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ONE

Blackout


_________________________________________


 


 


It was
almost two a.m., according to Lucy’s phone. Still no signal. The sound of a key
scratching its way into the lock pricked her ears.


“Luce?” came Dan’s voice as the
front door clicked open. 


She shoved the envelope back into
the drawer.


“Dan!” she cried, dashing out
from the candlelit kitchen to her partner, who stood in the front doorway
wearing a head lamp. “I saw your note,” she quavered. “What the hell’s going
on?”


“I’ll explain as we go. Take
these,” he said, panting, as he passed her two gallon-sized bottles of water.
“Just leave them in the hallway. We need to be quick.”


He swiveled the vast hiking
backpack off his shoulders and swung it onto the floor. It was fit to burst.


“Dan, you’re freaking me out.
What is all this?” choked Lucy.


“Put your shoes on, there’s more
in the car,” he panted, mopping the band of sweat from his brow and
disappearing out of the door again. “Come on!”


Lucy hastily pulled on a pair of
sneakers and set off after him, down the blacked-out stairwell.


“Dan, tell me what’s going on!
You leave me a note saying everything’s about to change – what does that even
mean?”


“Whisper,” he hissed,
casting his light around the deserted level. “Did you see the news? Before the
networks went down?”


“I caught a bit at work – is this
to do with the whole space station thing?” replied Lucy, hastening to keep up
as Dan raced on.


“Yes,” he said, as they rounded
the corner of the sixth floor. “Dad called me right before the news broke. The White
House thinks what happened to the ISS is linked to what’s happening to the
satellites.”


“What is happening to them?”
probed Lucy.


“I don’t know, OK? All I know is
what Dad told me. It’s what’s next that matters. Stop!”


He halted and covered his head
lamp. Lucy froze mid-step and listened, her eyes adjusting to the darkness.


“Out, go on,” crowed a smoker’s
voice from around the corner. “There you go. Mommy’ll let you back in when it’s
morning.”


A sliver of flickering candlelight
spilled out into the stairwell, accompanied by a soft “meow”, before the unseen
apartment door clicked shut again and darkness returned.


Dan waited a few seconds more
then uncovered his head lamp, re-illuminating the stairs downward.


“Everything we use,” he whispered
urgently, as they continued their hurry down the levels, “phones, the internet,
the national grid, banks, farming, everything – it’s all dependent on
GPS; on satellites. Without GPS there’s no universal time anymore. So every
nation has to revert to their own alternatives, which will be fractionally
different to one another. That tiny split-second difference is enough to
trigger server errors across the world. Which means goodbye stock markets,
goodbye currency. It also means we have to switch all our power sources back to
manual, which is crazy intensive.”


Dan clicked his light off again
as they reached the first floor. As they approached the lobby doors he slowed
to a halt. Cautiously, they stepped out onto the steep, pitch-black street. It
was deserted. Vivid moonlight reflected off parked cars and curtained windows.


Dan led the way to their car and
popped the trunk. It was brimming with supplies – bags of food, equipment, and
water.


“Here,” he said, passing her a
head lamp of her own. “Don’t turn it on until we’re back inside.”


Lucy fumbled the lamp into place.


“Did you let anyone into the
apartment while I was gone?” asked Dan, heaving out six bags and handing them
to Lucy.


“What? Why does that matter?” she
huffed, staggering under the new weight.


“Holy shit, you did!” breathed
Dan. “Was it Cassie?”


“No, she took a cab after we left
the bar.”


“Then who?”


“Dan, what the hell? You’re acting
insane. It was the lady from downstairs – from 701. She wanted a glass of
water, so I gave it to her. It’s not a big deal. Can we do this later? These
bags are killing me.”


“Jesus, Luce, I told you!” hissed
Dan.


“Told me what, Dan?” she countered,
placing the bags on the ground.


“In the note! I said be careful!”


“Oh, and from that I was supposed
to get ‘don’t give any old ladies water because something’s up with the
satellites’? Yeah, my bad,” she snapped, in a harsh whisper.


Dan bit his lip. “She’ll be back
tomorrow, Luce, you know that, right? For more water.”


“And?”


“We don’t have enough to share!” retorted
Dan. “I could barely get enough for the two of us as it was. We don’t know how
long it’s gonna be before the water comes back on, and we need enough to drink
and flush out the toile–”


Dan’s head snapped around. Footsteps
echoed down the sidewalk. He grabbed the lip of the trunk and knelt down behind
the car, pulling the trunk down silently. Lucy squinted at the dark silhouette heading
in their direction. Dan tugged the hem of her jacket and she quickly crouched down
beside him.


The stranger’s footsteps got
louder. Lucy looked at Dan; his head was bowed and turned away from the
sidewalk, his eyes fixed on the ground. She copied, tilting her head downward, also
covering her head with her jacket.


The figure passed by without
stopping. Lucy tentatively uncovered her pale face and peered out at Dan, who
was looking at her intently, a finger held up to his lips. She nodded. 


The footsteps ceased a little way
down the street, and they heard a door open and close. Dan indicated for Lucy
to keep still while he shuffled closer to the sidewalk and leaned forwards,
checking both directions, before rising to his feet and scanning the entire street.


“Clear,” he whispered, opening
the trunk once again.


Lucy climbed to her feet, her
head rushing slightly as circulation returned to her legs. “Dan, you’re scaring
me now.”


He hastily retrieved more bags
then sealed the trunk with a quiet click. He faced her directly, five or six
brimming bags in each hand. “If you’re scared, it’s because you’re beginning to
understand the situation. We need to get these inside.”


They re-entered the building and
switched their head lamps on, beginning the long stairwell climb. For a while
they ascended in silence, the darkness punctuated only by their shallow breaths
and scuffling of shoes. 


“I withdrew all the money I could
get from our accounts,” said Dan, breaking the silence as they rounded the
fifth floor. “Until the ATMs stopped working on the last one.”


“You did what? You took my credit
cards?” seethed Lucy. “A minute ago you were laying into me for giving
an old lady some water!”


“Whisper!” insisted Dan. “Listen
to me, Luce,” he panted. “In six years, have I ever given you reason to doubt
me?”


“No,” she conceded, as they
staggered upwards.


“Have I ever abused your trust,
or put you in harm’s way?”


“OK, Dan, I get it. But you have
to tell me why you’re doing all this.”


Dan said nothing for a few steps,
recovering his breath.


“Without electronic trading,” he
replied, finally, “our currency’s going to crash. So are all the currencies,
everywhere. Money means nothing now. It was the right thing to do, you have to
trust me.”


Lucy swallowed hard. The beam
from her head lamp wobbled up a step with each foot she put forwards. 


“In the morning,” he puffed, “people
will start to realize they have no way of accessing their banks. No way of
paying for stuff. First they’ll protest. Then when they realize nothing can be
done, they’ll panic. At the same time, some folk will have figured out that
CCTV’s stopped working, and alarm systems are offline.”


“So … like New Orleans after Katrina.”


“Exactly. Mass looting.”


“And with the phones down, no one
can call the cops,” gasped Lucy, as they rounded another level.


“Right. Which means the looting
will become more violent.”


“But … in San Francisco?”


“Trust me. Take away people’s
power, their food and water, and there’s no such thing as civilized society.
Just one big tinderbox. I’ve seen it happen.”


Lucy stopped in her tracks. “Are
we gonna be safe here, Dan?” 


“Keep moving,” he replied,
glancing back at her.


“We should get to DC. Your dad –
we’d be safe with him, right?” she pressed, catching up as they reached the
eighth floor.


“It’s too late for that. It’s a
four-day drive and we’d have no way to refuel. If the government’s smart,
they’ll declare martial law first thing tomorrow. They’ll deploy the National
Guard. That’ll restore order.”


“Are you gonna get called up?” said
Lucy, aghast, as they reached their apartment.


“No, luckily my rank was too
junior for that,” replied Dan, lowering half of his bags and taking out the
key.


Lucy’s arms burned as he opened
their front door. Dan grabbed the lowered bags and staggered inside to the end
of their hallway, where he abandoned both handfuls and sat down on the ground.
Lucy kicked the door closed with her foot and ditched her bags immediately,
sliding down onto the floor adjacent to Dan.


“We’re safe here,” he panted. “So
long as no one knows we’ve got a stockpile. Do you understand? That’s why water
lady can’t come here again.”


“Her name’s Manuela,” said Lucy, mopping
her brow. The beam from her head lamp crossed Dan’s midway along the corridor
floor. She clicked off the flashlight.


“In the next seven days, Luce, things
are going to change beyond recognition. In this city it’s you and me now, no one
else. It has to be.”


She nodded but said nothing. Her
mind slid from their Spanish neighbor in 701, whom she would no longer assist,
to her best friend, whom she’d spent the evening with only a few hours prior.
The latter was harder to abandon. She couldn’t just cut the rope.


“Come on,” said Dan, standing up
and holding out a hand for Lucy. “We need to get the rest from the car. Two
more trips.”


Lucy took his hand and clicked
her light back on. She knew she could trust Dan with her life. And she knew he
was right. But she had to warn Cassie.











TWO

Fault
Lines


___________________________________________________


 


 


The
mid-morning sun shone like it was any other day. But at street level, a
different story was unfolding. Lucy kept her foot hovering over the brake pedal
and edged forwards using the clutch. Horns blared all around as drivers tried
to negotiate intersections without working signals.


As they left the freeway, it
became apparent that San Jose was behaving much the same as San Francisco had
been. The streets were teeming with people walking around holding their phones
up, trying to find a signal. A café was giving away its melting stocks of ice
cream and other dairy products. Handwritten CASH ONLY signs were taped
to the windows of the handful of open stores they’d passed so far.


“Here!” said Dan, pointing to a
turning to the strip mall. “It’s second from the end.”


The stores were all unusually
dark, and the parking lots were empty by Saturday’s standards. Lucy parked up
outside the modest-sized gun store.


“You sure he’ll remember you?”
she asked, climbing out of the driver’s seat and stretching in the adjacent
empty parking space, taking in the store’s sloping red tiles and salmon-colored
art-deco crown.


“Are you for real? We toured
together,” replied Dan, with a slight puff of his chest. 


“Yeah, but you haven’t seen him
in, what, three years?” said Lucy, locking their ageing Ford Focus and
following after him.


“He’ll remember me,” said Dan,
approaching the store entrance. “He owes me a favor.” 


Red Wood Tactical read the swirling crimson signage on the white store banner. The
lights were off but the steel shutters were raised, revealing the window
displays of encased rifles and accessories. The glass front door was propped
open by a trashcan.


“Hello?” Dan called out, stepping
inside with Lucy in tow.


“Can I help you?” came a hostile
voice from the gloomy counter.


“Morning, sir,” replied Dan,
warmly. “I’m looking for AJ, is he around?”


“Do I look like AJ?” retorted the
middle-aged proprietor. “No. I do not. Therefore y’all may reasonably deduce
that ‘AJ’ ain’t around.”


“And I could reasonably deduce
that you’re a grade ‘A’ asshole,” chipped in Lucy. “Come on, Dan, this is
clearly the wrong place. Screw this guy.” 


“I’m merely stating the facts,
miss,” replied the man, his tinted brown glasses standing out against his
wrinkled white skin. 


“I think I know exactly what
you’re stating,” railed Lucy.


“Luce, it’s fine,” soothed Dan, who
addressed the proprietor once again. “Do you know where AJ’s store is, sir?”


“AJ don’t have a store
anymore. Y’all can’t’ve been that close if y’all didn’t hear. Your boy went
cuckoo. State withdrew his license to sell firearms. As they tend to do with
crazy people. So he sold up.”


“To you?” said Dan.


“Smart fella, ain’t ya,” replied
the man, setting his elbows on the counter and leaning on them with a grin.


“We need to buy two handguns,” said
Lucy, cutting across Dan’s faltering smile.


“Pick any one you like,” replied
the owner, gesturing generously.


“We also need to take them home
today,” she added.


“Now that,” replied the man,
straightening up again, “is called i-l-l-e-g-a-l. Y’all are
clearly feds. I don’t see a warrant, so how’s about y’all just piss off my
property right now.”


“We’re not feds,” Dan assured
him. “I used to serve with AJ, which is why we came here. We need to buy a
couple of guns, but we were kinda hoping we could … speed along the
whole ten-day background check thing. We can pay you well for it.”


“Uh-huh,” replied the man. “If
you wanna speed things up, why don’t you take those nigger legs of yours and
run along then?”


Lucy’s jaw dropped. “You – you deplorable
–”


Dan took her by the arm and
steered her out of the store before she could fully articulate the extent of
her rage.


“What a … a …” Lucy stuttered.


“He was a real charmer,” sighed Dan,
stepping around to the passenger side of the car.


“But, you shouldn’t have to –”


“Luce, it’s fine,” he smiled,
kindly. “Old white guy running a gun shop? The odds were always stacked against
him.”


She fished the keys from her bag.
“Are you OK?”


“I’m concerned. If Colonel
Sanders in there is anything to go by, it looks like no one’s gonna skip the
background checks for the sake of a couple of strangers. He wasn’t interested
in being bribed, which kinda limits our options.”


“And AJ was your only contact?”


“There’s one other place we could
try,” said Dan, scratching his chin. “But it’s more of a long shot. I’d be
playing the veteran card. It’s an army surplus store back in the city. They might
help us out.”


“We’re gonna have to hurry,” said
Lucy. “You saw the people outside the banks earlier. They’re starting to figure
out what’s going on.” 


***


The
freeway spat them back out in San Francisco a good hour later, where they began
to crawl once more through the gridlocked inner-city traffic. It had worsened
in the few hours they’d been gone.


“Try changing to long wave,” said
Lucy from the driving seat, as Dan scrolled through the FM radio stations to no
avail. He duly switched and a station crackled into life: KGO 810 was still on
air, despite the power cut. 


“… are asking, ‘Is this a government
takeover, and should we be resisting it?’” said the presenter, as Dan tuned in.


“That sounds positive,” quipped
Lucy.


“The headlines again,” continued
the newsreader. “The president has declared a national state of emergency
following the loss of global satellite communications. This comes less than
twenty-four hours after the government forced the stock exchanges to close
early. There’s been widespread failure of cell networks, as well as the loss of
internet access and electronic banking services.


“The president has mandated that food
and water rations be distributed countrywide within the next seven days – a
sign that the White House is anticipating ongoing disruption. This followed the
announcement that the National Guard are being deployed across every city in
the country. Which brings us back to this morning’s hot topic: conspiracy or
calamity? Our first guest in the studio is Dr. Adriana St–”


Dan flicked the radio off.


“I’m not sure I can handle their
‘experts’ right now,” he said, as Lucy nudged the car forwards.


 The roads made for infuriatingly
slow progress, as every junction had to be approached with extreme caution now
that the lights were out. Not that everyone was cautious. Lucy edged past
another crammed bus bearing the brunt of the cancelled tram service. 


“I think it’s left here,” said
Dan, as they crawled towards another locked-up intersection.


Lucy hit the indicator, which
clicked away busily in their motionless car. “We’re not gonna make it in time,
Dan. They’ll know what’s going on by the time we get there. Other people will
be listening to those radio reports.”


“We have to try,” he replied,
while peering out of the window.


A stressed-looking traffic cop
stopped them at the interchange, waving through a row of traffic from the
adjacent side, before stopping that flow of traffic and rotating to a new lane.
It took about four minutes before the cop returned to Dan and Lucy’s lane and signaled
it was their turn to move off. 


With one hand pointed at them,
his other hand signaled the oncoming lane to stop. But three advancing cars
began to accelerate. The cop’s whistle slipped a little as his jaw slackened,
and his eyes widened in disbelief. He began furiously blowing and gesturing at
them to stop, but it had no effect; the young drivers tore past him, flipping
him the bird as they went. He grabbed his radio and barked flustered
descriptions of the cars into it, then let it fall limply back into place on
his drooped shoulder, as his eyes followed the last vehicle swerving off into
the distance.


Some people behind began to lean
on their horns and the cop snapped back to reality, hastily waving Lucy and Dan
through. 


“Go left here,” instructed Dan,
directing her onto a quieter backstreet. “We might be able to circumvent some
of this traffic.”


Up ahead two men were hammering a
large piece of wooden paneling to a convenience-store window, a pile of smashed
glass beneath their boots.


“Are you sure, Dan? I’m not
feeling this neighborhood so much.”


A rusty white car pulled up
alongside a decrepit blue Cadillac in front of them. A hand extended out of the
white car’s window and was met by another from the Cadillac. The exchange only
took an instant, then the rusty white car was gone.


Lucy determinedly avoided making
eye contact with the parked-up dealers and picked up the pace to get past them.


Further down the street a woman
was walking down the sidewalk clad in a large sandwich board with the word REPENT
printed across it. Odd snippets of the woman’s doomsday proclamations made it
through into the car as they drove past, her words interspersed with the colorful
array of insults being hurled at her by a pack of teenagers loitering on a
corner not far from where she marched. The teens were falling about with
laughter, doing impressions of the lady, making crude sexual gestures at her,
while she for her part instructed them in vivid detail about how exactly they
were all going to burn in the fires of hell for eternity. The teens didn’t seem
overly concerned by that.


“Hey, Luce, pull over! Pull over
– right there, a payphone! Why didn’t I think of it before?”


“Pull over? Here? Do you want us
to get mugged?”


“We’ll be quick – but this could
be our only chance! I need to try and speak to Dad again, he said something was
… I just need to speak to him, alright?”


Lucy looked around in the
mirrors; the blue Cadillac was out of sight now, and the teens were a good way
off. 


“OK,” she said, bringing the car
up to the sidewalk, “but I don’t see what good it’ll do if the networks are
down.”


“Payphones get their power direct
from the landline phone network,” said Dan, pushing the door open. “They’re
separate to the rest of the grid!”


Lucy got out with him. Cigarette
butts dotted the pavement, the nicotine ghosts of recent callers. By the looks
of it, those people – wherever they were now – had been standing in line for
some time.


The phone hung freely off its
hook about a yard from the dirty concrete ground, swinging fractionally in a
micro convection current. Dan picked the receiver up and put it to his ear,
shoving a handful of quarters into the coin slot.


“Come on … come on …” he
muttered as he punched in the number. “Please …” After a long pause he
slumped forwards, pressing his head against the wall in disappointment.


“No luck?” asked Lucy, placing a
consoling hand on his shoulder. 


“I think the landline network’s
down too. So much for my theory,” he replied, slamming the receiver back into
its holster.


Lucy looked at the stickers of
the local hookers that lined the walls of the booth.


“Let’s get back in the car,” she
said, leading the way.


As she climbed back into the
driving seat, metallic rattles echoed down the street. Lucy watched through the
rear-view mirror as the youths threw empty beer cans at the doomsday lady.
Apparently her attempts to baptize them were less than welcome.


“We should keep looking for phone
booths as we go,” said Dan. “Maybe that one was a blip. Stop if you see one,
yeah?”


“How about we just focus on
getting the gun first,” said Lucy, pulling away with a wary eye on the
teenagers.


“We can do both,” insisted Dan. “The
surplus store can’t be far from here. We’re in the right area. We need to head right
– here.”


Lucy slowed to a crawl as they
had done for most of the junctions to date and caught a snapshot of conversation
from the locals loitering outside their homes. Wherever they’d driven that day,
the talk had been the same. None of my shit’s working … I can’t get
on Facebook … How am I supposed to watch my show now? Lucy was
shocked at how myopic the complaints were. It was like no one else was taking
the situation seriously. Maybe some of them were – but they weren’t the ones
people-watching and drinking beer from their porches.


As she swung the car right, they
were met by a police roadblock stretching across both sides of the street. A
lone cop stood before them, his car turned side-on to the traffic flow, its
lights flashing and a small orange wing of cones extending from either side,
along with tire-shredding spike strips.


“You’ll have to turn around here
folks, this road’s closed,” said the officer, one hand conspicuously resting on
his gun holster.  


“OK, officer. Can I ask why the
road’s closed?” Lucy replied.


“There’s a minor disturbance up
ahead. We’re just taking precautionary measures to keep the situation under
control.”


“A disturbance?” questioned Lucy.
“We’re trying to get to the army surplus store. Will we be able to take a
different route there?”


“I wouldn’t head there, ma’am,
that’s where the trouble is. Believe me, you don’t wanna get caught up in that.
Best head home, if I were you. Most of the stores are closed now anyhow.”


“We just –” began Dan, but Lucy interrupted,
seeing the officer’s hand move to his holster and slowly pop the button.


“Of course, officer. Thank you
for your help,” she said, putting the car into reverse and carefully turning it
around.


“What did you cut me off for?”
protested Dan as they left the cop.


“He was reaching for his gun,
Dan! That guy was jumpy. I didn’t wanna piss him off. He’s probably more on edge
than we are – think about it, those guys are on the front line for whatever
happens now.”


She looked into the rear-view
mirror where the cop was talking into his radio as he rushed back to his car.


“Look!” she exclaimed, pointing
to the mirror.


Dan turned in his seat, craning
his neck to see behind him.


The officer slammed the door shut
as he hurled himself into the driver’s seat and sped off down the street he’d
closed, abandoning the traffic cones and spike strips behind him. Clearly the
“minor disturbance” he’d referred to was becoming less minor.


“So your surplus place is out,
then,” said Lucy, turning to Dan. “What now?”


“I don’t know,” sighed Dan,
rubbing his face.


“Might be time to cut our losses,”
suggested Lucy, tentatively.


“Agreed,” conceded Dan. “But keep
looking for payphones on the way back. You never know.”


They continued to weave through
the backstreets, avoiding the snared-up traffic arteries. 


“Wait up,” said Dan, several
minutes later, pointing across the road. “We should stop there.” 


Lucy followed his line of sight
to the drug store up ahead. As she pulled off the main road into the parking
lot, a man hurried out and away from the store with something tucked firmly
under his arm. He repeatedly checked over his shoulder as he rushed back to his
car and away from the store. 


Alongside the grocery displays, the
windows were covered by pharmaceutical stickers and posters designed to
convince you that your life would implode unless you took their latest drug.


“Have you got the money?” said Lucy,
quietly, as they exited the car.


“Yup. Let’s be quick, though,”
replied Dan, as he followed Lucy to the entrance.


She pushed one of the heavy,
formerly automatic doors open and stepped inside the darkened store.
Immediately before them stood a broad, suited man around seven feet tall, and a
good three feet wide. His head was shaven, but his face was decorated by a long
scar running from above one eye down to his cheekbone. Nestled next to the
vertical line was the pockmark scarring of severe acne, giving the man
something of a textured look. An ill-fitting black goatee jutted downwards from
his chin, pointing towards a creased tie and a thick leather belt. His massive
hands were clasped neatly over the buckle. Lucy’s eyes clocked the gold knuckleduster
on his right hand, and as they approached he made a point of flashing his
jacket back to show a couple of concealed handguns strapped to his body.


“Security,” he said bluntly as he
blocked Lucy’s path. “Him first,” he said, gesturing to Dan to spread his arms
in a T-shape.


