fast and she suspected it was connected with the company that Natalie worked for, seeing as a representative from Matreus had maintained a visible presence at every news update on the fires.

Outside, trees, shrouded by swirling, dark-orange smoke, swayed in the wild westerly wind. Leaves, twigs and smoldering embers clattered onto the SUV’s roof and hood. Natalie pushed the SUV to go faster, its engine straining at the pace the further they travelled up the mountains.

Kim eased her feet back into the borrowed hiking boots and tied the laces, settling into her seat. She wanted to be ready to run should the need arise. A need that could occur at any moment.

Apart from Emma’s singing and humming with her cat, no one spoke for close to two hours until Natalie turned left off the Highway onto a side road and put her foot down on the gas. “We’re coming into Leura.” The SUV shot forward, bumping over the uneven surface. The cat yowled in protest. “After we pick Simon up, we’ll drive to Bathurst. It’s on the other side of the mountains, and the town will be clear of smoke. My employer will find us accommodation and we’ll stay there until the current situation is resolved.” 

Her voice was flat, as if she spoke from a script. And that word: ‘resolved!’ As if what was happening was something as simple as a business disagreement. Tension thrummed over her body, still bruised and aching as images of desperate, blood drenched people dying in the streets flooded Kim’s mind. Shuddering, she ran her hands over her hair and pulled her ponytail tighter. “It’s too dangerous to drive to Bathurst. According to that last news report, the fire zone is at least twenty miles deep. Even if it was possible to get through, Emma shouldn’t be exposed to more smoke. The reporter also mentioned a plague of some kind of insects swarming in the agricultural regions. We should go back to Sydney.” 

The radio had long since gone to static, so the situation could be—likely was—even worse than it had been.

“She’s my daughter. You gave up all rights to her years ago. I have no choice. I’ve got to get there,” Natalie snapped back. 

Hot furious words burned on the tip of Kim’s tongue. But it would do no good to start an argument she’d never win. Natalie was right. Kim had given Emma away. Back then, she’d believed this woman and her husband could give Emma the best of everything, keep her safe, and give her unconditional love. What a fool she’d been. She’d given away the only thing—person—who was of value in her life. And for what? So she could prove she could be as successful, as important as the boy and his family who’d rejected her all those years ago. But she couldn’t turn back time. All that mattered was protecting Emma.

The SUV careened around a corner, rubber squealing. 

Kim flattened her face against the window as the small mountain town came into view. “The town is still burning.”

Natalie’s response was brusque as she downshifted to navigate around a fallen tree. “I’d hoped the fire would have passed through.”

Frowning, Kim fiddled with her police utility belt, trailing her fingertips over the pepper spray, baton, and Saf-Lok handcuffs. 

Red flames flickered through the billowing smoke, lighting up the skeletal outline of what used to be someone’s home in a flash of brightness. Smoke enveloped the streets, making visibility difficult. The Land Rover’s wipers worked overtime, swishing ash and falling debris across the glass as the car crawled down the road. The pretty township of Leura had been a magnet for tourists from all over the world, renowned for its lush gardens and green-scape thick with trees and shrubs. But no longer. The fire had been capricious in its choices. Some gardens remained intact, others reduced to smoking ash, and yet others still sizzled and burned. And the houses were no different with some buildings burned to the ground, while others had flames licking over roofs and walls. Her own home and café could well be little more than smoldering ruins. 

Emma flicked her long, dark hair over her shoulder in a snooty gesture so reminiscent of her adoptive mother, that Kim almost smiled. Almost. “Feel free to leave at any time. Of course you wouldn’t care about helping my dad.”

Kim wasn’t going to go near that one. If Emma wanted to goad her it was going to be a one-way street. “I haven’t seen any people around. And we haven’t passed another car for ages.” 

Natalie pushed up her sleeve and checked her watch. “Evacuation orders would have come through during the night.”

That satellite phone again. Kim didn’t even know she had one until Natalie had used it to get them through the check point. She bet whoever was pulling Natalie’s strings had galvanized her into packing the SUV and getting them all on the road as soon as they’d eaten breakfast. They could have waited out the fires in comfort in Natalie and Simon’s double glazed, tightly sealed air-conditioned apartment. Instead, they were driving directly into the hot zone on a mission to find Simon. And to reach the Matreus Bathurst office. Don’t forget that!

Kim took a sip of water from her bottle and screwed the lid back on with a savage twist, breaking the plastic. ‘Why’s’ and ‘what if’s’ had plagued her ever since a Matreus Inc. rep had first appeared on a television broadcast about the catastrophic fires. What had started as controlled burn offs in agricultural farmlands had jumped into National Parks, bushland, and had spread into urban areas. Entire townships were under threat. Who knew how many lives had already been lost? She pushed aside the empty bottle. “No sign of any firefighters or their trucks, either.”

“I heard...” Natalie broke off as the smoke thinned and an elongated shape materialized through the wisps of smoke.

Kim braced her feet on the floor. “Look out!”

Natalie stomped on the brakes and Emma squealed.

A stationary semi-trailer with the green Woolworths logo on its side blocked the road, cabin facing them. A rear door was open, banging back and forth in the wind. Blood stained the interior where the driver lay motionless, slumped over his steering wheel. But he wouldn’t be visible for long. Both he and his vehicle would soon be buried beneath the rain of ash. 

“Turn away, Emma.” Releasing her seatbelt, Kim scooted forward to the edge of her seat, attempting to catch a glimpse of Natalie’s expression. “Are you okay?”

“It’s just...” White-faced, Natalie stared at the bloody cabin and killed the engine. “This is all too much.” 

Emma jumped up in her seat, shaking her mother’s arm. “We can’t stop. Not when we’re so close.” 

“All these poor people. Dead. That driver.” Groaning, Natalie covered her face with her hands. “He probably had a family. Children.” 

“Mom. Come on. Dad’s waiting for us.” When Natalie failed to move, Emma wrenched open the car door then cried out as the wind caught it, whipping it out of her grip. The door slammed onto the SUV’s side. Smoke surged inside the cabin. “If you won’t get him, then I’ll go by myself.”

Dropping her hands, Natalie reached for a respirator. “Close the door! The smoke—”

The cat carrier rattled as Emma went to undo her seatbelt.

“Stay there, I’ll get it.” Glad she’d had the forethought to put her boots back on, Kim hopped out of the SUV and wrestled with the wind to close the passenger-side door. 

The cat hissed and extended a claw through the carrier’s front mesh. Kim drew her hand back to avoid being scratched. Seemed she wasn’t a cat person either. Coughing, she hopped into the back seat and shut the door.

“Sorry, Mom.” Emma placed her hand on Natalie’s arm. “I thought you were going to change your mind.”

“Of course not. Your father’s our first priority. But I’m expected at the Bathurst regional office this afternoon. I don’t think I’m going to make it.” Natalie fired up the engine, the AC turning on immediately and flooding the cabin with cool, filtered air. But she made no move to pull out onto the road.

“I wish you’d tell us what’s so important about getting to your office in Bathurst.” The rawness in her throat subsided as Kim breathed in long, slow raspy breaths. “Is it because Matreus has something to do with the fires?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Natalie’s dull tone lacked conviction as she rubbed at her forehead.

“Mom? What’s going on? What’s she talking about?” 

“Nothing.” Natalie shot Kim a dirty look over her shoulder. 

Kim placed her hand on the door handle. “How about I drive for a while? You can be the navigator since you’ve been here before.”

“I wouldn’t mind a break. I’ve got a splitting headache.” Which could account for Natalie’s dispirited demeanor, but maybe not. It was as if Natalie was grappling with a decision she didn’t want to make. Or perhaps it was as simple as wanting to avoid what they might face when they reached the resort.

They changed places. Kim buckled up and shook ash from her hair. After placing her respirator where she could reach it in a hurry, she reversed a few yards then turned the car into a side road. Shops lined the street where six or so vehicles, including a sedan towing a caravan and at least four pick-up trucks, were parked. The sedan and caravan were burned-out shells. The other vehicles appeared untouched by the fire. In one of the pick-up trucks unmoving shadowy forms indicated people were still inside. Not everyone had escaped in time. “We’ve come the wrong way. I think this is the town center. Isn’t that a small shopping center on the left?”

A couple of motor bikes with small trailers were parked out in front of the burning shopping center. Three large flat-screen televisions poked out amidst the jumble of boxes and crates in one of the trailers. In the other were computer screens, laptop boxes, and cartons of beer and spirits. 

“We could ask for directions!” Emma pointed to where two men emerged from the shop loaded down with bags and cartons in their arms. They each had a rifle slung over their shoulder. One of them dropped his case of beer onto the ground and turned toward them. “Or... maybe not...” Her voice wobbled as she scooped her cat out of the carrier and humming softly, hugged her close. She rocked back and forth. 

Leaning forward over the front seats, Natalie popped some pills chasing the tablets down with water from a bottle. “They should be going for canned food and medical supplies.”

Although the roof was intact, flames gobbled up the store’s side wall while black smoke puffed out of the shadowy entrance. A queer sense of deja vu hit Kim. The situation so reminiscent of the burning store in her hometown and the little girl lost inside. The wind howled between the buildings whipping up dirt, acrid smoke, and pieces of burning paper and cardboard. No lights lit the gloom inside the shops and nothing living stirred on the street. 

Kim’s nerves skittered cartwheels in the pit of her gut. The two bikers gave her the heebie jeebies, especially the thin one who hadn’t torn his gaze away from the SUV. They needed to get away from the town center. “We’ll turn around and look for the right road. We must have passed it.” She slowed the car to a halt and reversed back and forth, until the SUV faced the direction they’d come. Shifting gears, she accelerated down the road.

“Emma, pass me the satellite phone please. I want to try Simon again.” Natalie’s voice was thick with tears.

After retrieving the phone from the glove compartment, Emma handed it over. 

A second later, a dial tone sang from the receiver then dropped out. “Dang, I’d hoped...” Natalie’s voice faded to a whisper. 

Intending to give Natalie something to think about other than her husband’s possible fate, Kim kept the conversation rolling. Besides, she was curious. “That’s a serious amount of gear we’ve got for a one-day drive.” 

“My Pop always said, ‘you never know when you might need something.’” Natalie’s soft American accent was more discernible as she quoted her father. “Pop also told me, you never wanted to be trapped in a city or town when a disaster hit. They’re artificial constructs with no way of feeding their own people unless supplies can be delivered. And if power goes out, the water treatment and transfer systems will fail.”

“Your father sounds like one of those survivalist nuts.” Kim jabbed her finger over her shoulder, indicating the boxes and cartons packed in the rear of the vehicle. Natalie had woken her after only a couple of hours sleep to help stow away water containers, jars of peanut butter, packets of instant rolled oats and potatoes. Freeze dried vegetables, jerky, cat food both cans and kibble, rolls of toilet paper, instant noodles, tins of sardines and salmon, boxes of chocolate and muesli / protein bars. Batteries and flashlights. A gas can of spare diesel fuel. A couple of propane bottles and a small portable stove. And that didn’t include the duffle bags and bug-out-bags, and of all things, a cricket bat. 

“There’s enough food there for three months. And you’ve got camping gear.” She kept one eye on the rear-view mirror, and one on the smoke-filled road ahead. No sign of anyone behind them. But the dense smoke made it difficult to be certain. Her sweaty hands slipped over the steering wheel. She lifted them off one at a time and wiped them over her cargo pants.

Emma stopped singing to her cat and turned to Kim. Her eyes were wide, her tone pleasant without the snarky bite she usually directed toward her. “Didn’t your dad ever take you camping?”

“He didn’t have time.” Yeah, there was no spare time for being with your kid when the pub was open from ten in the morning to ten at night. And besides, there’d been no money for holidays, even a frugal overnight camp. Rolling her tense shoulders, Kim closed her mouth over the bitter words she longed to purge from her soul. It wouldn’t do any good to elaborate on her own childhood. Why spoil Emma’s obviously happy memories?

“I wish we were there already. Dad will be wondering what’s taking so long,” Emma grumbled.

“There’s the sign for the resort. Five minutes, tops.” Driving as fast as she dared, Kim took the turnoff. Her pulse jumped in her throat at the gleam of a headlight in her rearview mirror. She checked again. But no, she was mistaken. Nothing but smoke and ash behind them. 

“Thank goodness.” Leather squeaked as Natalie moved position in the back seat. 

“I can’t wait to see Dad. We’ve got so much to tell him, haven’t we Didi?” Emma tickled behind the cat’s ears. 

“There it is.” Kim’s belly quivered as they crested the hill, and she slowed the Land Rover to a crawl. The vista before her smothered every word in her head. It was as if they were poised on the edge of the world, staring into an abyss, so deep and dark was the whirling red-black smoke; so hellish were the forks of dry lightning cutting through the smoke clouds and the ripples of flames devouring the valley—and the resort—below. And somewhere, amongst that labyrinth of smoke and fire was the man they’d come to save—assuming they weren’t too late. 
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Chapter 3
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Brandon Curtis. North of Sacramento, CA

The steady thump of the chopper blades woke Brandon. He had no idea how much time had passed. His last memory had been of the Black Hawk door closing on his father saying, “I love you, son.” Then the noise of the rotor blades had grown louder, the engines roaring, lifting them up, away from Jeremy and the chaos below. A single word had slipped from his lips—too late. “Dad.” Unable to hold his head off the gurney he’d flopped back, slipping into unconsciousness.

He twisted on the gurney. A vaguely familiar looking young woman, close to his own age, fixed her gaze on him, her arms wrapped around a younger girl, both of them wearing headsets. They were strapped in the seats behind the pilot. A female soldier in a hijab leaned forward to inspect him, her lips moving.

Her words were barely audible in the cacophony that surrounded them. “You're safe, Brandon.” 

He tried to sit up, but a strap around his chest held him to the rails of the gurney. 

“Put these on.” She offered him a headset, before turning to the control panel. He struggled to follow her instructions, lying down making it harder to put the cups around his ears. She flipped a switch. “Can you hear me?” Her voice was louder than he anticipated and the sounds of the chopper dropped out, cancelled out by the headphones.

“Where am I? Where's my dad?” He strained to raise his head enough to look past his feet. The pilot was in the cockpit, but the other seat was empty.

The soldier pinned him down with one hand on his shoulder. “I’m Master Sergeant Kassis of the United States National Guard. Brandon, I need you to listen and stay calm for me. You’ve been pretty banged up, young man.”

“I want my dad.” There was a frantic edge to his voice. “Where's Jeremy?”

“Are you in pain, Brandon?” She didn't answer his question. “I need you to focus on what I'm saying.”

“My dad was here. Where is he?” Other than his father's hand holding his as he was loaded into the chopper, his most recent memory was of Jeremy by his side in a small exam room. “I’m not in any pain.”

The sergeant patted his chest. “At least the morphine's working. Don't try to move too much, just in case.”

He put a thumb beneath the binding on his chest. “I can't move with this on me.”

Kassis grabbed a handle on the side wall by the girls, stabilizing herself, moving closer to him, before she reached out to the gurney and webbing. “You had to be secure when you were out cold.” Her eyes were sharp, dark with certainty, and her round face was schooled to hardness. She was a warrior protecting whom she must. “I’m going to release the straps, but I need you to be calm. Don’t do anything to frighten the girls. Do you understand?”

Other than the pilot, the soldier and two girls were the only other people aboard. Kassis looked like she was in charge. The timid child had her head buried under the arm of the older girl. She wore the kind of expression that exemplified ‘resting bitch face.’ Jeremy was nowhere to be seen. All sensation drained away. His arms became heavier and a suffocating sense of loss shrouded him in numbness. Catching his breath, he looked Kassis in the eye. “I understand.”

As the clasp was released, he propped himself up on one elbow, his head throbbing as Kassis watched. There was no sign of Jeremy having ever been with them. A pinching sensation in his elbow turned out to be a canula feeding the drip into his arm. As he reached for it, Kassis blocked him. “Keep that in until the bag is empty. It’s antibiotics. I’m switching us back to the open channel. The girls will be able to hear us.” Raising her head, she found the panel in the ceiling, then flicked another switch.

The young woman blinked and shook her head, her hand patting the headphones as if to quiet them down. “Bailey Rae? You okay?” 

The little girl in her arms turned, revealing eyes that didn't focus on anything—the first signs of the ‘thousand-yard stare.’ She didn’t answer, just gave her friend an even tighter squeeze of her arms. 

The older girl turned her attention to Brandon. “I'm Carlota. This is Bailey Rae—my cousin. Fatima says we’ll be safe with you.” She said it like it was a dare, but the mask of fierceness she wore cracked when she looked at her cousin, revealing eyes that were warm and somehow sad, though they still had a certain intensity. She didn’t seem as comfortable as she might; sitting with her body twisted in her seat, so that the younger girl was able to hold her and hide.

The Master Sergeant cut into the conversation before Brandon could respond. “As we’re all going to be on first name terms, I’m Fatima.” 

Brandon wanted to ask what had happened to Jeremy, but he understood what Fatima meant by not doing anything to upset the two girls. Carlota? He didn’t want to cross. And the younger girl looked like her whole world had been shattered beyond repair. 

“Dude. What's your name?” Carlota leaned forward, her tough mask back in place. “It’s not polite to know someone’s name and not say your own.”

“I’m Brandon Curtis.”

Bailey Rae turned to look at him then, the darkness in her eyes easing a little. There was almost a spark of excitement in her strained tones. “I like your accent. Are you from Ireland?”

Carlota looked down to the girl. “Bailey Rae, don’t embarrass him.” When she raised her head again, something about her held his attention. “Hola, Brandon Curtis.”

He’d been to Spain, had heard enough Spanish while he and Jeremy had been in California to know what hola meant, so he gave her a simple “Hi,” before returning to the girl’s question. “You’re close—I’m from the UK.” A puzzled look appeared on Bailey Rae’s face. “England.” 

“You’re pretty far from home.” Carlota pinned him with that intense gaze of hers.

“Yeah, well. Jeremy—my dad—he’s American. I was visiting—” His voice was doing weird things, his throat closing every time he tried to talk about Jeremy. He was glad when Bailey Rae interrupted.

“Do you know the Queen of England?”

The girl reminded him of his sisters, just a little, and a warmth flooded his cheeks as he fumbled for words. “Not personally, no. I’ve seen her a few times. Like, on parade. For the jubilee. That kind of thing.” It was enough to raise a giggle from the girl, though the circumstances were so very strange and strained.

Fatima’s voice flooded their headphones. “Brandon, the pilot would like to speak with you. Girls, we’re going to the other channel for a moment. Everything’s fine. We’re just planning the journey.” She turned round as she climbed into the co-pilot seat, giving him a thumbs up signal. The girls responded with the same, so Brandon copied.

With a sharp click, the channel changed. The pilot’s deep voice rumbled from his headphones. “Hi, Brandon, I’m Darren, Darren Harper, United States National Guard. Your dad asked us to take you to your grandparents’ in Montana.”

“Why isn’t he with us, Darren?” The question brought silence from the front seats. The pause drained him of energy. He wanted to speak, if only to push past the fear of what he might hear. Jeremy had abandoned him before, but he’d said he would never do it again. “Did he leave me with you?”

“This is going to be hard for you to hear, buddy. It’s hard for me to say.” Darren’s voice resonated with sincerity. Fatima’s head bowed. Bad news, then.

“He ran away again?” Another long silence left Brandon in little doubt. Was he so undeserving that he could be dumped on strangers when he needed his dad to stay by his side?

“Brandon...” Darren held the words back a moment. “Your dad made sure you were safe aboard. We were being rushed by soldiers. Jeremy tried to hold them off. But they were armed and... He got hit and he went down.”

“What do you mean? Was he hurt?” Brandon tried to imagine what Darren was describing.

“I don’t know how to tell you this. He was covered in blood. I saw him fall. He was determined to save you.”

“We have to go back for him!” The words exploded out of Brandon’s mouth.

Darren shook his head. “We can’t. If we do, we won’t have enough fuel to get back out.” 

An icy chill ran down Brandon’s spine, freezing him to the core. With it, there was a different sense of loss for him, not one he was familiar with. He was used to being abandoned by Jeremy, not the other way around. Jeremy leaving was the usual way of things in his life. But Jeremy protecting him—taking care of him—was new.

Darren had a strange, almost cloying tone. Like he was trying to say something that might make Brandon feel proud. “He fought hard for you, buddy. He must’ve loved you very much, to go into a fight like that. The man is a hero. And his last wish was that I get you to your grandparents’ place, so—”

Brandon yanked the headset from his ears, so all he could hear was the whirring mechanical effort of the Black Hawk. Try as he might to latch his thoughts to the noise, events of the past few days flooded his mind. 

A light touch on his shoulder surprised him. The olive-skinned hand belonged to Carlota. She tried to talk to him. He could see her lips forming the words “Are you okay?” but his mind was sinking into darkness. As if from a great remove, his hand swiped at a tear that ran down his cheek. 

He had too much to think about and little of it could be put into words. “No. Not okay,” was the best he could do, before putting his head down on the gurney. 

But Carlota wouldn’t leave him be. She leaned forward, put her mouth right to his ear. “My sister was with the guy you were with—your dad?” All Brandon could do was nod, and Carlota kept talking. “After he loaded you onboard and got—after he fell, I saw her. She was with him, and no way would she just leave him. If he was still alive—she’ll make sure he’s okay.”

It didn’t matter what Carlota said. Or how Darren tried to make his dad into a hero. Guilt seeped into his thoughts. Whenever Dale or his mother spoke of Jeremy, it was always in a way that made Brandon cringe. He was embarrassed to be the man’s son. But maybe he’d been wrong his entire life.

When Jeremy sat by his bed in the evacuation center, Brandon had pretended to be asleep. He wanted the bed to fold up and swallow him every time Jeremy reached out to take his hand. That last night, Jeremy had tried to explain, had told his version of why he’d left—and kept leaving—all those years ago. Maybe he thought there would be no memory of what was said or worse. Did he think I was going to die? He’d pushed Jeremy away then, told him he didn’t want to talk about it. But lying on the gurney, knowing Jeremy was back on the roof of the evacuation center, he kept playing those words over and over on a continuous loop, letting his dad’s story of the past pull him down into the yawning darkness. “I never left you. Not really, son. I didn’t know about you, see... And my own mental health...”

He jerked awake. There was wide flat pressure on his chest. Fatima pulled on the strap, tightening it. Brandon yelled at her. “What are you doing?” She tapped her headphones. He fumbled to replace his. It was easier than the first time, even though he was in the same position. “Why did you strap me down?”

“You were asleep. Didn’t want you to fall off your cot.” Still crouching by him, she checked the bag of fluid. “How are you feeling?”

“Sh—” He caught Bailey Rae looking at him just in time. “Terrible. Thanks for asking.”

She ignored his less-than-genial tone, her smile fixed in place. “I need to know if you can move under your own steam. How are you physically? Were you walking, unaided, back at the camp?”

He would have shrugged but couldn’t. “I’m okay. My leg hurts, but not as bad as it did.” His whole leg was tender, and the skin on his thigh was tight, as if it had shrunk a size too small. The doctor had said there was no permanent muscle damage, so long as they kept the infection under control. But he also remembered his dad’s anguished face, and some discussion about amputation. He wiggled his toes, just to be sure. “I can walk.” He’d been able to go to the bathroom on his own, not long after they’d stitched him up.

“Just planning ahead.” She checked the harnesses holding Carlota and Bailey Rae. Both were asleep. “We’ve got a few hours in the air. Rest while you can.” Sliding between the front seats, she re-joined the pilot, but not before another click came through his headset. The two soldiers were on their own channel.

The interior of the cabin was spartan; military and minimal. Unstrapping himself, Brandon turned so he was on his good side. Before being moved from the hospital, Jeremy had given him some baggy khaki shorts. His upper right leg was covered with a crisscross of crepe bandage over a dressing that ran the length of his thigh. He’d watched them staple and glue his skin together, then cover it with a plasticized strip, something they called ‘alginate.’ The nurse he’d liked best—Nurse Kerry—had said it would heal and he’d be good as new, but with a scar and a story. She’d winked. “You’ll have quite the adventure tale!” 

His adventure. Whatever the cut on his leg looked like, it would be an enduring reminder of the nightmare he’d been through in Yosemite—and the nightmare he was still in, in which he lost his biological father. 

Irritated, he unclicked the harness that held him in place and pushed his legs over the edge of his bed. With both feet down, he was almost squatting, the gurney was low to the steel boilerplate of the cabin floor. Reaching across to Bailey Rae’s seat, he held on to one of the tubes that formed the chair. The wound on his thigh felt like a dog was clamping its teeth into his skin, savaging him, every time he put weight on the leg.

Outside the sky was dark, but that didn’t mean anything. Bailey Rae stirred and caught him looking out the window, then shoved her headset back in place, her fidgeting waking Carlota. 

“It’s another day-night.” 

He must’ve looked confused, because Carlota picked up the thread. “That’s what we call it when the smoke’s so bad we can’t tell if it’s night or day.” 

“Makes sense.” He had to force himself just to give the minimal polite answer, because too many feelings welled up in him. Darren flew the chopper low over hills and mountains. He didn’t know how the pilot was navigating through the thick haze. Just the thought brought with it a flash of another helicopter, this one spiraling and out of control, careening off the Dome. He pushed away the memory of what came after—but his eyes went right back to the orange glow highlighting a whole range of mountains below. “Holy Hell. It’s all ablaze.” He needed out. He’d already been trapped in one fiery hellscape. His headset clicked again.

“Brandon? What are you doing?” Fatima barked. “Get back on that gurney, immediately.”

Her sharp command jolted him back to the present. “How far have the fires spread?”

“Best do as she says, buddy, and get down.” It was Darren. “She’s going to keep you safe, whether you like it or not.”

Fatima squeezed the pilot’s shoulder. “You be quiet. Fly the chopper.” There was a familiarity between the two that was more than just colleagues or fellow-soldiers or even friends. He’d seen it before, too. Back at the evacuation center. But he’d been too out of it then to understand what he was looking at. The two were definitely more than friends.

Sitting down, Brandon checked the drip. The bag was turning in on itself, empty, but for the last precious drops. “Am I on the channel with just you, Fatima?” 

“Darren is on here, too. The girls aren’t.” 

He found the clasp on the webbing straps for the one at his waist, clicked it closed and lay down.

“Brandon...” The pilot had his full attention. “I’m sorry about your dad, buddy. Nothing we can do now. He gave us instructions, and I just want you to know we’re following through on the deal he made.”

“What deal?” Unnerved, he sat up. His top lip curled with the pain, and he cursed under his breath.

“On the radio. With your grandparents. Remember? Your dad got the okay to bring ‘extra hands’ to your grandparents’ ranch, in Montana. That’s where we’re going—Thompson Falls.”

“I was kind of out of it...” It wasn’t a lie. He remembered Gramps and Gran on the radio. Jeremy talking in code. His dad and Darren arguing.

Darren continued. “The deal is, me and Fatima can stay there with you all. You understand? We’re taking refuge there with you. Jeremy said it would be alright, that it’s safe and has resources.”

It was true. Gramps was ready for anything. “I guess if my dad said so.”

“Thank you, buddy. We’re so desperate to get somewhere safe for the baby.” Fatima gripped his shoulder again, and—though he could only see the side of her face—the smile she gave Darren was the kind of look that spoke volumes. “Oh. Right. And the girls, too.”

Brandon’s heart thudded in his chest, beating hard for the first time since he’d learned Jeremy was most-likely dead. Even if he was with Carlota’s sister—Anna?—the chances of his dad getting proper medical treatment, let alone escaping the fire and making it all the way to Montana seemed practically nil. “How long before we get there?”

“It’s not going to be easy, buddy. We can’t make it on the fuel we have. We’re going to have to refuel at a base in Oregon. Our maximum range is four hundred and forty-five nautical miles. The journey is nearly twice that.” 

“But we can get to the base?”

“Yeah. It’s the National Guard Training Center. I’ll radio ahead before we arrive.” Darren looked at Fatima. There was something the two of them weren’t saying, some undercurrent of tension that seemed like more than simply the fact of their situation. “Our problem is we’re having to fly low and slow. We can’t risk going quicker, as we don’t have a full fuel load and Redmond is on our maximum range right now.”

The Master Sergeant took charge. “We should have enough fuel the way Darren is flying. He’s being sensible and careful. This bird has an emergency reserve. We’ll get there.”

Brandon wondered if Fatima knew as much about the Black Hawk as the pilot did or if she was just trying to keep everyone calm. “Are you sure we’re going to be safe?”

There was that pause again. “Yes, if we maintain our current speed and heading.” There was something Darren wasn’t saying. “Did you see those fires on our port side, Brandon?”

“Yes. The whole horizon is on fire.”

“At the speed we’re going, we won’t outrun them.”

The math was against them, but he still asked the obvious question expected of him. “If we go faster?”

The pilot turned his head and leaned round his seat to look him in the eye. “If we burn too much fuel, we won’t make it to the base.”
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Chapter 4
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Sam Leary. The Great Salt Lake Desert

Sam was so sore, sleeping—even in the semi’s bed—was an impossibility. In the end, he’d moved to the captain’s chair, its cushioned pads soft enough to ease him into a few hours of fractured rest. 

In the early pre-dawn, the rear-view mirror reflected the dark circles under his eyes, along with the cuts and bruises across the side of his eyebrow and cheek. He touched the raw skin by his eye and winced. Between his fresh injuries and the one to his leg from earlier, it was going to take a while to heal.

Condensation ran down inside of the driver’s side window as he waited to be released. His jailor, who he’d dubbed ‘Pinstripe’ on account of his ridiculous suit, sat on a tree stump, his head nodding. His chin hit his chest, and he started, jumping to his feet. He squinted through the wisps of campfire smoke and eyed Sam. It must have been alright that he wasn’t in bed because Pinstripe returned to his seat and tossed the blanket over his shoulders. The contrast of an upscale, tailored suit surrounded by trailer trash in the middle of a national disaster was a juxtaposition that Sam couldn’t quite figure out. He would do well to avoid the creep as much as possible.

The sun had risen, a brilliant coral-colored disc just above the horizon by the time the camp’s head honcho, Belle, appeared. She stood with her hands on her hips, in full police uniform, pistol in holster and aviator glasses covering most of her upper face. Her short blonde ponytail whipped to one side as she addressed Pinstripe, her voice loud enough Sam could hear every word. “Go get some rest and meet me at the command post at midday.” The well-dressed minion turned to leave. “And change into something you can work in. We need all hands to repair the damage from last night.” The man gave a wave of his cane without looking back.

Belle yanked open Sam’s door next, motioning for him to come out of the semi.

“Is this how you normally treat your citizens?” Sam eyed Belle from his seat. She stepped back to give him room, and he eased himself down the three feet to the ground. 

When he was stable on the sand, Belle clapped a pair of handcuffs on him, their metal chaffing his skin as they closed too tight. He didn’t bother resisting. With a light push on his back to get him moving and with her hand on his elbow, she directed him around the perimeter of the camp. “Since you’re new here, you wouldn’t understand, but the community knows two things that you don’t. One, the supply depot to the east is off limits to everyone but a select few. It’s the only way to provide equality of life. And two, everyone stays in the city for their safety and for the welfare of others. This way, everyone works and benefits from the brains and muscle of everyone else.”

They passed a row of tents that had been melted and burned in the attack the night before, what was left of their nylon or cotton material spider webbed and black. Fiberglass rods stuck out like strange rib cages from roasted beasts while the charred remains of flesh broke free and floated away on the wind. Sam avoided a crater in the sand where one of the Molotov cocktails had exploded, leaving a two-foot crater. “Was last night’s raid common?”

Belle stopped to examine the charred remains inside one tent and grabbed a small necklace with a gem on the end from the ground. Sam’s stomach churned. Belle was so casual, but someone had died in that tent.

“We’ve only been attacked once before, and that was when the camp was smaller and further from the highway. They must have been spying on us for a while to set up that kind of ambush.” She shook the debris from the necklace and clasped it around her neck and prodded Sam into motion. More than half of the nylon tents on the outer circle were demolished but the sturdier, canvas ones still stood, though many had burn holes marring their walls. Someone too brave or foolish tried to put the fires out and partially succeeded.

Belle led them past the spot where the communications tent had been and around toward the west end. Sam counted the minutes as they traveled until they reached the collapsed command center. The antenna that stood at the center of the circular structure lay on its side, its support post severed. Several of its tines were bent and punctured the side of the circus tent with three corner tears. 

Cowboy and two other guys hauled on another post, angling the metal support until the wall of the tent was upright while a lady in pink shorts pounded two rebars into the ground. She grabbed the ropes that swung from the top of the post and tied them around the stakes, anchoring part of the tent in its original position. Cowboy and the others moved to pick up another post, but stopped dead in their tracks when they heard Belle whistle. “Connor, get over here.”

The rest of the group relaxed as Conner, the cowboy, brushed his hands on his pants, sending clouds of dust billowing. He’d removed his jacket and vest, leaving a white shirt with its sleeves rolled up to the elbows, revealing a fresh cut along his forearm. His gait was impressive as it only took him four long strides to reach her. He said nothing until she lowered her glasses and her eyes were visible. It must have been the go ahead because Conner rattled off facts, a lieutenant giving his report. “So far, we have fifteen confirmed injuries and forty tents that’ve been burned to the ground. The marauders were able to make off with one of the generators and twenty gallons of gas.”

Belle struck Connor’s forearm. He let out a low hiss as his cut split open, dripping blood down his hands and fingers. “How is it that my crack squad allowed amateurs to steal from this city?”

Connor reached to cover his wound but stopped. Standing up straight as an arrow, he threw his shoulders back and saluted the policewoman. The man looked like he was in the military and was up for inspection the way he snapped to. Sam kept watch out of the corner of his eye. The woman didn’t look all that dangerous, but her actions were that of a mentally unstable individual. Even so, she had to have something on Connor that made him react the way that he did. Otherwise there was nothing to stop him from taking her out and being the one in charge or leaving the city for good. 

Belle held Connor’s gaze until he blinked. She put her glasses back on. “One more strike and it’s a week of dinner rations lost for your daughter.” And there it was. The image of Jesse flashed before Sam, and he understood. Blackmail and leverage were Belle’s way of keeping the order, allowing her to do whatever she pleased. She must have something over everyone in the camp.

Connor returned to the tent and helped pull the next pole up until the tent side was taut. At the rate the team was working, the command center would be habitable by noon. 

With the display of power finished, Belle prodded Sam along the exterior of the circus tent and down around the south side of the city. Tents became sparse and artsy structures sprouted up in a weird labyrinth. In the middle of an international disaster, people still want to make things. How weird is that! They passed between two wooden men that stood twenty feet tall then wove around a metal peacock. The bird’s body was all steel, but the feathers that stood up from the back were a myriad of colors, glass shards encased in lead and steel. The sun beat down through the feathers, casting rainbows over the ground in a kaleidoscope of shapes. Belle turned green and yellow, fading into a blue with hints of red as she led him through the outdoor museum. 

Sam craned his neck, taking in the structures, all the while searching for a hint of Jesse. The boy had to be around there somewhere. Belle grabbed hold of his handcuffs, stopping him from banging into a row of bicycles that lined one side of a shipping container, their tires propped between metal rods that were welded onto the rectangle storage. The container’s doors hung wide open with a table supported between the two handles.

A lady ducked under the table and pulled out a jug from the interior of the makeshift building. She propped it on the flat wooden surface and pushed until it was secure. Wiping her hands on a towel draped over her shoulder, she waved. “Good morning. We aren’t ready yet, but if you come back in half an hour, you can have a hot cup of coffee.”

Belle nodded and smiled in return, her voice turning light and airy. “That sounds lovely Vicky, I might take you up on that offer.” With pleasantries out of the way, she guided Sam deeper into the maze of statues and buildings, until they reached an honest to goodness half-finished pirate ship, and walked up the gangplank. Most of the deck was intact, but the masts needed built and the prow was missing its figurehead. At the bow, the steering column was a steering wheel from a car and the anchor was a chain wrapped around a large tire.

Belle leaned against the back of the ship, untied her ponytail and let the wind blow the strands around. She looked relaxed, almost calm. “I come here to think, or to get away when life gets too hectic.” She patted the beam until Sam joined her at the stern. “I need you to understand something. Everyone here is a mule. They respond to either the carrot or the stick. Which one you are will determine how you’re treated in this community.” 

She turned around so that the wind was at her back and it whipped her tresses against her shoulders. “So far, it appears you respond better to the stick, which means Jesse will be at the mercy of your actions. If you behave, he’ll continue to be a happy, healthy boy, but if you disobey... I’m sure you can imagine what happens to naughty boys.” 

Sam swallowed hard. He was right. The witch was threatening to hurt a child she didn’t know just to get what her own way—but he had no idea if he could deliver what it was she truly wanted from him. 

“That can change at any time, you know. All you have to do is to decide which way you want to go.” She pulled her glasses off, softening her eyes to what he imagined was her attempt at motherly warmth. If she was expecting him to forget how he’d been treated, she was a few fries short of a happy meal, but there wasn’t any reason for him to not play along, especially if it meant not getting beaten.

Metal chimes clinked on the wind and the squeals of laughter from a small child drifted over them. He should ask about Jesse, but he didn’t want to set her off. The electric zap of a welder melded into the snap of tent flaps and the aromas of roasted meat drifted past. His stomach grumbled in response. “I don’t suppose I might have some breakfast? Please?” 

The corners of Belle’s mouth turned up and a thin line splayed across her lips. It was the creepiest smile he’d ever seen. It was unnatural and if the woman wasn’t flesh and blood, he’d swear that she was the devil the way her features transformed in that one moment. She put her glasses back on and wrapped an arm around Sam’s. “Of course, you can. Let me show you where.”

Belle pulled on Sam’s arm, tugging him down the plank and back through the maze, into a new area of the city. “Everything in this city serves a purpose. This ring is for cooking and eating while the one closer to the center of the city for farming. We plan to use shipping containers with skylights to grow the vegetables, but when we get enough domes built, we’ll move the farm there.” She led him through a line of people, where he collected a burrito with eggs, peppers, a few squares of ham, and onions. Within the confines of his handcuffs, he wrapped the filling with the shell and wolfed down his meal as they walked closer to the center of the city. 

“Now how about you tell me what you know about the cicadas?” She squeezed his arm a little too tight. 

He got the feeling that if he didn’t answer her, the punishments would start right after breakfast, if not sooner. And he didn’t see the harm in telling her what he knew. If it helped keep the innocent people in the settlement safe, that was good enough for him. “The cicadas act like bees, responding to a queen. From what I can tell from the dissections and what the guys from the net say, they’re pretty stupid but dangerous, especially when they fly in swarms and drop their poisonous gunk. But other than eating everything in sight, and killing everything they touch, they’re relatively slow-moving, docile creatures. Word is they can cover about twenty miles a day.”

Belle walked him past the line and into the family zone. “So what you’re telling me is that if we stay inside when the cicadas come, we’ll be safe?”

“That theory is correct. The toxin lasts for several days so you wouldn’t be able to go outside or touch anything unless there’s a storm, then you could go out sooner.” 

Sam’s heart raced. They stood in the heart of the camp while the bustle of people ignored them. Several families played a game of tag next to the last dome, and a familiar Spiderman ran next to another little boy. It was Jesse, whooping and hollering with all his might. Before Sam could call out to him, Belle steered him through the construction and west. “Did you and John come up with a way to solve our cicada problem?”

Sam glanced back through the construction, noting the structures around the path they took. If he could keep the main buildings fresh in his mind, he’d be able to create a mental map of the area and a way to get back to Jesse. He spun in a circle. “Uh, we...” He spotted the path through the tents back to the domes. Got it. He made eye contact with Belle, the concept he’d started with John blooming into something different. “Bug zappers.” 

Belle stared at him. “Your idea is bug zappers?”

That was the problem with talking to non-science people. Sometimes he went into too much detail and after minutes of complex explaining, he’d realize he’d lost them. But in Belle’s case, he’d gone the opposite direction. He’d oversimplified and she clearly wasn’t impressed. He needed her impressed. “Well, sort of. We decided to build a frequency generator to draw the cicadas to one point. Once they converge, they’ll be within reach of the plasma generator and we can zap them like the large bug zappers you find on people’s back porches.”

“Won’t that require a lot of energy?” The woman was crafty. Not only did she know about him, she had knowledge of the sciences. 

“What I’m planning to do is create a faraday cage in which there are many points instead of multiple coils. With more connections on the cage, the plasma generator will only have to be on for a minute or two to kill the majority of cicadas as they’re attracted to their frequency.” 

They arrived back at the circus tent, where half a dozen workers were reinforcing the stakes that supported the wall posts, shoring up a berm around the exposed side of the tent. It was at least three feet high and curved the entire diameter of the command center. If anyone tried to drive over it, their vehicle would high center, spinning their wheels in midair with no effect.

Belle scanned the headquarters. “John! Get your ass out here now.”

Half a minute later, John stuck his head out of the doorway and trotted over. “Yes ma’am. You called?”

“Why’s there no antenna at the top?”

John scuffed his feet along the dried earth. 

“Out with it, I don’t have all day.”

“The marauders damaged the tines and the post it was attached to. They got away with most of the tubing after cutting it with a circular saw. They must have access to power somewhere to charge their batteries. I bet it’s solar.”

Belle removed Sam’s handcuffs and stomped off, yelling as she did. “Sam, get John’s ass in gear and find a way to fix that antenna. After that, get busy building that cicada zapper you were talking about. I want to see progress before the sun sets.”

After Belle vanished behind another tent, John glanced at Sam. “What cicada zapper? I thought we were building a frequency emitter to drive them away. I can show you what I’ve collected and what we need to do to fix the antenna.”

From inside the tent, the damage was obvious. Pinpricks of light filtered through the walls and the roof sported a six-inch gash. What was left of the metal pole that supported the antenna lay on the ground, the tines bent so they looked like a disfigured animal. Sam rolled the communications equipment over. “Well, that’s going to take time to repair. What materials do we have?”

John pushed him over to a wooden box. “This’s what we have to work with. Now explain your new plan to me or I won’t help with the repairs.”

Sam dug through the few scraps of metal, some random tools, and electrical tape. Unearthing a squirrel trap, he set it aside. Its door was missing and one side was caved in but it would make an excellent speaker housing. He placed it on the ground, the opening face up and set a thin rod from the box straight in the middle of the rectangle. “You’ve heard of Tesla?”

John recoiled, knocking the crate over as he landed on his posterior. “Not in your life. The tesla coil was an experiment to transfer electricity from one place to another, not to kill insects. Besides, we don’t have enough material to build it, or two for that matter and even if we did, anyone that got too close could be fried.”

“I know. That’s why we need Belle and her crew to get us some rebar and cage wire. We’re going to build a tesla coil.”

Blood drained from John’s face, and his hands shook. “We can’t ask her for supplies. The last person who did ended up out in the desert without any food or water. We never saw him again.”

Sam tied the small rod to the squirrel trap, so it stood by itself and placed it on the table. Helping John to his feet, he pulled a ratchet out of the pile on the ground and handed it to him. “If that’s the case, we should get the antenna fixed so we have something good to tell her when we do ask. Otherwise, we might as well wander off into the desert right now.” He prepped the area as best he could and waited for John. It would take two people to mount the antenna, and if the man didn’t straighten up, Jesse was going to pay for their failure. 
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Chapter 5
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Dr. Diana Stewart. Outside Chicago, IL

Diana leaned her head on the train window, watching the landscape crawl by. The calm of the countryside was in direct contrast to the chaos they’d left behind, chaos that included her rat of an ex-husband, Garrick. 

The train was pulling to a halt again: another set of switchblades to be checked and, if necessary, reset manually before they could go on. She did not know whether she was more grateful for the rest or sorry to have so much time to think about the total collapse of everything she used to think was important.

“You know, before the fires and the cicadas, they used to do this whole route in four days, from Chicago to California,” the dark-haired woman sitting nearby told her daughters.

“Four days? But we’ve been that long already!” The younger daughter pouted. “Why is it so slow now?”

“We’re probably the only train in the whole country that’s working, Lettie. If it wasn’t for your Uncle Kyle and his friends, we’d still be in Chicago. Nobody on the railroad is working. They haven’t been for a while. Nobody is around to change the signals or make the railroad junctions work right. That’s why we’re slow; your uncle and his friends have to get out and change them all so we can go past.”

“It’s taking them soooooo long.” Lettie flicked her hair over her shoulder. “And there aren’t any proper beds and we’ve been eating mostly crackers for two days.” 

“It’s a lot of work, baby, and a lot of the real food went off as they brought the train up to Chicago. We’ll be fine when we get back to Grandma’s.”

Diana let their chatter fade to a buzz. She felt sick, somehow frozen in place but also dizzy and spinning. Every solid truth she had built her life around for the past twenty years had crumbled under her and she was in freefall, paralyzed by distress and fury and dismay and mortification. Garrick’s bullying wasn’t news, though his relentless pursuit of her wasn’t something she’d anticipated. But that wasn’t what was eating her. Her mentor wasn’t her mentor, the company she’d thought was on the side of the angels was nothing but a sham, her father had moved on without thinking to tell her, and she’d let a small kid down in ways she was only beginning to come to terms with. She shut her eyes and rubbed her hand across her face, willing the horrors away.

“You okay, Doc?” Ben sat across from her, lolled back in his seat. She had thought the former sheriff was asleep, but he sat forward and offered her a bottle of water.

She took it and mustered up a smile. “Just tired. It’s been...a hard few weeks.”

“Given those bruises and scars I have no doubt of that, but...” He dropped his voice. “I’ve seen that look on faces other than yours, and I know what it means. I won’t ask you to tell me about it; it’s not my business. But if you feel it would help to talk, I’m here.”

Diana tensed up, ready for him to try to manipulate her like Garrick had always done. She covered her discomfort by taking a swig from the bottle.

At her hesitation, he held a hand up. “There’s no reason that you should talk to me; you hardly know me. But the last time I saw that expression, I assumed the lady in question knew that I would help in any way I could, and I was wrong. And things went badly. I’ve regretted it ever since. So, if you need to talk to someone, I’m here for you.”

Diana waited, but that did indeed seem to be all of it. “Thank you,” she ventured. Maybe the sting would come later; an hour, a day, it always turned into a demand rather than a request sooner or later. At least, it always had with Garrick. He’d only ever been nice to people who he could use to get something he wanted whereas Ben was kind to everyone she had seen him interact with. It was unnerving. Kind of nice, but unnerving.

Ben settled back on his seat in the dining car of the train, closing his eyes again. His face was drawn and tired. The Matreus security guards had shot him in the leg while he was helping Diana escape, but he hadn’t mentioned the pain, even when she could see it hurt him; but at least the past four days of forced inactivity would help him heal. 

Diana’s wounds had improved too. Patti had bound her rib, and the black bruise across her shoulder had faded to dirty yellow with sharp brown edging, though the torn muscles would take longer to heal. The cut on her heel was sore but closed up. She ran a finger over her cheek. The huge graze where her boss’s bodyguard had slammed her head against the ground had healed and gone, and even the pink patch where the new skin had come through was fading.

She felt a sudden pang. Would Jesse still consider her part of his rather disgusting “Scab Twins,” promise if she didn’t have the scab anymore?

Jesse.

With that, the impact of the past weeks hit her like a hammer, doubling her over with an almost physical pain. She bit her lip till she tasted blood, determined not to wake Ben again. She could not show that she was breaking apart. If she lost the last vestiges of her equilibrium she would cry and scream and rage and mourn with all the pain of a twenty-year betrayal. Victor, whom she’d stupidly thought her only true friend, almost a father, had abandoned her. And the burning shame of her own foolish belief—that she could ever amount to anything in this world—jeered and taunted her relentlessly. She’d been wrong about everything.

She turned to her centering exercises, breathing deeply to calm herself. Five things she could see... but how much she had overlooked! Four things she could hear... not counting all the snide remarks that she had not really paid attention to all those years. Three things... She was struggling to keep her mind on it. Three things she could touch? Her palms stung as the fingernails digging into them left little, gray crescent marks.

She yanked at a stray thread on her security jacket, where she’d torn off the patch with the Matreus logo. All those years, Victor. All those years of friendship and loyalty! Or at least, she’d thought it was friendship. Clearly Victor hadn’t. Garrick was right. I was only ever a check in a box, a deluded fool with delusions of adequacy. And I sacrificed my whole life to that company. And they were sneering at me, calling me who-knows-what behind my back, assuming—falsely, I might add!—that I’d slept my way up the ladder! How humiliating. But that was not a hundredth of the mortification and fury and hurt that burned like fire in her belly.

She rolled the thread into a ball, dropped it disdainfully on the table and dragged herself back to the exercise.

Three things—no, two things. Two things she could—what? She couldn’t focus, and her thoughts began to whirl even faster. The exercise isn’t working. It always works, but it isn’t working. I can’t keep a hold on it. What if it won’t work ever again? What if the anxiety consumes me? 

Her ribs were so tense she could hardly breathe, and the broken one was hurting again. If she didn’t find something else to concentrate on, she was going to lose control. I can’t. I can’t. Her breaths were coming fast and shallow. If she had a panic attack, it would be huge. 

But... No. Repressing everything inside her had kept her alive through five long years of marriage to Garrick. She would never forget how to do that. She closed her eyes, visualized a leather corset round the white-hot inferno in her chest and pulled the strings tight. She imagined the acrid stink of scorched leather, smoke, the fierce heat. She exhaled, tightening it again, and again until her ribcage felt hollow and empty apart from a hard, straining pressure that sat heavily behind her breastbone. It always made her take little painful breaths, but it had kept her functioning through the bad times before and it would do it again now. 

She straightened, trying to force more air into her aching lungs, with little success. She’d just have to endure the feeling until she got used to it; it was familiar if unpleasant. To distract herself, she zoned in on the conversation between Mary and the kids.

A man in overalls came through the carriage as the train began to move again. 

“How’s it going out there?” Mary asked.

“The switch is set to take us where we want to go and we are on our way once more.” He winked at the kids. “You folks have any water left?” 

“Here.” Mary held out a bottle, and the man drained it in three gulps. 

“Are we nearly there yet, Uncle Kyle?” Lettie whined.

He sagged against the carriage door. “No, sweetie, and I don’t know how far we can get on the fuel we have. I don’t even know how much of the rail is still good, with the fires that have swept across it. But we’ll go as far as we can and at least we’re a lot nearer home than you were in Chicago, right?” He turned to Diana. “Hey Doc, all well with you guys?”

She turned the sides of her mouth up and crinkled her eyes. “We’re just fine, thank you.” For anyone who didn’t know her, it generally passed for a smile. 

“We’ll be a while longer yet, but we’re in Texas now. A couple more days should see us down toward Austin, all being well.”

And closer to Jesse. “Thank you.”

The railroad ran alongside a highway for a while, scattered with burned out cars and smoke-blackened buildings, mercifully far enough away to obscure details. Diana was too numb to do anything but look away from the parts that were still and chaotic but untouched by smoke. She had seen more death than she could handle in the last few weeks, both up close and far away. 

Patti, who’d tended to her wounds back at Matreus HQ with both professionalism and kindness, dropped into the seat next to her. “At the beginning of this trip I thought these seats were so comfortable but I’ll tell you now, if one of the families in the sleeper cars don’t get off soon I may start having murderous thoughts myself.” Diana winced, and Patti paused. “I have a feeling I mistimed that particular piece of nonsense.”

“Yeah. Not a good time.”

Ben snorted in his sleep, and both of them started. His mouth had fallen open and he began to snore quietly. 

Patti reached across the aisle to nudge him awake, but Diana stopped her. “Let him sleep. I need to stretch my legs anyway.” 

“I’ll come with you.”

The pair of them wandered down the car and into the next one. It had originally been the dining car and they had been sleeping on the long benches, but right now there was no one in it. Patti went to her bag and rummaged in it. She took out a glass bottle, unscrewed it and handed it across.

“What is it?” Diana sniffed and recoiled at the acrid fumes. “Patti, did you bring vodka?”

Patti rummaged behind what had been the food counter and came out with two cups, slightly dusty. “I figured we might well need it for sterilizing things if the water was no good—and we might, so it’s just the one for each of us. But you look like death warmed over right now.”

“It must be what, ten in the morning? I’m fine, thanks.” Diana held the bottle out.

Patti set one of the cups down and wiped out another with the corner of a sheet. “Nope. This is medicinal, Doc, and you should know better than to argue with a nurse.” The older lady took the bottle and poured an inch in the bottom of the cup, then gave it back.

“I’m not that sort of doctor, Patti.” Diana took it, amused. 

“Precisely my point.” Patti cleaned and poured into the second cup, then screwed the bottle lid back on and put it back in her bag, wrapped in an old pair of socks. “Don’t mention that, unless we need it. If anyone knows it’s there, it’ll be gone the same day.”

Patti raised her cup and glared at Diana till she did the same. “Down it in one; this is some cheap trash.” They clashed cups and swallowed the spirits down. 

Diana spluttered till her broken rib complained, and the pungent spirits stung the inside of her nose. “Ye Gods, Patti, that really is some cheap trash.” She moved over to her own bag and rummaged. “Since we’re sharing rare treasures...” She extracted a tiny bag of M&Ms. 

“More precious than jewels!” Patti took a handful, put them all in her mouth at once and began to chew her face melting and her head—very deliberately—lolling to one side. She rolled her eyes until the whites showed and groaned. “Whoa. After two days of stale sandwiches and two more of chips and cookies from the snack cart, these taste like a little bit of heaven.” 

Diana took what was left in the packet and savored them one at a time. “If these don’t take the taste away, I’m not sure what will. Engine oil, perhaps.”

Patti crumpled up the empty packet. “Not sure how much engine oil we have, though. Real talk, not sure how much of anything we have. Tucked away in HQ, we were insulated from everything going on in the real world. But it sounds almost as bad out here as it was in Chicago. The cities are full of gangs and virtually picked clean, and the rural areas are suspicious of intruders. We need to make plans for what we’re going to do at the other end of this train ride. I was talking to Kyle last night, and we might just about make Austin if we’re lucky. How far is Sam’s parents’ house from there? Sam, right? He’s the one you’re looking for? Science-geek-genius type?”

Diana laughed. That was a good way to describe her savant-friend. “Yep, geek-genius. That’s him. I’m not entirely sure where his parents live. It’s a bit of a long shot.” Diana dropped the packet into the trash bag they’d hung from one of the bar stools at the counter. “I need to check with one of the locals, but if worst comes to worst, we’ll find an unused car. Ben can hotwire it again.”

“If there is a car. If there’s a local alive. If there’s any gas to be had...”

Diana halted, leaning both her hands on the counter. Her knees threatened to give way beneath her. “Stop. Please. I can’t do that now, Patti. I can’t.” Sudden tears made her vision blurry; one escaped to splash down on the counter. 

“I thought as much. You do a convincing act, Doc, but your eyes give it away.” Patti came and hoisted herself up onto the bar stool next to her. “Come. Sit. Tell me about it.” And because Patti’s presence was so much simpler than Ben’s, Diana found the words pouring out of her.

They were still talking when the train slowed to a stop again. 

“Oh my Lord.” Patti had broken out the vodka again, serving the smallest shot known to mankind for each of them. “I can’t believe that Mr. Victor would do that. I mean, he’s a Matreus, so I guess I can, but Mr. Victor’s always been so kind.”

“I wasted so much time with that company, Patti. My whole life. I could have gone somewhere else where I might have worked on something that was really worth doing. I might have met someone—”

“—who wasn’t Garrick—”

“—and had a life, a real life outside of work. How could I be so blind as to waste twenty years of my life working so, so hard for such a—a coward? Why did I think he was going to change? He’s always been weak. He talked about wanting to do better but he never wanted it badly enough to do anything about it.” Diana downed her vodka and set the cup down. 

Patti lifted the bottle again, but Diana shook her head. “No more for me, please. It’ll make me sick on an empty stomach. The thing is Patti, work has been everything to me for the past twenty years. I go to work early, I say hello to Ernie at the pretzel stand, I get coffee and a pretzel for breakfast and a roll for my lunch and I go to work. Then at some point in the evening I realize it’s dark and most people have gone, and I go home and eat takeout with my laptop next to me, while I work. Sometimes I watch a bit of TV, if work isn’t going well. Then I go to bed. That’s all I do. Without work...” She stood and went over to the window. “What am I? Too old to have children, even if I found a partner who was worth having children with. I don’t think I know how to do anything else.”

“That’s ridiculous. You must know how to do some stuff.” Patti waved expansively, slopping vodka out of her cup. 

“I know my subject down to the last detail, but that’s such a narrow field I can’t do much with that. All the jobs in my field go to the bright young grads who aren’t burned out and will take a much lower salary. I’m no good with children. I’m really not that good with adults, I realize now. My judgment is non-existent. I’m a walking liability.” Diana came back and took the bottle from Patti, screwing the lid back on. “And with the way this is all going, will there even be jobs or companies in a month’s time? And what am I worth then?” 

“What about... fixing stuff? Or looking after people?” Patti asked. 

Diana shook her head. “Look around us, Patti. We’re running to avoid cicadas and fires and people like Garrick and the world has gone mad. You heal people, Ben can keep order, and me?” She went to the door of the train car. “I get us chased by Bryce and Garrick. Thank goodness we’ve lost them at least.”

“I feel you ought to know that I disagree with you.” Patti followed her to the door. “But the vodka has gone to my head and made it cloudy.” She stumbled, catching herself on the back of a chair. “Are we moving or is it just the alcohol?”

Diana opened the door to the outside world, and heat rolled in. “They’re still working on the track.”

The fires had not passed too near, and in the bright sunshine, long stems of grass waved in the breeze. The sky directly above them was bright blue, but along the horizons it was smudged with smoke. At least she hoped it was smoke and not cicadas, but she couldn’t hear anything other than the grumble of the train’s engines idling a few cars ahead of them. Here and there a glint of sunshine on metal suggested a discarded vehicle. The day looked pretty, but it was a thin façade; underneath it there was something threatening about the stillness and the air was harsh with the underlying stink of some sort of smoke that left a metallic aftertaste in her mouth. 

Diana coughed. “Guess those are the wildfires people have been talking about. Let’s hope that they stay away from Austin. I can’t lose Jesse twice.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 6
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Kim Walker. Leura, Australia

Leaning against the Land Rover’s front grill, Kim crossed her arms over her chest where a deep pain burned as if her bruised ribs were worse and not better. The warm wind whipped feathery flakes of ash across her respirator. When she brushed them aside, her fingers came away smeared with soft, black soot. She’d once seen a documentary on the adverse health effects of soot on the human body – cancer, lung disease, a choking, painful death. If the fires had happened four days ago, she would have raced for shelter, stripped off her clothes and scrubbed every inch of her body in the shower. Maybe even charged to the hospital demanding X-ray’s and oxygen. But with everything that had happened, the potential danger of the ash was a mere blip on her radar. The disaster zone in front of her trumped all else. That and working out how to protect Emma with the least amount of fall-out. 

Overhead, the afternoon sun did little to pierce the dense dark-orange clouds and shake off the heavy foreboding settling in her gut like a pile of stones. “Hard to see through all this smoke, but the resort could still be on fire.”

“If we get closer, we’ll know for certain.” Natalie paced back and forth across the driveway that led down the slope to the Blue Mountains resort, mask firmly in place. Her right hand held the sat phone close to one ear. “It’s ringing but he’s not picking up. We’ll have to check the resort.” 

Weird how both Natalie and her husband used satellite phones and not cell phones. Luck or forward thinking? Judging from the devastation in front of them, there was no way any cell towers in the area had survived. Before the fire tore through, the driveway must have been lined on both sides with majestic trees. The resort was known for the luscious flower beds that studded the well-tended grounds all surrounded by Australian bushland. There was nothing left but smoldering tree stumps and a thick layer of gray ash smothering the earth. Some of the taller, denser trees still burned, rivulets of fire curling around burned trunks and leafless branches like chains, while puffs of smoke joined the ever-thickening orange haze. 

Nothing stirred, no rustle of insects or small reptiles, no bird song or flap of wings filled the air. There was only the turbulent gusting wind, and the crackle of the fires burning in the valley below the plateau where the resort sprawled. No kangaroos or wallabies hopped about the grounds. No live ones anyway. Her eyes welling, Kim tore her gaze away from the burned carcass of a young joey lying on the scorched dirt, blackened legs stiff in the air, smoke still rising from its dead body. 

“Are you sure about this?” Kim waved a hand toward where the occasional flicker of flames glowed orange and red amidst the smoky haze.

“No. But we’ve got to get Simon.”

“If he’s still there.”

“I hope so, especially for Emma’s sake. But we’ve heard nothing since that phone call. He’s not the type of guy who cries wolf.” Natalie stared at the useless phone she held. “I believe his life’s in danger.”

Brushing a hand over the ash in her hair, Kim stepped away from the SUV. “You mentioned death threats. Could it have anything to do with the drug trafficking case that was all over the news?” 

“It’s possible. The last threat mentioned the young man who received a life sentence for his role in that sordid business. The emails were so explicit. The things they said—about what they would do to him—how Simon would beg for mercy. I could be wrong. I hope I’m wrong. But I can’t help feeling something terrible has happened to him. I know Emma feels it too.” 

They both turned toward the SUV. Emma was perched on the edge of the passenger front seat, her hands on the dashboard. A frown wrinkled her young face. 

“You do realize the chances that he’s okay are not good.” Kim was compelled to point out given the devastation before them. 

Natalie swung around, her face screwed up in anger. “Don’t say that in front of Emma.” 

It was possible Simon had escaped the fire and whoever had threatened him. Maybe he’d left the area and was somewhere safe but unable to contact them. But one thing was certain, until they combed the place thoroughly, there was no way Emma would leave. “Alright then, let’s do this. Emma should stay in the car here, while we check the resort out. We...”

Natalie walked back toward her, holding up a hand. “No. We’ll drive down and search together.”

Kim bit back what she wanted to say and yanked open the driver’s door. It was stupid to put Emma at such risk, especially with her asthma. But it wasn’t her decision. She wasn’t Emma’s mom. Not anymore. She’d barely pulled off her respirator and settled in her seat before Emma peppered them with questions.

“What’s going on? What were you talking about?” 

The door slammed as Natalie climbed into the back seat and tossed the phone aside. “Nothing, fasten your seat belt.” 

Kim set the Land Rover into motion. The smoke cleared momentarily revealing the complex on their right. It was made up of five or six stories of hotel accommodation, state-of-the-art conference rooms and several bars and restaurants. The fire had ripped through part of the building with the remainder covered in orange-pink fire-retardant foam like frosting over a cake. Some roof sections had caved in onto fire-damaged walls with shattered windows. As she slowed the SUV, a pile of bricks collapsed onto the ground sending dust and debris billowing into the smoking ruins. In the grounds to their left, flames flickered. “There’s another building on fire.”

“That’s the golf club,” Natalie said. “What a pity. Simon enjoyed playing that course. He’s going to be disappointed.”

An explosion split the air. Heart doing triple time, Kim jerked the SUV to a halt. A small fire ball rolled into the smoke clouds. 

Natalie gave a shaky laugh. “A propane tank perhaps?”

“Glad we weren’t any closer.” Kim flexed her stiff fingers where they’d instinctively tightened over the steering wheel. It took all her will power to resist checking the propane cylinder Natalie had packed in the SUV was secure. How much heat would it take for them to explode? “Is there somewhere away from the main area where we can park? I don’t fancy having to walk out of the mountains if the Land Rover is damaged.” She didn’t mention their need to ensure the SUV was safe from whoever might be stalking Simon. 

Natalie leaned over the front seats and gestured. “There’s a staff parking lot we can use at the end of this road.”

Ten minutes later, Kim had the Land Rover hidden behind the remains of an old tin shed, in the lot at the bottom of the sloping hillside. They all pulled on their respirators and got out of the vehicle. Emma turned back and reached for the cat carrier.

“Leave Didi in the car!” Natalie snapped as she hurried to the rear doors, opened them and rummaged about in the crates and boxes. 

“I’m not leaving her.” Emma slammed the door as if making a point.

“Keep the noise down.” Kim pushed her respirator to the side and taking out a water bottle, took a deep mouthful. The water did little to quell the churn of her stomach. She took the mini bug-out bag Natalie handed her. “We should split up. Have Emma wait with the car.” 

“What? By herself? I’m doing what any good mother would do. Protecting my daughter.” Natalie tossed a similar bag to Emma who stood a few yards away with her arms folded, cat carrier at her feet. Didi hissed as if she sensed the rising tension.

What could she say to get through to this woman? Kim lowered her voice. “By taking her into what could be a hostage situation? Your husband said someone was threatening to kill everybody. You know that’s still a possibility?”

“That’s why we’re going to proceed very carefully.” Natalie pulled out the Glock and checked the magazine. “Mmm, not a full round...”

“We had to use the gun in the shopping mall.” Kim stuffed a full water bottle into the pack.

“Is there any spare ammunition on the police belt you’re wearing?”

“No. I checked this morning.” 

Natalie shoved the pistol into the waistband of her pants. “I’m taking the gun and the cricket bat, leaving you the tire iron.”

Kim slung the bug-out bag over her shoulders, then reached for the tire iron, testing its weight. “I still think Emma should stay in the car.” 

“No way!” Emma bounded forward to stand in front of Kim. She held the cat carrier in one hand. Her mini go-bag dangled from the other. “Why can’t you quit trying to control me already? You can stay here and Mom and I will find Dad.” 

Natalie held up a hand, an annoying habit she employed whenever she wanted attention. “We all go, or we all leave. We’re in this together.” Raising her eyebrows, Natalie jingled the car keys. 

Kim’s stomach twisted at how Natalie was forcing her to be the bad guy if she continued to insist. The woman knew how to use Kim’s feelings for Emma to manipulate her, that was certain. But that need in Emma’s eyes for her father, spoke to something Kim had buried and thought long forgotten. She couldn’t ignore it, no matter where it led. There’d been a time when she would have given anything to have her father be there – really be there for her, looking after her, cheering her on. But when her mother had died, he’d died too. It just had taken his body another twenty-five years to realize it. “Fine. But you do as you’re told, Emma.” 

“As if I’d listen to you.” Emma slipped her pack over one shoulder. “Are we going? Or are we waiting for Christmas?”

“Let’s keep it quiet. Okay?” Kim took the lead, tire iron in hand, striding with purposeful steps through the small parking lot. 

The wind picked up scraps of trash that tumbled across the cement. Her hiking boots made a dull, clomping noise on the hard surface, mingling with the quick patter of Emma’s feet and the firm tread of Natalie’s boots behind her. Apart from her own breathing, those sounds were the only indication of human life. She crossed the wide burned-out garden bed dividing the staffing lot from the guest sections. Tiny whiffs of ash and sticky orange-pink foam drifted upwards with each step, staining the bottom of her cotton pants. Soon she’d look like a dirty snowman, given the amount of ash falling from the sky.

As she emerged onto the next parking lot, she brushed aside a twig hanging from a seared bush, and it disintegrated at her touch. Goose bumps prickled her skin. The scent of death was palpable and fear prowled along the edges of her consciousness. Pausing she waited for Emma and Natalie to join her. 

The five cars sitting on the lot were little more than blackened shells circled with wide puddles of black melted goo. The shapes too indistinct to tell what make and model. In one of the cars, a charred figure sat hunched over the steering wheel, while another equally burned form dangled half in, half out of an open door. 

“Daddy!” wailed Emma, surging forward across the lot and wading through the next desolate garden bed of ash. 

Kim, clamping a hand over her queasy stomach, hurried past the grisly remains. “Could one of those be Simon’s car?”

Natalie ducked her head and quickened her pace to match. “I don’t know... His is a white Audi sedan, but....” She gestured to the blobs below, their original colors indeterminate.

Kim grabbed Natalie’s arm, holding her back as Emma raced ahead. “Have you prepared her for the worse?”

“You know what, Kim? You give up too easily.” Natalie broke into a run. 

“Yeah, right. Like this is giving up too quickly. Chasing my kid through a cloud of death so I can make sure she’s safe,” Kim muttered to herself as she jogged after them and into the next parking lot. 

“This is Dad’s car. That’s his number plate.” After placing the cat carrier on the ground, Emma scurried around a partially burned sedan, checking it out. Miniscule blotches of white paint were discernible amidst the coating of ash and burned metal. Thankfully, sans dead body. 

As Kim closed the distance, she couldn’t stem her growing frustration with Natalie. With no car, Simon would have been trapped at the resort. No way of evading whoever intended to do him harm. If the threats were real—surely Natalie had some concept of what that might mean and how that would impact Emma. But no, she was busy checking the time on her gold watch. She didn’t deserve to be Emma’s mother. She didn’t deserve a kid as bright as Emma. But then she’d given away her greatest gift. Perhaps, neither of them deserved to be her mother.

Scowling, she stalked over to Emma’s side. “Which way?”

“The main entrance is on the other side of the next parking lot.” Emma scooped up the carrier and wiped a hand under her nose, cooing and muttering at her cat. “I hope Dad’s alright. I hope he’s not sick like those people in Sydney.”

“Uh huh,” Kim grunted noncommittally as she steered the girl past another burned car and dead occupant. She didn’t know enough about kids. Maybe she should comment about the dead people and all the dying ones they’d witnessed yesterday. Or maybe it was better to pretend they weren’t there. What a landmine it was dealing with children. Maybe there wasn’t any right way. Maybe you did the best you could and hoped the worst would never happen. But no matter which way she looked at it, there was no ‘best’ about what they were living through. 

Emma whirled around and gestured in a frantic motion. “Can’t we go any faster? Mom! Hurry up!” 

“I’m coming.” Natalie rushed forward, holding a hand over her respirator, re-securing it in place. 

Kim lengthened her stride, as they hurried through the lot and then up a steep, barren garden bed where only burned tree trunks with clumps of foam clinging to leafless branches remained standing. In front of them, a tarred road swept in a circular pattern past the resort’s main entrance. Small sections of the building were still burning. But the fire’s ferocity had died down, momentarily defeated by the fire-retardant foam. All indications were the fire had roared through either early that morning or sometime during the night before. It was as if it was resting, gathering strength perhaps for another full-on assault. She shivered as another tiny icy trickle of dread threaded down her spine. 

The majority of the east wing was a pile of smoking rubble. Until they explored inside it was too hard to tell how severely the remainder of the complex had been damaged. The covered walkway leading to the entrance no longer existed. The burned sheets of corrugated iron that once formed the roof were piled on the ground. 

She pointed to the iron sheets that had been stacked to one side. It was a little bit too neat for emergency services. “Think the firefighters did that?”

A smile spread over Emma’s face as she bounded forward. “I bet it’s Dad. He’s always cleaning up.”

“Hang on.” Kim held her fast and keeping her voice low, addressed Natalie. “What about those bikers we saw in town?”

Natalie kicked a piece of sizzling timber out onto the road where it would burn itself out. “Don’t stress, Kim. No one followed us here. And we would have seen them if they had. There’s only one way in.” Natalie held the cricket bat out in front of her, and swished it from side to side. Not the action of someone who thought it was Simon, and only Simon, who’d been cleaning up.

“I’m not a two-year old. I know there’s something going on that you’re both not telling me.” Emma stamped her foot on the ground.

Natalie hesitated then reached out, taking Emma’s hand in hers, pulling her closer. “I’m simply concerned there might be looters. We’ll check the foyer. If it’s safe, and we don’t hear anyone, we’ll start searching the hotel rooms.” 

They entered the smoking building, with Kim hard on their heels.

Inside, part of the ceiling had caved in over the reception counter. The lobby itself was a long, wide space. On the opposite side there’d been a panel of ceiling-high windows looking out over the mountains and deep valley. The glass was melted on the soot covered carpet and the wind whistled through the gaping hole like the haunting howl of ghosts. A light layer of smoke hung above their heads. There were multiple doors and passageways running off from the lobby in different directions. The enormity of searching such a labyrinth hit her. They only had a couple of hours of daylight left – if the gloomy orange light emanating from the smoke-choked sky could be called daylight. 

Deep within the ruins came the sound of breaking furniture followed by crashing glass and a man’s shout. 

Every nerve she possessed stood to attention and she froze mid-step before quietly placing her foot down. That shout could have been made by an employee. Could have been made by Simon. But it could have been made by whoever had threatened him. Through the slightly foggy goggles of her respirator, she met Natalie’s white-rimmed eyes. She crossed to her side. “We need to be smarter about checking this place out.”

Another crash echoed through the building and Emma huddled close to Natalie, her cat carrier banging against her leg.

“Agree.” Natalie pulled Emma back through the open door and Kim rushed after them. 

They crouched low as they ran across the road, through the burned garden and onto the upper parking lot. A low grumble increased in intensity above the blustery wind and the ominous crackle of the distant fire.

“Wait.” Natalie tugged Kim to a halt. “Is that an engine?”

Kim wanted to continue walking, wanted to get to the SUV, wanted to get Emma far, far away. “A truck and maybe motorcycles.” The hairs on her skin stiffened as a cold shiver flashed over her and she ushered the others behind the burned shell of a nearby car. 

“I don’t understand why we’re hiding.” Emma placed the cat carrier on the ground and stood on her toes. “It’s a furniture truck, Mom.”

“Hush, Emma! Get down.” Slinging an arm around Emma’s shoulders, Natalie all but wrestled the teenager to her knees. “Kim, will you check it out please?”

Even though it rankled that the woman considered her expendable, Kim didn’t argue. Protecting Emma had to be both their priorities. “No worries.” She slipped off her pack and, adjusting her damp grip over the tire iron, crept around the side of the car remains and sprinted to a lone tree. Pressing her back against the still warm trunk she waited as the vehicles approached. The truck’s gears grated as the vehicle slowed and lurched around the corner then pulled up with a jolt in front of the entrance. The two motorcycles from the parking lot, the ones with attached trailers, followed, the growl of their throaty engines like hungry beasts. Doors slammed, the engines died, and the tramp of heavy boots resounded over concrete.

“What took you so long?” bellowed a powerful male voice from near the ruins—the same one they’d heard earlier.

“Sorry, Viper. Got a bit carried away. You won’t believe the stuff we boosted.” The second male’s voice had a higher pitch. There was a hint of anxiety in the tone. Viper had to be the one in charge.

“All of you. Inside.” Viper tramped off, his minions scurrying behind him.

Kim stepped away from the trunk and peered around the dead tree as the last leather-clad figure disappeared into the lobby. She hurried back to where she’d left the others. “The two bikers we saw in town have turned up and there’s some man here calling himself ‘Viper.’”

Natalie collapsed onto the road and covered her face in her hands.

“What is it?” Kim shook her arm. “Is this the person who threatened Simon?”

“Yes.” Natalie dropped her hands to reveal the tears in her eyes, her shoulders slumping. 

“What man? What’s going on, Mom?” Emma’s voice rose and she hugged the carrier close to her chest.

Tucking the tire iron under her arm, Kim slapped ash from her hands. “We have to leave. Get out of here. It’s not safe.” 

“I knew you couldn’t be trusted.” Emma turned to plead with her mother. “Mom. We can’t leave Dad.”

As if Emma’s plea had re-ignited her spirit, Natalie surged to her feet. “I agree. Simon needs us.” 

Their jutting chins stifled the furious words Kim wanted to shout. Arguing would be a waste of time. Battling the screaming urge to run and keep on running, she pulled on her pack and brandished the tire iron. “Fine then. Is there another way in that will avoid the lobby?”

“We can use the entrance by the pool.” Natalie set off, Emma trotting by her side.

Within a few minutes they stood in silence beside the pool area. There were six motor bikes parked there along with two pick-up trucks with bull-bars and hunting lights fixed to the roofs of the cabins. 

Kim did the math, her heart sinking. Adding these vehicles to the two bikes and the truck that had arrived meant a minimum force of eleven were roaming the resort. The odds of finding Simon hurt were multiplying by the second. 

Pillared columns formed semi-circles around the two in-ground pools which were filled with dirty brown water, globules of foam—pieces of burned furniture, and broken bricks and blobs of melted plastic that could have been anything—floating on the surface. A heap of ash-covered clothing lay beside the largest circular pool. 

No. Not discarded clothes. Bodies. 

Emma gave a soft cry and turned her face into Natalie’s shoulder. 

“Wait while I check...” Every nerve sizzling, like she was walking over live coals, Kim approached the huddled forms. After scrutinizing the bank of glass-less windows fronting the pool area, she sank to a crouch. A man lay on his back, his torso awash with blood, his unseeing eyes milky as he stared forever into a cold eternity. The larger of the other bodies was a woman. Also dead, her stiff body curled in a protective fashion around the young child she cradled to her breast. Like the father, these two were also covered with dark red blood stains. More victims to the toxic smoke. 

The sheer scope and horror of what was happening threatened to overpower her. She bowed over, sinking her teeth savagely into her lower lip using the sharp pain to stem the tide of grief and helplessness dragging her down. Surely people would stop dying soon, the smoke would disappear, life would return to normal. She stood, turned away and took one step. Her boot knocked against a small object that tinkled as it rolled over the pavers. Stooping she picked it up. A bullet casing. Guns weren’t the norm in Australia, and certainly not at an upscale place like that.

No. Please no. Quickly she knelt beside the bodies and dropped the tire iron onto the pavers. Her trembling hands fumbled over the man’s tacky clothes sticky with clotted blood and ash until she’d yanked them aside to reveal his chest. And there lay the culprit – a bullet hole. Repeating the procedure, she checked the mother and child. All three had been shot. Killed. Murdered. 

Natalie and Emma waited near the bikes. Emma hugging the pet carrier containing her precious cat, close to her chest. Her eyes wide and frightened behind her respirator.

From somewhere inside the resort came the sharp crack of gunfire. 
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Chapter 7
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Brandon Curtis. Redmond, OR

The cockpit alarms shrilled. Again. Across from Brandon, Bailey Rae whimpered and crawled into Carlota’s lap. Even with headphones on, it was impossible to ignore the warning sounds from the flight systems. Pilot Darren was throwing the chopper around, making Brandon feel like he was on an amusement park ride, without the amusement. The entire sky was dark, other than the ribbon of fire that split the world at the horizon, delineating the heavens from a calamitous hell on earth.

An automated voice yelled instructions to the airman. “Pull up. Pull up.” There was no way to keep count how many times they’d been told they were going to crash.

“The ash has all the sensors going crazy,” Darren assured them. “I’m flying on the altimeter and compass. We’re high enough to fly over the Rockies.” He’d said that, but Brandon hadn’t forgotten what he’d said earlier—that he had to fly lower than he wanted to, much lower.

“Good news is, there’s a tailwind speeding us on our way.” Darren turned just enough to give a little wink in the direction of grim-faced Fatima. “Bad news is, it’s fanning the fire too. But I got moves for that.” The chopper lurched hard, making the girls scream and clutch at each other. Carlota had her eyes squeezed shut as she muttered the same few words in Spanish, over and over. Brandon didn’t understand, but he was certain they were prayers of some kind.

The rollercoaster ascended hard, the turbine engines growling like tethered beasts. As the chopper levelled out, Darren gave a whoop. “We’re out. We got ahead of the smoke. The wind has changed, too.”

“That’s not good, is it? We’re going to burn more fuel.” As soon as he saw Bailey Rae’s face, he knew he’d goofed.

Bailey Rae tugged on Carlota’s harness. “Are we going to crash?”

“Darren’s been doing some amazing flying. We’re in range of the base and we’ve got enough fuel to get there at a good speed. We just have to keep our heading.” Fatima was trying to reassure them, and maybe herself in the process, judging from how she gripped the arms of her seat. “It won’t be long. Sit tight, everyone.”

If they were going to make it to the base, they could make it to his Grandparents. That was the entire point of the journey. Jeremy had made sure he’d get there. A pang of guilt stabbed his chest. Dale, Jeremy’s brother, had always been the dad he told people about, the one he was proud of. Dale had been there for him, at school, at sports day and whenever something big had happened. He hadn’t even said anything the time he’d picked Brandon up drunk from his best mate Stu’s party. That was what dads do. They’re there for you.

Jeremy, on the other hand, was ‘the sperm donor,’ especially when his mum was angry. Brandon had always found it difficult to talk about his biological father or ‘bio-dad’ as Stu put it. If he’d never known Jeremy was his ‘real’ dad, he’d probably have been a cool traveling uncle. But instead, Brandon had always seen him as a deadbeat itinerant blot on the family’s good name. Everyone else in the family seemed to feel the same way—even Gran and Gramps. They never celebrated Jeremy’s adventures or seemed proud of their globetrotting son. He felt sick, knowing that the truth had caused so much pain, when a lie would have caused no harm. He would have been happier with that lie—with never knowing Dale wasn’t his bio-dad. He’d have lost a fantastic uncle, sure, but that wouldn’t have been the same as losing his real dad. It was a jumble of feelings he wished would evaporate and leave him be.

With the helicopter flying level and straight, Bailey Rae had finally gone quiet and quite calm. Dark circles purpled her pale complexion, and she still looked as though she’d been through hell. They all did. She and Carlota were covered in dirt, ash, and something pink—the fire retardant that had been dumped on the evacuation center to buy them more time to get out. She caught Brandon looking at her and gave him a little smile. “It’s okay, Brandon. We’ll all keep you safe.”

He did his best to smile, even though the kindness of her innocent words cut like knives. Shame filled him. He should be the one telling her she was going to be safe. 

Before he could say anything, she continued. “And don’t worry about your dad. My daddy went to heaven to be with my momma. He was real sick with the smoke. Anayeli and Carlota and their brother rescued me from our apartment. Their daddy died too, before my daddy. And so did Roxy’s and Cricket’s. We all lost our daddies.”

Carlota turned her head to the cockpit, looking away as she swallowed hard. Watching her was like watching someone racing to pack up a suitcase that had exploded open. She dashed away the tears streaming down her cheek with the back of her hand and squared her shoulders. 

Brandon was speechless, unable to reassure someone who’d lost a real father.

“When my momma died, Daddy said she would always watch over me from heaven. I think Mommy sent Anayeli and Carlota to save me. And now Anayeli is with your daddy.”

Nobody voiced the other option—that his dad had died up there on the hospital roof.

Since he’d been a child, the family went to marriages and christening at church, as well as some religious services with school, but they weren’t a religious or spiritual group of people. He didn’t want to think about Jeremy having gone to heaven. For one thing, it would have his parents arguing about the qualification for entry, rather than being happy for him. If he was looking down on anyone, he’d be looking down at them. 

“Secure for landing.” Darren’s voice came as a surprise. “We’re five minutes out.”

Fatima came to check on them, before moving to the back wall of the cabin. “Have you seen my canvas bag? We need to use respirators. Yep, here we go. Take one of these, make sure you put it firmly on your face and pull the straps tight.” She passed out boxes. “Don’t worry. I’ll be helping you do it. I have a smaller one for Bailey Rae. I’ll do that for her. They fit underneath the headsets, so take those off first.” Pushing the first bag aside, she opened one with a distinctive red cross on it. “Brandon, your drip is empty. I’m going to put a bag of saline on that line. It won’t do much more than hydrate you. I’ll explain in a minute. Let’s get these masks on first.”

After Fatima checked him and Carlota, she attended to Bailey Rae. Then, kneeling between them and bracing her legs against the chairs, she held her own respirator in one hand, the bag of fluid in the other. “I need you all to listen to me. This is very important.” When they all had their eyes on her, she continued. “When we land, we’re going to refuel quickly and get moving again. You three are going to stay inside the chopper, strapped in. I know you’re feeling better, Brandon, but you’re going to stay on that gurney and look sick.”

Brandon didn’t like the idea of being strapped down again, unable to move but if it kept the girls safe, he would follow Fatima’s orders. 

She reached under his pillow, beneath the bedding and withdrew a pouch. “Jeremy left your passport and some documents with you. We need these for the camp commander. I’ll keep them.”

Screeching alarms sounded out, followed by loud bells and whistles, as the cockpit area began to light up. Fatima scrambled back to her seat. “What is it, Darren?”

“We’re out of fuel. Have to autorotate. All secure back there?” He flicked switches, killing the engines. “Sit tight. It might be a bit bumpy.”

That was an understatement. The Black Hawk plummeted, the engines whining down, like a wounded mutt. Gravity changed in the cabin, as Brandon experienced a terrifying moment of freefall. Their masks suppressed much of the girls’ screaming, and they didn’t stop when the chopper levelled out. Brandon put his arm out, taking hold of Carlota’s hand. Bailey Rae latched on to his forearm, digging her nails hard into his skin.

The flight system insisted “Pull up. Pull up,” and Darren must’ve responded because then it stopped. Slow seconds passed. There was a slight thud, then silence.

Darren whooped again. “Textbook.”

Fatima was beside Brandon, before the girls had time to let go of his arm. The bag for the drip was at his feet. Swapping them over, she tossed the empty one to the back of the cabin, onto the pile of spilled medical equipment that had been strewn from the pack.

“Any landing you can walk away from is a good landing, eh Tima?” Darren was either elated or trying to make them all feel better—it wasn’t clear. “That was one of my best no-power touchdowns, ever.”

“I’m proud of you, Darren.” Fatima’s face was drawn and she brushed a hand over her belly. “That’s enough though. We have to get back in the air. If you do the fuel, I’ll talk to...”

The door beside the girls screeched open. The muzzles of two assault rifles covered all the angles. “Hands over your head, where we can see them! No one moves! You! On the ground!” The door behind Brandon opened in the same manner, with more guns and shouting.

Fatima stood tall. “It’s okay, everyone. We came in much harder than they expected. It’s procedure. We’re all quite safe.”

“I said, on the ground!” The soldier barked at Fatima, but she didn’t yield. She was more badass than he’d imagined she might be. Shouting her name, rank, and unit identification, she stepped from the chopper unhindered.

Brandon could hear a conversation outside, but even when the argument became heated, it was Fatima who had the stronger voice. An unarmed, unmasked soldier hauled himself into the cabin. He was almost as young as Brandon, but a much heavier build. Brandon pretended to be asleep, keeping his eyes hooded but open enough for him to keep tabs on what was happening. 

“Is it just you three?”

Carlota pulled her respirator away from her face. “Yes, just us. We’ve lost our families and we’re with this wounded guy. He’s British.”

“Yeah. The Master Sergeant said he was. Something about diplomatic status. How’s he doing?”

Through slitted eyes, he watched as Carlota’s expression went flat, almost angry. “I don’t know. I’m not a doctor. Does he look good to you?” 

Bailey Rae clung to Carlota, sobbing. “Don’t let him die!”

A crying child was enough to send the soldier on his way. Brandon opened his eyes a crack more. 

Carlota winked at him. “Too much?” She stroked Bailey Rae’s tangled hair. “Brandon’s fine, Bailey Ray. We’re just pretending—” Before she could finish, though, another soldier, this time wearing a mask, a red cross armband and a stethoscope, came aboard the Black Hawk. 

He ignored Bailey Rae, who kept her face hidden, and spoke to Carlota. “Weiss. Camp medic. Do you know the patient’s history?”

“No. We were evacuated with him, but we don’t know anything. There’s something wrong with his leg.”

“I’ll have to do a preliminary examination. What’s his name?” He reached into his pocket to retrieve a flashlight shaped like a pen. He clicked the end. It shone with a bright white light which was going to be impossible for Brandon to ignore.

“It’s Brandon... Carter or Curtis or something.” Every answer Carlota gave, she sounded reluctant, uneasy.

The medic hovered over him, checking Brandon’s pulse at his wrist. “Okay, Brandon. Let’s see how we’re doing. Can you hear me?”

He did his best to seem groggy, but if the medic was any good, he’d see through the ruse. “Yes. I can.” He twisted away from the light, as the medic aimed it toward his eyes.

“Looks like the treatment you’ve had has worked well. Are you in any pain?”

“Yes. My leg was cut open. It was infected and it’s still very sore. I can’t really move.” He tried to emphasize the suffering, stroking his hand over the bandages and wincing at the slightest touch.

Weiss stood. “You three can come with me. I’ll check you out fully, once we’re inside.”

“Master Sergeant Kassis told us to stay here, not to move anywhere.” Carlota always had something to say, and the way she threw around Fatima’s rank was brilliant.

Weiss turned to Brandon. “Follow me, please.”

Brandon wafted his hands over his body, showing he was still not moving. “But...”

“Either you get up or I send guys in to pick you up. Either way, you’re getting off that gurney and coming with me.”

Still doing his best to appear the invalid, Brandon unstrapped himself, heaved off the stretcher, and hobbled from the chopper, cursing as he stepped down. Carlota pushed herself under his arm, so he could lean on her shoulder. His leg hurt like hell, but it was less painful than he’d anticipated. That had to be the morphine talking. There were no soldiers escorting them as they walked away from the Black Hawk, and Fatima and Darren were nowhere in sight. The floodlighting of the landing pad meant everything else was in complete darkness. As they left the bright arena, the dark of night engulfed them, what illumination there was came from a few perimeter and security lights. To the south, the sky pulsed with a threatening orange glow.

There was little activity at the base. Four armed soldiers, excluding the medic, surrounded them. The camp wasn’t much more than a large hangar with an office building attached, not a tent city like the evacuation center they’d fled. The block they entered had a sign that said nothing about anything medical. “Biak Training Center, Powell Butte” with an arrow denoting the “Commander’s Office.”

Inside, Fatima was shouting. “What do you mean, grounded? You have no authority to countermand my orders.”

An officer in his late fifties leaned back on his chair, putting his hands together and steepling his fingers. “I outrank you. That’s all the authority I need.”

“No, sir. It’s not. I’ve been instructed to get this young man safely to his family and that is what I intend to do. If you don’t like that, take it up with my commanding officer, Lt. Col. Wilson.” She tossed Brandon’s passport onto the table. “This is a diplomatic situation, sir. I’m sure you don’t need to have the significance explained to you.”

Weiss coughed. 

Fatima turned, her dark eyes blazing. “What are you doing, taking them from my chopper?”

The officer’s eyes narrowed. “There seems to be very little wrong with your young English gentleman. What exactly is your mission, Master Sergeant?”

“Sit that boy down, this instant. What sort of a game are you clowns playing?” Striding at the medic, she snatched a chair from in front of the officer’s desk. “Here, Brandon. Use this.”

The commander stood. “Listen here, soldier. You’ll do as you’re ordered. If my medic says there’s nothing wrong with that boy, that’s good enough for me. I’m commandeering your Black Hawk and that’s the end of it. If you continue to be disruptive, you’ll be in the hoosegow. Is that clear?”

There was a wavering in the commander’s voice. If Brandon could hear it, he had no doubt Fatima did, too. The man was scared. The medic shuffled his feet then popped the tag of leather holding his pistol in its holster. Before he had time to draw the weapon, Fatima spun, her fist connecting with his left cheek. As Weiss stumbled to the floor, Fatima drew her own gun, so practiced it looked like pure instinct.

She pointed her weapon at the officer behind the desk. “Not a word, sir. Not a single word.”

She knelt, taking the Colt from beside the crumpled, unconscious medic. “We’re going to resolve this issue according to protocol, sir. Do not attempt to go for your gun or cause a commotion.” Lowering her arm, she tucked the spare pistol into her waistband and holstered the other. “Who’s your signalman? Please call him in.”

The commander leaned on his desk, fumbled with an old intercom. “Corporal Sussman, report to command.” 

The young soldier who had been first on the chopper came in. “Corporal Sussman, reporting... What happened to him?” He pointed at the medic on the floor.

Carlota pointed at Fatima. “She knocked him out. In one punch.” She raised both her eyebrows, as if daring Sussman to try anything.

“I have no time to explain, corporal. Your commander attempted to impede me in the execution of my mission.” Fatima was all business.

He turned smartly on his heels. 

Looking once more at the officer on the other side of the desk, her face filled with anger. “What’s your rank, commander?

Sitting down, he shrank into the chair. “Sergeant Harry Vaughan reactivated, acting commander.”

Fatima’s head went to one side. Snorting, she looked down at the guy on the floor. “Is he an acting medic, too? I swear, you fools are in serious trouble for this. Get your men to fall in, immediately. No more screwing around.”

Before they had time to leave the room, Sussman rushed back in, standing to attention before the seniority of Kassis. “Permission to report, sir.”

“At ease. Report, corporal.”

“There was no response from the evacuation center at UC Davis medical, sir. There’s no response anywhere in that area. Reports are that the fires are advancing east from Sacramento, into the Sierra Nevada foothills. California is burning to the sea. Southwest Oregon is on fire, as close as Bend. All the forests are burning.” 

Brandon had seen the fires from above. He’d lived through them. He knew what the smoke was like. It was almost impossible to imagine anyone in those areas could survive. 

Carlota inhaled sharply, her face going stony as she clasped Bailey Rae to her side. “Yeli and Mama and Ernesto and the dogs will be fine.” She sounded like she was trying to convince herself as much as Bailey Rae.

Along the corridor, the front door slammed closed, the fall of boots echoed as someone came striding toward them. “Where is everyone? I heard the muster, but...” Darren put his head round the door. “You’re all here? We’re fueled and ready to...” Terror flared in his eyes, and he threw himself forward, knocking Kassis aside.

Vaughan had a gun in his hand. There was a loud bang as a shot rang out, tearing into the old man’s chest. A look of disbelief was the last one to register on the man’s face, as he fell back from the fatal wound.

Sussman stood, his arm shaking as he held up the discharged weapon. “I couldn’t let him keep lying.” The word lying came out as a roar. “He was never my commanding officer. He was a filthy creep. Pervert.”

Nothing more was said. They withdrew from the office, Kassis and Sussman dragging the unconscious medic—Weiss—by his arms, until they reached the neat formation of soldiers standing to attention.

Brandon hobbled over to where Fatima and Darren were arguing. “Are we going to leave them? The fire’s getting closer.” 

“We’re discussing what to do. Go back to the girls, please.” Fatima dismissed him. 

In his mind, he saw flames shooting up through the forest, the smoke churning below. He’d already lived through what was coming. “I’ve seen these fires firsthand. These guys don’t stand a chance. If we can get them to higher ground, somewhere mountainous, with no forests for a lot of miles, they could survive. They need breathing equipment like ours, but they could do it.”

Kassis stood before the small band of soldiers. “You’re now under my command. You probably heard the shot from the office. There was an incident. Your commanding sergeant tried to steal the chopper. Your corporal took the situation in hand. That’s a matter for you and him. Any man who doesn’t wish to follow my orders, take your gear and leave.” None of them moved. “The fires will be here in a few hours. We’ll abandon this base. Get ready fast, we’re not waiting for dawn. We’ll find somewhere safe to drop you all. Is that clear?”

There was unanimous relief in their chorused “Yes, sir.”

“Get your respirators, grab a survival pack, water and any extra rations you can find. Get enough for everyone.”

The small base was thrown into a flurry of activity as the men grabbed whatever they could. As they hurried to the Black Hawk, Brandon’s eyes were focused on the hillside edging the base. It was glowing, and with every moment, the orange cast in the sky grew brighter. Dense smoke already blanketed the wooded valley to the ridge. Brandon pointed, as the first flames shot above the ridge, an adrenaline surge flooding through him, easing the pain in his leg as he broke into a run, pulling Carlota after him. 

“We’ve got to get out of here!” He helped Carlota into the chopper, then swung Bailey Rae up to her, his leg protesting wildly as he twisted. “Get in! Close the doors. Don’t let that smoke in. If you inhale it, you’re dead.”
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Chapter 8
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Anayeli Alfaro. Salt Lake City, UT 

The troop transport truck juddered to a bumpy stop. Anayeli had lost count of how many times they’d ground to a halt, every able-bodied person dragging themselves out into the barren landscape as quickly as they could manage, knowing stragglers would only be hauled out by one of the soldiers. It took everything Anayeli had to heft herself from her seat—her reserves long exhausted.

She touched Mama’s shoulder. “Mama?” No response. Not even a flicker of muscle, a shifting of the shoulder to twitch Anayeli’s hand away. Not so much as a flick of her eyes in Anayeli’s direction. She took her hand away herself, laid it on Ernesto’s thigh, just above the knee. His eyes fluttered open. “I have to go help, outside. I’ll be back.”

Ernesto’s eyes crinkled, in what Anayeli hoped was a smile. He had to wear a mask all the time, since the troop transport was open to the outside air. Without the mask, his asthma flared dangerously. But at least he was stabilized—Nurse Kerry checked in on him when she could, but she’d been pulled away almost immediately to help people in other trucks—the ones in even worse shape.

Mama stayed with Ernesto, and no one bothered to try to make her move—because though her body was able, her mind was not. Not since they’d gotten the news.

Anayeli pushed the thought away. Otherwise she’d be frozen too. It took effort to trudge between the butt-numbing benches that served as seats, to clamber down out of the truck. Only the dogs managed any sense of enthusiasm about anything anymore, Cricket licking at Anayeli’s hand, Roxy wriggling with excitement. 

Her feet hit the pavement and Andrew, the nice National Guard soldier—the one who’d saved Roxy back at the evacuation center—held out a pair of gloves. “Keep all your skin covered. Don’t touch anything without the gloves on.” Somehow the young man managed a smile—the encouraging kind, not the happy kind—for each of the passengers who staggered off the truck. 

“I need to do something else.” Bile burned Anayeli’s throat as she stared at the limp pair of gloves dangling from Andrew’s hands. 

They were going to run out of gloves, at this rate. Nurse Kerry had already complained about how fast the medical supplies were dwindling. They hadn’t gotten fresh masks since the second morning. 

Andrew pushed the gloves closer to her. “I’m sorry. Road detail is all there is.” 

Road detail meant bodies. Those—the bodies, not the gloves—were in never ending supply. More and more and more of them, the farther East they traveled.

The stench outside was overpowering. The fetid smell of stagnant water mingled with the slightly sweet, somehow interesting and yet repulsive smell of the decaying dead. Roxy lifted her muzzle to the wind, her nose twitching, while Cricket pressed his to something staining the ground. The putrid odors were why the dogs were so excited. And the chance to scavenge. 

“Roxy! Cricket!” Anayeli’s voice was harsh, but neither dog flinched. They didn’t even respond. “You’re both disgusting!” Cricket’s tongue lapped at whatever was on the pavement. 

Andrew gave her another supposed-to-be-encouraging smile. “I’m never letting them lick me again.” 

Anayeli snatched the gloves. The latex snagged on her already-sweaty palms, pulling against her skin. At least with Nurse Kerry’s regular help, her palm was finally mostly healed. She swallowed hard against the lump that had risen in her throat, blinked back at the sting of tears. 

No matter how numb she made herself, every time they had to clear the road—of abandoned vehicles, of bodies—she saw each of her own dead, the faces of her beloveds, tallied on her ledger. Papa, burned up. Sid, her fave editor, choked on the toxic smoke. The China Box lady, head smashed in Sid’s driveway. Her neighbor, slumped on his kitchen floor, begging her to help his daughter. Jason, the raft stealer. Her sweet sister Luz, drowned. Jeremy, bleeding out up on the medical center roof. 

Her fault.

And it kept getting worse. Because there were more. But she couldn’t think about that. 

Anayeli followed the thin girl who’d been in the Purple Zone cages with Mama—Talia, her name was—around the back bumper of the transport and onto the highway. For miles and miles the road had cut through a wide, flat expanse of white salt flats—seen only after they’d already passed through, out the rectangular opening at the back of the truck. After that, there’d been bleak, unbroken scrub, not a tree in sight, then low mountains. Until, off to one side, the Great Salt Lake appeared, its water a gray mirror of the leaden, smoke-filled sky above, its stagnant reek cutting through the acrid, chemical scent of the fires. 

It looked like a normal lake. She didn’t know what she’d expected—that the salt would somehow form a crust along the shore? But it looked like regular water, the way the ocean did. But the thought of the ocean had almost ripped a sob from her throat. Vamos to the Beach. The last song Luz had sung. Still, it was better to look at the water than at whatever lay on the road, blocking the convoy. Whatever she was going to have to help clear.

But the longer she looked at the water, the more she saw the bits of debris floating atop its surface. Sticks or leaves, maybe. But they weren’t. Because there were no trees. Whatever it was, was reddish-brown, an elongated oval in shape. 

She kept her eyes on the lake and Talia in her peripheral vision as she moved toward the front of the convoy, where the Lt. Colonel’s Jeep was stopped, Lt. Colonel Silver Fox himself standing on its hood, surrounded by lines of evacuees and soldiers who came to a standstill in a clump around him. 

Anayeli watched the bobbing discs upon the water. They reminded her of something. They were somehow familiar. She couldn’t think why. But her thoughts had been so disordered, a jumble, ever since—

“Salt Lake City is fewer than fifteen miles ahead.” The officer’s voice was loud, authoritative. For a second it commanded Anayeli’s attention, his gesture toward the barely visible city—a small collection of boxy buildings too short to be called skyscrapers and the humped shapes of mountains beyond—in the haze-obscured distance behind him. 

Anayeli’s focus slipped to the tangle of metal and flesh, garbage, and belongings piled in front of the Lt. Colonel’s Jeep. It looked more like a battlefield or a massacre than an accident. No one knew how far the toxic smoke had drifted, but there was something too ordered about the mess before them for it to be pure happenstance, for it to be a terrible, panicked fifty-car pile-up. She snapped her gaze back to the lake. Didn’t want to see what they’d be clearing. Didn’t want to think about what it meant.

“We’ll stop there for the night. Get some rest. Get cleaned up.” The Lt. Colonel made it sound as if safety was just on the other side of this one last obstacle, and around her the other evacuees shifted and eased, as if a sigh of relief had gone through everyone, and still he kept talking. “Refuel. Re-stock our supplies.” 

No one was talking about what the barricades and bodies meant. People had died out on the Interstate, from the smoke or from attack or misfortune or something else—who knew?—and whoever lived in the city had left the bodies there. Lots of bodies. Worse, they’d used the bodies and vehicles to form barricades that stretched across all four lanes of the Interstate and the wide center median. It was intentional. It was a message. Evacuees, refugees, outsiders weren’t wanted in the city. Who knew what would be waiting for them there.

“I’m asking you to do difficult work—the work of soldiers. But our lives depend on us getting through, making it to Chicag—to our base.”

Anayeli’s ears snagged on the words. Lt. Colonel Silver Fox had almost slipped up. Reporter Anayeli would have noted that near-revelation, would have scribbled it down in her notepad and researched what might be in Chicago. But she wasn’t that person anymore. Instead, she let the dip and bob of the things on the water comfort her. Like tiny toy boats, set adrift, but still afloat. Like she was. Like she had to be.

“Doctor?” The Lt. Colonel gestured to a man in a soiled lab coat. The doctor from the Pink Ward. His name popped into her memory: Dr. Thomas-Schmidt. The doctor who’d talked to the Matreus people about ramping up testing. Anayeli radiated all her loathing toward the man as he clambered awkwardly up next to the Lt. Colonel.

“Thank you Lt. Colonel Wilson. I asked to speak with you all, because it’s very important for your ongoing health that you take appropriate precautions.” 

Why now? Anayeli wanted to scream. It seems a little late. But she kept her mouth shut and the doctor went on. “The gloves are one. Your masks are another. There is some”—the doctor hesitated, as if unsure the right word to use, his eyes darting ever-so-quickly toward the lake and then back—“residue that may remain on any exposed surface—metal, skin, clothing, anything.” 

Residue was new. They hadn’t used that word any other time the convoy had stopped to clear the road.

The doctor paused, making deliberate eye contact with the crowd. “Do not, I repeat, do not touch this residue with your bare skin. Do not touch your face or any other exposed skin with your gloves. My team and I will be evaluating each of the deceased to ascertain what we can about cause of death, so you must bring all of the dead through our medical check point before removal.” 

An elbow dug into Anayeli’s side. Talia leaned closer. “Creepy much?” 

“Yeah.” Anayeli’s voice was hoarse—from disuse or from breathing smoke for the past two weeks or both. 

Talia was shaking her head. “This is going to take forever.” She wasn’t wrong, especially if the good doctor wanted a look at every corpse. Anayeli shuddered. 

“Be careful” –the doctor was still talking— “and we’ll all be just fine.” 

Talia grabbed Anayeli’s arm, pulling her forward, as if they had become partners, friends, almost. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.” 

The first body was unrecognizable, the face blackened, every limb, each finger bloated from days left out in the heat. Anayeli’s fingers pressed into the rubbery skin and whoosh she was somewhere else. Reaching for Luz’s hand, the water closing in...

No. She didn’t want to go back to that moment. She forced her feet forward, to grip the lifeless flesh and dead weight, as she swallowed back her own vomit, and somehow was aware of her body doing all these things even as she found one of the specks upon the water to watch—the bob and sway, the rise and fall.

They had to stand in line, waiting for the Matreus medical team to examine the body, a morbid triage. “Keep holding it,” one of the lab coats said when it was their turn. She was outfitted in full PPE, pandemic-style, respirator and all. The regular evacuees were screwed, with their gloves and days’ old N95s. “In that condition it won’t hold if you put it down.” Won’t hold—a phrase Anayeli never wanted to hear again. 

One of the team took what looked like a scalpel to the body’s exposed arm, cutting a square of flesh and tweezing it into a vial. One with the color gray on its stopper, before putting it inside a cooler. 

Anayeli’s stomach twisted, her rage blooming.

The Matreus medical team wasn’t just trying to determine cause of death. They were taking samples. The convoy was heading toward Chicago—

Anayeli’s thoughts jumped and skittered, to the day she’d looked at the Matreus website, back in the newsroom. She’d called someone at the Matreus Ag Headquarters...a man who’d hung up on her, and then a young guy... Thomas? Ted? Timothy? No, some trendy name...Trey? No. Taylor! But had there been a Chicago office listed on the website? She couldn’t remember. That call was a million years ago, some other life in some alternate reality—

The corpse jerked in Anayeli’s hands. 

“Psst. Girl. Helllllo.” It was Talia. She’d already dropped the corpse’s legs to the dry scrubby grass in the median. “Get moving.” She lifted her hands to the tendrils of hair sticking to her forehead.

“Don’t!” Anayeli’s voice was too loud, but Talia froze. “Don’t touch your face!” 

“OMG. I can’t believe I almost forgot.” Talia wiggled her fingers, smeared with ooze. Residue.

“Stay focused.” But they’d all been vigilant for so many days, anxious over every little thing. Breathing toxic smoke. And now touching residue. They couldn’t keep it up. Someone was going to get careless.

Anayeli lowered the body to the ground, onto the growing pile. So many bodies. So many lives. All lost because of... what? And with yet another snap, Anayeli’s mind went to the faces on her own ledger—the ones she loved best, lost to her own carelessness. Papa, Sid, Luz. Before she could stop herself, two more faces floated into her memory: Her wise-cracking, no-nonsense-taking sister Carlota, and darling lover-of-dogs Bailey Rae. They plummeted through the sky, landing in a heap, their bones shattered, their bodies broken and tangled—like the bodies piled in the median. She almost dropped to her knees, the swirling, spinning, desperate screaming of what must have been her sister’s last moments playing like a film behind her eyes. 

The news.

The tears she’d been fighting welled, then spilled, streaming down her cheeks. For days it took all her effort to stop from imagining the helicopter Carlota and Bailey Rae had been aboard, the one Anayeli had arranged for them to escape the evacuation center on. She’d seen it lift off into the smoke-clotted sky, and not even twenty-four hours later, it had smashed onto an airfield somewhere in Oregon, not so different from the twisted and crumpled cars piled into the barricade before her. 

It was MacIntyre who had brought the terrible news. The awful guard who’d tried to shoot her dogs, who had presided over the gate to the Purple Zone in the evacuation center, where Mama had been kept. They’d been slogging over the smoke-choked Sierra Nevada, cloaked in a toxic haze that obscured completely the last bits of beauty before they hit the bleak desolation of Nevada, the Interstate clogged with traffic as people tried to escape the fires. They’d just finished clearing a stalled vehicle from the road, were climbing back into the truck when MacIntyre had sprung in after them, laughing in that mirthless way of his. He’d bumped shoulders with the guard he was relieving. “Watch out for Lt. Col. today. Biak Training Center just radioed. The helicopter pilot who was supposed to fly the VP out of Sac crashed. And the old man is way ticked off. He’s out there raging about lost materiel and personnel and whatnot.” 

Mama had whirled, gripping Anayeli’s hand, hard. “Our helicopter? Carlota’s?” 

Before the dark pit in her stomach widened into an all-consuming grief that swallowed her whole and dragged her into its depths, she’d looked her mother full in the face. It was the last time Mama had met her gaze: the moment when Anayeli’d had to nod, yes, Carlota’s helicopter, the words themselves lodged in her throat, too big to force out. 

They’d shattered too, then. Anayeli would never unhear her mother’s wails.

They’d all been meant to be on that helicopter. But Anayeli and Mama and Ernesto had been too late. Anayeli had spent that first day on the convoy convincing Mama and Ernesto they still had a plan—they would meet Carlota in Montana, where the Curtis Family Compound was. That’s where the helicopter was headed, and the convoy was headed East too. Every mile up and over the Sierras took them closer to where they’d meet up with Carlota. And Bailey Rae. Because she was theirs now too.

But the news had smashed the idea of Montana, just like the crash severed whatever bond was left between Anayeli and her mama, slaughtered the tentative truce they’d forged. There was no repairing that. Mama either sobbed or was silent and clutching Ernesto’s hand. They were the only ones of their family left, but Anayeli was alone in her grief. 

She forced her eyes back to the lake, taking what solace she could from the calm water. Maybe it was petals strewn across the surface—flowers, for the dead. 

“Stop crying and get moving!” MacIntryre’s voice jolted Anayeli back to the moment. He gave Anayeli a push, toward where Talia bent over yet another body, this one small, a tween girl maybe, judging by the shoes, her skin marred by oozing lesions. “Go on! Get to work!” MacIntyre was a beast, always shouting, happy to drag the exhausted from their uneasy sleep, willing to mete out any punishments, delivering the worst of news with a grin. Since he’d suggested putting Roxy and Cricket out of their misery, Anayeli had steered clear of him. She whirled, looking for the dogs—she’d lost track of them, and yet they were all she had anymore. She was so damn careless.

They were in the median. Roxy pawing at something in the pile of bodies, Cricket staring off toward the horizon, still as a statue. Anayeli followed his gaze, but there was nothing in the sky but smoke, and when she looked back, Cricket was at Roxy’s side, nosing whatever she was sniffing. Anayeli didn’t want to know what.

Even with so many people, the work took hours. First dragging bodies through the bizarre medical triage, waiting while samples were taken. Then taking any debris left in the road to the median. Soldiers—MacIntyre among them—drove what vehicles they could to the side of the road, then left evacuees to siphon whatever gas remained and pass the plastic bags and milk jugs and whatever other containers they could find to soldiers who then filled the trucks in the convoy. Other teams of soldiers pushed abandoned cars, or worse, un-abandoned cars with whole families still inside—together in life and death, unlike hers—out of the way, for the medical team to inspect later. 

The bright coral-red disc of the sun was overhead by the time the lane was cleared, but then they had to sweep the road for nails or screws or glass shards or anything sharp that might puncture tires—either left there intentionally (almost a certainty, given the quantity they found) or not. Each item picked up painstakingly, one-by-one, because of course there were no brooms.

Anayeli slipped one of the glass shards she found into her pocket. When she couldn’t stare at the bobbing dots on the lake and her thoughts went too dark, she put her hand in her pocket and pressed her finger to its edge, just to the point where it might pierce her glove but didn’t.

There was something nagging at her, a pressure in her mind like that of the shard, just this side of painful, but she couldn’t seem to dig the thought out of her memory.

At last they were done. Or done enough to get through.

The engines of the transport trucks roared to life, and everyone rushed to their assigned place. As Talia pulled herself up the step and into their truck, a shout went up from the back of the convoy. Cricket, at Anayeli’s side, went stock-still, but he wasn’t staring in the direction of the yelling, he was staring at the horizon. There was something there.

More calls went up, relaying from the civilian vehicles at the back of the convoy forward, louder and laced with alarm but still indistinct. 

Talia was in the truck, and Anayeli put her foot up on the step, hands pushing at her back. “Cricket! Roxy! Come on!” Roxy was there, her paws on the step, and Anayeli boosted her the rest of the way in. A brief worry flashed through her mind—would the dog have contaminants on her still? The smoke didn’t seem to bother them, but what about the residue?—but then like an explosion, the nagging thought that had been worrying her detonated. 

Chicago. Matreus. That’s where the company HQ was. She’d seen it. On the website. And the Matreus medical team was still with the convoy. They’d been ramping up testing in Sacramento and now they were taking samples—not blood anymore, because bodies didn’t bleed. Of the residue. They were testing the dead. Just like they’d already tested on the living—on her own mother. Which meant no one was safe, so long as they stayed on the convoy. The convoy which was headed straight for Matreus headquarters, if the Silver Fox’s slip up was any indication.

“Move!” Someone shoved her aside, and a rush of people pushed past, climbing into the truck she was no longer certain she wanted to get on. No way did she want to end up at Matreus HQ.

At her side, Cricket whined, his eyes still on the horizon. On the dark cloud massing there. “What the hell is that, Cricket?” But it wasn’t a cloud. It moved. The cloud shifted, expanding and twisting through the air like the big flocks of red-winged blackbirds sometimes did. But this didn’t look like birds. Hadn’t Helicopter Darren said something about—

She threw a glance over her shoulder, at the lake. At the bobbing things. Not sticks, not leaves, not petals. Bugs.

Someone screamed. The shouted words loud and close enough she could understand their meaning.

“Cicadas! It’s the swarm!”
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Chapter 9
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Kim Walker. Leura, Australia

Kim followed Natalie and Emma into the storeroom, then shot the bolt home. She turned around, dropping her bag onto the hard floor. The space was cramped and the shelves lining two walls were cluttered with cleaning products. “That bolt should deter anyone who’s curious from entering. Provided we don’t make too much noise, we should be safe enough, while we wait for morning.”

Natalie placed her flashlight on the top of an overturned bucket and shifted aside mops and brooms for a place for them to sit.

Emma planted a hand on her hip and jutted her lower lip. “I don’t want to stop. Dad’s still out there. And what’s with these crazy people with guns?”

“I understand about your dad, but we can’t go out there while it’s dark. There’s who knows how many of them and only three of us. We can’t help him if we’re captured. Or hurt.” Kim unfastened her face respirator, then rubbed the sore patches made from the tight straps. “Over to you Natalie. I think it’s time you told Emma about the threats.”

“Mom?” Emma’s belligerence evaporated. After placing the pet carrier on the floor, she sat and coaxed out her cat. Didi shot an annoyed hiss toward Kim like being cooped up for hours on end was all her fault, before settling on Emma’s lap. 

Sinking onto her haunches, Natalie shrugged off her pack then pulled off her own respirator. “Whew. That’s better.” She reached into her bag and retrieved protein bars and water bottles as she recounted the death threats Simon had received via email and post over the past months. 

Emma leaped to her feet, dislodging the cat. “Then, we need to find him. Not waste time hiding.”

“No way. Waiting for daylight is our best bet.” Kim pointed to the floor. “Sit down. Tomorrow. I promise.”

Her eyes glistening wet, Emma sniffled then flopped down again. “Alright. I guess. But what makes you think we’ll be safe here?” She dug into her bag and brought out cat food for Didi. The cat dived right in, scarfing the smelly food. 

The problem was Kim wasn’t sure, but they had limited options to choose from. She sipped her water as exhaustion stole into her body like a thief. 

Natalie’s gaze settled on her daughter as she answered. “This room is situated at the end of the west wing, as far from the lobby and the damaged east wing as possible. If we’re lucky they won’t bother with this section.” 

Leaning back against the door, Kim frowned as she fingered her ribs. Emma had given in too easily. “Emma? Emma, swear to me and Natalie that you won’t go looking for your dad in the dark!”

Emma shrugged as she poured a little water into a plastic dish for Didi, snapping a surly, “Like I can get past you anyway. You’re blocking the door.”

“Yeah, and I’m not moving from this spot, so forget it and get some rest.”

After they had all eaten a meager meal of protein bars and water, they lay down and Natalie switched off the flashlight. Eventually, the soft sounds of breathing filled the small room and despite Kim’s best efforts, a fitful sleep overtook her. The hours passed slowly. She curled into a tighter ball on the hard timber floor. Using her mini bug-out bag as a pillow, she hunched her shoulders close to her ears in a futile effort to block out the bikers rampaging through the resort. Eyes like sandpaper, fatigue numbing her body she willed for sleep. Not far away, someone slammed a door shut and her breathing seized. A volley of footsteps thundered down the passageway heading toward the storeroom. She stiffened, her heart galloping. The footsteps came closer. Closer - until they were right outside the closed door. All that separated Emma from killers was a flimsy bolt. And one gun.

Sliding her hand down to her waist, Kim’s trembling fingers searched for the tire iron.

A grunt. A muffled thump, like something heavy hitting the thin carpet. 

Emma gasped, stirred, sat up. A slight rustle of movement and Kim could sense Natalie reaching out for Emma, rocking her in the dark as the bumps and thuds in the corridor continued. Moving as quietly as possible, Kim pressed an eye to the keyhole. 

Denim clad bodies shifted in the shadows cast by a lone flashlight, kicking and punching something lying on the ground. A man wearing either a white shirt or a white coat, covered his head with his arms as the punishment rained down. Five bikers and all with guns stuffed into their jeans. Even if she’d wanted to go out there, it was impossible to help the poor man on the ground. With only the Glock, Kim and Natalie were at a disadvantage. The moment they rushed through that door Emma would be too vulnerable. And Emma was Kim’s only priority. Guilt stabbed at her gut like an ice pick, and she stuffed her hand over her mouth to stop her anguished gasp from escaping. Too dark to see who it was, too much movement to get a good look at his face. The bikers grabbed the weeping man under his armpits and dragged him out of view. 

“Have they gone?” Natalie’s whisper was a mere ghost of a sound.

Another long stare through the keyhole. No lights in the dark corridor. Another thirty seconds of heart-pounding waiting that felt like forever before Kim eased back the bolt and shifted the door open a crack. 

No breathing. She widened the aperture and rising to her feet, crept out and down to the next corner. Shouts and the cracking of shattering glass sounded a fair distance away. Stumbling from the pins and needles prickling her feet, she re-traced her steps. After refastening the bolt, she slid down the door and sagged to the ground, fighting to regain a measure of composure – for Emma’s sake. 

“They’ve gone.” Kim flicked on her flashlight. 

Emma had scooted away from Natalie and plucked Didi onto her lap. Her wide eyes dominated her pale face as she crooned in a trembling voice to her pet. The cat’s hairs along its spine stood on end picking up on the tension in the tiny space. “Was that...?” Tears tracked down her cheeks and her voice trailed off. She wiped a hand under her nose then went back to hugging the cat. 

Natalie’s face had drained of all color.

“No. Not Simon. Not your father.” Kim was quick to reassure as she switched off the flashlight. Truly she had no idea who the poor man was, but it couldn’t hurt to lie. Let Emma have her hope until they knew for certain. “Put your respirator back on. Try and get some sleep.”

“Easy for you to say. It’s not your dad who’s missing.” Turning her back, Emma lay down, her cat cradled in her arms and hummed.

It would be so easy to argue, shout about how hard this was for her too, but Kim held her tongue. No point in reminding the kid about everything they’d witnessed these past days. About what they’d heard happening outside that door! “There’s nothing we can do in the dark.”

Giving a quiet moan, Natalie switched her fixed glare from Kim’s face and ducking her head, massaged her forehead. After a few seconds, she dug through her pack and produced a bottle of gin. What in the name of... Does she? Is she..? She has GIN in her BAG? Before Kim could wrench it away from her, the woman Kim had entrusted her baby girl to up-ended the bottle and took several long swallows. 

Kim leaned in close and whispered, “You really think now’s a good time?”

“You have no idea what I’m going through.” Liquid dribbled over Natalie’s chin as she spoke.

“Yeah well, I can’t say I’m having much of a party myself.” Frowning, Kim plucked the bottle from Natalie’s clutching hands. “Give it a rest.” She located the cap lying near Natalie’s booted feet and after screwing it back on, placed the bottle on the ground.

Feeling her way by touch, she crawled the couple of feet to her bag and sank against the door. Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried the multiplication tables until her pulse settled and her body stopped shaking. Still, she couldn’t shake the fear that she’d left her kid with an alkie. There weren’t the usual signs. Natalie wasn’t paunchy in the way that habitual drinkers were, nor did she have a drinker’s nose. But those came later, right? She might be a stress drinker. No matter what kind of drinker she was, it didn’t bode well. 

A shriek of agony resonated through the building. A man’s scream. Simon? Kim shot to her feet and stood trembling, hands curled into fists, head swiveling, aware that Emma sobbed in the darkness. Then silence.

Kim checked through the keyhole, again. No lights. No movement in the corridor beyond. No noise. Trembling, refusing to allow her mind to go there, she lay on the ground as Emma continued to weep until she drifted into an exhausted sleep. The hours to dawn passed slowly with Kim dozing and waking with a start each time a crash or shout sounded. But eventually the distant smashing of breaking furniture and yelling receded. She managed a brief hour of rest before she peeled her eyes open and stretched her stiff limbs. 

A pale orange glow trickled through the lone window set high on one wall. Slow, deep breaths indicated Emma still slept. Kim inched toward Natalie and shook her awake, grimacing as the woman belched a gin-infused puff of air. “Stay here while I check what those thugs are up to. Once I’m sure the coast is clear, I’ll return, and we’ll find Simon together.” Provided he hadn’t been the one screaming for help. 

Natalie grabbed her wrist. “Was that...was that Simon last night?”

“I have no idea,” Kim whispered and pulled away. “Try and stay strong, for Emma.”

Eyes glistening with unshed tears, Natalie offered the gun. “Take this. You may need it.”

Using a handful of water Kim washed her face, hoping the cool splash would help her focus and ease the grittiness of her eyes. She donned the bug-out bag and face-respirator before opening the door a few inches. Something black and white, small and furry zipped out between her legs and scampered down the hallway. 

Emma’s cat. Blast! She’d forgotten to check the cat was in its carrier! Now she would have to search for the blasted animal. No way would Emma ever forgive her if she returned without Didi. Grinding her teeth, Kim shut the door. That bloody cat. Emma should have left the beast back in Sydney. Natalie should have insisted. But no, they had to bring the snarly creature along for the ride.

Skin clammy and sick to her stomach at what the day might bring, Kim crept along a gloomy, smoke-filled passageway. Her flashlight beam flared over partially collapsed walls and broken furniture, sparking off shattered glass. No sign of the cat. Although dawn had broken, it remained dark inside, particularly along the corridors where there were no windows. One misplaced step or stumble could sound an alarm to anyone close by. The flashlight was a gamble she had to take. Her heart jumped each time a shout or a heavy footfall echoed through the resort. The memory of that rifle shot the evening before and that poor man who’d been dragged away by the bikers—a man who might be Simon—loomed like a never-ending nightmare. 

The Glock tucked into her stolen police utility belt shifted with each move she made, a physical reminder of how danger threatened from all sides. Her ribs ached, and her knees quaked and, to top it all off, her respirator kept fogging up. But she didn’t dare remove it to clean the glass. She entered an area where the smoke lay heavy within the resort’s walls. One cough could pin-point her location to those she had come to consider her enemy. 

Ahead, a tall shadow rippled along the wall. She snapped off her flashlight, fingers shaking. Glass crunched under foot. A harsh male snigger reached her ears.

She froze and waited out the long seconds until the movement had passed beyond her field of vision. The wind had eased to a muted whine through the gaping cracks of the damaged building, bringing more smoke to fill the interior. Thank heavens for her full-face respirator. Otherwise, she’d be dead, bleeding out on the ground. Kim rubbed the back of her sleeve over the goggle section and paused to catch her breath. Her hammering heart slowed a trifle. She waited, her ears stretched out wide like twin radars. But nothing stirred.

Hoping shadow man had left, she continued her search. She poked her head around the next corner, checking for movement, before removing the flashlight from under her sweater and edging into another passageway. A line of partially opened doors on her right revealed bunk beds, probably for the staff. Clothes were strewn everywhere, drawers left open, half packed suitcases jumbled about the floor, all evidence of a hasty departure. But there was no sign of any people. Living ones that was. 

She stopped beside a fire hydrant, clicked on the flashlight and swept it over the walls. White paper gleamed on a noticeboard. A detailed map of the complex with emergency evacuation routes marked out in red pen. Exactly what she needed. She took a photo with her cell noting she was down to one bar of power. Pocketing her phone she snatched the map off the wall. There. At the rear of the building. A stairwell led down to a basement. The perfect place to escape from a fire. But not such a perfect place to hide if there was only one exit or entrance. Still the stairwell wasn’t that far from the staff quarters. They could start their search for Simon there, as soon as Kim had made certain the thugs were busy elsewhere. 

The map showed three bars near the main entrance—a bar with plenty of liquor could be a place the biker gang might use as a staging zone. She crumpled the map into a pocket and hurried down the hall.

She finally reached the main lobby, where an eerie orange light streamed through the broken windows. Kim stuffed the flashlight into her pack and crouched beside the wreckage of the reception counter. Sweat stuck her shirt to her back and under her armpits and she would have given anything for a warm shower and a coffee. The lobby area was empty but muted voices flowed from the corridors opposite. 

After another visual check of the lobby, she ran across the room to the wrecked windows and climbed through, expecting at any second for someone to spot her. Bending so low her back and knees protested, she snuck toward the smoldering east wing. 

Someone shouted. A high-pitched shriek of fear. Close. So close. A feminine scream. Emma! Kim whirled around, searching for whoever had cried out. Her feet tangled, she lurched sideways and stumbled. Down she went, landing hard with a grunt of expelled air. She rolled off whatever piece of furniture she’d fallen over, head-first into the ash and soot. About to push to her knees, she stiffened. Blood dripped from her hands. Not furniture, then. Swallowing rising bile, she slowly turned her head. A man with black hair and wearing what looked like a white chef’s jacket lay on his back. Not Simon. Blood pooled beneath him, still warm, still congealing. An open wound where his stomach used to be, oozed more blood. Someone had disemboweled him with a knife. Parts of his intestine spilled onto his clothes. His face was frozen for eternity in an expression of fear and agony.

Kim wrenched off her respirator and puked into the dirt. Fighting to hold back her sobs, she crawled on her hands and knees, wanting to put some distance between herself and the dead man. At least she hoped he was dead. No, he had to be. No one wore their intestines on the outside and lived to talk about it. In any case, she wasn’t going back to check. Because if he wasn’t, she didn’t have a hope in hell of fixing what had been done to him. 

She hated the relief. Hated how she was glad the dead man wasn’t Simon. She wanted to gnaw her fingernails to the bone, pound her fists into something or someone, secret herself somewhere safe until the world re-set itself. These thugs meant business. They’d tortured that poor man. But that scream, she had to discover who’d screamed. Who was in danger...If it was Emma. And if the bikers discovered she was Simon’s daughter, it didn’t bear thinking about.

Shuddering, Kim set her jaw, wiping her streaming eyes and the muck off her mouth with her shirt sleeve. She shoved her respirator back over her face. Keeping low she sprinted across the debris littered grounds to the next mound of smoking timber where she flopped to her belly. Lights flickered behind one of the windows. Someone burning candles perhaps. 

A girl’s faint plea, “Please don’t hurt me.” Too indistinct to determine if it was Emma.

Fury stormed through Kim’s veins as she inched closer. She stopped behind a broken pool lounger when she was a few yards from the building. 

A young woman jumped out of the glass-less window, running for her life. Her loose, long hair streamed behind her. Blonde, not dark brown. Not Emma. She was still safe. A tiny cry of relief exploded from Kim’s mouth and she slumped to her butt.

The girl looked over her shoulder, terror etched on her face, as two leather-clad men burst out the door after her. She ran fast. But they were faster, catching up with her a mere four yards from where Kim knelt, her trembling hand slipping over the Glock. 

One man punched the girl in the back. She screamed as her feet flew out from under her and she hit the ground with a loud smack. They were on her then. Laughing. Jeering. Kicking her prone body until one of them, a thin string-bean of a fellow took hold of a chunk of the girl’s long blonde hair. Swigging from the bottle he held in his left hand, he hauled the girl by her hair, over the sidewalk and back toward the complex. His mate took a moment to unzip his fly and relieve himself. 

Even through the respirator’s filters, the sting of ammonia burned and Kim turned her face away, breathing through her mouth. The biker finished his business and trotted after his pal. The moment they disappeared, she shimmied backward and rolled behind a large concrete urn. Her gut roiled. She forced down the urge to be sick again. That poor kid, she could hardly be more than twenty years old. Only six or seven years older than Emma. A resort employee too, if the sky-blue uniform was anything to go by. 

Kim’s hands shook. She should have shot those animals. Even she couldn’t have missed, they’d been so close. But if she had, it wouldn’t take long before their mates would figure out someone else was in the resort. They would actively hunt for her. They could well find Emma. Kill her. Just like they’d murdered the chef, like they intended to hurt that young girl. Or worse. But there might be a moment when the girl could escape. She couldn’t ignore that young girl’s plight, any more than she’d been able to leave the little girl who’d been lost in the grocery store, back when the fires had first begun. If that had been Emma in trouble, then she would want someone to do whatever it took to save her.

Kim sneaked along the outside walls, ducking low to avoid being seen through the windows, and slipped back into the building. She kept moving until loud voices caused her to halt. Gripping the windowsill, she eased herself higher. The room was filled with children’s play equipment and those two fools were clowning about in a meshed-in pen full of soft toy balls. Apart from the young blonde who was curled into a ball close by a kid’s plastic playhouse, they were alone. Wherever the rest of the gang was, they weren’t there.

String-bean attempted to stand, tilting his bottle of alcohol high in the air so liquid flowed down over his face while he giggled and lapped at the stream with his tongue. Hooting with laughter, he fell sideways while his mate performed duck dives into the colorful balls. But the girl didn’t attempt to escape again. All she did was curl even tighter and let out a low wail. 

How to help – how to get the girl’s attention, get her to move...

Picking a stone off the ground, Kim chucked it through the window. It clattered against the playhouse with a loud ping. The girl remained fixed in her huddle. One of the bikers was doing a juggling act while String-bean was slumped against the mesh doing his best to empty his bottle. 

Kim reached for another stone. Aimed. Then stiffened as through the open doorway that led out onto a hallway, strutted Didi, Emma’s lost cat.

Meowing loudly, it rubbed against the playhouse then leaped onto the edge of the ball pen. The two bikers stopped fooling about and drinking and stared at the cat. Even the young girl peeped through her fall of hair while Didi yawned and swung her tail to and fro. 

Kim sank below the window and clenched her hands into fists. She had no choice. Emma loved that cat; the cat given to her by her father. Slipping the pack from her shoulders she pulled out the tire iron. One hand dropped to the smooth handle of the Glock and reaching deep inside, she centered herself. Must protect Emma. Must find Simon. Must save the girl – and the cat. 
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Chapter 10
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Brandon Curtis. Moscow, ID

Without the six soldiers and their equipment taking up space, the chopper cabin seemed empty. There had been no conversation during the flight. None of the men questioned Fatima or made any other suggestions when Darren said he’d put them on the north side of Snake River, on the highest ground he could find. The water would act as a firebreak, as would the height above the tree line.

Brandon knew he was on the open channel. “Will they be alright? Can they look after themselves?”

Fatima had been sitting in silence since she’d given the men their orders. She’d left them armed in case they had to defend any civilians. Other than staying put for as long as they had rations or until the fires were over, she instructed them not to move far because she was going to send Darren back for them as soon as she could. “They’ll be fine. Fine.”

“For all you international travelers in back, we’re currently flying past Moscow.” Darren was chipper.

Carlota smiled—the first smile he’d seen her crack—and it only grew wider as Bailey Rae jumped up from her seat. “We must be way off course. That’s in Russia.”

“It’s okay, little lady. This is Moscow, Idaho. It’s a bit like Paris, Texas.” His voice altered to his more professional tone. “We’re approximately one hundred forty-five miles from Thompson Falls. Given our fuel and the conditions, we should be there in ninety minutes.”

Brandon was relieved to hear they were so close, but there wasn’t the usual sensation of elation he’d experienced on previous visits. He dreaded telling his grandparents that Jeremy wasn’t with them, that he’d been shot, that they’d possibly lost a son for good this time. It was on his shoulders. Worse was the thought that they might not even care about losing Jeremy. They’d been part of the lie, too. Had they known that Jeremy had left because of his depression? Did they decide, collectively, to concoct another story as soon as Dale decided to be with Terri? He loved his Gramps and adored Gran. He’d believed them when they said his real dad was the black sheep of the family. They were the ones who used that phrase. It was better than calling him a sperm donor, but it still wasn’t true. Jeremy had wanted more than to be tied to one place. Brandon understood how that felt. He said he was prone to depression. Brandon could tick that box, too. 

Brandon had tried to learn as much as he could about depression, the way other people coped and the way some didn’t. He understood the way it had been described as a big black dog that ate away at your soul. The only peace he could find, was out in the real world, in the wildness of nature, where a human could be so small the darkness could never find them. With these fires turning the sky black, it was hard not to imagine some demon wolf scouring the land, seeking him out.

“Brandon? Did you hear what I said?” The Master Sergeant stood by the seat he’d occupied since proving he could walk back at the base.

There was no point lying to her, he hadn’t any idea what she’d been talking about. “No. Sorry. I was thinking.”

Her words were more curtailed than usual with him. “Aviation fuel. Do your grandparents have any?”

“Not that I know of. They don’t own anything that flies. There’s a small airstrip at one of the other ranches. They have a crop duster my grandpa hires.” He wasn’t sure whether that helped, but it seemed to be enough for her to step away. 

She nearly lost her balance as some new vibration reverberated around the cabin in a tremor Brandon felt through his entire body. 

Darren’s voice came through their headsets immediately. “Got an engine problem. Strap in... now!” A different set of alarms rang out, and Darren hit a series of buttons and switches. Bailey Rae was saying “I don’t like this, I don’t like this, I don’t like this” in increasing volume over the intercom, until Darren hit that switch too. “We lost the turbine engine on the starboard side. We’re stable. This bird can fly on one.”

Fatima pulled herself toward the cockpit again. “For how long for, Darren? Can we still make it?”

“I’ve done drills on one. We don’t have the power for anything special, but we’re good.” There was a certainty and confidence in his voice. It was what they all needed to hear. Darren had flown them through the darkness and kept them safe. Carlota stroked Bailey Rae’s hair and spoke in soft, soothing Spanish tones. 

The helicopter lurched and Bailey Rae started up her chant again. Darren’s voice shattered whatever illusion of calm the rest of them were trying to maintain. “Get back to your seat and strap in.” He was talking to Fatima, but Brandon pulled at his bindings, and Carlota did the same, checking she and Bailey Rae were still buckled in. “We’re losing pressure in the portside turbine. Using the Auxillary Power Unit. Nowhere to set down. Dammit!”

Brandon’s stomach shifted, like it did in an elevator. The Black Hawk was rising, not descending. He twisted to get a view through the plexiglass windshield. A vast forest stretched away ahead of them. Treetops whooshed below the belly of the chopper before a ridge became obvious in the shape of the hill ahead. Clearing it with feet to spare, Darren pointed the failing bird down. Brandon’s stomach churned the other way, sickening him for a moment. He was completely powerless. Carlota pulled Bailey Rae closer, wrapping her arms around the girl’s head, protecting her. Fatima raised her open palms and closed her eyes. They were going to crash.

For the first time, Darren’s voice was frantic, disjointed. “Hold on back there. I think... I’ve got it. Oh dammit! We’re losing the APU... there’s a... Brace! Brace! Bra...”

A thunderous roar shattered the world around them, battered on all sides by the branches of trees as they plummeted to the ground. Inertia pushed Brandon back in his seat and the massive Black Hawk was thrown from left to right. He cried out, shouting in despair, as the trunk of a pine smashed into the door beside him, tearing it away. Another jolt from the other side bent and twisted metal into the cabin, throwing anything that wasn’t strapped down out through the open side. As though possessed by hellish demons, branches screeched along the fuselage, clawed through the open door, snatching and grasping for prey before withdrawing in frustration.

Seconds passed like hours as the stricken bird flailed and fell. The endless fall lost momentum until a final hard impact threw them all forward. Branches breached the windshield, smashing through into the cabin from the front of the chopper, swiping at Carlota and Bailey Rae. Silence fell; the demons of the forest sated.

Brandon snatched the headset away from his ears, deafened by the static hiss of shattered electronics. “Is everyone okay?”

The girls weren’t screaming. He unclipped the buckle on his straps and lifted himself from the chair. The Black Hawk was at a slight downward angle, but horizontal. Pushing the foliage down, he was relieved to see the two girls still buckled into their seats and clinging to each other. Carlota’s face was scratched from the branch that had penetrated deep inside the chopper. “Don’t move, for now. Stay where you are. You’re probably safer strapped in.”

Carlota’s eyes were blank, dazed. Her jaw was clamped as tight as her grip on the child in her arms. Brandon repeated his instructions. Her eyes flickered. She blinked hard. “We... we’re alive?”

Behind her, Fatima sat motionless, head on her chest, headset gone. Brandon scrambled through the outspread branches, his fingers tormented by the thousands of stabbing pine needles, his injured leg shot through with searing stabs of pain. He tugged at the green twill of her tunic. “Fatima. Hey.” Blood seeped from her buttoned-down collar into the material at her shoulder. Lifting her scarf-like hijab, he found the source of the bleeding. There was a gash on her neck, below her hair line, blood pouring from the wound. Her skull, however, was clear.

“Is she alright, Brandon?” Carlota had come round enough to be concerned about the woman and had gotten out of her seat. “Is she hurt?”

“She’s bleeding from the back of her neck. Which bags were the first aid kit in? I need to do something with it.” Withdrawing, he turned to find Bailey Rae looking straight at him. “Hey there. Are you alright?”

“Uh huh. We crashed? Will you save her?” There was no panic in her voice. Her words were so matter of fact, it indicated she wasn’t processing the situation in a normal way. 

“I found these.” Carlota had retrieved swabs, bandages and other items, putting them onto her empty seat. “I think this one might be useful, but she’s probably going to hate us for it.”

“It’s a stapler?” That’s what the doctor had used on his leg. “That might work. Are there any long sticky dressings? Big plasters... what do you call them? ... big band aids?”

Leaning over Fatima, he pinched the gash closed, squeezing a staple from the gun. With a click, it bit onto the skin on either side of the wound. She didn’t budge or flicker or show any signs she’d felt the staples biting into her flesh. “Not sure how many to put in.”

“Shouldn’t we clean it first?” Carlota leaned in to look. “It’s going to get infected.” 

Brandon’s hands were soaked with sticky blood—he hadn’t even thought to put on gloves. “Is there anything? Antiseptic?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t see anything?” 

“Maybe it’s better we stop the bleeding then.” He put in another staple, worry over infection plaguing him. He’d almost lost his own leg to it. But he didn’t know what else to do, so he completed the task of sealing the three-inch cut. 

Carlota took the bloodied stapler from him, using her outstretched finger and thumb. Before handing him the adhesive dressing, she peeled the back from it. “Impressive, Doctor Brandon. Very impressive.”

Bailey Rae hadn’t taken her eyes off him the entire time. “That makes her look like Frankenstein. I’m going to call her Frankie from now on, not Fatima.”

Carlota looked at Brandon, incredulous and then they both burst into laughter—it felt wrong to laugh, but it also felt good. The sound echoed in the cabin and out into the forest.

The noise woke Fatima. “What’s so funny?” Wincing and raising her hand to her neck, she shifted her hijab. “My neck. What’s this?”

“Well, Frankie... It’s like this. Your head was falling off and Brandon stapled it back on.” The girl wasn’t joking.

“My head? What?” Kassis frowned. She had to wonder why the kids were laughing at something that sounded so serious. “What have you done, Brandon?”

“She’s exaggerating. You had a bad cut on your neck. I closed it up. Had to use staples, but it’s not bleeding now.”

There was a coughing splutter from the cockpit. Darren’s voice was forced, pushing words out with short breaths. “You all... Okay... back there?... Bumpy... landing... Sorry.”

Fatima hit her buckle, tried to sit forward, then fell back into the chair. “You alright, honey?” It was the first time she’d said anything sweet to him. “We’re good back here. You saved us all again.” Catching the back of the frame, she winced, putting her hand on the source of the pain. “Oh. Got a bump on my head the size of an egg.”

Brandon moved closer to her, resting his hand on her thigh. “You were unconscious when I did the stapling. How are you feeling now?”

“Nauseous. Dizzy.”

“Sounds like concussion. Stay in your seat.” Beckoning to Carlota, he brought her to him. “Don’t let her fall asleep again.”

“Did... Were you... knocked... out... Tima?” Darren didn’t sound right.

Brandon moved to the other side of the branch, pushing past the irritating scratching to reach the co-pilot seat. Darren’s finger was at his lip, making the universal ‘Shh’ signal. His eyes were ablaze with pain and fear. Brandon put his thumb up in the usual acknowledgement, before pulling himself higher on the intruding branch. It flexed an inch under his weight, causing Darren to gasp and suck air.

Horrified, Brandon froze. A secondary branch had snapped coming into the cabin, impaling Darren’s torso, pinning him in place. 

A grimace on the pilot’s face and a pleading in his eyes emphasized the agony of the entire situation. Aware of his wounds, the man remained courageous. In a hoarse, rasping whisper, it was clear he wanted to protect the soldier in the rear. “You... can’t... tell.”

How he would achieve that was beyond Brandon. There was no way Fatima would leave without coming to check on her lover, it felt impossible. “She’s going to find out, as soon as she looks at you.”

Darren’s eyes flickered. Tears welled and fell. He managed to speak as though nothing was wrong. “Tima, can you get everyone to the ground while I stabilize things up here? We need everyone away and safe.”

Brandon could hear movement to the rear as Fatima roused herself. “Sure. How high are we?”

“Thirty feet. You’ll have to use the winch.” Darren pointed aft, poking his finger in the direction he wanted Brandon to go. “Let Brandon run it from up here.” Gasping, he reached out, putting a staying hand on Brandon’s forearm. “Need... morphine... please.”

Fatima was already wearing the rescue harness, clipping into the steel cable of the winch. “I’ll call out how far it is from the ground and when I’m on it. You got this, Brandon.”

With his mind on Darren, he fumbled at the buttons for the winch as Fatima leaned backward out of the cabin, the angle favoring her descent. Legs braced, barbs of pain shooting up his injured thigh, Brandon balanced against the frame of the door, watching her drop, before looking back inside. “Carlota, did you see any morphine in the medical kit?”

“I think so. There are some injector things, like needles, but with one dose in them.” Moving over to it, she pulled four from the bag.

Below, Fatima’s toes touched down, and then she planted her feet. As she unclipped the wire, she looked up at Brandon and shouted instructions. “Send Bailey Rae down next, then Carlota. Can you do that?” 

He’d just used a winch for the first time but he had to sound confident, like an authority. Everyone else was depending on him. “You ready Bailey Rae? You’re up!”

The girl’s gaze darted to Carlota. “I want Carlota to go with me.” 

“No can do, lovely. It has to be one at a time. You’re going to have to be brave. Can you do that?”

Bailey Rae nodded, her face solemn, and raised her arms so that Carlota could put a sling over her shoulders and round her back. “Okay. I’ll go next if you want me to.” But instead of confidently stepping out of the back of the chopper the way Fatima had, Bailey Rae clung to Carlota’s hands as the older girl lowered her out. 

“You have to let go, mija or you’re going to pull me out.” As Bailey Rae’s grip finally loosened, Carlota kept talking. “That’s it. You’re almost there. We’ve got you.” Carlota talked Bailey Rae all the way to the ground.

Carlota went next. “Are you sure you don’t want me to help you up here?”

“It’s fine. I’m just going to dump the stuff out onto you. Make sure you’re all standing back. Fatima will know.” He looked to the plastic tubes she’d left on his seat. “Don’t mention those to her.”

Trepidation showed on Carlota’s face. Unlike Bailey Rae, she swung out from the chopper, bumping into it on her return, before Brandon had her low enough to clear it. She was soon on the ground. He’d been able to gauge the speed better after lowering Fatima. Once she raised her arms and was clear of the sling, he hit the button to return it. Pushing back from the hole, he grabbed the needles, scrambled through to the cockpit and returned to the pilot. “Darren. I’m here. Are you...”

“Not... dead yet.”

Holding one of the syringe-like containers, he read ‘MediPen’ on the side. There were no instructions. “What do I do?”

“Break... off end.”

Snapping the plastic from the more pointed end, revealed a fine but sharp looking needle. “Right. Done it.”

“My leg... jab it... in hard.”

Reaching over and through bent smaller branches, he found Darren’s thigh. In one motion, he smacked his fist down. The pressure of his thumb on the top of the tube compressed something inside. Darren’s face twitched with the sting, but it was momentary. “Nice... Good... Good.” Expression drained from his face. His eyes glazed and closed. “Thanks.”

Brandon returned to the task of lowering every bag he could find, clipping three at once on to the oversized karabiner of the winch.

Fatima yelled to Brandon. “What’s Darren doing up there?”

The truth had to be stretched into a lie. “He’s a bit busy in the cockpit. I’ve got no idea.” Pretending to hear Darren’s voice, he relayed an imaginary message. “He says you need to move away in case the chopper drops.”

“Okay. We’ll move to behind those rocks. C’mon girls. Let’s do it.” She pointed to a small outcrop that would shield them.

Darren’s real voice called out. “Brandon...” His face was pale, drained of blood. 

“I’m here, Darren. What can I do?”

The pilot coughed, pushing his blood red tongue through his lips. “Nothing... survive.”

The truth could no longer be stretched into anything. Brandon understood there was nothing he could do. There was nothing Darren could do. Sharing the cold reality they sat in silence, neither of them moving a muscle. Remembering what was in his hand, Brandon raised the three pens. “Morphine?”

Working harder to breathe, a flicker of hope came to Darren’s eyes. “Yes... all.”

“I can’t.” In that moment he understood he was being asked to overdose the battered shell of the man before him, but Brandon knew he couldn’t. Even as a mercy, he couldn’t take the pilot’s life.

“Give to me... Save them... Save the baby.” He reached out an open hand, trying to smile for him. “You can.”

Brandon shook as he put his hand onto Darren’s. He knew he was seeing absolute bravery, up close and personal. There were no words of comfort, platitudes or thanks that would suffice.

Darren’s fingers reached past the pens, cupping around Brandon’s empty hand. “Tell her... I love her... more...the most...” His eyes were ablaze with fear, anger and hope. There was a brief squeeze, then a single word. “Go.”
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Dr. Diana Stewart. Texas

The day ground its way on as slowly as the train. Diana was exhausted but sleep remained far away; the compressed ball of emotion in her chest made it difficult to swallow, and difficult to think of anything except Victor-Garrick-Matreus-Jesse, Victor-Garrick-Matreus-Jesse, round and round it went, never resolving or fading or throwing up answers. 

Logically she knew that her problems were nothing in the context of the catastrophe going on all around them, and while she had been out there dealing with the horror of the death and destruction, it had kept her busy. But now, sitting for hour after hour, there was no defense from her feelings and they swept over her like a tidal wave, utterly overwhelming.

In the carriage Mary and the kids were gathered in a set of seats at the far end. Diana was sitting near to where Patti and Ben were chatting. 

“So there I am, sitting in my sports gear, and it’s lunchtime, and the cooking class is next and I’m gonna get in so much trouble when Mrs. Cossack finds out, cos she hates me anyhow, and I honestly can’t think what to do.” Ben’s voice bubbled with humor.

“Go on!” Patti urged. 

“So what I do is, I go to the Principal and ask him if he has a moment to talk to me, and do you know what he says?”

“Well?”