“Are you serious?” said Dan,
lifting his arms as the giant, who reeked of BBQ sauce, began patting him down
for weapons.


Once satisfied Dan was clean, the
man moved on to Lucy. She couldn’t tell if it was fear warping her perception,
or if he really did spend longer on her than Dan, but it felt like a small
eternity as his rough hands moved over her body. Finally, he stepped aside, waving
them through with a slight cock of the head and a grunt.


They entered the drugstore. It
was gloomy, the sunlight outside struggling to penetrate the layer of
neurosis-inducing film that covered the store windows. Lucy blinked, trying to
adjust her eyes to the new surroundings. At the back of the store, behind a
counter cordoning off the prescription drugs, stood a stern-looking woman. Her
face was cold, severe, and calculating. As they approached the desk, Lucy was
acutely aware that drugstores did not usually have security with knuckledusters.
She was already starting to regret their decision.


“Hey there,” began Dan.


The woman didn’t so much as
blink.


“Excuse me,” he persisted. “We
need some antibiotics please.”


“Amoxicillin,” whispered Lucy,
leaning into Dan’s ear. “My doctor gave it to me when I had strep throat. I
remember her saying it was broad spectrum.”


Dan turned back to the woman
behind the counter. “How much for a course of amoxicillin?”


“Four hundred dollars,” replied
the woman. 


“How much?” blurted Lucy.


“Bitch, you deaf?” snapped the
lady. “Four hundred. Per pack.”


Lucy looked around at Dan
incredulously, then back at the woman’s dispassionate face. “Are you serious? Those
pills have been off patent for decades. They’re generic, they cost like half a
cent to produce!”


“And now they cost four hundred
dollars to buy.”


“That’s extortion!” cried Lucy.


“Omar!” yelled the woman, calling
the giant security guard over.


“OK, OK, no need for that,” said
Dan, drawing out his bulging wallet. “We’ll take them.” 


“What?” objected Lucy, but Dan
ignored her.


“And we’ll take some fluco … fluco
… dammit, what’s it called?”


“Flucloxacillin!” snapped Lucy,
still seething.


“Yes! We’ll take some of that
too.”


“That stuff’s five hundred,” said
the woman.


“Will you do me three packs of
each for two thousand?” asked Dan, counting out two thousand dollars.


“Jesus, Dan, what are you doing?”
hissed Lucy, trying to wrestle his outstretched hands away from the counter
while the woman stared at him, boring into his soul with her mercenary eyes. He
finished counting and held out the wad.


The lady looked them both up and
down several times.


“Deal,” she finally uttered, immediately
snatching the money from Dan’s hand. She held the notes up over her shoulder, and
called out behind her without taking her eyes off Dan. “Kyle!” 


A thin, nervous-looking younger
man emerged from the back of the pharmacy section. From the age gap, he could
have been her son, or her lover, Lucy couldn’t tell which. Either way, the
relationship looked deeply unhealthy.


“Four packs of pills for the
white girl,” snapped the woman.


“We said six packs!” protested
Dan.


“Yeah? And now I say it’s four
packs. Or you wanna piss me off some more and make it two?”


Dan bit his lip and said nothing,
but Lucy heard one of his knuckles crack as his fists clenched by his side.
Omar heard the crack too and rustled behind them as he shifted weight from one
giant foot to the other, readying himself for the fight.


“What … what medication did you
want?” said the nervous pharmacy assistant, looking at Lucy and Dan.


“Amoxicillin and flucloxacillin,”
said Dan, through clenched teeth.


“Exactly! That’s what I said,
ain’t it?” cried the woman, slamming the counter with her hand. “Now go get
it.”


Dan and Lucy stood rooted to the
spot. No one spoke as they waited. The woman’s cold eyes fixed on Lucy, who
clenched her core as tightly as she could to suppress the tremor creeping into
her stance.


After a few minutes, the boy
returned carrying four packets of antibiotics, which he placed down on the
counter.


“That box says ampicillin,” Lucy
whispered to Dan.


“What’s that, white girl? These
ain’t good enough for you?” jeered the woman.


Lucy’s eyes fell on a thin trail
of blood droplets that led from the counter off into the back of the pharmacy.


“No, these are fine,” replied
Lucy, reaching out to pick up the packs.


“Ah-ah,” said the woman, casting
her hand out and grabbing Lucy’s before it touched any of the packets.


Her powerful fingers squeezed hard
around Lucy’s wrist; long, sharp nail extensions dug into Lucy’s skin.


“Let me get you a bag for that,” sneered
the woman, smiling for the first time as she reached under the counter and
retrieved a branded bag into which she began ceremoniously placing each pack.
Lucy preferred the woman’s previous expression to the unsettled smile now
residing on her lips. “Have a great day,” crowed the woman, as she placed the
last pack into the bag and slid the lot over the counter. Dan grabbed the package
without another word and took Lucy by the hand, hastening from the shop,
squeezing past Omar who made no effort to get out of their way. 


They pulled the car doors open
and threw themselves inside the vehicle. Lucy tried to put the keys in the
ignition, but her hands were shaking violently. Dan reached over and helped
steady her, his own hands cold and clammy.


“Let’s go,” he said, a thought that
hardly needed to be articulated, with Omar’s gaze once again upon them from his
new sentry post outside the store front.


Lucy revved the engine and pulled
out of the parking lot at speed, only to immediately swerve out of the way as
two black SUVs came screaming around the corner and across her lane. 


“Jesus Christ!” Dan shouted,
looking over his shoulder. Lucy instinctively flinched at the ensuing racket, staring
into the mirror as bullets sprayed from the SUVs’ windows, cutting Omar down
where he stood. Half a dozen men with semi-automatics and handguns leapt from
the vehicles and stormed the drugstore, with more gunshots ensuing as Lucy
drove as fast as she could in the opposite direction.


“What the fuck just happened?
What the fuck just happened?” she screamed, as they hurtled down the
long road.


“Just keep driving, Luce, don’t
think about it, OK?” said Dan, his own voice wavering. His tongue tripped over
syllables as he spoke. “It’s gone. They’ve gone … It’s happened. We need
to get home. We can think about it there.” His neck was craned backwards, looking
for signs of pursuit. “We can think there,” he said again, as he turned to face
forward, the color drained from his cheeks.


“Home?” replied Lucy, equally
pale. “The city’s going to shit and it’s day one! This is San Francisco, for
Christ’s sake, and they just executed someone in broad daylight! Jesus, Dan, we
have to get out of here completely!”


“And go where, Luce? Where do we
go? You know what Dad said – everywhere will be turning like this now. Everywhere.
We’ve gotta get home and lay low. We’ve got everything we need now. We just
need to get home.”


“Oh my god, Cassie!” cried Lucy. “She
doesn’t have any idea what’s going on – Dan, we have to warn her!”


“What? Are you for real?”


“She’s vulnerable, Dan! Look what
just nearly happened to us – and that’s us trying to prepare. What chance is
she gonna stand on her own? We need to tell her what’s happening!”


Dan shook his head, over and
over. “No way. You’re in shock. We need to get back to the apartment and calm
down.”


“Calm down? After that? We need
to find a freakin’ nuclear bunker, Dan, that’s what we need!”


“We can’t just … Luce, just …
just focus on driving. We need to pay attention. I think we’re lost.”


Lucy wiped her cheeks with her
sleeve and tightened her grip on the wheel as she raced down the empty side
street.


“Dan,” she said, suddenly decelerating
as they coursed towards a static intersection with the main road. “This isn’t a
negotiation. We’re going to Cassie, and we’re going to warn her about what’s
ahead.”


Dan patted his thighs with
exasperation. “She’s a grown woman, Lucy. She’ll figure it out, and she’ll be
fine.”


“She’ll be ‘fine’?” said Lucy. “Like
we were nearly ‘fine’ back there? Two more minutes in that drugstore, Dan, and
that would’ve been us!”


“Which is exactly why we can’t be
taking other people under our wing right now. We’ve gotta sort ourselves out
first,” said Dan, flipping the sun visor away with frustration.


“‘Other people’? She’s not ‘other
people’, Dan, she’s my best friend! Listen to yourself! She’s your friend too!”


“And I’m saying, much as I like
Cassie, we’re on the brink of a global catastrophe, and to be perfectly frank,
Lucy, I can’t be her babysitter. She needs to look after herself.”


“What would you do if I said that
about Kim? Hey? If your sister lived here, in San Francisco, right now, and I
turned around and said, ‘To hell with her, we can’t babysit other people’? I’m
pretty sure you’d end our relationship on the spot.”


“That’s completely
different!” retorted Dan. “For one, Cassie’s not your sister, she’s your friend
– one of many!”


“Oh bull,” snapped Lucy. “Don’t
play that card, Dan. I’m not as lucky as you, OK? I wasn’t born with a sister.
But I have a best friend who is like a sister to me, and as my partner
that should be damned well good enough for you!”


Lucy swore and thumped the horn
as a fleeting gap in the traffic ahead immediately resealed itself.


Dan spoke again. “As your
partner, Lucy, my duty is to look after you. Not your nightmare of a friend.”


“My what?” Lucy’s voice shifted sharply
downwards as she again tightened her grip on the steering wheel.


“You know what I’m saying, Lucy. I’m
saying the truth: Cassie’s a liability. Alright? I know it, you know it,
anybody who meets her knows it. You really want to bring that sort of chaos
into our survival chances?”


“Fucking stop it already!”
cried Lucy, crunching on the handbrake with a jolt and turning to Dan. The film
of tears covering her eyes reduced his face to a blur until she blinked them
into clarity.


“I get it, OK?” she said, struggling
to control the quiver in her voice. “I get that you’re going into military mode
to keep us safe, and keep us alive, but I can’t suddenly pretend like we’re the
only two people in this city. Cassie has no one, OK? You’ve got my back, I’ve
got yours. Who’s got hers? Exactly.”


“So that’s my fault now, is it?
That Cassie screwed things up with Myles,” said Dan, throwing his hands up
despairingly. 


Lucy laughed in disbelief. “Don’t
even go there, Dan.”


“Lucy, where do we draw the line?
Our obligation to other people? I care about Cassie too –”


Lucy snorted. 


“But if we check on her today,”
Dan went on, “are we gonna check on her tomorrow as well? If she runs out of
food, are we gonna feed her? Are we gonna let her stay at our place if she gets
scared?”


“Maybe all of that! Yeah!” said
Lucy. “Why the hell not?”


“OK, great. Then who else are we
gonna look after? Who are we gonna feed? Manuela? Some other neighbors? A few
homeless people we stumble across? Orphaned children? Everyone deserves to eat,
right? So why don’t we feed them all?” said Dan, gesturing broadly in mock
generosity. “We can’t, Lucy!” he continued, slapping his hands
down onto his thighs. “We can’t. It’s that simple. This situation is
like nothing we’ve ever faced, ever – and I don’t just mean you and me, I mean
as a species. It’s going to divide us into two groups: people who can
make competent decisions, and people who don’t. If we let ourselves get dragged
down by people who don’t give a shit and just live life on a whim, then we’re
only reducing our own chances of surviving this crisis. If we keep sharing, our
resources will get used up quicker than we could ever replenish them, and we’ll
end up starving to death along with our dependents.”


“So just to be clear,” replied
Lucy, “you’re basically confirming that we’re gonna die? Thanks, Dan. You
really are the best in a crisis.”


“Are you insane?” he spat, the
temple in his forehead bulging. “How dare you! Because of me, we have a
head start. We have a fighting chance, and you’re throwing that back in my
face? Maybe I should just pack it all in. Hell, I’ll be more like Cassie, add
nothing and drain everyone else’s resources!”


Lucy didn’t acknowledge him.
Instead, she wiped her face dry and released the handbrake, forcing their car
forwards into the traffic with pre-emptively aggressive beeping.


Twenty minutes passed and neither
of them spoke. Now that they were back on the main streets, they’d advanced no
more than a mile in the gridlocked traffic. Eventually, Dan broke the silence.


“I’m sorry,” he said, staring
straight ahead.


Lucy said nothing. Dan took a
deep breath and tried again.


“You’re right,” he confessed. “If
you’d said that to me about Kim, I’d have flipped out. I know Cassie’s like a
sister to you, and as your partner, that should have been good enough for me.”
He took another deep breath. “So from now on, we’ll look out for Cassie as we’d
look out for any other member of each other’s family.”


“Oh yeah,” bristled Lucy. “My
massive, burdensome family. Tell me, Dan, are you glad I don’t come with
strings attached? Does it make this whole situation easier for you?”


“I didn’t mean it like that,” he back-pedaled.
“I meant … Cassie’s family to you, so she’s family to me too. OK? Jeez, I’m
trying to fix things here. You could at least meet me halfway.”


The tick-tock of the indicator
filled another long silence as Lucy slowly took them across a chaotic
intersection.


“OK,” she said, after some time.


“We can head there now, if you
like,” offered Dan, taking more steadying deep breaths. 


“Thank you,” said Lucy, still not
looking at him.


Lucy took in the street ahead. It
was a far cry from the bloodshed they’d narrowly escaped. An enterprising bar
had set up a cash-only pop-up stall outside its powerless premises and was
doing roaring trade with passers-by. They even had a battery-powered boom box
pumping out the latest hits. The clientele were enjoying animated conversations
with each other about the peculiar goings-on of the day.


“That was pretty much all our
money back there, anyway,” said Dan, looking out of the side window as they
drove. “If we want things now, we’re gonna have to get creative about acquiring
them.”


***


“Man, she
did well to get this place. Talk about timing,” said Dan, as, a good hour
later, they climbed the three steps up to Cassie’s front door.


“Maybe we’ll get a place by the
water someday,” said Lucy, knocking loudly. “You know, once the whole global
satellite crisis has blown over.”


She flipped Dan a hint of a
smile. 


“Hey, word on the street is that
money’s cheap these days,” replied Dan, flicking up the collar of his jacket
and pretending to slick back his hair. “Perfect time to put an offer on a few
beach properties. If you want, I could talk to some people, who know some
people, who might just know what time it is.” He leaned flirtatiously against
the door.


Lucy knocked again several times.


“Come on, sleazy real-estate guy,”
she said, giving Dan a light shove and leading the way. “Let’s go around the
back.” 


“Reliving the glory days, are we?”
said Dan, feigning a swagger. 


“Hey, knock it off. I’m still at
least twenty per cent mad at you. Let’s just try and see if she’s in, OK?”


They made their way around to
Cassie’s modest back garden. Lucy pressed her face against the glass sliding
door and tapped.


“What can you see?” asked Dan, hanging
back.


“Not a lot,” replied Lucy. “It’s pretty
dark in there. No candles or anything, so I’m guessing she’s out.”


“You wanna leave her a note?” suggested
Dan, pulling a pen out of his pocket. “I don’t have any paper – there might be
a magazine in the car that we could use?”


“I’ve got a napkin – thanks,”
said Lucy, accepting Dan’s pen and retrieving the unused napkin from her
pocket. 


Call me, Lucy began to write, immediately realizing how stupid that was. She
crossed it out and started over. Cass, we came to check you’re OK. Dan’s Dad
says things are going to get worse – come to us if you need anything. Lucy x 


She just about managed to fit the
message into the available space, then folded it in half. She quickly reopened
it and added the date, before temporarily storing the note in her pocket.


“What the hell is that stuff?” called
Dan from the far end of the garden, facing out across the bay. Lucy walked over
and joined him, looking down at the shoreline below.


A layer of mustard-yellow liquid
extended all the way across the beach as far as Lucy could see. Each crashing
wave pasted a fresh coat of the substance onto the beach. It clung to the sand
even as the foaming waters retreated between surges.


“It looks like oil … apart from
the color,” remarked Lucy, looking further out to sea for signs of a slick. “Ever
seen anything like this before?”


“I’m guessing it’s a chemical
spill of sorts,” replied Dan. “Either way, chemical or oil, it can’t be good
news.”


“Hey, you see that?” piped Lucy,
pointing further along the beach at a white tent. The area surrounding the tent
was cordoned off, save for a large white van which was parked inside the police
boundary. “What do you make of it?”


“No idea. Wanna take a closer
look?” asked Dan, squinting down at the tent.


“Not really,” said Lucy, “and I
definitely don’t wanna get too close to that water. But …”


“But you think whatever’s in the
tent could be linked to the yellow water?” said Dan, heavily. 


“Yeah. And if it’s a sign of
what’s to come, we might as well stay ahead and find out now.”


“Come on,” said Dan. “Let’s do
it.”


Lucy led the way down to the
beach, clocking the police car parked at the edge of the road where the cordon began.
It took them five minutes of brisk walking to reach the tent.


“It’s a female officer,” said
Lucy, as they got closer. “You have to distract her while I check out the
tent.”


“What?” objected Dan. “Why can’t
we just ask?”


“Why do you think? Quit whining,
you’ll be great.”


“Lucy,” protested Dan. “If history
taught us one thing, it’s that flirting’s not my strong suit. I honestly think
you’d have a better chance.”


 “You’ll be great, you’re a
natural,” dismissed Lucy, as the officer stepped out of her vehicle to block
the path.


“This route’s off-limits, folks,”
stated the policewoman, unfathomable behind her black sunglasses, hand
pre-emptively resting on her holster.


“I like your hat,” said Dan, with
a pathetic whimper.


“Is that a joke?” replied the officer
sternly, raising an eyebrow.


“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Dan,” said
Lucy, brushing him aside. “I apologize for my partner, officer. We were hoping
you might be able to tell us what’s in the tent.”


“All I know is that it’s
off-limits to the public,” shrugged the officer, her speech ever so slightly
impeded by the chewing gum rotating in her mouth. “I only took over this shift
an hour ago, and it’s been sealed up that whole time.”


“Oh, OK,” said Lucy, politely.
“Do you know if it’s got anything to do with that weird yellow stuff on the
water?” she said, gesturing to the beach.


“Look, miss, I know about as much
as you know. If you wanna know more, I suggest you go down to City Hall and ask
one of them.”


As the officer spoke, one of the
side flaps of the tent opened and a worker in a white hazmat suit exited,
walking over to the van and retrieving something from the back. In that
fleeting moment, Lucy glimpsed something resembling a small whale carcass
inside the tent, which appeared to be covered in the sticky yellow liquid.


“Aw shit,” said the cop,
following Lucy’s gaze over to the tent as the worker left the van with a large
saw and re-entered the tent, again momentarily exposing the carcass inside. 


“You folks need to leave now,”
said the officer, grinding her teeth down on the chewing gum.


“Understood,” said Dan, backing
away with both hands raised. 


“Apologies for the inconvenience,
officer,” said Lucy, optimistically casting her eyes over the sealed tent once
again. Defeated, she withdrew with Dan. 


“Did you see that?” said Lucy as
they hurried back to the car. 


“I saw something. Looked like a
dead whale,” replied Dan, still casting his eyes back at the cop, who had
returned to her car and was conveying something on the radio.


“Yeah, a dead whale covered in
that yellow stuff,” said Lucy, surveying the beachfront. “It’s gotta be toxic,
whatever it is.”


“Maybe. Sometimes dead whales do
just wash up, though,” countered Dan. “They could be unrelated.” 


“But we don’t usually put dead
whales in freaky CSI tents under police guard,” said Lucy as they neared the
car. “Gimme two secs,” she added, darting back to Cassie’s front door quickly.
She knocked a few more times, then left the note in Cassie’s mailbox.


Lucy’s mind played the two tent
glimpses on a loop as they re-joined the city traffic. She drummed her fingers
across the leather steering wheel. Fragments of her first-year dissection
classes at veterinary college wove into the daydreaming. She wanted to know
what species that whale had been, and what had killed it.


“Personally, I’m good,”
interrupted Dan.


“Huh?” replied Lucy, jolting back
to the present.


“You’re thinking about the tent.
I can see it on your face,” he continued. “Big dead whale being cut to pieces,
poisonous yellow liquid? That’s enough detail for me now, thanks.”


“I forget how squeamish you are –
for an ex-army tough guy,” teased Lucy.


“Yup, that’s me. Nothing says tough
guy quite like majoring in philosophy,” grinned Dan. 


“I remember one time in a high-school
biology class, we had to dissect a pig heart,” said Lucy, smiling, “and all the
popular girls were grossed out. Some of them literally wouldn’t touch it. Some
of the guys too. Of course, to me, that was weird, because … well, why
wouldn’t you? It’s just nature, right?”


“On behalf of squeamish ex-army tough
guys across the world, I’m gonna go ahead and say that feeling something’s
heart in your hand is a slightly unsettling experience.”


Lucy shrugged. “It’s no different
to eating meat. Granted, it doesn’t smell as good as a seasoned steak.”


“I think growing up on a farm may
have hardened you slightly, Luce – to the vulgarities of nature.”


“I wouldn’t call it ‘vulgar’. It just
… is what it is,” she mused. “But you’re right about the hardening bit – ranching
isn’t for the faint-hearted.”


The traffic slowed to a stop.


“What’s that noise?” said Dan,
sitting upright.


Lucy wound down the window. The shouts
and cries of a panicking crowd grew closer. The people in the cars ahead began climbing
out to get a better view.


“I’m gonna take a look,” said
Dan, opening his door.


Gunshots rang out into the air,
followed by more screams. The people up ahead ducked, crawling back into their
vehicles. 


“Get down!” yelled Dan, crouching
behind the passenger door and scrambling into the footwell.


Lucy frantically unclipped her safety
belt and slid down into her own footwell. The car squealed as she accidentally nudged
the accelerator with her knee, making the handbrake groan.


“What’s happening?” she
whispered.


He clenched his fist and raised
it slightly, at a right angle to his upper arm, in the military ‘stop’ pose,
and stared at her intensely. She didn’t move a muscle.


Several minutes passed. They
crouched in silence. The screams and shouts outside became more sporadic, more isolated.
Two more gunshots rang out, followed by the sound of a car screeching away. Dan
held his fist up again. Neither of them moved. 


Another engine started, much
closer this time. The whole car shook as the vehicle in front reversed directly
into them, jolting Lucy and Dan’s heads against the dashboard, and slamming
Dan’s door back shut.


The car ahead did a screeching
turn on the spot and disappeared away from the commotion. Lucy looked to Dan,
who raised himself up from the footwell with extreme caution, while signaling
to her to stay hidden. 


He peered out through the
windscreen as a hacking chorus of engines restarting filled the air.


“I think it’s over,” whispered
Dan, still scanning the foreground, poised like a hare. “Are you hurt?”


“No,” said Lucy, swallowing hard.
Her legs felt weak. Her head was growing dizzy.


“Sit up slowly,” coached Dan,
still scanning their surroundings. “Take three slow deep breaths, then come round
to my side. I’ll drive us back.”


***


The
detour Dan found for them spared Lucy whatever it was he’d seen unfold. They
briefly tuned back into KGO 810 and garnered what new information there was,
until the station returned to a padding loop of speculation again. When they
arrived back home Dan lit a candle in the living room, and they lay entwined on
the sofa for a while not talking. Lucy allowed herself to be mesmerized by the
silence and warmth of the candlelight.