Diana didn’t even hear the punchline. Mary’s kids had broken into a squabble about something or other and started yelling at each other. The train jolted and screeched and she was suddenly so hot she felt as if she were going to suffocate. It was all too much, too noisy, too jolly, too peopley for her. It was as if she couldn’t breathe; but instead of oxygen, it was solitude she craved. 

She leaned over to her friends. “Guys, my head is absolutely buzzing. I don’t want to be shushing the kids but their voices are going right through me. I’m going somewhere quiet for a while.”

“Sorry to hear that, Doc.” Ben paused. “Anything we can get you?”

“No, don’t worry. I don’t want to waste painkillers on a headache. Who knows when we’ll be able to refill? But thanks.”

“You going to the dining car?” Patti started to get up. “I’ll come with you.”

Di shook her head. “Last time I was there, Lettie was making a sheet fort. I suspect she’ll be in and out playing in it. I’ll head further forward; there’ll be a quiet corner somewhere.”

“Okay. Well don’t be a stranger, y’hear?” Patti sat down again. 

Di wandered on through the train. The next two carriages were stuffed with suitcases and boxes belonging to the other passengers, but there was no-one there and at the end of the second there were a couple of seats free. It was sunny and quiet, the hiding place she needed. 

She sat down by the window and with an effort, quieted the chaos in her mind. She remained still and blank of thought, watching the scenes of deserted chaos outside crawl past. Slowly the urge to shriek like the whistle on a kettle subsided as the pressure within her ebbed. Kyle had said they were in Texas, and outside the window, the train moved through ruined towns, great swathes of burned land, and the occasional city. 

Houses, fields, woodlands, roads, all went past in a blur. In places the greenery was picked clean where the cicadas had been through, or burned to the ground. The roads were quiet, blocked with cars stopped at crazy angles, abandoned or burned out. Where the rail ran through the towns, all was still. Occasionally Diana would see someone wandering in the streets, dodging their way around piles of rotting corpses. Where is everyone? Surely they can’t all be dead. She shuddered, uneasily aware just how far from reality she’d been in the Matreus’s ivory tower. Hiding, maybe. Such an awful decision, given that she didn’t know where Jesse was and what had happened to him.

As they neared Dallas, it was getting dark. A grizzled older man entered the far end of the carriage and Kyle followed, talking as he came. “Got a moment, Bud? We need to decide how to go on from here. I don’t much like what the radio’s saying about Dallas.” 

The older man pushed his baseball cap back on his head. “Sounds like it’s gotten pretty lawless. We go through at ten miles an hour, we’re gonna get uninvited passengers, and that’s a sure-fire way to lose all our supplies.” 

“I know, but what can we do? Even if we go dark, there’s no way we can get through without them hearing us.” Kyle frowned. “We can’t just push through at high speed without being sure there’s nothing on the line, either. The last thing we need is to derail. What do you suggest?”

“All we can do is defend ourselves.” Bud bent down and rummaged in something out of sight, and there was the click and creak of a case opening. “We brought what we could. We have a couple of rifles and some pistols, but that’s it. Hopefully it should be enough to at least make people keep their distance, but...”

“How are we for fuel?”

“Low. We’re on the last of the tanks we loaded and unless there’s any available at Austin we’re nearing the end of the line.” 

“Shoot.” Kyle hiked his pants up and stuck his thumbs through the belt loops. “Once we get past Dallas, we’ll find somewhere we can lose the sleeping carriages. There’ll be sidings somewhere. It’ll take a while, but we’ll get a lot further if we can fit everyone into just a few carriages. That’s all we can do.”

Bud bent forward again and a lock clicked. “Come on, we can pass through and find out who’s carrying. There are enough Texans on this train that we should be able to roust up a few more guns.” 

Diana leaned her head against the window as they left the carriage. “It never lets up.” But if there was going to be trouble, she should go back to the others. 

As she entered the end carriage, Patti yawned. “Hey, sugar. Thought we might have lost you to the luxury lot in the sleeping carriages.”

“Not quite; but if I find there’s a free one, you might.” Diana stretched and sat down on the seats opposite them. “I have such a crick in my neck now.”

Ben had his gun in pieces and was reassembling it. He smiled, which lit his whole face which in turn lightened her load.

She winced. Even having such thoughts made her feel she was teetering on the top of a cliff. Garrick would have counted that as being unfaithful and after his recent attentions, she was having difficulty leaving her old fearful mindset behind.

“Are you okay, Doc?” Ben laid his gun down, his attention solely on her. 

She took herself in hand. “Fine. A couple of bad habits have resurfaced, that’s all. Too much time trying not to make Garrick angry.” She shuddered. “What about Dallas? Has there been a decision?” 

His face turned grim. “Go through quick and quiet after dark, and prepare to repel boarders. When we get near they’ll turn the lights out so we can get our night vision functioning. Hopefully most of the trouble will be falling asleep somewhere.”

“...but when does trouble ever oblige?” Patti finished for him. “Do you shoot, Doc?”

“Me?” Di snorted. “I’m English. I had a go with an air gun once and came this close to taking my own eye out. If I’m ever holding a gun, I’m not sure even standing behind me would be entirely safe.”

Patti rummaged in a bag. “Mace?”

Diana reached for the can. “Much more my style.”

They spent some time working out how best to barricade the doors and run their defense, and then as the evening light faded, the engines thrummed and the train lurched steadily onward. 

“Everyone in place?” Ben checked his gun and went to take his place at the back door of the carriage. 

“Yep.” Patti sat on a suitcase from one of the other carriages just by the front entrance, with Bud standing behind her. 

“I really hope we’re not gonna need these...” Diana had a box of bullets on the table and a couple of pistols ready-loaded to pass to Ben and the others. “There doesn’t seem many bullets here and if there are a lot of them, I don’t know how we can fend them off.”

“That’s when we get vicious with the pepper spray. I’m so glad Mary and the kids are in the sleeping rooms with Kyle though. I wouldn’t like them to be caught in the middle of this.” Patti stopped talking as the intercom cut in. 

“Guys, we’re about to hit the outskirts of the city. Keep it quiet and don’t show any lights. We’ll take it slow at first but if we need to pick up speed we will. We have to assume this is going to go south fast. Let’s do it.”  

“Good luck to us,” Bud sighted along the barrel of his gun and clicked the safety off. “We’re gonna need it.” 

The train trickled along at first. Diana opened the window and the diesel engine roared in the night, but as the train picked up speed, the engines eased off, noisy in the gathering dark and outside the sprawling city. She coughed. There was a chemical tang in the air that caught at her throat and had her shutting the window only moments after opening it. 

They passed roads and houses, mainly deserted. It wasn’t full darkness, but in the gloom of late dusk, Diana could make out the shapes of cars with their doors open and the occasional burned-out house. In one area everything had been burned down to the ground, and here and there the gleam of red embers could still be seen in the gloom. The emergency services had failed as quickly here as in Wetseka, it seemed. She shuddered. 

“This is creepy as hell.” Ben felt his way into the carriage to perch on the seat opposite her. “Can’t see much out of those teeny little door windows back there and it’s making me jumpy. Visibility’s better here.”

“Was Wetseka like this when you left?” Diana straightened the boxes of bullets as the train jolted. “This bad?”

“It was bad enough, yes.” He sighed in the darkness. “But it wasn’t so much about the cicadas or the fires. My girlfriend’s family don’t like me much and they’ve always hated that I was in a position of authority. Just as we got the chaos into control, they turned up en masse with guns, and persuaded the townsfolk who were left that I should be kicked out.”

“What?” Diana spoke more loudly than she had intended. “Sorry. I mean... How on earth? Everyone seemed to like you there.” 

He snorted. “That was the town where I was born. Everyone looks at me and sees the illegitimate son of a mother who slept around to support her drug habit. The good ones know that it gives me an idea of how people can fall into trouble. The more judgmental ones think, and occasionally go out of their way to point out, that someone like me should know my place. And my partner? Well, she didn’t make the best life choices. Her family think it’s my fault, even though she was an alcoholic long before she met me.”

Diana felt the familiar flush of hopeless unfairness. “They must be fools. I’ve not known you long but even I can see that you’re a good man.” Ben did not answer. “Your daughter’s name is Rachel, right?”

“Yes, and she’s the best friend I ever had.” 

“And your partner is Rachel’s mother, right? Is she still in Wetseka?”

“No. She moved to be with a group of friends who live in a commune on the edges of Austin, not far from Jesse’s relatives. At first they were really supportive but...” He hesitated. “I don’t know that they are now, and her family sent Rachel to live with her mother when they kicked me out. I was glad to have her away from the cicadas, so I let her go but—that was when I thought it was some sort of one-off problem. I don’t know if that was the right thing to do. I have heard some dubious things about the commune and Jasmine—Rachel’s mother, that is— won’t do well in a crisis. If there isn’t the support that Jasmine needs, then Rachel will be better off with me. Jasmine too, if I can persuade her to leave.”

“Look!” Patti interrupted their murmurs. “There! People in the street.” 

Ben returned to his place and they all readied themselves. The train was moving past a junction with a road where a group of people with torches looked to be breaking into a car. They dropped what they were doing and ran toward the train shouting. A few shots zinged past, but the train left them behind. 

Bud ushered Patti out of the way and opened the carriage door, standing in the gap to look behind them. The shouts died away, and he shut the door again. “They followed us down the track a little way then went back, but if they get that car started and they have friends...”

“News might travel faster than us.” Patti moved to the seat by the train window again. 

The train jolted and picked up speed. “Guessing Kyle and the guys are thinking the same as we are.” Bud set his gun down on the table. “It’s going to be a long night.”

The moon was mostly hidden behind the gradually thinning smoke from the fires but it gave enough light to see shapes. The majority of the areas they pulled through were dark and still, littered with ruined shapes and shadows. 

Diana and Ben sat at their end of the carriage, mostly in silence. 

The night passed slowly, all of them tense and on the lookout. The first paleness of dawn lightened the sky over the complicated loops and swirls of the motorway, which tangled over them like a knot. 

Diana got up to stretch the kinks out of her back. She walked up and down the carriage a couple of times and paused to chat to Bud. “It’s been about five hours now. Any idea where we are?”

He nodded as the train began to pull through a sharp curve to the left. “We’re just short of Fort Worth; but not going right to the station. Another few hours should see us free and clear.”

“Another few hours? My muscles will have locked solid by then.” Diana rolled her shoulders and stretched forward and back. “I kinda wish you guys had stolen a 747 or something, you know?”

He chuckled. “Ran out of Duty Free so we had to improvise—”

She cut him off. “Bud, there! Lights. Something’s moving, fast. Could be a motorbike?”

“Dammit, another one.” Ben hissed from further along the carriage. “It’s pulled over to the side of the road. I reckon they’re watching us.”

“Keep an eye on them. We need to send word through the train.” Bud disappeared into the carriage in front. The train sped up again, and now it was jolting badly on the rails. “This is dumb.” Bud staggered as he came back in. “We can’t assume there’s nothing on the line.” 

A shot sounded. “Damn, was that ahead or behind us?” Patti peered out the windows in the slowly increasing light.

“More vehicles, up there. A lot more.” Diana pointed up to the loop above them. A whole convoy of cars and trucks had started to draw up by the motorbikes. The train racketed on along the tracks and as it curved away, she lost sight of them. “I guess this is the start of it.”

The train jolted and rolled on the tracks, throwing them about as they fled from Fort Worth. The light grew slowly and the darkness faded to gray gloom. Headlights appeared on one side of the train and then on the other, as the gang raced to find places where they could bring the cars close, and the roar of engines could be heard getting closer and further away even over the stuttering of the train’s engines. The attackers didn’t let up, circling away then returning, battering them with bullets.

The train braked sharply, then smashed into something. Bud was not holding on and was jolted to the floor. As their carriage reached the crossing, still partly blocked by the detritus of a car, there was a patter and crash on the glass and three spiderwebbed-cracks appeared. One of the bullets punched right through, letting in the acrid stink. Diana ducked. Ben stepped up to the gap and loosed off several shots, while at the other end of the carriage, Patti and Bud did the same.

Two guys with motorbikes followed the train along the tracks. They were too near the train for Ben to aim at, so he smashed the hole in the window large enough to lean out and directed a couple of bullets at them. The tire on the front bike burst; the bike hit a sleeper, flew off to the side and out of sight, flinging the rider into a tree trunk. The other bike had taken the opportunity to duck in closer to the train and zoomed forward so that Diana couldn’t see him anymore, but more shots came from the carriages ahead. Two minutes later there was a horrible series of crunches as carriage after carriage rolled over an obstacle. Diana hoped it was the bike rather than the rider.

The train curved round a bend. Diana peered forward, waiting for the next attack. Sure enough, she could just see the next crossing, where two cars waited, one pulled partly across the tracks. There was a bang and a huge shock, and as Diana’s carriage rolled past. The driver wriggled out of the shattered windscreen of the overturned car and ran, the vehicle exploding and sending up a fireball as he did. 

“How are we for bullets?” Ben gave Diana his empty gun and swapped it for the one she had loaded and ready. 

“There aren’t many left.” She dropped the gun on the table. She kept burning herself on the damn things. 

“They’re not giving up. We can expect a big offensive somewhere down the tracks.”

Heart sinking, she realized he was probably right, as she loaded the gun with the final handful of bullets. “That’s the last of them for now.”

“Thanks.” 

There was a screech of metal, a stink of brakes and the train car bucked under her feet. She was thrown across the carriage, something slammed into her head, and everything went black.
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Ron Frobisher. Southampton, England


Long before Ron needed to be The Man Who Wasn’t There, he’d been an honorary gray man. He wasn’t a spy, per se, but he swam in their waters; neither was he purely an assassin, though he’d dabbled in their line of work. Ron was a Jack of many trades and it irked him that people got the quote wrong. It was:

“Jack of all trades, but master of none, 

Oftentimes better than master of one.” 

Which would have been him to a T, except for the fact that he mastered whatever he set his mind to. Picking locks was an easy skill—especially useful when you’d emptied your pockets while accidentally swimming in the Bay of Biscay—but picking locks while half the neighbors watched from behind their curtains was a little more challenging. 

He’d barely utilized his flat on the Greengage Council Estate. It was a run down, grotty little place, that housed some of the poorest people in the city, but that was the point. He’d gambled on the notion that looters would leave the poorer parts of town until last, and he’d been right. 

The lock yielded and he let himself in. The hairs strung across the drawers of the filing cabinets hadn’t been moved and the flour on the floor by the dresser-drawers was similarly untouched. He rifled through his desk, casting his old legends aside. Gary Fielding was an identity known to Ann Pilkington. He could never use that again. Ditto Clive Painter and Frank Wringher. She hadn’t hired him under any of his Italian or German monikers, but Europe had fallen to the cicadas, so he wasn’t headed in that direction. He waivered. Might as well take them as not. There was no saying how soon Claire would be able to get them new identities and they might need to move fast. Passports were still passports, after all. Which gave him an idea. He retrieved the three passports he’d cast aside and stashed all nine of them in his coat. 

He fished a screwdriver from under the kitchen sink and moved on to the bathroom. The screws came out easily enough and the medicine cabinet came off the wall. The hole he’d carved was spacious enough for a large suitcase and three briefcases, which was precisely what he’d stashed there. Briefcase number one held his personal firearms, number two was packed with an assortment of grenades, and number three sported tools of the trade, mostly miniature cameras and listening devices. He wanted all of it for the next phase of his mission, but getting it across town was going to be a challenge. He’d always scorned travel trolleys and luggage wheels, preferring to travel as light as possible, but he had a pang of regret that lasted a full ninety seconds.

He returned to the front room. Spartan as it was, it held an abundance of riches. He emptied the filing cabinet, stacking the documents that catalogued his life’s work, and which constituted his insurance, by the window. “No one’s coming after me now. Those can all go.”

He turned the cabinet on its side and set to work unscrewing the wheels. When he’d gotten two off he realized he’d gone about it the wrong way. The bottom of the cabinet, with the wheels intact, would make a perfect base for his luggage carrier. 

He fetched a hammer and a flathead screwdriver and thwacked the seam where the base of the cabinet met the walls. The sound bounced around the flat, loud as a clarion call. “Come find me!” it said. “I’m doing interesting things that require investigating!”

Prying the cabinet apart quietly, rather than hacking at it, took longer than he’d planned. Dollarbill’s clock was ticking down. He had to pick up the pace. He upended the bar stool that sat in the kitchen corner and removed the legs. The curtains came down, were torn into long strips, and finally—although with no class or style—he’d created something that would help him get his gear back to the hotel. He lay his suitcase flat on the bottom of his makeshift carrier, stacking the briefcases on top and lashing all of them to the chair legs, but only after he had his Magnum Research Big Frame Revolver in hand. It wasn’t his usual weapon of choice, but he was going for the visual more than anything else.

He donned his coat, wrapping lengths of curtain across his chest, crisscross, like an old-school bandolier and stuck the gun into the left pouch, sure to leave as much metal as he could exposed. He returned to the kitchen and found his fire hatchet, stashed neatly behind the extinguisher, and added it to his ensemble. His tiny kitchen turned out to be a gold mine. He gathered the spray bottle of bleach, the matches, even the Windex. He’d only bought them so he’d look like ‘a regular dude’ moving in, but they could be adapted to his purpose. He hung as many bottles as he could from his improvised belt and tested his mobility, reaching for his gun and repositioning it several times so he had maximum access.

One last chore and ‘Jack Lime’ who’d rented Flat 45 would be history. The veranda door jammed. He coiled back and kicked it open. He was almost out of there, so some noise didn’t matter. He thumbed through his paperwork—as incriminating as it was useful—found the Ann files, and dumped the rest in a large pot, then lit them on fire. The pack was dense, but he couldn’t wait around to make sure everything went up, so he added a dash of Firestarter and watched the flames bloom. 

As the flames guttered to black, he pulled his T-shirt over his head and added the picture screen back, almost cutting off his air supply. Better to be hot and sticky than bug-sticky and dead.

The journey down the stairs was a masterclass in How Not To Travel, but eventually he made it to the parking lot. The cars had been gutted and turned to charcoal and the bins were overflowing, but he still hadn’t seen a human. He hummed, softly at first but then louder. The crazier he seemed, the fewer crazies would bother him.

Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a change in the shadows. He brandished his bottle of Windex. “I’m not afraid to use this!” A dog slunk back behind the dumpster, tail between its legs. Ron trudged down the center of the street. With no cars and sidewalks virtually impassable, it was the only sensible choice.

Dollarbill was positioned half-in, half-out of his front door. He backed up when he spotted Ron, but didn’t disappear entirely. 

Ron raised his hands, shouting, “It’s me!”

“I thought you were some kind of trashman. You know, like in the olden days. My nan says they used to come around and pick up your big trash.”

“Shall we take this inside?” The last thing Ron wanted to do was open a suitcase full of cash on the street. He followed Dollarbill into the house, but bypassed the front room. “I need a moment alone. The kitchen’s fine.”

Dollarbill hovered, unwilling to allow Ron into a place of pots and pans and other precious delights. “I won’t touch any of your stuff.”

Once the door was closed, Ron went to work extracting the suitcase from the bottom of his contraption. The deal was all the food for ten—he counted it out—twenty, thirty, forty-thousand pounds. The new notes didn’t look like much, crisp and fresh and bound in bank tape, but they were the real deal.

Dollarbill knocked on the door. “You almost done? I’ve got customers.”

Ron packed everything back and opened the door. “It’s on the table. Forty large, as requested.”

The kid picked up the first batch and ran his fingers over the edges. “Did you print these?”

“Take a bill from anywhere in the stash.” Ron didn’t move to do it for him. “The security features are intact. There’s a hologram, which shifts in the light. Hold it one way and you’ll see the number, hold it the other and you’ll see the word ‘pounds.’”

Dollarbill held the polymer note up to the light. “Doesn’t it have a strip or something?”

“English notes have a see-through window. On one side, there’s gold foil, on the other, silver.

Can you see both of those?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Then they’re real.”

“Says you.”

“Bro—” Ron crowded Dollarbill back into the doorway. “If you don’t want my money, we can part ways.”

“Nah, we’re all good. Just never seen a note this big.”

“Where are the delivery men?” Ron wasn’t going to let his merchandise out of his sight.

“Got to round my boys up, see? Wasn’t sure you was the real deal, either.”

Being so close to the ground wasn’t new to Ron, but without basic tools—phones, the internet, heck even a pager would be good news—everything took so much longer. “How long’s it going to take?”

“An hour?” Dollarbill looked nervous for the first time. “Maybe two?”

“I’ll be back in two.” He stepped back into the kitchen and palmed the rest of the money.

“You can leave that with me!” 

“Not happening. I’ll be back in two, with the money. Have your guys here to move this to my hotel—as agreed—or the deal’s off.” He paused at the living room door. “Got any external power packs?”

“Nah. They was the first to go. Everyone’s pantin’ after being connected, but that’s gone, too. So, like, they’ve got their phones and all, but even if they power up, it’s just a light now, innit!”

Ron only had a connection to Claire as long as he could power that laptop. “If you hear of any going—charged, that is, I don’t want some dud—I’ll buy.”

Dollarbill handed Ron the ten grand he’d been so lovingly petting. “On it, bro.”

The hush of the street met with the niggling suspicion in his mind that Dollarbill planned to track his rich new friend and relieve him of his cash. He’d seen a man produce forty grand out of thin air and the kid was desperate and greedy.

Ron took a left and walked away from the hotel. His insane outfit meant that he was sweating enough for three grown men, but he couldn’t allow himself to be followed. He spent an hour, crossing his own route, back and forth, dodging through gardens and finding the smallest alleyways he could. When he reached the back entrance to The Standard Hotel, he was as sure as he could be that he wasn’t being followed.

He shucked his bandolier and coat, shuffling the kitchen products under a chair and returning his oversized gun to the case, then tucked a briefcase under each arm and took a third in his left hand and hauled the suitcase up the stairs.

“You’ve missed three calls!” Viv was waiting for him in the corridor. “Artemis is not happy with you.”

Ron stacked his bags in the corner, checked his watch and the power pack. He had seventeen minutes until the next check in. “Did he tell you what it was about?”

“This one’s for you, only. I’m not supposed to listen in.”

“Where those his precise words? Remember. It’s important.”

“Ears only.”

That was good. It meant they’d found something or had orders for him. ‘Battening down the hatches’ was his least favorite set of orders. “My coat’s downstairs, along with my visor. Don’t suppose you’d go get it for me?”

“Sure thing. Is it safe? Are the skies clear?” She was already back at the door, ready to help. Perhaps they had more in common than he’d thought. She wanted to do something, too.

“You heard the man, the insects have been pushed toward Wales.”

“I’ll hang at the end of the corridor until you’re done with your call.” 

As soon as the door closed, Ron realized his mistake. There might not be bugs, but there were men like Dollarbill out there, looking to score. He bounded to the corner and opened briefcase number one. “Viv! Hold up!” He selected a Smith and Wesson M&P Shield and a holster. It was his lightest gun and easy to use. If the thugs were still out there, she needed to be able to handle herself. He stuck a pillow in the hotel room door to keep it open and jogged after her. “Viv!” He caught up with her on the second landing in the stairwell and handed her the gun. “Know how to use it?”

“You were on The Fairwinds, Ron. What do you think?”

She was growing on him. She had that combo of smarts and snark that he liked. 

“Bullets are going to be scarce, soon, and unless you know how to make your own, I’d use these sparingly.”

“Only shoot if you mean to kill,” she said, easing the pistol into the holster. “Aim for the center of mass. Don’t kid yourself that you can get a headshot. Good enough for you?”

He turned and jogged back to the room. Yeah, she wasn’t a bad sort. The minutes ticked by. At one minute to the hour, he powered up the laptop and waited.

“Frobisher?” Claire’s face filled the screen. “Let me see if I can patch her in. The links are unreliable, but... yes... there we go. Dr. Sato, let me introduce Ron Frobisher. Ron’s a consultant to Her Majesty’s—”

Ron cut her off. Surely she wasn’t going to say ‘secret services.’ “Pleased to meet you, Dr. Sato.”

“Ron, Dr. Sato is currently sequestered in a lab at the University of Texas, where she and her colleague are studying— Professor Sato, why don’t I let you explain?”

“We need to understand the cicadas’ toxin if we’re going to neutralize it.”

What a relief to know that someone—even someone as far away as Texas—was working on a solution. Ron had seen so much devastation since he’d taken that tiny box from Ann Pilkington, that he’d almost lost all hope of the infestation ever ending.

Dr. Sato tapped her screen. “Can you hear me? You broke up for a second.”

“I can hear you.” Claire stared into her camera, but if Ron was supposed to read any meaning into that, he was drawing a blank. If he’d had to guess, he’d say she was somewhere between ‘professional’ and ‘pissed.’

“Good. We have so much interference with our equipment. I never know when a machine will work or not!” The doctor held up a glass vial, about the size of an apple. It held a cicada. Ron knew the specimen had to be dead, but it still made his skin crawl. “We have a limited data set, which means we’re making leaps that we otherwise wouldn’t make. We need more samples to shore up our conclusions.”

Claire sighed, which wasn’t something Ron had ever heard from her before. She mostly kept her reactions under wraps when they were in public. “I’m headed out to the Maid of Dawn. She’s been spotted in the Irish Sea. My orders are to secure the cargo, rather than eliminate it.” 

Ron leaned closer to the camera. “Bring in cicada samples, you mean?”

“Yes, please. My colleagues at Porton Downs, the UK’s premier science lab, are ready for you.”

Ron swore under his breath. “I knew that’s where they belonged. They’re a weapon, right? Engineered? Deliberately?”

“Most certainly.” Dr. Sato had either had time to come to terms with the horror or she was a natural at keeping her feelings tamped down. Ron was the only one on the call sweating and swearing.

“How do I fit in?” His gut dropped, along with the penny. If Claire was going to find the missing crates, he was going to be sent into the belly of the beast.

“Wales.”
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Chapter 13
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Kim Walker. Leura, Australia

Kim needed a diversion. Something to distract the bikers’ attention away from the girl and their hunt for Simon. Something that wouldn’t give away her position but at the same time would lead them away from Emma. 

She pressed against the outside wall of the resort complex, while bush smoke shifted like lost ghosts around her quivering body. Fingers digging into the windowsill, Kim stepped onto a rock and raised herself higher. Emma’s cat remained perched on the ball-pen fence inside the children’s playroom. The girl’s captors lay sprawled against the pen, passing the bottle back and forth. Although the girl remained curled on the floor, she'd wiggled a foot or two closer to the open door. 

Kim checked the map again then ran along the outside of the building until she came to the main restaurant. Two floor-to-ceiling windows flanked a massive stone fireplace. The fireplace was intact but both windows had blown out and tiny shards of glass glittered over the burned grass like cut diamonds. The room was empty, but several tables held dirty plates and scraps of food. A shiny metal cart with a coffee machine and mugs stood in the center of the room. On the far side of the room, beyond the cart, an open doorway led into another gloomy room with a long counter. 
A figure walked past the doorway of the bar and she dropped down out of sight. Her heart thudded hard, intensifying the dull ache of her cracked ribs. The low murmur of male voices echoed down the hallways along with the distinct tramp of boots. She’d found the bikers but it was all taking far too long. Emma and Natalie would be antsy, wanting to find Simon (and the cat, let’s not forget that cat). Neither appeared to be blessed with patience. And then there was Natalie, dead set on getting to Bathurst as soon as possible. If Emma bumped into any of the bikers... If the leader, Viper, realized Simon’s family, his daughter!, was here at the resort... Kim’s blood ran cold. 
Amazing what the icy stab of fear could do to a woman. One minute she was dithering, the next she was on the move. Tire iron in one hand, the other hand brushing the Glock, she raced toward the smoldering east wing where the fire’s progression had been halted by a deluge of fire-retardant. She kept running along an ash-coated footpath until she reached a devastated garden bed. A small stand of trees had been reduced to blackened trunks and a few measly charred branches. Wriggling her mini bug-out backpack off, she placed the tire iron inside. The smoke haze had visibility down to no more than a couple of feet. An itch scratched down her throat and she coughed. Even the small amount of smoke that managed to get through the respirator’s filters irritated her lungs. She had to move faster. She had to get what she was after and get to the other side of the resort where the smoke was less concentrated. 
She picked up a branch still burning at one end and took off. A couple of minutes later, she came out onto the main drive. The route had taken longer but moving through the burned-out gardens meant the slope should shield her from anyone looking out the front windows. As she’d hoped, the furniture truck remained parked near the building entrance. After checking no one was in sight, she darted across the road. Opening the passenger side door, she placed the branch on the seat and wound down the window. If she was lucky, the bikers might believe the wind had blown it inside. If not, she’d work around the consequences. 

Mouth dry, her pulse racing, she crept to the rear of the vehicle, where she hopped onto the running board. Holding her breath, she eased back the bolt. Metal screeched. She stiffened. Waited a beat. But no one came charging toward her. No one shouted a warning. 

She snicked the bolt back all the way to the side. The moment the lock disengaged the doors sprang forward. She opened one of the doors and she slipped inside. Kneeling, she placed her mini bug-out bag onto the metal floor and gave a soundless whistle. The bikers had been busy robbing the evacuated town. The latest flat-screen televisions were stacked high to the ceiling along with laptops, boxes of mobile phones, and crates of whiskey. There were even a couple of cloth-covered armchairs and a black leather couch. Perfect fuel for a fire. She dug through her bag then her hand closed over a plastic squishy feeling packet. She drew out a SOL Fire Lite kit and ripped it open. Seconds later, two pieces of the waterproof tinder were alight. She tossed both onto the closest armchair. Grabbing her bag, she slipped past the door and jumped onto the ground. For good measure, she twisted open the truck’s fuel cap. Never in a million years did she think she’d be doing things that were against the law. Even to protect her daughter. The whole point of giving Emma up had been to make sure she had a safe, secure life. And yet there she was, about to commit arson. 

Leaving the door ajar, she ran downhill, then raced in a diagonal direction through the crispy gardens to the east wing where tiny flames ate away at the damaged structure. Breathless she stopped behind a large concrete urn and crouched. Fingers crossed, she waited while her heart kept drumming against her bones as if she was in a heavy metal band.

A loud ‘whoosh’ flared from the parking lot. Her fire had taken hold. That should keep the thugs occupied for a good ten minutes or more.

Shouting erupted from the complex. “Benny! Get your arse out here!” came a distant yell amidst pounding feet as the first of the bikers barreled out the entrance.

Satisfied, Kim jogged back to the children’s playroom. With the coast clear, she clambered through the window and crossed to where the girl sat, coughing. A tattered, bloodstained disposable mask hung from one ear. She looked around, her mouth hung open, but she made no move to escape. 

“Who are you?” The girl scuttled backward. Tears trickled down her red-rimmed eyes. Her uniform was stained with dark soot and ash and a rip at the right shoulder exposed bruised flesh. Her long pants had jagged holes near her knees where blood seeped from open wounds. 

“Kim. I’m here to help.” The cat had disappeared. Kim could have screamed. “Have you seen the cat?” 

“It took off out the door when those two left.” The girl pushed her matted hair out of her eyes, then winced, placing her hand over her waist. A purple and yellow bruise was forming over one side of her cheek. Her mouth was swollen where blood had dried on her split lower lip. “I’m Leanne.”

“Are you hurt?” Stupid question. Those thugs had kicked the hell out of the poor kid when she’d attempted to escape. “Let me help you up. We’ve got to hurry.” Kim placed her hands under the girl’s armpits and heaved.

A sob escaped Leanne as she wobbled to her feet. “Everything hurts.” She clutched onto Kim as if she was her only lifeline.

“Can’t wait. Got to leave. Can you climb out the window?” Kim went to tug her in that direction, but she shook her head, her knees sagging.

All but carrying the girl, Kim charged toward the doorway and inched her head out. The passageway was clear. She stepped out, staggering under the girl’s weight. If they turned right toward the east wing the damage caused by the fire would slow them down. Left toward the lobby and main entrance was the only option. But they had to move fast. The thugs could return at any second.

The girl wheezed and moaned as Kim dragged her down the passageway, scanning for the blasted cat. The closer they got to the lobby, the clearer the shouts from outside. Sweat rolled down her face while nausea burned in her belly. Any moment and the bikers would come charging inside. No time to stop and check for an alternate path. They had nowhere else to go. They staggered into the lobby. The girl stumbled over a broken stool, fell to the ground. Swallowing her curse, Kim pulled her upright.

“Sorry,” the poor girl mumbled through her swollen lips.

Kim kept her voice low. “All good. Keep moving.”

Footsteps clattered over the tiled floor. Not the heavy tramp of men. Lighter, quicker. And there was Emma running toward them, empty pet carrier swinging from one hand, a scowl visible through her face respirator. “Have you got Didi?”

Battling her urge to grab hold of Emma and shake her, Kim restricted herself to a few short words. “Not yet. I saw her and she’s okay. Give us a hand and keep quiet.”

Her eyes narrowing into slits behind her mask, Emma slipped her arm about Leanne’s waist and they hobbled over the debris littered floor.

From outside, Viper’s growl of a voice grew louder with every word he spoke. They were returning! “Where’s that girl, Benny?”

“Left her in the kids’ room, bro.” The reply was whiny.

“You’re a fool.” The furious words pinged through the lobby. Someone kicked fallen timber aside with a loud clatter. They had to be near or at the entrance doorway.

And Emma was right there, with her, in the middle of the lobby. Adrenaline kicked in, surging through her system like an electric current. Kim bounded the last few steps lifting Leanne off her feet and tugging Emma along by the arm. Crouched like crabs, they scrabbled behind an overturned leather three-seater lounge. 

Boots tramped into the lobby, crunching over broken glass. 

Sweat beaded around the rubber of her mask as Kim swept her gaze around the ruined lobby. “We’ve got to hide!” 

“I know a place.” Emma indicated the reception area. 

Using the couch as cover, they scrambled to the damaged reception counter where Emma ducked beneath a partially collapsed wall. For once thankful for the smoke haze that hid them from other eyes, Kim pushed Leanne in front of her. Leanne was game, she had to give her that. The young woman crawled into the cramped tunnel formed from splintered timber, melted plastic chairs and crumbling drywall. Pulse thrumming, Kim scrambled into the shadowy recess. Something sharp slashed her right knee. She bit down on the stabbing pain, but kept moving until she emerged into a filing or record keeping room. A narrow trickle of light filtered through cracks in the walls, the only illumination. The room was large enough with a bank of filing cabinets and two desks. But there was only one way in or out. If the gang had seen them, they were trapped. She pressed a grubby, disposable mask into Leanne’s hands then sat in the dark shadows and waited, heart hammering. Her trembling right hand rested on the Glock tucked into her belt. Emma hugged her knees while Leanne slumped like a wet sack on her other side. Their combined breathing was like thunder in her ears. It took several seconds to register there were voices talking close by. 

“Benny, get the girl.” Nothing could disguise the coldness of the leader’s voice and Kim shuddered. 

“But bro, we haven’t...”

“Think, you idiot. Simon Shields must have set fire to the truck. The men aren’t going to be happy all that merch we promised them for payment has gone up in smoke.”

“Still got the jewelry and credit cards we found. And the laptops.” 

“Aren’t gonna be enough to sweeten the deal. We need these men. How many times do I have to go over this?” 

“Okay, okay. I’ll get her.” 

A clicking noise like a lighter, then the quick, in-draw of breath. Unbelievable that someone would be smoking in the middle of a fire zone. 

Boots tramped on the tiles, moving away, and Viper’s voice grew fainter. “Yeah. And if the girl can’t tell us where that pig is hiding, we’ll work our way through the other prisoners.” 

Miming for the girls to wait and remain quiet, Kim scurried back down the tunnel to the reception counter. If she missed one snippet of information, someone could die. 

Sniggering came from the other biker. 

“At least this truck fire has sobered everyone up. Find Doug. Get him to check on the prisoners. If there’s a safe...” Viper’s voice faded completely.

Shouting and curses flowed from outside where the rest of the gang were still dealing with the truck. Kim and the girls didn’t have much time before they stormed into the lobby and they could be trapped. Scrambling back to the filing room, Kim gestured for the two girls to follow her. A few seconds later, they were running along a corridor in the west wing. 

Even though Kim had an arm about the girl's waist, Leanne kept stumbling. Beneath the palette of bruises, blood, and tears, her skin was deathly white. Her injuries slowed them down, not that Kim would leave her to fend for herself. When they’d put some distance between themselves and the lobby, she indicated they should take ‘five.’ Leanne slid down the wall to the floor, her head hanging low on her chest. 

Emma sat beside the pet carrier and fired off questions. “Did you see Dad? And what about Didi?”

“Stop thinking about the cat, she’s fine. Worry about us.” Kim yanked out a water bottle, offering it to the girl. “Haven’t seen Simon. But those thugs are definitely searching for him. Leanne, they mentioned something about prisoners?”

Taking the bottle with a shaking hand, Leanne unscrewed the lid and took a sip. “A few of us wanted to save the resort. Some tourists thought they’d be safer with us.” 

Bloody tears shone in her bleary eyes as she continued, her voice a mere thread of sound. “This is my first job. When I was a kid all I wanted was to work in this resort.” She gave a tiny sob. “The fire was so scary. And the noise! Smoke was everywhere. We couldn’t see. We started to choke even though we had masks. Russell and Garry began to bleed from their eyes and mouths. So we hid in the basement until the fire passed.” She fell silent.

Kim took the bottle off her and packed it away. “Then what happened?”

“Russ and Garry. They were waiters in the restaurant. They died. Had these seizures. There was blood everywhere.” Leanne stuffed a hand in her mouth, mumbling around her fingers. “We went outside and the next thing we knew, these bikers came roaring down the drive. Started firing guns. Some tourists ran off and a few of the bikers chased after then. The rest charged toward us with guns.

We froze. Put our hands up, you know?”

Kim swallowed bile. The bodies she’d found by the pool. Murdered. Those monsters had no intention of leaving any witnesses alive. “There was nothing you could have done.”

Leanne whispered, “They made us stand in a line and this horrible guy walked up and down. Asking about some man. He kept waving his gun around and yelling. Then they took our phones and wallets and locked us in the basement. Last night they came and took Mr. Maisoni away. He’s our head chef.” She covered her face with her hands, visible shudders wracked her slight body. “This morning they came for me. I thought I was going to die.”

“You’re safe with us.” Emma gave the other girl a quick hug. “We’re looking for my father. Simon Shields. Have you seen him?”

Leanne’s hands fell to her lap. “Maybe. He might be one of those who disappeared when the bikers arrived.” Her head came up. “The bikers mentioned that name too. Why are they after him?”

“No idea.” The last thing any of them needed was a witch hunt, either directed at Simon or Emma. Better to act like they had no more idea about the bikers’ motives than the staff. Kim nudged Emma’s leg with her knee. “You were supposed to wait.” 

“Huh! Like I trust you to find Didi.” Mouth trembling, Emma burrowed in her pocket for a tissue then blew her nose.

A door slammed further along the corridor.

Pain shot through her chest and her tummy muscles clenched as she surged upright. “Get up! Hurry! Leanne, put that mask on.” She hauled Leanne to her feet then reached for Emma who batted her hand away.

In one fluid motion, Emma sprang up, pet carrier in hand. She rocked on the balls of her feet. Energy emanated from her like pulsing waves. “Now what?”

“We head back to where we left Natalie.” Kim wriggled her pack straps into a more comfortable position over her shoulders and slipped an arm about Leanne’s waist. To her horror, the murmuring voices grew louder. “Move. Someone’s coming this way,” she whispered.

“What about the others? We can’t leave them.” Leanne placed a hand against the wall to steady herself and clumsily looped the mask straps around her ears. 

Kim hurried them forward in the opposite direction from the noises. 

Scowling, Emma fell into step beside her. “And Dad!”

“Will you keep quiet?” Kim flicked a quick glance over her shoulder, straining her ears. Her eyes ached as she searched the deepening shadows. No indication of running feet, no indication they’d been seen or heard, but she couldn’t take any chances. A vision of the dead chef lying in a pool of blood and exposed organs was seared into her mind. The possibility that others would suffer his fate forged steel into her flagging spirit. “You can both hide in the storeroom.”

“No way!” 

“My work mates...” Emma and Leanne protested in unison.

“Quiet!” Kim’s heart dropped like a stone. Not a peep issued from down the corridor. The hairs on her nape stiffened. Her sixth sense warning her, someone—or possibly more than one someone—crept toward them. She motioned the girls forward, harrying them to move faster. As they rounded a corner, she stopped and shoo’ed them on, her voice low. “Keep going. Don’t wait for me.”

“What...”

“Go!” Tugging the tire iron from her pack, she pressed herself against the wall while the seconds dragged on. 

Heavy breathing heralded the approach of at least one person. The floor creaked beneath a footfall. Whoever it was, was just around the corner.
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Chapter 14
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Brandon Curtis. Montana

Brandon delayed as long as he could, and then delayed some more. He’d sat alone in the rear of the Black Hawk, until Darren was gone. His own willingness to accept Darren’s plan to kill himself surprised him. But Darren had made it almost easy. There had been no hesitation, no weakness, and no desire to say goodbye to the woman carrying his child. He’d engineered it so the girls would be on the ground with Fatima and Brandon would be with him. He’d weighed the situation and protected Fatima from the stress of his own death. Everything the man had done was courageous.

It was only in the silence after Darren’s death that Brandon realized he couldn’t get down the same way as the women. There was no one to operate the winch for him. But he’d seen a bag marked ‘Rescue - Rappel’ close to his bed when the gurney had been aboard. There were gloves, as well as a climbing harness and a figure eight rappelling device. Anchoring a 10mm rope to an eyelet in the floor, he tugged to test it then checked the ground below before dropping the coil and bag. Leaning out backward on the nylon line, his thigh burned under the strain. He scanned the interior of the chopper. Nothing useful remained. With a painful jump out and backward, he began his descent.

“Down!” It was usual to announce a successful arrival, so the next one down knew the rope would be free. But it was also another delaying tactic, a way to keep the fiction that Darren might still be coming for a few moments longer. Before he had time to unclip, Fatima and the girls returned, having already made several trips for the last few bags. He heard them behind him, trudging over the needle-covered floor of the pine forest.

Hands on hips, Fatima leaned back looking up to the suspended chopper. “Is that the last of it? Is Darren double checking? He’s taken way too long.”

Brandon didn’t turn. Still wearing the gloves, he fumbled with the belt, fingers unable or unwilling to grip. A single dripping sound pulled his focus to a twitching red leaf. A second later, another drip fell, spattering the leaf, making it more obvious in the otherwise green of the small bushes around them.

“Is that blood?” She pointed up at the crimson pool in the lower, unbroken glass of the cockpit floor, obscuring what lay beyond. “Is that Darren’s blood? Oh no, it is. It’s his blood.”

His heart felt like it was being crushed, squeezed in some giant fist. Unclipping from the rope, he shuffled his feet until he could see Fatima; hands clasped at her chest, her stature diminished. Carlota and Bailey Rae were motionless, standing like statues, staring at the shocking red puddle and the bowlful above.

The soldier evaporated, leaving only the despair of a woman wanting her lover. “Go back up. Get him. Brandon, go up.” Her eyes pleaded with him, as a deathlike pallor took every emotion from her face. “Go up. Go up. Please. Get him. He’ll come. Just bring him.”

His head was heavy with the thought of what he might say. Words were not so easy to find. How could he tell her what had happened? He had to be brave for her, to honor Darren. “He wanted me to tell you he loves you the most.”

“Wanted?” Tears rolled down her cheeks, the instant she heard him speak in past tense. “You mean.... No.”

“He’s gone, Fatima. He asked me to tell you to protect yourself and the baby. That he would have been here, but it was impossible.”

Waving her hands, casting away his words, she pushed against him, grabbing at the rope. “No. He can come down and tell me.” Brandon wrapped his arms around her, holding her to him as she wailed. “He can come...down.”

The tree beneath the fuselage groaned, rupturing and splintering. The girls bolted. Brandon began to move in their direction, but Fatima fought his hands away. He was a yard from her, before he spun to grab her collar. He yanked it, dragging her with him as the screech of rending metal filled his ears. She staggered and he tripped, using his own momentum to throw her ahead of him, as the chopper dropped toward them.

The forest echoed with noise as the fuselage tore through the trees. Birds screeched and flew from their perches, bringing the canopy to life. Ten feet lower, the Black Hawk was again suspended, hanging above Brandon like the Sword of Damocles. They were going to be crushed. Details of the helicopter, the color, curves, insignia, came into acute focus; sharp aluminum edges, dull rubber strips, crisscrossed scars along the paintwork, a hole in the engine. And worse: Darren’s body, smashed upwards into the roof, bent beyond a human shape, a mass of flesh and bone. 

Sparks flew from the avionics. Tilted as it was, the chopper leaked more than Darren’s blood. It was leaking fuel. 

Brandon flew into action, his thigh muscle bulging painfully against the staples holding his wound closed. He had to escape. He rolled onto his hands and knees. Fatima was on her feet too, heading toward him. He drove his shoulder into her and knocked her off balance, upward and into his arms. Painful strides later, he barreled into Carlota and Bailey Rae, who clung to each other. The girls stumbled, but he had to get them safe. Using his bulk and Fatima’s as a battering ram, he shoved them all down behind the shield of the rocky outcrop close by.

Winded, Fatima held her ribs. “What the... Why did you...”

There was an explosion so loud it deadened his ears to any other sound.

Trees bent, loosing branches in the shockwave. Steel panels flew past, striking everything around them. Shrapnel tore bark from trees and the fireball scorched all that it touched. Searing heat burned the very air around them, devouring their oxygen. Coughing and choking in the smoke that followed the blast, they held each other, as the world collapsed around them.

Brandon didn’t know how long they huddled there before he came to his senses, pulled from his stupor when Fatima bolted back to the wreckage. “Darren!” 

Never had he heard a voice so full of pain and anguish as Fatima screamed for Darren over and over, raising her arms to defend her face from the ferocious heat. The flames lashed out at her, forcing her back as the roaring fire consumed all that was left of their transport. She dropped to her knees and wailed as the flames guttered to a halt.

Brandon edged past Fatima, moving to the front of the debris field, toward the charred cockpit at where Darren’s remains would be. There was evidence of the man or what might have been a man, for which he was grateful. Fatima didn’t need to see that. The last image of Darren’s shattered body gripped his mind. The acrid smell of electronics burning, mixed with singed hair and charred meat stung his nostrils.

“He’s not here anymore.” Fatima’s voice was toneless. “He’s gone.” There was no way of knowing if she meant spiritually or physically.

Brandon pressed his hands onto the porcupine-cushion of a hundred thousand pine needles and raised himself from the ground. In respectful silence, he followed her back to the rocks.

The girls were where Brandon had dragged them. Bailey Rae was curled on the forest floor in a fetal position, hands over her ears. Carlota sat with her legs outstretched, her back against the wall of rock, dazed. “What happened? Was that an explosion... Did the helicopter explode?” Looking past Brandon, she cranked her head. “Where’s Darren?”

Fatima shuffled by, taking half-steps to maintain her balance and negotiate the bags that had been thrown in a pile. Without altering her step, the Master Sergeant exhaled the words, “He’s gone.” She didn’t slow or stop at the perimeter of their equipment—just kept walking until she slipped out of sight.

They watched her go, waiting for her to come back. She didn’t.

Carlota heaved herself to her feet and pulled at Bailey Rae. “Come on. We can’t leave her alone. Brandon, go. Make sure she’s safe.”

Below the rocks, the trees grew in a tighter stand. Picking out a woman wearing a green, semi-camouflage uniform against the actual flora of a forest was hard, but Brandon managed to trail Fatima as she moved deeper into the forest. Periodically, he doubled back, keeping the outcrop in view, using it to check his direction, so he could find his way back later. The way in which the otherwise solid Fatima had become more of a zombie than a soldier, had him worried. She was likely in shock—from her injury or Darren’s death or both—and wandering around an unfamiliar forest for hours wasn’t a great idea. Once the sun went down, it would get cold. Even the fug of smoke couldn’t hold in much heat. They needed to set up camp, not wander around the forest.

He picked up the pace. He needed to intercept her, talk some sense into her. The ground fell away from him, and he had to fight the sense that he was plummeting as memories—of bodies falling over the edge of Half Dome, of that other helicopter tilting above the forest and crashing in a storm of flames—screamed through his mind. 

But this wasn’t Half Dome and Fatima hadn’t fallen to her death, like all those others. Still, he had to check. He took a steadying breath, then edged to where the tree line was broken by the flatness of a rock formation and a sheer drop beyond it. He looked down. There was no body.

A branch broke behind him. It was Fatima, walking with her eyes closed, hands raised before her in prayer. She was close enough to reach. Putting his arm out to bar her way, he leaned his weight against hers. “Stop.”

To his relief, she did, standing a yard back from a fall that would have killed her. Her eyes were dead and lifeless, but they were open.

His own feelings of loss were already overwhelming, but he couldn’t give in to them. They had all lost so much, any one of them could have drowned in their own grief and it was his job to keep them from the abyss. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t save him.”

Her hands fell to her sides, listless. Her head dropped forward, and her shoulders drooped, shifting her center of gravity forward in a wobble that threatened to take her over the edge. Brandon braced his outstretched arm against her chest, cupping his hand round her shoulder. “The girls need you. I need you. Your baby...”

“Has no father.” It was a savage truth.

Brandon had to find something that might have enough meaning to bring her back to some sense of purpose. “Darren loved you. He wanted you to survive. He...”

“He’s gone.” She turned away from the precipice, moving like a ghost, making no sound as she walked away from him. The only positive was she was headed back toward the girls, to where the crash still sent a plume of darker smoke into the air.

When they finally got back, Carlota was organizing the bags in separate groups. Bailey Rae dragged one she couldn’t lift. A single backpack remained in what had been the central pile. Shouldering it, Carlota began her report. “Those are gear and equipment. That’s medical. Water there. Food...there. I’m going to need to eat something before we get going—”

Fatima walked by her without a word. Stumbling, she crashed to the floor, not putting her arms out to break her fall.

“Fatima!” Carlota flung the bag down and ran to her “Are you alright?” Tugging at the woman’s arm, she rolled her onto her back. “She’s breathing. I think she fainted. I don’t know what to do!”

“She’s in shock. Open her collar, make sure nothing is tight on her neck.” Dale had insisted on first aid training, before he’d let Brandon go climbing with his buddies. “We need blankets or something to put on the ground and cover her.”

“In the gear bag!” Carlota pointed. “Bailey Rae! Now!” Her voice snapped with such intensity it did the trick.

Bailey Rae jumped into action, pulling open the zipper on one of the sacks of equipment, then another. “Got them. I think. They’re shiny and really small.”

Brandon waved her over. “Thermal blankets. Perfect. Well done.” He tore the pouch open and wafted the silver foil aloft, expanding it like a kite. 

“Ay Dios! Please don’t let her die too!” Carlota looked near tears as she surveyed Fatima’s limp limbs and torso. 

“Carlota, listen to me. Do you know the recovery position?”

Her eyes flew to his. “I think so.”

“We can do it between us. My mum’s a paramedic. She made sure I know stuff.” Brandon knelt on the blanket he’d laid and leaned forward, reaching over Fatima. He pulled the arm furthest from him and rolled her to him. “Take her head, turn it so it doesn’t hurt her injured neck.” With the hardest part done, he positioned the upper arm and leg so they would keep the woman stable and comfortable. “Okay. That’s all we can do.”

Bailey Rae unfurled the second sheet, laying it where the other two could pull it into position.

Brandon rocked back on his heels, then stood with his hands on his hips. “Good teamwork.”

“Is she dying?” Bailey Rae’s voice was small, her eyes welling.

“I shouldn’t have said that.” Carlota extended her arm, like a wing under which the younger girl could shelter once more. “We just have to wait to see if she’s alright.”

Carlota sat on the bag she’d discarded and pulled Bailey Rae onto her knee. “Luz would sit like this with me.” A shiver ran through her, shaking them both. Curling herself around the girl, they both wept. The sight was overwhelming for Brandon. His chest tightened and the ache in his leg returned. The pain dragged him down until he lay on the ground between the girls and Kassis.

“Are you crying too?” Bailey Rae sobbed out the words. “Why is everyone crying?”

Carlota’s answer, when it came, felt like their collective truth. “Grief, Bailey Rae. This is grief.”

“I don’t like it. Can we stop now?”

There was a power in the child’s understanding, something that pressed into Brandon’s thoughts like a spur. He hated the idea of losing Jeremy, having had only hours to understand who his real father was, but his tears weren’t going to change anything. The soldier who’d kept them safe and been so strong when she’d had to be, lay next to him, unable to continue her mission. She was as dead to them as her lover was to her. His sadness for her loss and for the death of another brave man wasn’t going to change anything either. Darren had also been that strong in the end. He needed to follow their examples.

Again, the needles pricked his palms enough to irritate, but not enough to pierce his skin. Bending his leg tugged his wound. The dressing was filthy, gray with dirt, bloodstained from where he’d wiped his hand. Darren’s blood. Fatima’s blood. Not his own.

“We can’t move until Fatima wakes up.” They needed a plan. Something to focus on. And as he laid it out, the girls stopped sobbing. “She’s trained for stuff like this. She’ll know what to do.”

“Can’t we just wake her up and get going?” Carlota’s voice wavered. “Is it safe to let her sleep like that? She had that bump on her head.”

“Woah! You’re right.” Brandon pulled at the thin metallic sheet, put his hand on the soldier’s shoulder and shook. “Fatima, wake up. Hey. Wake up.” There was no response. He grabbed her wrist and put two fingers on her artery. “She’s got a good pulse. She’s breathing, too.” He ran his hands over the brown-black cotton of her hijab, found the lump on her scalp. “That’s a good size bump. She said it was like an egg.” Sliding his hand past her collar and onto her skin, he felt for the fabric of the dressing he’d used. It was dry. “She’s not bleeding from her neck, so the staples have held. I don’t know why she’s...”

“What are you doing?” Fatima’s assertive tone was all he wanted to hear. “Why am I down here and what are you all staring at? Can’t I have a minute’s peace?”

Bailey Rae bounced from Carlota’s grasp, bounding over the gap Brandon had left between her and Fatima. “Frankie! You’re alive! She’s alive!”

The young girl wrapped Fatima’s head in her arms, squeezing and hugging her. Sitting up, with the child still attached, the Master Sergeant looked to the sky, took a deep and even breath, before speaking. “Frankie? Who’s that?”

“You’ve got staples in your neck, like Frankenstein, so I thought Frankie would be nicer.”

“Ah, I see. Darren would have laughed at that, Bailey Rae. He might even have called me that, too.” She smiled at the girl, returning the embrace.

The change in her demeanor brought unnerving tingles to the back of Brandon’s scalp. She’d nearly walked off a cliff, her hands lifted to her God. That she spoke with such apparent ease about her lost lover, without the pain he’d seen her suffering, left him with a deep concern that things were not right with her.

“I can see you’ve been getting things organized, Carlota. We need a list of what we’ve got, what we need to take and then work out what we’re going to carry.” She focused on what had to be done. “It’s going to take a bit of time, so we should get a fire going, cook a meal and rest here for the night.”

“Food. Yes.” Carlota stood. “Yes, Ma’am.”

Something like relief shone in Bailey Rae’s expression at the return of the Fatima she knew. “What can I do?”

“You can gather kindling. You know what that is? Little sticks for our fire.” Bailey Rae nodded solemnly. “Just what you can find around here, where you can see us. Then you can help me work out what to cook.” The girl hugged her again and set to work.

Brandon took a few steps away in the direction of the chopper wreckage. “Bring what you find to me, and I’ll show you how to build a fire.” He was going to have to build some kind of fire pit first, so they didn’t burn the forest down around themselves.

He didn’t have to walk far before he found a metal panel half buried from the force of the explosion. They’d lucked out, the force of the blast clearing the area around the chopper, preventing a forest fire. He pulled the metal panel away from the wreckage. He could put rocks underneath it, to stop it scorching the ground. It was a third bigger than the size of a trash can lid, which was enough for the fire they needed. He dragged it behind him, making his way back to their makeshift camp. Bailey Rae was waiting, and as soon as she saw him, she held out a bundle of little sticks.

“That’s good.” He had her put them on top of the panel. “I’m going to go find a few big logs, okay? You stay here with Fatima and Carlota.”

What he wanted was pine sap. It would burn well. The freshness of its scent had faded in the hours they’d been on the ground. Close to the twisted wreck of the Black Hawk, he found the shattered trunks of the trees that had kept it from falling.

Back at their camp, he dumped the broken logs and threw large stones into the open area between the piles of bags. He piled them into three sturdy columns, checking their level as he worked. Satisfied they were of equal height and stable enough, he pulled the plate metal over them. It screeched against the rocks as he slid it into position.

A hand grasped his shoulder, startling him. Fatima pointed at something behind him. “Is that an engine cowl from the Black Hawk?”

He turned to look at it. The memory was vague, but he had seen something of that shape, as the chopper toppled toward him. “I think so.”

She moved past him, lifting it, turning it until it had the same aspect it would have in flight. “Oh, hell no.” Brandon’s gut roiled as she confirmed his earlier suspicion. “That’s a bullet hole. We were shot down.”
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Chapter 15
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Sam Leary. The Great Salt Lake Desert

Sam lay stretched out on his back, suspended in the air by a spiderweb of ropes and a thick piece of leather, fashioned into a rough kind of swing seat, that supported him. Strung from the tents’ major supports, the harness allowed him to shift from one area to another without using a lot of strength. If it weren’t for the smoke and the threat of cicadas and marauders, anyone watching below could almost think he was an acrobat who was learning a new stunt and had donned a safety harness, just in case. The truth wasn’t far off. The amount of spinning and twirling he had to do to get into position so that John could reattach the antenna was ridiculous, but being small and light meant it was a job Sam was especially suited for. He shifted his weight and held on to the sawed-off post, ready to adjust the antenna to John’s specifications.

From somewhere below, John called out with a muffled voice. “A little further to the north. A smidge more. Now keep it there and lean it east. There. Hold it.”

The crank of John’s ratchet made a steady, rhythmic, yet eerie metallic screech as the post vibrated. The bolts needed to do the trick, because Sam wasn’t strapping himself into the leather contraption ever again. His muscles strained and burned as John’s twisting and hammering continued, but he held the device in place. If they didn’t get the antenna fixed within the hour, they’d have little time to work on the Tesla coil, and Jesse would bear the brunt of his failure. “Hurry, you’ve been working for hours now.”

The noise stopped and for a moment Sam thought he might be in trouble for urging John to finish, but then John appeared below, an enormous grin on his face, and large streaks of grease on his forehead and cheeks. “Let’s test it.” 

Sam unwrapped his hands from the antennae and waited. It stayed put. “Tell me we’re done.”

John nodded. “Think so. For now anyway.” He dropped his tools onto the table as he grabbed for a torn up shirt, wiping his hands free of black marks. “There are half a dozen tines missing from the antenna because of the damage, but the angles at which I was able to bend the others should give us coverage until we can find another one.”

Sam untied the rope from underneath him and let out the slack, lowering himself to the ground. Wriggling out of the uncomfortable harness, he shrugged the stiffness out of his shoulders and stretched his back, arching to get the kink out. Then he kicked the leather harness under the table and winced. It was his injured leg. He should pay more attention to what his body was telling him—but he didn’t have time. He needed to get Jesse free. 

“Ready to start on the tesla coil?” Sam unrolled a large drawing he’d made and shifted the tools so that the corners of the paper lay flat. Pencil in hand, he circled two spots and connected them with a line. “This is how we maintain a safety net for the people in the camp but still cause mayhem for the cicadas.”

The design was simple enough. Tesla coils needed a large base for support and a sphere or torus of sorts for the charge to emit the plasma, along with a power source and a few other minor things. The cage that Sam had in mind surrounded the coil and was more of an open pit with several spikes set into the ground. But with all things science—water, energy, or even people—they’d follow the path of least resistance. Sam put the pencil on the drawing and crossed his arms. “So, what do you think?”

It was several minutes before John cleared his throat. “Do you realize the amount of metal required? These spikes alone will need to be roughly fifteen feet high, possibly taller. And the coil will require more copper than we have on hand.”

Sam dug through the junk box and produced a spool of copper, holding it up to the afternoon light. “I know you think that, but the vehicles that your boss has been stealing have plenty of copper in them. If not, she can get us some.”

“I told you, she marooned the last person who asked her for anything. I’m not taking that chance.” John snatched the copper from Sam and unspooled the entire plastic wheel. The wire could fold around the table twice. 

“I will.” Sam shifted the tools off the corners and rolled up the paper, tucked it under his arm, and walked outside. 

Two rows of tents later, John puffed up beside him. “You’re nuts. How are you going to convince her?” 

Sam stayed silent, limping as he focused on the path ahead of him. They zigged and zagged through the tents and other dwellings until they reached the east side of the encampment. Belle sat on the edge of a generator, a stenography pad on her lap, while two of her ‘sons’ shifted boxes and supplies around. The supply depot looked like a tornado had touched down and played a game of catch with the contents. Canned goods lay scattered on the ground, crates were skewed at different angles, and someone had played a prank, throwing what looked like wads of wet toilet paper across the desert ground in large clumps. 

Belle adjusted her sunglasses so that they rode halfway up her forehead. “There’s garbage not three feet from you two and neither of you have bothered to pick it up.”

If he was going to get what he needed, he had to make sure Belle was pleased with him first. Sam shoved his drawing at John, and snatched up the wad of soggy toilet paper with his bare hands. He reeled as the fumes of gasoline filled his lungs and dropped the damp mess. The world spun. Belle split into two, her twin turning a rainbow hue. His arms and legs became Jell-o and his head swam. He dropped to the ground, his nose smashing into the dirt. The strange part was there was no pain as blood ran from his nostrils.

“Sam? You alright?” John’s voice reached him as if from a long distance, or through a bad phone connection—staticky and garbled.

Boots clomped toward him and stopped an inch from his nose. He reached out and slapped the ground until he found a solid surface and his brain registered that he was holding onto someone’s foot. The owner crouched. It was Belle, back in her solid form. “Sam, I thought you scientist types were smart. Didn’t you see the masks on the two doing clean up?” She grabbed his arms and dragged him away from the hazard. “Why are you here?” 

The air was clean if a bit hot and his head cleared from its dizzy daymare with just a few deep breaths. Sam sat up, but his head was so heavy it bobbed a couple times. He scooted even farther away from the foul-smelling clump of toilet paper. “I came to tell you about our progress, show you the plan, and request help. Show her my drawing, John.” At his request, John produced the drawing and held it up so that she could take it.

Belle examined the sheet and ran her finger over the drawing and the list of needed equipment. “What makes you think we have all the materials to make this work?”

“I figure you either have it, can strip it from the vehicles around here, or can get hold of it like you did all this other stuff.” Sam hoisted himself up and walked unsteadily to a crate near the generators and sat. Bracing himself with one arm, he reached down and selected a can of peaches. “It’s not every camp that has access to things like this, so either you have a contact on the outside, or you have very good intuition about which trucks to rob.”

With slow, silent steps John backed away from Belle, and shook his head at Sam. He placed his finger to his neck, drew it across his throat, and hurried off. 

If Belle noticed, there was no indication. “Well, look who has a conscience. We don’t rob, we liberate. Look around you, Sam. The world’s burning, and only those who’re willing to fight are going to survive. We need these resources.”

The leader and captor of the entire city was appalling. “Well, you won’t last long if the cicadas come this way.” 

She stared at the list, mouthing the items in silence. 

He moved one step, then another, putting distance between him and the strange, dangerous woman. “By the way, we have the antenna repaired to the best of our ability. If you want us to start on your defense mechanism, you’re going to have to provide us with the items on that list.” 

Belle rocked her jaw back and forth, grinding her teeth. Her nostrils flared and she met Sam’s eyes. The meaning of the phrase ‘if looks could kill’ had never been clearer to him. 

He wasn’t cocky, but he had Belle in a tight spot. She’d asked him to help come up with an idea to protect the camp, and he had. If she didn’t supply the required materials, then she couldn’t hold him responsible or keep Jesse as a hostage and expect results. “I’m ready to get to work, if you decide you want me to.” Belle didn’t answer, but she didn’t try to stop him from leaving, either. Things were going according to plan.

Sam entered the circus tent that served as the forward base command center to find John screwing a cable into the grounding terminal. He hopped up, his face drawn and wrinkled. “Didn’t expect to see you again, but sure am glad you’re back.” 

John twisted two knobs and flicked of a switch, and the radio speaker hummed, crackling as he searched for a clear channel. “Testing, one, two, three, does anyone read?” He crossed his fingers. 

Superstitions were stupid. Believing that crossing your fingers or knocking on wood could keep fate from sabotaging a person’s plans was beyond Sam. 

With a static pop and hiss, the radio came to life. “Breaker one nine. Who’s on the line?”

John broke into a smile and squeezed the transmission button. “Great, you’re still there. Bill, it’s John. We had some visitors last night and our antenna was damaged. Do you have anything in storage that might replace it?” He let off the transmit button.

Sam snatched the microphone from him and squashed the button. “Bill? The same Bill that gave a clown and a kid Spiderman a ride not too long ago?”

The speaker popped again, and Bill came over the airwaves in thin lines. “Well, Sam, you’re still alive. Wasn’t sure you’d be able to handle that beast, but I figured if you did Belle would take care of you for me. Do yourself a favor and do as she asks. When this’s all over, you’ll be safe to go back to wherever it is you came from. And John, I’ll get the replacement to you within a couple days.” 

Sam slammed the radio down. At least now he knew how Belle had known so much about him. Bill had betrayed him, probably when he’d been asleep. It didn’t matter why Bill had done it, he was going to pay for providing Belle with another slave and putting Jesse in danger. Pushing the talk button again, Sam raised his voice. “I’m not a violent person, but if I see you again, I’ll put you in the ground like I did Frank.”

John wrenched the microphone away and tapped the call button twice. Rolling a knob to the right, the channel turned fuzzy and then cleared. When he was finished with his test, he closed up the box that surrounded the equipment and snapped the lock around the latch. “I don’t know what your issue is, or if you’re insane, but that’s one of Belle’s men. If she finds out that you threatened him, it might not matter that you’re a scientist. She might crucify you on the spot. People have done less to cheese her off and ended up dead. Just like that person I told you about who asked her for supplies. Where do you think the skeleton I showed you came from?”

“I thought you said those skeletons were from people who tried to escape.”

“I told you that because that’s what we were instructed to tell all newcomers. Belle makes it a habit of tracking down the people she strands out in the desert and picks up their remains. It doesn’t take long for the animals around here to pick a carcass clean.” John squirmed and turned his back on Sam. “She likes to set up the dead on the edges of the town to scare off anyone approaching.”

Whatever else John might’ve said was interrupted by the faint sound of racing engines. Sam went to the doorway of the tent. Dust billowed from the edge of the city as four dark dots followed each other northeast. Sam used the scope and focused it, tracking the path of the dust storm. Three trucks and a police car raced away from the city. Belle and her ‘boys’ were going out for another raid—maybe for the supplies he’d asked for. He pulled out a small sketch of the camp and marked a line at the top of it with the number eighty. When he made his escape with Jesse, that would be key to remember.

He glanced at the settling dust. There were no black spots in sight. It was safe to move. “Hey John, I’m going to take a walk while we wait for supplies to arrive.”

John snorted, as if scoffing at the idea, but he didn’t say anything to stop him. 

Sam ducked back under the door flap and headed east as fast as his wounded leg would allow. As long as the boys had cleaned up the gas soaked toilet paper to Belle’s required standards, he’d be safe to rummage through the goods in the supply depot.

The place was still a mess. Belle must’ve decided the materials he requested were more important than tidying up. Grabbing one of the gas masks in the corner by the generators, he wrapped it over his head and snugged it down. With a secure mask and the surety that he wasn’t going to inhale more fumes, he waded into the debris. 

The first crate he came across held the electronic equipment he’d found the night before. He pulled out the soldering iron and set it aside. Digging in the wooden box, he produced solder and a container of diodes and resistors. While not an expert at building electrical components, he’d learned a thing or two from talking with Cockroach.

Diana, Cockroach, Henry... a tear slipped down his cheek and he had trouble breathing through his nose. They were his only friends in the entire world and he was hundreds of miles away from any of them. His heart skipped a beat and another tear fell. Well, two at least. Henry wouldn’t run to chase a ball or squirrel ever again. 

A crack resounded under the canopy and he snapped his head up, alert for intruders. The gas mask’s narrow field of view along with the tears impeded his vision, and he had to swing his head around to survey the entire storage area. No one was there. He needed to hurry before anyone got back and caught him. He sniffed hard, ending in a snort. There’d be time to think about his friends later.

Shifting to another area, he dug through a box of military surplus items and fishing gear. Belle had stolen all kinds of things, but the science and tool section was the most exciting. They had a brand-new distillation setup with all the beakers and tubing to distill a liter of whatever was being extracted. The crate under it contained microscopes, scalpels, gauze, and stainless-steel cases full of dental tools. Belle must be looking for a dentist and a surgeon to add to her list of enslaved city dwellers. There was a scraping of shoes on dirt, and Sam spun around. Too late. Someone yanked his arm and pinned him, forcing him face down to the ground. His head stung at the assault as the mask pulled on his hair. 

A snakeskin cowboy boot brushed across his forehead. It could only be Cowboy Connor. He kicked Sam in the ribs as he curled up to protect himself. The next few blows were lighter, but still hurt. It seemed Belle’s boys could do whatever they wanted to the people in the settlement, and without Belle’s protective presence, there was no telling what the maniacal psychopath would do. 

Connor stomped on his thigh and used the tip of his boot to roll Sam onto his back. He crouched down and leered at him. “You just can’t help yourself, can you? You’re like a moth to the flame around this stuff.” He hauled Sam up by the front of his shirt and set him on the generator. Sam massaged his thigh while Connor paced. “What you see here came from the interstate. Fortune smiles upon us every time we go out.”

Sam twisted sideways and straightened his leg so his heel rested on the ground. He pulled off the gas mask as the pain lessened enough for him to speak. “If it wasn’t for your spy, Bill, you wouldn’t have half of the things stored here.”

Spit formed at the corners of Connor’s mouth. It was the first time Sam had seen the man go rabid. “You ungrateful little twerp. If it weren’t for Belle taking you in, you’d be a dried corpse in the middle of the desert, either eaten by those stupid bugs or roasted by the fires that are burning up all the woodlands along the interstate.” He kicked at a supporting post, and it tumbled. The canopy drooped even more, raking the cowboy hat off his head. Slamming his foot down in the dirt, he scooped up his hat and made for Sam, his eyes bloodshot. “Well, mister smarty pants. Since you can’t seem to be unsupervised, I guess I’ll just have to keep you where you can’t snoop.” 

The cowboy lassoed Sam around the arms and chest and dragged him through the camp. If it weren’t for the flat ground being clear of rocks and cactus, his side would have been cut up. Even so, his arms burned as the sand and dirt removed more layers of skin. Within a few minutes, they reached a ring of vans. Connor unlocked the back of one, removed the lasso, and, with a rough fist to the center of Sam’s back, pushed him into the vehicle and slammed the door. He leered at Sam again, checked the handle, and sauntered off.

Sam got to his knees as the bully disappeared. The door wouldn’t open unless he could release the lock, but the locking pin on the top of the door panel was already up about an inch. Its fake chrome covering was chipped and faded from the sun. He pushed on it and pulled up, but it slid with no resistance. He removed the panel from the back of the door and threw it against the wall of the van. Someone had modified the interior mechanism, making it impossible to unlock the door from inside and escape. Not only that, but the windows had thick metal grates and a wall of bars welded into the van so that there was no way to reach the front doors or windshield. A bottle of water sat in the corner and a nest of blankets lay balled up in the center of the van. He’d been caught and placed in a new prison. Belle would come back with the supplies and find out what he was up to, and she’d maroon him in the desert. He would never see Diana or his family again.
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Chapter 16


[image: image]


Kim Walker. Leura, Australia

Kim flattened her body against the wall as a heavy tread thudded over the thin carpet. She had no idea how much time had passed but she suspected night had well and truly fallen. A tiny bead of sweat dribbled into her eye making it sting and blur. She blinked the wetness away and her heart skipped a beat. A thin beam of light flickered over the opposite wall and a man stepped into view. Tightening her grip, she whirled and smashed the tire iron straight into his knees. The thug blundered backward. Kim followed through with a bash to his face. With a grunt, his eyes rolled to the back of his head and he was down. 

Chest heaving, Kim jumped over his outstretched boots, picked up his fallen flashlight and scanned the corridor. Whoever he’d been with had taken a different route as the passageway was clear. She couldn’t think about what she’d done. She raced off after Emma and Leanne and found them a little distance ahead. Despite her order, they’d stopped and waited for her. Kim skidded to a stop and stuffed the tire iron into her pack. “Where’s this basement?”

“But Dad...?”

Kim whacked Emma on the arm to quiet her. “Simon has to be hiding somewhere which means he’s okay. But the prisoners – I overheard the leader say how he wanted to...” Keeping her voice as soft as possible, she sought frantically for a different word other than ‘torture.’ The horrific way the chef died, was something she had no intention of sharing with Emma. “...question them. They’re in more danger than your father.”

Emma gave the soot covered carpet a savage kick. “Fine then. We look for Dad straight after, right?”

“Absolutely.”

Leanne mumbled, “At the end of this corridor we take a right then a left until we find the staff stairs.” She took the proffered flashlight and shambled into a ragged jog through the smoky building. Kim and Emma followed until they located the staff stairwell. 

Bidding the two girls not to move until she’d checked the area out, Kim inched her way to the dark landing one step at a time. She didn’t dare use the flashlight and had to rely on feeling her way forward. A dim glow emanated from the bottom of the stairs. It was ominously quiet and her skin crawled as if a million spiders skittered over her body. She forced herself to keep going. Head whirling, every muscle clenched tight and with her mind demanding she turn and get out of there, she reached the last step. 