“Thank you – for earlier,” she
said, later that evening, after they’d both forced some cold food down. 


“No thanks needed. I’m just glad
we got out OK,” he replied, glancing up from the ration count he was
undertaking. 


“What happened?” asked Lucy,
drawing the blanket in closer around her as she perched on the bar stool.


“Some guys robbed a local bank. They
didn’t use detonators or anything, so I’m guessing they weren’t professionals.
But they had automatic weapons, so they weren’t angels either. Just
opportunists. I think they figured out the cameras weren’t working so took
their chance. Simple as that.”


“What about the shooting? Was anyone
hurt?”


Dan leaned in to examine an item
on his list.


“Dan?” persisted Lucy.


“Yes,” he answered, not looking
up.   


“Oh,” said Lucy, quietly,
blushing, her eyes falling on the floor.


Dan continued rummaging and
scribbling for a few more minutes, then stood up straight.


“Done,” he declared, tossing the
biro onto the table. “We’re good for four weeks. I’ve laid everything out in
groups, so we can keep track of what we’re using. I think we should leave it on
the side. It’s good to see how much food we’ve got left – we don’t ever wanna
risk getting caught out.”


“OK,” said Lucy, with a nod. She
shivered as a cocktail of gratitude, fear, and guilt washed over her. Unlike
the rest of the population, they were ready. 
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30 HOURS EARLIER. MIDDAY, FRIDAY.


 


“Hey
Myles,” said Lucy, cornering her boss as he stood by the water cooler wearing
another awful black turtleneck, “about that design for the Colchester firm.”


“Mmm – not now,” he waved, staring
past her at the TV.


Lucy turned and followed his gaze
to the far wall of the staff lounge.


“What’s going on?” she asked,
acutely aware of the five p.m. deadline her clients had set.


“Everyone aboard the ISS is dead,”
said Myles, his eyes still glued to the screen. 


“The ISS? As in the Int–”


“The International Space Station,
yes,” he snapped, his arms resolutely folded as he stared intently through his
hipster glasses.


Lucy stopped scanning the room
for other colleagues she needed to talk to, and started paying attention to the
images on the TV. 


A helicopter circled above a
small black-brown capsule, which floated precariously atop the swell of the
ocean. A naval rib, staffed with seamen in orange rescue suits, approached the
floating cone-shaped object. As they drew level, the rescuers attempted to
secure rope lines around the object.


They eventually succeeded and,
once securely moored against the capsule, began to drill into its hull. They
made swift progress. The helicopter camera zoomed in as the rescuers prized the
hatch open. The opening was tiny, and its contents completely obscured from
view by the lead rescuer, who was now leaning into the container.


He recoiled and shouted something
to a colleague, who clearly disputed the information and approached the hatch
opening himself only to similarly recoil in disbelief. The pair began to wave
their arms, and one pulled out a radio. The camera zoomed out to reveal a US
Navy frigate, which slowly tacked towards the bobbing pod. 


“It’s the Soyuz capsule,” said
Myles, without taking his eyes from the screen. “That charred cone. It was
transporting the previous crew of the ISS back to Earth. But according to the
news, NASA lost signal from the capsule during re-entry. Ah, come on!” he blurted,
as the TV began to freeze up in pixelated glitches until the image distorted
completely and the broadcast cut back to the newsroom.


“It was supposed to land in
Uzbekistan or Kazakhstan or somewhere,” Myles continued, looking at Lucy briefly,
then back at the screen, “and instead it wound up in the Gulf of Aden, which is
not near. Hey, here we go,” he added, as the footage cut to an
infographic charting the capsule’s deviated course.


“What killed them?” asked Lucy,
also now glued to the screen. “Have people ever died on the ISS before?”


“No,” said Myles, “and they have
no idea what did it. Apparently the whole station crew’s heart rates plummeted
during the night, and NASA have since lost all contact with the station. Or at
least that’s what the media’s claiming.”


“Email and internet’s down for a
while, people, sorry, soz, sorry,” came the IT technician’s voice as he whirred
through the staff lounge in a hurry. “I’m gonna go reset the server so bear
with me, and don’t shoot the messenger, yada yada …”


“Oh great, well there goes the
stock image library,” said Lucy, mentally cursing as her five p.m. deadline
slipped yet again.


“What was it you wanted?” asked
Myles, finally peeling his eyes from the TV, which had moved on to a fresh
story.


“It can wait now,” said Lucy.
“I’d better go phone the Colchester firm – and tell them their promo video’s
gonna be more like six p.m. at this rate.”


“Where are they based?” queried
Myles, as Lucy withdrew.


“London,” she called over her
shoulder. “They’re pulling an all-nighter.”


“Let me know if you get through,”
he persisted. “I had a teleconference scheduled with some clients there this
morning, but we couldn’t connect.”


“Oh joy,” said Lucy, rushing back
to the office.


***


“Sorry
I’m late!” chimed Lucy, bustling into the booth Cassie had reserved. She was definitely
on the seven-thirty side of “seven o’clock”. She took off her jacket and ran
her hands through her long brown hair, which fell elegantly either side of her
pale cheeks. The new sports bar was busy for a Friday night. “Maps wasn’t
working on my phone – no GPS signal or whatever.”


“It’s fiiiine,” slurred Cassie.
“I had problems with my cell earlier, don’t take it personal, Luce.” Cassie was
halfway through an aggressively cheerful cocktail, and there was a suspiciously
empty identical glass next to it. She laid her cracked smartphone out on the
table. “It made me super late for a client appointment.”


“Ever considered buying a case?”
said Lucy, frowning at the splintered screen. 


“Yes, Lucy, it’s top of my to-do
list – right after getting a boyfriend, a home, having kids, quitting my awful
job, and stopping hating life,” snarked Cassie. 


“Glad you’re taking that
trademark optimism into your thirties.”


“It served me so well in my
twenties, why stop now?” drooled Cassie, taking another long drag through her
straw. “Yes, I drank yours,” she added, catching Lucy’s glance at the empty
glass. “You were late! What was I supposed to do, let it get warm? God, Luce,
I’m not an animal.”


The waiter swung by. 


“I’ll have what she’s having,”
said Lucy. 


“Two cosmopolitans and a piña colada,”
replied the waiter, making a note.


“This is your third cocktail?”
exclaimed Lucy, turning to Cassie. “I was only thirty minutes late!”


“Pff. ‘Only.’ Time is precious,
Luce, gotta make the most of it. Besides, we Asians are famous for holding our
liquor. That will do us nicely, thank you, good sir,” she added, dismissing the
waiter. “Luce, your hair looks freakin’ incredible. Oh my god, what do you use
in it?” She almost threw herself over the table in a bid to reach Lucy’s locks.


“OK great, so we’re at the
hair-smelling stage already.”


“I may have had some pre-drinks,”
confessed Cassie, doing a small victory dance in the orange leather booth. “Hey,
what’s your news?” she buzzed, still dancing. “You said you had news, tell me!
Oh my gosh, are you pregnant?”


“Am I what? No, I am not
pregnant!” laughed Lucy. 


“Then what is it?”


“Nothing – it can wait. Let’s get
you some nice starchy carbohydrates first, shall we?” said Lucy, reaching for
the menu. 


“Hey!” yelled Cassie, staring
over Lucy’s shoulder. “Hey! Fix your TV, man!” 


Lucy turned and looked at the
jittering sports screen. Large pixelated blocks stuttered across between
blackouts, which was invoking disapproval from the bar’s regulars. 


“I don’t think it’s their fault,
Cass – our TV at work was doing the sa–”


Cassie ignored Lucy completely,
cutting across her. 


“Do you even know how to run an
establishment like this?” she yelled, grabbing a handful of salted cashews from
the bowl on their table. 


“Amen to that!” burped one of the
balding men propping up the bar, turning and raising his beer in concurrence. 


“I really hope you ordered those,”
said Lucy, regarding the half-eaten nuts with suspicion. 


“One thing,” said Cassie, shoveling
cashews into her mouth. “All I wanted for my birthday was to see my best friend
and watch the ball game, but can I even have that? No!”


“Hey, I’m here, right?” said
Lucy, scooting round to Cassie’s side and placing a consoling arm around her
drooped shoulder. 


“Meh,” she shrugged. “Take it or
leave it.”


Lucy lifted the arm off and
Cassie burst out laughing. 


“Relax! I’m jerkin’ you around.
You’re the best!” squealed Cassie, nearly wiping Lucy out with the force of her
counter-hug.


The waiter recoiled just in time
to save the new cocktails from annihilation, as he began serving up the fresh
round.


“What’s with your TV, bro? It
sucks,” said Cassie, turning her attention to the attractive waiter, and
sliding Lucy’s cocktail across with excessive speed.


“Sorry ma’am, we’re trying to fix
it. I think the satellite network’s having some trouble, it’s across all the
channels,” he replied, while Lucy dabbed spilt cocktail off her jeans. 


“OK pal,” replied Cassie. “I’ll
take your word for it, but only because you look like you were carved from
freakin’ candy.” She reached out to stroke his face and the waiter swiftly
backed away. Lucy mouthed an apology over her friend’s shoulder.


“Uhhhhh! Are you shitting me?”
said Cassie, slumping onto the table and burying her face in her arms with a
groan.


“What?” said Lucy, looking
around. Her eyes fell upon the door: Myles had just entered, with a girl. “Ah. Not
ideal,” she conceded. 


“You see that bitch he’s with?”
mumbled Cassie from the table.


“Do you know her?” replied Lucy,
surveying the petite blonde across the room. 


“No, but she’s a bitch.” 


“OK, we hate her, I’m cool with
that,” said Lucy, rolling her eyes and taking a substantial swig of cocktail.
“You wanna go someplace else?”


“He’s your boss, can’t you just
tell him to fuck off?” pleaded Cassie, turning her head to the side to peer out
at Lucy.


“I think that’s the last thing I
can say to my boss, Cass,” retorted Lucy, as the petite blonde took Myles’s arm
and laughed enthusiastically at some comment he’d made.


“Oh god, she looks about twenty!
She’s like half his age! Why is this happening to me?” whined Cassie, craning
her neck out of their booth to get a proper view. “Shit!” She gasped,
immediately ducking back down. “They saw me, didn’t they?”


“Yes,” replied Lucy.


“Are they leaving?”


“No,” muttered Lucy, looking
straight ahead with a fixed smile as Myles began to limp towards them. “They’re
coming over.”


“Fuck! Fuck! This is not
happening! No, no, no!” moaned Cassie, peering out of the booth again. “Wait,
why is he even walking like that?” With that, she began to slide further down
her seat until she was entirely submerged beneath the table.


“Cassie!” hissed Lucy. “Cassie,
get up! You’re being ridiculous! They’re – Myles!” said Lucy, suddenly
warming her tone and standing up to give her boss a cordial hug. “Long time no
see! What’s it been, forty-five minutes?”


“I think we could call it
forty-six, but I won’t split hairs,” he replied with a chuckle.


“That’d be a first,” came a
mutter from under the table.


Myles rocked on his heels and
hesitated, clearly debating whether or not to acknowledge the table situation.
Lucy’s throat began to dry with the awkwardness. Mercifully, Myles blinked
first.


“Ah, Cassie,” he said, striking
an unconvincing tone of surprise. “I didn’t see you there. How’s it going? It’s
your birthday, right? Happy birthday.”


“Leave it, Myles,” huffed Cassie,
clambering out from under the table to the genuine surprise of the petite
blonde. “If there’s one thing I learned over the past eighteen months, it’s
that birthdays mean jack to you. No wait, not birthdays, people. People
mean jack to you.”


Cassie swayed as she stood,
prompting Lucy to put out a steadying arm, which Cassie gripped like the rail
of a cruise ship.


“Perhaps we should be leaving,” said
Myles, his eyes darting away as Lucy tried to offer him a sympathetic smile
through her own blushing.


“I’m Cassie,” said Cassie,
leaning into Lucy’s by-now-restraining arm and scowling at the terrified
blonde. “Did he ever tell you about me?”


“Um … no … but it’s a pleasure to
meet you, Cassie,” said the younger girl, meekly extending a hand. “I’m Jennifer.”


“Oh god,” said Cassie, burying
her head directly into Lucy’s bosom. “Don’t tell me she’s nice. I can’t
handle nice.” She spat the word like it was something dirty. “Lucy, I’m not
equipped to deal with this situation, make it go away.”


“Um,” said Lucy, stroking her best
friend’s hair as Jennifer’s hand slowly lowered. 


“Wonderful to see you both,”
winced Myles. 


“It’s …” trailed off Lucy, also rendered
socially constipated.


“No!” cried Cassie, straightening
up again. “No, Myles. It’s my birthday, so this time, I’m the one who gets to
leave. Come on Lucy!” she said, pushing through Lucy’s arm barrier and
staggering away towards the exit.


“I should go catch her up – I’m
so sorry,” bumbled Lucy, but Myles waved a dismissive hand. “It was lovely to
meet you, Jennifer. I hope you both have a nice evening. See you tomorrow,
Myles.”


He nodded, lips pursed in a
painful smile. Lucy hastily pulled out some cash and left it on the table,
knowing full well that Cassie wouldn’t have paid for any of her drinks thus
far, then set off after her drunken friend. 


“What was up with his walk?” slurred
Cassie, staggering down the sidewalk defiantly.


“Golfing injury, apparently,”
shrugged Lucy.


Cassie looked at Lucy
incredulously. “What kind of A-hole injures themselves playing golf? Is that
even possible?”


“Apparently, yeah.”


“Ugh, who am I kidding, he still
looked fantastic,” whined Cassie.


Lucy kept quiet. She’d never understood
Cassie’s attraction to Myles. At a glance, the turtleneck made him look like a
hipster, but in reality the man simply hadn’t updated his wardrobe since the
eighties. And he played golf.


“Worst. Birthday. Ever,” grumbled
Cassie, dragging her feet. 


“Oh, I don’t know about that,” countered
Lucy. “My tenth birthday was my first birthday without my mom. That was
pretty sucky.”


“Ah, cry me a river, heard it all
before,” dismissed Cassie.


“No siblings,” continued Lucy, “a
poor only child stuck on a Louisiana ranch, not realizing my dad was becoming
an alcoholic …”


“Whatever, Luce, you had a
terrible childhood. Give a crap?”


“I’d rather have a terrible
childhood than your depressing-as-fuck adulthood,” said Lucy, slapping Cassie
playfully.


“You are such a jerk!” cried
Cassie, laughing. “What would I do without you? Apart from all the way-cooler
friends you’re obviously holding me back from getting.”


“Cassie, I actually do need to
tell you something. My news – it’s about my mom.” Lucy reached out to her friend.
“I found her.”


“Wait, what? That’s … I didn’t
even know you were looking for her! I can’t believe you kept that from me!”


“I’ve kept it from Dan, too.”


“Jesus Christ, Lucy, this is
huge. Where is she?”


“Boston, apparently.”


“Boston? I swear your
family has some sorta allergy to staying still. How did you …?”


“I used an agency. They tracked
her down. Took them a while – turns out she’s changed her whole name. Calls
herself Veronica now.”


“Lucy, this is insane. Are you
gonna go find her?”


“Don’t know. Haven’t really had
time to think about it. I only got the letter a few days ago. They sent a
follow-up email today asking what I want to do next, and I honestly haven’t a
clue.”


“You have to meet with her!”


Lucy shrugged. “I’m not so sure.
She was a pretty terrible mom. If I did, it would only be to ask her why she
was such an asshole.”


“It’s like … your destiny!”
breathed Cassie.


“Oh my god, you are so full of
crap.”


“Dan’ll back me up on this.
You’re gonna tell him, right?”


“At some point. Just gotta find
the right way. He’s not the biggest fan of my mom. He’s heard the stories.”


“Lemme see the email,” demanded
Cassie.


Lucy retrieved her phone. “Sure,
it’s … Oh, great, now there’s literally zero signal,” she sighed, shoving the
useless phone back in her pocket.


“I bet there’s Wi-Fi in that
place over there,” said Cassie, pointing to a bar across the street, “which is
perfect, because you look really thirsty. Come on Luce, your treat.”


***


There was
a knock at the door. Lucy checked her redundant phone: it was nearly one a.m. She’d
only just got back in, after finally bundling Cassie into a cab. The bar (and
the rest of the neighborhood) had lost power, bringing Cassie’s power-drinking
to a fortuitous end, and allowing Lucy to enjoy a starry, sobering walk home.


Another set of knocks. Quietly,
she got up from the kitchen bar stool and tiptoed towards the front door.


Lucy raised her eye to the peephole:
it was pitch black in the corridor. A third set of knocks pounded the wood and
she recoiled from the door with a gasp.


“Hello?” came a croaky female
voice from outside. “Hello, mister or miss? Ees Manuela from downstair’.
Hello?”


Lucy swore under her breath. She
hadn’t known the name, but there was definitely an older Hispanic woman living
in the apartment below. Where was Dan?


Carefully, Lucy put the latch on
the door and switched her phone flashlight on. She opened the door a few inches
and shone the light out onto the uninvited guest. The old lady shielded her
eyes, blinking, as Lucy scrutinized her from behind the door.


“Can I help you?” said Lucy,
trying to check the hostility in her voice.


“Hello, miss. I am Manuela from
701. Sorry for waking you at this hour.”


“No, no, it’s OK, I was up,”
replied Lucy, dipping the flashlight slightly, and allowing Manuela to lower
her hand.


“I am wondering please,” the
stranger continued, “if you have any water? Mine is not working. I try other apartment
on my floor but no one is in, and I do not like the people downstairs, so I think:
I try you.”


“Oh, I see. Um, last I checked
our water was off too,” said Lucy, holding the door. The old lady didn’t move,
but stood and smiled expectantly. 


“But, uh, I guess I can check
again. Um, come in,” sighed Lucy, removing the latch and opening the door
properly. “I’m Lucy by the way.” She extended a hand as the older woman
entered.


Manuela shook it, graciously,
then took her shoes off at the door. Lucy appreciated the consideration, but
suddenly had a pang of fear that the old lady might be planning on staying for
some time. 


“The kitchen’s right this way,”
said Lucy, leading her guest in. Lucy tried the main faucet but to no avail. 


“Looks like we’re still out,” she
said, with an exaggerated gesture towards the sink. “Are you thirsty?”


“My medication. I am need water
for swallow my medication,” replied Manuela, gesturing equally crudely to her
mouth.


“Oh, I see. I think we might have
some left in a jug,” replied Lucy, reaching into the fridge. She pulled out
Dan’s jug of filtered water (now less than half full). It was already warmer
than when she’d last drunk from it. “Do you have your meds here or should I put
this in a glass?”


“They in my apartment. I borrow,
if is OK? I return right away,” suggested Manuela.


“No hurry,” said Lucy, pouring much
of the jug’s contents into a glass, which she passed over to the woman.


“Thank you, dear,” said the lady,
standing up from the breakfast stool upon which she’d perched. “You very nice.
Very beautiful young woman. I have no daughter. But I think I would like have
daughter like you. Maybe in another life!” said the lady, with a soft chuckle
as she wobbled back towards the door.


“Nice meeting you,” said Lucy, holding
the door open as Manuela carefully slipped her shoes back on. “Are you going to
be alright getting back downstairs in the dark?”


“Si, si,” said the old woman,
stepping out into the hallway. “Of course. Thank you again, Miss Lucy.”


The woman began to descend the
stairs slowly. Lucy anxiously twiddled her cell phone in her hands for a moment
then stepped out into the hallway. Pulling the front door shut, she caught up
with Manuela in a few quick steps and offered the lady her arm, and some phone
light, and escorted her slowly back to her front door.


When she got back in, Lucy took a
deep breath and exhaled. Be careful. It had been the one thing in Dan’s
note that had really worried her. He wasn’t the paranoid type. Still, he could
hardly begrudge her helping a senior citizen with her medication. 


Nonetheless, she deadlocked the
door this time. She’d been so comfortable with darkness as a child, growing up
in the middle of nowhere. But having spent the last third of her life in a
city, she’d grown accustomed to the gentle light pollution of urban nights. Her
comfort, it turned out, now depended on it.


 As she sat back down in the bar
stool, Manuela’s compliments echoed in her ears. Lucy’s mind couldn’t help but
wander to her own mother, somewhere out there in Boston. She fetched the letter
from the agency and reread it for the hundredth time that week.


Retrieving a map of America from
the bookshelf, she turned to Massachusetts. Prizing the pages apart, she moved
the flickering tea light closer to the map and looked upon the city, studying
it intricately, and eventually poring over the roads that might take her there.
She had to see her again. 


The sound of a key scratching its
way into the lock pricked her ears. It was almost two a.m. now. 


“Luce?” came Dan’s voice as the
front door clicked open. 


She shoved the envelope back into
the drawer.


“Dan!” she cried, dashing out from
the candlelit kitchen to her partner, who stood in the front doorway wearing a
head lamp. “I saw your note,” she quavered. “What the hell’s going on?”
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THE PRESENT – SUNDAY MORNING


 


“You
coming or what?” snapped Dan, holding the front door open.


“Yes, chill out already!” replied
Lucy, grabbing her keys off the sideboard.


“I don’t want to get stuck with
the lousy jobs,” he grumbled. “The good ones’ll go quick.”


“You’re assuming we’ll get to
choose what we’re assigned,” replied Lucy, closing the door behind them.


In the car home yesterday, KGO
810 had featured a state-sponsored infomercial: Volunteer to get services
back online, and earn extra rations. Report to City Hall from Sunday onward. Given
that she and Dan had failed to procure a gun, securing extra rations seemed a
sensible second option. Car travel strongly discouraged while signals down. All
city buses now free of charge.


They exited the gloomy lobby of
their building.


“Look,” said Lucy, pointing to a
house on the opposite side of the street. A large poster had been crudely
slapped over the brick wall. 


 


CURFEW NOW IN EFFECT: DUSK – DAWN


SIREN WILL SOUND


REMAIN INDOORS


LETHAL FORCE WILL BE USED


 


At the foot of the poster were
two smaller details: 


 


By order of the Governor of the State of California.


Removing this poster is a criminal offence.


 


“That would explain it,”
said Dan, as a military patrol rumbled past, slowly. The soldiers glanced at the
two of them with indifference as the jeep rolled over a set of disused tram lines.
The heavy weaponry and uniforms were at odds with the clear blue skies above.


Yesterday’s cacophony of horns had
been reduced to an occasional beep this morning as drivers weaved more
cautiously, the volume of cars more than halved. Lucy continued with Dan toward
the bus stop where they found a dozen people already standing in line.


“Bus is gonna be busy,” grumbled
Dan. 


Busy wasn’t the right word. When
the bus arrived it was fit to burst. The driver didn’t even come to a halt; she
just drove past them, raising an apologetic hand.


“Come on,” said Lucy, giving Dan
a nudge as she set off. “We can walk it. I think all the buses are gonna be
like that. It’s only a mile and a half to City Hall, no point going back for
the car. We don’t wanna waste any more fuel.”


“Check out the school,” said Dan,
as they passed the local elementary.