The floor was bare concrete as were the walls and the space was as narrow as a built-in wardrobe, hemming her in, trapping her. A feeble light came from an oil-lamp set down near a wooden chair beside the only door. Shuddering she stomped on the screaming disjointed voices in her mind and ran to the door on legs as sturdy as jelly. Two bolts, one at the top and the other near the bottom locked the door from the outside. After unlatching the top bolt, she slid back the bottom. With a screech of rusty metal, the door opened inward onto a narrow landing barely a foot wide. Another set of steep metal stairs led down to a long rectangular room lit by two or three guttering candles. A small group of maybe eight or nine people huddled in the center. At the far end of the room, a pile of bodies lay stacked five high. The floor surrounding them stained dark with dried blood and other fluids.

A hot, fetid stench hit her nostrils, like stale sweat, urine and decay. Kim gagged and made a choking noise. The girls hobbled down to peer around her before she could stop them. Emma let out a low distressed cry. Tugging at Emma’s arm, Kim forced her to look away from the scene below. “Wait here.”

“Dad might be there.”

“I’ll check for him.”

Emma pulled free and pushed past to follow Leanne down into the basement.

Her stomach heaving, Kim swallowed hard as she descended the stairs behind the two girls. 

“Daddy?” Clutching her pet carrier, Emma stood near the bottom step. No one rushed to greet her. No one called her name. Turning her face to the wall, she burst into gut-wrenching sobs. 

Kim gave Emma’s shoulder an awkward pat. There wasn’t time for any long comfort session – not that Emma would accept anything Kim had to offer. They had to get out of there ASAP. But still Kim took a moment to search amongst the semi-prone people. “Simon? Simon Shields?” It was a forlorn hope, but there was a possibility he might hide in plain sight. But he wasn’t there.

Between wheezes, Leanne called out the names of her fellow workers. A few shaky voices responded. Most appeared dazed as if they couldn’t comprehend what was happening. 

“We need to leave before another biker turns up.” Breathing through her teeth, Kim pulled a gray-haired woman in a filthy lavender pantsuit to her feet. “Come on, people. Let’s move.”

A young mother with a toddler in her arms sprang up as if eager to run out the door that very second but no one else moved.

Kim raised her voice. “We need to leave while those thugs are on the other side of the compound. But they could turn up any moment.” 

Muttering to each other, two men hauled themselves upright. One dressed in a Hawaiian shirt and shorts, and the other in navy overalls, they reached down to help two older women. Three other men groaned and stood, two leaning on each other and one clasping his arm against his chest, his face pale and drawn.

The heavy tread of one set of footsteps descending the stairs had the woman with the kid clapping her hand over her mouth. Not everyone managed to stifle their scream. Kim gesticulated for them to be quiet. She whispered for Emma not to move, then raced up the metal stairs to the doorway. Squeezing herself around the corner of the stairwell, she waited as the footsteps grew louder. And for a terrifying twenty seconds, it was if her heart stopped beating. 
“Hey! What’s going on?” Not the brightest tool in the shed. The man lumbered toward the open door, a pistol stuck in the back of his pants. He was a giant of a man. Over six foot. Built like a tank or a heavy-weight wrestler.

He must be Doug, the man Viper had mentioned would be checking on their prisoners. Kim quivered deep inside her belly. Pulse pumping, she palmed the Glock in both hands the way Emma had shown her and stepped behind him. “Don’t move. I’ve got a gun.”

He might be dim-witted but he was fast. He pivoted. One meaty hand swept under and upwards. Jarred her wrists with the force of the impact. Her sweating fingers lost their traction, slipping over the Glock. Another swing. This time sideways. The gun fired. Slid out of her grasp. In the tight confines the shot was like a bomb exploding. 

Someone screamed. Emma? Her head full of white noise Kim reeled. That was all it took. Doug pummeled a fist into her belly. She couldn’t breathe. Pain stabbed across her cracked ribs. Doubled over she gulped. And gulped again. Why couldn’t she get any air? 

He shoved her to the floor, like she was so much trash. He bent from side to side. Giant head swinging. He was looking for the fallen gun while his left hand groped behind his back. Going for his own weapon.

Shouts. Yells. Sobbing. All coming from the basement. If the other thugs heard – if Viper discovered Emma...

Kim forced strength into her nerveless body. Pushed to her knees. Breathed!

Doug grunted and reached down. The Glock was inches from his fingers. He grabbed the gun. 

She pushed to her feet.

He took a step toward the door. Brought his left hand up. Aiming into the basement! His other hand tugged, once, twice, at the gun wedged in his pants as if he couldn’t free it.

She grabbed the wooden chair, swung it through the air, and with every atom of strength she possessed brought it crashing down on his head. Blood spurted.

He staggered. Fired another shot.

Emma! A primordial howl flooding from her mouth, she hit him again. And again.

Pitching forward, his feet tripped together as he half-turned toward her. 

Another crack against the side of his face. Then down he went. Arse over head to land at an odd angle at the bottom of the basement steps. The sudden silence was jarring.

The gray-haired woman in the silk pantsuit bent over the fallen man. She straightened. Horror bulged out of her blood-shot eyes. “You killed the leader’s brother. You fool! He’ll kill us all.”

“All the more reason not to wait. Come on, everyone. Let’s get out of here.” Kim clattered down the stairs and pressed a finger to the side of the biker’s neck. No pulse. As she shepherded everyone out of the basement, her fingers tapped against the side of her leg as they shuffled past. She snatched up the Glock and wiggled the dead biker’s handgun out from his pants’ waistband then hurried up the stairs.

With Leanne lighting the way and Kim directly behind, they limped their way through the resort. Although no one spoke, the sound of heavy breathing and the occasional whimper of pain were like gunshots inside Kim’s mind. Not that she could warn them to be any quieter – they had all been through the wringer and were doing their best to remain under the radar. 

A patter of footsteps came closer and then Natalie skidded around the corner. Kim’s heart jumped into her throat. But the woman was alone. 

“What’s going on? Who are all these people?” Natalie’s red-rimmed gaze swept over the crowd as she shifted the position of her backpack strap on one shoulder. 

“Mom!” Emma pushed past and linked her arm through her mother’s. She explained in hushed tones while Kim urged them further up the rear stairs to the second floor. 

A muffled explosion juddered through the resort. Just as she was shepherding the last person through the spa entrance on the second floor, Kim faltered. Her heart slammed against her bones. She ran back to the corner of the corridor. Pressed against the cold wall as if she could meld into the drywall and become invisible. It was after midnight and with no power the shadows lay deep and dark within the walls of the resort. It was impossible to see if anyone approached. She waited for three minutes but no footsteps charged toward them, no shouts, only distant yelling. Perhaps the explosion was the truck she’d set on fire. Or another propane tank. Hopefully whatever it was, the confusion would keep those thugs occupied for a while but that wouldn’t last forever. They’d be on the hunt, again. Sooner rather than later if they heard those gunshots. And once the bikers discovered their dead mate, they’d be well and truly after blood.

Herding the group out of the basement had taken too long. Everything was taking too long. Kim needed to be out of the resort – her and Emma. But they hadn’t found Simon yet and the cat was still missing. At least they didn’t have to search for Natalie. For the moment, they needed to rest, hydrate, settle their nerves. Then they must be on the move again as soon as there was sufficient light. Emma’s life—all their lives—depended on staying one step ahead.

Legs quaking, Kim staggered back to the spa where the pale glow from three cell phones revealed a room filled with pool pods, massage tables, and a plunge pool. Part of the floor above the spa had caved in but the walls were intact and the smoke haze was less intense. 

The gray-haired lady in the pantsuit shot Kim an evil look then returned to handing out water and snacks from an over-turned vending machine. Judging by the way everyone ripped into the food and guzzled the water, they all suffered from dehydration and hunger. 

The memory of freshly brewed coffee nibbled away in Kim’s mind bringing with it a cramping headache like steel bands squeezing her brain. Caffeine withdrawal was the pits. The young mother slumped against a wall dribbling water into her toddler’s mouth. The kid gave a wheezing cough spluttering a mouthful of water over his chin and chest. She calmly mopped it up with the hem of her dress. 

Natalie paced back and forth, muttering under her breath. Using a pocket knife taken from her bug-out bag, Emma tore towels into strips for make-shift masks for the basement crew. An expression of intense concentration wrinkled her face. Two of the men and one of the older women coughed and hacked. They needed those masks. One gent nursed what appeared to be a broken arm. They were all filthy and worn down, but the spa wouldn’t be safe for long. Nowhere in the resort was safe. 

“Listen up. We can only stay for fifteen minutes, tops.” Kim ignored the rise of moans and grumbles and dropped her pack to the floor. “I realize the spa is at the back of the complex but the men who imprisoned you will eventually work their way to this section. When they do, we need to be long gone.”

Fifteen minutes? What she wouldn’t give for fifteen hours to sleep and sleep and sleep. Repressing her own groan, she hoisted herself onto a massage bed. She had to rest. Her ribs, her feet, her shins, her entire body was one aching throb of pain. “Hey, you in the navy overalls. I need you to be our sentry. But don’t go any further than the first corner in the corridor.”

Navy Overalls gave a mock salute and headed out the door, a bottle of water clutched in his hand. 

Emma finished her piles of towel masks and brought out her first-aid kit from her mini bug-out bag. She cast an anxious glance toward the door then after wetting a washcloth, wiped the muck from Leanne’s face and cleaned the other girl’s wounds with disinfectant pads. 

Warm, swelling pride whipped through Kim and she hugged the sight deep inside. Emma might be stubborn, but she was kind. And it gave Kim hope that someday, Emma would allow her into her heart. But that bright spark was brief, snuffed out by the memory of the man dead at the bottom of the stairs. His head bloody from where she’d pounded him with the chair, his neck twisted, broken, his life taken, by her. She forced the image from her mind. There’d be plenty of time for regret and what ifs later.

Tugging off her respirator, Kim rubbed above her ears where the straps had bitten into her scalp. She was done. And there was something wrong with her lungs. It was as if they were smaller, unable to process as much oxygen as they used to, each breath harder to take. She flopped onto her back and flung an arm over her eyes. Bone numbing fatigue sank like concrete poured into her veins. She needed some downtime to process what had happened and work out what to do next. Five minutes max. Her eyes closed.

Someone shook her, roughly, by the arm.

Emma wearing a fierce scowl leaned over the bed. 

Kim peeled open eyes that felt as if they’d been scraped raw and bolted upright on the table, inwardly berating herself for her weakness. “Damn. What time is it?”

“How would I know? My battery died ages ago. You can’t sleep. What about rescuing Dad? And finding Didi?” Emma rattled the pet carrier for good measure.

Yes. Let’s not forget that blasted cat. But Kim had promised Emma they would search for Simon as soon as they had found somewhere safe for the others to hide. Not that there was anywhere truly safe in the resort. What everyone needed was to get as far from there as possible. But neither Emma nor Natalie were going anywhere until Simon had been located. 

“Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten.” Kim took a moment to breathe through the pain that slashed along her ribs. Summoning her energy, she re-fastened her ponytail then clapped her hands. “Come on, everyone. Wake up!”

Eyes swollen as if she’d been crying, Natalie rose to her feet and walked over to offer a protein bar and a bottle of water. The bottle she’d been drinking from the night before poked out from the top of her bug-out bag. Gin. Damn. I should have confiscated that when I had the chance! “You must eat something.”

“Thanks.” Suddenly ravenous, Kim tore the wrapper open and shoved most of the bar into her mouth as the others stirred and groaned. She chomped away, enjoying the nutty crunchiness and the hit of sugar on her tongue. 

“These people will have to fend for themselves.” Natalie handed over the water. There was no sign of the immaculate, successful image she normally portrayed. For once she looked every day of her forty odd years of age. Dark shadows smudged around her blood-shot eyes and her drawn, pallid skin was a myriad of fine lines. A layer of gray ash dulled her blonde hair. And her long pants and shirt were stained by soot and ash. “I’ll clean those cuts on your knees. Then we’re leaving, okay?”

Pulling her pack off her shoulders, Natalie produced her own first aid kit, identical to the one Emma had. She applied antibiotic cream and taped some gauze over the skin so fast she was finished in seconds.

“Got anything for my lungs?” Kim took several gulps of water, then screwed the cap onto the bottle. She ran her fingers over the bandage wrapped around her burning ribs. They were still in place but all that physical exertion was hardly helping the healing process. Maybe tomorrow she could spend hours lying soft and comfortable on a bed doped up with pain killers. Yeah, right! That’s not going to happen!

“I’m so sorry for dragging you into this.” Averting her gaze, Natalie made a fuss about packing the kit into her bag. 

Wanting to pounce on her and shake loose answers, Kim jumped to the floor and shouldered her backpack. She ran a hand over her face, willing energy into her lagging body. “How many brothers does this Viper man have?”

“Three.” Natalie hugged her waist, her mouth turning down. “The oldest is or was - judging by your description of the man you killed, Doug, who suffered from brain damage after a fall when he was a kid. Then there’s Benny who is younger than Viper and, of course, the youngest or baby of the family is Stuart who’s in prison.”

“Stuart being the one your husband got convicted?” Kim pulled the gun she’d taken from the dead biker out of her waistband and offered it to Natalie. 

“Yes. Simon went after all of them but there wasn’t sufficient evidence on the other brothers to bring them to trial. But he shut down their drug business.”

Snatching up her face-respirator Kim tightened the straps. “And your employer, Matreus? What’s their involvement with these fires?”

A tiny smile lit up Natalie’s tired face as she checked the gun was loaded, before shoving it into her pants pocket. “You don’t give up do you?”

“No. And you need to answer my question.”

But before Natalie could do so, Pantsuit Lady stomped over and slammed a fist onto the massage bed. “You did this. You, you three, brought these criminals to our door. I want you gone from my resort.”

“Everyone has to go. Find somewhere better to hide until help arrives.” Kim slid her respirator over her face and raised her voice. “I think making a run for town would be your best bet. Everyone get ready to leave.”

Frowns. Some muttering. Some shaking of heads. Not everyone was on board with her idea.

“This is your fault. Because of you, his brother won’t stop until we’re all dead. Unless...” Pantsuit Lady turned and waved her arms above her head to get attention. “As the resort manager, I’m responsible for everyone here. I say we hand these people over to the bikers.”

“Don’t fool yourselves. Those thugs won’t honor any deals.” Kim’s voice although muffled rang through the room.

The suit man threw his hands in the air and stepped backward. “I say we all hide. The firefighters or the cops should be here soon.”

The man in the touristy Hawaiian shirt tucked a candy bar into his top pocket and coughed. A tiny droplet of blood trickled from his nose. “No. I reckon we make a run for town.”

“I agree. Let’s head for town.” Pulling her toddler to her feet, the young mum then wrapped a mask around her son’s lower face.

Arguing amongst themselves, the others shuffled to their feet, while putting on their make-shift masks. They gathered their pitiful supplies which boiled down to water and candy bars. They were moving too slow. They should never have rested.

“Come on. Hurry up!” Bitterly aware that she was to blame, Kim fastened her backpack straps around her waist with fumbling fingers. 

“What if help doesn’t come until it’s too late? You’ve seen these men. They’re all armed.” Her face bunched into furious lines, Pantsuit Lady whirled around to point at Kim. “Listen to me, she’s who they’re after. Her and her two friends. I say we find the bikers. Tell them we’ve got who they’re looking for.” Pantsuit Lady marched across the room and without another word, disappeared through the door.

Natalie’s incredulous gaze met Kim’s. “You don’t think she’s really going to tell Viper?” 

“We can’t wait to find out.” There was no time for rest. She’d been a fool to imagine they were safe in the spa even for a short space of time. Nothing would stop that psychopath. 
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Chapter 17
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Brandon Curtis. Montana 

They weren’t alone. That was Brandon’s first thought, the moment he opened his eyes. But when he sat up, everything was as it had been when he fell asleep. Carlota and Bailey Rae were curled together under a single foil blanket on one side of the now-dead fire. Fatima was propped up against the rock outcropping, awake.

It was early, judging by the birdsong rather than any kind of morning light. The sky was still shrouded with smoke, the sun more of an idea than an actual presence.

The night before, staring at the torn crown of steel made by the bullet entry. Brandon’s first instinct was to get moving, away from the crash site and the beacon of smoke it sent up into the sky, but none of them were in any shape to move. And it had been getting dark. In the end, they’d made camp where they were.

“Brandon.” Fatima beckoned him over, her voice a click above silent. She had the metal cowl from the engine at her side. “How long were we in the air, once the engine failed? Eight? Ten minutes?” Her finger circled the smooth entry of the bullet hole. “At the speed we were going, we could be fifteen miles from whoever fired on us.”

“That’s a day’s hard trek in this terrain.” He compared it to the times he’d spent in the deep forests and foothills in Wales, wild, isolated terrain that required you to stay alert. “They’d have to be on foot, too. Nothing could get through this density of trees.”

“Could horses?” Carlota spoke from where she lay, concern drawn on her face. Her hands curled over Bailey Rae’s shoulders, the girl’s eyes wide.

Brandon had ridden at the family ranch. His grandpa made sure he knew what was safe and what wasn’t. “Not with these inclines. They’d struggle or need to go at lower angles, taking longer.”

“So even if they started toward us yesterday, they’re not going to be here anytime soon?” She looked more comfortable with that notion, patting the younger girl where her hands lay. “That’s good, isn’t it?”

Fatima walked over to the equipment stack. “We have to get ready to move. Pack up. I’ll scout and work out where we...” Her legs buckled beneath her. Slumping to the ground, her knees took the brunt of the fall, but she slid to the side. Bracing herself, she knelt for a moment. “I’m okay. Just got dizzy.”

“You’re not okay, Fatima.” Brandon’s tone was as assertive as hers had been addressing the soldiers back at the training camp.

Ignoring him, she pulled binoculars from their case. “Brandon, you’re a nineteen year-old high school kid. I’m a twenty-seven year-old serving member of the military. Three tours of duty. I’ve served my country. I will kick your British ass.”

“You’re bleeding, Master Sergeant Kassis.” His dry response more than equaled her passion and professional drive. Raising his hand, he pointed at her neck.

She squeezed her hijab and looked at her hand. The smudged redness on her palm made it clear he was right. “Oh.”

Bailey Rae rushed forward, flung herself at the half-kneeling soldier and grabbed a tight hold. “Don’t die, Frankie. Please.”

Carlota was quick to take one of the medical kits. “Brandon, catch.” She tossed it to him, before getting a bottle of water and some wipes.

Brandon put his hand on the fabric of her headscarf. “May I? I know how important your hijab is.”

“Oh. Well...” She moved her hand away. “Yes. Of course.”

“I think you jarred your neck when you fell just then. It’s bleeding a lot. I have to take the plaster... band aid off to clean the wound and cover it again.”

“Okay, you can... Ouch...” Her eyes blazed. “Dammit, man... You could have counted.”

Behind her, Carlota sniggered. “Sorry. It was kinda funny.”

One of the staples had come free. “I need the thing again.” He made a squeezing action with his hand. The girl handed him the medical stapler. “Thanks.” He took a deep breath, concentrating on the bleeding line that needed to be closed. “This is going to sting, soldier. On a count of three.”

Putting her arm over and around the child-limpet attached to her, Kassis made ready. “Okay.”

“Three.” As he compressed the handle of the device, there was a sound like a desk stapler going through paper.

“You said a count of three!”

Brandon looked into her eyes. “You’re welcome. You can kick my arse another time.”

“I’m not some poor defenseless woman who needs a man to protect her. You do get that I’m armed and well trained, right? I don’t need some Brit brat to save the day.” Raising her face to the sky, she took a few deep breaths. “Dizzy again.”

Tossing the blood-stained dressing away, Brandon wiped his hands clean. “You don’t need protecting, Fatima. Me and the girls do.”

The child at her side raised her arm to point a finger at him. She cracked the tiniest of smiles. “Brit brat.”

He gave a broad smile at the childishness of the humor. He patted Fatima on the thigh, not intending it to be patronizing, but reassuring. “We need you, Frankie.”

“Well, we’re going to need some intel. As much as I hate the idea of letting a little boy loose in the big woods, I guess you’re going to have to do the lioness’ share of the work.” Even though she acquiesced, she still had an air of authority in her manner. She dug through the open canvas bag, passing items to him as she found them. “Compass, maps, and binoculars.”

“There’s a Garmin Navigator in the ‘Rescue’ bag. It’s a handheld GPS. I’ve used them before.” It was a vital piece of the puzzle. Pulling the palm-sized unit from the pack, he switched it on, checked the battery and tapped the screen. Thank goodness for sattelites. “I’ll mark our location, find us on the map and go to high ground.” By the time he’d done that and slipped the Garmin into the pocket of his shorts, Carlota had folded all their blankets and dug out an energy bar she held out to him.

“Breakfast. Don’t leave home without it.” She gave him a half-smile, half-smirk as he headed out. 

There was a walkable northern ascent to a pinnacle he’d found on the map. The skin on his thigh was tight, threatening to tear with every step he took, but there was no blood on his bandage, which was one good thing at least. Beneath a higher outcrop, above the broken Black Hawk, he pulled himself round a boulder. The entrance of a cave loomed large. It was big enough for a bear and he was aware of the danger posed by the massive creatures. It was the wrong time of year for hibernation, but the right time for cubs and aggressive mothers, and bear spray was one more thing he should have but didn’t. 

Skirting round the bushes at the entrance, he crept upward, picking his way through the pine trees onto the apex of the ridge. Walking the length of it took him higher than the treetops, and at its crest, he found a cairn of small stones, left by others who had been there before him. He looked for a pebble to add to the pile, but the sandstone offered nothing, not even a foothold for anything other than the toughest grass. It wasn’t the highest peak in the area, yet he breathed in the freshest air he’d tasted for days.

Turning to face south, his sense of conquest drained. Beyond the verdant rise of ridges and the majesty of the closest mountains, there was pure, smoke-covered darkness. The scene was like something from Lord of the Rings. He could only equate all the fires to those of Mordor.

But that was fantasy. There would be no gray wizards or giant eagles to save them. As terrifying and gripping as it was to see the distant world burning, he raised the binoculars, focusing them north to where his grandparents were waiting. He checked the map. Darren had brought them east from Moscow and Oregon, out into the wilderness of Montana. A steady column of smoke rose from where he’d left the others. In the far distance, a dark mist drifted over the western hills. A glint of light on water revealed the vast reservoir he’d noted on the map. Movement on the bank caught his eye. Concentrating on the shapes, he counted six adults and a child. They were no more than a mile away from the camp. Closer than he was. He tried to think like a soldier and took stock of them again. Then he tore back down the path.

By the time he reached their campsite, sweat coated his back while pain rippled over his leg as he limped closer. The girls were busy, oblivious to the encroaching group. Fatima sat by the fire stirring a pot. Bailey Rae took her time emptying a container of rice into the water. The urgency and disruption of his hobbling arrival had them looking up.

“People are coming.” He pointed in the direction he’d seen them.

The Master Sergeant moved the pan from above the fire before standing. “How many? Are they armed? They’re not coming from our rear, so they’re not whoever shot at us.”

“Three men, three women, all in their thirties, I think. And a little girl. Bailey Rae’s age. They’ve got backpacks and walking sticks. Look like well-equipped hikers.” It was his turn to listen. “I can watch them. They haven’t seen me. Maybe they’ve seen the smoke of our fire?”

Carlota put down the backpack she’d tied shut. “The bags are done.” Both she and Bailey Rae had changed and were wearing combat fatigues. The child wore trousers that were several sizes too big. They were held up with a belt and the hems had been cut, so she wouldn’t trip.

Fatima surveyed her surroundings. “We’ll hunker down and wait. Girls, you stay over by the rocks. I’ll stay at the fire. If those people find us, they’ll expect someone to be here. That’ll be me.” Squaring her shoulders, she addressed Brandon. “Well done.” 

Almost at ‘attention,’ he accepted her praise. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“That’s ‘sir.’” She smiled though. “We’re going to be friendly.” Unclipping the holster of her pistol, she pushed it inside the nearest bag. “Carlota has some fatigues for you. We’re going to say we’re evacuees, civilians. The uniforms are our only clean clothes.”

He didn’t question her logic and there was no time to ask her what the plan was. “Any dizziness, while I was gone?”

Carlota answered. “She hasn’t had a single problem since we all started hydrating properly.” Bending over, she scooped up a mound of green garments and tossed them to him. “Should fit you.”

As he stripped his lower half down to his boxer shorts, Bailey Rae covered her eyes, even though she was facing the cliff. “Are you done, yet?”

“The trousers are on. Pants, I mean.” He buttoned them, just in time.

A male voice shouted from the trees. “Hello? Anyone in camp? We saw you crash yesterday—couldn’t get here any sooner.” He emerged with hands raised. “We’re friendly. Do you need any help?” The other two men followed, two paces behind.

Kassis raised her own hands, showing she was holding the spoon with which she’d been stirring the pot. “We’re friendly too. All doing well. We’ve enough food for...” The women and young girl came into view. “Everyone. Might be smaller portions, but we can share.”

The women were carrying just as much as the men, as they placed down their bags, leaning them all together. The one at the front of the group spoke, pulling off her bush hat and letting her long blonde hair fall over her shoulders. “I’m Jennifer. This is my husband, Rob.” She pointed out the group, naming each of them in turn. “Gemma, Will, Phil and Paula. This is our daughter, Heather.” 

The adults appeared to be couples, by the color and manufacture of clothes they wore, as though sponsored by different companies. Brandon wondered if it was Gemma or Will who’d chosen their fluorescent patterned jackets and leggings. The others seemed to be drab and dull, by comparison.

Rob smiled. “Jenn’s in charge of the group. She’s our pro-trekker.”

A blur, small and green, came from near the rocks. Bailey Rae jumped out and ran to the other young girl. “That’s Frankie. She’s in charge of our team. She’s a bit dizzy.”

Jennifer looked on as the two children stood before each other. Her daughter’s face lit up. Glancing at Rob, she smiled. “She’s needed company.” She stepped forward and offered her hand to Fatima, who wiped hers on her trouser leg, before shaking. The blonde pointed at their collection of backpacks. “We’ve got plenty of supplies, mostly high-protein bars. We can swap for a hot meal. I think Heather would really appreciate that. We heard the California wildfires have spread. That was days ago. We’ve been following the banks of the Dworshak for two weeks. Crossed at Grandad Bridge, when we saw the explosion on the hillside. Where did you come from? What happened?”

“The whole Pacific Northwest is on fire.” As friendly as Jenn seemed, Fatima was tight-lipped.

“We’re heading for Elk River.” There was a determination to her words, like she was informing the group of her decision, or that whatever plan they’d made still stood.

Rob came to introduce himself. “Is it safe, going that way?”

Brandon and Carlota stood back, watching as the other adults shook hands with Fatima. The last of them and the largest of the men, Phil, had an inquisitive look on his face, as he approached the Master Sergeant. Before putting his arm forward, he placed his palm to his chest. “As-Salaam-Alaykum.”

As a reflex, Fatima returned the greeting “Wa-Alaykum-Salaam,” taking the offered hand and shaking it. “That took me by surprise.”

“I had a few Muslim friends when I was at Uni, in England. Not something one forgets. I was at Cambridge.” The added information didn’t evoke a verbal response from anyone, but inside, Brandon withered. Cambridge. That’s where he was supposed to go in the Fall. He’d told Jeremy he didn’t want to, a lifetime ago. “Phil Croshaw. Chief bottlewasher for Team Jennifer.”

Brandon put himself between Carlota and the new arrivals, seeing her toss her hair back and put her unfriendly face on as they began to approach. She had a tough façade she put on, when she was nervous, he guessed. 

Saying ‘hello’ and his name six times was the most formal thing he’d done in any of his visits stateside. To his annoyance, Phil made a thing of his accent. He was one of those who would turn anything into an anecdote, saying how he loved the vowels and consonants, phrasing and emphasis of the ‘Queen’s English.’ Having no reason to like the man, Brandon said nothing.

Fatima dished out the food, Team Jennifer and the others using fancy name-brand mess kits, while they dug out utilitarian military-issue ones. Other than Bailey Rae and Heather, they all sat together, but in their separate groups. Fatima and Jennifer were closest, keeping their voices low as if they didn’t want anyone to overhear. It was getting harder to hear anyone, with the wind picking up and rustling the trees.

Shrill sounds came from deep in the forest. Endless chirping and screeching erupted around them, bounced back by the hard sandstone face above, until there was nothing but the noise.

Phil jumped to his feet, stamping on the ground. “Bugs!”

“These are the things I told you about.” Jennifer dropped her bowl, pushed the children around the campfire, then went to Phil’s side, crushing anything that landed.

A wave of insects fell from the forest canopy, landing close to the group. The hikers erupted into shouts. They were in a panic, and squashed anything that came near, as they closed around the fire. The forest came alive, moving toward them. The guy in the bright clothes grabbed a burning log, wafting it left and right. The bugs retreated, screeching even louder. The men lined up, using the log to burn anything that crawled, forming a barrier between themselves and the others.

Brandon froze. He’d never seen anything to compare to the onslaught of insects. The sheer number defied comprehension, as they engulfed the forest, seeming more interested in the foliage than in the humans. Stepping back from the campfire, he could do nothing but watch as the black mass on the ground flowed like molasses toward them.

Carlota ran forward. “It’s the cicadas! Like at the evacuation center!” She snatched Bailey Rae’s hand and dragged the girl and her friend to the rocks. “Cover up!” 

To the side, where the children had been playing, low branches shook. Massive claws tore at them and a bear, engulfed in screeching insects, ran blindly through the camp. It knocked one of the women into the air and into the swarm. Her screams were joined by the bellows of one of the men as the bear scraped its claws across his back, shaking bugs to the ground as it continued to charge down a path that took it away into the forest.

Fatima turned on her heels. “We can’t beat them!”

The sudden appearance of the bear made Brandon’s mind whirr into problem solving mode. “Let’s go! With me!”

Fatima rallied. “Everybody, grab your gear and move out. Follow us.” She pointed at the four backpacks Carlota had organized. “Brandon, Carlota—the bags! Take one each.”

He needed time. He grabbed at two of their bags, tearing at the zip of a third, searching for the signal flares. Fatima yelled instructions that were lost in the thrum, drone, and buzz, but she hesitated, waiting for a response. The bugs were winning, covering the bags, the food and the people on the other side of the fire. 

“They sting!” Frantic, Jennifer tugged them out of her hair, crying with pain as her hands swelled. “Get Heather out of here!”

Scooping up the strap of the last backpack, Fatima ran toward her charges. “On you, Brandon.”

He understood that to mean he was to lead the way. He traced out the route in his mind. He shouldered the bag and charged past Carlota. They formed a loose daisy chain, Carlota following with the little girls in tow as they weaved through the sparse undergrowth, up and beyond the view of the camp. Brandon, Carlota, and the two girls ran up the hill in silence, Fatima bringing up the rear, their footsteps urgent, their breath gasping. They charged over the edge of the ridge and below the next outcrop, the sound of the swarm did not abate. The bugs were still coming.

Scrambling through a dense patch of undergrowth, he dragged them to the cave’s entrance. “Go inside. Get as deep in as you can. Put on your masks.” He heaved the bags he’d carried inside, then uprooted the bushes closest to him, hurling the shrubs into the dark mouth of the cave. 

Fatima was by his side, matching his effort. “How are we going to light this? It takes time to get a fire going.”

Grunting with the effort, he launched another gorse onto the pile. “When we’re inside, I’ll...” A single bug fell from the last bush he’d uprooted. He wasn’t sure if it was one from the swarm, until another twenty landed behind it. “Let’s go!”

Scraping along the walls, they pulled what they could into the gap. Brandon put his hand into the cargo pocket of his fatigue trousers. Taking out two red tubes, he handed one to Fatima. Looking at the one in his own hand, he squinted in the light, trying to read the instructions. Her hand wrapped round it, pulling it from his. A brilliant red glow lit the front of the cave. Smoke billowed out, through the branches and roots of the bushes, turning them into the funeral pyre of the first wave of insects. The second flare was activated, doubling the intensity of light and smoke. He pulled his respirator over his face, breathed in and pulled the straps tight. The roar of the blaze was matched by the angry screams from the bugs outside. “What the hell are those things? We don’t have those in England. And I’ve never seen a bear run scared like that.”

“It’s some sort of cicada. Darren told me he flew through a swarm of them, to get to the evacuation center. And a small swarm came over the center, in advance of the fire—you must’ve still been pretty out of it, then. They’re toxic.” Securing her mask in place, Fatima withdrew. “This heat’s too much. Best get back, move as deep as we can with the others.”

Brandon pushed her further into the cave. “Go to the girls. I won’t leave the fire. If it goes out, we’re all dead.”
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Anayeli Alfaro. Salt Lake City, UT

Anayeli gripped the frame of the troop transport as the vehicle careened around a corner and revved down another of Salt Lake City’s neatly gridded streets. They’d outrun the cicada swarm, but just barely, slowed by having to barge through scattered bodies and swerve random abandoned vehicles, the road littered with death. She kept her eyes trained on the hazy sky—watching for the swarm to appear, dreading the way it stretched and constricted, undulating as it moved, always closer. And the wind was picking up, a tailwind that could only speed the cicadas along.

The truck jounced and bumped hard over something—don’t think about what it was—and everyone inside the truck screamed and scrabbled to grab onto whatever or whoever was closest. It reminded Anayeli of being on a roller coaster, the collective scream, the communal terror. Only their terror was life or death real instead of for fun.

“How do we close the back?” Even if she couldn’t see them, the freakish bugs were coming, their strange whirring, vibrating clicking screech getting louder, blowing on the wind—the wind which was at the bug’s backs, driving them faster, closer. Andrew clung to the truck on the side opposite her. 

He shook his head, his mouth a grim line that barely cracked when he spoke. “We can’t.” 

“What do you mean we can’t?” She didn’t know how many times she could be blown wide with shock, how often her stomach would have to bottom out. But as she frantically scoured the roof of their truck, she saw what he meant. There was no rolled-up back flap they could pull down. The truck was made for getting in and out quickly, not for sheltering inside.

Every swollen body she’d dragged off the road came back to her. The blisters, so big they merged into one. The red skin of the more recently dead. The swollen faces and throats and protruding tongues. She’d tried to forget the existence of Helicopter Darren, ever since news of the crash, but he’d said the cicadas were coming, that they were going to be everywhere, and they were toxic.

The good #sarcasm Matreus doctor’s words came back to her. ‘Don’t touch the residue.’ They needed to know for certain what the residue was from, though she had a good guess it was the bugs. She already knew the green film could kill, judging from the dead they’d moved. 

Andrew looked like he was going to either puke or jump out of his skin as he scanned the sky and muttered curse words.

“What do you know about the bugs?” If Andrew was so freaked out, there had to be something worse about them than the fact that they were disgusting giant bugs. 

Andrew scooted closer to her as the truck thudded over something. 

“We can’t let them touch us. They’re toxic.” He kept his voice low. They were doing damage control, not telling the civilians everything—anything, really—trying to keep them calm. No way that would stand. They needed to know. Anayeli’s entire adult life had been about knowing, finding out, telling people. 

“Is that what the residue is from? The bugs?”

Andrew gave her a single nod.

Every swear word she knew in English and Spanish exploded in her brain. It wasn’t just fires and toxic smoke, it was bugs too. Every time she thought things couldn’t get worse, they up and did. But it was either collapse and give up at the hopelessness of everything or do something. There was only one choice. Papa had told her to write. She couldn’t do that anymore, but that didn’t mean there was nothing she could do.

Anayeli whirled to face the other passengers. Digales. Tell them. Papa’s voice echoed. Everyone stared at her. Only Mama wasn’t looking back. 

“Listen up everybody! Those bugs out there. They’re bad. So we need to”—she swallowed hard. It was summer. Most everyone was wearing shorts. T-shirts. And their clothes were even worse for wear after days on the move, doing back-breaking work clearing roads. Talia had long red streaks on her shin, like she’d scratched an itch. Or was she having a reaction to the residue. There was some idea there, something more to unpack, a piece of information or a connection to be made, but there wasn’t time. “We need to cover up. So the bugs can’t touch us.”  

“Blankets!” Andrew came to life. “Use the blankets, under the seats.” They were the scratchy, army-green wool things they’d been using at night. They were musty and gross and probably Vietnam-era relics but they were better than nothing.

“Cover up! Keep your masks on! If you’ve still got your gloves”—why anyone would have saved their gore-streaked gloves, Anayeli did not know—“Put them on.” 

The inside of the truck was suddenly buzzing with frantic activity as everyone began grabbing for blankets. The human noise almost drowned out the sound of the bugs. Almost. She turned to Andrew, her voice low. “Do you have more gloves?”

“Not enough.” 

“Give out the ones you have. On the sly.” The gloves weren’t going to matter when people’s arms were bare. She took stock of the civilians on the benches. Only two or three had on long sleeves they could tuck their hands into. “Start with people wearing short sleeves.” 

The bugs weren’t the only danger. Maybe they weren’t even the worse one. Please don’t let anyone fight. Por favor. 

“Wait!” She grabbed Andrew’s sleeve—his long sleeve—grateful she too still had her stolen National Guard jacket. “Can we—are there enough blankets we can make a cover for the back? Is there anything we can tie it there with?” They needed to keep the bugs out. Just the sound of them coming closer, closer, was a horror movie soundtrack, setting her on edge. As soon as one cicada got inside—and who was she kidding? It would be more than one, with the gaping opening that was the back of their truck. She didn’t want to think about it—there would be panic. Mayhem. 

But Andrew didn’t have time to answer. They were thrown forward as the driver of their truck stomped on the brakes, the air filled with more screams, the screeching of tires, the scrabbling of the dogs’ claws against metal. 

Anayeli slammed onto the floor, landing on her back hard enough to knock the wind out of her. Gasping, unable to breathe, she struggled to her feet. 

“Move! Move! Move!” 

It was the driver of the truck behind them who was shouting, motioning to them. Cricket was barking, barking, barking and pawing at her. 

“Get out!” Andrew vaulted from the back, his head on swivel. He held his hands out to Anayeli. “There’s shelter! Go!” 

A bug landed on Andrew’s head. Then another one. Hands shoved at Anayeli’s back, ramming her aside as more of the cicadas flew around Andrew and the other people already streaming out of the transport trucks. It was worse than anything she’d yet experienced, even on the banks of the river, fleeing the fire. Insects dropped onto people outside, from other trucks. People who had nothing but the clothes on their backs. So many weren’t wearing their masks. And just like flies, the bugs went for the eyes, the nose, the open, screaming mouths. 

She had to get to Mama and Ernesto, at the back of the truck. She pushed against the tide of bodies rushing toward her, buffeting her back, and all the while Andrew kept bellowing instructions.

“Cover up! Blankets over your heads! GO!” 

Anayeli turned her back to the truck’s opening. Outside all hell had broken loose, panic the overriding emotion. It was pandemonium, a true stampede, the air filled with shrieking and flailing limbs. But in the midst of it all, Mama was sitting on the bench, motionless, as Ernesto leaned with all his might, pulling on her arm. “Mama! Get up! Por favor!”

Anayeli was pushed and knocked into as everyone rushed to get out. Someone grabbed at her arm as she stumbled past—Talia. But whether she was trying to pull Anayeli along or using her to keep her own self upright, Anayeli couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter, because a cicada buzzed past Anayeli into the truck, and then another and another and there was only one thought: mi familia. She had to get to them. She had to get them out.

“Put the blanket on!” No matter how loud she screamed it, they didn’t hear. Ernesto was bare-headed, pulling at Mama’s bare arm with his own naked hands—neither of them protected, Mama maskless. “Cover up!”

It took the two of them to get Mama up on her feet, just as a cicada dropped onto Mama’s arm. 

“No!” Anayeli batted the orange-eyed hideous baby’s-fist sized thing to the floor with her gloved hand and stomped at it until it oozed green. 

She snatched up the blanket Ernesto had left on the bench and got it over their heads before any more bugs landed on them. But the residue, the toxin, was on Mama’s arm. What did it mean? There was no time to worry over it. They surged as one toward the back of the truck, Ernesto pulling Mama, Anayeli pushing, the dogs—both of them now—at their feet, barking, whining. It was a miracle they didn’t all fall down as they clambered out of the truck, the army-green wool blanket stretching and shifting and pulling nearly out of her grasp. 

“Get into the building!” Andrew—somehow still standing, despite the cicadas careening around him, landing on him—pointed toward a blocky government-type building. He’d waited for them. No man left behind. Except for those it was already too late to save.

Anyone who didn’t have a mask on or who hadn’t thought to cover up with a blanket didn’t make it across the road, up the curb, to the massive but somehow still too-narrow angled entrance leading into what turned out to be a library of some sort. So many hadn’t made it more than a few feet beyond the convoy before being covered in the bugs, or they’d been knocked down in the crush and had never gotten back up. Evacuees and soldiers alike were still outside, strewn across the sidewalk and pavement—mixed in with other, longer-dead bodies, all of them crawling with cicadas.

Anayeli had expected to fight their way inside, but apparently soldiers with guns were pretty effective at clearing any resistance. 

Instead, they’d been greeted by the Matreus medical team—they of the full personal protective equipment. The #good doctor had been the one to rip the blanket from their hands the second they’d reached the threshold. “Contaminated.” He’d said the same thing about the dogs when they’d tried to run inside with Anayeli. They were out there, curled on contaminated blankets outside the door, last time she’d looked. They were okay, at least she thought. Maybe their fur protected them from the toxin.

Anayeli had learned her lesson at the evacuation center. Don’t stick out. Don’t tell anyone anything. Definitely don’t tell anyone that a cicada had landed on Mama’s arm. The few convoy survivors had the lobby to themselves, and Anayeli had led Ernesto and Mama to a corner and settled them onto the gray, industrial carpet. They were in a research room of sorts, with displays about genealogy, and dark-screened computers along the wall opposite and set up at curved tables—all of it useless, the power out. She checked Mama’s arm for any changes, for the redness, the blistering she’d seen on the bodies. So far there was nothing except a reddened patch of skin. If she’d had a pen, she would have drawn a circle around its edges, to see if it grew. But she didn’t. Don’t draw attention.

Ernesto’s breathing was good—only the slightest wheeze. It helped being inside, out of the smoke. And whatever else—residue—was in the air outside. She tapped on Mama’s shoulder, surprised when Mama turned her dark eyes to meet Anayeli’s own. 

“I’m going to find Nurse Kerry.” Mama gave a ‘whatever’ kind of shrug and turned back to Ernesto, stroking his back with the flat of her palm. They were both worried about Ernesto, even if Mama wouldn’t talk to her. Anayeli sent up a prayer that Nurse Kerry had made it into the building. Even though Nurse Kerry hadn’t done what she was supposed to and gotten Ernesto onto the helicopter, it turned out that had saved his life. She could trust Nurse Kerry—maybe. 

She circled the main room, past evacuees in clumps, crying, sleeping, sometimes pacing. She hardly recognized anyone. Just Talia and the others from their truck. They’d all made it. Because of the blankets. 

Near the main entrance, clusters of National Guard soldiers rested on the floor. The men she’d found back in the evacuation center, sprawled out in much the same fashion, flashed before her eyes. But the soldiers before her weren’t dead. They were coughing, their skin red and blotchy in places, but they were alive. Other soldiers—nice Andrew was one of those—stood guard near the door. And still more watched out the window, as if the spectacle was somehow exciting, a thriller film unfolding in real time. Every few seconds, and any time there was a gust of wind, there were the small explosions of cicadas smashing themselves against the massive glass window above the entrance, like microwave popcorn when it’s almost done popping. It made her jump in her skin every time. 

It was on her second circuit that she noticed the door, cracked slightly, behind what used to be the reference desk.

There were voices coming from inside—or rather, one voice. “Vice Pres—I mean President Blair is stable, Sir, if you need her to join the call.” It sounded like Nurse Kerry.

Reporter Anayeli took over from Evacuee Anayeli. She needed help checking on Ernesto’s breathing and Mama’s arm. She needed information. And she was still wearing her stolen uniform so she pushed her way into the room.

Inside what had been a conference room was a makeshift command center/field hospital. The tables had been pushed to the side, and patients laid either atop the tables or on the carpet in the cleared center space. The patients looked bad—the ones on the floor seemed to be the worst, with blood staining their masks, their skin puffy and red. Others were heaving with the wet, wracking coughs she’d heard so many times before. The Matreus medical team, in what had to be fresh PPE, moved between the patients on the tables, while nurses in grimed scrubs—those who had come from the evacuation center hospital—circulated among those in the middle, or else rested in office chairs. 

Nurse Kerry stood at one of the tables not occupied by a patient, holding what looked like gauze and some kind of saline solution in her gloved hands. She was waiting for the man sitting there, but he was turned away, looking at some kind of contraption on the table, an earpiece pressed to the side of his face. When Nurse Kerry stepped closer, the man waved her away with an authoritative gesture Anayeli recognized—Lt. Col. Silver Fox. Nurse Kerry lingered, and so did Anayeli. 

The Lt. Colonel’s eyes flicked toward a form laid out on the floor. “The President’s dedicated nurse says she’s stable enough to travel. Yes, I know she was supposed to—” There was a long pause, whoever was on the other line going on about something. “I understand that, Mr. Matreus, but it’s damn good she didn’t, because that pilot crashed—”

Anayeli swallowed hard against her throat as it twisted closed. They were talking about Helicopter Darren. He’d been scheduled to fly the VP—sworn-in as acting President aboard Darren’s helicopter flight to the evacuation center—and the Matreus team out of Sacramento. He’d had clearance for that flight, and he’d used it instead to fly Carlota and Bailey Rae and the others out. And then they’d crashed.

“No, we damn well don’t have another helicopter at our disposal! If you’d like to send—” Whoever was on the other line—whichever Mr. Matreus it was—must’ve said something the Lt. Colonel didn’t like, because the man’s free hand clenched into a fist. “We’ll get you your samples, dammit! No—I will not—No Sir, but it is my opinion the CDC should—” Lt. Colonel Silver Fox stood, constrained fury etched in every taut line of muscle. The man looked worse for wear, no longer the starched and pressed Silver Fox of a few days earlier. His face—or parts of it—was red and puffy, enough so the difference between where his mask had covered and where it hadn’t stood out in sharp relief, like a topographical map, everything above his cheekbones raised mountains. “Austin? Texas? That’s six, half dozen, or the other! We might as well go another 600 miles and take them direct to Atlanta. Avoid the worst of the smoke, save you the trip and get the CDC working on—”

“Lt. Colonel.” Down on the floor, the President struggled to sit up. Nurse Kerry hurried to her side and helped support her as she turned to the Silver Fox. “We’ll go to Austin.” The woman’s usually firm and strong voice was reedy and thin, each word scraping painfully. “That was the late President’s express wish, and I intend to carry out his plan.”

“But Madam Presi—”

The President sat up taller. “That is a direct order from your Commander-in-Chief.” 

“Of course, Madam President. Forgive me.” Silver Fox unclenched a fist to run a hand over his head, then caught himself and let out a long sigh as the President sank back down to the floor, aided by Nurse Kerry. 

Silver Fox spoke into the phone. “Is the Matreus facility secure?” There was a pause. “We’ll head there directly, as ordered. Best case scenario Austin will take us two days, starting at 0600 hours. But with what we’ve been encountering— Not to mention the personnel we’ve lost—and the storm that’s brewing...” Another long pause. “I understand Sir.”

The Matreus facility. Austin, Texas. A lightning bolt might as well have struck Anayeli straight in the heart. Once she’d hoped to talk to Taylor Muckenfuss or Dan Jenson at Matreus Ag HQ. If it had just been her, she would have stayed on the convoy and gotten to the bottom of whatever Matreus had intended when they’d ordered farmers to burn their Teff fields. But it wasn’t just her. And nothing associated with Matreus was safe. She wasn’t going to stay in a toxicada infested city, and she wasn’t going South on the convoy. There was only one place she could think to go, one place where no one had mentioned either smoke or bugs. She had to get Mama and Ernesto North, to the Curtis Family Compound, even if Carlota wasn’t going to be there. 
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Chapter 19
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Sam Leary. The Great Salt Lake Desert

Sam curled into a ball among the blankets, pulling two layers on top of him. The desert night air chilled everything, creating a temporary refrigerator inside the van. He covered his nose as the fog of his breath curled toward the roof. Another morning, and he was still no closer to rescuing Jesse. 

Keys jingled from outside the door, and Connor pressed his face against the bars. “Have a good night in there? Hope you liked it, because it’s your permanent home from now on.” He swung the door open and walked away, leaving John and Sam alone. 

John handed Sam a jacket and held out a pair of handcuffs. “Time to get to work.”

The chilly dawn soaked into his bones as Sam shrugged the blankets off, shivered, and with ginger motions slipped into the jacket. An invisible lasso squeezed his ribs, pinching when he lifted his arms. No doubt the result of cuts and bruises from being drugged by a real lasso. Zipping up the front of the coat to cover his ripped clothing he placed his hands out in front of him. 

John closed the handcuffs around his wrists, the metal even colder than the night. “I’m sorry to have to do this.” 

It was a sad state of affairs when the only time he wasn’t in handcuffs was when he was working or locked up in a vehicle. But he couldn’t blame John. They were all just trying to survive.

John led Sam around the perimeter of the camp. “I can’t believe you’d do something as stupid as go back to the supply depot. You’re lucky all you got was a few kicks and the lasso. Connor’s been known to drag people behind cars.” He faced Sam, his look penetrating. “What’s driving you to disobey the rules every single day?”

There was concern in his voice and gaze, mixed with dread. Whether it was for himself or Sam, he couldn’t tell. “I have to rescue a kid. We were headed to California when Belle and her goons captured us and separated us. I made a promise to keep him safe.” He shook the cuffs in front of John. “Please, let me go. I’ll help you build the device, but I have to find Jesse and get out of here.”

John ignored his request as they continued toward the circus tent. As they rounded the last bend, he stopped and blinked. Maybe it was the sun playing tricks on him. He blinked again. Laying in a heap at the base of the command center was more copper, aluminum, plumbing parts and wood than he thought possible to gather in a single day. They wouldn’t have to strip down the cars for scraps. He grinned and John returned it.

“I know, right? How did she get all of this stuff?” John removed the manacles and unfolded Sam’s plans for the tesla coil. 

Sam dug a length of copper pipe out of the pile and placed it on his good leg, pressing on both sides to bend it. The force wasn’t enough, its shape staying straight, and he dropped the copper on the pile. “We’re going to need a pipe bender and other fittings to get these things into shape.” 

“Jerry will be here soon to help with the assembly.”

“Jerry?” Sam had forgotten about Jerry, the man in charge of building the domes. “I thought you said Jerry was a buffoon.”

“I did, but the tools we need are with Jerry, and he won’t let anyone else use them. We’re forced to accept his help if we want to build the machine.”

With no tools and nothing to do except organize the pile, Sam pulled the copper tubing and separated it from the mess. John got the hint and took the wood and supporting materials and placed it in another area. Within the hour, there were neat stacks and rows of wood, copper, aluminum, and steel lined up around the front of the tent. Sam swiped the sweat from his forehead and took a seat on a spool of copper wire. 

The minutes ticked on and the sun passed over the hills in the east, counting down until lunch. “I thought this Jerry was supposed to be here to help.”

As if listening for his cue, Jerry swaggered onto the scene from behind the tent, his hands stuck in his pockets. His dirty, loose clothing, hung off his scrawny frame. His belts and suspenders worked overtime to keep his clothes in place. He spit, the dark liquid splatting on the hard ground. Not only was the man dirty, but he also chewed tobacco, a nasty habit that left his gums bloodied. “What’s the thing Belle’s so fired up about?” 

Sam pointed the man in the direction of the drawing and let him examine the plans.

Jerry crumpled the paper and tossed it into the scrap box. “You boys are wasting your time. There’s no way we can get this built, let alone working.”

The man was not only foul smelling and looking, he was ignorant. Sam faced off with the self-absorbed expert, making sure he was out of spitting range. “We can talk to Belle if you’d like. She’s the one that approved the plan and got us these supplies. Perhaps she’ll take away your tobacco for questioning her.” 

Jerry gulped, swallowing his chew, and bent over, his gills turning green as he coughed and spluttered. After several minutes of wheezing, his face turned a normal shade of white and he righted himself. 

Sam kept his stance and gaze. There was no way he was going to let Jerry push him around. “As I see it, you have two options. You can get your tools and help us build the Tesla coil, or you sit by the side and supervise our usage of the tools. It’s your choice, but don’t take too long to decide. The cicadas might come back before we’re finished and we don’t have all day before Belle stops by to inspect our progress.”

Jerry ran back the way he came. Moments later, there was a clanking and rumbling, and Jerry appeared in a golf cart with his tools dragging behind him on a short trailer. An acetylene torch along with the welding supplies bounced around, rolling between two supports that were tack welded on. When the cart came to a stop, he stuck one foot out and placed it on the wheel well, and pinched a lip full of chew from his pocket container. “Have at ‘em, I’m not interested in your science experiment. But I warn ya, I’m keepin’ an eye on my tools. Better treat ‘em right.”

They plunged in, hauling the welder to the site together. Sam retrieved the wadded-up drawing and spread it out on the ground, dropping small metal scraps on it to make sure it didn’t fly away. He outlined the base on the drawing and handed John the welding torch. “I’d rather someone with experience used it.”

John set the acetylene torch on the ground and turned the tanks on. “What makes you think I know how to handle this thing?”

“You knew how to bend the tines of the antenna without breaking them, which tells me you know something about metal. It’s logical you’d know how to use some sort of welding equipment.” Sam pulled the metal base for the Tesla coil over to John, dropped it at his feet, and rolled a four-inch steel pipe to its center and stood it up. “Make sure it’s solid. We don’t need it falling over.”

The acetylene torch let out a hiss as the lever sat depressed on the ground and John picked up the handle. The sound dissipated and he turned one tank’s knob to the right, squeezing the lever on the handle. Nothing happened. He turned the knob left. The handle hissed. 

Jerry groaned and slid from the cart. He grabbed the torch, lit the end, and tacked half a dozen spots on the tube. “It’s done like that. If you two sissies are going to take this long just to start the thing, you’ll be here all week. Not to mention wastin’ precious gas that could be used to build the domes.” He spit on the side of the tent, the black ooze dripping down its side. “Well girls. I don’t have all day. Get movin’ and give me the next part.”

It was close to sunset when Sam drove the last post into the ground. Jerry had split after the major construction was finished and the tools he coveted were no longer needed. Sam held the drawing, comparing his design to what was in front of him. The silver torus at the top leaned to the left, as did the support tube. There were holes in the base from Jerry getting the metal too hot, and the copper coils and tubes were anything but smooth and rounded as they bent around the supports. The grounding rods that made up the faraday cage were just as bad. The man had no pride in his work. 

Sam whispered under his breath, “Let’s hope this thing works.” He put on a pair of leather gloves and tacked the first line of barbed wire near the base of one rod. Once it was secure, he pulled the reel around the perimeter, lifting the wire in increments of eight to twelve inches so that the entire contraption looked like a damaged birdcage with spikes. It wasn’t ideal, but the fact that it was built meant he was one step closer to freeing Jesse. Belle would have to let them go once she got what she wanted. “John, could you grab a box or something and help me finish this?” Sam stood on tip toes, holding the barbed wire up at an angle as he kept away from the sharp spikes.

John plunked two crates down next to each other, bumping into the wire. He hopped on the base, the boxes wobbled, and he shifted them until they were stable. Falling into a nest of barbed wire would be a quick way to end up maimed or at minimum scratched to hell. Grabbing the spool, he wound it around the post and let it down to Sam who cradled the spool. John moved the crates to the next post, stacked them, and repeated the process.

The setting sun heralded Belle’s arrival with her entourage. John and Sam had finished wrapping the barbed wire and Belle was beside herself as she inspected the machine. “You call this quality! How do we know this machine will even work properly with the way this thing leans?” She made several laps around the cage, her flashlight skimming over every inch of the machine. “How are we supposed to fix anything if it goes wrong?” Her questions were bitter vitriol mixed with sarcasm. If words could kill, both men would’ve been incinerated. “Let’s see how it performs. Connor, get the power going.”

The generator purred as Sam plugged in the Tesla coil. There was a hum and a click. Nothing happened. 

Belle swung her flashlight toward the sound and people avoided the beam like it was a laser. “Well?”

Connor bent down to check the generator. “Popped a circuit.”

The flashlight’s beam splayed across Sam’s face. He couldn’t make out anything in the harsh light as he covered his eyes, but he could feel the presence of a body near him. It was Belle; she was the only one he knew who wore perfume to cover the odor of sweat. “Fix it.”

Sam checked the input cables and the transformer. “It must have too much resistance.” He got on his belly and slithered under the barbed wire. The Tesla coil sat dormant; its aluminum toroid pockmarked with dents from the hasty install. Jerry’s work was shoddy and it showed wherever Sam looked. “May I have some light over here?” Four flashlights spilled into the cage and he circled the coil, following his finger as he traced the copper line. Near the top of the column, there was a section of melted wire from a careless person’s welding torch. “John, toss me the copper, will you?”

A spool rolled under the wire and bumped into his foot. “I’ll need some cutters and tape too, please.” The supplies slid into the cage and he got to work, replacing the damaged section with new wire. He finished, slid the tools to John, and wedged himself under the barbed wire.

“Start her up.” There was no hesitation in Belle’s voice when she gave the command. 

Sam wriggled, edging himself from under the wire. “No wait, I’m not out yet.” The Tesla coil hummed and blue-white streaks shot from the toroid, arcing through the air toward the cage. The wire sizzled, and the coil hummed with power for its next strike. He pulled with his arms, keeping as low as possible, but several barbed spikes cut into his back as he belly crawled, ripping his shirt, pants, and skin. The large bug zapper hummed louder and Sam yanked his feet free as another bolt arced through the air and connected with the cage. 

His heart beat faster than a bullet train as he wobbled to his feet. His cheeks and forehead burned and the scratches on his back stung. His thoughts narrowed in singular focus as his eyesight grew misty. He could’ve died. Belle didn’t care about him, or Jesse. They were expendable, and if the woman in charge could take his life so easily then she might just as easily let Jesse burn in the desert with no qualms. 

Before he could charge Belle and take her out, John stepped in his path and guided him inside the command center. Belle and her so-called sons stared at the artificial lightning. They didn’t care what’d happened, just that the machine worked. 

John cut Sam’s shirt off and pushed him onto the table. Icy fingers pried and kneaded skin and muscles on his back. “Brace yourself, this might hurt.”

A cold liquid seeped into the scratches and Sam banged on the table as the cuts came to life with the sting of a thousand wasps. 

The zapping of the machine stopped and Belle and her cronies entered through the front flap of the tent. Belle stopped beside him, bending down to meet his gaze. She gave a sickening smile. “You did your part. Jesse’s safe. John, lock him up when you’re done.” She left without a thank you or even a good job. Her entourage followed in quiet compliance.

John poured liquid over his back, dried him off, and placed several sheets of gauze over his wounds. “They aren’t deep. You’ll be okay.” He stretched out a roll of tape, snipping off short lengths, and applied them to Sam’s back. “Promise to take me with you and I’ll help with whatever you need to escape.”

His request was from left field. Somehow John knew Sam was attempting to escape.

“Why would you help me after following Belle’s orders for so long?”

John put the supplies back into the case and slipped it under the table. “It’s all an act to keep her sweet and off my back. You’re only guilty if you get caught, and I’ve never been. I’ve buried supplies right here, under you. Where no one would think to look—unlike you, stashing explosives under a semi that anyone could find.”

Sam bit his lip. John had been keeping an eye on him, even when he thought he was alone. He didn’t trust the man, but he’d told him where his stash was, which counted for something. Sam pushed off the table and headed for the radio terminal. If John was sincere in his desire to help, he’d allow Sam to use it. “I need to get a message to someone.” If luck was on his side, his godfather would be able to get word to his parents and to Cockroach.

“I can’t afford to have Belle walk in here while you make a distress call.” John stepped in front of the radio, but with a conspiratorial glance at the tents opening, he whispered, “Later tonight you can.” 

John marched Sam back to the jail. Pinstripe Suit was there waiting, and used his cane to push him into the van he’d stayed in the night before. A fire burned bright next to Pinstripe’s chair. 

John stooped next to Pinstripe. Whatever he said, it worked because Pinstripe shot up, tossed the keys to John, and left. 

“The camp’s asleep, so whatever needs to be done, now’s the time, Sammy boy.”

Sam rubbed his arms and blew into his hands. “How do you feel about setting those charges I tried to hide while I pass that message along?”

“If it helps us get out of here, absolutely.”

They reached the command center without incident, and John powered up the radio. “What channel do you need?”

Sam turned the knob to the oil lamp until the room was dimmer. “I’m not sure. My godfather lives in Austin, Texas.”

The speaker whizzed and popped as John flipped through channels until it was clear. He handed Sam the microphone. “I’m not sure if you’ll reach the right people or not. Austin’s a long ways away and the repeaters might not have the right frequency all the way there.” He left the tent.

With the room to himself, Sam pushed the talk button. “Leary to Trumble, are you there?” There was static, and he waited ten minutes before trying again. “Come in Trumble, do you read?”

A voice crackled on the line and grew stronger. “Leary? As in Sam?” It was Sean Trumble. “You’re alive! How are you doing, son? Where are you?”

Sam pumped his fist, the radio worked. “It’s good to hear your voice, but I don’t have a lot of time. Can you get a message to my parents? And Cockroach? She’s in Berkeley. Please? I’m well and have a young boy I’m trying to get back to Diana in California.”

Trumble called back. “Not so fast. Diana’s headed to your folks’ place even as we speak.”

“Diana’s headed to Austin?” Sam could hardly believe it. 

“That’s right. I’ve been putting out messages for you for days now, hoping that you were still alive. You get on down here, and watch your back, you hear?”

“Thanks! See you.” Sam switched the channel to the frequency as a precaution, in case anyone checked John’s settings on the radio. Then he shut everything down and sat, thinking about Diana doing something as amazing as going to look for him! No one looked for him! Sure, they liked his brain and wanted him to write papers, but go out of their way to make sure he was safe? Never!

It was half an hour later when John rushed into the tent. “Time to go!” He led the way to the jail, crouched most of the way to avoid sentries’ search lights.

Sam kept up but his body screamed at him to slow down. “John, what’s going on?”

They reached the jails and John put Sam back in the van. “I had to give the pinstripe suit guy the slip before retrieving you.” He paused, leaning against the bars and breathed hard. “We’re not getting out of here tonight.” He locked the door and pocketed the keys. “You asked why I’m helping you. It’s because I got separated from my son when the fires hit. I hope if he’s alive, he’s found someone like you, willing to risk it all to get him back to his family. We need more people in the world like you. People who give a damn.” He sat at the fire, face turned away. His heaving shoulders and intermittent snuffles told Sam all he needed to know about the man. John was crying for his boy. 
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Kim Walker. Leura, Australia

An unearthly howl ricocheted through the resort ruins, a sound that roared with such rage and pain it could only mean the biker leader, Viper, had discovered the body of his brother. The one Kim had killed to protect the others. 

“They’re in the spa!” Pantsuit Lady’s shrill shout, although faint, was unmistakable.

Another shot. A crack of explosion that sounded far too close. The overalls-wearing man on sentry duty raced into the room, eyes bulging in his white and sweaty face. “They’re coming!”

Adrenaline jolted through Kim like a massive caffeine hit, leaving her jittery but firing on all cylinders. “Let’s move, people.”

Frowning, Natalie slipped on her bug-out bag and switched on a flashlight. “Hurry Emma, get your pack and put on your respirator.”

“I’m on it, Mom.” Emma rushed over, retrieved her pack and fastening her respirator as she ran back. She picked up her pet carrier. “Ready.”

“With me.” Pulling on her own respirator, Natalie headed to the door with Emma one step behind. Taking hold of Emma’s hand, Natalie barged through the doorway. “Get a move on Kim, if you’re coming.”

Kim crossed the room, shouting and waving a flashlight, “Leave now. Find somewhere else to hide or make a run for town!”

Leanne grabbed Kim’s arm as Navy Overalls ran past and dashed out the door. “I want to come with you.”

“We can’t leave yet. You’ll be safer with the others. Once you reach the town, there’s plenty of places to hide until help arrives.” Kim patted the girl’s hand then peeled off her clutching fingers as they reached the doorway.

“Please...” Leanne grabbed a fistful of Kim’s shirt, delaying her while in the meantime Emma had vanished down the shadowy hallway. The girl was close to tears but with the beating she’d taken she would only slow them down. 

“I’m sorry. Go with...” The sharp rat-a-tat-tat of shots fired in rapid succession tore through Kim’s words, fragmenting her thoughts until only one remained – run!

Shouting and squealing, the group erupted into a frenzy of movement surging through the door, carrying Kim and Leanne along like leaves on the tide. When they turned to the left and stampeded for the rear fire-stairs, Kim was shoved toward the wall and quite forgotten in the terror engendered by the gunfire. Leanne’s tearstained face was Kim’s last sight before she managed to elbow her way back to the spa exit and the direction Natalie and Emma had gone. 

Protect Emma. Keep her safe. Kim had to trust that the others – that Leanne - would be alright. Packing her worry away she ran at full pelt until she caught up with Natalie and Emma further along the passageway.

“Simon has to be this way.” Flashlight in hand, Natalie continued her march toward the east wing. ‘It’s the most dangerous part of the resort. Meaning it’s the most logical place to hide.”

Natalie’s statement made sense, but it didn’t mean Kim had to like it. Taking Emma into the fire damaged section of the resort, still burning in some areas, wasn’t a bright move. But then again, neither Natalie nor Emma were about to listen to anything Kim had to say. 

“Yo, Viper! A couple of them went down the hall!” yelled a male voice.

“Get ‘em!” roared Viper.

For a heartbeat, two, they froze, staring at each other, until Kim snatched Emma’s wrist and surged into a sprint, running down the corridor, Natalie two steps behind, in a desperate dash to evade their pursuers. 

Footsteps pounded in the distance as they raced down the passageway until the end of the corridor loomed in front of them. 

“Left or right?” Chest heaving, her ribs on fire, the blisters on her feet making a burning resurrection, Kim plunged to a halt. Emma stumbled into her and Natalie placed a hand on her shoulder. 

“Um...I don’t remember.” Natalie stepped forward to shine her flashlight along both directions before spreading her hands wide.

“Where are we?” Kim yanked the map from her pocket. Hands trembling, she unfolded the paper and held it under the beam of Natalie’s flashlight. 

Emma leaned close and poked the sheet with her finger. “Here, I think.”

A wild yell erupted behind them. “There they are!”

They spun around. At the far end of the passageway, Natalie’s flashlight picked up three mean-looking thugs charging toward them. 

Kim crumpled the map in her fist and stormed off taking the turn to the left.

“That’s the wrong way!” squealed Emma, running up beside her.

Not bothering to look at her, Kim ran faster. “Doesn’t matter.”

They sprinted down the hallway, three abreast, but the rush of footsteps grew louder. Natalie shifted her flashlight behind them for a couple of seconds and shot a glance over her shoulder. “They’re gaining!”

“The gun!” Emma flung a hand toward the Glock tucked into Kim’s waistband but stumbled, crashing into her. 

They both wobbled sideways. Their legs tangled. Kim tripped, lunging forward, landing hard on her knees and hands. Emma fell on top knocking the breath from her lungs, the pet carrier banging onto Kim’s head. “Ooof!”

“Got you!” The heavy clump of boots rang louder. 

Hands reached for Emma! Kim struggled to wriggle out from under her, but the kid was screaming and lashing out with her feet. The thug grunted and bunny-hopped sideways.

Natalie whirled around and dropped the flashlight, shadows performing a crazy jig over the walls as it tumbled to the ground. In one swift move, she pulled out the gun Kim had given her and fired off a shot, winging the closest thug in the shoulder. With a squeal like a stuck pig, he staggered, blood blooming over his grubby shirt. 

Her ears buzzing with noise from the gunfire, Kim slid free and, scooping down, grabbed Emma under the armpits and dragged her upright. With all her strength she lifted the girl and tossed her behind her, evading a biker’s hands by inches. His nails slashed past Kim’s face. She head butted him, sending him reeling. 

Another bullet whizzed past Kim plowing into the thug’s chest with a solid thump. His eyes widened, his mouth fell open, and his hands clutched at the spurting blood as he dropped to the ground. The remaining biker lurched to a standstill, his gaze darting between the fallen thug and the other one leaning against the wall, groaning. 

Her face like stone, Natalie trained her gun on them and scooping down, picked up the flashlight. “Move and I’ll kill you.”

Ensuring she kept close to the wall and out of Natalie’s way, Kim hurried toward Emma, pushing her into motion. Her gaze flicked forward, then back to Natalie, the gun still aimed toward the remaining two thugs. “Run.”

Emma, holding her pet carrier against her chest, broke into a jog and Kim lengthened her stride. They rounded the next corner and met total darkness. There was the report of the gun and they slowed until a second later, Natalie appeared, gun held loosely by her side in one hand, the other holding the flashlight, the expression in her eyes distant.

“You did the right thing.” Kim reached out and squeezed her arm while simultaneously urging Natalie in front. 

Emma flung Kim the stink eye. “I should have the Glock. Not you. Like you’re ever going to use it.”

Ignoring her, Kim shook out the map while they all jogged down the corridor. They passed a window where a thin beam of sunlight broke over the horizon elongating shadows over the burned-out grounds and paused, panting in unison. “We need to get off this floor.”

Emma snatched the paper from her and squinted in the dim light. “We can double back to the stairs near the spa. This way.” She shoved the map back at Kim and linking an arm through Natalie’s they rushed off. 

Kim bolted along behind them. A male voice unleashed a volley of crass swearing and her heart all but leaped from her chest. “Faster!” she yelled.

They plunged down the passageways until they reached the stair landing. Kim shoved passed and hung over the railing checking for voices, footsteps, anything that signaled a thug waited below. Hearing nothing, she gestured for Natalie to turn off the flashlight and taking one step at a time, they inched down the stairs. Once they reached the bottom, they took the corridor to the right and ran full-pelt through the damaged east wing. Their race through the halls, checking every room, was a battle of nerves. The sounds of the killers pounding down corridors, smashing furniture, screaming abuse came from all directions. It was as if they swarmed all over the building. No logic to their search pattern. And always, always, they fired their bloody guns. It was as if they were high on a blood-hungry trail of revenge. 

Fire still licked over scorched timber only held back from advancing further into the resort by the orange-pink fire retardant dropped by the choppers. Black, stinking smoke billowed in the air. The usual cool mountain air was smothered by the heat trapped within the walls. Kim, with Natalie and Emma following, picked past blistered and melting plastic chairs and tables. She skirted rubble composed of charred, fallen roof beams and scorched drywall. 

Flashlight in one hand, she led the way. Jogging to the next room. Stopping. Checking. Listening. Searching that room. Running to the next. And the next. On and on. Sweat rolled down her face, stinging her eyes. Her nerves screamed for a respite. Her muscles ached for a break. 

A biker hollered, the sound came from somewhere behind them, “Get ‘em!” Automatic gun fire clattered into the night. Ear shattering close. 

At least one biker was in the east wing. Where they were searching.

Stay the course. Find Simon. Down another passageway. Three doors to choose from. She chose the one on the right. Stopping at the entrance flashlight off, while she sought for any sounds coming from inside. Nothing. Switching on the flashlight, she crept into a huge conference room where a blank, wide screen covered the wall behind the front podium. 

From behind an overturned table, a shadow rose. Taller and taller. Hulking shoulders, arms lifting.

Kim froze, the flashlight wobbling in her shaking hand, the beam picking up the blood staining the monster’s clothes. The figure flowed forward. Light glinted off the knife clenched in his hand. In his other hand, he held a bloody...bone...? He skirted the broken table. Rushed toward her. Toward Emma.

Breaking from her trance, Kim flung the flashlight at Emma, tore the Glock from her waistband and remembering the instructions drummed into her by Natalie after the World Square attack, aimed, fired. Once. Twice. And the man crumpled to the ground.

Her shoulders sagged, the gun suddenly weighing a hundred pounds in her trembling hands and she remembered to breathe. She couldn’t tear her gaze from the figure on the floor. She should check he was dead but she couldn’t move.

“Look. Someone else is here.” Her voice quivering, Emma edged around her and pointed. Natalie touched Kim on the shoulder, jerking her from her fugue. 

Emma swept the flashlight about the room coming to rest on the two bodies reposing on the carpet as if sleeping. 

“Stay here.” Kim took back the flashlight and trod with cautious steps across to the kitchenette, her belly twisting with each step. She bit down on the bitterness tainting her mouth and tamped down the sting of tears in her eyes. She had to remain strong.

Stooping, she checked for any signs of life. But the milkiness coating their eyes told her they’d been dead for some time. Both were female. One a young woman and the other elderly. Both naked. Bloodied. Bruised. Both torsos gutted like carcasses in a butcher’s shop. 

Straightening, she turned her back on the dead. She couldn’t bear to look any longer. She wanted to scrub her eyeballs with steel wool until she’d purged that image from her mind. 

Natalie wailed and pulled Emma to her chest. “Oh sweet...”

“I saw...” Emma hiccupped on a sob and exhaled a long shuddering wheeze. “We have to find Daddy now and get out of here!”

“Do you need your inhaler?” Fighting her desire to cry and puke, Kim stepped closer to Emma. 

But Emma flung herself away from both their reach. She gave several gulping shuddering breaths, wailing, her voice high-pitched with strung-out nerves, “We’re all going to die! We should be with Dad. Where is he? Why can’t we find him?”

“Hush! Listen.” Holding a finger in the air, Kim took one shaky step after the other, following the sound out the door. High pitched. A yowl like a wailing ghost. Unearthly. Spine shuddering. A noise that made her tongue cleave to the roof of her mouth. 

Footsteps pounded over the floor above their heads. A woman screamed, a thin shriek as if it came from a distance. Outside the resort perhaps. 

“Over here!” thundered Viper’s foul voice. Not outside. Not from the floor above. But from somewhere close to where they stood.