Lucy surveyed the large truck
parked outside. A pair of soldiers stood guarding the vehicle while two
civilians hastily unloaded it.      


“Must be the kids’ rations,” she
concluded. “The radio said they’d be prioritizing schools.”


“Mm,” grunted Dan. “Good time to
be a kid.” 


His strong arms swung as they
walked. Breakfast had been modest, to say the least, and Lucy was getting the
impression that just twenty-four hours in, her partner was finding the
adjustment to rationing harder than expected. He was used to a muscle-building
diet, and their new calorie budget was half that.


***


City Hall
was worse than the buses. It was like a Major League baseball game with tens of
thousands of people converging upon a single venue – only, City Hall was never
designed to be a stadium. Long, snaking cordons had been set up to deal with
the excess crowds, and there was a heavy police presence.


“I’ll be honest,” conceded Lucy,
“I didn’t expect this many people to show up.”


“By the looks of it,” replied
Dan, “neither did the authorities.”


It was two hours before the pair
even made it inside the building.


“Thank you for your patience.
Remain calm and you will be processed as soon as possible,” repeated a police
announcer for the hundredth time.


Each sprawling line continued to
grow faster than the rate of processing. To Lucy’s bitter disappointment, their
entry into the hall only led to a further set of swollen lines, each edging
forwards at a snail’s pace. After a further hour of standing in the
increasingly humid processing chamber, a large woman fainted and had to be
helped to the side to recover. After that people began to sit on the floor and shuffle
forward only when they had to.


Every now and then the sound of a
baby crying would cut across the hubbub of the hall, setting off another infant,
leaving the two wailing aimlessly while stressed parents tried desperately to
placate them in the face of judgmental onlookers.


Finally, Lucy and Dan’s turn
came. The police officer controlling the front of the line signaled for Lucy to
come forwards, which she did, but Dan was stopped short. “One at a time only!” snapped
the officer.


Dan shrugged and retreated. Lucy continued
towards the vacant kiosk alone. 


“Name?” asked the desk clerk,
barely looking up. 


“Lucy Young.” 


“I need people in the following
areas: power, medical, logistics, fire safety, and sanitation. Any preference?”


“Um … Can you be more specific?”


“No.”


Lucy blushed. “Um, I’d quite like
to stay with my partner. Can I ask him where he’s going to choose?”


Again, the clerk barely looked
up, giving a curt nod. Lucy hastened over to Dan.


“Power, medical, or logistics?
Those are our choices. Pretty much,” she added, filtering out the last two. 


“Logistics – sounds least
dangerous,” replied Dan, decisively. 


“OK. Make sure you choose the
same,” insisted Lucy.


She hurried back to the kiosk and
stated her preference. The clerk wrote down some follow-up information, then
tore off a slip and slid it across the desk to her.


“Take the exit on the right, show
them this, and they’ll tell you which bus bay to go to. You’ll need to display
it again when you get to work, so don’t lose it. Next please!”


Lucy took the slip and moved towards
the exit. She bent down and tied her laces, stalling for time until Dan had
been processed and caught up. As they approached the exit together, a policeman
barred their path.


“Tickets,” he demanded, extending
a hand. “You’re this way, ma’am. Sir, you’re coach seventeen,” stated the
officer, returning their papers.


“What? Wait, we’re supposed to be
together!” protested Lucy, holding up both tickets side by side.


“Sorry ma’am, you’ve been
assigned to L4, and your partner’s been assigned to L9.”


“Then it needs to be changed.”


“No transfers until the backlog’s
been cleared ma’am, sorry. You should be able to apply in a couple of days,
though.”


“Are you freaking kidding me?” she
protested, prompting Dan to intervene.


“Sorry, officer, my partner’s
just tired is all. Is there really nothing you can do?”


“Sure, I can have you both locked
up for the night? Or you can get the hell on with it like everybody else in
this city and quit whining.”


Lucy glared at the officer while Dan
led her to the side.


“It’s only for a couple of days,”
he said, looking her straight in the eye. “We’ll be fine. It won’t be like
yesterday – the National Guard’s on the streets now.”


She nodded, acutely aware of the
people starting to bunch behind them.


“Hey!” barked the officer. 


“We’re going, we’re going!”
replied Dan, hastily turning back to Lucy. “See you at home. Be careful.”


They parted quickly and
unsatisfactorily, without embrace or comfort. Lucy paced to coach L4 where the
driver beckoned her to hurry aboard. She looked at the strangers lining each
row, recognizing her own anxiety in a few of them. Grabbing the last empty seat,
she craned to see out of the window – Dan was already gone. She took a
steadying breath. Time to focus on the task ahead, whatever it may be. 


***


“Bottles,”
said Lucy. “Refilling them. You?” she asked, stepping through the door. 


“Inventory,” replied Dan, coming
through from the kitchen to greet her properly. 


“You got Inventory?” she scoffed,
incredulously. “That’s your kind of OCD heaven!”


“Guess I lucked out. Lucky L9.”


“Manage to pocket any Tootsie
Rolls for us?” she jested.


“They caught someone doing that
actually – stealing from the inventory. They beat him up pretty good. So I got
us nothing. On the upside, none of my ribs are broken, so yay for that. How was
bottles?”


“Best. Day. Ever. Oh no wait, it
was terrible, because I was in a recycling factory.”


“Just when I thought you couldn’t
get any sexier.” 


“You’re right, it’s pretty glamorous
actually. I think I’ve finally found my calling in life,” said Lucy, with a
swish of her hair. “They want all the plastic bottles we can find to be cleaned
for recirculation. It’s a mess though; most don’t have lids, and loads are
split. I guess it’s all part of the water rationing, but I really can’t see how
it’s worth it.”


“There was a flyer about it,”
said Dan, searching around. “It sorta makes sense, the way they explained it.”


“Kinda, except that handing out
and collecting bottles is super inefficient. Why not go around with a water
truck and let people fill them up that way?” countered Lucy, eyebrow raised.


“Only angle I can think of is
hygiene,” mused Dan. “If people can’t flush their lavatories, and water’s
rationed, then they’re probably not washing their hands too often. Seems an
easy way for people to get sick. Trust me, cholera’s a much bigger problem than
having you guys hunt around for bottles. I think I saw one of your water trucks
on the route back, actually. It was stopped outside a retirement home.”


Lucy inspected herself in the
hallway mirror. “God I look like shit,” she said, lifting her messy, matted
hair up and prodding the bags under her eyes. “And I’m absolutely beat,” she
yawned, sitting down among the shoes in the hallway and pulling off her current
pair. “I’d forgotten what it’s like to stand up all day.”


“Luckily for you we’ve got a
gourmet dinner lined up,” winked Dan. “Half a tin of tuna each plus a niiiice
piece of bread.”


“Truly, you spoil me,” she snorted,
extending a hand for him to help her back up.


“Nothing but the finest for my
girl. Don’t worry, we’ve got some relish left in the cupboard. And there’s
butter too.”


The harsh, tinny sound of a voice
amplified through a bullhorn echoed up from the streets outside. “Curfew is
about to start. Return to your homes immediately,” the announcement repeated on
a loop.


Lucy wandered over to the glass
balcony door and peered down as the patrol car passed by their street.


“Wow. They’re not taking any
chances on that one,” she said, sitting back down and rubbing her feet again.


“Did you hear about the fire?”
asked Dan.


“The fire?”


“Huge fire over on Southside,
Hillsborough way. You didn’t hear the sirens last night? Whole thing was nasty
– apparently six people died. Someone had to drive to the fire station just to
tell them their street was burning down. By the time the fire crew got there
it’d spread to a whole bunch of other houses.”


“Jesus. How come a patrol didn’t
spot it?”


“No idea. Makes you wonder,
though, how good their patrols can be if they can’t spot a street on fire at night-time.”


“Is this the flyer?” asked Lucy,
picking up a simple two-sided black-and-white leaflet from the table.


“Yeah, it was in front of our
door when I got back. There was one in the mailbox too, actually. Pretty
thorough.”


Lucy scanned through the flyer.
The design was extremely basic: pure information, no frills. CIVILIAN
GUIDELINES read the title, under which were a short list of
subtitles in smaller text: Curfew, Rations, Schools, Buses, Employment,
Safety. She examined further.  


CURFEW IN EFFECT DUSK TIL
DAWN. SIREN WILL SOUND DAILY AT BEGINNING AND END OF CURFEW. STAY INSIDE. ARMY
PATROLS WILL USE LETHAL FORCE.


RATIONS WILL BE DISTRIBUTED TO
YOUR HOME WEEKLY ON GIVEN DAY BETWEEN 6-7PM. SOUTHSIDE ON WEDNESDAYS. NORTHSIDE*
ON THURSDAYS. ALL CITIZENS WISHING TO RECEIVE RATIONS MUST BE PRESENT IN
PERSON. NO EXCEPTIONS. STAND OUTSIDE YOUR HOME AND DO NOT MOVE. TRUCK WILL COME
TO YOU. REPORT TO NEAREST HOSPITAL IF UNABLE TO SELF-PRESENT FOR RATIONS. YOU
MUST MAKE YOUR RATIONS LAST SEVEN DAYS. 


BOTTLED WATER WILL BE
DISTRIBUTED EVERY 2-3 DAYS BY PATROLLING TRUCKS. LISTEN FOR ANNOUNCEMENTS.
WATER BOTTLES ARE LOANS AND MUST BE RETURNED. NEW WATER WILL NOT BE GIVEN OUT
UNLESS EMPTY BOTTLE IS RETURNED AT THE TRUCK. MAX. ½ GALLON PER PERSON PER DISTRIBUTION.



SCHOOLS REMAIN OPEN. CHILDREN
WILL BE GIVEN LUNCH RATIONS AT SCHOOL, DAILY.


FREE DAYTIME BUSES WILL RUN
ACROSS THE CITY.


VOLUNTEERS NEEDED TO HELP
RESTORE UTILITIES. REPORT TO CITY HALL FOR ASSIGNMENT. YOU WILL BE PAID EXTRA
RATIONS. AGE 16+ ONLY.


CONSERVE WATER. TAKE EXTREME
CARE WITH CANDLES AND NAKED FLAMES. KEEP BUCKET OF WATER IN YOUR HOME TO TACKLE
NON-OIL, NON-ELECTRICAL FIRES. IN EVENT OF FIRE, TRY TO EXTINGUISH FLAME, THEN
EVACUATE ALL PEOPLE FROM BUILDING AND FLAG DOWN A PATROL FOR HELP.


At the bottom of the flyer was an
asterisk, with smaller text: 


*Northside defined as all
homes north of Rivera Street Westside and Twenty-sixth Street Eastside.


“Curfew in Effect. Extra Rations.
Naked Flames. It’s like a music festival, featuring the worst band names ever,”
muttered Lucy.


She reread the flyer, processing
the information while chewing slowly, trying to stretch out the modest meal.
She glanced across the table at Dan, who was doing the same, interspersing
every mouthful with a small sip of water followed by a pause. 


“I think they made a mistake with
those flyers,” he offered, after another slow sip. 


“How so?” enquired Lucy, frowning
as she turned the leaflet over in her hand, examining it more closely.


“The school rations. They
shouldn’t have mentioned them. Or maybe they shouldn’t have done them at all,”
he continued, taking another micro-bite of tuna bread.


Lucy gave him a baffled look.


“There was a police car outside
this school earlier,” said Dan. “Saw it on the bus home.”


“So?”


“I think it’s to do with the
rations.”


“That’s a bit of a leap,” countered
Lucy. “It could’ve been there for loads of reasons. Hell, if it was a high
school, then it was probably for one of the kids.”


Dan shook his head as he processed
another bite.


“It was a middle school, and I
think someone read that leaflet, or listened to the radio, and thought: ‘Schools
are getting a bucketload of free food? Every day? I’ll have me some of that.’”


“You’re saying someone robbed the
school?” scowled Lucy.


“Food’s the new currency, right? The
government’s paying us in it, so it must be. And according to this leaflet,
schools receive large, daily deposits. They’re basically unguarded banks now. This
leaflet’s just told every cynical person out there exactly where to go if they
want a load of free food.”


“You think people would actually
do that? Steal from children? That’s gotta be a minority of a minority, surely,”
pondered Lucy, unconvinced.


“A few hundred kid lunches are
still at least one hundred adult lunches. I think from some perspectives, it’d
be stupid not to do it. There’ll be a lot of people who won’t know how
to make a week’s rations last properly. And when they’ve run out of food by day
four, who’s gonna offer them more?”


Lucy considered this. “Aha – but you
said money’s pointless now. So even if a gang has lifted a load of kids’
lunches, how are they gonna sell them if people have nothing to pay with?”


“I dunno. They’ll pay with stuff,
I guess.”


“And if they don’t have anything
worth trading?”


“Welcome to the world of gang
debt. You can’t physically pay them, so they get you to do a favor for them
instead – something pretty vanilla at first, but then say they deliberately overpay
you in rations. You’re greedy or desperate, so you accept, not realizing you’re
immediately in debt to them again, and the next ‘favor’ they get you to do is a
little less savory. And so on, and so on, until you’re basically a hitman.”


“Well that’s depressing.”


“Yup,” agreed Dan, taking another
sip.


“Thanks for the cheery dinner
chat, babe. I’ll think twice next time I borrow anything from you.”


“They can fix it,” declared Dan,
setting his glass down. “You just keep the soldiers there while the kids eat.
It’d slow delivery down, so I guess some kids would be eating at ten and others
at, like, three, but at least they wouldn’t get robbed.”


A loud siren sounded from outside:
a protracted electronic whine, lasting about four seconds. There was a pause of
four more seconds then a second blast, followed by another pause, then the
final siren.


“Holy crap that was loud!”
exclaimed Lucy, removing her fingers from her ears. “That’s gotta be the curfew
alarm, right? Three seems excessive, surely?” 


“Loud and clear is what it was,”
replied Dan. “If you’re going to use lethal force, you gotta give proper
warning. And that was pretty unmistakable.” He took her empty plate and stacked
it under his.


“We should go to sleep soon,”
said Lucy, watching her partner wipe the plates clean at a snail’s pace.
“You’re tired, I can see it. I’m tired too. And we’re eating less. We need to
compensate by sleeping more.”


“Sounds sensible,” he sighed.


“Besides,” added Lucy, her jaw
creaking open into a yawn, “I wanna be on my peak game for the bottle factory
tomorrow.”


***


Lucy
lumbered sleepily into the bathroom, feeling her way in the darkness, guided by
the smell of bleach working hard. Once done, she made her way back towards the
bedroom, only to pause mid-step, her ears pricked by the sound of an engine
running outside and a car door slamming. She wandered over to the balcony and
slid the door open as quietly as she could, stepping out onto the cold tiles. The
moon was hidden behind cloud. Squinting at the dark streets below, she could
make out a military truck at the bottom of the road. Its engine idled while the
twin beams of its headlights illuminated the ground ahead. 


At the edge of the light, figures
moved in the darkness, weaving between rows of parked cars, occasionally
ferrying something towards the truck before scurrying back into the shadows.
Lucy watched for another minute, the bright headlights hampering her ability to
focus on the dark peripheral figures. The secretive work continued until the last
package was loaded. The last figure climbed back into the truck and it rumbled
off up the street, soon disappearing into the next block. 


Lucy slid the balcony door shut
again and returned to bed, rubbing the pimples on her arms, quietly slipping into
a claustrophobic dream.


***


“Assholes!”
exclaimed a neighbor from the street below, slamming his car door closed and
kicking his vehicle in anger. “Fucking pirates, the lot of you!” the man
yelled, swearing at a passing patrol car before storming back into his home. 


“Shit, so that’s what they
were doing,” said Lucy, staring down at the irate man. “Are you seeing this?” She
turned to look at Dan, who was engrossed in yet another ration count.


He came over to the window and
peered down. More people were appearing on the streets, checking their cars –
trying the engines, examining the fuel caps, and cursing loudly.


“None of the cars are working,” he
muttered, catching up with the situation.


“I saw it happening last night – I
thought it might’ve just been a dream,” said Lucy. “There was an army truck on
our street for a while, then it went round the corner. It was really dark, I
couldn’t see much, but I’m guessing the next block’s fuel’s gone too.”


She stared out at the commotion
below. The people were stranded, powerless, and it made immediate sense. Cars
were part of the city’s bloodstream. The circulation of people kept the city
alive, but that circulation depended on fuel – a fast-dwindling resource. So to
keep its patient safe, the military would have to keep its heart rate slow and
regular. “Mm,” muttered Lucy, nodding to herself as she pieced it together.


“It’s a control thing, surely,”
said Dan, rudely missing her entire internal monologue. “We’re on track, by the
way,” he said, tossing a notepad and pen back onto the table next to their food
stock. 


“The thing I don’t get,” quizzed Lucy,
“is how they knew which type of fuel they were extracting from each vehicle –
because they all run off different gas, right? You think they’ve just mixed
them all up? And how come our car alarm didn’t go off?”


 “The police definitely have ways
to bypass car alarms, that’s easy,” reasoned Dan. “Dunno about the fuel, though.
Maybe it was most efficient to collect it all then find some place to distil it
apart again later?”


He looked at Lucy properly and his
expression softened to one of concern. “You look pale.”


“Gee, thanks.”


“No, I mean – here,” he passed
her a vitamin bottle, “iron supplement.”


She took it, gratefully, and necked
a tablet before walking over to the calendar on the wall. Picking up a sharpie,
she drew a large circle around the date. 


“Happy day two of martial law,
sweetie-pie,” she said, as the pen squeaked across the vertical paper. “Ready
for work?”


***


As they
walked towards the bus stop for work, the chanting became louder.


“That doesn’t sound too good,” cautioned
Dan, as they approached the main road.


Hundreds of people marched by,
blowing whistles and chanting. A few had drums and air horns, to add to the
cacophony. 


“Where’s our gas! Where’s our
gas!” rang the chant, over and over, as the people walked in the direction of
City Hall.


A police patrol car slowly escorted
the marchers, supported by three army jeeps at further intervals along the
crowd. The soldiers eyed the protesters warily for signs that the atmosphere
might turn. “Free! Movement! Is – a – right!” came a second chant, briefly
overtaking the first.


“Are they insane?” gawped Lucy,
watching as people shouted and marched as if they weren’t surrounded by
soldiers with machine guns.


“I’m not sure they’ve fully
grasped the implications of martial law on their ‘rights’,” replied Dan.
“People don’t know what’s good for them. It’s precisely the reason they took
our fuel away – these people can’t see the bigger picture.”


Lucy examined the people walking,
looking for the usual protest markers – T-shirts with the anarchy symbol on,
balaclavas, caricature masks of politicians – but these people looked
exceptionally ordinary. 


“I think this is about as grass
roots as marches get,” she said, as they stood at the periphery. “It looks
pretty safe,” she added, looking at the number of children in the crowd,
following alongside their parents.


“Yup. And it could turn on a pinhead,”
said Dan, risk averse as ever. “Come on, let’s find an alternate route. I can’t
see any buses coming this way soon.”


***


When they
met back at home that evening it was a quarter to six – nearly time for the north
side of the city to receive its rations.


Lucy and Dan took their place
outside their building. The street was lined with people anxiously awaiting
food. Some made small talk, presumably those fortunate enough to have had
well-stocked cupboards when the satellites failed. Others just stared blankly ahead,
hunger sapping the conversation from them.


As she and Dan were new to the
area they didn’t recognize many of their neighbors, but Lucy spotted Manuela
standing a few yards ahead, alone. Her shoulders were slumped. Lucy felt a pang,
an urge to go over to the woman, but something stopped her.


“Everyone looks so anxious,”
whispered Lucy, putting Manuela to the back of her mind and trying to discreetly
study the people on the opposite sidewalk.


“I don’t blame them. You hear the
rumors?” replied Dan, leaning in. 


“I heard one at work,” said Lucy,
still observing the strangers ahead. “Folk were saying Northside’s drop’s been
cancelled ’cos they ran out of food doing Southside yesterday. But I figured
they were just talking trash, right?”


“I heard that too,” said Dan,
also scanning the crowd. “I’m pretty sure it’s bull. But I also heard there was
some commotion down at City Hall this morning.”


“From the gas protest?”


He nodded. “Apparently things
took a turn when the protestors reached City Hall. Some of them started
demanding to see the mayor, then one person pulled a gun and that was that.
Police took him out. Crowd panicked. Then there are like eight different
versions of what happened.”


“Tell me the version you
believe.”


Flashing lights signaled the
arrival of the ration convoy, cutting Dan off before he could reply. Leading the
way was a police patrol car, followed by an armored vehicle, the supply truck,
and a second armored vehicle. From the cop’s loudhailer came a somber warning:
“Move from your doorstep and you will be shot. Stay still. We will come to
you.”


People did not move from their
doorsteps.


Efficient as the soldiers were,
it felt like an age before they reached Lucy and Dan’s building. Each recipient
was stamped with an indelible date mark on their hand, giving them the air of
inmates rather than civilians. Lucy’s throat felt dry as she watched the
preceding addresses take their parcels and disappear. Were there really going
to be enough?


The truck rumbled forward to
their building and stopped, the driver crunching on the handbrake but leaving
the engine idling. The vehicle trembled, mirroring the unfed occupants of the
street. Lucy eyed up the mounted gun turrets fearfully. She had never seen a
machine gun up close before. Their abundance in movies and on TV was no
preparation for actually looking down the barrel of one.


The soldier manning the nearby turret
scanned the crowd. Lucy wondered if he’d had to use it yet. Being from the
National Guard, he was probably local to the Bay area. There was a chance he’d
have to train it on people he knew, people he’d grown up with, even. Could he
go through with it, if it came to that? 


“Hand,” barked a soldier, who was
suddenly standing in front of Lucy with alarming proximity.


“Uh,” she stuttered as he grabbed
her wrist and stamped it firmly, leaving a thin inky sheen on her skin. The man
moved on to Dan, while a second soldier shoved a clear, thick plastic bag full
of rations into Lucy’s torso, which she narrowly avoided dropping.


The package was smaller than
she’d expected. Her mind darted back to their table of rations in the flat and
she felt her cheeks burn. What if other people knew? A group nearby were already
discussing the size of the bags in less than positive terms. Dan had been right:
if anyone found out about their stockpile it would become a magnet as rations ran
out. They had to keep their heads down.


The second armored vehicle pulled
level with them, its endless reams of ammunition poised to tear through row
after row of delicate human tissue at the click of a button.


A face on the other side of the
street caught Lucy’s eye then vanished from view, obscured by the truck. Lucy gasped,
craning her neck to try to see past the slow-moving vehicle.


“What is it?” said Dan, putting
an arm around her shoulder.


The Humvee moved forwards,
revealing the far sidewalk again.


“No, I …” Lucy stared across the
street at the groups of people retreating into their homes, searching for that
familiar face. It had gone.


“Lucy?” pressed Dan.


“I … I thought I saw Cassie, is
all,” she confessed. “But it must’ve been someone else.”