Kim exchanged a horrified glance with Natalie. The bikers were closing in, drawn by the gun shots. Natalie herded Emma between them as they crossed a spacious foyer. Gun clutched in one clammy hand, flashlight in the other, Kim burst into a small bar area with windows overlooking the hazy, smoke-covered mountains. And there was Didi, the cat sitting on the chest of a fallen man, man with graying, fair hair, like Simon’s hair. Close by, two other bodies lay unmoving.

The beam from her flashlight twitched in her nerveless fingers and fell, rolling over the ground and splashing light and shade around the gloomy room.

Emma pushed around her. Kim snatched her hand to hold her back—the sight too awful—but the kid gave a savage kick to her shin and wriggled free.

“Daddy! Daddy?” Crying, Emma raced to her father’s side. She dropped the pet carrier and fell to her knees.

Natalie wasn’t far behind. Choking and sobbing. Standing her flashlight on its end, she leaned close to inspect his wounds before collapsing onto her butt. She picked up her husband’s limp hand and bowed her head over it.

The cat meowed and crawled onto Emma’s lap where she hugged it with one hand while patting her father’s pallid cheek with the other.

His chest expanded slowly. Too slowly. Blood flowed like a ribbon from his mouth, and from the gunshot wound to his chest, spreading over his shirt and leaking into a widening puddle beside his body. His eyelids flickered. His lips twitched.

“It’s okay, Daddy. We’re here. Mom. Me. You’re going to be okay.” Emma turned pleading eyes toward Natalie lost in her own world of pain, and then to Kim. “Do something!”

Kim stuffed the Glock into her cargo pants pocket before hauling her pack off her shoulders. She found her own first-aid kit, held it in shaking hands. But there was nothing she could do. She had no morphine, nothing to help the pain, nothing to stop the bleeding. And she couldn’t dig the bullet from the man’s chest. The fierce plea in Emma’s face gutted her. 

“Emma.” Simon’s dazed eyes opened. And he smiled past bloody lips, his teeth tinged pink. “My little girl. Be safe.” A hideous wheeze rattled his lungs. His face contorted. Then he expelled one last long sigh. 

“Simon. Don’t leave me. Please, don’t leave me.” Natalie pressed his hand to her chest. 

But it was too late. He was dead. 
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Brandon Curtis. Near Dworshak Reservoir, Montana

Afternoon sunlight blazed beyond the shadow of the cave, blinding Brandon to the world outside. Easing away from the cold rock, he stretched out the kinks in his back. Ash and lumps of charcoal were all that remained of the fire that had kept him, Fatima, and the girls alive. Silence had returned to the forest. Carlota’s voice echoed from deeper within the cave, where daylight never penetrated. Distorted, he couldn’t pick out precise words, even though he knew it was her.

Fatima’s harder tones duetted with the girl’s melodious sound. Footsteps reverberated in the chilled air, coming from close by, then far away. Fatima came out of the shadows. “Been there this whole time, Brandon?” Carlota was a few paces behind her, shepherding the little girls.

“Yeah. I fell asleep when the buzzing stopped. The fire went out a few hours ago.” His backside was numb, but his legs worked. As he stood, Carlota handed him a bottle of water. “Thanks. I woke up when it got cold. The cicadas have gone. Not one in sight. Not a live one, anyway.”

Raising her hand to shade her eyes, Fatima stood at the cave entrance. “Nearly everything’s covered in their residue. Have you been outside?”

“Hell no. There was that bear, and those bugs came out of nowhere.” Twisting the top off the bottle, he raised it to his lips and took a few refreshing sips. “I haven’t seen anyone from the other group or any animals. Even the birds are quiet.”

“We need to find out what the situation is down there. From what I saw, I’d say we don’t touch the oily green discharge.” 

The younger girls huddled into Carlota. Bailey Rae’s hundred-yard stare was back, and Heather, the young girl from the group of hikers, was shaking and close to tears. “I want my momma? Can we go look for her?” 

Kassis turned and wrapped them in her arms. “Don’t worry. We’ll go look for your momma. You three have to stay here. Brandon’s coming with me.”

They affixed their respirators and inched out of the cave. Their descent was painstaking and slow. They picked through what was left of the undergrowth, hands aloft, following furrows in the dirt where water would run in a storm. Bushes were twigs, devoid of leaves. Anything that wasn’t a pine tree had been denuded. The cicadas had devoured anything they could eat, then moved on. The only sound to be heard, was from their own movements, nothing else stirred. The silence of an entire forest had Brandon on edge. It was unnerving, killed in such a short time by a swarm of insects.

Fatima stopped dead in her tracks, holding her fist high as a signal for him to hold position. They were rounding the side of the cliff behind the camp. She was two yards ahead of him, scanning in all directions. When he moved to a safe patch of ground at her side, it became clear why she hadn’t spoken.

Six bodies lay in tortured poses, their exposed skin blistered beyond anything he’d ever imagined possible. Other than the clothes they wore and the size of their boots, it was impossible to recognize who they were. Their faces were so twisted and grotesque, swollen into conjoined pustules, oozing a vile concoction of blood and slime. 

“What an awful way to die.”

“That’s Jennifer.” Fatima gestured toward the body of a woman with long blonde hair. “Her hand got burned soon as she touched that stuff. Darren”—her voice cracked at his name—“he told me it was toxic. But... I had no idea. Jennifer was in agony from the moment it got on her skin. It’s soaked onto her clothes. We’re going to have to be really careful, just to get out of camp.”

“It must stink.” He was grateful for the filter on the respirator. “Are we just looking for the civilian rescue packs?”

“For now. We need a respirator for Heather, before we do anything else. These canvas backpacks are covered with slime.” She moved closer to the cluster of equipment bags they hadn’t managed to grab. “I can hardly read the labels. Oh, wait. That’s the one. Dammit. It’s useless. We can’t risk touching the zip.”

“We could roll it over, then cut it open with a blade.” 

“Good thinking.” Kassis rolled the bag with the toe of her boot, but it was impossible to know whether a microscopic drop of the poison could have soaked through the material. She turned away. “Back to the cave.”

The three girls stood at the mouth of the cave huddled together. 

Fatima trudged toward them. “Do we have knives, Carlota?”

“Yeah, they’re in the side pockets. The packs are all the same.” 

Fatima retrieved an army-issue knife, found one for Brandon, and started back down the hill.

Heather managed a whimper. “Is my mommy okay?”

Brandon turned away from her, unable to shake the image of Jennifer. Fatima paused, but remained silent. It was Carlota who gave an answer. “They’ll tell us when they know.”

Fatima nodded and struck out again. Brandon picked through the terrain, placing his feet where she had. With one blow, she hacked an untainted branch clean from the side of the tree and chopped the smaller twigs and leaves from it. “We need to use a stick to turn the bags over.” Crossing over to the backpack, she levered against one next to it, until it rolled over. Inverting the blade, she slid the knife from the base to the top, cutting through a couple of layers of material, before getting to the contents.

The silence of the camp was broken by shouting from the direction of the cave. Brandon faced the hill. “I’ll go. They might be in trouble.”

Fatima threw a sealed pack to him. It was a child-sized facemask. “Take it.” She reached down, as if she were going to put her hand on the ground, to steady herself. 

“No, Fatima! Don’t touch!” 

She froze, then shook her head. “Woah. Thanks for that.” She straightened slowly, letting out a shaky breath. “Let’s go. I’ll be right behind you.”

He strode away from the rocky outcropping, toward the hillside intending to retrace his route. He stopped as the shape of a small child appeared. Heather had followed them.

“No! Go back!” If she heard him, she didn’t acknowledge it in any way.

“Momma?” She was too far away, on the other side of the camp. He couldn’t intercept her and she scurried to where Jennifer’s body lay. 

Fatima’s yells joined his own, but the girl took no notice, her own screams and howls too loud. Her legs—fully exposed below her shorts and above her boots—were spattered with angry, red lashes. She must’ve run through the undergrowth and gotten the toxin on herself. Brandon jumped over a bag and rushed toward her, but her knees buckled, and she fell onto the lifeless shape of her mother. Shrill inhuman screeches almost deafened him as he reached toward her, hoping to calm the spasms taking control of her small form.

“Stop! It’s already too late.” Fatima was right. Before he could touch her, the movement ceased, her body fell limp and silent. “Don’t go any closer.” 

Brandon couldn’t risk turning her over to check if she was breathing or had a pulse. Lowering himself onto the patch of untainted earth beneath him, powerless to help anyone, alone in the small space that wasn’t toxic, his energy drained into the soil. He thought the pain of being cut by Nash was the worst thing he’d ever experienced. It was nothing compared to the sorrow and darkness, the loss and loneliness that were visited on him.

Carlota and Bailey Rae started shouting again. He felt Fatima’s presence, before the pressure of her hand on his back. “They need us.”

“They need you. I’m no use to anyone.”

“Stop that. We don’t have time to feel sorry for ourselves. We couldn’t help her or her family. We tried and...”

“We failed. We failed them all. We fai...” The open-handed slap on the side of his head was hard enough to shock him.

“Shut up, man, and get up. You think you’re the only one grieving? There are two girls in that cave who need both of us.”

He remembered Darren’s words. She’s going to keep you safe, whether you like it or not. It’s what she’d been doing, from the moment they met, her mission. She wouldn’t succeed if he didn’t do his part. Rising, one last look at the mother and child was enough. It wasn’t the way he was going to die. He wouldn’t let it happen to the girls, either.

“Drag that backpack with you.” Fatima didn’t wait for him. She was already pulling one of the bags that Jennifer’s group had been carrying. 

There was no slime on the straps, which had been against the ground. Even though the fronts were dripping with the stuff, it was safe enough to pull them back to the cave. Once there, he cut both the bags open, just like gutting the carcass of an animal, but instead of organs and innards, there were protein bars, glucose tablets, hydration sachets, and clothes spilling onto the rocky outcropping. 

Fatima hugged the girls, explaining what had happened to Heather in gentle terms that bore little resemblance to the torturous death she’d suffered. 

“I told her not to go, but—” Carlota’s voice broke as Bailey Rae started sobbing. “I should have stopped her—”

“You did the right thing. You kept yourself and Bailey Rae safe in the cave. If you’d chased after her, we’d have lost you all.” It might’ve been the truth, but it didn’t stop the tears from spilling down Carlota’s cheeks, only to be swiped away as fast as they came.

Brandon put his head down, unable to watch. He had a duty to fulfill.

Once the vital equipment and supplies from the hikers’ packs had been redistributed and packed into their bags, they were ready to move. Brandon plotted a route taking them northwest, high along a ridge. To the west, the fires still raged, turning the sky as black as the darkness of the cave. In the east, the summer morning looked like any other, except for a low dark mist. The mega-swarm of killer cicadas, visible to the naked eye, shifted and roiled. 

The heat of the day rose as the sun reached its zenith. As the ridge petered out, it took them down into the density of the toxic residue-free forest and the humidity rose. Fatima’s frequent instruction to hydrate broke the monotony of the trek. Brandon moved ahead, stopping to check his bearings, checking on the position of the sun. It allowed the others to catch up, while he conserved some energy. Bailey Rae hadn’t spoken since she heard about Heather, nor had she complained or struggled with her small backpack. She was their pacemaker.

In the lower ground of a glade, a stream brought some freshness to the air. Fatima stopped walking. “Bags down. Take a break. Stick to using the bottled water we have. We don’t know if streams have been contaminated higher up.”

Brandon continued to walk. “I’m going to the top of the hill ahead. I’ll take my break there and wait for you all.” Being in low ground, with no view of the horizon made him anxious. He’d seen the oncoming bugs before they hit the camp. He could keep an eye on the swarm from higher ground.

Carlota dusted off a rock and sat. “How’s your leg?”

“Numb.” Like the rest of him but the dull ache changed to a demanding pinch the length of his thigh, as he climbed to a level above the trees again. With no needles to soften the ground, the irregular, weather-worn sandstone demanded more of his sinews, making his feet work harder for grip and his muscles burn more to keep him balanced.

Reaching the top of the new peak, he had no interest in adding a stone to yet another cairn. His first urge was to kick it away in frustration. Instead, he leaned his bag against it. He dug out an energy bar and a pair of binoculars and inspecting their potential path. Logged swathes cut channels into the woodland on the northern slope. The straight edges of canopy showed where the plantations lay. There had to be a logging station with so much activity in the area. The breeze was at his back, firm and consistent. If they were lucky, it would carry the fires and the bugs in a parallel direction, keeping them safe until they made it to the refuge of a ranger’s cabin. If we’re lucky. Big if.

A shot rang out, the report echoing in the far mountains. He raised the binoculars again. To the northeast, near the edge of a clearing, birds flew from the trees. It was the only natural activity in his entire field of view and had to be caused by humans.

“What was that?” Bailey Rae was at his side. “What can you see?”

“Just some birds flying around.” He felt guilty for treating her like a child, but she was too young to know someone out there had a gun.

“Were they startled by the gunshot?” She wasn’t an innocent anymore; that version of childhood had been washed away on a tidal wave of horror.

Fatima laid her bag by his, then joined him. “Something to worry about?”

“I’m not sure. Could’ve been someone hunting.” He handed her the binoculars. “Based on the clearage—.” He directed her gaze to the pattern of logging to their west and south. “There has to be some kind of base camp. This far into the forest, there have to be cabins, right?”

“And the shot?” She kept her voice low, but not so low as to be a whisper. She knew that the kids knew.

“Did you drink anything, Brandon?” Carlota took a sip from her bottle, then offered it to him. “Have some of mine.”

“If we take a direct route, we’ll be on the valley floor.”

“Yes, but the wind’s blowing north. It’s been steady all morning. I think we’d be safe from smoke and bugs. It’s not far and there could be supplies and shelter.”

Standing, Fatima swept the terrain with the binoculars. “There’s a group of people. Three men and a woman. Civilians, by the color of their clothes.” Tilting her hand, she offered him the binoculars. “Take a look.”

She was right. He picked them out. One man was leading. The woman followed close to him. The other two men were a few yards behind. “She fell. Oh. They pulled her back to her feet. They’ve got no gear.”

“If you’re right and there’s a camp or a site, we need to get there before they do. If they’re armed and there’s food, I don’t want to have to fight them for it.” Her gun was holstered on her hip again. “We’ve got plenty for us, but I don’t want to share.” She looked toward the girls, before shouldering her backpack. “Let’s move out.”

They’d been walking for almost an hour when Fatima called a break again. “Brandon, I need to speak to you.”

When they were several yards from the girls, she stopped. “It’s a big ask. If it wasn’t for the girls, I’d do it myself.” Her face gave nothing away about what she was going to say.

“Okay. What is it?”

“I need intel on that group, if they’re just four and why they’re out here with no equipment. I’ll stay with the girls. I want you to find out as much as you can about them.” She glanced over his shoulder, back toward the other two. “We all heard that gunshot. You’ll have to stay concealed.”

“Yep. Will you be alright?”

“When am I not alright?” She smiled, but it was a joyless thing that barely reached her eyes. Darren had been right about her, she was one in a million.

With the briefing concluded, they returned to the girls. Carlota looked concerned when Fatima revealed the plan, glancing at Brandon to see his reaction. “Make sure you hydrate” was all she said about it. 

In contrast, Bailey Rae said enough for them both. “I like you. Don’t die.”

He’d been gone an hour when he remembered to drink some water. He made faster progress on his own, not that he resented going a little slower with the group. His thigh was still a blaring, pulsing slash of agony, but he steeled himself—mostly by repeating what would Fatima do—and it was getting easier to tolerate. Kind of. Beneath the trees, where centuries of pine needles had fallen and decayed, the ground was soft and springy and the high canopy provided much appreciated shadow.

The deep forest was beautiful and fresh, with trees as far as the eye could see. His spirits rose, as light grew stronger ahead. Where the trees had been cut down for logging, there was no cover from the sun. Beyond the tree line he would be visible to anyone. He’d picked an exact route that would run along the edge of the last line of standing pines yet give him the maximum field of view.

He moved to the side of the largest tree, walking in its shadow. Leaning against it, he lifted the binoculars, and checked the field of remnant stumps. There was nothing else in sight, all the way to the far side of the empty expanse.

A hundred yards into the forest, approaching the spot where he saw the startled birds lift off, he checked for anything out of the ordinary. It all looked the same as the forest he’d been walking though since he split from Fatima and the girls. It was the same soft floor, the same canopy, and the same sunlight. They’d heard a shot and assumed the birds flew up for that reason.

He took a sip of water. He’d come far enough. Turning to the clearing, an unusual shade of purple caught his eye. It was unusual because everything else was green or brown. It lay ten feet away, obscured by tree trunks. He’d missed it.

As he got closer, he could see it was a woven shawl, like his grandma had. A patch of denim... the leg of a pair of jeans... a training shoe... Horrified by the sight, his blood turned to ice. It was another dead body, yet there was no scorched earth or bug juice.

Tugging at a corner of the woolen blanket, he pulled it clear. Long black hair, soaked in blood, dragged along the ground, smearing and staining the needles.

Grasping the arm closest to him, he turned the woman over. Her face was slack in death, but her eyes were wide. The bullet hole in her forehead completed the story. He crossed her arms—rigor mortis hadn’t set it—and covered her with her purple shawl. A sense of powerlessness washed over him, making his skin chill and goosebump. The body wasn’t a person anymore. Whoever she had been, she was gone. He didn’t know the reason why or who’d done it, but a terrible feeling that it wasn’t the last one he’d see crept through him, filling him with an urgency to get back to Fatima, Carlota, and Bailey Rae.

All that mattered was the intel Fatima wanted. The woman’s body was another piece of the puzzle. If the group he was tracking had killed her, then Fatima and the girls could be walking into a trap.
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Chapter 22
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Anayeli Alfaro. Salt Lake City 

Anayeli was exhausted, but she couldn’t sleep. She wasn’t going with the convoy, and she wasn’t staying in the library. There was only one option—escape to the North—she knew that much. But there was no resting until she’d worked out how to do it. She needed supplies. A map. A vehicle. For all of that, she needed outside. To get outside, she needed to know it was safe, and then she needed help.

So she waited, and she planned, while Mama and Ernesto slept.

Just before night fell the Lt. Colonel emerged from the back room, walking slowly, as if every step hurt, so different from the forceful and upright way he’d moved through the evacuation center. He went to the soldiers still gathered near the windows from where they’d watched the horrors unfolding in the street and then the freak downpour that had swept in and out of the city, taking the cicadas with it. Or maybe it wasn’t a freak storm. Maybe it wasn’t weird for it to rain in June in other states like it was in California. Since the storm, it had gotten quiet outside.

The Lt. Colonel’s face was still weirdly swollen, but it looked a little less red. Whatever Nurse Kerry had done must’ve worked. Then again, the red patch on Mama’s arm looked better too, and there hadn’t been enough saline wash to spare for her—not when so many others were in much worse shape. 

“I need ten soldiers for a reconnaissance mission.” Lt. Colonel Silver Fox cleared his throat, his voice rasping.

Creepy Colin MacIntyre stepped forward. “I’m in.” Of course he would be the first to volunteer. It sent a spike of fear through Anayeli that Colin would go after the dogs—finally do what he’d tried from the very first and shoot them. The dogs had stayed burrowed safely under the discarded contaminated blankets for most of the day, looking in longingly at Anayeli the few times she’d gone by to check on them, Roxy getting up to scratch at the glass door with her paw. 

Once Colin volunteered, others did to. 

“We need to secure the supply truck and bring back enough medical supplies for the night and meals for the morning.” The Lt. Colonel stopped to cough. “If there’s any survivors...” He shook his head. “At this point, that’s unlikely. But, if they’re our people, we’ll triage them here by the building. Anyone else you can direct to Halverson’s truck. If they make it through the night, we’ll take them with us.” 

“Sir! What about protective gear?” Andrew hadn’t volunteered for the mission, but he was the one who asked. Anayeli couldn’t understand how the others could be so careless, after everything they’d watched through the windows, with all the bodies strewn in the street and on the sidewalk, curled in positions that spoke of pain and agony.

“The rain should have washed away the cicada residue.” There it was: confirmation. The toxic residue was from the cicadas. “But: gloves and masks on, to be safe. If the swarm returns—Stay covered, get back here as quickly as you can.” 

The instant the soldiers pushed out the library doors, Cricket and Roxy proved how smart they were. They ran away, Cricket’s tail tucked between his legs. 

There was no way to tell time anymore, so Anayeli counted the minutes in her head, more to keep her mind busy than anything else. The recon team had been gone maybe five minutes, maybe ten when headlights beamed through the darkness of the library—a vehicle! Someone driving it! A thrill went through Anayeli, the atmosphere of the whole room suddenly electrified. Any sign of civilization, of survivors, was welcome, a hopeful sign. Maybe it really was safe to be outside. The truck’s engine roared and the thing bounced up the curb and onto the sidewalk in front of the library entrance, driving over anything—the bodies—in its way. Anayeli’s excitement gave way to fear. Maybe not all survivors were good. The more desperate things got, the uglier people became—Anayeli had seen enough of that. 

“We’re under attack!” It was what everyone was thinking, but it was Talia who hollered it at the top her lungs. It was amazing the power the girl’s voice had.

As one unit, the soldiers guarding the door—Andrew was one of them—crouched behind the chairs they’d dragged over earlier to make a barricade. They raised their weapons.

A radio somewhere crackled to life, unintelligible words cutting through static, just as a figure dropped down from the passenger side and into the dusk, then another, and another. 

“Hold your fire!” The Lt. Colonel’s graveled voice came loud and forceful from the back of the room. “It’s our recon team!”

The first soldier burst through the door, carrying a crate. “Everything’s still there.” The soldier’s voice was light with contagious relief, a feeling which only grew as he set the supplies down in front of the chair barricade, cut it open with some tool he produced, and then dumped the contents on the floor. MREs spilled out. “No one’s touched any of it.”

It was good news. Or it should have been. But it was laced through with a terrible revelation. If no one had so much as touched a full convoy’s worth of supplies, it could only mean one of two things: everyone outside was either dead, or had fled.

The dogs stayed gone too. Even after the soldiers who’d been on the recon mission had carried in MREs and medical supplies, distributed meals, and everyone had settled down for the night, the dogs didn’t reappear. 

Cricket and Roxy had given up on her at last, and Anayeli’s broken heart shattered even more. No one trusted her—definitely not Mama, probably not even Ernesto, and he was the last one left. 

As she stared out at the parked supply vehicle, Anayeli’s plan clicked into place, like she’d turned the dial of a combination lock to the last number and unlocked the whole thing.

It was safe enough not just to go outside—the recon team had proven that—but to stay there. The guard stationed inside the supply truck proved that. There were supplies packed in the convoy. There were vehicles. 

She had qualms about what she was going to do—how it might hurt the people they left behind, but trying to save other people had done nothing except get her sisters killed. Until Mama and Ernesto were safe—really, truly safe—she was done looking out for anyone who wasn’t family. 

She checked Mama and Ernesto. Both were breathing evenly and deeply, their faces relaxed into sleep. Then she went to Andrew, still keeping watch at the front door.

“Hey Andrew.” She kept her voice just above a whisper. She wanted to be heard by anyone who cared to listen. Andrew kept his eyes trained on the doorway—vigilant—but he tipped his head ever so slightly, so she knew he was listening. “Have you seen Cricket and Roxy?” She used their names on purpose. They weren’t just dogs. Not to her. They were her promise, to the first people she’d lost. To herself. 

“Not since the recon team came back.” 

Anayeli let a curse out under her breath. “I need outside. To find them.” 

Andrew was already shaking his head. “Can’t do that. It’s too dangerous—”

“It’s not though. I’ve got a mask, gloves.” She waggled her fingers, showing the gloves he’d given her just before the swarm caught up to the convoy.

“No. No one in, no one out.” 

She hadn’t expected Andrew to be such a stickler. “You’re the one who got the dogs on the convoy in the first place. We can’t just leave them out there to—to—” Her voice cracked. The emotion was for real, but it was also fortuitous. Andrew flicked a glance at her and sighed. She pressed her advantage, while she had it. “Please. I need to find them. They’re like family. And you know me. You know you can trust me.” She’d been a model citizen on the convoy. She’d done everything she’d been asked to do and more. She’d fixed problems, not created them. “I just want to see if maybe they went back to the truck, like maybe that feels like home to them. Safe.” 

That was what seemed to convince him. He glanced to the back of the room, where Lt. Colonel’s command center was. “Fifteen minutes.”

She didn’t bother telling him she had no way of telling time, just like he didn’t bother saying what would happen if she took longer than that. “Fifteen minutes. Then I’ll be back.” 

“And I come with you.” Andrew stood. 

This was not at all what she’d planned or expected. Then again, nothing had been, not since she’d stood on the hillside and watched Bertoli Farm burn. But the military wasn’t much running like the military anymore, not with more than half of the military personnel they’d started out with dead in the street and someone at Matreus calling the shots— or so it had sounded from the half of Lt. Colonel Wilson’s phone call she’d heard. She had no idea what to expect anymore. 

“OK, but I’ll be fine. You don’t have to—”

Andrew gave her a look she couldn’t read in the darkness. “You need me to get past MacIntyre.” He gestured to the supply truck. Anayeli’s favorite curses all fired off in her brain. MacIntyre. It figured Colin the Creepy Guard would be the guard on duty outside.

“Beauregard! Take over for me.” Andrew motioned for one of the guys who’d been resting along the wall behind the barricade. He was young, with a serious, acne-scarred face. Or at least, she thought it was acne. Maybe it was from the cicadas. 

“Sure thing, Corporal.” Beauregard had a flat voice, as if all the life had been ironed out of him.

“Corporal?” Anayeli had assumed Andrew was a private. No, she knew he was. His uniform didn’t have the patches on it that the officers’ did. 

“Got promoted today. After—” Andrew shook his head. “Not much of an honor, considering.” He took her arm as he stepped past the barricade toward the door and she had to force herself not to pull away as he leaned close, his mouth to her ear. “Just let me do the talking.” Then he stepped outside, dragging her after.

Colin swung the driver’s side door of the supply truck open the moment Andrew clicked on his flashlight. “I don’t need relief.”

“Not coming to relieve you.” Andrew kept hold of Anayeli’s arm, pulled her in closer to him. Too close. “We’re taking a walk.” Andrew tipped his head down the street, toward the end of the convoy where their truck was. “That way.”

MacIntyre didn’t say anything. Instead he looked between Andrew and Anayeli, his mouth parting just enough to see his tongue pressing between his teeth. Then he gave the single upwards jerk of his chin that a certain kind of man relied on for communication—though who knew whether it was meant as an acknowledgment or approval or something else. “A walk, eh? Nice. Want company?” 

Anayeli’s mouth went dry. MacIntyre’s tone was full of swagger. The same as he might use if he was telling a vulgar joke and didn’t care who heard. Entitled. 

If Carlota had been there, she would have told him where he could stick it. But she wasn’t there. She wouldn’t ever be again.

“Shove it, MacIntyre.” 

MacIntyre rocked back on his heels and let out a low whistle. “Look who’s grown a pair!” Then he gave Andrew a hard slap on the shoulder, the kind designed to look friendly while it knocked you off balance. 

Only Andrew didn’t budge. He waited a beat too long, so it was clear moving was his choice. “See you in a bit.” Then he pulled Anayeli’s arm. She stumbled forward, just enough to let MacIntyre believe whatever he wanted about her willingness. 

“Sorry.” Andrew spoke so low she might’ve imagined his voice. “He’s a real piece of work.”

“Yeah. I noticed.” 

“I wouldn’t really... I just knew it would work on him.” Andrew swept the flashlight out in front of them. The beam of light caught the humped shapes of bodies, the puddles of rainwater reddened with blood.

“Can you...” She was going to ask him to turn off the flashlight, so they wouldn’t have to see the carnage. But then they might step on something. Someone. “Never mind.” 

She let Andrew lead——a nice break for once—and his body blocked the worst views of whatever there was to see or step around. Periodically, she let out the low whistle she used for the dogs, but nothing stirred, no one came running.

The driver’s side door of their transport truck stood wide open, the driver collapsed in a heap over the steering wheel. He’d never even made it outside. 

Anayeli could have cried in frustration—which made everything more awful because grief ought to have been her first reaction. But her plan was going to hell, because the cab of the truck she’d hoped to steal was contaminated, most of it untouched by the rain. And she hadn’t figured out how to get Mama and Ernesto outside. Or how to gather supplies when Andrew was right next to her. She was supposed to be alone. Escaping began to feel less possible. 

“Moses.” Andrew’s voice was reverent as he knelt beside the driver’s motionless body. “He was a good guy. Kassis always said—”

“Fatima? You knew Fatima?” Anayeli spun to look at Andrew, his face lit from below, his eyes dark holes.

“Yeah. She was my commanding officer, before she went AWOL.” He shook his head. “Never would have thought her of all people...but after...” He seemed to think better of whatever he’d been planning to say.

“I know what happened to your regiment. And why she decided to leave. She’s the one who helped me find my mom, in the camp.” 

“You know about the guys who got sick?”

“Yeah. And the ones who died. Matreus, the military, I don’t know who—they were testing on people in the evacuation center.” She couldn’t read his expression, couldn’t tell whether this was news to him, or if he’d already worked it out. But he wasn’t cursing Fatima’s name. He seemed sympathetic. “They were using us all as test subjects. Testing the effects of the smoke. You got a wristband, right? A pink one? And mine’s orange.” She held her wrist up to show him. The damn things were near impossible to get off, unless you had scissors. Or a knife. Which she didn’t. “And all those samples they took today, at the barricade? They’re still testing.” 

She couldn’t tell how Andrew was taking what she was saying. If he thought she was crazy, or if he was buying her story.

“You saw the rest of your regiment, back in the hospital—the ones who were really sick. And I heard the Lt. Col. on a call earlier today. They aren’t going to stop. As long as we’re on this convoy, we’re their lab rats. And look at this—” She flung her hand wide, the gesture meant to encompass all the unseen dead hidden in the dark that surrounded them. “They don’t care if we die.” It was a too-long speech. She’d said too much. She’d tipped her hand, and Andrew was going to take her back inside and report her to the Lt. Colonel. Again. She was an idiot who trusted the wrong people over and over and over again and didn’t learn from her mistakes. “Look, I’m sorry, I—” She was about to say he should forget everything she’d said, that she was too stressed out and exhausted to know what she was saying, when he let out a long low sigh. 

“I wished Kassis had taken us with her at first. Until I heard the news, about the crash. From Colin.” 

Andrew had his own doubts. He’d wanted to leave. She could use that.

“What about me?” The voice came out of the shadows. That same too casual, too confident, too entitled voice. Colin. He was always popping out of the dark.

Anayeli thought she might throw up, but Andrew pushed her behind him and backed toward the rear of the truck, putting distance between them and Colin.

“You always get the inside skinny.” Andrew’s voice was steady. Calm. “You were the first to hear about Kassis and Harper crashing.” 

“Heh. Yeah. I keep my ear to the ground.” There was a pause. “Where’s your girl, Finley?”

“I’m right here.” It wasn’t a choice to speak, it was instinct. She wasn’t going to be intimidated. “And I’m not anyone’s—”

“So what’re you doing out here?” Colin clicked on his own flashlight. He was closer than she’d thought. Too close. He peered around Andrew. “You angling for that bounty, is that it, Finley? Because you sure aren’t doing her, are you?” 

Anayeli had no idea what he meant by a bounty, but she didn’t give Andrew a chance to answer. “I left my brother’s inhaler on the truck and he needs it.”

“Weird how you two didn’t say that to start with.” Colin was the wrong kind of clever. He flicked off his flashlight, and in the moment of confusion he leaped forward, pushing Andrew aside and latching onto Anayeli’s arm. She let out a yelp of surprise—and pain. His grip was too hard. “C’mon Finley. No one in, no one out. You heard the briefing. They can’t afford to lose anyone.” 

“So you should let her get her brother’s inhaler, then—” 

A low growl rumbled from the darkness. 

Andrew’s flashlight swung wildly, blinding Anayeli. It must’ve blinded Colin, too. There was the thud of two bodies hitting, hard, and more growling, wilder snarling this time. Colin let out a yell, his grip on Anayeli’s arm loosening just enough she could yank free. 

“Cricket? Roxy!” There was barking now, too. So many sounds. Bone pounding into muscle. Flesh tearing. Yells of furious pain. 

She couldn’t see anything, didn’t know which way to run. She wanted away from the struggle, but there was a keening yelp and Andrew’s flashlight finally settled on Colin, knocked to the ground. Cricket, still yelping, scuttled toward Anayeli, his teeth bared at Colin while Roxy stood her ground, hackles raised, barking. 

Colin scrambled to his feet, fumbling for his weapon as he cursed the dogs. He levelled his gun. “Should’ve done this the first time—”

“Don’t!” Anayeli leaped forward, some instinct driving her to get between the dogs and Colin. 

She was too late.

The butt of Andrew’s rifle slammed into Colin’s temple, the sound just like when China Box Lady’s head had smashed against the pavement. Colin dropped to the ground.

“I didn’t—I shouldn’t’ve—” Andrew dropped to his knees on the still-wet pavement, pressed his fingers against Colin’s neck. The dogs went quiet. “He’s alive. Just unconscious.” He sat back on his heels and huffed out a breath. “What do we do?” He was clearly more used to following orders than giving them. 

“You have to wake up my mom and brother and get them out here. I can’t go back inside.” Anayeli’s mind jumped from one possibility to the next, every contingency. They were in no way as prepared as she wanted, and she couldn’t ask Nurse Kerry to come with them like she’d hoped. There wasn’t time. Her family was her priority, and once Colin woke up, she wasn’t going to get another chance. She stooped to grab Colin’s flashlight, his gun. “Meet me at the other supply truck. We have to leave. Before he wakes up. Now.”
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Chapter 23
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Kim Walker. Leura, Australia

Dragging a dead body through a fire-ravaged building while being hunted by murdering psychos was no picnic. Kim spent the entire nightmare cursing Natalie under her breath for insisting they leave Sydney. When she was done taking Natalie’s name in vain, she picked on Simon for not leaving the resort when he had the chance only to circle back to berate the pair of them for daring to propel Emma not only into a fire zone, but into a situation where killers hunted her. But that was an emotional smoke screen and she knew it. More than anything, she blamed herself for not finding Simon in time to save him. She’d promised Emma and she’d failed.

Jaw clenched, Kim tightened her grip under Simon’s armpits and continued her backward stagger. Her respirator bit into her hot skin, so uncomfortable she longed to wrench it from her face. But that wasn’t an option if she wanted to live. With Natalie holding Simon’s legs and Emma leading the way through the burned-out gardens, their progress was slow, while poor Simon grew heavier with each passing second. Every muscle Kim possessed begged her to stop, her arms burning like they were being pulled from their sockets, her thighs trembling under his weight. But leaving his body to be desecrated was not an option. Heaven only knew what Viper would do when he discovered one of his goons had unintentionally killed the man he’d been searching for over the past fifty-plus hours. To be denied his revenge could tip him over the edge— if he hadn’t already plummeted. 

A burst of gunfire echoed through the grounds. Her hold faltered and Simon slipped through her sweaty fingers, his head and upper torso landing with a thump in the dirt.

“Watch what you’re doing. That’s my husband you dumped on the ground,” hissed Natalie.

Legs aching, Kim scrunched down and lifted the body. She bit down hard on the agony slashing across her ribcage and resumed her faltering steps. “How much farther?” 

Emma appeared at her side. Her cat, Didi, glared out from behind the small mesh window of the pet carrier. “We’re close to the staff parking lot. Do you want me to take over?” Her voice was small as if her normal feistiness had been smothered.

“I’m fine. But thanks for asking.” 

A few minutes later, the crunch of charred shrubs gave way to hard concrete. Kim and Natalie quickened their pace, hurrying across the narrow expanse. Then it was only five yards to where they’d parked the Land Rover behind an old tin garden shed. They lowered Simon’s body to the ground and Emma immediately sank beside him, pet carrier in her lap. 

Kim checked they were blocked from sight by the shed and the SUV’s bulk. The thin sunlight revealed, even through the respirator, the shock in Emma’s wide eyes and the tear tracks on her cheeks. She picked up Simon’s hand. Kim had to physically restrain herself from rushing to her side and embracing her. But she held back, her guilt over failing to find Simon in time to save him a cancer in her soul. Weeping softly, Natalie shuffled to the SUV, retrieved a blanket and covered the body. 

The sun crawled its way across the sky through clouds dirty from smoke. The wind died down leaving behind an ominous quiet. A hoarse yell from the direction of the resort at the top of the slope shattered the silence. 

Kim shuddered and checked for pursuers, then collapsed back onto the ash-covered ground. Her fingers stiff, she brushed the ash from her pants. Body aching, sheer exhaustion numbing her mind, she slumped against one of the SUV’s tires. Easing forward, she slipped off her mini bug-out bag and rummaged inside for her first-aid kit. After pushing her respirator from her face, she popped a couple of Advil, washing them down with half a bottle of water. She packed the water bottle away and unwrapped a protein bar which she forced down her raw throat. “We can’t take him with us.”

“We’ll bury him. When we reach Bathurst, I’ll organize for Simon to be retrieved and reburied in the plot next to his parents.” Back hunched, head hanging low, Natalie sank to her knees amidst a litter of charred leaves. 

Kim choked over her last mouthful. “You’re kidding me! I thought we were going to hide him behind the shed.”

Natalie pulled her respirator off and took a slug of water, glaring at Kim. “I won’t leave him for Viper to find. We’ll bury him in one of the sand bunkers on the golf course. Emma and I will say a proper goodbye. And then we can be on our way.”

Once again, Natalie was leaving the adulting to her, but Kim knew that time wasn’t on their side and Viper wouldn’t give up looking for them. “That’ll take ages! We have to leave ASAP!”

Someone shouted from farther up the hill, close to the resort, and Kim tugged her respirator back on. A motorcycle growled to life, its engine roaring then fading as the vehicle sped away. Chasing someone? Leanne? She’d nearly forgotten about the girl. There were no more shouts, screams or gunshots, but Kim wasn’t fooled. Viper was still there. And they might only have minutes before one of those killers discovered the SUV—and them.

“You think I’ve forgotten the danger we’re in? Five-minutes rest break, that’s all.” Natalie took a swig. And another. A distinctive, lemony-pine scent clung in the air between her and Kim. 

That blasted gin. Smothering grief with booze wasn’t the answer. Balling her hands into fists and sick to her gut, she forced herself not to rip the gin bottle from the woman’s hands. “We can’t waste any more time. Besides we haven’t got a shovel.”

“There’re two small spades in the back of the Land Rover.” Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, Natalie stuffed the bottle into her pack. She replaced her respirator, rose and hurried to the Land Rover, returning with the tools.

“Of course, there are. Is there anything you didn’t bring?” Leaning against the SUV, Kim pushed to her feet. She left her bag on the ground and stepped over to where Emma sat beside her father’s body. The kid was too quiet. For once, she hadn’t fired any sarcastic arrows toward Kim. She’d only spoken once since they’d left the room where they’d discovered Simon. Kim debated for a few seconds over touching Emma, maybe even offering her a hug, then stuffed her hands into her pockets. “Are you OK? Stupid question, I know.”

“I don’t know. I feel so...empty. Like this isn’t happening. Like it’s not real.” Scooping up the pet carrier close to her chest, Emma struggled to her feet. She swayed, specks of sweat shining on her forehead and her eyes glassy with tears. 

All the things Kim wanted to say sounded hollow and trite. This is what grief’s like. It’ll hit you later when you’re not looking. Your brain is protecting your heart right now. “It’s tough. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about Simon.”

“You said we’d find him.” Emma turned away. 

It was pointless to argue how none of this was her doing, how she’d done everything possible to keep the kid safe, how she wasn’t the one who had left her alone when all this started. Or to pretend to herself that Emma’s words hadn’t given her a mortal wound, withered her hope of a reconciliation. Because when it all boiled down to the nitty-gritty, she was responsible. She’d given her daughter away to a couple whose careers had taken first place in their lives— one of whom lay dead at her feet and other... well the blasted woman’s priorities were focused on her job...and her gin. And who wanted to dilly-dally about burying a man who had passed beyond caring what happened to his mortal remains. 

There was only one course of action Kim could take if she wanted Emma to survive. Kidnap her. Get her away—from Natalie and the murderers and the fires and toxic smoke—to safety. Her breath seized. If she pried Emma from the only mother she’d known, the girl would never forgive her. Kim shook as she crouched beside the body hidden beneath the blanket and slipped her hands under the cold, stiff arm. 

Natalie approached, hitching her pack over her shoulders. “Leave Didi here. She’ll be fine until we return.”

“Okay, Mom,” Emma whispered as she placed the pet carrier on the ground and took the proffered spades. 

“I think I remember where the closest bunker is from the last time we played this course.” Natalie adjusted the straps of her respirator, then picked up her dead husband’s legs. “I’ll lead the way. Emma, you keep watch for anyone approaching from the rear.”

In a lurching fashion they set off, as fast as they could over the golf course. With every stumbling step, Kim’s disquiet grew shriller inside her mind. Although they hunched over as much as possible to hide themselves behind the dunes and bunkers, she felt far too exposed. “They’ve gone quiet. I wonder what they’re up to?” 

“I’ve been thinking the same.” Natalie jerked her head to the right. “Over there is a bunker near a fallen tree which should give us more cover.”

Kim blinked sweat from her eyes. “Let’s do it, then.” 

“We’ll set Simon down on the edge. Emma, you watch for anyone coming this way while Kim and I dig.”

“Okay.” Hair drooping over her face, Emma trudged over to the tree and crouched down amongst the blackened branches, her back to Kim and Natalie’s gruesome task. 

Kim drove the spade into the sand. It was harder digging than she’d anticipated although that could be down to the fatigue dragging at her soul. Her clothes stuck to her sweaty body. Even she could smell her own sour odor. Her vision blurred as the minutes, or was it hours, passed in screaming slowness. Each dip, dig and swing was a lesson in discipline—stay the course, do the right thing, then get the hell out of there. Finally, they had a hole sufficiently long and deep enough for Simon’s body. Her belly heaved as together with Natalie, she dragged and fumbled him into the shallow grave. She ensured the blanket covered his face then sucking down her horror, threw the first spade-full of sand over him. 

Handling that lifeless shell wasn’t an action she ever wanted to repeat. Crying and panting, she tossed the spade aside and pulled off her mask. Holding her breath, she wiped her tears from the goggle section as best she could and replaced the respirator over her face. A tickle rose in her raw throat and she coughed. 

Natalie fell to the ground, lying on her side next to her husband’s grave. “I should have stopped this, should have protected him.” Her piteous sobs rose louder and louder drawing Emma from where she’d been keeping watch. 

Stopped what? The fires? The thug who’d murdered him? Picking up both spades, Kim tapped the woman on the shoulder. “You need to keep it down.”

Natalie swallowed her cries as Emma dropped to her knees. 

“Mom?”

“It’s done.” Natalie opened her arms and Emma fell into them.

Looking away, Kim used one of the spades to hide their footsteps in the sand. “We can’t wait any longer. We have to leave.” She rolled her aching shoulders.

“I need a little time alone. Take Emma back to the car, please?” Natalie released Emma and hunched over the grave, keening in a low-pitched wail.

Kim’s heart thudded hard and fast. She knew what time alone meant for an alcoholic. Natalie hadn’t just packed ‘everything,’ she’d packed ‘everything, plus gin, gin, gin.’ She’d never be able to prove it, but she’d bet her last dollar that Natalie’s home included ‘little stashes’ of liquor in all the places no one looked, the laundry basket, on top of the closet, behind a plant. Her father had bottles in every nook and cranny, and he wasn’t even trying to hide his addiction, whereas Natalie was still in the “just to soothe my nerves” phase of denial. The woman was not a fit mother. In the time it took to see her father’s bloodshot eyes in Kim’s tired face, Kim made a decision. The time had come to make her move. 

Seizing Emma’s arm, she pulled the protesting, crying kid out of the bunker and kept prodding her forward. It was like leading a balky mule, but they covered the ground to the SUV in a matter of minutes. What felt like a never-ending rain of gray ash continued to drift from the sky. Overhead the clouds looked thinner, and the sunlight brighter as it cut through the orange-tinged haze. If anyone cared to examine the golf course, from near the clubhouse, they were certain to stand out like sore thumbs. With the once graceful stand of shade trees little more than sticks of charred timber, there was nowhere to hide.

Wrenching open the passenger door, she shoved Emma inside.

“Wait! What are you doing?”

Before the kid could move, Kim tossed the pet carrier onto the seat, the cat letting out a startled yowl. “Saving you.”

“No! You can’t leave Mom! We have to wait.” Emma went for the door handle.

Then Kim did something she’d never dreamed she could ever do, she aimed the Glock at her only child. “Sit down and shut up.”

“You won’t. You wouldn’t...” Tears spilled down Emma’s cheeks.

“Try me.” 

Kim shut the door and scrambled into the SUV where she quickly activated the child lock mechanism. She started the engine, doing her best to block out Emma’s pleas while the kid wrestled with the door handle. 

Emma screamed, “I hate you!”

Kim’s heart pounded in her ears, her tacky clothes sticking to her clammy body as she ripped off her respirator, telling herself she was in the right. This was a good thing she was doing. Hands shaking, she dropped the Glock into the middle console, jammed the car into gear. Her foot crushed down hard on the accelerator. 

“Stop! You have to wait for Mom.” Emma hammered the back of Kim’s seat with a flurry of savage kicks. 

Kim turned the SUV out of the lower parking lot then looked up the hill at the resort. She slammed on the brakes. A barricade of motorcycles and two pickup trucks barred their way. On both sides stood a pair of thugs, rifles raised, eyes sighted down the barrels. 

Viper stepped into view. A scarlet bandana hung below his chin, as if that would save him from the deadly smoke. He coughed and then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. A streak of blood marred his cheek. Raising his rifle, he hollered, “Simon Shields. Time for you to face your judge.”

He still didn’t know one of his goons had killed Simon, didn’t know about Emma, or Natalie, thought it was Simon behind the wheel of the SUV. Either way, that rifle was pointed directly at the driver. Her. Kim might only have seconds to live. She had to do something! Save herself. Save Emma. She shifted her shaking foot off the brake but then a woman rushed out from behind a pile of rubble, hands in the air, looking smug standing there in her tattered lavender pantsuit.

Snarling, Viper swiveled to face her, the barrel of his gun directed at her chest. 

Pantsuit Lady’s lips moved. She pointed toward the Land Rover. Damn! She was telling Viper about them, about Emma. He turned to stare at the SUV, his jaw dropping. 

Kim’s knuckles tightened over the steering wheel. Her foot slipped. The SUV jolted, the engine whining. No! No! No!

“There’s Mom!” shouted Emma, bouncing in the space between the two front seats and pointing. “Mom! Over here!”

Bent over, her blonde hair all but obscured by falling ash, Natalie sprinted around the cluster of burned-out cars, heading toward the SUV.

Viper’s dropped jaw vanished as a triumphant smirk twisted his mouth. He shifted, aiming his rifle at Natalie. 

Eyes bulging, Pantsuit Lady dropped her hands and raced for cover. 

Viper fired.

Natalie flung herself sideways. Dirt and ash whipped up as a bullet burrowed into the ground inches from where she’d been standing. She poked her head out from where she hid behind a burned shell of a car, firing the gun they’d taken from the biker Kim had pushed down the basement stairs.

Three of his men charged in her direction, firing weapons that drilled into the car’s metal like a jackhammer. 

Everything was happening too fast. Kim’s stupid plan—her stupid, stupid, risky plan—was unravelling like a skein of wool torn apart by feral cats. Any second and Natalie would be cut down in a hail of bullets.

“Mom! Mom!” Emma lunged across Kim, fingers reaching out, the child lock mechanism her goal. 

Kim pushed Emma back into her seat. The moment their eyes met, her crazy-assed plan disintegrated. She couldn’t leave Natalie. Couldn’t separate Emma from her. She had to save her. She hadn’t saved Simon, but nothing was going to stop her from saving that blasted woman. “Get down. On the floor. And stay there.”

“But Mom...”

“Trust me.” 

But Emma slammed her fist on the door window. “As if!”

Flooring the accelerator, Kim swung the steering wheel to the left. The SUV bumped over the curb and tore through a wide, still smoking garden bed. Another tight turn, and they landed in the parking lot where she braked hard, and hit the child locks.

Crouching low, Natalie pulled open the door and tumbled inside. “Go!” She tossed off her mask.

Crashing the gears, Kim roared out of the lot and onto the main driveway. The gunfire ceased. It seemed Viper wanted them alive. There were things worse than death; she’d read about what happened to the enemy when they were captured. Women weren’t treated well. Understatement of the century. Kim slowed the SUV and leaned in close to the windscreen. Squinted at the barricade, assessed the men looking down the barrel of their guns. “We’ll have to take the chance they won’t shoot.”

“Agree. Give me the Glock. I’m almost out of bullets.”

Kim handed Natalie the gun from where she’d stashed it in the middle console, praying the woman hadn’t drunk so much gin she couldn’t handle it. There was no other option. Kim hit the gas.

As the SUV barreled closer to the barricade, a bony figure emerged from behind one of the pickup trucks. String-bean, Viper’s brother. He dragged someone forward, a young woman., long hair hung past her shoulders and over a sky-blue uniform stained with blood. Swaying on her feet, the girl raised her head. Leanne. String-bean held a pistol. 

Kim’s foot faltered, slipped off the pedal, slowing the SUV. 

A ghoulish grin spread over Viper’s face. He nodded.

String-bean pushed Leanne to her knees, raised his gun and fired.

Leanne jerked forward. Blood and brain-matter exploded from the back of her head. She flopped to the ground.

Kim couldn’t wrench her eyes away from the still figure. Surely, any moment Leanne would scramble to her feet? Crawl away? Breathe...

But Leanne didn’t move. She’d never move again.

My fault. My fault. The realization tore apart Kim as the thugs stormed down the hill. Toward the SUV. Toward Emma! Whatever happened, Kim had to save her daughter. She couldn’t fail her. Couldn’t fail to save another person. Not again.
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Brandon Curtis. Forest, West Montana

It was a race against time. Brandon had to catch up with the strangers then get to Fatima and the girls, before they arrived at the logging camp. He had to move fast, but not get spotted. 

Compared to the lush beauty of the forest, the devastation of a thousand felled trees, was unnerving. Open from all directions, he stayed low, looking for any sign of the people he’d seen. There was no trail for him to follow, with the sawdust and branches strewn everywhere, no obvious path through the stumps. It was uncomfortable to walk; the deep aching of his thigh combined with the intense stinging whenever he took a jolting stride sapped his will and his energy, and the undulating ground made more painful steps inevitable. Most of his focus was on convincing himself that it was hurting less, as the hours went by.

If he hadn’t been able to see the mountains, he could have been on another planet. Although he knew what direction he was moving, the smoke of the fires in the east still darkened the sky, enveloping the lower peaks. He climbed a stack of logs, using them as steps, careful not to make himself obvious. Their height offered him a raised vantage point, perched on an obvious rise in the local terrain. Binoculars at the ready, he peered over the horizontal trunk of the one on top.

Flecks of bright, unusual colors littered the ground directly ahead. There were flat panels of blue and orange material leaning against each other at unnatural angles. He altered the focal depth, and the edges came sharp. Tents. Three, no four. His heart pounded, adrenaline rushing through his veins. He’d found them. Better still, he’d found their camp. They wouldn’t be going near Fatima and the girls at the logging station—not without packing everything.

A plume of smoke rose from somewhere between the tents. If they were going to cook, they might even be staying the night. They were less than a hundred feet from the start of the forest. Far enough away from his position that they wouldn’t spot him if he stepped down from his observation point. The terrain had hidden the camp when he and Fatima had first seen the group. He would exploit that same angle to get close and learn all that he could. Remaining vigilant, he circled south and east, until the line showed he needed to go due north.

The camp was in a deep hollow. With four tents, there might be more than the four people they’d already seen. No matter how many there were in the camp, he’d have to get close enough to learn what their plans might be, and how dangerous contact with them could be. He needed to be light and agile, able to dash for cover at a moment’s notice. Pulling his backpack off, he lay against a tree stump. He stashed a bottle of water in one pants’ pocket and the binoculars in another and shoved the pack into the undergrowth. After covering it with a few broken branches, he buttoned down all the flaps on his pockets and pouches, ready to play the most grown-up game of hide and seek of his life. 

He crawled from one stump to another, checking the view each time, but there was no clear perspective of anything other than the rising smoke and the nylon roof domes of the tents. They were all small, two-person tents, nothing more. He couldn’t go back to Fatima with so little information.

He moved closer, his heart racing as he lay prone. There were clumps of bright green branches that looked like bushes but were actually waste, dumped in neat piles as the trees were hacked into logs. He slid beneath the scratchy vegetation, the weight surprising him. It was a struggle to get deep enough to remain hidden without attracting attention. He inched forward, but his trousers snagged, holding him back. With a tear, he pulled free and positioned himself within a few yards of the closest tent. To his left was a pot of boiling water, sitting on the fire.

“... and then what’ll we do?” The voice was male, coming from the other side of the tent.

Beyond the flames, another one of them sat up. He’d been hidden, lying down as Brandon approached. “Ask Kyle when he wakes up.”

“I’m just saying, those fires are still burning. We’ve been walking for a week. We’re short of... everything and I’m not seeing it as the same adventure he is. Not after today.”

“Will you guys quit whining?” Brandon guessed it was Kyle, talking from his tent. “We knew it would be dangerous, but we’re safe. Stop with all the negativity and accept that we’re still surviving, when other people are losing their lives.”

“Okay, but I was saying to Garth, we need supplies. After what happened to Shelley, we’re going to...”

“That was a tragedy, Ryan. She went off into the woods and... it was a tragedy. It’s really screwed with Zara, especially seeing the body.” The tent door was zipped open from inside. A shabby, greasy head poked through, and a smaller man emerged.

Garth, the guy who’d been tending the fire when Brandon first arrived, put something into the boiling water. He shook his head and frowned. “She didn’t have to go do that. She was safe with us. We were taking care of them.”

“Yeah. I’ve been saying that to Zara. If she does what we tell her, she’ll be safe. Shelley was crazy. She shouldn’t have taken the gun.” Squatting by the fire, Kyle put his hands to his head, rubbing his temples. “I should have kept it hidden. It’s my fault.”

“No, it was that crazy bitch. We’re lucky she didn’t try to shoot any of us. Ain’t that right, Ryan?”

Ryan lay back on the ground. “Yeah, man. Suicide though, I mean, that’s hardcore. At least she did herself, not everyone else. Where’s the gun now, Kyle?”

The smaller guy, Kyle, scratched his scalp, then looked at his comrades, one at a time. “Either of you got it?”

“Nope.”

“No.”

Kyle dropping from a squat to sitting. “Best we don’t say anything more about it. I don’t want Zara freaking out.”

The others agreed. It seemed they were less concerned about losing the gun than they were about upsetting the woman in their group. The men seemed to be resolved to the matter, almost detached from it, in the way Bailey Rae had been over Heather. With so much death and destruction, it was understandable, people either survived or they didn’t. Jeremy had risked his own life to save Brandon, and it had most likely been a suicidal choice. It was hard for Brandon to accept, but he had to keep going. Anything else made the sacrifice worthless.

Ryan moved into view going to stand near the fire. He was scrawny. His stained T-shirt looked like it had been draped over a coat hanger, rather than his shoulders. The sound of a stirring spoon tapping against a tin pierced the quiet of the afternoon. “Best keep the fire going. Once the sun drops behind the trees, it’ll be cold out here.”

Garth handed two cups to Kyle. “Zara. Coffee.”

The same tent shook with activity before a young woman about the same age as Carlota appeared. Standing at the doorway, she kept her eyes to the ground. Her hair was matted, plaited into a single braid down her back. Before she left the tarp, she straightened the waistband of her shorts and smoothed her blouse down her sides.

Kyle placed the cup at his side, then patted the ground. “Come here, by me.”

The girl was quick to respond, stepping to him, before kneeling. Her actions and movements were strange and sharp, like a frightened cat. Next to him, she lowered her head. Where her skin wasn’t sunburned and angry, it was pale and delicate. Like the others, she had clearly been traveling for days, everything about her appearance disheveled and dirty. Her cheeks were smudged and streaked by tears.

Kyle didn’t look at her. “Drink your coffee.”

Soft spoken, she thanked him, then leaned forward to take the cup. She twitched as Kyle spoke to her.

“You’re the last of our girls now, Zara. You know we’ll all look after you. If we come across any more people, like we did last time, we’ll be careful and make sure you’re safe. You want that, don’t you.”

She gave a jittery nod, sipping at her drink, while keeping her eyes down.

“Ryan and Garth need to hear you say it.”

Looking nauseous, she held the cup away from her lips. “Yes. I want you to look after me and keep me safe, please.”

“That’s right.” Kyle raised his chin and looked at the other two. “You know what you have to do. Just be good and do as we say.”

Before drinking again, she confirmed what he’d said. “I know what I have to do. I will be good and do what you all say.”

Brandon felt a wave of concern for the girl. It was like she was shellshocked or hypnotized, merely parroting the words she was told to say. But at least she was safe with the three men who had promised to look after her. 

“That’s right, pretty girl. When you’re done drinking, go back inside and rest. We’ll see to the food.” There was a patronizing air to Kyle’s kindness that Brandon had seen before—the way he used phrases like ‘pretty girl.’ Nash had been complimentary and easy-going too, but it had all been an act. It was one thing to look after a girl, it was another to treat her like she was an idiot. Something didn’t sit right. “We’re moving on in the morning. You need to get some rest, now you’re the only girl.”

The other two were out of view yet contributed to the conversation. Ryan hadn’t moved. “Could do with some shuteye, myself.”

Garth appeared. Turning away from the tents, he unzipped his fly. “Yeah. It’s too warm to sit by these flames. The fire should be okay until later.”

Once Zara finished her drink, she put the cup back on the ground. “Thank you.”

Kyle remained silent, looking at the fire. When she’d gone back into the tent, he tossed the remaining contents of their mugs over it. The drips hissed but did nothing to quell the fire. Turning and rising, he followed her.

In sequence, the doors of the tents were zipped closed. With all four of the strangers inside and falling asleep, Brandon raised himself from the ground. It would take as much concentration to slide backward beneath the branches, as it had for him to move through them. 

A popping crack shocked him. Freezing, he waited for the camp to rise in alarm. It wasn’t anything he’d done. It was away from him. A log on the fire, perhaps? Whatever it was, it didn’t disturb anyone. If that was the way they were going to manage a campfire, they could stop worrying about the forest fires coming from the east. They’d have a blaze of their own to deal with. The sawdust around them was tinder dry. 

He slipped from the last of the finger-like edges of the pine branches and stayed low as he crawled forward up the last part of the rise. He moved to his right where a group of stumps would provide a bit more cover, and always, always his mind’s eye explored the world behind him, imagining the view from the camp, questioning his direction and movement.

A change in the incline would make him easier to spot. He pushed up from his belly, then rose on his haunches. His thigh burned with a new intensity. His skin stretched at the cut as the gnawing sensation returned. He panted, not wanting to cry out.

Several cracking sounds came from the fire. Judging from the rustling inside one of the tents, one of the sleepers had woken up, the mutterings of annoyance followed by a failed attempt to open a zipper. He had to move.

Limping on his right leg, Brandon took a long stride then turned and dropped behind the cluster of stumps. Lying flat and tight into the bark, he folded his arms beneath his chest. With the door of their tent open, the occupant grumbled more, stamping around as if treading on something.

Was he squashing a bug? A cold chill went down Brandon’s spine. He hadn’t heard the swarm approaching. Concentrating, above the immediate noise of the camp, he picked out the gentle sound of a breeze through the nearby trees. There was no thrumming or screeching chirp.

“Hey!” It sounded like someone was raising an alarm.

Brandon didn’t dare breathe.

“Guys. This fire needs to be watched. It’s spitting embers. We need to stamp them out.” It sounded like Ryan.

“Stay there. Do that.” Kyle’s laconic response indicated a pecking order.

There was a resigned sigh in Ryan’s voice, followed by more popping and stomping. “Yeah, yeah. You’re the boss.”

The sounds of activity subsided. Leaning to make use of a gap between the stumps, he peered at the campsite. Guided by the top of the tents, he moved enough to see the fire. Booted feet were stretched out toward it. He was too far across the rising ground for the tent to be between him and Ryan. Crawling again, he moved down the slope, rather than up. When he couldn’t see the fire, he turned. Every yard, he looked to the camp, making sure of his line of sight.

Staying low, he made slow and steady progress, circling a mound. From what he’d heard them say, Kyle’s group needed supplies. They looked run down and were tired enough to sleep in the afternoon, even if it was because of their excursion chasing Shelley. It meant they weren’t eating enough. There’d been no discussion about how much further they’d be going or even what path they would travel. It seemed unlikely, but if the girl—Zara—chose to run away, she might run in the opposite direction from where they were heading. That put them on a direct line with Fatima and the girls.

A sharp searing pain shot through his left palm. He’d put his hand on a broken twig. Looking back, he was awash with relief. The tents were out of sight. Only the smoke from the fire gave away its position. Lifting himself to kneel, he brushed his hand. It wasn’t cut.

In an aching crouch he crabbed further on his path. Confident it was safe to stand, he eased the curve on his spine. He’d completed the major task of his mission. Reaching to the cargo pocket of his left trouser leg, he found the flap was free and unbuttoned. That must’ve been what had torn when he’d gone through the branches. He thrust his hand deep inside. It was empty.

He patted up and down, then moved to the one on his right leg. That was still buttoned. Putting his hand inside, he discovered... nothing. That pocket was empty, too. Frantic, he looked for anywhere else he might have put the binoculars or his water bottle. Smoothing his hands down the fabric of the trousers, then his jacket, he didn’t find a single lump.

Even though it was still light, it wouldn’t be for long. He couldn’t risk a blind trek through the forest in the dead of night. Without knowing where he was going, he could wander straight past Fatima and the girls. 
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Dr. Diana Stewart. Taylor, Texas. 

Diana lay still for a moment, vision buzzing with thick white static that slowly cleared. She blinked and tried to catch her breath. Her ribs hurt. Something tickled her face—shoot, a cicada! She slapped it away but her hand found liquid, not an insect. She wiped her hand on her leg, and the thumping of her heart eased; it was only a dribble of blood from where she’d hit her head. 

She sat up painfully and tried to make sense of what she could see in the half-light. It took a moment to make sense of the shapes in front of her: the train car sloped at a crazy angle, leaning steeply over to the right. 

“Everyone—” She coughed. “Everyone okay? Anyone hurt?”

A groan came from somewhere nearby. “How did I get in here?” Ben wriggled out from under the seat, gun still in hand. 

“Bud?” Patti’s voice trembled. 

“A little winded perhaps, ma’am. You?”

“I landed on you, so I’m just fine.” 

Ben hit the release on the door and peered up and down the outside of the train. “I’m guessing we came off worse from that encounter.” A gunshot sounded from the front cars. “We should find cover or at least hide till the gang’s gone.”

The window sagged outward in its protective covering. Diana peered through the bullet hole in the middle. “We need to get out of here, fast.”

“I can’t run.” Bud opened the end door of the train car. “Kyle and Mary and the kids are in the sleeper cars.”

“You’re right.” Ben leaned back against one of the seats, rubbing his injured leg. “We can’t leave them to the mercy of these guys.” 

There was shouting and the occasional scream, getting nearer. The gang must be working their way back. Diana took charge. “Bud, head forward through the train. If you find anyone, send them back here and we’ll get them out of sight and somewhere safe.”

“Will do ma’am.” He left, closing the door behind him.

“Ben...” Even in the half-light of dawn his posture wasn’t right. “Are you okay?”

“Fine. May need another bandage when all this calms down, but right now, just fine.” His voice was strained. He wasn’t fine at all, but he wasn’t bleeding too heavily as far as she could tell. 

“You and Patti take the backpacks somewhere out of sight of the train. We can’t let the gang bangers have our meds. Patti, can you guard them? Ben, keep hidden but watch for the families coming back here and send them to hide with Patti.”

“And you?” Patti asked. 

“When Bud sends people out, I’ll direct them back to you guys.”

“No heroics, okay?” Ben demanded. “Jesse has lost too many people already. If there’s danger, get out of the way. Jesse needs you specifically; anyone can help the people on this train.”

That hit home; for a moment her thought processes stalled. But another shot sounded; the gunmen were getting closer. “I’ll be careful. Got the backpacks? Let’s get going.” Another shot. “I’ll come back and find you all when I’ve found Mary and the kids.”

She exited the train and watched until Ben and Patti were safely hidden in the gloom of the woods, and then began to work her way along the train. Amtrak trains could be extremely long, but this was little more than a dozen carriages cobbled together to get the workers’ families and friends to Texas. The sounds of fighting were closer now, about two thirds of the way down the train, and the light was growing; she’d have to be careful not to be seen. 

She moved forward to the next carriage. The door was open and people were climbing out. “That way!” she hissed. “A guy called Ben will show you where to hide.” 

Bud looked out of a broken window halfway along the carriage. “Mary hasn’t come past has she?”

“Not yet.” 

He looked forward, his face grim. Someone shouted in the car behind him, and Diana scrambled under the train. She crawled under it and crouched on the other side, hiding behind the wheels. 

There was the slap of flesh on flesh and a thud; Bud fell out of the train and landed on his back, his nose bloodied. Diana peered around the wheels cautiously; she could only see part of what was going on. 

Biker boots strode up to Bud and kicked him in the stomach. Bud curled, then went limp. The attacker went through his pockets, removing his wallet and gun. Fearing that he would shoot her friend, Diana grabbed a handful of stones and backed up enough to lob them through the broken window of the train carriage. They rattled as the lout dashed back onto the train shouting something indecipherable.

Diana ducked back under and waited, listening to the creak of his footfall as he ran along the car and crashed into the next carriage. Staying under the crazily tilted car, she stole to where Bud lay, setting her feet down on the ballast with care in case any of it was loose. A box marked ‘Ornaments’ smashed onto the ground behind her, and broke open, spilling shards of china and broken figurines across the ballast. She froze, but Bud’s attacker slammed out through the far door and into the next carriage on from that, so she took a risk and slipped out to check on the older man. “Bud! Bud, are you okay?”

He groaned. “Damn thug sneaked up on me. There’s a little kid hidden under a seat. I don’t think he saw her though.” 

“Are you badly hurt?”

He struggled to sit up. “Not seriously.” He spat out blood as he got to his feet. From the way he was cradling his arm, he needed to be removed from the front lines.

“Wait in the trees there, out of sight. I’ll get the girl.” Diana paused to listen. The rough laughter and crashes of bags being pried open was very nearby. She’d have to hurry. 

Hands shaking and sweat-slick, she clambered onto the train and dropped down to look under the seats. Three seats in, a toddler crouched on the floor frozen in fear. Diana crouched and held her arms out. “Quick, sweetheart, let’s go find your mommy, hey?” 

A shot in the next carriage made both of them jump. Diana snatched the little girl out of the cramped space and staggered to her feet, half falling down the steps in her efforts to get out of sight. She crouched in the stinking space under the train as the door slammed open in the car above them, hoping desperately that the child wouldn’t cry. 

“Dex has already gone through here from the look of it,” one voice spat. “That s-o-b doesn’t waste time. We’ll be lucky if he hasn’t cleaned out anything worth having by the time we get there.”

“Come on, let’s find him. There’s nothing in here.” The second door slammed and the voices moved down the train. 

Diana helped the little girl to her feet as Bud staggered back to join her. “Here she is. Take her down to the others. I’ll send on anyone I find.” 

Bud pursed his lips. “I don’t like leaving you here.” 

“We haven’t got time to argue. We need to get her away from here for her own safety. Right now I reckon I can run faster than you if I need to, so I’ll keep looking for Mary.” She stroked the little girl’s hair. “Hey sweetheart. You’ve been very good staying so quiet. Can you be quiet as a mouse for a little bit longer? Bud here is going to help you find your mom, but you have to not make a sound, okay?”

The little girl blinked but didn’t react. Diana had no idea if a kid that age could even understand what she’d said. Children were not her area of expertise. But Bud limped away with the little girl, and Diana eased forward, keeping close under the tilt of the floor. 

In the ninth carriage, someone was crying—quiet, terrified sobs. Heart pounding, she climbed into the sleeper car. Three of the doors had swung open, the rooms a chaos of smashed and scattered baggage. In one, a man slumped over the table, covered with thick, sticky blood and shattered glass.

Diana grabbed a walking stick from one of the rooms, and crept down the corridor, holding it like a club. The next compartments were also empty. But as she tried the last door, to the shower, the sobs went silent. She knocked quietly on the door. “Hey! I can get you to safety, but you have to come now, before they come back.”

“Diana, is that you?”

“Lettie?” 

The door opened and the girl peered out. “It’s me and Izzy. Help us! I can’t wake Mom up and I don’t know where Uncle Kyle is!”

“Go outside and hide in the trees while I check your mom.” Diana stood aside to let them pass. “I need you out of danger till I can get you back to the others.”

The girls didn’t like it, but they did as they were told. Diana spared a glance for the growing light. They needed to be away as soon as possible, or they’d be easy targets. 

She waited till the girls could not be seen from the train and then checked on Mary. She slid her hand under the woman’s neck to feel for a pulse, but Mary’s head flopped down onto her shoulder. It was horribly, gruesomely wrong. Her neck was broken, and there was no pulse or signs of breathing. 

Diana pushed Mary’s head back into a more natural position. There was nothing she could do for Mary except make sure the girls had something to remember her by. She rifled through her pockets and took her necklace and watch and her wallet with the picture of her children. A man’s voice sounded in the corridor and she froze. The steps came nearer; if the they found her, she was trapped in the tiny shower room. 

“Come out, now.” The handle turned and the door opened: A heavyset figure pushed his way in. “Kids?”

“Kyle?” Diana pushed out. “Thank goodness. They’re waiting in the woods. Mary—”

“I know.” A spasm crossed his face. 

Diana shut the bathroom door, leaving poor Mary, and followed Kyle off the train and toward the woods. “Do you know where we are?” 

“I worked on this stretch of line for a while.” Kyle paused where the trees started, and Lettie ran out and threw her arms round him, Izzy close behind. “Oh, thank goodness.” 

There were more shots and shouting from the train. Diana flinched. “Come on, we have to get out of here. Follow me.” She led the way, skirting the tree line for cover. The sun would soon rise, and the pink of dawn was fading to a cooler morning light. They were losing the advantage of darkness. 

“There’s a cut-through to the road.” Kyle pointed to a gap in the woods. “This way.”

“I have to join the others.” Diana hesitated. “Maybe you should take the kids though.”

Something crunched up ahead, and they bobbed down into the thick underbrush. Diana peered through the foliage, listening intently for footsteps. For the first time she noticed a slight hum; maybe something electrical nearby. Not important in the grand scheme.

The footsteps got nearer. She worked out the direction, and cautiously raised herself upright, ensuring there was foliage between her and their pursuer. She peered round the tree, and found herself face to face with—a clump of cicadas, settled on the branch inches from her nose. 

“Hell!” Heart leaping in her chest, she recoiled. The hum wasn’t a generator. She stared around and up; the whole swarm had settled in the woods. They were just starting to warm up after the night’s chill. 

The one nearest her started to shiver its wings, warming up the muscles so that it could fly. The more it moved, the more the toxin it shed. It was probably already everywhere, on the ground and all the greenery. And when the sun came up—any minute now—the warmth of its rays would have the swarm flying again; and they had no protective gear at hand.

“Kids, don’t touch anything,” she hissed. “Pull your sleeves over your hands and cover your mouth and nose if you can.”

Kyle yanked on sleeves and necklines, explaining why the kids had to do as Diana said. She caught his eye and directed it up at the swarm and he paled. And then a figure staggered out of the bushes.

“Diana? Thank goodness.” It was Ben, limping badly. “We found a farm and a way to the road.” 

“Ben, stop. Swarm.” Diana ushered Kyle and the kids toward the gap in the trees. “Where’s Patti, and the others? We have to get out of here, now.”

Ben fell in beside her. “We’re to meet them in the road to the sidings. Bud said you’d know it, Kyle.”

“Let’s get going.” Diana rummaged in the pockets of her coat and pulled out her pot of salve. They reached the path and turned away from the railroad. “Here. All of you, put this on any uncovered skin, while you walk. It’ll stop the burns.” It wouldn’t help with the toxin once that got in the air though. 

They all started smearing the cream on, Kyle helping the girls. Diana kept a close eye on the swarm. The buzz kicked up a notch, and the cicadas at the top of the trees and in direct sunlight were busily shaking their wings. Diana’s breaths came faster but she didn’t know whether it was fear or the toxin. 

“I’m scared, Uncle Kyle,” Lettie whispered.

“Me too,” Izzy admitted. 

“Everything’s going to be okay, honey.” Kyle took the girls’ hands. 

They marched along the path, while the buzz grew louder and the shimmer of movement in the trees became more and more marked. The sun lifted high and the temperature rose. They were nearly out of time, dammit! 

A splutter of movement. The first cicada dropped, flapping and buzzing, to the ground and began to stagger round in circles. The kids broke into a half-run, and the adults kept pace. Ben stumbled, and Diana skidded to a stop.

He waved her on. “Keep going; I’ll catch up—” 

“Nope.” Diana ducked under his arm and put her other around his waist, supporting him as best she could. “Come on.” The two of them hurried after the children.

Ahead they could see where the path broke out of the woods, but it seemed a mile away. Another cicada dropped into their path; a third hit Diana, and she yelped.

“Doc! Are you—?” 

“Not hurt.” 

More and more cicadas began to lift away from the tree. 

“Run?” Kyle called back. 

“We’ll breathe too much toxin. Keep walking. Cover your nose and mouth if you can.” The buzz changed to an angry roar—Diana’s heart thundered. The cicadas were rising. It was too late.

Then a rickety old Ford van appeared at the end of the track, skidding to a stop in front of them. 