“It’s dark, easy to confuse
faces. Cass’ll be fine, Luce,” consoled Dan. “She will have received her
rations yesterday. I’m sure she’s equally worried about you – and she needn’t
be.”


Lucy nodded meekly, her brow
wrought with concern.


“I don’t know what the deal is
with days off in our new ‘jobs’,” he added, “but when we get one, we’ll go
check up on her, OK?”


Lucy squeezed his hand in
appreciation and they joined the whispering march of their fellow residents back
into the building. As they climbed the stairwell, illuminated by an assortment
of handheld flashlights, everyone fell into a slow, synchronized step until the
crowd gradually thinned out floor by floor, with people quietly slipping into
their abodes, away from further scrutiny. 
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It was
six days since the Northside ration drop. They’d managed to make their
government-given provisions stretch the whole week, but only by supplementing
them with food from their own supply on at least three occasions. Being
underweight was not something Lucy’s father had ever valued in a human being –
it was “impractical and goddamned ungrateful”, as he’d put it during her
high-school crash-dieting phase. He’d been right, of course – a malnourished
farm worker was no kind of worker at all; you needed strength to be useful.


Both she and Dan were still
adjusting to the five-hundred-calorie reduction in their daily intake. Lucy
flopped onto the bar stool that evening, kicking off her shoes and bringing her
left leg up to rest across her right as she began to massage the ball of her
foot.


“Long day?” called Dan from the
bedroom.


Before Lucy could answer, the
overhead lights flicked on, accompanied by the familiar clunk and hum of the
refrigerator buzzing back to life.


“Oh my god!” she cried, jumping
to her feet. “Oh my god!”


She marveled at the ceiling
lights as if seeing them for the first time.  


Dan rushed through from the
bedroom, a stream of joyful expletives tumbling out as he bounded towards her.
The two jumped and whooped with unbridled glee.


“Phones!” he exclaimed, suddenly,
rushing away to reunite his defunct device with a charger. 


Lucy ran the other way and into
the bathroom. “Oh sweet Lord it flushes, it flushes! And the shower’s
working too!”


“The TV stations are still down,”
called Dan from the lounge. 


“Maybe they didn’t know the power
was coming back on?” said Lucy, joining him, breathless with excitement.


“Good point – I’ll leave it switched
to the news channel in case it comes back. Hey, do you think –” Dan paused,
moving quickly over to the window and lifting the curtain back. “Luce, the
street lights are back on! And look – people!”


The street lighting brought Lucy an
overwhelming sensation of comfort. The muffled jubilation of neighbors above
and below them resonated through the floorboards as Lucy took in the families
and individuals dancing in their homes across the street, their rooms
illuminated for the first time since the impact. 


“Hello! Hey!” said Dan, waving
emphatically at a family almost directly opposite them who were also at their
window, taking in the phenomenon. They waved back, the kids jumping as they did
so, everyone’s usual social inhibitions and norms stripped away in the face of
this overwhelming, unifying return to normality.


One of the kids stopped bouncing
and began pointing to the right of Dan and Lucy. The girl’s parents followed
her gaze, their smiles faltering. Following the direction in which the child
was pointing, Lucy’s eyes tracked across the street and all the way to her and
Dan’s kitchen. 


“Shit!” she cried, rushing
through and hastily drawing the blinds closed. 


“What?” quizzed Dan, letting the lounge
curtain swing back into place.


“They saw our rations.”


The innocent curiosity vanished
from Dan’s face. They’d let their guard down. 


“How much did they see?” he asked,
catching her up in the kitchen. 


“All the packs on the counter.
All the water. This cupboard door was open, so I guess all the tins in here. Fuck!”
she cried.


Dan paced up and down. “This isn’t
good.”


“No, no, it’s OK,” quavered Lucy.
“The power’s back now, so actually we don’t need to worry. Right?”


Dan pursed his lips. “New rule,” he
decreed. “We keep nothing valuable in sight of the windows. Or the door, for
that matter.”


Lucy’s shoulders dropped. “Agreed.”
She closed the cupboard and started to shift the gallons of water up against
the wall, out of sight. “Hey – the radio should work now.”


Dan seized the radio, flicking it
on and immediately switching to longwave, scrolling until he found KGO 810. Somehow,
it was still broadcasting. As he turned the dial up, bringing the babble into
focus, it sounded like they were attempting an outside broadcast; the studio
commentator’s clear voice was being interspersed by terrible-quality audio from
a number of interviewees, presumably passing by the street outside the studio.


“What do you think about the
power coming back on?” asked the reporter on the ground.


“It’s fucking amazing!” cried the
random interviewee. “It’s – I don’t know, aaaah! We’re back baby, we’re back!”


“Yeah, and we gon’ get wasted!”
interrupted another, sending both into fits of laughter. “Party on the streets!
Street-light party!”


“Street-light party!” echoed the first,
laughing wildly.


“So you’re planning on disobeying
the curfew tonight?” probed the reporter.


“Fuck the curfew, the power’s
back yo’, it’s party time!” yelled the more excitable one. “Laters!”


“Laters!” repeated the other, as
they disappeared out of the microphone’s range, with diminishing cries of “Street-light
partaaayyy!” cutting through the background hubbub.


“For those of you just tuning in,”
resumed the anchor, “you’re listening to KGO 810. Our reporters are live on the
streets of San Francisco, getting your reactions to the restoration of power.
I’m going to remind listeners again of the statement we’ve received from the
authorities, because it is somewhat different to the responses you’re hearing
on the street. And I ought to reiterate that the curfew has not been
lifted, so please do not take risks. I know many of you will be excited tonight,
but I would personally urge you to be cautious.”


Lucy slumped down on a bar stool
and faced the radio.


“The authorities,” continued the
anchor, “say they’re ‘proud to have achieved partial restoration of power’, but
are warning that the supply remains limited across California. So as I
understand it, we’ll be sharing the supply with other cities on a rotational
basis. I’m told that City Hall is working towards publishing some sort of power
timetable, to help citizens plan accordingly, but as it stands, I’m afraid that
power will be supplied for two-hour periods only. I repeat, there’ll be two
hours of power, then that’s it until the next round, folks. You heard it here
first.”


***


“It’s the
hydroelectric plants,” declared Lucy the next day after work. “I heard one of
the officers talking about it. They’ve managed to get some of them generating
again, but they can only have so many plants online because they’re on manual,
which apparently takes like five times the number of staff, and we don’t have
enough people trained yet. Plus you need loads more people overseeing the
actual grid distribution twenty-four seven to make sure the rotation’s working.
So yeah, fun fact: turns out automation was really friggin’ useful.”


“What about Diablo Canyon?” asked
Dan, while jimmying open a ration tin. “Surely a nuclear plant’s the obvious
place to start?”


“No idea,” said Lucy, “but that’s
probably because I work in a bottle factory, and only get my highly classified
information through rumors and by flirting heavily with the military escorts.”


Dan pulled a less-than-impressed
face and returned to his unedifying meal.


“Oh relax, jeez!” she chuckled. “I’m
only kidding. If it’s any consolation, I picture you every time.”


“You’re the actual worst. What if
I’ve got some sexy army mistress down at the depot? For all you know I could be
having dozens of wild affairs in the warehouse.”


“I think we both know that the
thing turning you on in that warehouse is the neat, orderly rows of itemized
boxes.”


“Nothing wrong with that,” winked
Dan.


“There are a couple of things,
actually.”


“Hey, can you imagine what this
is gonna be like come winter? We’ll be OK, but what’s it gonna be like for some
place like Chicago if there’s still no power?”


“I imagine they’ll do what people
in Alaska are probably doing right now. Burn things,” replied Lucy, bluntly.


“Sure-fire way to lose the
deposit,” Dan retorted, looking around the apartment.


“I could go for some fire-making.
It’d be … nostalgic. Relive the glory years of a misspent youth.”


“I hate to break it to you, Luce,
but when people say ‘misspent youth’, they normally mean they wasted it playing
video games or something, not cattle ranching. That’s called ‘child labor’.”


“Yeah, but it means come winter,
I’ll be the one making us a mean bonfire,” she grinned back. “Although my
source at the bottle factory informs me it’ll all be fixed by next week,” she added,
cracking open a tin of tuna from the cupboard, “and so far he’s only been wrong
one hundred per cent of the time. Dinner?”


***


Another three
days passed before their city’s turn for power came up again. The only places
receiving electricity regularly – according to Lucy’s ever-reliable source – were
the hospitals and prisons. Food was concerning her more, though; yesterday’s
State-given ration pack had felt lighter than the first, something confirmed by
her neighbor’s faces.


That afternoon, however, had
brought some relief: it was “payday” for all City Hall employees. Shifts
finished early and workers were bussed back to City Hall to collect their bonus
rations in person. It also meant Dan and Lucy could take the second bus home
together.


The evening was mild – in the two
weeks since global satellite failure, temperatures had risen to several degrees
higher than normal for mid fall. As they walked homeward, back up their steep road
and away from the bus stop, ration parcels tucked under their arms, a gentle
tide of feathery seeds danced in the wind – like dandelion seeds, only with a
golden hue.


Lucy tracked a twirling seed
until it drew her eye to an elderly man across the street. His stooping frame
was adorned by a long trench coat which he held together tightly at the collar,
his other hand securing a dark blue woolly hat atop his head. His steps were
small and unsteady. As the bus pulled away behind them, disappearing behind the
next block, the sound of the man’s coughing became louder and more violent
until suddenly he fell to his knees, collapsing forwards onto his frail torso,
his entire body convulsing on the ground as each retching cough gripped him.


“Oh god!” exclaimed Lucy,
watching the man fall.


A young couple nearby ran to him.


“Somebody get a doctor!” cried
the young man, as he and the woman rolled the elderly patient onto his back.


“You go to them – I’ll get help!”
cried Lucy to Dan, and she ran towards the intersection. She scanned the street
in both directions – there was a patrol vehicle, but it was driving away from
their block.


“Hey! Hey, help!” she yelled,
desperately jumping and waving her arms. She began to sprint after the truck,
continuing to shout, until one of the soldiers heard her. The patrol stopped in
its tracks and turned around. “Help!” she shouted again, urgently beckoning
them to follow.


The patrol quickly caught up and
radioed for an ambulance, while Lucy returned to Dan’s side. She stood only a
yard from the old man’s feet, watching in horror as the first couple on the
scene tried desperately to resuscitate him. The patient’s white hairs rippled
gently as the strangers pummeled his ribcage. It cracked loudly under the compressions.
The woman pinched the old man’s nose and tilted his chin back, unflinchingly
placing her mouth on his and trying in vain to revitalize him with secondary
oxygen at set intervals. But each time, his inanimate head simply lolled to the
side, his mouth hanging open, as if beckoning to his dislodged blue hat a few
inches away.


The two soldiers stood back from
the fallen man and watched as the civilians continued their attempts to save
him. The sound of the ambulance’s siren approached and Lucy felt Dan’s hand on
her wrist.


“We need to get indoors, now,” he
said, quietly, pulling her away from the scene and back towards their
apartment. “I’ll explain inside.”


Lucy worked to keep up with him
as he climbed their stairwell at speed, taking it two steps at a time for the
entire eight floors. Her mind was fixating on the image of the fallen man;
they’d witnessed the life force vanish from his body, sending his frail,
discarded shell crashing to the ground. The last she saw was the ambulance crew
scooping him up onto a stretcher and loading him into the back of the vehicle –
while the other couple watched on hopelessly. 


“Did you see the paramedics?” panted
Dan, taking the apartment key from his pocket as they reached the eighth floor.
Even in the short bouts of power, he refused to let them take the elevator, insisting
that it wasn’t worth getting trapped. At least the stairwell lights were
working. “Luce?” he persisted, opening the front door and stepping into their
illuminated apartment.


“What? Oh, uh, yeah?” she said,
hastily refocusing as she followed him inside.


“They were wearing face masks,” he
said.


“OK,” replied Lucy, pulling off
her shoes.


“Think about it. What else was wrong?”


“An old guy just dropped dead in
the street, Dan. I’m gonna say that’s pretty fucking wrong,” she snapped.


Lucy felt him place a gentle hand
on either shoulder. She lifted her chin and looked him straight in the eyes. 


“Luce, I’m not being flippant.
This matters,” he insisted. “Think about what we just saw, and think about what
didn’t stack up. Where were the military?”


“They –” Lucy paused for a moment
to think, then began to re-evaluate what she’d seen. “They stood back from the old
man – away from him. They didn’t help the couple trying to save him.”


“Good. What else?”


“The paramedics were putting him
into a body bag. They didn’t even try a defibrillator or anything – they just
decided he was dead.”


“Right,” said Dan, relaxing his
arms and rubbing his cheeks. “So we both saw the same things and I’m not losing
my mind. That’s something, then, at least.” 


“Why, what do you think it
means?” pressed Lucy.


“I think it means they made two
assumptions: one, they knew his death was a foregone conclusion, which itself means
they probably know what killed him. Two, they know it’s contagious, which is
why they had masks, and put him straight into containment, and the military
knew to stay several yards away.”


“But if they know what he died of,”
considered Lucy, fast-forwarding through events all over again, “then that must
mean other people have already died of it?”


Dan reached into a kitchen
cupboard and pulled out two face masks, similar to the ones the ambulance crew
had been wearing. “From now on, we wear these at all times outside of the
house.”


“Seriously?” balked Lucy. “Where
did you even get those?”


“I told you – the night the
satellites went down I bought everything I could think of. This is something I
thought of.”


“Dan, how will we eat?”


He finished fitting one of the
masks to his face. “I don’t know.” His voice was slightly muffled. “We’ll
figure it out.”


He held out a mask for Lucy to
try on. She looked at her partner, who had in one fell swoop transformed into a
surgeon: his mouth and nose covered, all the emotional information vanishing from
his face, the only remaining clue being his eyes. As she pulled the elasticated
bands of her own mask down over her hair, she felt distant from him. Sealed off
from the intimacies and nuances of her partner’s lips.


“It fits but I don’t like it,”
she said, taking hers off.


“Me neither.” Dan removed his
too. “And mine’s already sweaty, which I’m pretty sure kinda ruins them.”


“How d’you know it’s contagious,
whatever took the old guy down?”


“I’m guessing. But if the medics
are wearing them, it’s a safe bet. Dad hinted something like this was coming. A
pandemic of sorts.”


“Wait, but – is it to do with
that yellow stuff that was on the ocean? I don’t think anyone’s ever seen that
before.”


Dan nodded.


“And you didn’t think this was
worth mentioning before now?”


“I wasn’t sure it was ever going
to happen!” countered Dan. “We’ve had enough to deal with without worrying
about some other unknown. Dad only mentioned it towards the end of the call, then
we got cut off, so I couldn’t find out more. He said something about possible
contamination from the ISS, but that it was speculative. Honestly, Luce, this
was a footnote in the conversation I had with him – it was all about getting
rations and preparing for martial law. This scenario didn’t feature highly.”


“But now you’ve decided it’s
definitely happening?”


“You saw for yourself! Yellow
scum, weird golden seeds, the military staying back, the medics not even trying
to save the guy. When have you ever seen any of those things?”


Lucy didn’t have an answer, and
instead paused to consider.


“So,” she replied after a moment,
holding up her mask, “what do we do with these then? If it’s in the air, we
need to wear them all the time, right, otherwise what’s the point?”


Both of them stared at their
masks, unwilling to accept the obvious logical truth. It was plain to Lucy that
neither of them wanted to be wearing the masks at all, let alone in their own
home. After some contemplation, she pulled hers back over her face with
purpose.


“Twenty-four hours,” ventured
Lucy. “If it’s airborne it’ll spread fast. There’ll be announcements – or
bodies. If it’s not airborne, then we can take these off at the end of the
day.”


Dan pulled his on too.  “Agreed.”


***


When they
awoke the next morning, the air was thick with spores. It was like a blizzard,
only instead of snow, the haze was comprised of floating seeds, giving it a
mustardy hue. Lucy looked at Dan with concern as the two stepped out of their
lobby and into the gentle storm, each wearing their protective mask. Lucy put
their umbrella up immediately, shielding them from much of the onslaught. Other
figures appeared through the haze, some also using umbrellas, although none
wearing masks.


As she and Dan reached the bus
stop, the wind died down, and the visibility improved slightly. The spores
formed a soft, springy layer underfoot, giving the sidewalk a cushioned quality.


“This is my bus,” said Dan,
through his mask. “Are you sure you’re gonna be OK?” 


“Yes. Are you?”


“Yeah. Promise me you won’t take
your mask off,” he said, as the bus doors opened. 


“I promise. Same goes for you,”
she replied, grabbing him in a hug before he boarded the bus. Its windscreen
wipers pushed squashed seeds from side to side as the packed vehicle pulled
away. Lucy turned and surveyed the streets around, trying to process the new
sepia blanket that covered everything from the tar to the roof of the bus
shelter.


Her bus came, some time later. Lucy
stared out of the window as they drove; every soldier they passed wore a face
mask. Even though the danger in the air outside was visible, she still had to
fight the burning urge to rip her mask off as the temperature on board rose with
each new wave of workers that got on. A permanent layer of condensed breath had
formed a stifling microclimate on the inside of the white shield. Humid droplets
now precipitated from the semi-plastic membrane above her nose back down onto
her captive lips. 


The day was long, her every
thought dogged by concerns of hygiene; each second was but another opportunity
to be infected by a colleague, by her food, by the very air she couldn’t help
but breathe. Her co-workers asked one after another what the mask was for, but
Lucy ignored them, wishing neither to invite further conversation nor to risk
someone stealing her only form of protection. She couldn’t tell if it was her
paranoia, or if her colleague down the line was developing the same rattling
cough as the old man, but she kept her distance.


When finally the time came to
return home, it became clear the situation had worsened. Fresh bodies lay scattered
along the streets, this time not just the elderly, but the young too. Most were
surrounded by concerned onlookers either trying in vain to help or attempting
to flag down other passers-by in their panic. As the bus drove Lucy began to
count the bodies.


“Six bodies,” she muttered
beneath her mask, shaking her head. “Six in five minutes.” And zero ambulances.


Lucy’s bus came to a premature
halt and the doors opened. She craned her neck to see the owner of the heavy
footsteps that reverberated up each of the bus’s metal steps. A sergeant
appeared, a white mask covering the lower portion of his face. He said
something brief to the bus driver then turned to the passengers, megaphone in
hand. The sergeant’s amplified tone was brisk and assertive, cutting through
the mask’s muffling effect.


“You are each about to be issued
with a face mask. You must wear it at all times. If you know someone who is
sick, do not allow them to remove their mask. Do not allow yourself to come
into contact with another person’s bodily fluids. Remove your mask only when
you need to eat and drink. Do not swap masks with anyone else. And do not lose
your mask; as of this moment, your mask is your life.”


With that he departed the bus, to
the shock and confusion of the murmuring passengers on board. Their voices
quickly mounted into a wall of noise and fears into which a lower-ranking cadet
entered, hastily throwing two masks into each row as he traversed the length of
the vehicle, not stopping to answer any questions and strenuously avoiding all
eye contact. He was off in less than a minute. The doors of the bus closed once
again and it pulled away, passing through the makeshift checkpoint that now
stood barring the road.


When Lucy’s stop came, Dan was
waiting for her.


“How come you’re here?” she said,
embracing him fiercely as she stepped across the slushy, trampled seed carpet
of the sidewalk. 


Dan clung to her just as
intensely. 


“I checked the apartment and you
weren’t there, so I figured I’d come wait for you. I guess I was anxious. And –”
He hesitated. “I guess you saw on the bus back. The walk isn’t gonna be the
nicest.”


Lucy nodded, taking his hand as
they set off homeward in the fading light. When they arrived, dotted along
their street were three bodies, spread at large intervals. They weren’t
sprawled like the old man’s had been; rather, they had been neatly placed parallel
to the edge of the sidewalk. Fresh spores were already settling on top of them.


“Let’s get in,” said Lucy,
picking the pace up. They reached their darkened building as a family of three were
leaving. They were in a state of distress, carrying a smaller, fourth body
between them. 


“I’m sorry,” said Dan, casting
his eyes downward as he held the main door open for the group. Lucy stepped to
the side, unsure what to do with her hands as the mourners passed. Once the group
was clear, she and Dan furiously wiped their shoes on the building mat,
removing any traces of seeds. 


Dan took out his flashlight as they
began to climb the unilluminated stairwell. Lucy’s footsteps echoed with his,
falling in and out of time with each other, until Dan suddenly froze
mid-stride, throwing out a hand behind him to stop Lucy from advancing any
further. He faced straight ahead. They’d reached the sixth floor, where a
hacking cough above them was growing louder and louder.


“Can you see who it is?”
whispered Lucy, trying to project from behind her mask without being detected
by the floor above.


Dan shook his head, still rooted
to the spot with his arm outstretched, dipping their flashlight. Looking up
ahead, Lucy watched as streaks of light from the unseen stranger jerked around
erratically. The coughing continued, escalating into almost barking. Lucy
shuddered at the victim’s pain, palpable as it was in the sound of delicate
lung tissue deteriorating amid bronchial spasms. Cries of pain and gasps for
air punctuated the disturbing overture as it reverberated around the hallway. Finally,
the crumpling thud of a body hitting the ground signaled it was over.


“I think they’re dead,” whispered
Dan, the whites of his eyes flashing as they darted between Lucy and the ascending
spiral of stairs. “Christ.”


“We have to get past, we can’t
stay here forever,” she whispered back. “And if they’re still alive, then we
need to call an ambulance.”


He looked back at her and hesitated.



“Dan,” she hissed,
urgently.


“Alright!” he whispered back
harshly, before turning and slowly continuing upwards. As they rounded the lip
of the seventh floor, he froze again. Lucy gasped as she too saw Manuela’s
outstretched body. Bloodshot eyes protruded from her skull, goggling from the
exertion of death. The rest of her body was twisted and contorted, lasting
evidence of the pain endured. The door to her apartment stood closed behind
her, unmoved, the key still clasped in its owner’s mottled hand. Around
Manuela’s other hand was the ribbon attached to her flashlight, which sent a now-steady
beam of light across the far wall.


“She looks dead,” said
Dan, reaching out then recoiling – clearly too afraid of contamination to risk taking
a pulse.


“Manuela?” asked Lucy, tentatively,
afraid the corpse might spring back to life with renewed spluttering and
rasping. But Manuela just lay there, gone.


“We can’t leave her like this,”
said Lucy. “We need to move her.”


“Agreed,” Dan replied, not
moving.


His eyes were fixed on the
victim’s face, and Lucy couldn’t help but copy. Both of their brains stalled, as
if forcing them to process the level of anguish contained within each burst
capillary, each fraction of an inch that the woman’s eyes had edged forth from their
sockets. Lucy and Dan had now directly witnessed two people being killed by the
disease, and Lucy could only assume the bodies she’d seen from the bus had all suffered
the same violent death.


“Move her,” said Dan, snapping
out of the trance. “We need to get her onto the street immediately. The
contagion’s still in her body. If it was affecting her lungs, then it’s in the
air here too.”


“Yes. Right,” replied Lucy, startled
by the callousness of her own subconscious as it wandered through the closed
apartment door and to the glass Manuela had never returned. She hadn’t had to
confront death like this in a long time. She’d forgotten what it did to the
mind.


The two of them carefully stepped
over the body and continued up to their dark apartment, where they immediately
lit the kitchen candle. Putting on vinyl gloves, they picked up a small stack
of trash bags to wrap the body in, and Dan swapped his regular flashlight for
his head lamp. 


Lucy wrote a note with Manuela’s
first name, address, date, and her approximate time of death on it – as well as
the suspected cause of death, which she simply put as virus. They
returned to the body, which was exactly as they’d left it, and Lucy taped the
note to Manuela’s blouse. She was about to close the lady’s eyelids, but Dan
stayed her hand. 


“Don’t,” he said, grabbing her
wrist in time. “The contagion could be in her fluids, like the guy said on the
bus. It’ll be on her eyes.”


Lucy nodded, and the two of them
began negotiating the body into the first trash bag. 


“What should we do with her
flashlight?” said Lucy, carefully unravelling it from Manuela’s wrist.


“I don’t know,” said Dan. “Could it
be infected?”


“We could bleach it? I’ll leave
it next to her door,” decided Lucy, switching it off, “in case we need it in an
emergency.”


They continued to package the body,
first getting the legs into one bag, then the top half into another, before
taping both bags together where they overlapped in the middle. 


“I’ll go first,” said Dan, swiveling
the body round so the head was just protruding over a lower step. They carried
her body as carefully and respectfully as they could down all seven flights of
stairs, but it was hard going. They had to stop on multiple levels just to
catch their breath and wipe the sweat from their brows. Lucy couldn’t believe
how heavy the corpse was. In the back of her mind she wondered what a stranger
would say if they happened to find them like this, but her question was
answered when they got outside. Coming out from almost every house on the
street were groups, mostly twos and threes, all accepting the same terrible task
that had befallen them – bringing the dead out on to the street.


Some bodies were wrapped in makeshift
shrouds of bed sheets and blankets. Others were completely unchanged, simply
being carried in the clothes they’d died in. The one thing all the bodies had
in common was the same contorted signs, the same tell-tale cause of death writ
across their twisted, violent final postures: their deaths had been sudden and
brutal. 


Many of those carrying the bodies
were heartbroken, their cries muffled by the masks over which tears now streamed,
rolling down onto each mourner’s chin and off into nowhere. Lucy’s mind flashed
to southern Louisiana, to Clinton, her childhood community. Were they suffering
in the same way? Were her friends from Wisconsin U, now scattered across the
country, all caught up in the same awful predicaments? She wondered how many of
them were carrying bodies now, who of them was crying, who would be putting on
a brave face, who might be the first to die.


Unsure what else to do, they lay Manuela’s
body out on the sidewalk as others had done, parallel to the road. 


“Feet,” said Lucy as they
returned to the building. She stopped in the entrance and scraped the spores
off the soles of her shoes with repeated, heavy drags across the rough mat. Dan
did the same.


A lone man overtook them as they
reached the stairs, hurrying up to his second-floor home, locking the door
behind him loudly as if doing so might offer better protection against the invisible
disease.


As they reached the eighth floor,
the main lights came back on. Neither of them said anything.


***


The
curfew alarm sounded as Dan re-entered the bedroom, holding one towel around
his waist while pressing another into his dripping hair. They’d both seized
upon the narrow window of electricity that had opened up shortly after they’d
returned home. Lucy had gone first and was now enjoying the luxury of a hairdryer,
its warmth gradually offsetting the bracing cold of the shower water. Dan said
something unintelligible through his mask, so she paused the dryer.


“You sure you’re OK?” he
repeated.


“Yeah … it’s just … bad memories,
that’s all,” she replied.


“Your dad?”


Lucy nodded. “Not been that close
to a dead body until today, which is a good thing, I guess. Well, yesterday if
you count the old man.”


Dan gave her a sympathetic
shoulder-squeeze as she resumed her drying by the window. She peered out at the
street below, at the lame cars partially illuminated by the light spilling out
of the lower-floor apartments. This was the first time the power had been on
after curfew, and the city authorities had cut the street lights. Perhaps they
were seeking to avoid any conflicts of interest, thought Lucy, or perhaps they
wanted to hide what was happening.


“Dan,” she said, calling him
over.


He came over to the window, and
the two of them watched as a pair of masked soldiers climbed out of a truck and
began retrieving the bodies lining the street. The pair struggled under the
weight. One soldier tripped against the sidewalk and dropped his half, fumbling
immediate attempts to re-lift it as his partner continued dragging the body. 


There was no ceremony about it;
the soldiers were rushing. Lucy quickly counted the number of bodies left on the
darkened street and extrapolated an average death toll for their block: thirty,
at least. 


As the truck pulled away, it
joined a convoy of similar trucks passing down the adjacent main road. She
considered how many streets there were in San Francisco, and how many people
might be dying on each one that very moment.


They took advantage of the power
to tune into KGO 810 again. A different presenter’s voice filled the airwaves,
her soft tone at odds with the chilling confirmation that the pathogen or toxin
– no one knew quite what it was yet – was airborne. The presenter stated that
people were linking the deaths to the newly appeared spores, although this had
not been scientifically verified. However, the report did confirm that the
spores were originating from the yellow scum covering the beachfront.


“Symptoms of infection include prickly
skin, fever, dizziness, seeing bright spots, blurry vision, and sweating,” said
the anchor, dispassionately. “If you think you’re developing symptoms,
quarantine yourself immediately. Stay away from people and pets until twenty-four
hours have passed. If you’re still alive after twenty-four hours, then you’re
likely to be OK,” she added, an unmistakable tone of doubt creeping into her
voice. “If you do have the virus,” continued the presenter, “it will likely
kill you within three hours.”


“That’s not especially
encouraging,” remarked Dan, busily counting the rations again.


Lucy listened until the news was
finished, then turned the radio off.


“You hear that last bit?” she
asked Dan. “We have to report to City Hall again – for reassignment.”


“What I don’t get,” said Dan,
ticking off a stack of tins, “is why you have to quarantine yourself for
twenty-four hours, if the disease kills you within three?”


Lucy considered. “Maybe symptoms
come on slower in some people? Or it could be the incubation period?” she
mused. “Like, you could end up accidentally killing someone within the first
twenty-one hours if they don’t have the same natural resistance as you. That’s
almost certainly why they’ve closed the schools.”


“I remember when I was growing
up,” ruminated Dan. “If one kid got sick, everyone had it within a week.”


“Maybe that’s why we’re being
reassigned – that’s gotta be thousands of parents who now have to stay home and
look after their kids. Quite a hit to the workforce.”


“Maybe,” replied Dan. “Or maybe
it’s because the workers have started dying. We’ve had people dying on my job –
I guess it’s the same at yours? Maybe the State knows where this is headed?”


As she lay in bed next to Dan later
that evening, staring up at the ceiling, she repeatedly resisted the urge to
adjust the mask on her face, hyper-aware of the elastic digging into the skin
beneath her ears. The goggles covering her eyes were no better; Dan had
insisted they wear them too now that they knew the disease was airborne, but
each new layer of protection only made her feel less secure.


Her eyes eventually grew heavy.
Her mind wandered to an old childhood memory of her parents arguing. She was in
her small bed, clutching her favorite teddy bear, and singing to it to try to block
out the shouting. She couldn’t see either of her parents, they weren’t in the
room, but the walls of the house were like paper, and her father’s voice
carried. She couldn’t remember what they were arguing about, so her mind
invented nonsense conversations instead. Angry, muffled syllables invaded the
four small walls. Footsteps approached in a hurry. Her bedroom door flew open,
setting the bells on the handle jingling.


Her mother ran to Lucy’s bedside
and scooped her up, carrying her out into the corridor. Lucy squinted,
remembering how bright the hall lights had felt. Her father’s voice continued
to yell incoherently, closer now, as her mum carried her through the house and
out to the car. “She’s coming with me!” cried her mother, as she lowered Lucy
into the passenger seat. Lucy pressed a hand to her cheek then pulled it away;
it was wet and black with her mother’s running mascara. 


Her mom turned on the ignition,
but the car wouldn’t start. She tried again, and again, to no avail. She turned
to Lucy. “Mommy’ll be back in one minute, my baby,” she said, and got out of
the car, closing the door behind her.


Lucy blinked and opened her eyes.
Her heart was racing. The room was darker now. She had no idea how long she’d
been asleep for, but the dream had been vivid. The argument in it had been real
enough – such fall-outs had been daily, right up until her mother left. 


But her mom had never tried to
take Lucy with her. And in that moment, in the darkness, after twenty years of
living without the woman, it hurt like hell. 


Dan lay stretched out next to
her, a million miles away, lost in his own thoughts and fears. Lucy moved her
hand over to meet his and squeezed it, hard, holding on with no intention of
letting up. He reciprocated, sleepily, and rolled over towards her.


“Are you OK?” he mumbled.


“Yeah,” she said, squeezing her
eyes shut and taking a deep breath, stemming the tears that were pooling in her
goggles. She quickly flipped both lenses up a couple of millimeters, allowing
the salty water to drain away down her cheeks.


He gently raised his hand to her face.
“You’re crying,” he said, softly, and scooped her up in his arms, his mask
resting on her shoulder.


She clung to him, scared that her
present was slipping away from her, scared that her past was catching up with
her, and terrified that she was experiencing every symptom of the disease at
once.


She focused on regulating her
breathing as waves of anxiety smothered her. The radio report began to play
over and over in her mind. She searched for solace, trying mindfulness,
distraction, anything and everything she could to lower her pulse and alleviate
the crushing sensation across her chest. Finally, a single thought allowed her sleep:
if either of them was infected, they’d both be dead by morning, and the fear
would be over.









SIX

Containment


____________________________________________________


 


 


Lucy glanced
across the breakfast table at Dan, who wasn’t eating either. Like her, he was
hesitating to remove the protective mask. She stared out of the window,
transfixed. The sky rippled with mustard-yellow spores drifting in the wind. Lucy’s
larynx twitched in aversion. 


“We need to make this apartment
airtight,” declared Dan from behind his mask and goggles. “Otherwise we’ll
starve trying to avoid infection.”


She considered their building’s
composition: it was about thirty years old, so built to a pretty decent
standard. The balcony, on their one external wall, was covered in around half a
foot of fluffy seeds. Those could be swept off, she figured. It would be a
matter of sealing all the windows and doorways, and meticulously checking for
cracks in the floors or walls.


“We’ll need a vent, though, with
a filter, right?” She cast her eyes around the rest of the kitchen. “And we’d
need to block the sink – all the drains, really. Which means no more showers or
toilet flushes when the power’s on.”


Dan nodded, following her gaze. “We
can find workarounds. Wash up in a bucket and empty it on the street, stuff
like that.”


“You mean shit in a bucket, don’t
you?”


“Hey, I’m fully open to
alternatives, but yeah, it’s looking that way. Blocking the drains should be doable.
We’ve got some silicon sealant in that cupboard. Reckon that’d be enough to
hold the plugs in place?”


“Maybe. What about the overflow
holes? Could we get away with just taping over them?”


They set to work, starting with
the drains, sealing them up one by one – even sealing off the faucets too after
turning off their water supply entirely. It was all or nothing, she told
herself: either you eliminated every possible risk of airborne contamination –
including the small amount of air pumped through with every turn of a faucet –
or you threw it all away. One weakness in your whole plan, and that would be
the flaw that killed you. Besides, for the time being they still had Dan’s
largely untouched stockpile of water, which they’d been able to replenish during
sporadic bouts of power.


Once the faucets were sealed,
which didn’t take long, they commenced the larger operation of sealing off the
rest of the apartment. They began with the obvious suspects: windows, window
frames, and balcony doors, sealing them with a combination of heavy-duty duct
tape and dust sheets from their recent move. Within a couple of hours the
apartment resembled a crime scene. The plastic sheets covering the balcony doors
thrashed back and forth with each fluctuation of the wind outside, crackling
loudly. 


“Shit,” said Dan, placing his
hand to the side of the door. “You feel that?”


Lucy copied, and felt a light
breeze tickle her palm. She thumped the wall in frustration. “God dammit!”


It wasn’t airtight. They assessed
the situation, looking for their mistake.


“What if we sealed them from the
outside?” suggested Dan, pointing to the balcony doors. “We could climb out
through the kitchen window?”


“And let a bunch of those seed things
in while it’s open?” frowned Lucy. “No way. Besides, we’d have to step in them
too, and open the window again to get back in. Too much of a risk.” 


With no better alternatives
available, they added a second layer of shrink-wrapping to all of their windows
and doors, double-taping the seams this time.


By early afternoon they had double-sealed
off everything apart from the front door. And yet it was all moot if they
couldn’t address two remaining problems: the issue of creating a filtered air
vent, and creating an “airlock” so that they could enter and exit the apartment
without compromising it. They sat in silence for a minute, contemplating the
next step. Dan’s stomach groaned loudly; it had been sixteen hours since their
last meal.


“My work!” exclaimed Lucy, her
eyes all lit up. “How did I not think of it before?”


Dan looked nonplussed; the
connection to her advertising job clearly wasn’t jumping out at him.


“We were filming a commercial –
before the satellites failed,” she elaborated, “and the cast were in hazmat
suits. I think the suits are still at the office!”


 Dan’s eyes lit up. “Are you sure
they were real? They weren’t just props?”


“No, they’re real! We got them on
loan from a pesticide company. Come on!” she said, jumping up and pulling on
her jacket, swaying slightly with a head rush.


“How will we get there?” asked Dan,
getting to his feet a little more cautiously.


Lucy chucked him a cycle helmet.
“How do you think?” Her hidden smile pushed the mask upwards at the sides of
her face.


***


The two-mile
cycle to Lucy’s work was surreal. Visibility had improved since the morning, as
the number of seeds floating in the wind had eased. But the soft, sepia carpet
had become damp overnight, and slippery. Both Lucy and Dan nearly came off
their bikes as they initially underestimated the treachery of the surface. The
fluff was reducing to clumps, and the mustard shade turning translucent. 


In their haste, neither of them
had mentally prepared for the new rows of bodies they’d see lining each street
they passed. The buses were emptier, too, presumably a combination of people
staying home out of fear, or their occupants steadily dwindling in number as
the disease spread. The most disturbing sight, however, was the collapsed body
of a soldier; a crumpled heap of camouflage, his limbs twisted, wrists bent
over, fingers sticking out at jarring angles. His tortured face was mostly concealed
as it kissed the asphalt beneath his mask. Seeds had begun to land on his
uniform, making it hard to judge how long he’d been there.


Lucy swallowed grimly, suppressing
her vomit reflex, the acidic aftertaste lingering at the back of her mouth long
after they passed the soldier’s wilted body. That his uniform had meant nothing
to the disease, that the people here to protect them were themselves just as
vulnerable as she was … She shivered and pushed the pedals harder. Most
disturbing was that his body hadn’t been collected by his fellow soldiers. If
the military couldn’t survive this thing, then how were the two of them going
to make it?


They arrived at her workplace, an
otherwise deserted stretch of the city. With no residential population here, it
was one of the few streets not adorned with corpses. The large glass doors to
the lobby were locked shut, so Dan hurled a trash can at them several times. It
created an almighty racket. Lucy’s relief was immense when the glass finally gave
way on the fourth attempt, leaving them free to tiptoe through the shards and
inside. The intruder alarm stayed silent, neutered by the lack of electricity. Lucy
gave a guilty glance at the empty concierge desk, mentally apologizing to the
absent custodians for vandalizing their lobby. 


They brought the bikes just
inside the glass building and propped them up against the internal wall before
heading up the main stairs, soon reaching Lucy’s company’s offices on the third
floor. She instinctively tried her swipe card, which had no effect. Again, Dan
smashed the door into the office, this time using a nearby fire extinguisher
and succeeding in one deft blow. The glass crunched beneath their feet as they
crossed into the otherwise silent space. Her deserted open-plan office
stretched before them, filled with defunct Mac Pros, ergonomic desk chairs, and
un-watered pot plants.


“This way,” she said, leading
down the central avenue towards a partitioned section at the end. Something in the
periphery of her vision moved.


“What was that?” she said,
spinning around to face the staff lounge. 


“What was what?” said Dan,
looking from Lucy to the lounge. 


“I thought I saw … Nothing, it
was just a rat. I saw its tail disappearing. It’s fine, I’m not scared of them,
I just wasn’t expecting it. I guess it’s found the food in the staff kitchen. Come
on, this way,” she said, continuing forwards.


“Looks like you’ve got a leak in
the staff area – there’s water on the floor,” said Dan, catching up. “You
should get it checked out when this place reopens.”


The studio door opened without
resistance, revealing an array of green screens, soft boxes, and cameras
mounted on tripods, all entirely redundant without power.


“There they are!” exclaimed Lucy,
spotting the props rack to the side of the room where three yellow-and-white hazmat
suits hung in pristine condition. Their creased, shiny arms draped limply above
the face shields, gloves, and black wellie boots piled below. 


   She and Dan quickly crossed over
to the rack and immediately began kicking off their shoes.


“Wait,” said Dan, who was about
to plunge a leg into the suit he was holding, “do these go over our clothes or
are they instead of them?”


Lucy tried to recall how they’d
done everything in the advert. “I imagine they’ll get pretty hot – they’re
basically all plastic. So maybe just underwear and a T-shirt?”


“OK: minimal base layer,” agreed
Dan. He dropped the suit and began wrestling his jeans off. Lucy hesitated for
a moment, recalling the order of layers, then began doing the same. 


The suit shell was essentially a plasticized
onesie: a single garment from top to toe. Lucy pulled each leg on, then the arms,
wriggling the top half over her shoulders and into place before pulling the
front zipper up from her navel to her chin.


“Like this.” She reached across
and tucked Dan’s zip beneath the Velcro safety flap on the collar. “Grab a mask
and goggles,” she said, pointing him to the three piles on the floor.


“Haven’t they been used?” he
hesitated. 


“Only way before the outbreak. They’re
better quality than these, though, surely?” she said, tapping her existing
mask. “You ready?” She picked up two of the specialist breathing filters and handed
one to Dan.


“Ready,” he confirmed.


They ripped off their cheap face
masks and goggles, discarding them onto the floor by their shoes. Lucy wrestled
the new face mask over her nose and mouth. It was thicker, and marginally
harder to breathe through. The goggles, however, were a definite improvement;
broader than a snorkeling mask, they significantly improved her field of vision
compared to the narrow, misty swimming pair she’d set off with. 


“All good?” asked Dan, adjusting
his straps. 


“I think so,” said Lucy, still adapting
to the new breathing filter. “Hoods next,” she added, pulling hers on. The
elasticated lip kept the hood snug against her forehead and cheeks, fully
covering her hairline and ears.


She grabbed the long rubber
gloves and pulled a pair on while Dan fussed over his hood positioning. They
were as long as her forearm.


“You tape me in, then I’ll do
you,” she said, passing him some silver duct tape. 


He taped around both glove holes
– just below the elbow – so that each glove was properly sealed to her suit.
Lucy swiftly reciprocated, sealing Dan in.


They both affixed the
hard-plastic visors, which shielded their faces from ear to ear, extending from
forehead to below the chin. Lastly, they pulled on a pair of black wellies each,
taping them to their suit legs.


“How d’ya like my new threads?”
said Dan, strutting around her in a circle. 


Lucy laughed. “You look
ridiculous.”


“What? I look sick! I look like a
riot cop,” he added with a proud nod, still strutting.


“You look like a beekeeper,” she
retorted. “How’s your breathing?” she asked, noticing the slight mist her
breath generated against the inside of her visor. 


“Fine. Though these boots are a
little small. What d’you wanna do about our clothes?” he replied, pointing to
the discarded pile next to them. 


Approaching voices made them both
spin around. 


“People!” hissed Lucy, her heart rate
soaring.


The voices were close enough to
be in the open-plan office now.


“Quickly!” urged Lucy, heading
straight for the emergency exit on the far side of the studio. The voices got
closer still, with shouts of “Hello?” echoing through the hallway.


Lucy kicked the emergency exit
bar open. The door swung out onto the fire escape, hitting the railing behind with
a clang and bouncing back. Catching the rebound with her hand, she leapt out
onto the small platform, turning to check Dan was with her. 


“Dan, quick!” she cried as the
two figures burst into the studio. 


Limping towards them at speed was
her boss, Myles, with his petite blonde girlfriend glued to his elbow.


“Hey!” yelled Myles, leading the advance.
His voice was muffled by a face mask, but his eyes were daggers and his fists
were balled. “Stop right there! This is private prop–”


It wasn’t clear whether he’d recognized
them or not in the suits, but Lucy was willing to bet that at this stage it
wouldn’t make a difference – he needed the suits as much as they did.


“Go!” she cried, slamming the
fire door shut. Dan threw himself at the rusty fire-escape ladder and Lucy followed.
The cumbersome attire hampered their speed. Dan jumped the last few steps and
landed on the steel platform below with a clatter, prompting Lucy to copy. 


“Come on!” he shouted back,
already starting down the next level. Lucy kept as close as possible without
crushing his retreating hands underfoot. The studio fire exit crashed open
again with a clang. Lucy scrambled down the steps as fast as she could,
glancing up to see Myles stumbling out onto the platform above. He glared over
the edge at them, and for a split second she thought she saw recognition in his
eyes before he vanished. The clattering of rapid footsteps on the ladder above signaled
the hunt was on, as he began to chase after them.


Lucy looked back down and
concentrated on the descent; Dan had reached the last rungs of the bottom
ladder and it was a big drop now. He hit the solid ground below with a thud,
but managed to stay on both feet.


“Come on, Luce!” he yelled,
gesturing for her to jump.


She looked up and saw Myles’s
hand sweep over the side of the platform two levels up as he raced to the next
ladder. She cast her eyes downward again and jumped, Dan catching her as she
stumbled forward. He grabbed her hand and they ran towards the front of the
building.


“Look!” cried Lucy as they
rounded the corner. “That’s Myles’s car!” she said, pointing at the stationary
vehicle across the road. “It wasn’t there before!”


“How the hell is he still
driving?” cried Dan, gasping for breath as they charged back into the lobby. 


“No idea – watch the glass!” shouted
Lucy, as they darted over to their bikes and ripped them from the wall.


“Hey! Stop!” yelled a voice from
above them in the lobby. Jennifer was at the top of the staircase, clutching
the third hazmat suit. “I said stop!” she screamed, all timidity vanishing as
she hurried down the stairs towards them.


Dan hurled both bikes outside,
over the shards, and the pair scrambled after them.


“Let’s go!” he yelled, snatching
his bike from the ground and leaping onto it. Lucy didn’t need telling twice.
The pair took off fast, hurtling down the slippery sidewalk and onto the road.


Dan swerved to the side a little as
he looked over his shoulder.


“OK, this is bad!” he cried, as she
pulled level.


Lucy glanced backward; Myles had
made it down the fire escape and now he and Jennifer were converging on the car.