“Get in, quick!” Patti yelled from the open window.

Ben opened the door and the kids and Kyle threw themselves into the body of the van. He slammed the door and ran to the passenger seat where Bud had shifted over to let him in. There were shouts from the train. Men ran toward them; two, then six, then more. 

Bud snapped, “They’ve seen us—time to go!” 

Patti sent the van careering back along the bumpy uneven track, throwing her passengers to the ground in a tangle of limbs. 

Ben opened his window. He put three bullets into the trunk of a huge aspen at the side of the track. The growl of the cicadas rose to a roar. “Patti, shut your windows and block the vents. The air’s about to get real bad. Everyone, watch for gaps and make sure none of them get in.” 

The cicadas rose from the tree like anger personified, and then the next tree and the next. 

The van reached a wider part of the track and Patti threw it round in a three point turn, accelerating away as the patter of cicadas on the roof became heavier. The woodland track became a road, and the van outpaced the swarm before the windows were too gunked over. There were a couple of shots from behind them, and then even the buzz of the swarm faded to nothing. 

The van roared as Patti accelerated over the tarmac, and the ride became smoother, occasionally veering to avoid an abandoned car and the disturbing clusters of rag and bones that were scattered around them. 

Ben dropped his gun onto the seat. “I just riled up a swarm of cicadas. People will be killed—innocent people, not just the looters.”

Patti steered left to avoid a car. “Not anyone from the train, Ben. We got them all into vehicles. They won’t necessarily have a comfortable ride, but we made sure they were covered in the back of those delivery trucks.” 

“But the people who live around here—”

“Anyone still around will be on the alert because there’ve been gunshots all night.”

“The cicadas would’ve been on the wing in minutes anyhow,” Diana picked up his gun gingerly and handed it back to him. “What you did was give anyone in the area a heads-up.”

Ben gave her a strained smile and put it back into his holster.

“Well, that was terrifying,” Diana made her voice light as she turned to check on Kyle and the children. “At least we’re on our way again.”

“But my mommy isn’t here,” Lettie wound the end of one of her braids round and round her finger, avoiding Diana’s gaze. 

Kyle wiped away the moisture that brimmed from his eyes. 

Diana reached in her pocket. “You saved the children, Kyle. I don’t think she could ask for anything more. I brought what I could.” She passed him Mary’s wallet and necklace, and the other things she had taken from the body. He clutched them on his lap and bit his lip. Lettie set her hand over his and looked up at him, wordless. 

Diana looked at Izzy, but she wasn’t paying attention. “Izzy? Are you okay?” Stupid question: she’d just lost her mother, of course she wasn’t okay, but her skin was pale and gray-looking, and her gaze unfocused. 

Kyle gave Mary’s things to Lettie and took Izzy’s hand. “Izzy?” He set his hand on her forehead, on her cheek. “She’s cold, clammy almost, and breathing so fast. I mean, we’ve been hurrying but—” He broke off helpless. 

The weight of decision fell on Diana like a ton of ice, but a decision had to be made, quickly. “Patti, can we stop? Are we free of the cicadas? We need your help.”

As the van halted, Izzy fell forward, utterly limp. Diana grabbed her before she could hit the floor.

“Coming round.” Patti got out of the van and hurried round to the back. The others got out of the way and Patti examined her. “Fast pulse, but faint; heart racing, shallow breaths and look at the color of her skin!” She turned to Lettie. “Did she hurt herself? When the train crashed?”

“Her tummy. She banged it, and it hurt a lot.” 

“Thank you, my dear. You’ve been a big help.”

“Is she going to die?”

Patti smiled. “Not if we can help it, Lettie, not if we can help it.” But when she looked back at Diana, her face said otherwise. 
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Ron Frobisher. Southampton, England


Dollarbill supplied Ron with a motorbike, a backpack filled with food, and some second-hand PPE. There were no rips or tears in the bunny suit, the gloves weren’t rank, and the N95 masks were in near-new condition. It wasn’t ideal but it was better than his T-shirt and picture-frame mask.

Ron wheeled the bike into the closest backyard and parked it behind the shed. He needed privacy to move his gear from his briefcases to the panniers.

There was one problem; Ron hadn’t been able to shake Captain Vivienne Alva, even when he’d explained that his mission was ‘more than dangerous, it’s deadly.’ He wasn’t allowed to say more, as a matter of national security, but he needed to make her understand.
Viv trailed after Ron, never letting him out of her sight. “Is it for Ann? Is that what you’re not saying? You’ve gone back to her?”
Nothing could entice Ron to work for Ann Pilkington again, but that wasn’t a bad smokescreen. “I know she’s done something that defies imagination, but she has her reasons.”

Viv swung her pack over her shoulder. “If it’s good enough for you, it’s good enough for me.”

“No, Viv. I can’t. You’d be a liability.”
“Thanks a bunch!”
“Not you, personally. Anyone would be deadweight. I need to do this alone. I can’t be on the lookout for someone else.”
“I can take care of myself, Ron Frobisher.”
“Good.” Ron opened briefcase number one, stretching the lid so she could have a good look inside. “Then that’s what you should do. Go. Find your safe corner, and stay there.”
Viv stood her ground. 

Ron cracked briefcase number two. Civilians—even ones who’d been hardened by a life with sailors and longshoremen—didn’t often see that much firepower. She didn’t flinch. He transferred the hardware into the bike’s bags. “I can’t protect you, Viv.”

“I’m not asking you to!”
“Let me be as plain as I can.” He turned to face her, willing her to understand. “This may be a suicide mission. I won’t know until I get there. And I can’t let you do that. I can’t be responsible for another life.” An innocent life, in any case. “We’ll never know how many we killed in Spain.” It was a low blow, but he had to go there. “We were reckless and sloppy. If we’d done our jobs properly, none of those cicadas would have gotten loose. We’re mass murderers and, I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t sit right with me. I need to redeem myself...”
Viv stomped away without a goodbye, which was better than at least three alternate outcomes he could think of. He dug through the food pack, trying to see if he could make room for a few stacks of bills. The money had come in useful already and there was a good chance people on the road would be every bit as short-sighted as Dollarbill. 
He mounted the bike and revved the engine. The fuel gauge said the tank was full. Maybe it was, maybe it wasn’t. He’d find out. He pulled onto the road and headed for the motorway. There was no traffic, but he had to weave in and out of wreckage and ignore the bodies. He’d never asked any of the operatives he’d spoken to—not even Claire—how much damage the first swarm had done, but it was obvious that the cicadas had wrought havoc on the city. Bloated corpses lined the streets, bikes and strollers abandoned, shops boarded up or gutted. Nothing and no one had been spared. He’d been winging it when he told Viv that he had to redeem himself, but it turned out it was true.

The motorway was a parking lot, vehicles jammed end to end, frozen in death. He kept as close to the hard shoulder as he could, but even that was a minefield of smashed metal and rotting flesh. He pulled off at the first service station. Not because he believed they’d have gas, but because his nerves required a reset. Dead bodies weren’t new to Ron, but the breadth and depth of the tragedy reminded him of his last tour in Afghanistan. Sangin, in a southeastern province of that hellhole, had been held by the British for four years, but when they pulled out and the Marines went in, Ron experienced the bloodiest, most soul-defying seven months of his life. They’d pinned a bunch of medals on his chest and his discharge was honorable, but that did nothing for the flashbacks that he’d worked so hard to contain. The stench of human flesh rose back from his memory banks, fresh as the day he first saw a Marine step on an IED.

He pulled his mask down and glugged half a bottle of water. He couldn’t allow the past to dictate the future. He was Ron Frobisher, badass and fixer. He’d remade himself in a specific mold, to keep the horror at bay. “I can do this.”

Dr. Sato’s instructions were clear. He was to approach a sleeping and/or resting swarm—no, she didn’t know when they slept, though sunlight gave them a boost of energy, it seemed. The jam jars he’d washed out and brought with him were his traps. If it hadn’t been so important, he’d have laughed. Jam jars! The fate of the world rests on a couple of jam jars. All the grenades and guns and bullets in the world were useless against a tiny bug. “Not tiny, Ronnie boy. They’re a goodly size. And remember not to touch them!”

He stashed his water bottle, even though it was empty. Nothing wasted. The rest stop was no less crowded than the highway which probably meant the B-roads weren’t great, either. On a normal day the trip would have taken him three hours and change, but normal days were dead and buried. Unlike these poor schlubs.

He checked the pumps, but they were all dry, as expected. He wasn’t desperate for gas and there were so many abandoned cars, he didn’t need to waste time siphoning some off just yet. He hit the road, zigging and zagging between Mercs and Corollas. Didn’t matter how fancy your ride was, when the swarm descended, you were toast.

He stopped at every service station, stretching his legs and checking their mini-supermarkets for water. One miniature Marks & Spencer had a couple of boxes of unopened Monster Munch. He sat on the wall outside a gutted Café Nero and ate a bag. If he’d been in a car, he’d have loaded up the savory treats and used them as bargaining chips. 

The further north he traveled, the lighter the devastation. It wasn’t until he turned west again that the stench of death returned. He’d had no instructions, other than, “Go to Wales and catch cicadas.” He didn’t know which part of Wales or where the wind was headed. Dr. Sato said that the bugs liked rural areas, because of the preponderance of greenery. Wales had that. In fact, it was so rural it was barely populated. At least by American standards. There was only one choice, Ron had to follow the fetid funk until it led him to the swarm.

He hung back, outside Llanarth, a small village in the southeast corner of Monmouthshire County. The sun was sliding behind the hilltops which meant—if Dr. Sato was right—the bugs would be bedding down for the night. He needed to find people and ask questions, both things he was very good at, and both things he dreaded. The sign to Llanarth Court was the only one remaining on the road, so he swung through the dimming light, taking the corners slowly, hoping for and against finding anyone at the ‘Court.’

Ron wasn’t a stranger to wealth, but the gatehouse that led to the big house spoke of old money. The ancient pile didn’t disappoint, with its neoclassical bays and Doric columns. It was three stories high and at least six blocks long, with an armed guard by the front door.

He didn’t try to hide his approach, instead skidding on the gravel at the base of the sweeping stone staircase. He kept his mask on, which required him to shout. “Not stopping. Just passing through. Wonder if you could answer a couple of questions?”

“Depends.” The guard hadn’t left his post. “If there’s something I can help you with, I will, but I can’t say anything to what I don’t know.” The accent was so thick, Ron had to strain to follow what the man was saying. “I’m Carwyn Jones, guardian of the keep. Who might you be?”

“Gary Fielding.” Lying about his identity came so naturally, Ron didn’t blink. “This is going to sound strange, but I’m looking for the swarm.”

“Right you are.”

“Have you seen it? Has it been through here?”

“Passed us by, but not by much, mind you. I hear it turned itself around and went through Abergavenny.”

Ron had skirted the market town, just over the Welsh border. 

“It’s a crying shame. Lovely town, is that. The ‘Gateway to Wales’ they call it. Right up near the Brecon Beacons. I haven’t been there myself, but my wife’s sister said they ate their way through the market and didn’t stop until every living thing was dead. ‘Gateway to Hell’ now, see?”

Ron knew very little about Welsh geography, but the Brecon Beacons were famous enough that he knew they were both large and hilly. 

“I’d turn yourself around and go right back to England, if I were you, Mr. Fielding.” Kind words and well meant, but Ron didn’t have a choice in the matter.

A voice, high and gentle, came out of the house.

“My wife wants to know if you’d care for a dish of tea?”

A break from the horror sounded delightful, but Ron wanted to ride the dusk and use whatever light he could. “I’m afraid I have to press on, Mr. Jones, but please thank Mrs. Jones for her kindness. We’re going to need more of that in the days to come.”

The gravel gave way to tarmac, which in turn took him out to the main road, and Abergavenny was in his crosshairs. The wind turned, smacking him with more of that sweet death stink. He steeled himself and rode on. Just as Mr. Jones had said, the center of town had been stripped of all greenery. The dead were fresher than the corpses down south. Whereas the course of putrefaction had turned the older cadavers black, the newly dead were encrusted with cruel welts and boils. 

Ron parked his bike and picked through the carnage. Between the bodies, scattered in no pattern he could discern, the turgid bellies of spent cicadas stared up at him. He’d failed to ask—and Sato had failed to say—but he assumed she wanted live, rather than dead samples, but he decided to collect a jar full of the dead, in case he never met the living.

Never before had latex gloves seemed so fragile. The bugs were sticky, gloopy almost, with toxin. He collected ten, fighting the urge to get on his bike and hightail it back south and tell them the swarm had gone out to sea, but he wouldn’t allow himself that out. He screwed the lid on, tight, and hunted for something to clean the outside of the jar.

“Sorry, Gladys.” He didn’t know the dead woman’s name, but she looked like a Gladys; stocky and sturdy and always willing to share a kind word. Her handbag was still hooked around her wrist. He popped the clasp and found the handkerchief he knew would be in there. “Nicely done, Gladys!” She had hand sanitizer, too. He sprayed the jar, his gloves, then the jar again, wrapped it in one his Ziplock bags, then secured it in one of the panniers.

The road out of town was mostly clear. The quaint commercial district ended and the residential area sped by but it wasn’t long before he was in the countryside again. With the light fading fast, Ron had to make a decision. The swarm could have traveled twenty miles, according to Sato, but that didn’t take into account when their day had started or where. He could be right on top of them and not know it.

To his right, the crop stood tall, to his left, it had been ravaged to the ground. “Decision made.” He pulled over and parked his bike by a stile. He changed his mask for a fresh-ish one, pulling the strings of the bunny suit tight, so that his face was mostly covered. His eyes were vulnerable, but Dollarbill hadn’t scrounged up any lab glasses and Ron had abandoned his plastic visor, so he had no choice but to go in with an eight-by-two square inch of flesh unprotected. 

He mounted the stile, letting himself down into the mud on the other side, gently. 

“They lay eggs in the stalks” Sato’d told him. “If you can get me some of those?”

Maybe on the way back? Let’s find the live ones, first.

A buzz sounded from the road, distant, but getting louder. If the swarm landed on him, he wouldn’t make it. He needed a safe place to let them pass over. He wasn’t happy about the idea of chasing them, but happier than them chasing him. He clambered back over the stile and pulled his emergency blanket from his roll, shaking the metalized plastic sheet out and throwing it over his head. He squatted behind his bike, tucking the ends under his knees.

The sound, more of a roar than a buzz, got closer. Ron hadn’t prayed since Jonathan Nathan died in his arms in Sangin, but he hoped he was at least part-ways forgiven for his transgressions. He’d at least tried to do the right thing.

The roar stopped. It didn’t die down or peter out, it just stopped. Visions of the swarm blanketing the countryside in a swathe of beady orange eyes and paper-thin wings invaded his brain. He was a dead man.

“Ron?” Someone tapped his shoulder. “Is that you?”

He stood, letting the blanket fall around his shoulders. “Viv?” How had she found him? He hadn’t said where he was going or what he was doing. She’d either tracked him— No, he would have heard her. Which meant someone had told her. “What are you doing here?”

“I figured you needed back up.” She had a smaller bike and no PPE, but she’d still made it to South Wales and found him. “What they asked of you was insane.”

He waited. He was not glad to see her.

“So, I listened in. Sue me.” She offered him a granola bar, like nothing outrageous was going down. 

“You listened?”

“Man, I wasn’t born yesterday. Of course I listened in. And, just so you know, Ann Pilkington wouldn’t take you—or me for that matter—back if we paid her. We crossed her. If she knew we were alive, we’d be dead. And, in any case, the chick on the video feed had an American accent. That was a lame explanation and I didn’t buy it for a second.”

“Why come all this way, Vivienne? We’re heading into the swarm, you know that, right?”

She nodded, her face suddenly grave. “What you said back there, about redemption? That’s about where I am. I took a job I should have turned down, because I was sick of scrimping and saving and never quite getting ahead. Ann offered me an obscene sum to turn the other way. Bottom line, I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Hold that thought.” There was a new sound inching into the night. “Can you hear that?”

“We’re close.” She took a deep breath and pulled her hoodie up.

Ron gave her his last mask. “If you’ve got gloves, put them on. If you’ve got anything to protect your face, use it. Don’t touch them, don’t fight back, don’t do anything I don’t tell you to do. Got it?”

“Got it.”

In the almost-dark, far from everyone Ron knew and loved, the buzz and hum—a sound like nothing he’d heard before—drew closer. He didn’t have much of a plan, but he threw his sleeping bag at Viv and pulled his blanket over his head a second time. “Duck and cover. When they’ve passed, we’ll collect our samples.”

The last thing he saw, before he tucked his blanket under his feet, was the swarm.
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Kim Walker. Blue Mountains, Australia

Blackness encroached on Kim’s vision until all she could see was the small outline of Leanne’s claret-soaked body, motionless on the road. The blood was everywhere; over Barry in her cafe, those dead in the streets, and the lifeless victims scattered throughout the resort. The girl was barely eighteen years old, so proud of her first job, on the cusp of a life denied to her forever.

‘You’ll be safer with the others.’ That’s what Kim had said. Refused to allow the girl to come with her. Told her to find a place to hide until help arrived. But the thugs had found her instead. And murdered her. Executed her in cold blood.

White noise filled her head. Her chest so tight she thought she would explode. Full-blown panic was half a heartbeat away. Something hard smacked against her cheek while a shrill voice, Natalie?, screamed, “Drive!” 

A man shouted! Footsteps pounded on hard road base. Getting louder. Emma sobbed in the back seat. The cat, in its carrier, hissed and yowled like it was demented.

Kim’s fog evaporated. Her world shifted, reality smashed into her face and she released the breath she’d been holding in an explosion of sound. 

“Come on!” Natalie yelled as she punched Kim’s shoulder. 

Ahead, the men rushed toward the Land Rover, guns lowered, their intent written in their savage expressions. Capture. Torture. Death.

Kim rammed her foot onto the accelerator and the SUV responded, hurtling the last few yards to where a jumble of motorcycles and pick-up trucks barred their way. Yanking the steering wheel to the right at the last possible moment, she went for the weakest point. The SUV crashed into the bikes, sending one spinning, crunching over the other while the bikers dived for cover.

“Emma! Stay down!” A bullet pinged into the rear door and Kim ducked, her hands firm on the wheel and her foot hard to the floor, sending the SUV flying up the drive and out of the resort entrance. She risked a quick glance over her shoulder where Emma was curled into a ball on the backseat, her cat, still howling, clutched in her hands. Her face was bleached of any color and her eyes smudged with shadows. “You doing alright?”

Emma shifted so her hair fell over her face and didn’t answer. But at least her sobs quieted into muffled sniffles. There was no time to stop and offer comfort or say kind words. They had to put distance between themselves and those murderers. 

Jaw clenched, Kim maintained a brutal pace weaving the heavy vehicle through the quiet, smoky streets of Leura. Movement flickered in the garden of a house built from sandstone, walls still erect, the roof partially collapsed. The few people who’d manage to escape, scrambled over melted lawn furniture. Navy Overalls helped an elderly woman. Suit Man had his arm around a woman holding a stumbling toddler, while Hawaiian Shirt/Shorts convulsed on the burned earth. 

Kim was thankful Emma still had her head down and didn’t witness another death. When the small town was no more than a speck in the rear-view mirror, she pulled the SUV off the highway and onto the gravel shoulder. Leaving the engine on to run the air conditioner, she slumped back in the seat and ran a trembling hand over her sweaty face. After a few moments she twisted around to check on Emma who sat up and huddled in the corner. “Need your Ventolin?”

“How could you?” Pushing aside her cat, Emma surged forward and slammed her fist into Kim’s headrest, giving the distinct impression she wanted to hit Kim’s head. “Mom could have been killed!”

“But I wasn’t. It’s okay, honey.” In the passenger seat, Natalie had her arms locked about her waist. When she turned to look at Kim, her glassy eyes were ravaged, testament to the horrors they’d all witnessed. 

“No, it’s not okay!” Emma screamed, punching the seat again. “She was going to leave you behind!”

“Surely not?” Natalie pressed against the SUV door and glared.

“You’re here, aren’t you? We’re all here.”

“Leanne isn’t.” Emma fell back wheezing and fumbled for her puffer. Taking it from her pocket, she took two long drags. The cat jumped onto the back of Emma’s seat and hissed. “Come here, little girl.” Emma eased the cat down. 

Kim’s gut churned and hot tears stung her eyes as the memory of that huddled body rose up to haunt her. “I thought she’d be safer with the others.”

“Not our fault. Not your fault,” Natalie mumbled before succumbing to a fit of coughing that left her visibly shaking.

Kim didn’t believe a word of it. At best, Leanne’s death was all their fault. At worst, it was hers alone. She could have brought the girl with them. Could have saved her. Instead, she’d been selfish and arrogant, thinking she knew best for Leanne, for Emma, and for herself. The low cry that burst from her throat was more animalistic than human. Shoulders heaving, she buried her face in her hands.

“You didn’t kill her. They did.” The quiet words came not from Natalie, but Emma, jolting Kim out of her anguish. 

Not knowing how to respond to the surprising support coming from someone who’d consistently shut her out, Kim found a tissue and blew her nose. Balling the sodden mess in her shaking fist, she allowed herself to feel every ache, every twinge and throb of pain assailing her body. She was so tired, even speaking was an effort. “Think they’ll follow us?”

“I can’t see Viper giving up, can you? If we’re lucky, he’ll think we headed to Sydney. Not the other side of the mountains.” Natalie shifted, kicking the mini bug out bag with her feet and causing the bottles inside to chink together. 

Kim had to restrain herself from grabbing the bottles and throwing them out of the window, then told herself to have a little charity. The woman had seen her husband die before her eyes. Hell, they’d all seen it, including Emma. If only she could change the past, take away her kid’s pain, take her somewhere safe. She’d thought taking her away from Natalie would keep her safe and look where that had gotten all of them. What it all boiled down to was if they wanted to evade those thugs and stay alive, they’d have to take the Great Western Highway to Bathurst. Odd how everything had a way of working out to suit Natalie’s agenda. They were heading to her employer’s regional office after all. Kim wriggled in her seat and, using her sleeve, cleared a smear of ash from the driver side window. “Still a lot of smoke about but the road looks clear. I need a pit stop.”

“Me too.” Natalie pushed her face respirator back on and reached for the door handle. “I’ll get a roll of toilet paper from the back. We’ll take turns hitting the bushes. I prefer not to wait until we find a public restroom.”

“I know we have to keep moving, but I’m desperate for a change of clothes.” Kim grimaced as she plucked the edge of her tacky shirt. “I’ve never been this filthy.” 

“I think we all deserve a bit of a clean-up. What do you say honey?” Natalie shot Emma a quick smile.

“I guess. And Didi wants to pee.” 

Kim climbed from the SUV, ensuring she shut the door as soon as her feet hit the ground so as little smoke as possible entered the cabin.

Fifteen minutes later, they’d all managed a mini-wash, using the spare water containers they’d packed before leaving Sydney, and were dressed in clean clothes. Rather than discard them, they bundled their smoke-stinking clothes into plastic bags. Kim attended to the blisters on her feet, as well as re-bandaging her ribs, before she and Natalie topped up the SUV’s fuel tanks from the spare jerry cans. Although they would pass several towns on the way, neither were hopeful the services stations would be operational, or have anyone to unlock the pumps. Kim handed out bottles of water, cans of soup and three spoons then pulled out the medical bag Natalie had packed. “Any chance of something stronger than Advil?”

“Should be some painkillers with codeine in the side zipper section.” Natalie passed the can opener to Emma, who was sitting cross legged on the back seat. Didi, her cat, perched beside the girl, waiting for her own meal of tuna. 

With a packet of strong painkillers in her pocket, Kim returned to the driver’s seat where she removed her mask and forced herself to eat, despite the lingering nausea. No one was in the mood for talking about what had happened and she was keen to avoid any conversation that might jog Natalie’s memory. She wasn’t up for countering accusations and besides, her excuse for wanting to leave Natalie behind was both pitiful and selfish. Giving the woman a reason to dump her out of the car, wasn’t an option. Kim had to stay right there, until she was satisfied Emma would be safe.

After swallowing a couple of tablets and a full bottle of water, she turned on the engine. Her fingers still trembled, every nerve shredded. There was no time to rest for longer or to have a melt-down. She pulled onto the road and turned toward the west. 

Ordinarily an hour and half’s drive down the mountains, the journey slowed to a painstaking crawl as she navigated around fallen trees, power poles, and vehicles which were either abandoned, metal coffins, or gridlocked due to obstructions across the road. They detoured onto winding side roads and through scrub to circumvent the blockages. The day ticked on, and they hadn’t made any significant distance. Beside her, Natalie dozed, head rapping against the door every so often. On the back seat, Emma was curled up under a blanket, her cat nestled against her, and appeared to be asleep. The smoke haze became thicker, and out of nowhere a gust of wind rocked the SUV. Kim turned on the radio and flicked through the channels, receiving nothing but static for her trouble. Leaning over she tapped Natalie on the arm. “Hey! Wake up. Can you check the fire situation on that sat phone of yours?”

Groaning, Natalie stirred and opened the glove box. After a few minutes, she tossed the useless phone onto the floor. “Nothing. Looks like the smoke haze is thicker this area of the mountains.” 

“Yeah. I think there’s a fire close by.”

As if to confirm Kim’s suspicions, a gust of wind rattled charred leaves, twigs, bugs, and burning embers against the windscreen. She flicked on the wipers, grimacing as yellow bug-fluid smudged the glass. “Double ick. What are they, anyway?”

“No idea.” Natalie shifted closer, placing a finger on the trail. “Maybe cicadas?”

“That’s weird. Don’t they emerge in spring?”

“How would I know? Do you have to see a conspiracy in everything?” Natalie’s voice was sharp, maybe too sharp.

Scowling, Kim slowed the SUV to a halt and gestured to where a landslide had obliterated the highway ahead. On one side of the road was a sheer drop and the other a cliff face. “Hell. I can’t see a way around that mess.”

“There’s a paper map in the driver’s door well.”

Emma poked her head in the space between the two front seats. “What’s that disgusting goo on the windscreen?”

“Squashed bugs.” 

“Totally gross.” Smothering a yawn with her hand, Emma flopped back into her seat.

Kim unfolded the map, resting the paper on the steering wheel. “I can’t see any side roads which would lead around the landslide.” 

Natalie leaned over to look as well. “We’ll have to double back. Take the Bells Line.”

“That’s going to take longer.” It didn’t have to be said that re-tracing their tracks would lead them perilously close to Leura and Viper. “Let’s hope they took the road to Sydney,” Kim muttered in a low voice before handing the map over to Natalie.

“We’ll have to take extra precautions, just in case. No headlights.”

“Something else that will slow us down. Visibility is dropping. With all the smoke and abandoned vehicles and tree branches on the road, I don’t want to risk an accident.”

Natalie folded the map into a neat square. “You can only do your best.”

Yeah, right. But what happened if your best ended up being your worst? She rolled her shoulders to loosen a building knot of tension and turned the SUV around. 

A couple of miles down the road, the highway branched off into dual carriageways with a wide expanse of scrub running between. No sooner had the SUV moved over to the other side than headlights glinted through the smoke shrouded trees. 

“Is that...?” Natalie’s voice trailed off.

Kim accelerated until they reached a stationary concrete mixer and squeezed the SUV between it and the guard rail where the ground fell away into a steep valley. “Everyone, keep your heads down.” Keeping the engine running, she slid lower until her eyes were level with the dash.

“Mom?”

“It’s okay, Emma. Get onto the floor and don’t move.”

The headlights zoomed closer. 

“Are they stopping?” Natalie screeched and popped her head up the better to see.

Kim reached over and placed pressure on Natalie’s shoulders. “Not sure. Stay down for heaven’s sake.” 

The deep rumble of motorcycles was unmistakable. Sweat trickled under Kim’s armpits as they waited. Her heartbeats were like an Army of soldiers battering her sore ribs. She risked another peek. The lights flashed past. The roar intensified as the bikes gained speed, a pick-up truck growling in their wake. 

“They didn’t stop.” Kim struggled upright wanting to puke, aware she was close to breaking point. 

Natalie whispered, “I better check how many bullets we have left.”

In the back seat, Emma began to hum to her cat while Natalie fished out the two guns.

“Three in the Smith and Wesson. Ten in the Glock.” 

Kim pushed the SUV as fast as she dared. With the heavy smoke haze, it was becoming harder and harder to see too far ahead. Squinting through the glass, she slowed. “Check the map again, would you? Is that a forestry road to the left? Maybe it will link up with the Bells Line.”

Paper rustled as Natalie unfolded the map. A few seconds later, she looked up. “Yes, but it isn’t tarred and cuts through quite a large area of the National Park.”

“We don’t have much choice. I think I saw headlights behind us before we came around that last bend.” 

“There it is.” Natalie pointed a gun barrel toward where the bushland thinned, and a narrow dirt road disappeared into the thick trees.

Kim swung the wheel to the left and with a jolt the SUV hit the gravel, wheels spinning over the loose surface for a heart-stopping moment before gaining traction. The vehicle hurtled down the winding road, bouncing over the deep ridges and potholes. From the back, Didi yowled while Emma’s hums grew louder. Natalie kept swinging around to check behind them, allowing Kim to retain her focus on the treacherous road. Not only did the track weave and bob around trees, but the blasted thing had enough dips and rises to rival a roller-coaster.

They skidded around another sharp bend, Kim slamming on the brakes at the last possible second. The SUV rocked and bucked on its axles. 

“They’ve found us!” screamed Natalie. 

Kim shot a glance in the rear-view mirror. The pick-up filled the small screen and racing in front were five motorcycles. “I can’t go any faster! We’ll kill ourselves on this bloody road!” As she stared, a hand appeared from the truck’s side window. “They’re going to shoot! Emma! Get on the floor!”

Emma whispered to her cat, coaxing it back into its carrier.

A gunshot rang out. 

Natalie wound down her window a couple of inches, twisted around and fired the Smith and Wesson twice through the narrow slit. The thugs let loose a hail of bullets. Natalie switched guns, fired again.

Hemmed in by dense bushland, with smoke thickening and swallowing Kim’s line of sight, it was damn near impossible to drive fast, yet somehow, she had to outrun their attackers, or they’d be killed. They raced along the road that was little better than a track. Another gunshot ricocheted past drilling into a tree trunk mere inches from the SUV. Natalie returned fire. Gripping the steering wheel tighter, Kim hunched forward as if somehow that would make their speed increase. 

The day turned to an orange-hued night. The wind whipped through the bushland, blowing a frenzy of burning embers and leaves across their path. Flinging herself back into her seat, Natalie closed the window.

To Kim’s horror, spot fires flared up in the tinder-dry scrub, springing up, surrounding them. There was a massive ‘crack’ and a tree exploded into flames on their right. The fire leaped through the air, like a striking snake biting at the swaying tops of another tree. Once that was consumed, the fire leaped one at a time to each of the other trees close by. Flames shot higher than she could see.

“Quick! Masks everyone!” Grabbing her respirator, she slipped it over her face with one hand. She changed down a gear to swerve around a fallen tree, the engine grinding in protest. Two shots dinged into the SUV’s rear door. Another gum tree exploded. And yet another toppled to the ground, blazing a fiery red and showering sparks. The burning tree rolled onto the road ahead, tumbling toward them.

Natalie unleashed her seat belt and dived into the back seat. “Emma! Help me put blankets over the windows!”

Kim yanked the wheel to the left. The SUV left the dirt road, straight into the burning scrub. There was nowhere else to go. She snatched a quick look at the thugs chasing them. Fire licked over the roof of the pick-up truck. Swerving to avoid falling branches, one of the bike riders veered into a tree and a small fireball rocketed upwards. Another fireball burst around the gang as they vanished in a swirl of smoke and flames. Kim tugged on the wheel as it lurched in her hands, doing all she could to keep the SUV upright as it plowed over the rough terrain. She had no time to worry about the men on bikes. She bounced on her seat like a rag doll, as she dodged the falling trees, avoiding the bushes disintegrating into roman candles, ash, and charred leaves. 

What remained of the daylight vanished into blackness. The fire front was on top of them, roaring.

Behind her, thrown from side to side, Natalie and Emma scurried about attempting to barricade the windows from the radiant heat that could roast them alive. The cat howled as the carrier fell from the seat. If only the fire front wasn’t too deep. If only it would pass over quickly. If not, they would be cremated alive. 

With the wipers whisking on their fastest setting, Kim trained her gaze on the world burning outside the window, a kaleidoscope of black and hellish flames. Her eyes stung. Her clothes stuck to her sweating skin over bones that felt like they were melting. The air inside the SUV became super-heated. The temperature gauge flashed a warning. The engine was over-heating. Even with the mask, breathing was difficult. It’d been her decision to find a forestry road. Her fault they were surrounded by fire. If Emma died...

Metal creaked and the SUV’s hood popped and buckled under the intense inferno. She could see nothing but flames, hear nothing but the enraged beast intent on devouring all in its path. She swore her foot must be glued to the pedal as she pressed the whining SUV to keep going. 

The darkness lessened. The crackles and mind-numbing noise lessened. They had passed through the fire front. They’d made it.

Natalie squeezed Kim’s shoulder. “Oh, thank the...” 

“Mom! The back of the Land Rover is burning!” Emma’s shout cut off Natalie’s mumbled relief. 

Trembling, Kim slammed on the brakes. As soon as the SUV rolled to a halt, Natalie and Emma tumbled out. Leaving the engine running, Kim ran to where Natalie aimed a fire extinguisher at the SUV. Emma stood nearby, clutching the jostling pet carrier as the cat howled and flung itself about, out of its mind with fear.

Natalie sprayed the SUV’s bubbling roof. “There’s another one of these under the back seat!” 

Obeying Natalie without question, Kim located the other extinguisher and soon had a stream of foam cooling down the burning tires. Steam and the stink of burned rubber stung her eyes making them water. They both continued to shower the Land Rover until the extinguishers ran dry. Kim dropped hers to the ground and sank into a crouch. Tears of exhaustion, fear, gratitude, she wasn’t sure which, blurred her vision. A small hand came down on her shoulder. Emma. Reaching up, Kim covered Emma’s hand with her own, gave it a gentle squeeze, forced strength into her wobbly knees and straightened. 

Natalie had her arm around Emma who maintained her death grip on the pet carrier out of which her aggrieved cat glared. Emma’s eyes were dark pools, stark against her bloodless skin while haggard lines aged Natalie’s face a good twenty years. Kim hated to think how shaken she looked.

Natalie shuffled to the Land Rover and pulling down her sleeve to cover her hand, pried open the door, her movements jerky and slow. Tossing the depleted extinguisher inside, she turned around. “We don’t have enough spares...”

A bullet burrowed into the charred ground beside her. Two figures materialized from the smoke haze, like avenging devils. Both limping. Both with singed hair and clothes. Both with guns in their hands. Viper and String-bean.

Shoving Emma behind her, Kim crab-scrambled toward the SUV while Natalie, sobbing and crying out for Emma, crawled onto the back seat. The open door offered a little protection as another bullet punctured the metal. Half-pushing, half-lifting, Kim had Emma sprawled inside the car. The pet carrier landed upside down on the floor. Natalie wriggled her way between the twin front seats, probably after the Glock. 

Viper and String-bean broke into a stumbling run. Nothing could hide the sheer rage carved into their faces.

Kim pivoted and snatched the passenger-side front door open. Ignoring the sear to her skin, she took the gun Natalie held out. She didn’t bother ducking or aiming; there was no time. A bullet zinged past her ear. The enemy was so close she could see the pimples on String-bean’s peeling chin. 

She squeezed the trigger. The gun bucked in her hands. She fired again and again. Blood bloomed on Viper’s thigh, pouring like a never-ending river from his femoral artery. His gun fell from his hands. He toppled to the ground, writhing and screaming. He’d be dead in under five minutes. 

String-bean clutched his head, his gaze fixed on his dying brother. 

A memory rose. Leanne kneeling. String-bean with a gun in his hand.

Kim fired one last time. 

She didn’t miss.

As if in slow motion, the bullet punched into String-bean’s chest. His arms drifted wide. A startled expression formed on his face as he pitched backward. Blood spurted in a glistening arc. 

Kim’s world righted as String-bean hit the dirt, his eyes staring sightlessly into the void of death for all eternity. 
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Chapter 28


[image: image]


Brandon Curtis. Logging Camp, West Montana

Brandon stumbled through the forest for hours in the dark, grateful that Carlota had given each of them a flashlight. He’d never been as silent as he’d been returning to the bush to find the lost water bottle and binoculars. They were right where he’d dragged himself out of the branches. He used a branch to sweep away the evidence that he’d been there. He made no sound moving away from Kyle and his friends, and he moved quickly to find his backpack. 

The trees through which he’d made his silent pilgrimage eventually thinned out to reveal a campfire. He could see the shapes of sleeping forms, clustered near the fire. The smallest lump was Bailey Rae. The next was Carlota. On the far side, a backpack lay on a bed roll, where he expected Fatima to be. He peered into the darkest distance. Even speaking in a soft voice after hours of silence, his words sounded too loud. “Fatima?”

“Right behind you, Brandon.”

Almost shrieking, he spun around, heart racing. “You’re a ninja.” He hissed, attempting to hold his voice in a whisper.

“Making sure you weren’t followed. You’ve been gone longer than I thought.”

As she stepped to him, he closed the space between them, threw his arms wide and gave her a hug. “You’re all safe!”

“Er...” She returned his embrace for a moment, pushed him back to arm’s length, then looked him in the eye. Even in the darkness, he could feel her stare. “Yeah.”

“Sorry. Just glad... Y’know.” The embarrassment of the moment soon passed, even though his relief and elation stayed. “They’re all asleep, camping for the night. They’ve got tents and some supplies. There was a gun, but they lost it. A girl committed suicide. That was the shot.”

“I see.”

“They’re at the edge of that logged clearing we saw, the other side from where the girl’s body is. I’d have been back sooner, but I lost my water and binoculars. They’d all turned in for bed, so I slipped back into the night and found them. They didn’t hear a thing.”

In the glow of the embers, Fatima smiled. “Now, who’s a ninja?”

“It was really scary.”

“Good. That means you were on edge.” She smiled again. “You did well. I watched you return in case you’d been compromised.”

“Really? Wow. Did I walk past you?” His words were part surprise and part admiration. “I did, didn’t I? Walked right past you.”

“You must be tired. There’s a space for you there, by the fire. I’ll keep watch.” She pointed between her bag and where Carlota lay. “Get some rest, Brandon. You’ve done well. I’m proud of you.”

Using his bag as a pillow, he rested on his side, trying to ease his aching leg, which was far more painful when he didn’t have movement, fear, and adrenaline to distract him. He focused on what Fatima had said—that she was proud of him. It was the first time a relative stranger had used that word about him. It was never something Dale had said of him; his adoptive dad was far too English to say what was in his heart. And he’d never approved of him playing ‘shooting games’ – his description of Call of Duty and Airsoft. Brandon didn’t know what Jeremy might think because they never got to talking much about hobbies. It was only ever about what was happening in the moments they were together, the usual sort of argument. He was a little sad to think of all the times he’d sabotaged conversations, never taking time to learn who his real dad was. Tiredness washed away his pain and his sadness, tipping him into blissful sleep.

In his mind, no time had passed, yet when he opened his eyes again, there was already activity in the camp. In his worn-out state, he hadn’t seen the fence ahead of them and the huge machines that lay beyond.

Fatima came through the shrubs and small bushes, walking back from the edge of the bordered territory. “It’s all chain link fencing and we don’t have anything to cut through it.”

Kneeling in the foam of his wafer-thin mattress, he looked at the equipment. “How far round did you go? There has to be a gate for them to get in and out.”

“Not far enough to see anything like a gate. I don’t want to be too far from camp in case we get visitors sooner than we expect.” She motioned to the west, and the other camp. “It was too dark to check anything when we got here. That’s why we stopped where we did.”

Carlota and Bailey Rae each dropped an armful of logs on the small pile they’d made. The older girl looked at Brandon. “You’re awake, at last. Good to have you back.”

“Nuh uh.” Bailey Rae shook her head. “You snore. It was nice and quiet before you got back.”

Brandon was surprised by her reaction to his return. “Oh.”

She grinned. “Nah. Kidding. Your snoring keeps the bears away.”

Bears were always a worry in Montana, where the family ranch was nestled in the hills, but he’d figured this close to some bit of civilization they’d be safe. And he’d been wrong. He glanced around; ears keen to pick up the slightest growl. “Have you seen evidence of them again? Claw marks on trees or—”

The girl grinned. “They ran away when you started making all that noise.”

Fatima tutted at the humor, folded her arms, looked at the cold, charred remains of the fire and then at the fence. “We’re going to have to go around until we find a gate. It looks like there are cabins and storage containers a way over there.” She indicated due north.

Brandon looked at the firewood the girls had collected. “What about all this?”

Putting her hands on her hips, Carlota surveyed the pile of logs. “We can leave it. Really, it was just in case we had to wait another night for you. I’m sure there’s plenty more, closer to the cabins.” 

He hadn’t considered that they might have done such a thing for him or that it could have been necessary. “Thanks. That’s very kind. Shall we get going, then?”

Once they were packed, they all shouldered their backpacks at the same time. Fatima didn’t want them to walk by the side of the fence. Instead, they used what cover they could find to conceal their movements, while keeping the fence in sight as they skirted the perimeter of the logging camp. The Master Sergeant said she would go ‘on point,’ with the group walking in single file with a few yards between them. After ten minutes of trudging through the undergrowth, she halted.

“There.” Fatima raised her arm and pointed. “That’s what we’re looking for.”

The trees had been felled for access to the camp. The ground was either flattened or rutted, depending on where the heavy logging machinery had been driven on a makeshift, gravel road. The fence angled inward toward two large rusting posts. Two gates spanned the gap between, barring access to the enclosure beyond.

The group stood before the mesh of the doors. Standing as tall as the rest of the fencing, they were no less imposing. Brandon put his hand on one. In the same instant, Carlota yelled, “Electric Fence!”

He turned and laughed. “Good joke.”

Fatima spread her arms wide, holding the girls back. All three looked at him with terror. Pointing to a sign on the other side of the fence from where they’d walked, Carlota’s cheeks drained of color. 

“Warning: Electrified Fence.”

Brandon retracted his hand at reflex speed. A male voice shouted from ten yards along the road. “It’s a bit late, buddy.” Striding toward them, hands up and palms facing front. Whether it was mock surrender, Brandon couldn’t tell but he knew who it was. In his surprise, he whispered the name “Kyle” to Fatima.

Three more adults emerged from the undergrowth, spreading out across the track behind their leader. It was the four they’d expected; three men at the front, with the woman behind. Their leader called out, striding forward with confidence. “Greetings, fellow travelers. What a pleasant surprise.”

Fatima stepped forward, placing her hand on her hip over where her pistol was always holstered. Except her gun wasn’t there. Brandon couldn’t remember if she’d had it the night before, when she’d startled him. Maybe she’d put it in her backpack, but why would she do that? “Hello. We’re hoping to find supplies and shelter in this compound. I’m sure we can share whatever we find.”

Putting his hands together in prayer, Kyle beamed the broadest, white-toothed smile Brandon had seen. “Thank you for being so gracious. We have plenty. You can have some of ours.”

Brandon moved to Carlota’s side as she pushed Bailey Rae behind her. He’d watched them at their camp. They were fatigued and lost, but from what he’d seen, they were supportive of each other and worked together, but something niggled at the back of his mind; something that said all was not well within the group. The cut on his leg stung, reminding him of Nash’s twisted rage. He’d read the guy wrong, but Kyle wasn’t another Nash.

“My apologies for just appearing from the forest. I can see we’ve disturbed you.” He stopped on the track and lowered his hands. The others stopped walking, too, keeping the same distance from him. “I’m Kyle.” Thumbing a finger, he identified the others. “These two are my old school buddies, Ryan and Garth.” Leaning around, he raised an open palm to the last of the group. “And the lovely young lady with us is Zara. About a week ago, we rescued her and her friend, Shelley. Unfortunately, we lost her, yesterday. She... well...” He made eye contact with Fatima then looked toward Bailey Rae, as she peeked around Carlota’s side. “We can talk about that later, if that’s okay with you, ma’am.”

“It sounds like we should.”

Kyle lowered his eyes and dropped his shoulders. “We’ve been running from the coast, staying ahead of these fires since they started. We’re so very tired, ma’am. I see you’re all in uniform. You can’t all be in the military, can you?” He cocked his head to indicate Bailey Rae. “I guess it was a change of clothes, eh?”

A weird nervous energy was rippling off Carlota, and she was gripping Bailey Rae’s hand. Brandon moved to stand ever so slightly ahead of Carlota, so he could shield her just a bit. He remained silent. Fatima was talking for the group. “Yeah, we were being evacuated by chopper. It crashed. We’re lucky to be alive.”

Ryan whispered something to Garth. Kyle’s head twitched as he picked up what they were saying. To drown them out, he spoke louder than before. “There doesn’t seem to be a lock on that gate. I noticed your young man testing it for electricity. Seems like they’re not expecting people to be round these parts who don’t work in the compound. Maybe we should see what’s in there together?”

Fatima didn’t move an inch. “Have you seen any bug swarms?”

“What?” There was a hint of laughter in his voice. “Lady, this forest’s full of bugs.”

“So, you haven’t seen a swarm of killer cicadas? Seen no bugs like that, at all?”

He reverted to being respectful. “No, ma’am. We’ve not. Killer cicadas, you say? That’s news to us. What’s that about?”

“We were hit by a Biblical-sized swarm of cicadas that killed a lot of people we met, only yesterday. They eat everything, then leave a green, slimy residue. Don’t get that stuff on your skin. It will kill you, fast and painfully.” She took a step back, stumbling and holding her head. “Oh, dammit.”

Brandon leaped for her, throwing his arm beneath her elbow. Her body was a dead weight. Carlota took her other arm, helping to lower her to the ground. Removing the shoulder straps of her backpack, they put her down flat, easing her into the recovery position.

Kyle held his people back as he stepped nearer to Fatima. 

“Just stay back!” Carlota’s voice had a fierce edge Brandon hadn’t heard before. 

But Kyle didn’t stay back. He leaned closer. “What’s the problem? Was it the bugs?”

“This hasn’t happened for hours.” Brandon immediately regretted saying it. The interlopers didn’t need to know that Fatima had the spins.

“Is that a British accent I hear? You’re far from home.” He looped his hands behind his back. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

Carlota still sounded too sharp. “Are you a doctor? Any of you?”

“No, chica.” 

Carlota narrowed her eyes ever so slightly at the familiarity. 

“Not a medical man amongst us.” Kyle turned to his friends, who’d started whispering again. Raising a finger to his lips, he silenced them. “Let us help you. We can carry her inside the compound and find somewhere she can be safe.”

Bailey Rae stood motionless, anchored to the spot where she’d been left when the others moved away. “No need to look so scared, little one. We’ll make sure you’re safe too.” Without looking back, he made himself heard. “Zara. Come hold this little girl’s hand.”

The blonde moved as instructed, coming to stand next to the child. Squatting down, she made herself the same height as Bailey Rae, before offering her hand. “It’s okay. Kyle keeps me safe. He’ll keep us all safe.”

But Bailey Rae glanced at Carlota and back at Zara and, pointedly, didn’t take the other woman’s hand.

Kyle moved toward the compound. “Boys, come pick up... What’s her name?”

Before Brandon could say ‘Fatima,’ Carlota answered with “Frankie.” 

Pushing the gates apart, Kyle stood as if surveying his new domain. Striding ahead of the group, he pointed at some timber buildings and rusty shipping containers. “Let’s see what’s in those cabins and the storage over there. That longer cabin looks like a bunkhouse. Take Frankie there. It should have a kitchen. There’ll be a generator and keys in the office. I’m going to start there, first.”

Brandon let Kyle take the lead. He got them organized, sending Brandon and the girls to choose beds and get settled in the dormitory. Garth said he’d boil some water and bring Fatima a fresh cup of coffee as soon as she started stirring and just like that, the camp came to life around them. 

From what Brandon could tell, Kyle was a good organizer. While he and Carlota waited for Fatima to recover, Kyle toured each building, making sure he knew where everything was, and what resources they had. In the bunkhouse, he checked every drawer and closet, for anything that could be of any use to them. 

“We might just stay here, wait out the apocalypse and live off the land.” The way Kyle said it was more proclamation than musing. 

Brandon flicked a glance at Carlota, but she remained stone-faced. For him, the mission was still to get to the safety of his Grandparents homestead, but with Fatima out cold, they couldn’t discuss it. 

Zara had been busy in the kitchen, while the men created a firepit and collected wood, all of Kyle’s people working together in easy teamwork. As everyone settled around the fire, Zara brought each of them a bowl. 

Checking the gear in his backpack, Brandon sat away from the cabin and the fire, studying the large wheels of a massive mechanical logger. The driver could fell and trim a tree in one go.

“Can I sit with you, Brandon?” Zara held out a bowl to him and gave him a soft smile. “It would be nice to talk to someone my own age.”

He took the offered food. It was only pasta, but just the smell of it made his mouth water. “You’re nineteen? Really? You look so much older... I mean, in a good way.” Embarrassed, he turned his attention to the food. It tasted like the best pasta ever made.

“Thank you. You’re sweet to say so.” She looked back at the cabins, watching as Garth followed Ryan inside. “I need to tell you something.” She sat close by his side, her leg touching his. “Kyle sent me out to talk to you. He wants me to make sure you’re a good kid.”

“I do my best.”

She put her hand on his bandaged thigh and he sucked in a breath, unsure if it hurt or felt good. Zara lowered her voice. “I’m scared for you all. It’s not safe with Kyle. You’ve got to get away from him.”

Her tone of voice was genuine, but her behavior, furtive glances back to the bunkhouse and the way she shifted her body into him, the way she touched him made him uncertain about her. “Why? He seems to know what he’s doing.”

“He’s got a gun.”

“But he said...” He stopped himself saying what he’d overheard when he spied on them.

“He killed Shelley. She didn’t commit suicide, like he said. She wouldn’t.”

“But you’re all together and...” Thinking back to the tents and what was said, what she was saying didn’t seem plausible. “How do you know?”

“He went after her. She didn’t take the gun and he...” A bug hit her in the face. “Eww.”

Brandon dropped his bowl, rose and without hesitation, trampled the bug underfoot. Once the squelching was over, he stood to listen to the other noises of the forest.

Zara stood too. “What are you doing?”

“It’s the bugs. They’re back!” An angry screeching cloud darkened the sky. Grasping the girl’s arm, he hauled her across the open ground between the vehicles and the cabins. 

The noise was enough to bring Kyle onto the porch of the bunkhouse cabin. Pushing Zara through the door, he put a hand on Brandon’s chest. “Come with me. Frankie says we need to cover the generator.”

They stumbled through a raised bed at the side of the cabins, tripping over the weeds and ragged green fronds in the otherwise dark earth. A tarpaulin had been placed along the side of the generator enclosure. It was large enough to be pulled over the entire unit yet allow it to function. There seemed little need, as everything was encased in a purpose-built box that looked like it could withstand anything, but Brandon trusted Fatima. She must know something about generators that he didn’t. And someone had had the foresight to place a tarp at the ready. Together, he and Kyle tugged corners, threw ropes over and pulled the oiled canvas into place, working fast as the eerie cicada screech grew louder and louder. They’d just secured the last rope when one bug screamed from the air and bounced on the tensioned sheeting. 

“We’ve got to get inside!” If the previous cicada swarm was any indicator, it would be a matter of minutes before the entire camp was covered in a screeching mass, feeding on whatever they could find, killing whoever was exposed to them. The path back to safety was already smothered in slime as hundreds of orange-eyed bugs brought their crawling carnage to carpet the compound. “This way!” He waved his hand at Kyle, who’d bent over something on the ground. 

Brandon yelled as hard as he could against the wall of noise the insects brought with them. “Hurry!” He turned to the cabin, already running, when something hit him hard on the back of the head. Too hard to be a cicada. The impact made his ears ring. His balance deserted him. Throwing his arms out before him, he fell to his knees and forward onto the ground. His vision darkened around the edges, as the world spiraled away to nothing.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 29
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Anayeli Alfaro. Pocatello Downs Racetrack, Idaho 

Anayeli checked the side view mirrors. Again. In the dark there was nothing to see. No headlights behind them, nothing but the stretch of road in front of them and the washed out landscape beyond. The only variation was the occasional hint of scrubby trees or low, humped foothills darkening the omnipresent smoke, barely illuminated in the truck’s high beams. Sometimes their headlights snagged on a vehicle, parked haphazardly on the side of the road. She’d learned from the long haul to Salt Lake City that abandoned vehicles didn’t hold survivors, and anyway, she couldn’t risk stopping to check. No one was following them, at least, not yet, and she needed to keep it that way. The farther north they went, the more alone they seemed to be, the safer they were. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone—Creepy Colin?—was back there, pressing harder than they could in the big military supply truck, coming for them. 

The gas gauge showed they were still good—it was just under half-full—so she inched the truck a little faster on the boring, straight Interstate. Beside her Ernesto wheezed, his head resting on Mama’s shoulder. Even with her eyes closed, Mama glowed nuclear with fury. She hadn’t wanted to leave the convoy. Had fought getting into the truck, struggling against Andrew’s grip, even after she’d seen Anayeli. ‘Don’t do this, hija. It’s not safe.’ The only thing that had stopped Mama’s fighting was when Anayeli told her they were going to drive north, the opposite direction the convoy was headed. ‘They’re headed south. To a Matreus facility in Austin. For more testing. You want Ernesto to be some corporation’s test subject? The same corporation that got Papa killed?’ That had been enough to get Mama in the cab.

But Ernesto’s breathing was getting worse, and Cricket gave a high whine every so often, his warm brown eyes trained on her brother. If Mama was furious, then Cricket radiated worry. Anayeli was more than worried. The mask Ernesto constantly wore wasn’t doing enough to protect against the smoke. The inhaler she’d gotten out of the transport truck—along with her backpack and a few blankets she’d found safely tucked under the seats—wasn’t helping either. 

Since dragging Mama and Ernesto to the supply truck, Andrew had barely spoken. He stared wordlessly out the window, his face obscured, the map Anayeli had found in the door pocket unfolded across his lap. He’d gone AWOL after attacking a fellow soldier. His military career was over. Whatever he’d imagined for his life was gone, obliterated in an instant. Though, that had probably been true since the fires and cicada swarms started. 

They hadn’t had a choice, though. That’s what Anayeli told herself over and over as the highway stretched on and on, nothing but a numbingly empty road, a blank sky, and pockets of despair littering the shoulder. 

Someone jabbed her in the side and she jerked awake. “Yeli.” Ernesto poked her again and she rubbed her right eye, hard.

“Shoot.” She’d closed her eyes for a second? A minute? She didn’t know how long. Long enough for the truck to be straddling two lanes. She flicked a glance to her sideview mirrors. There was a headlight—no, a pair of headlights—way off in the distance. “I can’t keep driving much longer, but we really should keep going...”

She was hoping Mama or Andrew would offer to drive and put more distance between the convoy and Creepy Colin, but Mama wasn’t speaking to her. Andrew pushed on the dome light and rustled at the map, tracing their route with his finger.

“Last place we passed was Inkom. Looks like there’s a city coming up in...” He stretched his thumb and forefinger apart an inch and laid them on the map, measuring distance. “...ten or fifteen miles. A real town. Like, with a college. Pocatello.” 

They’d driven past some places that were nothing more than a cluster of a few dark rooftops over unlit windows along an otherwise barren stretch of highway, sprouting up from nothing and petering out just as quickly. The sort of towns where strangers would be instantly noticed and unwelcome. Especially brown strangers. 

“A college town is good. They’ll at least have a few motels. Or there’s the dorms.” They’d be empty for summer, easy to break into. And people in college towns would be used to unfamiliar faces—maybe theirs wouldn’t attract any notice. 

“No motel.” Mama shook her head. “People see this truck, they remember it.”

Mama wasn’t wrong. The vehicle was a liability if they wanted to be incognito. 

Anayeli checked the sideview mirrors again. The headlights were still there. A little closer, maybe. It was hard to tell. There was nowhere to turn off, no side streets, no trees, no place to hide from whoever was back there. Probably it was no one. Another traveler like them. There had to be other people who were trying to outrun the smoke and cicadas. But seeing those headlights made Anayeli want to outrun whoever was behind them. The dark night had been their friend, but dawn was approaching. 

“There’s a fairgrounds. Away from town.” Andrew stabbed at something on the map. “There’s a National Guard armory there, might be easy to blend in.”

Beside her, Ernesto’s wheezing deepened into something worse. Mama scrambled for the backpack, and the inhaler, shooting Anayeli an unreadable look that was some mix of angry, desperate, and worried.

“OK. We’ll go there, then.” It was hard to keep the irritation out of her voice. “Unless someone else can drive?” 

Mama shook her head. “Your brother needs to get out of the smoke.”

“What we need is to get as many miles as we can between us and the convoy.” There was no point in having three adult drivers if only one of them was willing to actually drive. “Andrew?” 

“We should rest. The Lt. Colonel isn’t going to waste more resources coming after us.” He sounded confident.

“I’d just feel better if...” But no one else stepped up, and Anayeli just... couldn’t anymore. “Fine. We’ll find a place to shelter, get some sleep, set out again when it starts to get dark.” Anayeli flicked off the headlights. Even though it couldn’t be called dawn, the blank night sky was giving way to a deep gray haze—the smoke so thick it blotted out the sunrise. She steered through the interchange, veering away from town and into the dusky gloom, hoping to obscure their route from whoever probably wasn’t following them. 

She gripped the steering wheel hard, white knuckling it as Andrew navigated her off the freeway. The streets were strangely empty. There were no streetlights, no stoplights, no house lights. Not one storefront had a single bright neon ‘open’ sign on. The power was out everywhere, making it impossible to tell whether the town was deserted, or if everyone was locked inside their houses, waiting out the smoke and bugs. It was the most eerie town Anayeli had ever driven through. The feeling only grew worse when they left the gridded streets and made their way into an industrial area, with corrugated metal shops and dilapidated buildings.

The alarm sounding in the back of her mind was blaring, telling her to get the hell out of this place. But that wasn’t possible. She was already past her limit, and wrecking the truck if she fell asleep at the wheel out on the highway would be worse than hunkering down in some middle-of-nowhere town for a few hours.

“There it is!” Ernesto jabbed a finger toward the windshield and at a street sign that loomed out of the smoke: Fairground Rd. 

Anayeli slammed on the brakes and jerked the steering wheel, only just making the turn onto the two-lane road.

They were nowhere near anything. There were no gas stations, no stores—nowhere they might gather more provisions. But they could make it on the meager supplies she’d managed to load into the truck. The Curtis Family compound in Thompson Falls was only four hundred more miles away. A day’s drive away, if everything went smoothly.

Andrew tapped the map once, twice. “After the third bend in the road. That’s where the armory is.” 

The fairgrounds was a huge, flat tract, the road skirting its perimeter. On their right was the grandstand overlooking what had to be a racetrack, judging from the hodge-podge of low barns barely visible through the hazy dim light. 

Anayeli stomped on the brakes in front of a narrow entrance. “What about here?” A chain link gate stretched across the driveway, beyond which was a parking lot. The sight of that gate—so much like the one around the evacuation center—made Anayeli’s fingers go to trembling against the steering wheel. 

That’s when she saw it. 

“We’ve got a problem.” She pointed to the chain wrapped around the gates that stretched across the entryway. In the same instant, something flashed in the corner of her eye. Headlights. A little vintage truck rounded the corner—a beater, the kind that probably had the letters on the tailgate removed so it read “YO” or “FO”—was trawling down the road.

“Oh no.” She hadn’t meant to say it aloud, but she must’ve because everyone’s attention snapped in her direction. “There’s another car coming.”

Ernesto leaned over her, looking out the driver’s side window and the same instant, his breathing got both faster and more labored. Mama shoved the inhaler at him and shot Anayeli a look—the kind that said, Do something. Ahora. 

“How much farther is the armory gate, Andrew? Where can we get in?” Anayeli eased her foot off the brake, inching forward.

The little truck was getting closer, but there was still time to try another entrance. One they could pull into without drawing so much attention to the fact that they were trespassing. Because barreling through the chained gate seemed like a sure-fire way to get noticed.

“Ummm...” Andrew traced a finger along the map, taking way too long. “But I’m not sure... there might not even be a gate—”

Paralysis set in. She didn’t know what was best, what was safest, and somehow she couldn’t decide. She’d made so many decisions, so many wrong choices. She couldn’t make another. “Andrew! Where do I go?” 

“The armory!” He bent over the map. “Straight on, around a 90-degree turn, and then it’ll be there, on our right.” 

Anayeli could barely stop herself from letting out a growl-scream of frustration. “How much farther?” 

Andrew checked the side view mirror. “Just go! Now!” 

Maybe whoever was driving the truck hadn’t seen them, or better: wasn’t following them. But if she didn’t move, they’d be sitting ducks, impossible to miss, idling in the middle of their lane. She punched the accelerator and sped away from the gate.

The beater kept on, closing the distance between them. A stream of curses exploded in her head, her heart did something erratic in her chest, and she felt like puking. Andrew still had his gun, and she had Creepy Colin’s in the side pouch of the driver’s side door, but she didn’t want to shoot anyone, not ever again. 

“Where’s the turn?” She could hardly see through the haze, not with her headlights off, and she didn’t want to hit the brakes and risk the glow of the brake lights, not if she didn’t have to. Maybe the truck hadn’t seen them yet. She punched a finger upwards, snapped off the dome light.

“Keep going. It’s not too far...” Andrew sounded uncertain, which was not what Anayeli needed. 

Cricket whined again, and somehow Roxy squeezed herself past the other dog. She rested her muzzle on Anayeli’s thigh, and every now and then licked Anayeli’s elbow. Knowing the dogs were just as worried as the humans in the truck was not helping. At all.

“Yeli...” Ernesto forced her name out of a throat that sounded constricted, his gaze trained on the sideview mirror. “There’s someone... standing in the back. I think they’ve got a gun.” 

But there it was—the corner. She yanked the steering wheel and the tires screeched through the sharp turn. She didn’t even wait for the wheels to straighten before she accelerated, the truck shimmying in a slight fish-tail.

She took advantage of the straight stretch, the road still dark behind her. No headlights from the little truck. She prayed it stayed that way. She prayed the gloom would swallow them up, make them invisible.

“Up there—take that one!” Andrew pointed at a sign: Bannock County Event Center. “It’ll work.” 

She pulled off the main road and bumped onto the narrow, graveled driveway. No way it was a main entrance. She flicked on the headlights, just to get her bearings.

“Dammit!” There was a gate, chained like the last one. She cut her lights, just as another set beamed into her sideview mirror. 

Her brain cycled through her options, rapid fire. If she pulled back out onto the road, she’d risk having the truck behind her, following them. They could stay put, and wait for the beater to pass, then trail along behind. Which would make them an easy target for the armed guy in the back, assuming they didn’t just get blocked in the driveway first. No good. She eased her foot off the brake. 

“Hold on!” Then she gunned it. Option three.

The engine roared and she gripped hard on the steering wheel as the tires spun in the gravel. Then the tires grabbed enough traction and the truck shot forward. It was all Anayeli could do to force her eyes open as the gate loomed. 

Mama and Ernesto screamed in wordless terror and Mama’s arm flew out across Ernesto’s chest, as if she could hold him in place. In the same second, there was a terrible crash and screech of metal upon metal. They were all thrown forward as the truck smashed into the gate, the seatbelt digging hard against her chest. Anayeli steeled herself and went against instinct, pressing the gas pedal down harder. With a terrible rending, the gates burst open and then sprang back to hit the truck again, scraping all along the truck’s sides, the sound somehow muted, as if she were simultaneously in her body and very, very far away.

She drove on. Nothing would stop them. They were through the gate, they were inside the fairgrounds, but there was still only one way forward and she took it, as fast as she dared.

“Are they back there?” Her voice was pitched high with adrenaline. 

Andrew rolled down his window and hung his head out, quite possibly the stupidest thing ever when there was an armed gunman in the other vehicle. “They’re, um... They’ve stopped.” 

“Where?” Anayeli didn’t want to shout at him, but she’d lost control of her voice and it came out way too loud. 

“At the driveway. They’re just... sitting there.” 

There was a loud crack—a gunshot.

Andrew flung himself back inside the cab, frantically cranking the window closed. 

“Ayyyy!” Mama pulled Ernesto’s head down into her lap, then hunched over him. But instead of panicking, Anayeli went suddenly cool, as if nothing could touch her at all. She pushed the truck even faster, a moving target is a harder target, whipping off the driveway at the first opportunity and into the empty parking lot. The truck kicked up gravel as it sped across the lot diagonally, cutting across painted rows of parking spots. “Are they coming?” She couldn’t spare a second to check the mirrors. 

“I don’t think so—No! They’re driving on.”

It should have been a relief, but it wasn’t. They were out in the open in the parking lot, visible to anyone as the gloom of the night lifted, and whoever was in the little truck must have seen the destroyed gate and known they were trespassing. Beside her, Ernesto’s every breath was a tortured screech.

“They can come at us from the other direction, pin us in.” Andrew was hunched forward, staring at the map. “But, why not just follow us, if they’re armed?” 

“Maybe it was... just a... warning shot?” Every word was an effort for Ernesto. Beside him Mama went to muttering in Spanish about gringos locos and hijas estúpidas.

“Forget finding the armory.” It would mean driving closer to the direction the beater had gone. Instead, Anayeli headed back toward the racetrack, where the buildings would block anyone’s view of them. She’d been to enough county fairs to know there’d be a way to drive to the barns. Whether they’d find anywhere they could spend the night was another story, but if there was a racetrack, there might be apartments for the workers. And if not, if the truck came after them—at least they’d be near where she knew another gate was, even if it was padlocked, and closer to the highway, too.

There was an array of buildings arranged alongside the long potholed drive. A metal barn with bleachers and an open exhibitors’ arena. An empty covered pavilion. A large, white domed building reading Idaho State University Holt Arena. Row after row of long, low wooden barns. All of it had seen better days. None of it was right for hiding a military transport truck in.

“The hay barns—right up there!” Andrew pointed and Anayeli went toward the tall open-faced metal building, not exactly grateful or relieved, but somehow calmed, to have someone else take charge.

As soon as she’d pulled into one of the empty bays of the hay barn and opened the driver’s side door, the stench hit them like a wall, even through their masks. Ernesto retched. Something had died—a lot of somethings. 

“That’s disgusting.” Andrew’s hand went to his mask, as if he wanted to cover his mouth and nose, but they were already covered.

“No es bueno.” Mama pulled her own mask up from her chin. 

It was June. The height of the fair horse racing circuit. It wasn’t hard to guess what the smell might be. And the whole place had a strange stillness, a too-quiet silence to it that wasn’t just from the smoke hanging in the air, muting everything. Anayeli whirled back to Ernesto and Mama. “Stay with the truck. I’m not sure—it might not be safe here. Don’t unload anything yet, but pack up the things you’ll want for tonight, if we find somewhere to sleep.” 

Mama nodded—her first actual acknowledgement of Anayeli—then shepherded Ernesto into the back in the truck, where all their supplies were. 

Anayeli reached into the cab, grabbed the gun she’d taken off Creepy Colin and her backpack. She’d learned to keep everything important on her person at all times. “The keys are in the ignition, in case—”

“We go all together, or not at all.” Mama met Anayeli’s gaze, her expression a kind of chastisement that only made the words sting more. 

Guilt rose to meet it, and Anayeli spun away, the pain of all her failures too much. “Andrew! With me!” The moment he rounded the truck, Anayeli took off for the barns, the dogs at her heel. “Hello? Anybody? Hola?”

The smell, the flies, were worse, so much worse, in the low, dark aisle of the first barn she ran through, something crunching under foot, impossible to see in the poor lighting. At first she thought the stalls were all empty. Instead of curious horses sticking their noses over their stall doors, there was nothing, no one. Then she grabbed the flashlight out of her backpack and poked her head into one of the stalls. 

And instantly recoiled. “Ay Dios!” 

It was the same in each of the stalls she passed. Horses lay, crumpled in various states of agony. Tongues protruding. Legs stiffly stretched straight. Bellies rounded like tight, overfilled balloons, ready to burst. Dark streams of what must be dried blood tracking from their nostrils to the bedding. They were dead. All of them.

“What in the world? Where is everyone?” There should have been grooms and trainers and exercise riders. But there was no one in the barn. 

Her first thought was the horses had all starved. That the people tasked with caring for them had run away or left, more concerned about their families when faced with the fires and cicadas. But every stall had a hay net hanging, all of them filled with at least some hay. The water buckets were filled, though covered with a film of dust. Maybe it was the smoke that had killed the horses, but as bad as it was, it didn’t seem bad enough to be deadly. Not for every single horse to have succumbed. And animals—the dogs, anyway—didn’t seem as susceptible to the smoke. 

“Anayeli.” Andrew was ahead of her, farther down the aisle, next to a wheelbarrow full of hay. A door—to a tack room, probably—hung open, and Andrew stood there, unmoving. 

“What is it?” She rushed to him and let out a yelp when she saw what he’d found. Bodies. Two grooms, most likely, from how they were dressed, slumped to the ground just inside the tack room. Both had what looked like angry hives bumping all up and down their arms. No masks. Blood down their faces. Dead.

She wanted to scream and keep screaming and scream forever. But more than that: she wanted to get back in the truck and drive away. She was awake now. She could go farther. The fairground was most definitely not a safe place. Whatever had happened to the horses and the grooms could happen again. And to them. 

“Andrew!” She pulled on his sleeve. “Let’s get out of here.” He nodded but his feet were rooted. She pulled harder and he backed up, knocking the wheelbarrow over. Hay spilled out into the aisle, and with it—Anayeli let out one of those involuntary yelps, the kind usually reserved for mouse sightings. But it wasn’t mice that spilled out of the hay, it was bugs. 

Anayeli shuddered and Andrew leaped away. “Gross! What the hell is that?”

“I don’t know. Not cicadas. At least, I don’t think so, but...” Whatever the bugs were, they weren’t the big, reddish brown things she’d seen in Salt Lake City. They looked like something larval. Whitish and crawling. “Maybe just some weird Idaho bug?”

That’s when the sound she’d been hearing for awhile crystallized into her consciousness. It wasn’t buzzing, not a swarm, but something was coming. 

And then Mama screamed. “Anayeli! They’re coming back! The truck—There’s more of them!”

There was a flash of light—headlights, one pair, then another, and another—and Anayeli tore into a run. 
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Sam Leary. The Great Salt Lake Desert

The trap wasn’t set yet. The Tesla coil needed something to attract the cicadas and Sam knew exactly what it should be. He unplugged the generator from the machine and pushed the power cable underneath the barbed wire so that no one could electrocute him. Placing a box at the widest opening so that the barbs wouldn’t tear into his flesh again, he crawled underneath, pulling on the slack wire that John fed him. Inch by inch he buried the cable in a trench, and mounted the speaker under the coil. The squirrel trap that he’d salvaged earlier made a perfect enclosure for the delicate instrument that wouldn’t stand up to the extreme voltage that would course through the copper.

Sam shook the cage. Its frame shifted a couple of millimeters, but held fast. It was sturdy enough to protect the speaker from the cicadas. “Okay, turn it on.”

“Now? Shouldn’t we warn the city?”

Crawling from under the barbed wire, Sam removed the box. “Keep the volume low so that it won’t attract the cicadas. We just need to know it plays.” He connected the cable to the generator and started it. “A swarm would be the perfect cover for escaping.”

John’s eyes lit up at the mention of escape. He ran to the recorder, and started the cicada call. A screech burst from the speaker, louder than it was supposed to be. He lowered the volume and stared at the sky. “Maybe they didn’t hear it.”

It didn’t matter. They’d be gone before the insects arrived. Sam stuffed the tools into the scrap box and piled a few wires on top. “Tell Belle we’re finalizing the cicada trap and that she should warn everyone to take shelter so she doesn’t get suspicious. Then I need you to find Jesse. Meet me at the storage area after you’re done.” He heaved the tools onto a wagon. “And watch out for Belle’s henchmen. If they see you around the kid you’re probably dead.”

“Thanks for the pep talk. I guess.”

The day was going to be a hot one, the sun was low in the sky but he was already sweating. He glanced back at the circus tent. John was still standing in the opening. “I also need you to disable both radios so they’re useless for at least forty-eight hours.”

John jogged up to him. “Why am I getting the kid? Won’t he throw a fit if you aren’t there?”

“I’ll draw too much attention and we need it quiet for as long as possible. Tell him you’re helping us escape and that his scab twin is waiting. He’ll trust you. Now get moving.”

John shot off like a rocket, kicking up the little pebbles and dust. Once Belle got the message, she’d ignore the sounds coming from the command center, too busy with the citizens to worry. Sam lugged the wagon east, its contents clanking in protest. The Command Center! If he didn’t turn up the recording, the cicadas might not show up. 

He returned to the audio recorder, rolling the knob until it was maxed. The screech rose to a crescendo and as he turned to go, a cicada zipped past his head and into the cage. It landed on top of the speaker, making a higher pitched call than the recording as it scuttled over the cone. It had to be a queen, searching for her brood. He glanced at the sky. Nothing to be worried about, yet. But if the leader of the swarm was here, the others couldn’t be far behind. 

He had to be quick if he wanted to catch the insect for Professor Keiko Sato. He yanked the power cord, unplugging the coil as the first bolt of electricity arced across the metal. Its hum diminished. He glanced around for a suitable container to capture the insect.

John’s one-hundred-ounce Big Gulp jug that sat on the corner of the table was the perfect size to keep the queen. He shoved the box under the wire and crawled through, jug in hand. Water sloshed in the container as he neared the squirrel cage and the queen flapped her wings, settling on the edge of the speaker, her beady eyes staring at him. Inch by inch, he closed in. The queen scuttled to the opposite side of the cage, out of reach.