“This way!” yelled Dan, pulling
ahead again and swerving left. Myles’s revving engine projected his fury down
the street.


Dan hooked into a side street
that was too narrow for cars. Lucy followed him, barely avoiding skidding off
the bike as she took the corner at speed, pulling her front wheel up as they mounted
the sidewalk. Wheelspin echoed around the otherwise silent district as Myles
released his handbrake, hurtling down the slushy road towards them.


Lucy kept glancing backward as
they sped down the alleyway, her hot, rapid breathing fogging up the visor.
Myles’s car raced past the turning they’d taken and out of sight, audibly
skidding around the parallel block.


The light at the end of the alleyway
grew closer as the pair peddled desperately, racing to emerge before Myles
could cut them off.


A series of gunshots rang out
from ahead, followed by the screech of car brakes under immense strain. A
military truck sped past the backstreet opening, giving a fleeting glimpse of
three uniformed soldiers, the last of whom was mounting the gun turret. Dan
slammed on his brakes, Lucy did the same, and they came to a stop just yards
from the opening. Not daring even to peer out of the alley, Lucy looked at Dan
and suddenly realized how conspicuous their outfits were. 


“Myles could be telling the
patrol we stole the suits!” she gasped.


“We’ve gotta turn back!” said
Dan, struggling to regulate his volume in the panic.


Lucy spun her bike around, setting
off the way they’d come, her legs screaming from oxygen debt. She pushed on,
forcing the cranks around until she reached the original entrance to the passage
again. Stopping, she peered out cautiously onto the street ahead: it was deserted.



“You lead,” gasped Dan. “You know
this area best.”


***


More than
an hour passed as they weaved through a patchwork of slippery, undulating backstreets,
avoiding the main roads.


“Dan,” said Lucy, halting atop a
hilly road overlooking the water. “Look – the beach.”


Covering the sand were piles of dead,
washed-up marine life, all coated in glistening yellow liquid. The yellow
waters were themselves now textured by a layer of fluffy golden seeds growing
on top. The seeds drifted inland in their thousands as the wind scooped up the
never-ending supply and spread it across the city.


“You hear that?” said Lucy, as a
chopping sound approached.


A helicopter came into view. It
was flying slowly, and trailing a rigid cable a few meters above the water
surface.


“What is that?” she asked,
squinting.


“It looks like they’re dropping
something onto the water – maybe a pesticide or something?” said Dan, peering
out with his hand raised to his brow.


The helicopter began a vertical climb
of several hundred feet, and retracted the cable. A bright light appeared on
the open side of the helicopter as a flare was tossed downward, tumbling
through the air.


The second it hit the water surface,
the entire seafront erupted in flame. The helicopter took off out of sight as
Lucy and Dan stared on in amazement. The flames, meters tall, engulfed the
oily-yellow scum, cloaking the coastline in fire and thick black smoke. 


“You reckon that’s gonna work?” asked
Lucy, as her eyes glazed over, mesmerized by the lapping flames. 


“I reckon it’s gonna wipe out the
pier,” said Dan, turning his bike around and pushing off.


***


As they
continued their improvised route home, it became clear that the seafront wasn’t
the only place fire was being tactically deployed. Lucy and Dan watched as the
military used a flamethrower to burn seeds that had been piled up in the middle
of a residential street. A fire truck stood on duty, ready to intervene, while
the surviving residents watched on fearfully from their doorsteps, many with
wrapped bodies at their feet.


The hazmat suits made for sweaty
work. Lucy and Dan’s rate of pedaling had dropped significantly now that they
were clear of Myles. Lucy was keen to keep her breathing rate low whenever
possible, to avoid exacerbating the mask’s resistance. 


As they locked their bikes up at
the side of their building later that afternoon, Lucy’s eye was drawn to the paving.
“What the … Dan, is this stuff growing?”


“Don’t get too close!” he warned,
as Lucy knelt down to investigate.


Protruding through the mustard-colored
layer of spores was a sapling. It was wet, and its green-yellow leaves were covered
in beads of moisture. 


“That makes no sense,” said Lucy,
standing back up. “It’s gotta be nearly five o’clock, and this area’s been in
the sun for the whole afternoon. Yet the ground’s still wet, and this plant’s
wet. No,” she corrected, quickly, “the ground’s dry. It’s the seeds that
are wet.”


“Maybe they retain moisture?”
suggested Dan, who had remained standing up. “A lot of plants do.”


“Not on the outside they don’t,”
she countered. “Not in direct sunlight, and to this extent.”


“Maybe it’s not water, then?”
considered Dan. “It could be something else – something that doesn’t evaporate
as easily?”


Voices sounded nearby. Dan
immediately pressed himself flush against the wall and Lucy copied. Two neighbors
from their building were carrying out a body. From the age gap they looked to
be father and son, although the face masks made the relationship harder to
judge. Neither man paid her or Dan the slightest bit of attention, too
preoccupied as they were with the disposal of what was presumably a family
member. The younger man, who looked around thirty, put a hand on the other
man’s shoulder, as the latter visibly shook with grief, surveying the body he’d
laid out. The pair stood like that for a long minute before the son delicately led
the father back into the building.


Dan held them in position for a
further minute. Before they entered their building, they painstakingly wiped the
soles of their hazmat suits onto the slimy entrance mat.


“We’re gonna need to think of an
alternative to this,” noted Dan, looking at the sodden mat.


They repeated the immaculate
wiping routine again on the eighth floor, checking each other’s soles for seeds
at least three times before they felt safe entering their home.  


When they finally got into their
apartment, the last of Lucy’s adrenaline wore off. She slumped, sliding her
back down the wooden door until she sat, legs splayed out on the floor before
her. Her head pounded with thirst and hunger. Dan similarly succumbed to
exhaustion and slumped adjacent to her. 


“We can’t do it like this,”
mumbled Lucy. “We need to drink. And eat. There’s no point having these suits
if we starve inside them. I think we need to risk taking them off for both.”  


“What we need,” considered Dan,
dozily, “is a canary.”


“What?”


“Like miners used to have. They’d
have a canary in the mine, which would die when the gas levels got dangerous.
We need something like that in here. A pet – something that we can use to gauge
if the air’s safe to breathe or not. The disease kills everything, right? So if
we’ve got, like, a budgie in here, and it’s alive, then we can assume the air’s
safe.”


“What if we take our suits off then
the budgie dies?” countered Lucy. “Then it’s too late to save ourselves.”


“So we wait. Three hours – that’s
what the radio said.”


“They said twenty-four,”
corrected Lucy.


“Yeah, but three if it’s going to
kill you. If we’ve got a canary and it’s still alive three hours after we get
back, then we’d know the air’s safe, right?”


“What if our canary just so
happens to have a natural resistance that we don’t?” frowned Lucy.


“Then we’re screwed,” conceded
Dan. “But we’re also screwed if we don’t drink or eat. So on balance –”


“It’s worth the risk,” completed
Lucy. She nodded, looking around their partially sealed apartment. It made sense;
without a vent and an airlock, they needed some other indication of the air’s
viability.


“Where are we going to get a
canary from?” she asked, dreading the answer as she pictured them trying to
break into a pet shop of different starving animals.


“The Spanish woman from
downstairs,” said Dan, renewed purpose in his voice. “I bet you she had a pet –
a cat, or something.”


“But she had the disease.”


“She might have caught it when
she was out. She had her key in her hand, right? So she was returning to the
apartment, not leaving it. Maybe she’s got a pet in there that’s still alive?”


It was worth a try, for sure. Lucy
hauled her fatigued body up from the ground as Dan marched off into the bedroom
determinedly, returning with two flashlights. 


Lucy retrieved the Spanish lady’s
bleached key from the sideboard where they’d left it the night before and
steeled herself. “OK. Let’s do it.”


***


The door
opened with a click. She checked Dan was still close by her shoulder then
gently pushed it open. “Hello?” she called out, hoping desperately there’d be
no reply. Lucy took a few steps into the deserted apartment, and as she did so began
to notice details of the dead woman’s life. 


The windows were covered by thin
white embroidered curtains – the sort of ornate patterns that were all the rage
a century ago. Hanging on the walls were a number of religious artefacts: crucifixes,
pictures of the Virgin Mary, and figurines of assorted saints. In the corner,
next to the TV, was a small prayer stool with a gospel resting on the shelf. Manuela
had clearly been a devout woman.


On the kitchen worktop were two
packets of medication.


“Take two tablets daily, orally,
with water,” said Lucy, reading one of the labels aloud.


“Are you paying attention?”
snapped Dan. “We’re on a mission here.”


She mentally swore at him, but
didn’t pick a fight, knowing that he had a point. She placed the tablets back
down and explored the apartment further. The woman’s bedroom was almost
completely pitch black; the curtains were fully drawn and the lights were out. Standing
on the threshold and peering in, Lucy cast her flashlight around the room.


She jumped and backed up a few
paces as a scuffling noise from the dark corner startled her.


“Bullseye!” cheered Dan, appearing
by her side and shining his light onto the terrified-looking hamster. “I knew she’d
have a pet,” he chimed triumphantly, walking towards the cage and swearing
loudly as he marched his shin into the side of the bed.


“I’ll get it, you point the lights,”
said Lucy, handing him her flashlight and taking over as Dan nursed his shin.


Lucy moved the hamster cage into the
middle of the main room and they hunted for the woman’s stash of pet food; the pathetic
ball of fur looked as hungry as they were, and they needed it to not die. 


“What kind of a grown woman keeps
a pet hamster, anyway?” asked Dan, as they rifled through Manuela’s cupboards.
“I take it back,” he said immediately. “She’s got Twinkie bars. She’s a saint.
Rest in peace Manuela, bringer of Twinkies.”


“Knock it off, Dan,” grumbled
Lucy. “You should respect the dead – especially in their own home. Now
let’s go,” she said, standing up with the cage in one hand and an armful of pet
food in the other. “We can always come back if we need more.”


“Fine,” said Dan, stuffing Twinkie
bars into a box of cereal he’d also decided to appropriate. “Make sure we stick
it by the front door, yeah? We wanna be able to see him when we get in. Oh, and
shotgun choosing the name. I name you –” He paused, while Lucy walked towards
the door with scathing indifference. “– Madonna, the Virgin Hamster.
Presumably, I don’t know. Maybe this guy got laid a lot in high school. Or
girl. I really don’t know much about hamsters.”


Lucy pressed on without
responding, carrying Madonna the Virgin Hamster up the stairs, with Twinkie
cereal boy in tow. She stepped back and let Dan open the door. “Welcome to your
new home, Madonna,” she said, crossing the threshold. “Please don’t be
infected.”











SEVEN

Canaries


________________________________________


 


 


The
end-of-curfew siren woke Lucy with a jolt. Unlike the three blasts used to
begin the curfew at night, the morning signal was just one blast of around eight
seconds. It was an appalling way to wake up.


Dan, however, didn’t stir, the
lucky bastard. Lucy instinctively went to rub her eyes, banging her
glove-covered hands straight into her visor. She groaned, flopping back down
onto the mattress where she lay, listening to the crinkling of her suit. An amplified
army announcement from the street interrupted her wallowing.


She turned towards the source of
the sound, her hazmat suit creaking and crumpling as it twisted beneath her. The
truck slowly rumbled by, repeating the same message that KGO 810 had broadcast
two nights previously: “All able-bodied citizens: report to City Hall for
immediate reassignment. Rations will no longer be delivered. You must collect
them in person. Report to City Hall.”


Her eyes fell upon a picture on
her bedside table – a framed portrait she’d sketched of the two of them,
illuminated as it was by the morning light. She turned again and looked at her
sleeping partner now, noting their matching plastic pajamas. Perhaps she should
do them a fresh portrait. 


She gave Dan a nudge, then a
slightly less tender one which actually woke him up. “We need to go.”


Madonna was still alive when they
awoke, so once again they took the calculated risk to remove their hazmat suits.
Seizing the precious window of safety, they hastily ate, cleaned themselves
using wet wipes, and defecated, before putting the suits straight back on. The
suits were off and on again within twelve minutes (Dan timed them using the
wall clock). The volume of food they had to gobble down left them both feeling physically
ill afterwards, but it was necessary given that they didn’t know when, or where,
it would next be safe to eat.


Once again they called on Manuela’s
apartment for help. They needed to be out of the suits to be able to take a
shit, which meant the hamster-certified air of their apartment was the only
safe place to risk doing it. But they’d sealed up all the utilities, and an
ever-mounting pile of sewage in the apartment’s stagnant toilet didn’t seem
like a desirable plan. The inglorious resolution they settled on involved Dan’s
bucket, a makeshift lid, and a shameful hurried journey downstairs wearing the
hazmat suits to Manuela’s apartment, where they emptied the bucket into her disused
toilet.


“We need to remember to flush
that toilet when the power comes on next,” noted Dan, returning the bucket to
their apartment before the pair of them set off out.


With calories at a premium now,
they decided they should get the bus to City Hall. But thirty minutes elapsed
and no bus came. Lucy had never felt so grateful for bus-shelter seats. The
number of people waiting grew from three to twenty. Each new arrival eyed her
and Dan up with deep suspicion, glaring at the fully suited couple from beneath
their simple face masks and giving them a wide berth.


 “Where’d you get those suits?” challenged
a new arrival, staggering over to them. He was in his forties, unshaven, and
drinking openly from a bottle of Scotch.


Lucy looked away, blushing. 


“Hey! I’m talking to you!” he
said, getting closer still. She felt the eyes of all twenty other commuters
staring at her. 


“Sir, you should be wearing a
mask,” replied Dan. 


“Masks are for pussies,” laughed
the man, taking a swig from his bottle. “And those fucking things,” he continued,
gesturing to their hazmat suits with derision, “are for faggots.”


Lucy looked at Dan, nervously, as
the drunkard opened his arms wide, inviting retaliation. 


Dan simply stared at him,
blinking freely, not giving anything away.


“Yeah? What you gonna do about it?”
said the man, swaying. “What you gonna do, Mr. Suit Man?”


Dan continued to look at the man,
calmly. 


“Fucking whatever,” spluttered
the drunkard, dropping his hands back to his sides in disappointment. “Fucking
suit people,” he mumbled, swearing at them and everyone else at the bus stop
for good measure before staggering away, muttering to himself. 


Lucy exhaled heavily and looked
to Dan, whose expression had hardened. 


“You OK?” she asked.


“Fine,” replied Dan, clenching
and unclenching his fist. “He was just a bum. Not worth engaging with. Wouldn’t
have done us much good if I’d laid him out on the sidewalk. He’s probably gonna
be dead soon enough anyway, wandering around like that without a mask.”


“Unless he’s naturally
resistant,” noted Lucy, “in which case god help us if we’ve got to rebuild
mankind off of his shoulders.”


 A police patrol slowed as it
drew parallel with the bus stop. “This route is out of use, people,” said the officer,
speaking through the bullhorn. “There’s still a bus route working over on Masonic
Avenue, it’ll get you to City Hall,” she said, surveying the crowd.


Lucy shuffled her feet beneath
the seat. It felt like the cop was staring at her and Dan. Did she know they
were behind the office break-in yesterday? How would they possibly explain the
stolen hazmat suits? What was their cover story?


The officer pulled away without
further comment, and the tension gripping Lucy’s chest eased. She and Dan
joined the trail of people now steadily making their way to Masonic Avenue.


The number of seeds drifting in
the air had reduced again. Occasional yellow specks danced in the breeze, but
it was a far cry from the blizzard they’d experienced before.


The number of bodies, however, continued
to grow. Dozens more victims lined the sidewalk, their corpses pressing into
the translucent layer of gloop that was replacing the fluffy mustard-yellow
spores.


The bus-seekers quickly defaulted
to walking on the road, to avoid passing the bodies littering the sidewalk.
Lucy held back deliberately so that she and Dan could walk behind the crowd. She
hadn’t anticipated how alienating their protective layer would be.


The wet spores made a loud
patting sound underfoot, like walking through a shallow puddle. 


While the streets avoided the
problem of human bodies, they were dotted with the carcasses of small animals –
mainly cats and rodents – which were seemingly being marinated in the slush.


The people ahead slowed to a stop
as they reached a corner, which they began to bunch around. The sound of
barking carried over, prompting Lucy and Dan to move to the edge of the group,
where they could peer around the corner to see what was happening.


A dog stood in the middle of the
street ahead, barking incessantly, and scarpering from one side to the other. Occasionally
it stopped and pawed furiously at its head, then barked at the ground before
jumping away and circling back on itself, or weaving across to another patch.


“It looks rabid,” said Lucy. “We
need to keep the hell away from it.”


“I think these guys might be able
to help,” said Dan, spotting a military patrol advancing down the street. 


The dog turned towards the engine
noise and increased its incessant barking, interspersing it with deep growls. 


The patrol slowed until it was a
few yards from the feral animal, then turned side-on. The passenger soldier
drew his handgun and took aim at the growling dog, firing two shots directly
into its body.


The dog crumpled with a yelp and
lay twitching on the ground. The patrol drove on immediately.


Nervously, the group edged
forwards, the other civilians talking among themselves as they pressed on, giving
the dead animal a wide berth. 


“Luce, what are you doing?” asked
Dan, as she broke away from the group and knelt down close to the motionless
dog. There were clumps of fur missing from its grimy, matted coat. 


“I don’t recognize this breed,”
she said, standing up and circling it slowly. “There’s something different
about it.”


“Yeah, it was foaming at the
mouth and ready to rip our legs off,” said Dan, impatiently. “We need to get a
move on, Luce. I don’t wanna miss the only bus to City Hall and end up waking
all the way there.”


He began setting off after the
other walkers. 


“It won’t be the only
bus,” she said, catching up.  


SPLAT. 


“Fuck!” cried Dan, jumping to the
side in disgust.


“Wow,” said Lucy, looking up to
see if more were coming. Blue skies; nothing overhead but the occasional cloud
and some lilting seeds. “That’s certainly a first,” she said, turning her
attention back downward to the smashed-up bird by Dan’s feet. Its glistening
white feathers were ruffled, sticking out at odd angles in line with the
splayed posture. Its black eye stared straight up at the sky. Lucy crouched
down and looked closely at the unfortunate creature. Large droplets of moisture
clung to its entire body.


“Luce, the bus!” said Dan,
pointing to the crowd of people who had begun to jog towards something around
the next corner. Abandoning the bird, the pair of them ran after the group.


They caught up just in time, as
the last person was boarding. It was standing room only for the entire twenty-minute
journey. Lucy’s ears pricked at the slightest throat-clearing, turning each
instance into the thundering death coughs of her deceased neighbor. She stared
at the other passengers through her hazmat suit. They looked so vulnerable in
their jeans and hoodies. Were those face masks really going to keep them all
alive? She felt like an observer in a laboratory, watching the busload of test
subjects from behind a safety screen. A nearby passenger sneezed twice, making
Lucy shudder.


Such a high concentration of
people flew in the face of basic disease control. But with no cars running, it
was the only way to get people to City Hall, and they needed workers to get
power back online. Without power, there was no hope of modern medicine or
sanitation being restored, and those things were key to the survival of the
population in the face of this new disease. Or at least, that’s what Lucy
assumed was behind City Hall’s logic. 


The bus pulled into the City Hall
complex where tens of thousands of people stood outside in long, snaking numbered
lines. Each line filtered through to a different part of the building’s
complex, and out of sight, so Lucy had no way of telling how long each one
really was. But if the people outside were anything to go by, there could
easily be a hundred thousand civilians gathered in total, if not more.


There was a heavy military
presence; troops patrolled the lines, swiftly quelling any dissenters and
dumping troublemakers to the back of the lines. Other soldiers patrolled the
top of the City Hall building, scrutinizing the crowds.


Before anyone could exit the bus,
a sergeant stepped aboard, holding a megaphone up to his mask.


“Listen up. There are five lines
outside. You will go and stand in the line that best fits your skill set. At
the end of that line you will be assigned your new place of work. At the end of
your shift you will be entitled to collect your rations.”


“Wait, so they’re only giving out
regular rations in exchange for work now?” said Lucy. But before Dan could
reply, the sergeant continued. 


“There are a lot of people
here, so be prepared to queue for some time. Now I will only say this once, so
pay attention. Line one is for military, line two is for medics, line three is
for engineers, line four is agriculture, and line five is anyone else.”


With that, he disappeared off the
bus and into the crowd.


The passengers spilled out onto
the forecourt and began trickling into different lines. 


“Where should we go?” asked Lucy,
as people jostled them off the bus. “You’re obviously in the military line.”


“And you’re obviously agriculture,”
said Dan.


“Right,” said Lucy, “but I don’t
want us to be separated again.”


“Me neither,” agreed Dan, casting
his eyes around. “We’ll have to lie. Just say we’ve got no relevant skills. We’ll
go line five. I’m not leaving you this time.”


She took his gloved hand in hers
and they made their way over to the back of the colossal line, as dozens more
people joined with them. Five was predictably the most heavily subscribed queue,
with the longest wait time. Tens of thousands of people stood before them,
soldiers patrolling as scores of new arrivals flooded in by the busload. A few
people who appeared to show symptoms were swiftly removed from the line and
taken out of sight. 


It was almost four hours before Dan
and Lucy’s turn came. Only once they’d finally made it inside the City Hall
building could Lucy see how the line ended. A large function room contained
twenty desks where individuals were processed. At each desk sat a military
officer and a clerk, both of whom, to Dan and Lucy’s surprise, wore hazmat
suits.


“Stall E!” barked the flustered
soldier overseeing line five’s flow, pointing Lucy and Dan to a vacant stall.


The officer behind the desk of
stall E was a diminutive, bespectacled man, with a crown of grey hair resting on
his scalp, and an expression of extreme stress on his face, all just about visible
from behind his plastic visor. His expression appeared to ease a little when Lucy
and Dan arrived, seemingly recognizing kindred hazmat spirits, or at least
people less likely to infect him than the others waiting. Not that it made his
tone any less severe.


“You afraid of heights?” he
enquired, looking at Dan first.


“Not especially,” replied Dan.


“Good. You’re assigned to pylons.
Take this form and see that guy over there,” he said, gesturing minimally to a
secondary booth ahead. 


“We’re sticking together,” said
Dan, gesturing to Lucy.


“Then why the hell didn’t you say
so in the first place? God dammit!” whined the officer, snatching the form back
from Dan’s hand. “Both of you, head over there,” he said, scribbling something
on two forms and pointing to a stall labelled Assignment. “Next!” he
bellowed, as his guard assistant shoved the two of them along. The guard’s gun and
hazmat combination made him look like a low-budget film extra.


They got to the next stall and
handed the papers over. This officer only had a mask on, but seemed much better
disposed than his colleague. “Looks like you guys have hit the big time,” he
said, deadpan. “Garbage duty. Grab your ration bags now and report to the East
section. Find a truck and hop aboard. Got it?”


They headed sideways to the
ration line where they were issued with their rations. One of the perks of garbage
duty, it turned out, was that they got their rations upfront – but only because
they wouldn’t be finishing their daily shifts at the City Hall like the other workers.
 