Sam held his breath. Although a single cicada was unlikely to kill him, taking unnecessary risks would be a mistake. He removed the cap from the jug and poured the last of the liquid out. Turning it upside down, he scooted forward another foot. The queen took flight, zipping around the Tesla coil. She was gone.

He sagged. The best shot at collecting a specimen for Keiko and he’d blown it. He returned to his original plan. But when his head was inside the box, the sound of screeching different from the speaker stopped him cold. Sam’s heart threatened to beat out of his chest, his breath trapped in his lungs. The queen was sitting in the middle of the puddle he’d created.

He backed out of the box and crept toward the water. Sure enough, the queen sat, dipping her head down to the wet sand. It seemed that Nature had changed the cicadas’ biological process, so they drank water like any other insect. Diana and Professor Keiko Sato would love to know that. He slammed the jug over the queen, trapping her inside the big gulp. There was a buzz from the container and he slid the cap underneath and secured it. He only needed to collect Jesse and his list would be complete. He kneeled there a second more before pushing his aching body into action. 

Back on the other side of the cage he plugged in the coil again. Bolts of electricity flew through the air. It would do its job when the cicadas showed up. He rushed to the wagon and pulled it down the deserted path past the cooking tent, avoiding the mumbling-grumbling citizens inside. If they knew they were locked down because he was calling the killer insects to the camp they’d fillet him. He jogged left to a wider path, moving as fast as his wounded body would allow. As he neared the storage area, he slowed. Belle wasn’t sitting on her throne and her guards were nowhere in sight. John better have relayed the message, or Sam was in a heap of trouble.

Sneaking past the supplies, he edged the tools to where the passenger vehicles were parked and settled between two of them. The bus was easy to sabotage. Just like he had days ago, with Stacey’s van, he rolled underneath and yanked on the fuel line until it ruptured. The other vehicle, a truck, provided some resistance because of the fuel line being modified so that people couldn’t siphon the gas. Taking a screwdriver, he pried the door to the tank open, removed the gas cap and scooped sand and dirt into the fill hose. By the time anyone tried to start the truck, the tank should be full of mud. A jeep received four slashed tires with a screwdriver. 

Sam rotated from vehicle to vehicle, disabling each in whatever way seemed most logical. With the transportation no longer usable and the semi the only way out, he dropped all the tools except for the screwdriver and headed around the perimeter of the camp. Although he’d never been in Belle’s home, she’d showed him which one it was on the tour. The key to the semi had to be there. 

He made his way to the center of the encampment where all the art installations were—a windmill, a teapot, and more. But it was the pirate ship he wanted. He pressed an ear to the edge of the hull. There was no noise inside. He crept around to the door and shoved the screwdriver into the crack between the door and the jam. He pushed up until the wooden bar flipped to the side. The door swung inwards, and he paused at the threshold, his eyes adjusting to the dark interior.

Stepping inside the belly of the ship, he ducked under a support beam, keeping his eyes on the walls and floors for furniture that might hold keys. The building was small and sparse, only a bed on one side with a bookshelf that held a single book. He snuck to the bed and slid his hand down the sides of it and over the sheets. There were no keys to be found. He slapped the mattress, but no jingle of metal responded. Belle must’ve have kept everything she owned on her person at all times. 

He dashed onto the deck and bounced off of Belle, landing flat on his back. His bruised muscles and raw skin itched and burned. Connor stood to one side between Belle and the ship while Pinstripe stood opposite him, the three forming a triangle making it impossible to escape. They’d been waiting for him. John must’ve sold him out. The three closed in on Sam, and he crab walked until he hit her door.

Belle smiled in her sickly sweet, motherly way. “I knew you were resourceful, and would figure out the cicada issue, but I never figured you for a master planner.”

“I don’t understand.”

Connor and Pinstripe stepped within punching distance while Belle held her ground. It was as if she was daring him to try and escape her way. “Oh, I don’t know. Things like running the generator so that we use more gas or plugging in the Tesla coil and letting it run continuously. Who knows how long that device will last? Or convincing John to allow you to make a call using the radio.”

Sam swallowed the bile that burned in the back of his throat. If Belle knew about the radio call, she had to know about him trying to free Jesse, which meant the kid was locked down tight. John was either dead or had betrayed him. The plan was falling to pieces. “What are you going to do with me?”

Connor tightened his fist. His jaw locked up tight as the muscle tensed and he cocked his arm back. Sam flinched, his muscles contracting into knots. Two people, larger and stronger than him, were about to pummel him to a bloody pulp. There was only one thing he could do. He made himself slack, dropped, and while they laughed and jeered flung himself back into her rooms, slamming the door, its wooden lock falling into place. The two goons slammed against the door, every impact loosening the locking mechanism. He had a couple of minutes at best to figure out the next stage of staying alive. Taking the mattress, he shifted it on its side and slid it in front of the door. Leaning it at an angle so that the short edge rested against the lock and the other against the floor joist. The pounding lessened.

“Go, get the hammer and chisel and remove the door.” Belle yelled at her henchmen like a banshee, totally out of control. “Do I have to do everything in this stupid town?” 

Sam pressed his nose against the wall, peeking through the slight gap between two boards as Connor and Pinstripe ran toward the storage area. As soon as they were out of sight Belle pulled the pistol out of its holster and stood at the door, its barrel pointed in his direction. “Come on out, or do I need to remind you that I have Jesse.”

Dammit. She was right. If she started shooting, he’d be dead within minutes and no good to the kid. He slid the bed to the side, heaving and making a ruckus so his captor would know he was complying. After putting the mattress on its frame he crept to the door, avoiding the loose boards. Belle was right in front of the exit. Steeling himself, he crouched, lifted the latch and slammed the door open, knocking the gun out of her hand. It landed with a thump and discharged. The bullet tore through the side of the ship, splintering wood as it went and ricocheted off the shipping container behind it. He’d caught Belle off guard. Sam yanked on her ponytail and pulled until she fell. She hit the ground with a thud and lay there, stunned. A silvery necklace slid up from her shirt.

Her necklace. It had keys on it. Sam jerked on the stainless-steel ball chain, snapping it. Two keys dangled from underneath Belle’s undershirt. One round plastic cover read Freightliner, the other Ford. He was in business. All he had to do was get to the north side of the camp, and pray he could find Jesse. He ran.

A gunshot pinged off the metal shipping container, close enough to be heard over the cicada trap’s noise. “Don’t make me kill you, I can still use your talents.”

Skidding in the dirt, he whirled to face Belle, hands in the air. If he could just get near enough to the wooden teapot installation, it would provide enough cover to escape. The semi artistic building appeared out of the corner of his eye and he slid back a couple of feet. Dust kicked up beside him as the pistol fired. She’d missed. Whether it was an accident or not, he didn’t wait around to find out. All he had to do was make it fifty feet and he’d be safe. But it was too late. All four henchmen had arrived. They charged in his direction.

He changed course, running straight for Belle, lunging for the gun before she squeezed the trigger again. He tackled her and pinned her down. The wrestling lasted less than a minute as they scrambled around. She outweighed him by a bit. Rolling him over until she was on top, she buried the muzzle into his chest.

Sam’s survival instincts went into overdrive. Every action was slowed down as Belle cocked the hammer. He grasped at her wrists as her men gathered in a circle around him. Belle pulled back on the trigger and he closed his eyes. He’d failed so many: Jesse, Diana, and Keiko. And his best buddy, Henry.

But instead of a bolt of pain tearing through him, Belle’s weight lifted from his body as a gust of sand and air exploded over him, followed by a deafening roar. He forced his eyes open. Through the airborne dirt and sand, parts of the pirate ship rained down on them as black smoke billowed into the sky. Someone had blown up Belle’s home. Three of Belle’s guards lay twisted and torn, dead. Belle and Cowboy Connor lay motionless on the ground, but whole. 

Ringing filled Sam’s ears, and the world spun. The feeling was just as bad as being drugged by gas fumes, but Belle was no longer pinning him down. He scrambled on his hands and knees until he reached the teapot. Sitting with his back to the structure, sound became clear, and his vision stabilized. It was a miracle he hadn’t been blown to bits. Another explosion went off to the east and then to the west of the city. John had set the explosives like he’d asked, and they were doing just what Sam wanted them to do, catapulting the camp into chaos. A hand clamped down on his shoulder, and his heart jumped into his throat. With his free hand, he raised it to strike and stopped. It was John.

John grinned and let go of Sam’s shoulder. “Got the kid like you wanted and stashed him by the semi. When you didn’t show up, I figured Belle had you.” He looked west, and Sam did likewise. A black cloud headed for the city, its form morphing from a cloud into a line. John held up his watch and studied its face for a moment. “We have two minutes before the next explosion goes off, and if I’m not mistaken, those are cicadas.”

Sam held up Belle’s necklace with the two keys on it. “Let’s get out of here.”

They bolted.

The semi was parked right where Sam had left it. But even better was the smile that lit Jesse’s face when he saw Sam. “Scab twins!”

Sam’s hands shook, but after two tries he managed to unlock the semi’s cab. 

John helped Jesse climb into the cabin. “Hop on the bed there, sport.” 

The child did as he was asked as Sam crawled into the driver’s seat and turned the ignition. The engine roared to life. Sam had never heard a sound so beautiful. He pressed on the gas and pain shot up his calf. His bullet wound had opened up again. He panted and slid out of the chair, ducking back into the sleeper. “You’re going to have to drive.”

John took one look at Sam’s bleeding leg and slid from the passenger seat into the driver’s, taking control of the semi. In a matter of minutes, they’d rolled out of the supply depot, heading west, passing the command center.

“Wait!” Sam jolted upright.

The cicadas were almost on top of them and the Tesla coil was shooting off bolts of lightning at the cage that surrounded it. 

Sam opened the passenger door and slid out of the semi as it was still going, dropping to the ground. With his good leg, he hopped toward the tent. Rushing as best as he could through the side door, he tripped again and banged against the table, scrambling for the Big Gulp as it fell and rolled on its side. It buzzed. The queen was still intact. He snatched it up, skipping on one leg, blood trickling down his leg as he returned to the semi.

John propped the driver’s door open and grabbed hold of Sam, pulling him inside as the buzzing of the cicadas grew louder. Sam slithered across the driver’s seat and tossed the jug onto the floor. John slammed the door, cicadas splatting on the windshield as he stepped on the gas. A group of cicadas flew into the cage and the Tesla coil shot arcs of lighting at the new targets, turning the insects into small balls of popping ooze that splatted to the dirt. John steered out of the way of the stream of bugs. There were more exploding greenish yellow guts covering everything as the frenzied swarm dove at the inanimate object that called them.

His machine worked! He pumped his fist in the air, finally triumphant!

Half an hour later John slowed down as he passed a small hill. The sky was clear of insects and with the application of steady pressure, Sam had gotten his leg to stop bleeding. John pointed at an alcove dug into the side of the rock from the sand and wind. “That was where our first camp was and where most of the original crew died. Thank you for letting me join you. It feels good to be free.” He stared a moment longer. “Well Sam, where to?”

A soft snore escaped from behind them. Jesse lay on the bed, his eyes closed, safe. He hadn’t said a word, but the fact that he was sleeping meant he was—what? relieved? grateful?—exhausted more like. With John’s help, Sam had kept his promise. 

“Well?”

Sam pointed down the road. “Austin, if you please. I have another promise to keep.”
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Kim Walker. Bathurst, Australia

Guilt and self-loathing sat like twin devils on Kim’s shoulders. Despite the rigors of the past few days, sleep defied her. All she could manage was a fitful doze, waking every so often to stare blindly out the Bathurst hospital window at the devasted farmland laid out like an apocalyptic nightmare. Sullen, smoke-soured clouds covered the sky all the way to where farmland merged into the Australian bush and the national parks. All laid waste by the numerous fire fronts that had raged for days. Once the bush had brimmed with life, movement, and noise but not anymore. There was no sign of any living creature. But there were plenty of burned carcasses. The sight was heartbreaking. 

She shifted for the umpteenth time attempting to find a softer position on the thin mattress taking care not to dislodge the oxygen cannula from her nose. 

An alarm whirred next to the bed and a nurse bustled over and removed the cannula. “That’s the oxygen all done for you, Ms. Walker. How are you feeling?”

“Much better, thanks. Those pain killers are the bomb.” The pain medication a nurse had administered when they’d arrived not long after midnight, helped to soothe her aching body. The long-lasting anesthetic injection she’d received had certainly taken the edge off her damaged ribs and helped her to breathe more easily. 

An X-ray had revealed no breaks or fractures but the physical exam had shown significant bruising. The doc said she’d sustained slight damage to her lung tissue, thanks no doubt to the smoke she’d inhaled. A month of resting and restricted physical activity, and she should be back to her usual fit self. Although the doctor had pulled a long face and muttered something about on-going checkups where her lungs were concerned. Perhaps a couple of weeks of lolling about a motel room while she waited for Natalie to conclude her business would be just the ticket. Then surely the fire situation would be under control, and they could return to their normal lives. But what that life would look like was dim and fuzzy in Kim’s mind. Somehow the idea of living so far apart from Emma didn’t hold much appeal. 

“Try and get some sleep. Doctor said you can be discharged after twenty-four hours. But if you’ll hold still for a moment, I’ll take some blood.” The nurse waved the butterfly needle and barrel.

“Again? How much blood to you need?” Kim presented her arm where five pin-pricks bore evidence to the number of blood samples that had already been taken.

“This is what we do. Take blood and temperatures.” With a smile and a nod, the nurse withdrew the needle and pushed the blood from the barrel into a small vial. She stuck a yellow sticker with a red strip over the specimen, similar to the plastic band tied around Kim’s wrist, unclipped the chart from the end of the bed and trotted off.

No longer tethered, Kim placed her arm over her ribs and rolled out of bed. She crossed over to where Emma slept on the opposite side of the small ward. Separating her from her beloved cat had been quite a scene but after repeated reassurances from a Matreus employee, who Natalie had roused from his bed, that he would guard Didi with his life, she’d relented. 

Kim leaned over, checking for any tinge of blue about Emma’s lips or beneath her eyes but there was none. Color had returned to the kid’s cheeks and her breathing was deep and even. Strange that her X-rays had shown no problems with her lungs and the doctor had said she didn’t require any oxygen even though she was asthmatic. A narrow, purple plastic band hung loosely around her thin right wrist. 

Fingers tapped Kim’s shoulder and she twisted round to find Natalie leaning over from the bed beside Emma. 

“I can’t sleep either.” Natalie raked a hand through her messy blonde hair, her mouth drooping downwards. “I could do with a drink.”

Kim sat on the edge of Natalie’s bed and kept her voice low. “Too bad. You’ll have to suck it up. I dumped your gin bottles at that last rest stop when you were asleep.” 

“I saw. I should thank you for everything you did to get us, to get Emma, safely to Bathurst.” Natalie looked down and plucked at the cotton blanket covering her legs. 

Everything she’d done included killing people. Plural. There was that guard who’d fallen down the basement steps after she’d bashed him repeatedly about the head with a chair, the thug who’d butchered two women, Viper, who they’d abandoned in the bush with a mortal wound, and String-bean who she’d gunned down as he stood beside his fallen brother.

Kim shuddered, fighting the churn in her belly. But what haunted her were the others. The innocent. The ones she didn’t save. She didn’t want to think of Leanne. Or Simon for that matter. The last sight of their faces tortured her. Their deaths could have been prevented. If only she’d moved faster and found Simon in time to prevent his death or brought Leanne with them. She never wanted to see another gun, let alone hold one, for the rest of her life. And if she never saw a fire, any fire—even a lit candle—again, she’d be happy. 

“I’d appreciate if you stay with Emma.” Natalie pushed aside her blanket and pulled out her nose cannula. From somewhere down the hall, an alarm blared. She ripped off her own purple wrist band. “I’ve got to get to the office.”

“You saw someone from your work when we arrived.” Kim stood up and blocked her way.

“He was no one. A low level drone. Someone sent over to help with our admission and to look after Emma’s cat. I’ve got to leave. I’ve got an urgent meeting to attend.” 

“You’re kidding! What about Emma? Can’t you spend some time with her after all she has been through?”

But Natalie shook her head as she swung her legs to the tiled floor. “She won’t be alone. You’re here. Besides, this meeting is with the bigwigs over in the US. They’ve been waiting for me.”

Kim took hold of Natalie’s arm. “I know Matreus is somehow involved with the fires. Maybe even with the strange toxicity of the smoke.”

“You’re imagining things.” Natalie attempted to stare her down. “Now, out of my way or...”

Clenching her jaw, Kim released her hold and fisted her hands. “Or what? Are you going to fight me?” 

“Mom? What’s going on?” 

Kim stepped away to find Emma’s suspicious stare travelling from her to Natalie and back again. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.” She fiddled with her hospital gown, ensuring she was covered properly. 

Ignoring Kim’s comment, Emma propped herself up on her elbows. “Are we leaving, Mom? I hope so. I don’t want to be away from Didi too long.” A lone tear rolled down her right cheek. “I don’t want to lose her, like Dad.”

“You and Kim will be staying at a motel. As soon as I’ve finished at the office, I’ll come straight there.” Natalie pulled out a duffle bag from the closet and tossed clothes onto the bed. 

“I don’t want to be alone. Plus, the food will probably be terrible and I’m starving.”

Yeah, that’s me. Still the invisible woman. She did her best to shrug off the sting behind Emma’s words and push the hurt deep inside. “I say we all go. Any spare clothes in your bag for Emma and me? Everything I was wearing stinks of smoke.” Taking the scrunchy off her wrist, she tied her hair back into a ponytail. First chance she had, she was going to scrub every inch of her body and shampoo her hair. 

Face pinched tight, Natalie upended the bag. She threw some clothes onto Emma’s bed. “I don’t have time to argue. But I warn you, you may have a long wait.”

“No worries.” Kim snatched up some underwear, a pair of cargo pants and a hoodie. She was tugging the pants over her legs when a nurse rushed into the room. After a brief argument with Natalie, she disappeared only to return as Kim was pulling on her dusty boots.

The nurse brandished a swath of forms and pen. Natalie scribbled away and when she’d finished, the nurse handed some pages to Kim who signed her own discharge form. The nurse stalked off while Kim buckled on the stolen police utility belt. That pepper spray might still come in handy. 

A few minutes later, they all stood in the hospital parking lot as a tow truck driver secured a winch to the battered Land Rover. No rubber remained on the tires which were ground down to their rims. The metal frame was dented with bullet holes, the hood and roof bubbled and cracked from the extreme heat of the firestorm they had driven through. The SUV looked nothing like the pristine, straight-from-the-sale-yard vehicle they had driven out of Sydney.

“It seems my zealous employee has organized for some repairs. And here he comes, right on time. While you were in the rest room, Kim, I phoned for a car.” Natalie indicated the sedan pulling into the lot. After all they’d seen and all they’d been through, a sedan pulling up landed as the weirdest development ever.

Kim fingered the respirator hanging from her belt. At least her throat and eyes no longer burned and breathing was easier. The smoke density must be a lot thinner over Bathurst. Or not as toxic? “What about our bags and your camping gear? I’d like a chance to wash my clothes.” 

The sedan rolled to a stop a few feet away. “I’ll organize everything to be delivered to our motel rooms. I didn’t want Emma having to hang around an office all day. Thought having our own space to relax might help.” Natalie ushered Emma into the back seat leaving the rear door open, then sat beside the driver. 

Kim crossed over to the car, her boots crunching over small shapes scattered over the concrete. Bending over, she toed one with the tip of her boot. Some type of insect shell. Possibly a cicada if her hazy knowledge was correct. Whatever they were, there was a hell of a lot of them. She took a glance at the soft gray ash sprinkling down from the clouds and recalled the splattering of insects on the windscreen on their drive through the mountains. 

“Can you please hurry up?” Natalie shouted out the window.

Yes, let’s not waste any more time getting to your job. She slammed the door shut, and snapped on her seat belt.

“I’m Bob, your designated driver.” The young man behind the wheel sent her a short smile over his shoulder.

“You work for Matreus, too?”

“Sure do.” He swung the car out of the lot. 

They cruised through urban streets that bristled with movement as people hosed down their roofs or packed cars. Some garage doors lay open and empty with discarded suitcases and boxes littering a few front lawns as if the family had thrown only what they could fit into their vehicles before abandoning their homes. Such a stark reminder of the scenes she’d witnessed in her own home town. They passed a primary school destroyed by fire. The walls sagged in charred piles of rubble with the iron roof a pile of melted metal. The playground was untouched, the grass torched and covered with ash, but there were no children out playing. A pickup truck towing a long travel trailer drove past. Three kids and a dog looked out the back windows. Kim had to turn away, bile rising to her throat as the image of a child’s bloody handprint pressed against another car’s window sprang into her mind. There had been no hope for that family. Dead on the highway. Far from any help.

She stretched her legs out aware that Emma held her head turned away, studiously avoiding glancing in her direction. They passed a gas station where a long line of cars and trucks snaked down the road as they waited for service. The residents were taking no chances, ensuring they kept their tanks full of fuel. 

The streets fell away to larger allotments as they turned onto the Great Western Highway and the car picked up speed. Army trucks sped past in a convoy heading into town, a jeep in the lead followed by two refrigerated trucks and three transportation trucks with canvas sides. The burned fields on both sides of the road told the story of how close the fire had encroached on the township. Two Army trucks were parked beside the road with three armed soldiers wandering up and down a barbed wire fence. In the middle of the charred paddock beyond, a group of five people huddled, all clad in white hazmat suits. One of them bent down and scooped something off the ground into a container. 

Frowning, Kim scooted closer to the car window. “What are they doing? They look like they’re collecting samples.” She thought of the multiple blood draws she’d been subjected to. Too many?

“That’s some imagination you’ve got. Maybe you should be a writer.” Natalie didn’t turn her head to check them out herself. Maybe because she didn’t have to, maybe she knew all about whatever they were doing.

The sedan turned left off the highway where a sign indicated the local airfield was ahead. The car passed the turnoff to the airfield, trundled further down the road then stopped outside a property enclosed by high security fencing. Blackened fields surrounded the area but it was apparent that the lack of trees close by had halted the fire from progressing into the small industrial estate. Two men stood beside the boom gate, one wore the uniform of a local security firm and the other was a soldier. Their driver wound down his window and presented an ID badge. After a bit of muttering, the guard pressed a button and the arm lifted. They passed through the gate and on into a large parking lot which was packed with vehicles of all types including three Army trucks and a jeep.

Kim got out of the car, closing the door behind her. The building that housed the regional office of Matreus Inc. stood two stories high, made of concrete panel walls and an iron roof, with an impressive array of solar panels. At the back of the lot were three smaller buildings with barred windows and closed roller doors. 

“Ladies, please follow me.” Bob tossed his keys from one hand to the other as he marched toward the main building. 

Natalie strode by his side and with every step she appeared to brush off her exhaustion, as if newly energized by the prospect of her job or whatever it was that was driving her.

“Is Didi here?” Leaving Kim to walk by herself, Emma ran up beside Bob.

He paused to wave them inside the automatic glass doors. “Yes, certainly. Our receptionist is keeping an eye on her. You’ll find she’s been well looked after.”

“Thanks.” Emma made to race across to the reception counter, but another security guard grabbed her by the arm and jerked her to a halt, his face shiny with perspiration.

“She’s with me.” Natalie stepped forward and brandished her employee ID. 

The guard released Emma and scrutinized the badge. Lifting his eyebrows he looked grim-faced toward Kim.

“She’s also with me. If you don’t mind.” As if to emphasize her point, Natalie checked her wristwatch.

After Natalie and Kim had signed in, they followed Bob over to the stairs where Emma joined them, her pet carrier in hand.

“It’s over-kill, don’t you think?” Kim said as they reached the first floor. A long, carpeted corridor ran in both directions. “All this security.”

Natalie shot her a glare. “Bob will take you and Emma to a waiting room. I’m sure if you ask him nicely, he’ll organize a meal. I have no idea how long the meeting will take.”

Three Matreus personnel, two men and one woman with identical, relieved expressions on their pallid faces, surged toward Natalie. A man in a long, white coat linked his arm through hers and led her away. Natalie didn’t even look back at her daughter. Instead, her face was turned toward White-coat Man as he lowered his head and spoke.

“Looks like it’s just you and me, kid.” But Kim’s attempt to break the ice failed miserably.

Emma tossed back her hair and her cat hissed as they followed Bob into a small room furnished with four armchairs, a small coffee table, and a window that looked out toward the charred mountains. 

“How about I get you both something to eat?” Bob rubbed his hands together.

“Meat lovers pizza with extra cheese. Oh and a Coke please.” Emma knelt on the floor and coaxed her cat out of the carrier. 

The smile fell from Bob’s face. “Sorry, I should have been more specific. We lost two food outlets to the fire and the rest have closed, including the supermarkets. People are either leaving town or preparing for the next wave. There’s talk the fire is about to double back and hit us again. I can bring you some salad sandwiches from the work kiosk. The bread is a day old but it’s still edible. But we do have Coke.”

“Whatever is available thanks, Bob. And Emma will have water too. No Coke.”

Emma slapped her hands on her lap, startling her cat who hightailed it under an armchair. “What?”

“Finally, she speaks.” Any conversation with Emma was better than none. Kim slid a hand over her hair, shaking off the fine ash. “Too much sugar rots your teeth.”

Bob fairly raced from the room, no doubt eager to avoid the firing line as Emma snapped back. “You’re not my mom.”

Kim walked over to the window and lifted the blinds. “I’m the adult here. Not you.”

“You suck. And don’t think I’m not going to tell Mom about you drawing a gun on me. You were going to leave her behind. She could have died!”

“Your call. But I didn’t, did I? We’re all here.”

“Dad isn’t. And neither is Leanne.” 

Kim shuddered and leaned her hot forehead against the cool glass. The venom in Emma’s voice was unmistakable. The kid blamed her for her father’s death. And that poor girl’s. She wasn’t wrong. Somehow, Kim would have to learn to live with the faces of the dead. Outside the sun was sinking toward the west and long shadows rippled across the land. In a distant paddock, a fork of brilliant lightning flashed toward the ground and a small fire flared up. Surely there was nothing left to burn and yet the fire grew larger before her stunned eyes.

Emma flattened herself to the floor and hummed to her hidden cat. “Didi, come on, Didi. The nasty lady won’t hurt you.” So far, she hadn’t noticed the fire. Kim prayed she wouldn’t, the kid needed a break from any hint of danger.

“Stay here, will you? I won’t be long.” Kim spun away from the window and crossed to the door. That meeting could be the only chance she had of discovering whether Matreus was involved with the out-of-control fires and the killer smoke. 

“Where are you going?”

“Ladies.” Kim left the room, closing the door behind her to ensure the cat didn’t escape. The last thing she wanted to do was spend more time chasing after that blasted thing. 

A hum of voices came from the end of the corridor, and she followed the sound to where a door stood open revealing a crowd of people waiting for the meeting to begin. Military uniforms mixed in with others wearing navy blue shirts displaying the Matreus logo. At least three wore long white coats. All the chairs were taken and several people stood up leaning against the walls. Some had phones in their hands, others held laptops or had them open on the table in front of them. At the end of the room, an image was projected on the wall of a well-dressed man in an Armani suit conversing with another equally dressed but older man behind a long timber desk. Their voices were muted and on the desk there was a small American flag stuck in a plastic pen holder. 

Kim elbowed her way inside until she was close to where Natalie stood with White-coat Man. Twin spots of red flared bright on Natalie’s cheeks in contrast to the sheet-white complexion of her companion. Sweat dotted his face and he shot furtive glances around the room from under his bushy brows. He kept trying to shove a USB stick into Natalie’s hands. Natalie leaned back, shaking her head and said something in a low voice. White-coat Man pushed her hands away before melting into the crowd. Half-turning aside, Natalie slipped the USB stick into her pants pocket. A second later, she raised her chin and swung back to face the conference table. Her gaze fell on Kim and hardened.

The image on the wall changed to drone footage of the fires and the room fell silent, all eyes on the devastation. An Army Colonel with gray hair pushed to his feet but before he could speak, Natalie elbowed her way to his side. She whispered something and pointed toward Kim. 

The Colonel whipped out his cell phone and muttered a few words. Before Kim could even think about getting the hell out of there, two soldiers and a cop barged into the room. The Colonel’s voice barked through the hushed room. “There’s been a security breach. Take her to the police station for questioning.” 

Kim’s heart banged against her ribs in slow, heavy thuds and she sidled behind an overweight woman with permed hair. 

But the soldiers grabbed hold of Kim’s arms and with the cop strutting in the lead, frog-marched her from the building. 
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Chapter 32
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Brandon Curtis. Logging Camp, West Montana

Snorting into the dirt, Brandon tried to exhale the stench from his nostrils. It was a vile mix of vinegar and Sulphur. He was face down, where he’d fallen. The cicadas were gone, but even in the twilight, the residue remained visible. It covered everything. He raised himself enough to see his own outline, stenciled on the earth by trails of stinking residue.

Screams in Bailey Rae’s higher pitch and shouts in Carlota’s fierce one came from the bunkhouse. From where he lay, he couldn’t see the porch or the main door, but there was a commotion.

“Put her in the office. Make sure she’s bound tight.” Kyle was issuing instructions again. There was a growl to his voice that Brandon hadn’t heard before. “You two... shut up.” The crying and wailing lessened to a whimper.

Garth and Ryan lugged a body between them, out and across the open yard of the compound. It was Fatima. Something had gone terribly wrong. Her hands were tied, her hijab was around her face and in her mouth. She wasn’t walking. They had her by the arms and were dragging her feet across the ground. There was no fight or resistance. It looked like she’d passed out again. He couldn’t be sure, but her head lolled to the side like a rag doll.

Henchmen. He’d seen it before, with Nash. He’d recognized it, and then discounted his own intuition, too eager to trust. Just like Nash, Kyle treated his friends as though they were his personal army, ordering them to do what he wanted. The generator was running and an office light went on, but he was too far behind the bunkhouse to see through the window. 

“We should get a vote. Draw straws or something.”

“Yeah, but we’ll all get a chance at her. Does it matter who goes first, the first time?”

“First’s good. We should get to go first, sometime.”

The light went out and Garth and Ryan trooped outside slamming the door behind them. Brandon lowered his chest to the ground. The two men were twenty yards away but hadn’t seen him. 

Ryan was closest. “It’s a shame about that British kid. What a way to go.”

Garth paused for a second, causing them both to stand still. “Yeah. Those insects are nasty, man.”

“Kyle said he tried to save him, but he ran through the gate and into the forest. Said he was screaming in agony, like they told us he would. We’d better go inside in case they come back. Scary times, buddy. Scary times.”

“What took you so long?” The boss barked at them. “She wasn’t going to struggle, was she? I need you back here.”

“Sorry, Kyle. We were just trying to avoid the stuff, from the bugs.” Whichever of the henchmen spoke, his tone was meek and compliant. 

“Here’s the key for that lock-up container. I’ve already checked it, so you can put these two in until we sort out what we’re doing.”

Carlota’s voice held a fury he’d never heard before. “If you don’t tell me where Brandon is, or what happened to him, I’ll—” 

There was a slap followed by a stumble. Bailey Rae shrieked.

“I won’t say it again. Your boyfriend got swarmed by those bugs. I tried to save him, but he ran through the gate and into the forest, screaming in agony.”

“And I told you, I don’t believe you!” There was another slap, then sobbing. Not Carlota, he didn’t think. Bailey Rae. Or Zara, maybe. 

“Take them. Get them out of my sight.”

Rocking back onto his feet, Brandon raised himself to a crouch. None of the compound lights were directed to the back of the cabins. With great care, he stepped between the pools and tracks of poison the cicadas left in their wake. Switching into stealth mode, he slipped behind the edge of the tarpaulin that still covered the generator. Losing himself in the deeper shadows, he moved through the darkest parts of the logging camp to the side walls of the bunkhouse.

The cicada slime was concentrated on a few areas around the compound. The raised vegetable bed, beside which he’d been lying face down in the dirt, had been completely devastated. The canvas cover they’d pulled over the generator had been thrown to one side and was dripping in the stuff, as were all the refuse areas and garbage sacks. He moved around the contaminated areas carefully, taking care to avoid the places where the cicada residue seemed most concentrated. He didn’t know how long ago he’d fallen and lost consciousness, but he must’ve been right in the middle of the swarm. How he’d remained unscathed was a mystery. 

The brilliance of the compound floodlights made the contrast between light and dark so absolute, there was nothing visible in the blackness outside their glow. Staying close to the log walls of the bunkhouse, he went round the back and along the side until he was close enough to the porch to peer round to the other end of the encampment.

Irregular footsteps fell on the boards of the cabin, coming outside onto the decking. He slipped back out of the glare of the light, as shuffling and snuffling was overcome by grunts and shoves. 

“Move, chica. Show your little friend how to be a good girl and nobody gets hurt.” Garth shook Carlota by the arm, but she twisted wildly as he tried to drag her at his side. “Knock it off, dammit!” Garth’s face was red with anger, which only worsened when she did what he said and went completely limp, making Garth lose his balance. A string of curses exploded out of him. 

Ryan pushed Bailey Rae along with a hand on her neck, not quite frog-marching, but insistent that she walked. The girl stumbled, crying and sniffing hard to take a breath. When they reached the containers, she shrugged his hand away, took a few quick steps, then screamed as he grabbed her hair. “Don’t be stupid. Wanna die, do you?”

Garth dragged and yanked at Carlota, then shoved her into Bailey Rae with enough force to push both girls inside, before closing the metal door and clipping the padlock back through the hasp. “You’ll be safe in there. Remember what Kyle told you. If you’re good and do as we tell you, you’re going to be safe. If you don’t do as you’re told... well... It’s not going to be good for you.”

Brandon lowered himself to the ground, lying flat. The men returned to the cabin. Once they were inside, he sat up, his back against the wall. The clomping of their boots inside, gave him some idea where they were. All the windows of the bunkhouse were high up, more like vents which allowed daylight into the building, rather than something to showcase a view. It meant he could listen to the conversation, without the risk of being seen. Until he knew their plan, he couldn’t take any action. The girls were locked away, but they were safe and not in any immediate danger. 

“They’re in the shipping container.” Ryan reported. “They’re quiet. They’re gonna be cold though.”

“You can strip some blankets off the bed for them. We have to take care of them.” Kyle sounded so normal, like locking girls away was an everyday thing. “They need food and water, too. Just a little. I want you to go through their bags, take everything out, then put enough in for one day. They’ll appreciate it but it won’t be enough for them to run. We don’t need another Shelley.”

Garth cleared his throat. “Are we?... can we?...” It was as though he was scared to say what he wanted to ask. With another cough, he managed. “Are we sharing them, or can we have one each?”

Their leader’s voice changed. There was a gravel-rough tone to it. “Zara, go get in bed. Shut the door and stay there.”

“Yes, Kyle.”

Brandon could distinguish her lighter footsteps. Before the door closed, Ryan started speaking, but was cut short somehow. “I know we’ve been sharing... Oh, right.”

After a moment of silence, Brandon felt the tremor of a door being closed, then the latch clicked. It seemed Kyle had also been waiting for that same moment.

“We’ve been sharing because we didn’t have one each. It was only fair. If you guys want to pick one, that’s fine with me. I’ll have the two you don’t want.”

“It was easier when we had two.” Brandon couldn’t tell who’d said it. The entire conversation was disgusting. Kyle and the gang of two were not what they first appeared to be. They’d been planning to kidnap everyone from the beginning. And worse. Much worse.

“I told you—we’ll keep Zara. We need her. We look safer if we’ve got a pretty blonde with us. It’s worked well for us. But we’re not keeping these. We can rest here a few days, depending on the fires. Those bugs only stayed long enough to eat the garden. You guys can do whatever you want for now, but once we move out, it’s just going to be four of us.”

“But... the little kid. She’s—”

“A witness. Remember, we said. Whatever we do with the kid, she’s not going to be around to tell anyone.”

Brandon’s stomach turned. Whatever they do? They hadn’t said anything explicit, but sharing women meant only one thing. Leaving no witnesses meant another. He couldn’t let either happen.

“Garth said he liked the look of the Arab one, so I want the Mexican girl. I want her first, even if we’re sharing.”

“Okay, Ryan, steady down. You’re going to wait.” Kyle was controlling everything. He manipulated all the interaction. He had from the very outset. “You can feed them first, make sure they feel safe, then you can take her to the office.” 

“After I’ve had the Arab?”

“Yeah, Garth. After you’ve had the Arab.” The leader offered the reward, like his friend was some sort of animal in training.

They weren’t men. They spoke like humans, but they were behaving like something else. When he’d been at the hotel with Nash, after the monster had ‘thinned the herd’ and picked out that poor, vulnerable woman, he’d pushed Brandon into the room with her. It was supposed to be proof of his loyalty to the big man, but it was against every fundamental truth Brandon had been taught. Had Jeremy not arrived, his refusal to attack her would have cost him more than a scar on his thigh. It would have cost his life, just as it had others in the gang Nash had been building around himself.

“I’ll get food for the girls first. Like you said, it will keep them quiet. Maybe calm down the mouthy one a bit.” There was an eagerness in Ryan’s voice and a chair grated across the wooden floor. 

“I wouldn’t count on it. She likes to fight. I’ve got scratches just from getting her to the shipping container.” 

Another chair grated across the timber floor. It wouldn’t be long before they’d be coming out of the cabin. He had to help Fatima escape from where she was tied up in the office, because from the sound of it, Garth was going to assault her first. Risking a quick glance, he popped his head around the corner of the porch. It was clear. The office was on the opposite side of the cabins from the shipping containers. He’d sat between the bunkhouse and the other buildings when Zara had brought him the pasta. His bag was still there. His knife was in it. He wished he’d understood what she’d been trying to tell him back then. Carlota’s wariness took on new meaning, too. She’d known something wasn’t right about Kyle. He had too. He just hadn’t listened to his own intuition. But there was no time for self-recrimination. He had to move.

He ran through the shadows, taking care where he placed his feet, trying to be as quiet as he could. The best way from the back of the bunkhouse was through the slime-covered garden area, even though it slowed him down. The cicadas had picked all the vegetation clean, leaving only the wooded stalks and stems that were no longer recognizable as any kind of crop. As he moved between the rows, his attention switched to the jittering twang from the spring of the slowly opening cabin door. He was too far away to hear what was being said, but Kyle was giving instructions again. He was almost out of time. 

Brandon tripped and lost his balance. He fell headlong toward the ooze-covered ground. He threw his hands out, to break his fall, but even so, he landed so hard it knocked the wind out of him. He gasped for air and crawled forward, moving out of the slime. He didn’t know how long he’d have before it soaked through his clothes and got to his skin. He had to move before he was covered in the painful hives he’d seen on Jennifer and the others. Huffing, he got back to his feet and quick-stepped to the log on which his backpack still sat. Hurling himself to the far side of it, he pulled the pack down with him. He’d made it back into the darkness without any alarm being raised, and without any impact from falling in the cicada goo. He must’ve missed landing in it.

He shoved his hand into his bag and found the handle of the knife.

Voices floated outside. He lay back as boots trudged closer. He’d taken too long to get to Fatima. He wouldn’t be able to release her before Garth got into the room. Ryan would be over by the containers. Rolling on his side, Brandon unsheathed the knife. He could still get there in the darkness if he crept past the generator and around the back of the office.

By the time Brandon reached the cabin, Garth was already opening the office door. 

“Please...You don’t want to do this. Please...” Fatima was awake again, and she was begging. She’d been so calm and commanding at nearly every step. He couldn’t imagine her ever sounding so terrified. He burned with fury. He would sneak in and cut her free, so they could overpower Garth and tie him up. He just had to get round to the darker side of the cabin, closer to the door. A loud slapping sound shocked him. Fatima went quiet for a moment, then started begging again.

“Don’t you try and kick me again. You behave or you know what will happen to those girls.”

Fatima fell silent.

“That’s right. You know what I’m saying. Be good to me now. Everything will be just fine.”

Those girls? Brandon’d heard what was going to happen to those girls. Fatima was trying to protect them, but nothing could. She’ll keep you safe, Darren had said. This woman who barely tolerated being hugged by a friend was willing to sacrifice herself—to do anything—to protect them, and it wouldn’t make any difference. Not unless he could stop Garth and set her free. He had to get to her.

He left the darkness that had protected him, placed his hand on the corner of the office cabin, and almost fell over. In the light, it was clear—the cicada residue was all over his hand. His heart thudded hard in his chest. Trying to wipe it on his trousers would only spread it. The hand with which he held the knife was clear of it, but there was enough on his other hand to kill him. He’d seen how people died, in minutes and in absolute agony.

But he felt nothing more than a slight itching, almost like a mosquito bite. Maybe the toxin hadn’t taken effect yet. He had seconds, maybe a minute, before the pain hit and stopped him from doing anything. Fatima. He had to at least save Fatima, and then she could save the girls. He’d do what his father—Jeremy—had done: use his last moments to save the people he cared about. His heart pumped faster. Anger flared as Fatima hissed words in Arabic—threats, maybe. Or else a prayer. He hoped it was threats.

Pushing the door open, his silhouette extended into the office like some stalking beast. Fatima was lashed to the desk, hands above her head, legs spread, and feet tied to the table at each ankle. 

Garth had his back to the door. “Get out! I haven’t even started, Ryan.” He fumbled at his belt, then dropped his trousers. He began to lean onto the desk, pulling Fatima by the hips, the words of her threat-prayers only getting louder, more urgent as he got closer.

Uncontrolled rage hit Brandon. He leaped forward, pouncing onto Garth’s back as he tried to lie on top of the woman. The impact knocked Garth’s hands off the table. With no purchase, he couldn’t struggle or push back. Grabbing a handful of hair with his left hand, Brandon tugged it hard. There was no thought to the action, as he swung his right arm all the way round and over Fatima’s head. Fatima writhed against her restraints, fighting too. Brandon’s knife carved out a clear curve in the air, the blade glinting. There was no effort in the action, as if some other hand guided the blade as he pulled its edge across Garth’s throat. There was a strange sucking noise, and a pulsing spattering of blood, as the body fell limp.

Letting go of the hair, Brandon pushed the dead man off the table. Fatima’s eyes were wide. She blinked hard as she focused on the face before her, her hijab still gagging her mouth.

“I’ll cut you free, but don’t touch me, I’m covered in poison.”

Careful to keep the vile slime from making any contact with her, he used the tip of the bloody blade to sever her bonds. He could do nothing to help her, as she pushed herself off the desk and stood shaking. 

Pulling her hijab from her mouth, she gasped for air. “We thought you were dead.”

“No time. Move out. I’m poisoned. Get the girls. Then hide.” Still his hand only itched. 

As she stepped through the door, she looked back at him. “But, you’re...”

“Already dead. Get the girls out of the container.”

A shout echoed around the compound. “Hey! What are you doing? Garth? Why’d you let her up?” Ryan hurtled across the open area, straight at the office. 

As Ryan closed the distance between them, Brandon leaped from the office, lunging with the knife, missing the target. Their bodies met with a vicious impact, knocking them both to the ground. The knife flew from Brandon’s grip. He scrambled to get it, but Ryan was quickest to recover, and hauled him by the ankle, dragging him back. Using his weight, Ryan pinned him in a wrestling hold. “Gotcha.”

Brandon couldn’t move. But it didn’t matter. “Go Fatima!”

Ryan’s grunts turned to pants, then to wheezing, and screeching breaths. In a frenzy of legs and arms Ryan released his hold. “What’s that?” He cried out as his skin bubbled and blistered. Brandon couldn’t take his eyes off the writhing man, as the story of his own imminent demise played out before him. He glanced at his hand. Wherever the poison had touched him, his skin had reddened. It was only a matter of time.

Kyle rushed from the bunkhouse. “Garth? Ryan?”

Staggering to a halt, he looked down as Ryan shuddered with convulsions. “What the hell happened to Ryan? What have you...?” 

Brandon scrambled backward, trying to get his feet. He had to buy time for Fatima to get to the girls. As he’d hoped, the movement drew Kyle’s attention. “You’re supposed to be dead.” Towering over Brandon, he put a hand behind his back. It returned to his side revealing a revolver. “Garth? Where are you, man?” He took a few paces to the side, then aimed the barrel of the gun at Brandon’s head. “Is that you in there, man? Garth? Talk to me, man.”

Brandon had few options. Two, in fact. He could either die in the most horrendous and painful way possible, or he could get himself shot. Only one way would take Kyle down with him. He stepped forward, making his choice. All he had to do was touch Kyle. “Garth’s dead, Kyle. I killed him. I just killed Ryan, too. What are you going to do about it?”

But before Brandon could make his move, Kyle dropped to his knees. His wide-eyed expression of absolute shock remained fixed, yet lifeless, as his body slumped forward, face down in the dirt.

Brandon’s survival knife protruded from Kyle’s back, buried deep between his shoulder blades. Zara grasped the handle, snatching the blade clear, before bringing it down again, with force. Yelling, she thrust the knife in and out of the fallen monster. Countless times, she stabbed and screamed, blood spattering and spreading across the dirt. Only when she could no longer pull the knife out to strike again did she stop. Sobbing, she leaned forward, muttering unintelligible words.

With a gloved hand, Fatima took hold of the hilt, retrieving the knife. “Brandon, stand up.”

He didn’t question why, he just did as she said. 

Fatima wiped the bloody blade on the grass. “Stand very still.” Again, he didn’t ask for a reason. “I’m going to cut your clothes off you. You’re covered in poison.”

There was no time for conversation. He could almost feel the burning on his skin. 
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Chapter 33 
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Anayeli Alfaro. Pocatello Downs Racetrack, ID

The transport truck was gone. So were all the supplies Anayeli had loaded it with—MREs, bottled water, blankets, packages of gloves and masks. All they had left was what Anayeli and Andrew had in their backpacks, and the items Mama had snatched before Anayeli had dragged her and Ernesto back into the barn. In total, it was enough MREs to serve for dinner and breakfast, two blankets, a flashlight, two guns, the toxicology reports, and one cooler full of samples. 

Maybe that haul was pretty good, considering they’d only managed to get into the shrouding shadows of the barn aisle seconds before the gunman in his beater truck had pulled into the stabling area. But it was a huge loss, standing in the fading dregs of the day, staring at the empty place in the hay barn where their escape had been. They were stuck. In Pocatello, Idaho. 

“I should have kept driving.” Her feet might as well have been lead blocks, dragging her down, down, down toward the center of the earth. She kept getting everything wrong. “We should have fought.” 

They’d spent twenty-seven lifetimes huddled in the tiny office that opened off the tack room, just waiting. Anayeli and Andrew had crouched behind the 70s fake-wood-veneer desk, their guns trained on the door, while Mama and Ernesto hid under a pile of dirty saddle towels and the blankets Mama had grabbed. 

“Nah.” Andrew shook his head. “Bad odds.”

There had been shouting out in the stable area, and at least two other vehicles had pulled in after the gunman’s beater, so at the very least, they’d been matched in terms of numbers. The gunman and his people—a family, judging from how they’d called for ‘Uncle Tim’ and ‘Dad’— had done a search that was cursory at best. There’d been gagging over the dead horses, shouts at the discovery of the two dead stable hands lying in the tack room. But the bodies had been enough of a deterrent to prevent further exploration. At least, that’s what Anayeli hoped. The jerks could be lying in wait, but it seemed unlikely after so long. They’d gotten what they wanted: a fresh store of supplies and a vehicle.

Mama turned away from the empty space where their transport truck had been. “New idea. Necesitamos un plan.”

They were all looking at her and it took all she had left to drag herself out of despair enough to think.

“We search. There’s got to be stuff here we can use, things we can eat. Those workers got here somehow—their cars must be parked somewhere—Andrew, you check the parking lots, see if there’s a vehicle we can use. Mama, you take those three barns over there, and I’ll take these. Let’s see what we can find.” 

“What about me?” Ernesto’s voice had gone whiny.

“No.” Mama was resolute. Nobody said it, but stress and excitement could make Ernesto’s asthma worse, and he’d only stopped wheezing once the gunman and family had left. “You stay here. You search this room. Anayeli, you leave him your gun.”

They split up then. Anayeli took her backpack and the cooler with the samples. She didn’t hold out much hope they’d find anything truly useful. More likely, the place had already been looted. More than once, probably. But looking for supplies would keep them busy. Busy was better than giving up.

Anayeli’d spent enough time at her tío’s ranch in Mexico to know that horse people had weird and useful stuff. Sure enough, the tack room in the first barn she went to did not disappoint. She rummaged through the dusty shelves and found triple antibiotic ointment, duct tape, Betadine, wraps and bandaging supplies, scissors, tweezers—all of which she jammed into her backpack.

She’d checked Mama’s arm earlier, on the sly, and– it looked good. If Anayeli hadn’t seen the cicada land right on the exposed skin, she would think nothing had happened. It was way better than Anayeli’s palm, which had an angry pink, barely healed scar that hurt when she did anything that stretched the tight skin. Hopefully the fact they were both on the mend meant they wouldn’t need first aid supplies—but if she’d learned one lesson, it was that anything could happen. 

In the next barn and the next, Anayeli raced to add more to her stash—more first aid supplies, a long, green leash-like rope, a lighter which seemed like a bad idea in a barn, and an open bag of cat food. She figured that would go a long way with the dogs, maybe even improve Mama’s attitude toward them. By the time she stepped into the last of the barns, she’d put the cooler in a wheelbarrow she’d commandeered and started piling things around it, because there was too much to carry. 

A soft, living noise cut through the rattling of the wheelbarrow as Anayeli pushed it down the putrid smelling aisle. She stopped mid-stride, listening hard, and the sound came again. Not human, but something alive.

She’d long since quit checking the stalls in the barns—the contortions of death too devastating and the ugliness of decay too unbearable. It made terrible thoughts rise out of the depths she’d pushed them to—images of Carlota and Bailey Rae, crashed somewhere in Oregon, mouldering. Of Luz, waterlogged and bloated. Of Papa— She couldn’t bear it. But when the noise came again, she dropped the handles of the wheelbarrow with a heavy metallic clunk and ran for the stalls at the far end. 

She found them in the next to last stall. A goat, its hooves scrabbling for purchase on the wooden door, its chattering growing louder as soon as it saw Anayeli. And a horse, lying in a filthy stall, every scrap of bedding gone, eaten. They were survivors.

“Oh, just look at you...” Whatever happiness she felt at finding a horse and goat alive after so much death was tempered by the state they were in. Every bone in the horse’s body pushed against its skin, its skeleton made visible, while the goat’s flanks were hollowed. “How did you two make it, and no one else did?”

The goat bleated, its eyes trained on her, as if telling her its life story. It was a tiny thing—a miniature goat of some kind, with a worn dog collar around its neck. 

No way could she leave these two creatures to die in a dank, rot-filled barn. Setting them loose would be kinder. But she wasn’t going to do that, either. She grabbed the halter hanging on a hook on the stall door, next to a sign that said Fortune: ALFALFA ONLY. Then she opened the stall door and slipped inside.

“C’mon girl. You’ve got to get up.” At Anayeli’s approach, the horse put her front legs out in front of her and heaved herself upright. “That’s it. Good girl.” 

The horse was docile enough and easy to lead, though the filly side-stepped when Cricket and Roxy popped out of a stall, and snorted at the wheelbarrow full of supplies. That would have to wait—and additional supplies would need to be added to the collection if there was a horse to account for. The goat scampered up the aisle, nibbling at anything remotely edible, never getting too far ahead.

Anayeli took the horse straight to the hay barn—to the stacks of green leafy alfalfa her tío swore by and another stack of pale, fine-stemmed grassy hay. The same hay all the dead horses had in their hay nets and that had been in the wheelbarrow near the two dead workers, crawling with larva. The sign outside Fortune’s stall flashed through Anayeli’s mind. ALFALFA ONLY. She hadn’t seen that written on any of the other horses’ stall signs, in any of the other barns. Understanding hit her. It had to be the reason Fortune and the goat had survived: they hadn’t eaten any of the same, bug-infested hay as all the other horses. And if the workers had died after touching the hay—with welts all over them that looked just like the welts people had gotten from the cicada swarm—then it stood to reason that the bugs in the hay were somehow connected. Cicada larva, maybe. 

Anayeli dragged Fortune away from the nearest bales—the grassy stuff. She didn’t want anyone getting close to it. Instead, she snatched up a pair of curved and pointed hay hooks that were hanging on one of the beams, and tied the horse to the post. Fortune immediately started pawing with impatience. 

“I know girl, but you can’t have that stuff.” For all they knew, every bale could be crawling with cicada larva. She kept her eyes peeled as she went to the hay stacks, wondering where Mama and Andrew were as she dragged a bale of alfalfa past Fortune, out of the hay barn, and into the graveled barnyard. She wanted to be out in the open when she opened up the bale, in case it was full of the flying nightmare bugs or their disgusting crawling babies.

She used the hay hook to twist the baling twine until it snapped, jumping back as the last strand of twine broke. The bale sprang open, and there was nothing—no bugs flew out, nothing creeped through it. It was just leafy green alfalfa.

Fortune and the goat were already grabbing huge mouthfuls when Mama came hurrying out of the farthest barn. “Qué es esto? We don’t have time to be rescuing animales!” 

But Anayeli had considered how Mama might object. She had an answer. She gestured toward the horse. “Transportation, Mama.” Then she pointed at the goat. “And food. With them we can get to Thompson Falls, even if Andrew doesn’t find a car.” She doubted the horse could carry a rider in her current state, but she could carry their supplies on her back. And no way did Anayeli want to “rescue” the goat just to eat it, but she knew how Mama thought.

“These flacos? No. It’s hundreds of miles yet, and already there’s no meat on them. And what do you see to feed them? There’s no grass here!” 

Mama wasn’t wrong. What little grass the cicada swarms hadn’t devoured, was dry and golden, stripped of its nutrients. “It’s better than nothing—”

“No! It’s not! No animals is better than—”

An engine revved, interrupting whatever retort Mama was about to make. Anayeli snatched the hay hooks out of the hay bale, startling Fortune. The horse’s head shot up and she scrambled backward while Anayeli clung to the lead rope and shoved one of the hay hooks out toward Mama. “A weapon. In case—” There wasn’t time to make any other plans because a boxy white truck towing a long stock trailer pulled around the corner of the stables. It drove directly toward them, ghostly in the smoky haze.

Mama stood shoulder-to-shoulder with Anayeli—the first time they’d been united in weeks. Anayeli clutched hard to Fortune’s lead rope. She had a good story—she’d rescued the horse, was its owner—if the driver of the truck questioned what she was doing with the horse. But maybe stories didn’t matter anymore. There was only what you had and how much someone else wanted to take it. 

There was movement in her peripheral vision and her heart lurched into an erratic rhythm. They were surrounded. Someone had snuck up on them, as they gathered supplies—probably the gunman and his family from the night before—and now a truck was coming for them. They weren’t alone on the fairgrounds, that much was clear. And they weren’t safe.

“Get back, Ernesto!” Mama had seen the same motion, had understood what—who—it was. Ernesto had come out of his tack room hiding place, probably wondering what was taking them so long. Hopefully he had brought her gun with him. 

Still the truck came, the engine loud, the trailer rattling. Anayeli gripped the handle of the hay hook tighter. It could do some real damage, but whoever was in the truck would have to get close—too close—first.

The truck pulled alongside the hay barn, and stopped, idling. The driver’s side door flew open, as the truck idled, and a figure stepped out. He was big, but the two of them could take him. Anayeli crouched, ready to spring.

“Look what I found!” It was a familiar voice.

“Oh Jesús, María y José!” Mama dropped her hay hook with a clatter, metal against rocks. “Thank you! Thank you, Lord!”

Anayeli’s knees gave way. It was Andrew. With a truck and trailer. “We were so scared!” 

But Andrew was too excited to acknowledge the fear he’d stirred up with the approach of his strange vehicle. “I had to hotwire it, so I’ve gotta keep it running, but it’s got gas and everything!” He was so pleased, his face open and smiling, that it burned off Anayeli’s adrenaline spike of fear before it could turn to anger, and replaced it with growing hope instead.

“This is perfect! We can take the animals, and hay and all the supplies we found—” 

“No. No animals.” Mama was shaking her head. “No hay. That thing”—she pointed at the truck—“will eat up gas like it’s nothing.”

They were going to run out of gas before they reached Thompson Falls, no matter what they did. And if the power was out everywhere, getting more gas would be next to impossible, more a matter of luck than anything else. But Anayeli wasn’t going to say that.

“We can use the animals, the hay, to barter for gas. People are going to need feed for their livestock, if they haven’t planned ahead. It’s our one advantage.”

Andrew looked from Anayeli to Mama and back again, but Ernesto sprang out of the shadowy barn aisle and went straight for the trailer. It was a stock trailer with slatted metal sides, big enough to hold Fortune and the goat and then some. It also had a door to a tack compartment near the front. Ernesto opened it. Inside was a jumble of horse equipment—bridles and a few saddles and who knew what else. A potential treasure trove. 

“It’s got a water tank!” Ernesto thumped the white plastic tank’s side. “It’s full!” 

“Fine.” Mama turned her back on them all, heading back for the barn where she’d been searching. “Do what you want. It’s an idea estupido, but I can’t stop you.” 

Anayeli hated how Mama put every decision, each wrong choice on her. “Great!” She couldn’t keep the sarcasm from her tone. She handed off the hay hooks to Andrew and set him to dragging alfalfa hay bales into the truck bed. Ernesto she sent to get her abandoned wheelbarrow out of the barn, and start packing everything into the tack compartment—“Except the cooler! Put that in the cab!” Their supplies would be out of sight in the trailer, and perhaps less tempting to anyone they encountered, and it would save space in the cab for them and the dogs.

By the time Anayeli had carried flakes of the open alfalfa bale to the back of the trailer, Mama was back, muttering as she transferred items into the tack compartment. Anayeli needed to get the livestock loaded, and fast. She led Fortune to the back and the goat came too, hopping in right away. But when Anayeli stepped up into the trailer herself and tugged at Fortune’s lead rope, the horse balked. “C’mon girl. Please. I need you to get in.” She pulled on the lead rope, hard, but the horse just threw her head up and planted her feet. She tried again, but just as the horse took one halting step, Cricket let out a sharp bark, followed by Roxy’s deeper woof. 

The dogs were just doing what herders did—managing everyone and everything. It was fine. “There’s someone coming!” Andrew stood in the truck bed, where he’d been stacking alfalfa. She followed the direction he was pointing—out toward the road they’d come in on, but she couldn’t see anything. He must’ve had a better vantage point, just like the dogs had better hearing. “They just turned in, that same gate we used. It looks—military.” 

How he could see through the haze, Anayeli didn’t know, but everything inside her went into overdrive. “Forget the hay! Get everything else loaded!” 

At Anayeli’s orders, Andrew jumped down from the bed. He and Mama threw the last remaining items—a pitchfork, a box of granola bars—into the tack compartment. 

Anayeli’s hands shook on the lead rope. “Quick! Ernesto! Grab the dogs.” The dogs’ barking would alert anyone to exactly where they were, and they needed every second. “Get them in the cab. Stay in there with them. We’ve got to leave. Now!” 

She should give up on the horse, but she couldn’t. They might need the mare, later. “Last chance Fortune. Come on!” She circled the mare around and practically ran for the back of the trailer, the horse dragging behind. The mare faltered when Anayeli jumped into the trailer, but then the goat bleated and the trailer shook as the horse barged in. Anayeli didn’t wait. She threw the lead rope down, leaped out of the trailer, and slammed the door shut before Fortune changed her mind. 

“Mama! In the truck.” An idea dropped into Anayeli’s mind from nowhere, a gift. They needed a distraction, because if Andrew was right and it was a military truck coming, she was pretty sure it meant one of two things—the thieves who’d stolen their truck were back, or someone from the convoy had found them. Neither one was good. She grabbed her mother’s hand. “Get in the driver’s seat. You’re going to head for the gate, the back one.” As she pointed toward the first gate they’d seen and passed by, Mama started to object—back to her old everyone together business, but Anayeli cut her off. “Push in the cigarette lighter—I’m going to need it before you go.” 

With that, she bolted for the haystacks in the haybarn. “Andrew! With me!” She went straight for the grassy hay, as much as she didn’t want to touch any of it, and clambered up the stack. She shoved bales down, each one landing with a heavy thud that send up dust. “Make a barricade, across the driveway!” If they could block it off, they could at least slow down whoever was coming after them. 

A quick glance told her the intruder was getting closer, the vehicle and its headlights visible from atop the hay. 

“Anayeli!” Mama held the glowing cigarette lighter out the truck window, and Anayeli jumped down. 

She took the hot lighter. Mama’s face was drawn, her mouth a tight line. “It’s going to be okay. Start driving. We’ll catch up. Lo prometo.” I promise.

Anayeli ran for the nearest bale, dimly aware of the truck and trailer easing away as she prayed her idea wasn’t stupid. She pressed the lighter into the dry hay. Nothing happened for a breath, two. Then a thin trail of smoke licked upwards, and a second later—flames exploded, as if lighter fluid had been poured over the driest of kindling. 

Andrew was beside her. “We’ve got to go!” 

She dug in her backpack for the other lighter she’d found in the barn, then pressed it into Andrew’s hand. “Light as many on fire as you can!” 

He moved one way, she went the other, setting the next bale on fire too. The flames spread quickly—too quickly. The first bale threw off intense heat, and then it spread, leaping from one bale to the next, faster than anything she’d ever seen—except the fire at Bertoli Farm. The Teff fire.

It all fell into place. The hay wasn’t just grass hay, it was Teff, the loco grass her papa had warned her about. She remembered what Papa had told her, when he gave her the tip for the story about the Ag fires and told her about the workers he knew who’d had terrible reactions to the Teff hay. ‘Asthma so bad they had to go to emergency.’ The smoke, the hay itself—was toxic, whether it had cicadas in it or not. And she’d touched it. “Andrew! Run! Keep your mask on!” 

But she was too late—heat flared and a bright white flash engulfed them, as the entire haystack burst into flame just as the glare of headlights sliced across the barnyard. The stranger had arrived. Only he wasn’t a stranger. Through the windshield of the jeep, the man’s sneer was unmistakable—Creepy Colin had found them. 

And the wall of fire wasn’t enough to stop him. 
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Chapter 34
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Kim Walker. Bathurst, Australia

Kim’s gut roiled from the disgusting combination of bleach and stale urine coming from the open toilet. Groaning, she pushed off the hard bunk and staggered to her feet, rubbing her eyes. So much for spending the night in a warm air-conditioned motel room with a lovely, soft bed. Instead, she’d been incarcerated in a police cell. Not having a cell-mate had been the only bright spot of a long, miserable night.

“Hey! Any chance of some food? And I could really do with private toilet facilities.” She gripped the bars, wanting to shake the hell out of them and yell blue-murder but that was a waste of time. The cops thought they were performing their duties. And it appeared that the military had pulled rank. Muttering some rubbish about her being a terrorist of all things!

A Police Sergeant appeared and unlocked the door. A Promask full-face respirator dangled from her utility belt. Her uniform was stained with dirt and soot. “Okay, okay, keep your hair on.”

“Any idea when I’m getting out of here?” Kim followed her to the staff amenities. “You don’t have any legal right to hold me longer than six hours without charging me.”

The Sergeant yawned, not bothering to cover her mouth. A light sprinkling of ash covered her hair and her shoulders. “Some bigwig is due to turn up soon. You were supposed to be released last night. Dunno what happened about that. I’ve been out on patrol since 1 a.m.”

Her hand on the door handle, Kim paused. “What’s going on?”

“Fires have started up again. And that smoke! I’ve lived through bushfires before, but this is something else. And about an hour ago, we had to dodge this swarm of bugs. Came right at my partner and me. We had to hide in the paddy wagon until they’d passed.” The cop rested her hands on her belt, her eyes wide with a hint of underlying fear. “Power’s down. We’re using a back-up generator here. I’ve told my man to get our kids out of town. Head to my parents. For once, he didn’t argue.”

“That bad, huh.”

“Yeah.” The cop indicated the rest room. “You’ve got fifteen minutes. Don’t make me come in and get you.”

“Copy that.” Kim closed the door behind her. She made full use of the facilities, even managing a basin wash with cold water that sent goosebumps scurrying over her skin. As she dried her hands on the paper towel, she loosened the plastic band she’d forgotten had been placed on her wrist in the hospital. It had to be significant that hers was a different color to Emma’s and Natalie’s. Frowning, she tossed it into the bin. By the time she finished, she was shivering. When she left the cold room, the cop had disappeared so she made her way through the station to the front desk where she pulled back in surprise. 

Natalie stood, tapping her nails on the counter. Kim hadn’t expected to see her, at least not in the police station. “Finally. What were you doing in there?”

“Trying to clean up.” Kim folded her arms and scowled. 

The Police Sergeant handed over a couple of forms and a pen.

Natalie scribbled away then slapped the papers onto the counter and turned toward the door. “If you’re coming, hurry up.”

“How did you get this?” The policewoman turned over the plastic bag containing Kim’s few belongings and fingered the stolen police belt. 

“My boyfriend’s,” Kim lied.

The policewoman’s mouth thinned as she removed the pepper spray and Saf-Lok cuffs. “Well, it’s illegal for civilians to have access to police property. You can take the belt.”

“Thanks for nothing.” Kim snatched up the belt and her dead mobile then followed Natalie outside. Then stopped. It was as if she had stepped into a different world than the one she’d known the day before.

Even though it was early morning, there was little daylight. No streetlights illuminated the gloom while the surrounding buildings lay dark and brooding with shadows. The sky was heavy with orange smoke clouds. A thin wind whipped burning embers and ash around Kim as she stood, shocked. The street teemed with people rushing about, packing cars, pushing carts laden with supplies. A few were cleaning gutters and hosing down the outside of their homes or businesses. Vehicles crawled down the road toward the town’s outskirts while military trucks charged along, often on the wrong side of the road, overtaking anything in their path. And to the east a fiery glow spanned the horizon. 

“The town is being evacuated. If you can believe it, this fire is even bigger than the one that hit the town a few days ago.” Natalie offered as she handed over a respirator to Kim before placing her own over her face. “We’ll go to the motel first. I’ve had our clothes washed. You can change if you wish. Get some breakfast.”

“What are you going to do?”

They fell into step, Natalie leading the way to where a company car was parked further along the curb. “I’ve got work to attend to.”

“Of course you have. And Emma? Is she okay?”

“She’s fine.”

“What was last night about? Having me arrested.”

“You weren’t charged. But you could have been. That meeting was private.”

They reached the car and Kim pulled Natalie to a stop, blocking her from opening the car door. “Wait up a minute. Why didn’t you get me out last night?”

Natalie spun around, her face tight with fury. “Because you drew a gun on my daughter!”

Kim curled her hands into fists. “I was trying to save her life.”

“No.” Natalie shook a finger in Kim’s face. “No, you tried to take her from me. Kidnap her! What if the gun had gone off? What then?”

“I’m not that stupid.” Kim shook inside her boots because the blasted woman was right. 

“You know nothing about guns. What did you intend to do next? Take off with Emma after she had witnessed her father dying? Leave me to Viper’s mercy? Not only did you risk Emma’s life, but you could have gotten me killed.”

“But I didn’t, did I? I admit that there was a moment where I thought that kidnapping Emma was the right thing to do.”

Natalie leaned heavily against the car. “Why?”

“You were drinking too much. You insisted we bury Simon instead of leaving the resort the second we found him.” Kim dragged a hand through her straggling hair. “We should have stayed in Sydney. I don’t understand why you risked Emma’s health, taking her through a fire zone when she would have been safer inside an air-conditioned apartment. And then to endanger her even more in an attempt to rescue your husband!”

Natalie took a couple of paces forward and took one of Kim’s hand in hers. “The drinking was a mistake. I’m sorry. I think I shut down there for a while, there was so much happening. So much that shouldn’t be happening.” Her lips trembled and tears glistened in her eyes. “I can’t tell you a great deal but please believe me, staying in the city would have been the wrong move. You’ve seen these past days how quickly social order can collapse. The smoke pollution is predicted to remain over Sydney for months because the fires will continue to burn. And the power in the city has been out for the past two days.”

Kim slapped Natalie’s hands away. “Then you knew what would happen if we stayed. You knew what was coming. We could have warned people.”

But Natalie shook her head. “And cause an entire city to panic? I don’t think so. Besides, those type of decisions are beyond my pay grade.”

“Your employer is behind these fires, aren’t they? And there is a hell of a lot more you aren’t telling me.” 

The driver rapped on the window. Sighing, Natalie bent over for a moment, holding up five fingers, five more minutes. Or seconds. When she straightened, the bruised shadows beneath her eyes said she’d had little or no sleep. “I can’t say any more. But what I will say is that coming to this office was important. Vitally important.”

And yesterday, someone handed you a USB stick. Pointless to ask what data it held, at least, not when suspicion still glared out of Natalie’s eyes every time she looked at Kim. “You should have told me when we left Sydney.” 

“Maybe, but I don’t know you, who you are as a person. You burst back into Emma’s life on a whim, a kneejerk reaction to a situation you can’t control. Nothing from you all these years apart from an odd email. And then you’re here. How could I trust someone like that?”

Trust was a two-way street, and the woman was definitely holding back. To say nothing of the fact that she was more fixated on her job than on Emma’s welfare. “What about now? I know I’ve blown my chances of being a mother with Emma, probably of having any kind of relationship with her. But I’m not going anywhere until I know she’s safe. Nothing you say or do will make me leave her.” 

A faint smile spread over Natalie’s face as she opened the car door. “I think I got that memo. Sorry, Kim, that’s all you’re going to get from me for the moment. I’m expected at the office in ten.” She opened the car door and slid into the cool, lush interior.

A gust of cool wind blasted around the corner, scattering a cluster of burning pods over the pavement. One of the pods burst open, and an insect scurried out. A cockroach? No something else, something bigger and with googly, bright orange eyes. The insect unfolded its wings and whirred off. The skin lifted on the back of her neck as Kim settled on the back seat. 

No one spoke as the car battled the heaving traffic before pulling up outside a Motel Six minutes later. The driver kept the engine running.

Natalie twisted around to pin Kim with a hard stare. She handed over a key. “I know Emma wants to come into the office later. Bob will be back in an hour to pick you both up. Make sure Emma doesn’t leave the motel until then.”

“Shouldn’t we be evacuating?”

“I’ve got it covered. Just make sure you’re both ready to go.”

It wouldn’t kill the blasted woman to share. Without another word, Kim slammed the car door and crossed to the motel’s front entrance. It didn’t take long to locate the apartment suite Natalie had reserved. Kim used the key and entered. The room was dim and cold with the only light being emitted coming from the wide glass windows.

“You again. I thought you were locked up for good.” Bundled up in a woolly sweater and thick pants, Emma sat on an armchair, hairbrush in hand. “Where’s Mom?”

“Work.” Kim checked for Didi and spotted the cat perched on a coffee table, swinging her tail. She closed the door behind her and headed for a shower. When she emerged, skin scrubbed, hair shampooed, and dressed in clean clothes, she inspected the food laid out on the buffet. Her eyebrows rose as she lifted a lid and steam rose. She turned and smiled at Emma. “Thanks for ordering breakfast.”

“It wasn’t for you. I was hungry. Not that there’s much anyway. Just some dumb baked beans and toast.” Scowling, Emma jumped to her feet and snatched a piece of toast off a plate. “Lucky for us the motel has solar power.”

“Well, I appreciate it anyway.” Kim ate fast, mindful of the time slipping away. She swallowed the last mouthful of orange juice and replaced the glass on the counter. Wiping her hands and mouth on a napkin, she noted the stack of containers and bags beside the window. “I see our gear from the Land Rover is here.”

“Yeah.” Emma fed the last of her toast to her cat. “What’s going on? Mom left in a hurry this morning.”

While Kim brought Emma up to speed as much as she could, she moved about the apartment re-packing their few possessions and ensuring nothing had been missed. She checked her cell phone but the battery was flat.

“Don’t bother. There’s no cell reception. No internet. No telly.” Emma picked up her cat and cuddled her. 

“How you doing, anyway? Did you get any sleep?”

“Some.” She stole a peek at Kim over the top of Didi’s head. “I had a nightmare. About Dad.”

Kim rubbed her sore ribs. “Figures. You’ve seen some pretty traumatic stuff. If you can, try and focus on the good memories.”

“I’ve got lots of photos, but they’re stored in the cloud.” Tears brightened Emma’s eyes. “He gave me Didi.”

“I said something good, kid,” Kim said in a dry voice. She was rewarded when Emma laughed. Someone knocked on the door and Kim opened it saying over her shoulder, “Our ride is here. Put your mask on before you leave the room.”

“I’d forgotten how much stuff you have.” Bob eyed the mound of bags and containers as he slapped ash from his clothes. “Told my wife, I’d be home in thirty minutes so we could get on the road ourselves.” 

“Won’t take long if we all pitch in.” Kim shouldered a large knapsack and picked up a duffle bag in each hand. Together she and Emma helped Bob load their gear. He’d turned up this time in a dual-cab pickup and soon they were roaring out of the parking lot. They reached the office building shortly after where the military raced about like ants before the storm.

“Thanks, Bob, and good luck.” Kim grabbed her mini bug-out bag from the back.

Leaving Bob to deal with their bags and boxes, Kim and Emma hurried toward the entrance. Kim offered to carry the pet carrier, but Emma refused to be separated from her cat, even for a short distance. Five people trooped past, unrecognizable in their filthy Hazmat suits. They all held plastic tubs in their arms. As the last person passed, the wind blew the lid off his tub. 

Kim ran after it and picked it up. 

“Hey! Be careful. Don’t touch anything.” The Hazmat man’s voice trembled as Kim replaced the lid over the tub.

But she did manage a good look at what was inside – vials of thick, ruby colored fluid and all with different colored stickers – perhaps blood? Glass containers of...dirt? And clear plastic containers with holes stabbed in the lids...those weird insect shells she’d seen yesterday. But the holes indicated live bugs were also inside.

The atmosphere in the Matreus building sizzled with a brittle tension as people rushed about carrying boxes of files and hard drives. Uniformed personnel were everywhere. Every box and container was checked and ticked off by a line of soldiers manning the door. A young woman, with hair tied back in a long braid, approached. Her open, friendly face was a sharp reminder of Leanne and Kim had to turn away. She directed them to a small conference room located at the back of the building, telling them Natalie would be there shortly.

The conference room was narrow and filled with plastic tables and chairs and there was an emergency exit at the far end. A barred window looked out onto the rear of the lot which was buzzing with movement as Army trucks were loaded up and shipped out. 

Emma placed the pet carrier next to a chair and went over to the food counter. No one was around so she helped herself to a couple of Snickers bars. She flopped into her chair and tossed a bar over toward Kim, then began to open the wrapper.

No point fighting the ‘no sugar, it’s bad for your teeth’ fight; she’d lost that one. And, in any case, what kind of madness had come over her to press her kid, in that moment, to take care of her teeth? Stress, that was the only logical explanation. She stowed the chocolate in her jacket pocket and drummed her fingers on the table. Something bad was going down or about to hit them, she could feel it in every nerve she possessed. 

“What’s wrong with you?” Emma mumbled as she shoved the rest of the bar into her mouth. 

Kim smiled as she remembered the first time she’d allowed Emma a candy bar. It had been Christmas, actually the very last Christmas they’d had together before she’d arranged for her adoption. They’d gathered around the tatty tree that Kim had bought from a charity shop, the only one she could afford, and had been waiting for her deadbeat father, Emma’s grandfather, to drag himself out of his bed. She’d handed Emma a bright red stocking she’d made herself from scraps of material and it had been stuffed full of candy, coloring books, and crayons. The grin on the kid’s face as she’d eaten the chocolate had been bright enough to power an entire town. That was the last smile she remembered Emma giving her. After that day there had been nothing but tears and bewilderment as she’d handed her over to Natalie and Simon Shields and walked away.

But there would be no more walking away or risking her daughter’s life with people who couldn’t be trusted. Pushing back her chair, Kim walked off to the vending machine, returning with a bottle of water which she gave to Emma. She dropped her bug-out bag onto the scuffed vinyl floor. “You have chocolate on your face.”

She stiffened as Natalie entered the room and joined them at the table. Kim folded her arms. Judging by the woman’s compressed mouth, whatever she had to say wasn’t going to be something Kim would like.

“We’re running out of time. We have to leave.”

“We know that...”

Natalie held up a hand stopping Kim’s speech. “No, I mean leave Australia. Emma and I are flying to the US.”

“You’ve got to be joking.” Definitely not what she had expected to hear. Kim all but fell into her chair. 

“I wish I was joking.” Natalie gave Emma, who was sitting with her mouth half open, a brief smile. “You’ve got chocolate on your face.”

“I know already.” Rolling her eyes, Emma snatched up a paper napkin. “I want to stay here.”

“Dang, but my head is killing me.” Natalie picked up the bottle of water Kim had placed on the table and pressed it against her forehead. “The company’s arranged our flight. We leave first thing.”

Kim’s hands were shaking. “No way!”

“Sorry, Kim, but this isn’t your decision. I’ve got work to do and it means I must get to our office in Texas. Unfortunately, the situation here is going to get worse. I’ll feel better knowing Emma will be with Gran and Pop in Montana.”

“I’m going to Montana?” Emma frowned, looking from Kim then back to Natalie. “But what about Didi?”

“She’s coming too. You liked the holidays we had there, remember? Pop teaching you to fish and hunt. Gran showing you how to preserve food. You had a ball.” Natalie squeezed her eyes shut for a second and swallowed. “The plan was for Simon to take you to my parents’ place while I went to Austin.” Giving a smile that was more sad than happy, she reached over and tapped Kim’s hand. “But that’s no longer an option. You have a decision to make, Kim. Come with us. Help me get Emma to safety in Montana. Look after her while I do what needs to be done.”

“Not much of a choice. I either leave my business and fly to another country or walk away from my daughter.”

Emma tossed the chocolate wrapper at her. “It’s what you’re good at, walking away.” 

But before Kim could think of a worthy response, an excuse, or even consider her decision the exit doors opened, and four people staggered inside. One was yelling something and swatting at the closest person with their hands. Several somethings screeched in the air around them. A woman screamed as she dropped to her knees, her arms over her head.

“What’s wrong?” Kim planted her hands on the table and stood. She’d taken only one step toward them, intending to help when Natalie jerked her to a stop.

“Don’t. Don’t go anywhere near them.” Natalie pushed Kim in the opposite direction, snatched Kim’s bag off the floor and all but threw it at her. “There’s nothing you can do. Hurry!” 

Natalie hauled Emma to her feet, placed her body between Emma and the panicking people. “Grab Didi. We’re leaving.”

They hurried across the room, Natalie herding them along from behind, her hands on their backs, pushing them forward. 

There were shouts and pleas for help. Kim spun around. It had only been seconds, but all four people writhed on the ground. Blood bloomed on their clothes as they attempted to bat away the swirling black cloud. She was too far away to check if the blood came from their mouths and noses, like Barry in her café and all the others who’d died from the deadly smoke. It couldn’t be a coincidence. 

“Don’t look, Emma!” Natalie wrapped her arms around Emma, hustling her toward the door.

Another long, agonizing scream split the air. Kim bounded forward then froze. The swarm kept multiplying as yet more and more whizzed through the open door. Her blood turned ice cold in her veins as a horde of the buzzing insects broke off and rocketed toward Emma. Kim threw her arms around her kid and wrestled her to the ground, covering her body from the onslaught.
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Brandon Curtis. Logging Camp, West Montana

Brandon stared at his hand. He was alive. He’d been covered in poison, but he hadn’t bled or collapsed like all the others had.

Carlota stroked his hair. He didn’t remember how she’d gotten free from the storage container—Fatima must’ve gotten her and Bailey Rae out. He had no idea how long he’d been crying or how many times he’d vomited or how long she’d been sitting by his side. She broke the silence. “Look. The sun’s coming up.” 

They’d been sitting there a long time, then.

It had been dark when he’d begged Fatima to leave him, find Carlota and Bailey Rae, help Zara, who had collapsed in tears, anything except watch him die. But Fatima had refused. She’d insisted he strip, carefully cutting his clothes from him, until he’d stood naked, but for his boxer shorts. Only then had she left him.

When the first bucket of cold water hit him, he’d gasped and panted. The second wasn’t as bad. He’d since dried completely. And he hadn’t died. Once the green cicada residue was gone, the only mark or blemish of any kind was the reddened area on his hand. He didn’t understand it. 

“You need to put some clothes on, Brit Brat.” Bailey Rae had come out of the cabin, and she stood next to him. “I don’t know what you guys do at home, but here, we wear them all the time.” He almost laughed, but that was wrong. So wrong. He should never laugh again, not after the savagery he’d witnessed, and committed. He’d wanted to stay where he was, but Bailey Rae wouldn’t let him. “C’mon. You’ll catch your death out here.”

Death. He’d seen so much death, but never before caused it. A cold shiver ran the length of his spine. His stomach tensed again, a metallic tang spreading through his watering mouth. He did not want to be sick again. Closing his eyes, he saw Garth’s face. He felt the smooth slice of the blade across the man’s throat, watched the pulsing fountain of blood that saturated the room. That smell. 

Kyle’s slashed back and Ryan’s blistered body rose in his mind. It would’ve been better for Ryan if Brandon had skewered him on that first try. When he’d missed, he’d had no doubt the cicada toxin would get Ryan, by proxy. Brandon had killed him, too. Acidic bile burned its way from his stomach, and he retched harder than he’d ever done. 

“Hey.” Carlota took up his hand. The reddened one. “Look at me.” He did. Gone was Carlota’s resting bitch face from the helicopter. Instead, her eyes held the same warmth for him that she had whenever she looked at Bailey Rae. “It’s a new day, Brandon. We get to see the sunrise. All of us. Together.”

Emotion flooded him. He was forever changed and yet the sun still rose. Other people—those he cared about, those he’d protected—were still alive. They could still get to the family compound. And dawn and the promise of an unspoiled day were something Gramps always enjoyed. The freshness of it all, renewed in God’s good grace he would say. A tightness in his chest caught his breath. “It’s my first sunrise as a killer.”

She stopped stroking, resting her hand on his crown. “To me, you came back from the dead. That pendejo”—he didn’t know what the word meant, but the way she spat it, he knew it was bad— “told us the cicadas killed you. But you came back.” Putting her hands on his cheeks, she turned his face to hers. “You saved us all. What you did was courageous. You thought you were dying but you did everything you could to save us. You didn’t give in. You killed bad men, rapists and murderers, there’s no shame or guilt in that.”

“I didn’t want to kill them.”

“I know.” Taking his arm, she encouraged him to stand. “But it was self-defense. There was no other choice.”

Bailey Rae squeezed herself against him, taking his other arm and nuzzling her cheek against it. “Just so you know, my daddy would have liked you.” It was the first time he’d heard her speak about her dad. “But you’re still the Brit Brat to me.”

He let himself smile, just a little, until he caught sight of the dawn. The dark of the night sky didn’t yield to the sun’s warmth the way it should. As they turned from the glow of morning, something was wrong with the clouds. There was a stormfront, but it wasn’t being illuminated by sunlight. It was lit from below. Brandon pointed. “Fire!”

They ran into the bunkhouse, startling Fatima. “What’s going on?”

All spoke at the same time, saying almost the same thing: “Fire’s coming!”

“Calm down. How long do you think we’ve got, Brandon? You know the lay of the land better than anyone.”

“It’s not over the hills yet. All the logging gives us a bit of a firebreak. I’d say we’ve got at least six hours if the wind stays the same.”

“Six hours to get ahead of it. We can do that.” She looked around at the backpacks and bags that had been dumped by Kyle’s crew. “Zara said there’s clean clothes in their bags. Find what you need and get dressed. We’ll go through all of it, their supplies and ours, take everything we need. We’ve got to use their bags, swap our stuff into them. We’re taking their tents, too.”

Carlota and Bailey Rae went about the task, pulling clothes from the bigger bags, making a pile for Brandon. He slipped them on, without comment, refusing to let himself think about whose they were before. There was no time for that anymore.

“Try these on.” Fatima dumped a pair of boots at his feet. “Don’t ask.” Scooping up a pile of women’s clothing, she went into the dormitory room. Minutes later, she emerged. “Zara’s getting cleaned up. Pack a bag for her, too.”

Brandon found the tents and poles, and put them aside, keeping them separate from the bags the girls were packing. “We’ve got three complete tents.”

Fatima raised her thumb in acknowledgement. “We’ll strap those to the adult backpacks and take turns carrying the extra weight.”

Within thirty minutes they’d assembled outside, Zara hanging back from the others. The breeze hadn’t changed direction, pushing against the oncoming clouds of death-dealing smoke, holding it at bay. 

Fatima shouldered her pack, but Carlota stopped and looked around the compound. “If we move out into the middle of the logged area, won’t we be safe from the flames? We’ve got masks. We’d be able to breathe.”

Brandon stopped walking, turned, and rested his hand on her elbow. “There might not be tree trunks, but all the stripped branches would burn. Even the ground would catch fire. It’s all sawdust. It’s so dry, it would only take an ember to set it all alight.”

Fatima stood and waited for them to move, resting her hand over the gentle curve of her belly. “We have to get out in front of it. All these buildings are made of wood. Time is against us. We have to move as quickly as we can.”

“Where are International Rescue when we need them?” He thought they’d all understand, but their blank expressions said otherwise. “Thunderbirds? No? It’s an animated... British... TV... People would just call them to help.”

Fatima headed for the gate. “Ready?” 

But Zara didn’t move to pick up her bag with the rest of them. “I think I should stay here. I mean, I understand if you don’t want me—and like Carlota said, if I stay where it’s been logged—”

Fatima turned to the blonde young woman, opening her arms wide. “You’re safe with us, Zara. No harm will come to you. We’ll protect you and keep you safe, like you did for us. You’re one of our team now.” 

“I just—what happened—” Zara exhaled and fell forward, crumpling into Fatima’s arms. Catching her breath between convulsive sobs, she forced out broken words. “He... They... My sister. He killed my sister. They raped all the girls, then they killed them. They raped us. And I didn’t stop them! I don’t deserve—” 

Fatima closed her arms more, squeezing tighter as she did, and Carlota joined the cluster, wrapping her arms around the other two women. “If you hadn’t saved us, they would have done it to all of us, too.”

“I’m so sorry.” Zara looked up and found Brandon, her face streaked with tears. “They made me lie. They said you’d all be safe if I took you outside, but they lied. I’m—”

“You’re a survivor.” It was the only thing Brandon could think to say. “We all are.” He glanced at the ridge. “But we have to go. All of us. Now.” 

“Did you try the radio at all? It’s not the Thunderbirds, but you could call for help?” They all stared at her, the question going unanswered. 

“There’s a radio?” Fatima found her voice first.

“Yeah. Kyle found one in the office.”

“If the radio works, I could get a message to my gramps. Maybe he could come get us!” 

“You three stay here. Brandon, come with me, please. I know this is going to be hard, but—” Fatima marched to the cabin where she’d been held captive.

“It’s okay. I know what you’re saying.” He slipped the straps of the backpack from his shoulders, careful to manage the weight as he put it on the ground. Following in her footsteps, he kept his eyes fixed on the walls. The smell of death crawled into his nostrils, copper and iron, unmistakable and as haunting as the memory he had of the moment.

“Can’t believe I didn’t even see this thing.” She moved to the far wall and a bench with equipment on it. “How could I miss a radio with an axe stuck in the top of it?”

But they both knew how she’d missed it. She’d been fighting for her life.

“What? An axe?”

“Yeah, that Kyle was some sort of psychopath. It’s smashed to pieces. Doesn’t even turn on.”

Brandon’s heart was heavy in his chest. “His plan was to kill us all and keep walking. He wasn’t interested in being rescued.” 

Fatima stood next to him. “I bet they’d use this base radio to talk to the loggers. Which means...” Looking down to the bench below, she pointed to a row of black plastic boxes with contacts set inside them. “They had walkie talkies.”

“Looks like Kyle smashed them too.”

“No doubt.”

“But maybe we can salvage parts and get one of them working again? We might be able to use the power supply from the charging units and get a signal from the main aerial of the big broken radio.”

Fatima shook her head. “We don’t have time for that.” 

She was right, of course. “We should get going then.” He turned to leave, and his foot bumped against something that wasn’t a piece of furniture. Glancing down, he took a step away from the dead man’s arm. It didn’t shock him as much as he expected it to. Like Carlota said, they were rapists and murderers. He’d defended people he cared about and there could be no guilt in doing that. As long as he kept reminding himself, he would be alright. “It’s not like Treasure Island.” The abstract comment slipped out.

“What sort of a reference is that? The radio’s bust. We’re not buccaneers.”

“I know. I was just thinking that pirates made dead bodies point to treasure. It’s not like...” His eyes followed the line of Garth’s lifeless limb. “He’d be pointing to anything like...” His voice rose. “A board full of keys.”

“Don’t make jokes like that.”

“I’m not.” Brandon walked to the wall. “These are the keys to the vehicles outside.”

Fatima looked again at the fobs and labels. “Because they didn’t even think what all these keys might be for.”

Brandon reached for the first set, something like optimism blooming inside him. “Let’s try them.”

“No time.” Moving in front of him, she lifted the entire frame on which they rested, raising it from the nail on the wall. “We’ll take them all.”

Outside, Brandon scanned the hills. The flames hadn’t yet crested the ridge beyond where he’d discovered Shelley’s corpse. “We’re still good. And if we can get a working vehicle, it’ll save us time in the long run.” 

“Right.” Fatima went into Master Sergeant mode. “We’ve got to move fast and be efficient. Bailey Rae, you read out the details to one of the sets of keys, and one of us will take them and find the right vehicle, see if we can get it started. Got it?” 

There were nine vehicles in all, scattered across the entirety of the compound—more than the few near the cabins they’d made out in the dark the previous night. Bailey Rae called out license plate numbers and they each snatched up a fob and went running to match their keys. As Brandon dashed off, he hoped with everything in him to hear the roar of an engine. But the truck his set opened didn’t even turn over when he tried the ignition, and as he bolted back, there was nothing but the sound of pounding feet and the wind in the trees. 

He tossed his keys down near where Bailey Rae sat, her feet dangling over the edge of the office deck. “No luck.” 

“Mine’s dead, too.” Zara dropped her bunch to the ground. “Not one of these things has any juice. It’s like they turned the power off.”

Carlota put hers down, too. “Maybe they disabled them, took the batteries, so nobody can steal them?”

Brandon wasn’t going to say so, but they’d wasted their time. 

At the news, Fatima put her hands on her hips, and let out a long sigh, her head drooping. “Okay, back to the original plan. Time to get moving.” 

“Wait.” Bailey Rae peered at the tag she was holding. “There’s two more sets of keys to check. This one says quad.”

Brandon locked his fingers together, put his palms on the top of his head and turned on the spot. “They must be spare keys. I haven’t seen any quads.”

Bailey Rae stood up. “I’ve seen them.”

Fatima looked at her. “Of course. A lot of people have them.”

The girl growled, stood and pointed across the compound. “No. Here. I’ve seen them. They’re in the back of that thing they stuck us in last night.”

“They’re here? In the storage container?” Fatima reeled with surprise. “Oh. I’m sorry, sweetheart. You meant you’ve seen them.”

“Sure. They’re all covered up. I saw the tires when they gave us food.”

They all dashed to the container and pulled hard on the two steel doors. Beyond a few wooden crates and several gas cans, the shapes of two small vehicles could be made out, hidden under sheeting.

“Wow!” Brandon ran inside and tugged away the plastic. “Move the boxes.” He jumped onto the seat, found the slot for the ignition key and pressed the start button. Within the enclosed space, the roar of the small engine was deafening. The others jumped away from the door. Kicking it into first gear, he drove the quad into the sunlight. Returning for the second, he parked them side by side. “These are much bigger than the Suzuki my Gramps has.”

There was enough space for two to squash onto the main seat, and racks over the front and rear that they could secure their gear to. 

Fatima jumped into action. “I can drive one, Brandon the other. We need to make a seat for Bailey Rae on the back of mine. Carlota and Zara, you’ll each ride behind one of the drivers.”

“We should fill them up.” Carlota was already moving back into the storage container. “There are gas cans back here.” She picked one up and shook it. “Sounds full! If we only take the gear we were going to carry, we can strap two cans to each quad.”

With all of them working, it only took a few minutes to get ready. By some silent agreement, Fatima, Carlota, and Bailey Rae piled onto one quad, and Zara slid behind him. She wrapped her arms around him as they rolled over ruts in the ground. “Better you grab hold of the rack, so I can move freely and keep my balance.”

He eased to a stop when they were just through the northern gate of the compound. Before them stretched the flattened gravel of the logging road. The breeze ruffled his hair, and his heart sped. “The wind’s changed!” He checked the ridge. To the west, the tallest trees of the distant high canopy were burning. 

“You be our pathfinder! Go!” Fatima had to shout to be heard over the engines. He nodded and wound his hand on the throttle. Fatima and the girls would keep pace. Miles of hard riding and hours of running from the smoke would get them to his grandparents’ place. He checked the ridge one last time, but there was no way to know how long they had before everything around them was on fire. He opened the throttle and led the way.
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Anayeli Alfaro. Leadore, ID 

The lower the gas gauge dropped, the higher the tension in the truck climbed. Every few seconds, Anayeli checked the four things that had haunted her ever since she and Andrew had thrown themselves into the cab of the F150 and Mama had floored it through the fairground’s back gate. The gas gauge, the side view mirrors, the set of Mama’s jaw, and her own palms. So far only her hands—not itchy, not red, not painful in any new way after touching the toxic Teff hay—and the empty road visible in the side view mirrors gave Anayeli any comfort. No one was back there. Specifically, Creepy Colin. They’d left him choking and coughing in the toxic Teff smoke—and Anayeli hoped that was the last they’d see of him. If the fire she’d set was still burning, she couldn’t tell. But the whole world was wreathed in smoke. What was one more fire?

Which left the problems of Mama and the gas gauge.

“We should unhitch. No necesitamos nada. Leave all this.” Mama flipped a hand toward the trailer. “Estúpido caballo y chivo.” Mama wasn’t happy about the trailer or the horse and goat inside it or the hay in the bed of the truck. But ever since the gas gauge needle dropped to just below a quarter of a tank, it wasn’t only her jaw that had ticked tighter and tighter—it was everything. The angle of her shoulders. The narrowness of her eyes. The sharpness of her voice. When she got like that, an explosion was coming. Papa always knew how to defuse a Mama Bomb, but no one else had ever been able to. Anayeli was going to have to take the hit when Mama detonated. 

“Is there a town coming up soon, do you think?” Anayeli leaned closer to Andrew, keeping her voice low, as if there were any way to keep their discussion private. The truck’s engine was loud, especially now they were climbing into the foothills, but it wasn’t so loud Mama couldn’t hear them. “Where we can get gas?” 

“The gasolina is going to run out. Before we get close to a town. Es verdad. Cierto. No question.” Mama’s razor-blade voice was full of barely restrained fury. 

Anayeli ignored Mama and pleaded with her eyes for Andrew to give her some kind of answer. 

“Well, um...” Andrew glanced at Mama. Great. Mama had the soldier intimidated. “The county seat is supposed to be on this route—but there were some little towns before that, if I remember right. One of them can’t be too far.” Andrew closed his eyes, as if he could see the map—the one they no longer had—written on his eyelids. They’d left it in the transport truck, and it had been stolen along with everything else. They were trusting on Andrew, and his memory, to get them to Thompson Falls. He’d said this route would get them there, and was remote enough it was far less likely Creepy Colin would follow. She hoped he was right, because the mountainous route felt really isolated and was going to be hell for their gas consumption. But more than that, she prayed Andrew was trustworthy. He’d given her no reason to think he wasn’t, but she’d been wrong before.

To distract herself from the gas situation, Anayeli took to watching the miles tick by on the odometer. One. Then five. Then ten. Then fifteen. Each time the number changed, she felt a tiny corresponding measure of relief—they were one mile closer to Thompson Falls, one mile farther away from Colin—even though there was still no sign of the towns Andrew said they should pass through. The twentieth mile had just clicked past when she chanced a glance at the gas gauge. It had dropped way too fast, hovering just above ‘E.’ She sent up a prayer for the gas light to stay unlit—and it immediately went unanswered. The amber light popped on the dash and Mama let out a string of the same curses that flashed through Anayeli’s mind.

It was another five miles of reminding herself not to clench her jaw or pick at her scarred palm before the idea of a town made itself known. There was a smattering of rundown houses stretched along the highway—the kind with multiple cars and trucks in various stages of disrepair parked on the dried out stubby weeds that passed as lawn. Not a single soul was visible outside any of the houses, and the windows were blank, empty, or else curtained. A faded “Welcome to Leadore, pop. 105” sign sprang up on the side of the road. 

They drove on, the highway turning into Railroad Street. They drove past a white cinderblock box of a building, a faded STORE sign painted in red along its roofline. There was a diesel gas pump under a defunct streetlight. 

“Mama! Pull in there!” 

But when they pulled alongside the pump, its screen was black, the power shut off, and the thing looked like it hadn’t worked in years, its hose cracked and covered in dust or soot or both. The store was equally dark and lifeless. Mama made a wide arcing turn back out onto the highway. Her lips were moving, but Anayeli couldn’t hear what she was saying. Muttering curses, probably. 

They drove on. “Town is putting it a bit optimistically.” It was the first thing Ernesto had said in a long while, his sarcasm the same brand as Carlota’s. Carlota. The thought of her spitfire sister—dead somewhere in Oregon—stabbed at Anayeli. 

They passed The Depot Restaurant, open for takeout, according to the big flapping vinyl sign attached to the front porch railing. Only the place didn’t look open. The whole town was shabby and silent, a ghost town. Except it didn’t feel deserted—it felt hostile. Guarded. Like they were being watched, like the hundred residents were in hiding. Or maybe it was just tense in the truck because there was no gas station in sight and the gas gauge needle had dropped below ‘E.’

“What kind of town doesn’t have a working gas station?” It was a stupid question, one that Mama answered with a growl of frustration. Because the answer was: every town in the middle of a disaster. They’d given up on the radio—all static—so there was no news, no way to know the scope of the fires and cicada swarms. The town of Leadore wasn’t burned out, but it was hard to tell if it had been swarmed by cicadas or was always so squalid. “Take that side street. Maybe there’s one off the main drag.” 

Anayeli knew it was hopeless before Mama even turned. But it was something to try, at least. 

The side street was equally bleak, the buildings spaced apart and ramshackle, the trucks parked at haphazard angles along the dirt shoulder—no sidewalks— sporting faded paint and rusted dents. The alarm in Anayeli’s head blared at her in Papa’s voice: Corre! Run. She wanted out of the town of Leadore. 

Mama steered around the block, passing a US POST OFFICE sign, a familiar comfort, a reminder that there were hopefully brighter, more powerful minds making decisions somewhere—figuring out how to stop the fires and the cicadas. 

“Maybe we should go back to that—”

“No!” Mama’s answer was so forceful, it cut off all argument. “No more wasting gas. We drive.” 

“Maybe the next town...” Whatever Andrew was going to say died in his mouth. The chances of them making it to the next town with the gas they had were slim and they all knew it. 

“Maybe we could siphon...” It had worked before. But they didn’t have a siphon.

No one spoke a word. But when they drove past a dirt parking lot in front of a low-slung building—The Homestead Motel—Ernesto let out a short laugh. “Have to be pretty desperate to stay there.” He wasn’t wrong. It was the kind of place no one stayed at unless they were out of other options. The beat up truck—empty—out front didn’t help matters. 

As they sped past, something moved in one of the motel room doorways—or so Anayeli thought. But when she whipped round to get a better look out the passenger side window, every door was shut. Her mind was playing tricks on her.

They passed a white clapboard church that hadn’t seen paint in at least a decade, its steeple disappearing into the smoke. Anayeli caught a glimpse of another old truck parked behind it, a dark shape in the passenger seat. She shuddered. She’d seen enough dead bodies in stalled out vehicles.

“Más rápido, Mama.”

“Rápido usa más gasolina.” But the speedometer needle edged a little higher.

“There’s another town—bigger. Or the county seat, leastways. It’s not too much farther.” Andrew was babbling, his words bouncing off the tension. “It’ll have—”

The trailer fishtailed behind them, cutting off whatever Andrew was about to say as the truck was dragged sideways. The whole rig bounced and rocked as Fortune scrambled for purchase, hooves banging against metal as the trailer swaying too close to the side of the road. 

“Stop Mama! Something’s happened! We need to check—” 

“No!” Mama’s knuckles pressed hard against her skin as she gripped the steering wheel, her biceps taut as she muscled the truck onto the center of the road. “No stopping!” 

“We can’t drive like this—it’s not safe!” 

But Mama kept going, even as the trailer continued to buck and sway. “Mama! It’s going to waste gas like this!” 

“Mama! Please! Listen to Anayeli!” It was Ernesto’s panic that made the difference. Mama eased off the gas and the truck coasted to a stop. She was going to use every bit of momentum to get them farther up the road. 

Anayeli clambered over Ernesto to get out of the cab faster, Cricket and Roxy scrambling after her, too fast to stop. The truck was fine. The trailer’s hitch, the safety chains, the emergency brake cable were all still in place. It was only when she got to the side of the trailer that she saw the problem. One of the tires was flat.

She bent to inspect it. There was a nail—no, multiple nails jutting out at various angles. “What the—” But of course, they should have known. They’d spent enough time clearing nails and sharp objects from the highway outside in Salt Lake City. People did all kinds of things to protect what they thought was theirs. That was one thing Anayeli had learned. 

There hadn’t been any indication of a road block, though. No abandoned cars, no bodies, no physical barricades. Mama had coasted for so long past where they’d started fishtailing that they couldn’t be sure without hiking back, but short of some contractor losing all his nails out the back of his truck, there was no other explanation for how they’d ended up with so many nails in their tire. Somebody had wanted to stop traffic. The question was whether they were headed away from danger, or toward it. 

“Shoot!” At her tone, both dogs came rushing to her side, from whatever they were sniffing at the side of the road. Cricket licked her elbow as she squatted by the wheel well. Roxy went for her face. They could tell when something was more wrong than usual.

Ernesto was at her side too, looking deflated at he stared at the tire. The holes were so bad, they could hear the last of the air rushing out. Even if they’d had some way to repair it, it was completely unsalvageable.

Andrew came up next to the two of them, took one look at the tire, and swore. “This isn’t good.” Mama hadn’t gotten out of the cab, because they had to keep the hotwired truck running. “Someone set up a road block.” 

“Looks that way.” Anayeli stepped to the back of the trailer and searched the road. No headlights glowed out of the thick, swirling smoke. Mama had put on the four-way flashers, but the visibility was bad enough that if anyone came, they were sitting ducks, smack in the middle of the road. And they couldn’t exactly afford to burn fuel by idling while they figured out what to do. She went to the center line and searched the road in the direction they were headed. Nothing that way either. She couldn’t figure out why anyone would lay down nails in this particular stretch of nothingness.

She wanted to sink to her knees and sob. She was so tired but she couldn’t give in to the exhaustion. Pushing ahead was the only option. She needed to get her family safe. She went back to where Ernesto and Andrew still stood, staring at the flat tire. One step at a time. “We’d better check the truck tires too. Just in case they picked up nails but only have slow leaks.”

“I’m on it.” Andrew started at the back tire, then circled the truck, squatting near each wheel. 

The trailer bounced as Fortune moved inside. The horse let out a long, loud neighing call. “Easy, pony.” She was alive and conscious, at least, though Anayeli was afraid to look inside, for fear the horse might be injured after all the jouncing around. There was nothing to do if the horse was hurt but press on. And pressing on meant doing something about the tire. She turned to her brother. “Was there a spare in the tack compartment?” 

“You’re right! There was! It’s kind of buried now, but...” Ernesto coughed behind his mask. He should be in the cab, where maybe the air was better. But she needed his help, and it was just the one cough. She didn’t hear the tell-tale wheeze of an asthma attack. So instead of ordering him back into the truck, she let him open the door, hop inside, and go to rummaging. “Here it is, Yeli! And there’s a jack here too—there’s a whole kit!” 

It felt like a gift, a prayer answered. She sent up a little thanks to the preparedness of whatever horse person had owned the truck and trailer. Something was going right for once. 

Andrew returned to her side. “I don’t know how, but the truck tires all look clear.”

That was another good thing.

Ernesto dragged the jack and lug wrench out of the tack compartment. “We can’t change the tire with the horse in there, I don’t think.” 

The last thing Anayeli wanted to do was unload a racehorse and a goat on a two-lane highway. But she couldn’t argue with her brother’s logic. Leaving the horse in the trailer would require a lot of faith in the jack, and if the jack broke... “OK. I’ll take care of the horse, if you guys do the tire.” 

The two of them—Andrew and Ernesto—nodded in unison. They looked so young standing on the side of the road. Anayeli’s heart did some kind of weird painful expansion. She wanted them safe. All of them.

Fortune was at the trailer door the instant Anayeli cracked it open, blowing and snorting. It was all Anayeli could do to snatch up the dragging lead rope before the horse barged out, slipping on the pavement as she did. “Easy girl.” The goat was right behind, doing one of those jump-kicks with its hind legs as it launched from the trailer, and Cricket got it in his head that it was his job to manage the chaos, so he was suddenly there, barking, and Roxy had to join in the fun. Of course it all spooked Fortune, who leaped away and skidded, hard enough there was the smell of burned fingernails from the horse’s hooves and a rope burn across Anayeli’s scarred palm. “Cricket! Sit!” 

The dog did as she said. “Good boy! Now everyone be calm.”

There was grunting and curses from the side of the trailer, but Anayeli left the boys to their work. The goat—they would have to name her—pranced over to the side of the road and started nibbling at the leaves and pine needles there, while Cricket and Roxy followed after, sniffing. She had her hands full with the horse, who seemed better if she kept her moving, walking in circles in the road. 

They’d made enough loops that Anayeli was feeling dizzy when Ernesto called out, “We got the old wheel off!” 

Anayeli was just about to call back some encouragement or praise when Fortune’s head shot up like a periscope, her ears pricked toward the trees that lined the river along which the road paralleled. 

“What is it, girl?” Fortune was so terrified by whatever she saw or heard that her heart was visibly pounding in her chest, fast and hard. “What do you see?” Her tío had always said horses were masters of noticing any small change—but everything had to be new to Fortune. And the entire world wasn’t exactly calm and peaceful. Or maybe there really was something in the trees. There had to be a reason someone had made a road block on this stretch of highway. Anayeli’s own heart rate spiked, thumping in time with Fortune’s and the same uneasy “watched” feeling she’d had back in the tiny town of Leadore seeped through her. Maybe whoever had left the nails was in the trees, waiting for the right moment to attack. 

With the smoke she couldn’t see anything, but maybe that was exactly what whoever had put down the nails intended. A movement caught Anayeli’s eye, followed by the crack of a branch. Fortune let out a warning snort just as a dark shape darted from the side of the road, down the embankment toward the wooded section, followed by another. In the same instant Anayeli realized it was the dogs, dashing in the direction of the movement she’d seen, Fortune bolted, yanking at Anayeli’s arm as she fought to hold onto the lead rope. Even the goat spooked, following Fortune’s example. 

Anayeli must’ve shouted, or maybe it was just the commotion, because Mama was out of the cab and Ernesto was yelling. “What’s going on?” 

“I don’t know! There’s something in there!” She threw an arm toward the trees just as the dogs started barking, an excited keening she hadn’t heard before. “The dogs. They saw something. I don’t know—” Please let it be a squirrel. Her heartbeat, and Fortune’s told her it was something more. But whatever it was, she couldn’t see it. And she didn’t like that feeling at all. “Dogs! Cricket! Roxy!” The dogs ignored her. But they were still barking so they had to be okay, and the barking seemed to have calmed Fortune, who apparently thought the dogs had whatever it was out there handled.

“Dogs! C’mon! Let’s go! I want to get back on the road!” She wanted to get the hell away from that place. Mama dug the box of granola bars out of the tack compartment and went back to the cab, grumbling about pinche perros. There was a yelp, then an ongoing keening—a sound Anayeli had never heard before, but knew meant one of the dog was hurt or scared or both. “Puppies! Cricket! Roxy!” She called out to them, frozen where she was by the horse and her own fear. There was crashing in the underbrush and then the dogs appeared—just the dogs, no other animal chasing. Cricket and Roxy galloped out of the smoke, and she couldn’t tell for sure but it looked like Cricket was limping.

Andrew came to her side, a grim look on his face. “I’m sorry Anayeli, but the spare’s flat too.” 

Something or someone was coming, but they were out of gas and out of wheels but not, she realized, out of options. As long as she drew breath, she was going to fight to keep her familia safe.
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Kim Walker. Bathurst/Sydney, Asutralia

Kim climbed into an Army transport truck as two ambulances peeled out of Matreus regional office’s parking lot, sirens blaring, lights flashing. They must have been carrying those four people who’d been attacked by flying insects. 

In the safety of the transport truck, she shuddered as she wiggled into the vacant space on the hard bench next to Emma. The cat, Didi, took a swipe at Kim’s arm when she inadvertently came too close to the pet carrier on Emma’s lap and she shifted sideways. There was very little room with the majority of the space taken up with their gear and several plastic tubs, some of which were similar to the ones the soldiers had been carrying. Natalie slid onto the bench opposite, clutching a laptop bag with both hands. A satellite phone jutted out from the cross-body purse she wore. 

As the truck jolted out onto the road, Kim gripped the edges of the bench. They were safe, or at least as safe as they could be, given that the world was collapsing all around them. For a second, Kim allowed herself to relax, just a little. The faces of her friends and neighbors swam into the small, calm space. She turned to her daughter’s other mother. “ Natalie, can you check on someone for me?” Before we leave Australia to burn! “I’m concerned about Joyce, my waitress at my Branxton café, and her husband.” 

“I can try. Give me their full names and I’ll make some calls.” 

Kim rattled off Joyce’s details. “And I’d like to know the full extent of the damage caused by the Branxton fire.”

Natalie pulled out a notepad and pen from her bag. “Worried about your business?”

“And my town. Everyone had to evacuate in a hurry. The fire was almost on top of us.” Her throat closed and Kim switched her gaze to where the truck’s canvas covering flapped about in the howling wind. After she’d helped that lady find her daughter in the supermarket and the roof had collapsed, there’d been no time to do anything but jump into a car and drive. 

The truck lurched over a pothole and turned onto the side road leading to the small airport where it slowed to a stop. A couple of soldiers appeared and gave them a helping hand to disembark before turning their attention to the cargo. 

Kim slipped the hoodie over her hair as she hurried to where a small passenger plane idled on the apron. Beside her, Emma trudged, head down and hunched over the pet carrier she held while Natalie charged ahead to speak with a steward waiting near the bottom steps. After a brief conversation, Natalie turned aside and pulled out her satellite phone. Kim stood back to allow Emma onto the plane first. At the top of the steps, she paused her hand on the railing. The glow of the fires roaring down the slopes of the mountains toward the town, stretched across the horizon. Overhead the smoke haze boiled and swirled, and the constant wind blew a rain of ash and sizzling embers over the landscape. She pulled off her hoodie and shook off the coating of debris before sidling to her seat. 

The plane could have seated around fifteen people, possibly more, but they were the only ones on board. Kim sank onto the cloth seat, grateful to be one of the lucky ones. Emma was in the window seat on the other side of the aisle and Natalie soon joined her. 

“I’m surprised planes are still allowed to fly.” Kim clipped on her seat belt.

Natalie placed her over-sized handbag on her lap. “It pays to know people with money and influence.”

“You mean...” Kim frowned.

“I had to get special clearance for our flights to the US. Then there was the matter of a pilot who could and would fly without air traffic control guiding him.” Natalie leaned forward to look out the porthole. “Don’t worry. We only have to get to Sydney then we’re on an Airforce plane. See what I mean about money and influence?”

We’re going to crash and burn. Kim should never have given up her kidnapping idea. If she’d followed through, both she and Emma would be somewhere safe, not risking their necks with a pilot who thought he was the Red Baron. 

The engines gained momentum and Kim squeezed her eyes shut as the flight attendant began the usual safety spiel. Any other day, on any normal flight, he would push a shiny metal cart with hot and cold drinks down the aisle and the cabin would fill with the rich aroma of coffee. But these weren’t ordinary days. An intense longing for her spot behind the counter of her own café hit like a punch in the throat. Coffee with a froth of milk on the top meant her day had almost begun. The scent of fresh ground beans would mingle with the aromatic, freshly made apple pies Joyce pulled from the oven. Cheerful voices would hum in the background. Familiar faces would beam from their favorite tables. That was her old life, the one she’d worked so hard to build. She could return home, all she had to do was say the word.

Across the aisle, Emma hummed to her cat who gave a high-pitched yowl. The plane banked to the right and climbed higher, attempting to get above the thick smoke layer. Its engines whined as the plane bucked from the turbulence. 

Kim cinched her seat belt a notch tighter and forced her eyes open. 

“Made a decision yet, Kim?” Natalie sipped from her water bottle.

Emma stopped humming and leaned forward to peer around her adoptive mother’s body. Her face looked thinner than it had a couple of days ago, her cheekbones sharp and her dark eyes had bruising shadows smudged beneath them. 

Kim could return home. All she had to do was say the word and yet if she did so, she’d never see Emma again. Fear and love battled it out inside her head as she played for more time. “Have you heard anything about Joyce? Any word on my hometown?” 

Natalie took another sip then dabbed at her mouth with a tissue. “I phoned your local hospital. Joyce is recovering in an ICU ward. I’m sorry but her husband didn’t make it.”

Kim’s eyes blurred. Poor Joyce who’d been such a loyal and faithful employee ever since the café’s door first opened. Joyce who somehow had wormed her way through Kim’s walls and become a friend. A friend who had cautioned her to not allow the shadows of her past blind her to the path she should tread. How stupid of Kim to finally realize she’d been talking about Emma. “And Branxton?” she forced out.

“Not good. I couldn’t obtain exact details, but your home town was severely damaged. I should have more information when we reach Sydney.” Natalie stowed her empty water bottle in the pouch in front. She pulled her laptop out from her handbag and inserted a USB stick. 

Emma straightened. “Did you print off those photos I asked for, Mom? You know the ones we took of Dad when were at the beach last summer.” 

“Um...sorry, honey. I couldn’t get access to the cloud. But I haven’t forgotten.”

But something in the tone of her voice told Kim that Natalie had forgotten. No doubt too immersed in her work, in her job than thinking about Emma and her needs. And like that, all Kim’s fears evaporated. She knew what she had to do. 

Her hands paused over the keyboard, Natalie met Kim’s narrowed gaze. “You have to make a decision. If you’re not coming with us, then I’ll ask the pilot to divert to Singleton airport.”

“Can you get a message through to Joyce?” 

“Of course, I’ll send it the moment we land.”

“Good. I’m going with you.” Kim turned away and kept her gaze fixed on her hands in her lap, she didn’t dare look to see Emma’s reaction.

“My employer will organize temporary documents. Passports included.” Natalie reached over and squeezed Kim’s arm. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am that you agreed. I know you’ll take good care of Emma.”

Emma flounced back in her seat. “I’m not a baby. I don’t need someone looking after me.”

Neither Natalie nor Kim responded to that loaded statement. Decision made, Kim allowed her thoughts to wander. The flight wouldn’t take long and would probably soon pass over the Hunter Valley, then Newcastle and its stretch of wonderful beaches. They were flying too high for her to catch one last glimpse of home. But that was no doubt a blessing. She preferred her memories weren’t tainted by the sight of charred, smoking ruins and barren, burned-out land. 

A couple of hours later, the plane banked again and she imagined the crystal blue ocean far below, beneath its wings. An image formed, of Toby and a white-haired elderly lady with his pale blue eyes, perched on his surfboard, bobbing about in the waves. She hoped they had survived and were somewhere safe, together. 

The closer they came to Sydney, the greater the turbulence. The seat belt signs flicked on and Kim spent the next half hour with her fingers digging into her seat’s armrest. Eventually, the engine tone changed and the ringing in her ears told her the craft was descending. A few bumps and the wheels touched down. 

Natalie tapped Kim’s hand to gain her attention before standing up and wrestling her bags from the overhead compartment. “Keep close. We’re going to have to move fast to make our next flight. Put your masks on before we leave the plane.”

Kim ensured Emma and her pet carrier remained wedged between Natalie and herself as everyone shuffled toward the exit. Instead of taxiing to a terminal, the plane remained out on the tarmac and mobile steps were wheeled into position. They reached the door and stepped out onto the metal steps and into a nightmare world. Alarms wailed and screamed from a city under siege. The mid-afternoon day had darkened while they had been in the air. The western sky glowed a furious reddish-black, while the smoke haze surrounding Kim was a creepy orange fog. The wind whipped around her, flinging ash and debris into her face. A now-familiar looking insect whirred past her ear. Kim pulled her flashlight out from her mini bug-out bag, directing its beam in front of Emma. 

An Air Force officer appeared out of the gloom wearing a face-respirator and oxygen tank on his back and waving a flashlight. The reddish-black clouds rolled closer. “Mrs. Shields?”

“That’s me.” Natalie held up a hand with her employee ID badge.

The officer scrutinized her face then played the light over the card, checking the name and photo. “This way, ma’am. Your flight has been given the go ahead. Lucky you. There’s been no other flights out of here for days.” 

“We have luggage.”

“Being taken care of as we speak. Now if you don’t mind? With me.” He marched off at a fast clip across the tarmac to where an Air Force passenger plane rested, its engines rumbling. 

Kim took Emma by the arm and hustled her forward until they jogged beside Natalie. “I can’t believe we’re allowed to fly.”

“I told you—money, power speaks—every time.”

“What about customs? And immigration?”

A distant hoarse shout caused her to falter and spin around. A mass of people with luggage and loaded supermarket carts, clutching kids and pets, spewed out of one of the buildings and stormed toward the plane they had flown in on. 

“See what I mean? Everything is organized. Come on.” Natalie broke into a sprint and Kim herded Emma into a run as a loaded luggage cart raced past them. 

They reached the Airforce plane to find the officer waiting at the bottom of the steps for them and speaking into a radio attached to his belt. A tsunami of angry and desperate voices yelled demands. Then came thuds and screams. A quick glance over her shoulder revealed the brawl surging around the small plane they’d flown in on. Three men scrambled up the mobile steps where the flight attendant stood barring their entrance. The next instant he’d been tossed over the side and landed on the hard concrete with a loud crack of broken bones. Another wave of screaming people flowed across the runway, heading toward their military plane. 

The soldier waved the trio up the steps with urgent motions then pulled a pistol from his holster as he stepped past them. 

A line of five soldiers tossed luggage and crates from the cart into the cargo bay as they thundered up the steps. The plane’s powerful engines roared as Kim followed Natalie and Emma inside. No sooner had her butt hit the seat then the doors were slammed shut. The soldier who’d shepherded them inside was nowhere to be seen. Kim hardly had time to snap on her seat-belt before the plane trundled down the runway and soared into the sky. 

Beside her, Emma sat mute with her precious cat in its carrier on her lap. Her eyes were closed, shutting out the world, Kim included. But Kim could live with that, she could live with anything if Emma was safe. 

She leaned closer and pressed her nose to the small porthole as the plane banked. For a couple of brief moments, the smoke clouds parted and revealed the world below. Flames blazed to the north, west and south of the sprawling city suburbs. A towering skyscraper exploded into a fireball that speared into the sky like a lightning strike. The city was on fire. Emergency vehicles’ lights flashed like tiny, brilliant jewels. The famous sails of the Sydney Opera house glowed a fiery red, while the harbor teamed with ships of all description and sizes as people attempted to escape. 

Ten ships from the Australian Navy powered toward Sydney, the lead ship drawing into the harbor below. Then the city was lost to sight, shrouded by thick black smoke. Tears stung her eyes. Given the ferocity of the firestorm and the deadly smoke it would be a race to evacuate the city in time before everyone who lived there was dead. 

But she and Emma had made it. That was something. No, that was everything.
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Dr. Diana Stewart. Taylor, Texas 

Bud had moved into the driving seat of the van in case they needed to get going in a hurry, but Patti only took a moment to check up on Izzy, and then they set off again. Ben took the passenger seat as his leg was bleeding again and Patti and Diana sat on the floor of the van with Kyle and the girls. Diana supported Izzy’s head on her lap, Patti watching over Izzy as they drove. They’d laid Izzy on her side, but from the look on Patti’s face, there really wasn’t much that could be done. 

Lettie huddled with Kyle, sniffling occasionally. He stroked her hair back from her face. 

“Should we stop somewhere? There must be a house or something we can use.” Patti frowned, biting her lip. “Where’s your home? Are we far?”

“We were heading for my parents’ home." Kyle checked the road. “We’re close, though nothing looks like it used to.”

“How long does it take from here?”

“We’re just short of Taylor. If that’s so, it’d take us another 45 minutes normally.”

“Do your best. Quick as we can without throwing her around too much.”

“There’s barely more than fumes in this thing, but we’ll do the best we can.”

Diana stroked Izzy’s pale, clammy face. “Hold on, Izzy. You’ll be home soon.” But she said it more for Lettie’s benefit than Izzy’s. She sat and held the child for mile after mile while Izzy grew stiller, and her face lost more and more of its color. They had her legs propped up on a couple of bags to keep them higher than her heart, but the bags kept slipping. Patti held them in place as best she could, perched on the edge of the seat.

“There must be something we can do?” Diana murmured to Patti. “Can we improvise a blood transfusion, anything?”

“We have nothing to do it with and no time to stop and find something.” Patti grabbed the bag that was sliding out from under Izzy’s feet again. “We’re doing all we can.” 

The journey dragged on and everyone was quiet. The engine of the van was spluttery and weak, and the fuel in the tank was getting low. The road was scattered with abandoned vehicles. A few times they had to go off the tarmac to avoid the remains of pile-ups, and as the car bumped and jolted over the ground, Diana and Patti did their best to keep the girl stable. After a while, Lettie leaned over the bench so she could hold her sister’s hand, and Patti nodded to Kyle to swap seats with her.

“There! Turn left at the sign. It’s only another half mile down the track.” Kyle hugged Lettie. “Nearly there now. Did you hear that, Izzy? We’re nearly there!” Izzy didn’t respond. Her pulse was a mere flutter, the gaps between heartbeats getting longer and longer. 

Diana stroked the girl’s hair away from her face. Izzy’s skin was tinged gray, and the flesh had lost its plump healthiness. The life was bleeding out of her, and there was nothing that any of them could do. Three weeks ago, it would’ve been a worrying but simple enough surgery, and now because of the project she’d been a part of, because Bryce Matreus had chosen to ignore or suppress all the signs, this young girl’s life was spilling away needlessly. 

Diana waited for the anger and shame and outrage, but instead there was only hollow numbness and exhaustion. She had to get back to Jesse, and that was all she had reserves for. 

Izzy sighed and went slack. 

“No...” Diana whispered. “Patti!” 

“Pull over, Bud. I need some room!” Patti shoved Kyle out of the way; he and Lettie scrambled outside the car to make space. Patti checked Izzy’s pulse and breathing. Then she began chest compressions and listened to the girl’s chest, but it was only a couple of times before she slowed to a stop. “Oh no. Kyle, I’m so sorry.” 

Kyle turned white.

“Izzy? Izzy!” Lettie tore away from him and threw herself on her sister, sobbing frantically. 

“But we’re so near the house. We nearly made it.” Kyle blinked like an owl in daylight. “It doesn’t make any sense.” None of them had an answer for him. 

“Come on, let’s get her home,” Bud said. 

Kyle stumbled back into the van. The engine revved and coughed, but wouldn’t start. 

“Hold on,” Bud warned. “We’re going to have to freewheel the last part. This could get bumpy.” He set the gears to neutral and the van rolled forward, faster and faster down the hill to the ranch-type building below. It slowed to a halt halfway along the garden, and Bud slammed on the parking brake.

An old man erupted out the door with a gun, but seeing Bud in the driving seat his face lit up with joy and relief. “You’ve got them? Good man! We were so worried—” He peered into the Transit. “Izzy? Are you hurt? Bring her in quick....”

Kyle stopped him. “Dad, don’t. Please. It’s too late.” He let out a sob and got out, followed by Lettie.

The old man stammered, “What are you saying, Kyle? Where’s Mary?” 

A gray-haired lady hurried out to join them. 

“Kyle? Is that you? Did you get them back safely?”

“No!” he roared. “No, Mom. That’s what I was trying to tell you, Dad. Mary’s dead. And we just lost Izzy. We were trying to get her back in time but she just—” He wiped his face on his sleeve. “She just couldn’t wait I guess.” The woman clutched at Kyle and then Lettie threw her arms around the old man.

Bud shut the drivers’ door behind him. “Come on. Let’s get her inside.” 

“I’ll take her.” Kyle detached himself from his mother and went back to the vehicle. With Patti and Diana helping, he took Izzy’s limp form from the van and took her into the house, his parents and Lettie following. 

Bud held out his good hand to help Patti out of the car. “We’d all be stuck in that train still if it weren’t for you. Will you come in and have something to eat and drink, and get a decent night’s rest at least?

“We couldn’t intrude...” Patti began.

He shook his head. “These aren’t normal times. You’ll need supplies, and fuel if you’re to get where you’re going.”

“He’s right.” Diana went to the passenger door where Ben slumped in his seat. “You’re in no state to go further tonight. Let’s stop and Patti can take a look at you.” 

“Fi... fine.” He was shivering too. 

She pulled open the door and helped him out, ducking under his arm for support again. “Let’s get you in there, eh?”

Bud led them to a little annex just to one side of the main house. It was totally self-contained, with a wood fire. There was a spring fed well in the garden from which a hand pump brought the water, and candles and lanterns in every room. It was contained within a larger, formidable fence which surrounded the main house and a few acres either side. A door inside led to a dark basement area which they didn’t explore and the windows all had wooden shutters which could be barred shut. 

“Preppers, maybe?” Patti mused. “Unless they’ve had local troubles before.”

They settled Ben on the sofa and Patti took another look at his leg. The wound had split open again, and the area around it was red and angry, hot to the touch and clearly painful.

Patti rummaged in her rucksacks and was just bringing out some antibiotics when there was a knock on the door and Bud walked into the annex with a tray of plates. 

“I brought across some food for you,” he said. “We won’t ask you to join us. I’m sorry. But tonight we’ll keep vigil with Izzy.” He set the tray on the side and turned to go. “Do you have meds?”

There was no point denying it. “We have some, yes.” Patti dropped the antibiotics into the bag. 

“Would you be interested in a trade? Meds for food, at least, if you’re heading out again? Not for this.” He gestured at the food on the table. “But when you decide what you want to do next.” 

Patti looked at Diana, who nodded. “Thank you.” 

He paused on his way out. “What are you doing next? Do you have plans?” His gaze went from one to the other but lingered longest on Patti. 

She paused in her bandaging. “We have places to be, short term; I have nothing in place once we have achieved the stuff we need to, but I don’t know about the others.” Patti tied the bandage on Ben’s leg; he lay quietly and didn’t speak. 

Diana jumped into the pause. “We haven’t thought that far yet.”

“Duly noted.” Bud turned away. “Enjoy your food. We’ll be burying Izzy in the morning, and we’ll say a few words. If you’d like to be there, you’d be welcome.” 

“Thank you, we will.” Patti watched him leave, before bundling up the old bandage. “I’m going to put on some water to heat and when we’ve eaten we should really try to wash the old bandages and sterilize them. There’s no saying when we’ll next be somewhere safe with decent supplies of clean water.”

Ben didn’t eat much, and fell asleep where he lay on the sofa. 

Diana drew Patti into the next room. “Ben’s infection—just how bad is it?”

Patti shrugged. “Difficult to tell yet. I hope the antibiotics will get rid of it in a week or so but it really depends how deep-seated it is.”

“He’ll want to go on to find his kid, Rachel, straight away.”

“What will you do?” Patti asked. “Go with him or go on and find Jesse?”

“Jesse first; but from what Ben said, the address I found for Jesse’s Aunt’s house isn’t far out of the way, so we can travel together. Then when I’ve dropped Jesse off—” She fell silent.

“You still have friends around you. I get that.” Patti stacked the plates in the sink and wet a cloth to start wiping them. 

“And you? Bud’s really taken a shine to you.”

Patti busied herself scrubbing at an invisible spot on the plate in her hand. “Bud and his family are in mourning right now. He’s Mary’s uncle and he’s just lost two people he really cared about. They need time alone.” She rinsed the plate clean and set it on the drying rack. “I figured I’d tag along with you two for a while longer, until you’ve found Ben’s kid. Ben could do with someone keeping an eye on his leg. And you need to keep an eye on the rest of him.”

Diana had no real idea how to respond, so she didn’t. “I’d be really glad if you would come with us. He’s not the sort to let on when he’s in pain. And if what he says is true, Rachel might well need his help.”

Patti hung the dishcloth back on its hook. “Come on. It’s been an exhausting day, and we need all the rest we can get if we’re going straight back out there. You take the bed and I’ll take the other sofa. I want to keep an eye on Ben overnight, so the bed would be wasted on me.”

Diana followed her into the lounge area. “Tomorrow morning, we’ll need to go through the bags and separate out anything we want to keep from anything that we might consider trading. You probably have a better idea of that than I do.”

Patti shifted the bags onto the floor from the second sofa and sat down on it. “I’ll start now. It’s never easy to sleep after losing a patient but with a bit of luck this will keep my mind busy for a while.” 

Diana hesitated. “I’m so sorry; I hadn’t thought of it like that. Would it help if I stay up awhile? Chat it through?”

Patti opened one of the bags and started stacking containers on the coffee table in front of her. “You need sleep, Di. And there isn’t really anything to talk about. It was a bad situation; there wasn’t the time to find a way to help her. It’s still hard, but we did all we could.” She shooed Diana away. “Go. You need to be rested for meeting up with Jesse again, right?”

Just the idea brought a wave of relief that Diana hadn’t expected; she laughed, and it was nearly a sob. “Yeah. You’re right. But you’ll call if you need me?”

“Of course.”

Diana slept unexpectedly well in the fold out sofabed in the study-bedroom of the annex, but even so, attending the little ceremony they held for Izzy the following morning was exhausting. 

When they returned to the annex, Bud brought in food. “Leftovers from yesterday.” He set the tray of plates down on the table. “Patti says you’ll be wanting to leave today. Show me what meds you can trade and we can give you supplies and send you on your way.”

The trade was amicable and far less stressful than Diana had feared. They kept their goodbyes to a minimum. They’d shed too many tears already. By the time they pulled away from the house they were half a bag of meds lighter, but with bedding, some food and water, and half a tank of diesel they’d drained out of one of the tractors. 

“Know where you’re going?” Patti was in the body of the van, sitting stiffly on the mattress so she could keep an eye on Ben, who lay beside her. 

“Bud gave me his map book, and we’re not far.” Diana glanced in the mirror at her friends. “You look a bit brighter, Ben?”

“You know me, a drama queen at all times.” It was nice to hear him joking. She’d been worried about him, but he was less gray in the face today.

“Right. Let’s go find Jesse.”

The closer they got to Sam’s parents’ house, the more tense Diana’s shoulders became. It was only a short distance away——but the van coughed and spluttered and the drive stretched interminably. After a while her palms started sweating as well. She switched on the radio, but the preset channels just played static.

Patti came to lean over the back of the seats. “You okay there?”

“Starting to worry about seeing them. It’s not been so very long—I mean, I think it hasn’t but I’m not sure what day it is—but I promised I would come back as soon as I could.”

“And you did.” Patti glanced down at the map. “If he saw what was going on, he must’ve known that you had no choice.”

“I don’t know how much he saw.” On the outskirts of the city the main routes had been cleared, the detritus of cars and bodies pushed to the sides of the road as if they had sent a snow plough through. There were virtually no remains except the odd body part. A leg, mostly bone and sinew, stuck in the wheel arch of a car; a shattered skull crushed under a wreck. She shuddered. “I don’t know whether to hope he saw enough to understand or that he didn’t see any of it. Soon find out, I guess.” She turned off the main road and onto a meandering track that led along the bends of the Colorado river toward Winchester Cove. The road was winding, but it was empty for the most part, and it wasn’t long before they came to a barrier at a gateway. 

As they drew to a halt, a man came dashing out of a building nearby, gun in hand. “Stop right there! This is as far as you go!”

Diana leaned out of the window. “Sorry, can you help me? I’m looking for the Leary house?”

The man lowered his gun ever so slightly. “That accent isn’t from round here.”

“You’re Sam’s godfather, aren’t you? I recognize your voice. I’m Diana Stewart. I spoke to you via the radio from the train.”

“Dr. Stewart? Well, I’ll be damned. You made it here after all. There are two boys in that house will be awful glad to see you.” He leaned his gun against the wall and dragged the gates open. “Hold on a moment, and I’ll walk up to the house with you, just so they don’t all panic at the sight of newcomers, I’m sure you’ll understand.”

As the van drew up outside the house, the curtains twitched and were still. Sam’s godfather threw the house door open. “Sam! Jesse! You got visitors!”

As Diana came round the front of the car, Sam limped out of the door “Diana! Are you okay? I thought that man would kill you!”

“Oh Sam!” She desperately wanted to throw her arms round him but he’d never been one for hugs, so she refrained, blinking away sudden tears. “I am so, so glad to see you! Garrick told me both of you were dead.” Sudden panic seized her. “Jesse?”

“Safe. Here.” Sam turned back to the door. “See, Jesse? I told you I’d get you back to her.”

Diana ran to the door and threw her arms around the boy. “Jesse! You’re okay? You aren’t hurt? I was so worried.” He didn’t return her hug, and she drew back. “You are okay, right?”

“Yeah.” 

She knelt down in front of him, now seriously worried. “Jesse? What’s wrong?”

He shrugged. 

“Are you angry because I had to go away? I couldn’t help it, Jesse; Garrick made me. And I came back as soon as I could.” He didn’t react; just stared through her as if she wasn’t there. She had no idea what to do with that. “Sam, he wasn’t hurt was he?”

Sam shook his head. “They kept him separate from me.”

Horrific scenarios unfolded in her head. “Jesse, if someone hurt you—”

“No-one hurt me. I’m fine.” He did meet her gaze then, and there was no defensiveness in him, just a vast disinterest. 

She sat back on her heels in complete bewilderment and tried again. “Now we can take you to your family, where you’ll be safe.”

“So you can leave me and not have to come back.”

His resignation stung like cicada burn; he had it all wrong, but he’d be far safer with them than with her. “I’ll come and visit, as often as I can.” She searched for some meaningful words to reassure him. “Scab-twins’ honor.”

“You don’t have a scab anymore. It was just a stupid joke.” His face screwed up. He bolted, footsteps clattering along the hall, and a door slammed. 

It hurt worse than one of Garrick’s punches. 

Sam hesitated by the door. “I’ll ask my Mom to get his stuff ready if you like?” 

Diana nodded and he hurried away. She got to her feet and stumbled back to the car, blindly let herself in and sat in the driver’s seat, sobbing her heart out. 
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Chapter 39
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Ron Frobisher. Abergavenny, Wales.

The thunk of a thousand insects, skimming over and around Ron’s plasticized blanket—landing and taking off, smacking into the side of his head—was a sound that etched itself into his brain. He knew combat—the mud and blood and sweat and heart-pumping adrenalin—but this was death by a thousand wings and every bit as terrifying.

The blanket did its job; kept the bugs out but it also retained heat. His mask was fogged and his hands boiled inside his gloves, but the fight required him to remain absolutely still, utterly silent, and wait. 

“Ron!” Viv’s scream cut through the buzz. “Ron!”

“Stay still, Vivienne. And quiet.”

“I’ve been stung.”

Dammit. “Where?” It didn’t matter where. “Don’t touch it. Don’t try to wipe it off, it’ll spread the gunk around. Just stay still, Viv, do you hear me? Still.”

“I’m burning up.” She fumbled, screamed again, and swore. “Get this off me!”

Ron calculated the distance back to the mansion in Llanarth, the likelihood that he’d die if he stepped out of his cocoon, and the price of letting Viv go down just a few feet from his position, all of which took ten seconds. He kept the blanket as tight as he could around his head and thrashed his way through the bugs to his bike. “Stay down, Viv, keep covered, let me do the work.”

Removing the panniers was a cinch, leaving his gear in a ditch slightly harder. “You’re going to ride pillion. Get over here.”

Viv writhed and groaned but, as far as he could tell, didn’t shift her position.

The hits to Ron’s outer shell slowed, but hadn’t stopped. They were going to ride through the humming throng to get to civilization, which he couldn’t do with a face covering, and that made the decision easier. “Here goes nothing.” He shucked his blanket and dove at Viv, ignoring the pelt and nick of the occasional insect. The cloud of death had thinned, but not passed over completely.

She fought him, punching and kicking like he was the enemy, but he peeled her off the ground and swung her toward to bike. “Get on back, hold on tight.”
“I’m burning up, Ron.” Her face was one big blotch above her mask and her fingers had morphed into purple bratwursts. She struggled to mount the back of the bike, slumping against him, her hands only just clenched around his waist. 
Ron kept his head down and his eyes at half mast, revved the bike and squelched through the carcasses of a hundred cicadas. He hadn’t expected them to fall from the sky, but he was glad at least some of the suckers had bought the big one. They smacked into his headlight, an endless zoom of horror, but he pressed on, Viv clinging to his back, sobbing for her mother.

The turn to Llanarth Court took them out of thick of the storm, the gravel crunching under his tires. The portico was dark, except for a lantern at the guard’s feet. Ron kicked the bike stand and pulled Viv into a fireman’s hold, taking the steps two at a time. “Medic?”

Mr. Jones had been replaced with a younger man who had the same nose and eyes, as well as the same gun. He raised it and pointed it at Ron. “Name?”
“Ron...” Damn. “I met your father earlier today. Tell him Gary Fielding’s here with a critically ill patient.”
“Da!” The gun didn’t shift. Neither did his eyes, but he called into the house. “Da! There’s a tresmaswr out here, saying he knows you, like.”

Mr. Jones appeared with a lantern in hand, wiping his face with a napkin. 

“We found the swarm, or it found us, and now I need a medic. Or at least a place to treat her.”

Viv groaned. 

Mr. Jones waved them in. The foyer was vast, the chandelier glinting in the tepid candlelight, and the stairs sweeping up toward the gloom of the ceiling. They might have a stately home, but there was no power. “Mother! Another one for your clinic!” He bustled them into a room off the front foyer. A library had been converted into a sick room, the walls lined with beds and the shelves stacked with bright, stoppered bottles and bandages and masks. There was a candle beside each bed, but only every other one was lit. Mr. Jones set his hurricane lamp down and patted the bed closest to the door. “This one. Put her here.”
Viv rolled on her side, leaving a smear of goo on the sheet below.
“Ah, she’s contaminated it already. Step back, young man, give Mother some space.”

Mrs. Jones pulled a medical gown on and cinched it at the back, covered her hair, hands, and face and collected a pair of shears on her way to Viv’s bedside. “Stand. Stand up, please.”
“I can’t.” Viv’s hands were so bloated Ron feared her fingertips might split. “The pain...”
“Have you touched her?” Mrs. Jones, no longer the sweet old lady who’d offered him tea, but a fearsome nurse, ran the shears down Ron’s coat. “I see some residue there. Take it off. Anywhere else?”

Viv had grasped him around the waist, which meant she’d transferred the cicada toxin to his outerwear. He caught his reflection in the glass behind Viv’s bed. He had no facial swelling or disfigurement and he had none of the burning Viv was experiencing. “I think I’m good.” He deposited his coat in the bin Mr. Jones had wheeled to the bedside.

“Lift her up, Father.”

Mr. Jones snapped two pairs of latex gloves on and heaved Viv’s floppy, uncoordinated frame off the bed. She’d passed out or fallen asleep, or worse. “She’s going to be stripped, so you might want to turn your head.”

Ron didn’t need to see Vivienne naked. He bolted from the improvised hospital ward as the shears went to work on her clothes.

Young Jones was still on the porch, but he’d moved his chair closer to the door, so he could listen. “Did they get her bad?”

What was bad? Her hands and face were wrecked, but he had no idea if that amount of toxin could kill you. “Does she have much experience, your mother? Treating swarm symptoms?”

“Best there is. No one like her. Set to as soon as this kicked off, trying a bit of this and a bit of that. If anyone would listen, they’d know how to treat this. But we’re Welsh, see? We might as well not exist. Them down south think they know everything, but they’re flailing around like the bach o coc oen, they are.” 

“Would you like a bowl, sir?” The woman who appeared at his elbow had arrived so quietly, Ron started. “It’s not much, but it’ll warm you.” She offered him a steaming bowl of beef stew and a spoon, her head tucked down so tight her chin was touching her breastbone. The pock marks on her cheeks and the back of her hands had faded to pink, but she’d been disfigured, and badly. “The dining room’s been converted to a ward, so you might as well eat where you stand.” She slid away, slippers silent on the marble floor, without another word.

“That’s Rhian. She doesn’t say much, but she can stretch a cut of beef to a hundred meals or more. We’re lucky she decided to stay.”

Stay? After what? “Where did she come from?”

“Can’t say as I know. They’re from all over. We don’t turn people away. Not if they’re on the side of the angels. Da always says, ‘Gwell gweld pen buwch na chynffon tarw.’”

Welsh was a strange, strange language, melodic as hell—sing-songy even—but impenetrable. None of his linguistic training took him close to understanding what the kid had said.

“It’s an old Welsh saying. ‘Better to look at a cow’s head than a bull’s tail.’”

Ron supped the end of his soup, licking the bowl without shame. “You’ve got me there.”

“Means you look for the things you can trust in people, rather than what you can’t. Expect the best from people and that’s what you get.”

Not always. They hadn’t gotten him right, but that was to his advantage. If they knew who he was, he doubted very much that they’d say he was in any sense of the phrase ‘angelic.’ Unless they included fallen angels in their assessment.

“Most times, anyways. We haven’t had many we’ve turned away. There was a tramowr, a foreigner like you, who came up the driveway, guns at the ready. We told him to sling his hook. But most people just want a safe place, out of the storm, so to speak. Don’t think as the family would mind, you know? It’s not like we can ask them permission, but we thought—they do charitable things for the village—so it’s likely they’d want us to do this.”

“The family?”

“When the troubles began, and the newscasters said the swarm was coming this way, the family that owns this place took off, see. We reckoned we might as well stay as not. Been here for seven generations. Probably more, but you know how the records are once you get back to the Doomsday Book and that.”

Ron didn’t know. His family went back to a coal mine in darkest Pennsylvania and he knew nothing about his father other than he liked a good drink and the occasional bare knuckle fight. If he had ancestors that “went back all the way” there was no paper trail. 

“I’m Davith, by the way. Pleased to meet you, Gary.” He didn’t hold out his hand, but then no one did anymore.

“Pleased to meet you, Davith. And thanks for this.” He turned in time to hear Viv protest, but the door closed, shutting them out.

Davith swung back to the driveway, leaping from his chair. “Did you hear that? Is that them? The swarm?”

Ron stashed his bowl on a side table by the door and inched outside. The wind shook the trees, but the horrific buzz didn’t follow. They stood, side by side, straining against the rustle of leaves for several minutes before Ron stepped back into the safety of the house. “Think we’re good.”

“You’ve heard about Abergavenny, then? Like a slaughter, it was. Ma treated maybe twenty or twenty-five patients, but only Rhian survived that attack.”

Ron hadn’t snared samples for Dr. Sato, but he could compile local stats, which wasn’t what she’d asked for but wasn’t ‘nothing’ either. “How many have there been? Attacks?”
“Couldn’t rightly say.” He shifted his chair closer to Ron. “Maybe six or seven? Seems like there are husks and skeletons everywhere, but they come back all the same. I call them zombie cicadas, on account of them returning every couple of days.”
That didn’t sound right. Ron knew nothing about cicadas, but insects as a species didn’t live long. They weren’t known for flying across half the country, going out to sea, and coming back. Which meant... the wheels turned and the options presented themselves... it meant there was more than one swarm. “Do you have a satellite connection?”

Davith laughed. “Even before this we had almost nothing. People don’t come to Wales to stay connected. They come to unplug. If you want to get online, you go into town.”

He needed to talk to Sato and find out what she knew about the life cycle of the bugs. And Claire, to find out if any of the other crates had been found. If a second crate wasn’t on one of her Chinese boats, but had remained on the mainland and had subsequently split open, the wind might have brought another swarm toward Llanarth, but what were the odds of two swarms appearing in precisely the same location? 

Sato had said the cicadas were less active at night, only taking flight after the sun had warmed them. The idea of riding back to the slaughterhouse that was Abergavenny chilled him, but he needed to talk to his people. 

The library door opened and ‘Mother’ waved him over. “She’s doing well, your wife. Lucky you got her here so soon.”

He thought about explaining, but then left it. It might or might not be useful if the Jones’ thought he was married to Viv. “Can I talk to her?”
“Oh, no. Not for a day or so. I gave her something to keep her quiet, so she’ll not be rousing herself anytime soon.”
“I’d like to see her.” Ron didn’t wait to be invited in.

Viv’s hands and face had been dressed and there was a tang of eucalyptus in the air.

“You need to keep her out of the line of fire, Mr. Fielding.” 

“Gary, please.”

“In that case, please call me Carwyn. And Mother here is Gwyneth.”

Carwyn doused the candle on Viv’s bedside. “She’s one of those who’s going to fare badly if she’s exposed again.”

Precisely the kind of data Ron needed. 

Gwyneth joined them at the bedside. “We’ve tracked three types of response, so far. The first category are those who are highly allergic. They’ll die no matter how we treat them. We can get to them in minutes, but it’s no use. They’re goners. The second are like your lovely wife, here. The response is muted the first time around, but if she’s exposed again, she’ll almost certainly succumb to the toxin. It accumulates, see?”

Ron didn’t see, but he was stashing it all away for Dr. Sato.

“Then there’s the yous of the world, Mr. Fielding. You’ll be happy to know that you’re in the top one percent of the top one percent of the luckiest people on the planet.”

He waited for the other shoe to drop.

“You’re immune.” She took his arm and steered him to the door. “We’ve only had one other patient who showed no symptoms after she’d been exposed to the toxin and we decided—all of us, her included—that she needed to go to the front lines.”

Not ominous, but not unexpected either.

“If anyone can save us, Mr. Fielding, it’s your kind.”

All that ducking and diving and hiding had been for nothing. He could walk into the woods, find the swarm, take living samples, and head back to the motorway and the government’s science park at Porton Down, as instructed.

“Your wife will be safe here, with us, Gary. You go and do what you must do, boy-o.” Carwyn Jones was cheery as he steered Ron to the front door.

Davith shook his hand on his way out. “It’s an honor, Gary. When this is all over, I’ll be able to say I knew one of you! One of the few! Good luck out there and God bless!”

When Ron hit the road, he took a right, away from the swarm, went back to the ditch and collected the panniers he’d left behind. It wouldn’t make much difference, at least not to the bigger ‘War on Cicadae,’ but he was one of the few which meant he could please himself.
The woods were teeming with the suckers, every leaf and branch and twig heaving under their weight. Ron collected as many as he could, adding foliage to the jam jar and poking holes in the lids, just as he had when he was a boy, catching fireflies. But instead of bringing joy and wonder, these orange-eyed monstrosities brough terror and death.
He wrapped the jar in a pair of socks and stashed the sample in his bag. Then, with great ceremony and delight, he pulled the pin from a grenade, lobbed it into the swarm, and hit the gas. He might not be able to kill all of them, but even taking out a handful gave him a measure of pleasure.

The road stretched out ahead of him, no longer a one-way ticket to death’s door. There were people studying the enemy, drilling down into their DNA, working for a cure. And just this once, Ron Frobisher was solidly on the side of the angels.
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