After once again refusing to be
separated, Lucy and Dan both got assigned to the same truck where they were
dispatched on their first shift immediately – at one p.m., according to the
on-board clock.


As they rode up front in the
garbage truck, the scale of the devastation became clear; street after street was
awash with bodies. Only then did it dawn on Lucy: it was their job to collect
them.


***


By the
end of the day they had almost become completely anaesthetized to the
expressions of pain and anguish on the bodies they swung into the back of the truck.
Early on they’d been forced to abandon attempts to handle the bodies with care;
the scale and difficulty of the task demanded pragmatism alone.


Neither she nor Dan spoke much
all day, numbed by the grim repetition. Their driver didn’t utter a word during
the entire shift either, making no attempt to invest in his new colleagues.


Within a single afternoon they
had collected hundreds of bodies, but covered less than two square miles of the
city. Adults, children, animals; everything went in the truck to be incinerated
the same evening.


Lucy, confronted by the faces of
young children, sometimes still in the arms of their dead parents, nearly threw
up on several occasions. The closed, unblemished storefronts of Starbucks and Urban
Outfitters looked like museum pieces frozen in time, framed in the eerie cold
light of the dust cloud. Silently, achingly, Lucy and Dan systematically
removed all trace of the dystopian scene that had unfolded around them.


But nothing could have prepared
Lucy for when they found Cassie. Her body was like all the others, paralyzed in
a state of writhing agony, her face distorted by the pain that dominated every
muscle upon it, her eyes pallid and sorrowful, the burst capillaries now faded.
She must’ve died a day or two ago. What hurt the most was that no one had covered
her body. Had she died alone? Or had the people she’d been with died too? Maybe
they’d already put their bodies in the truck.


Lucy didn’t cry, she just stood,
in shock, and stared at her best friend’s lifeless body where it lay, abandoned
in the street, terminated by whatever it was that was decimating mankind. She had
deserved more than this. 


“Come on,” said Dan gently,
moving to stand over Cassie’s shoulders, the heavier part of the body. “We’ll
do it together,” he said, somehow managing to sound compassionate in the face
of what they were about to do. They’d quickly learned with all the other bodies
– apart from the smaller pets and the babies, which could be done with a single
arm – that it required two people; one on each end, to swing the body backward
then release, to propel it forward over the lip of the truck and into the
growing pile inside. Occasionally this was followed by the sickening crunching
of bones as the machine necessarily compacted its load, to make space for the
next batch. But Cassie landed quietly, and out of sight.


***


They were
given a light chlorine rinse in their suits back at the depot before being
dismissed for the day. It turned out City Hall didn’t want its new undertakers
to die on the job.


When they got home, Madonna greeted
them with small squeaks for food, shielded from the horrors that lay outside her
caged sanctuary. Neither knew what to say, both completely hollowed out by the
ordeal. Dan switched on his phone and set a timer for three hours, during which
they both collapsed onto the bed and slept in their suits.


The alarm woke Lucy, and she woke
Dan. Knowing the air was safe, they silently undressed and washed themselves
down with wipes before putting on regular clothes. To Lucy it felt like
cheating. Make-believe.


The fact of the day stood as a
wall between the two of them. They remained physically exhausted, and neither
had the stomach for food, but they force-fed themselves. Lucy knew their
ongoing survival depended on them replenishing calories when they were available.
The new ration bag sat open on the kitchen table and she stared at it, bitterly
resenting how it had come to be in their possession.


“We’re keeping other people
alive,” said Dan, breaking the silence. “By doing this, I mean.” He nodded to
himself several times, as if repeating the sentiment internally like a mantra.
But his eyes fell downward and his head soon came to a stop. 


Lucy stretched out her arms,
clenching her jaw and gripping either side of the table as if it were spinning out
of control.


Dan got up, moving over and carefully
taking her in his arms. “I’m so sorry about Cassie,” he said, quietly. Lucy
nodded, staring at the table, her eyes unfocused.


His skin warmed hers. It was the
first time they’d had proper contact in days. He anchored her, arms wrapped
around her chest, face nestled into her shoulder, his breathing making a small
patch of the back of her top warm and damp. All of these senses she registered
as comforting and yet she felt nothing. Cassie was gone.


   A knock at the door broke the long
embrace; they both jumped, startled, exchanging worried looks as they returned
to the real world. Dan reached for a baseball bat and slowly made his way to
the door, while Lucy kept her distance in case he needed to take a swing with
it.


“Wait!” cried Lucy as Dan reached
for the lock. “Here!”


She handed him his face mask, and
pulled her own over her mouth.


He peered through the marble then
turned to her and nodded before opening first the chain lock and then the main
lock, swinging the front door open to reveal a soldier.


“Daniel Jeffries?” enquired the private
through his protective mask.


“Yes?” replied Dan, nervously.


“This is for you,” announced the
soldier, producing an envelope and handing it to Dan before turning on his heels
and retreating down the stairs.


Dan closed the door and relocked
it. He turned the item in his hands as he re-joined Lucy at the table.


“What is it?” asked Lucy, noting
the concern on his face.


“I don’t know. Must be something
to do with Dad,” he said, tapping the government emblem. He tore the envelope
open and laid the letter out on the table.


URGENT AND CONFIDENTIAL read the subject line. Below that, a subtitle read: Reference: Adrian
Jeffries, White House 

Chief of Staff.


The letter had taken several days
to reach them, going by the date printed across it, and the body copy had
clearly been sent out to multiple people – it wasn’t a personalized message. Dan
began to read, a small gap opening between his pursed lips as he continued,
immediately lifting the letter back up off the table and bringing it closer to
his eyes as they tracked rapidly from side to side. Lucy came around to his
side so she could better read over his shoulder. 


Dear Daniel,


You and your partner have been
identified as persons of national importance, and vital to the reconstruction
of America in the wake of the ongoing natural disaster. You and your partner
have been designated a place on the evacuation train that will be departing
from San Francisco to Washington DC in the next seven days. We have evidence to
suggest that the airborne pathogen will begin to die out in a matter of days. Once
that has been confirmed, the evacuation signal will sound across your city’s
curfew siren. It will sound five consecutive times instead of three. This will
happen once only. Only designated evacuees such as yourselves will know what it
means. When you hear this, you must immediately proceed to your mustering point,
which is: Ashurst High School.


Bring no more than one
suitcase or equivalent each, and rations for the four-day journey. You must be
ready to evacuate at any time from this moment onwards. 


Once in DC you will be
transferred to the White House, where you will help coordinate our national
response to the crisis. Should you fail to arrive for departure within three
hours of the signal, you will be assumed dead, and the train will depart
without you. You must bring ID and this letter to your mustering point. Do not
tell anyone where you are going. Uninvited persons attending mustering stations
may be shot.


Sincerely, 


Alison Walcock, acting
Secretary of State.


Beneath the typed message was a
short handwritten note:


My son, I hope you’re alive.
I’ll wait for you both in DC. Be on the train, worse is coming. Your sister is
dead. So sorry to tell you like this. I love you. Dad.


Dan dropped the note and slumped
against the wall, the letter falling from his hands onto the floor.


“Oh my god, Dan,” said Lucy, rushing
to her broken partner, drawing him up in her arms and pressing his head into
her body as tightly as she could. Dan said nothing and just sat, his arms
hanging by his sides, the words knocked from his body.


She held him for a long time,
then slowly led him to bed, where she eased him into his face mask and goggles,
and lay him down to sleep. Comatose from grief and shock, he didn’t utter a
word the whole time, but allowed himself to be moved.


Lucy held him and stroked his
hair until he fell asleep, or at least closed his eyes to be alone. Drying her
own eyes, she quietly began to pack their bags for the evacuation.


***


Lucy
awoke with a start as the regular end-of-curfew siren sounded. She sat bolt
upright and listened for more pulses but none came. Five iterations were what
they were waiting for; they’d only have minutes to react and get moving. But as
the silence stretched out, her heart rate normalized again. It was a useful
realization, though – what would they do if the signal came while they were at
work? The only option, if they were truly to be ready at any time, was to keep
their luggage with them wherever they went now.


The image of Cassie’s twisted
body flashed vividly across Lucy’s mind. She shut her eyes and shook her head
in denial, reopening them to find her vision blurred behind a sheen of tears. 


She walked over to the hamster
cage. Carefully, she opened the ceiling gate and lifted the quivering Madonna
out. The creature’s racing heartbeat vibrated through her hand. She stroked its
soft fur, marveling at the simplicity of Madonna’s world while tears streamed
down her face. She could crush that innocent, beautiful thing in an instant,
she thought.


Dan stirred from within the
bedroom. Lucy lowered Madonna back into her cage, refastened the ceiling gate,
and drained the tears from her goggles before he emerged.


Dan said few words over
breakfast, visibly still reeling from the loss of his sister. He nearly left
the house without putting his hazmat suit on, such was his preoccupation.


As they descended the stairs,
clad in semi-breathable plastic and weighed down by huge hiking backpacks, Dan
stopped at the fourth floor. 


“Does this look right to you?” he
asked, quietly, as Lucy pulled level. 


The door to apartment 403 stood wide
open, and a flickering light reflected off the walls.


“Who even lives here?” replied
Lucy, peering around. 


“We should check it out,” said
Dan, as Lucy knew he would. “That flickering looks like a candle. I don’t want
our whole building going up in flames if it’s unattended.”


He knocked and called out but no one
answered. Cautiously, they entered the darkened homestead.


It was different in layout to
theirs: smaller, with an open-plan kitchen-living area that defined the space.
The blinds were drawn, blocking the outside world. The flickering light drew
Lucy’s eye to an interior door on the left, which also stood ajar. She beckoned
to Dan, and the two of them moved closer.


“Hello?” she called out, hoping
for a reply.


Dan reached out and grabbed Lucy’s
arm, stopping her in her tracks. He stepped forwards so that she was behind
him, shielded. Leading the way, he delicately nudged the door open. It swung
back without resistance. They edged forwards into the threshold.


On the far side of the room stood
a single candle nestled within a large glass vase. It was almost burned out
entirely. The candle gave a soft warmth to the well-furnished room, its irregular
light quietly lapping at the two motionless bodies on the bed. 


 The elderly couple lay entwined
in each other’s arms. Adjacent to them, on the bedside table, stood an empty
bottle of sleeping pills. The pair might have looked peaceful were it not for their
torn flesh. Lucy recognized the incisions; she was no stranger to the work of
rats.


Dan took off his backpack and
leaned it against the wall. Throwing open the bedroom window, he peered down
onto the street below. 


“Let’s get this done,” he said, signaling
to Lucy to grab the dead man’s legs. “What? They’re going in a garbage truck
later, anyway.”


“Who lit the candle?” asked Lucy,
stalling. “It can’t have burned all this time; they must have died days ago.
You think someone’s already found them?”


“Yeah, probably, and because they
lit a candle instead of getting rid of the bodies, we’ve got to do it – before
the whole building becomes a magnet for other problems. Now come on.” 


He stuck a hand under each of the
old man’s armpits, raising the torso off the mattress. Lucy winced as a loose
flap of skin fell forward and dangled from the elderly face, revealing the
muscle, bone, and tendons beneath. The hazmat suit sanitized the air but couldn’t
stop her brain from replicating the smell of rotting flesh. The sickening smell
cloyed at her palate.


She took hold of the old man’s legs,
the wrinkles and elasticity of his skin detectable even through her thick suit
gloves. Together they heaved his body to the window, balancing him on the sill
before tipping him off. He fell quickly and landed on the street below with a
thud, spraying the pavement with congealed blood. His wife followed. 


“Fine,” said Dan, dispassionately,
as they exited the old couple’s flat and closed the door behind them. “Time for
work.”


***


When they
returned home that evening, Madonna was dead.


The caged hamster lay on its
back, limbs contorted, its neck outstretched to the right as if trying to
escape the rest of its diseased body. They stood in the hallway of their
apartment, backpacks pressing the plastic hazmat suits into their sweaty backs,
staring at the dead rodent. The disease had reached their home.


Stepping back out into the
stairwell, Lucy closed the apartment door. She and Dan considered their next
move. Staying in their infected apartment – in their hazmat suits – posed an
unnecessary risk. On the balance of probabilities it made more sense to try
somewhere else which may, on the off chance, be sanitary.


After some deliberation they
identified only two practical options: 403 – the old couple’s apartment, where the
occupants had died from sleeping pills – or Manuela’s place, where they’d found
Madonna alive and well. The reality was that both environments had since been
compromised by airflow, but Lucy and Dan were in agreement: moving presented
the least threat.


They decided in favor of Manuela’s
apartment and put phase one into action. Lucy retrieved the key from their sideboard
while Dan disposed of the hamster. He tore off the useless plastic seal they’d
constructed around the kitchen window and slung Madonna’s body out into the
toxic night air, cursing as he slammed the window shut again. Next to him, Lucy
tugged the plastic off the balcony doors and looked out into the twilight. The
seeds had disappeared from the wind, and their slushy remains had largely
drained away from the sidewalks and roads. But still the disease lingered.


They retreated downstairs to Manuela’s
empty apartment. As Lucy clicked the lock open, she ducked as a startled pigeon
flew wildly around the room, flapping frantically until it flew straight into
the window and stunned itself.


“Grab the hamster cage!” yelled Lucy
as she pounced on the bird, tenderly picking it up, securing it between her
gloves. 


Dan disappeared from the room, returning
a minute later with the empty cage. He lifted the metal mesh up and Lucy placed
the dozy bird inside, Dan quickly locking the frame again before it could escape.


“Looks like we’ve found our new
canary,” said Lucy, watching as the drowsy bird began dragging itself into an
upright position.


“Technically it’s a pigeon,”
replied Dan, grinning. “No wonder you dropped out of veterinary college.”


Lucy gave him a spectacularly
sarcastic smile through her mask and led the way back to their apartment,
carrying their new ward.


***


The power
hadn’t come on in several days, and from their day job she and Dan knew why:
the workforce was dying out quicker than it could be replaced. “System
knowledge is dying with them,” Dan surmised that night in bed. “We’re going to
have to start thinking longer term.”


The death of Elvis the pigeon further
complicated matters. Elvis succumbed after just two nights, his crumpled form signaling
the danger within Manuela’s apartment. His demise renewed their conviction that
sleeping in the hazmat suits was critical, while forcing them to move to
apartment 403.


“This is keeping us alive,” Lucy reassured
herself the morning after Elvis’s passing, as she carried a bucket of her own
excrement down the stairwell and outside the building. Now that their former
dumping ground – Manuela’s apartment – was contaminated, an alternative
arrangement had become necessary. Lucy reached the bushes by the bike lock-up
area and dug a small hole. She tipped the waste in then covered it over, unperturbed
by the incredulous expression of a passer-by across the street – instead
relieved to see another survivor around. The sapling she’d seen when they’d
first stolen the suits had disappeared without a trace, along with the
translucent-mustard gloop.


She replaced the bucket in 403
and agreed to wait for Dan while he quickly hunted for batteries upstairs in
their actual apartment.


He returned breathless and pale.


“We’ve been robbed,” he panted
from the threshold.


Lucy hastened after him back up
the stairs. The door of their home was wide open, the wooden frame splintered
and smashed where the lock had been forced open.


“They took the food,” said Dan, leading
the way inside.


Lucy followed, registering the
faint footprints on their polished wooden floor. One set was much smaller than
the other.


“Check this,” said Dan, passing her
a note. “I mean, what the actual fuck, right?”


SORRY


“They left this?” said Lucy,
reading the one-word message. 


“On the kitchen table,” nodded
Dan. “The audacity! Robbing someone then leaving an apology note?
Maybe they’re just straight up mocking us?”


 Lucy studied the message again: large
block capitals, written with a red sharpie, on lined notepaper.


“At least they didn’t get the antibiotics,”
said Lucy, glancing towards the bathroom. “I packed them – in our evac bags.”


“Bastards!” he cried,
thumping the wall. “We obviously can’t ever stay here again – not with the door
like that, and not when we’re on someone’s goddamned map!”


Lucy did a sweep through the
apartment. The kitchen was a mess of open drawers and cupboard doors, but the
bedroom and living room were exactly as they’d left them.


“Did they take anything else?”
she asked, re-joining Dan in the corridor.


“I don’t think so,” replied Dan. “Think
they just grabbed the food and left.”


“Thank god we weren’t sleeping here
when they broke in.”


“They might’ve robbed us in
daytime, we can’t be sure,” he grumbled, kicking his boots against the skirting
board.


“Think positive. Thanks to you we’ve
still got half of our rations,” said Lucy, rubbing his back. “We’ll work
through what we’ve got in 403, and when we’re done, we’ll get the rest from
Manuela’s.” 


“And then?” he challenged. 


“Don’t be like that,” replied
Lucy.


“Like what?” 


“We got robbed, Dan, not shot. Get
over your pride and stop taking this as some kinda personal failure – we don’t
have the energy for that.” 


Dan said nothing and stepped
outside, leaving Lucy room to exit too before he pulled the broken door shut
behind her, wedging it against the splintered frame.


“What’s that?” she said, eyeing
up the crowbar in his hand.


“Protection,” he replied.


“You’re bringing it to work?”


“What? No! I’m leaving it downstairs
– in case anyone does try to rob us in the night.”


As they retrieved their backpacks
from 403 a noise, something between a long moan and a whine, pricked Lucy’s
ears.


“You hear that?” she asked Dan,
pausing his rustling. “I think it’s coming from the elevator – sounds like
something’s trapped in there.”


Dan joined her by the doorway and
listened. “Sounds like a cat.”  


“Yeah – which means the owner’s
probably trapped there too. We need to check it out.” 


Dan groaned, dropping his
backpack again and fetching the crowbar. “This is exactly why I’m not a
cat person.”


They followed the wails
downstairs to the third floor.


“Here!” said Lucy, training her
head lamp on the elevator doors. 


“I wish I’d never bought this
stupid thing,” complained Dan, wedging the crowbar between the elevator doors
and leaning into it heavily.


“Watch out!” cried Lucy.


As Dan prized the elevator doors
apart, water spilled out through the inch-wide gap, splashing out onto the hallway
and down into the elevator shaft below.


“What the hell?” gasped Dan, stumbling
backward and shaking the water off his suit.


The gushing stream quickly
subsided to dripping. Lucy peered through the slit, her light illuminating the
dark void beneath the elevator base, which was suspended around five feet above
the floor – stuck between levels.


“Gimme a hand,” said Dan, dropping
the crowbar and placing his fingers along one of the door edges. Lucy copied,
lining up against the opposite one. “Careful you don’t fall inward. Alright,
heave!”


As they each pulled a door back, a
mangy cat darted from the elevator with a cry, landing on the floor and
immediately springing down the dark stairwell out of sight.


“There’s your cat,” said Dan. 


“I think we found the owner, too,”
said Lucy, looking upwards. 


As they both stepped backwards, their
beams illuminated the pile of rotting flesh and crumpled clothes on the dripping
elevator floor. 


“Flies. Gross,” said Dan,
switching off his head lamp. “What? I don’t want them flying at me – you should
turn yours off too.”


Lucy frowned but covered her
light, dimming it substantially. She could only see glimpses of the shiny,
golden-shelled flies, which quickly dispersed. 


“Come on,” said Dan. “Let’s get
the bags and go. We’ve got work to do – and rations to earn.”


***


“Whaddup!
You guys must be my new colleagues!” cheered an unfamiliar garbage-truck driver
as he pulled up that morning, throwing the passenger door open. 


An upshot of working garbage duty
was that they didn’t have to ride the buses to City Hall anymore; they could
walk a few blocks to the truck’s route and get collected. 


“They said you’d look weird – you
guys look super weird!” yelled the driver from behind his face mask. “Get on up
here now, don’t be shy!” He beckoned them up and slid back over to the steering
seat.


“The other guy died by the way,
sorry about that, thought you should know. I’m Marco, who are you?”


And that was the beginning of the
questions. Marco never really seemed to engage with any of their answers – and
Dan never really engaged with Marco, preferring to let Lucy shoulder the brunt
of the conversation. Not that she had to do much talking. Marco was like da
Vinci’s machine of perpetual small talk, happily filling all silence with
never-ending observations and banalities – interspersed with very out-of-tune
rock karaoke as he incessantly looped AC/DC live albums.


Reticent as Dan was, the driver’s
humor lifted both of their spirits a little during the long, arduous shifts. Unlike
his predecessor, Marco didn’t view their hazmat suits as a reason not to talk
to them both. Rather, he found them a regular source of amusement and good
fodder for his irrepressible chatter. 


“You guys are so funny looking!” he
would say every day, several times, before laughing happily. He’d then
invariably be distracted by another ransacked burger joint that he used to love
or – often – the outfits of the dead people they were about to collect. “Check
out that guy’s shoes – who even wears those, man!”


Marco’s profoundly cheerful
detachment from (or denial of) reality served them all well, but Lucy found
herself studying him while listening. All of his conversation was in the
present tense, and consisted of light-hearted tip-offs about where to get the
best salami in town, or his buddy’s tapas bar on Eighth. He spoke as if none of
it had changed, and never once referred to the fact that they were stopping to
collect human bodies instead of trash.


Lucy suspected he wasn’t entirely
sober. Fortunately the streets were devoid of other traffic or pedestrians,
meaning it was just she and Dan who had to hope for the best as passengers. 


The chatty reaper was also a
well-connected man in the new world, it turned out, and was able to procure two
living gerbils for Dan and Lucy in exchange for some of their rations. 


Meanwhile the number of bodies
was increasing faster than they could remove them. It meant they were stoking
the incinerator with plenty of fuel each day, but presumably the power
generated was being routed directly to hospitals and prisons – or at least, that’s
what Lucy assumed. She didn’t know because they hadn’t been able to tune into
KGO 810 for over a week, and her military ‘sources’ had been replaced by the
chatty AC/DC gerbil man. Maybe they weren’t generating power at all, she
considered, as the days passed; maybe they were just burning bodies.


“Eugh!” cried Lucy, leaping back
and dropping her end of a corpse one afternoon.


“What the hell, Luce!” said Dan,
still holding the heavy torso end.


“The body,” said Lucy, staring at
the corpse. “I felt the legs move!”


“Move?” said Dan, dropping the
torso and stepping back.


“Not move, but … slip. I …
Look!” she said, carefully sliding the dead man’s trouser leg upward.


“What the …” said Dan, crouching
for a closer look.


The leg had disintegrated to a
hideous sloppy form.


“How long’s this one been here?
What is that, gangrene?” asked Dan.


“I’m not sure,” said Lucy, pulling
the trouser further up. “It’s some kind of infection. Eugh, tapeworms! Boy has
this one turned. Let’s get it in the truck before I barf,” said Lucy, bending
down and clasping the hems of each trouser leg. 


“On three,” said Dan, putting his
hands under the armpits again. “One, two, three!”


Lucy and Dan both stood up,
lifting the corpse off the ground. It sagged heavily in the center. 


“Ready to swing?” she checked as
they shuffled closer to the back of the garbage truck. 


“Yup,” replied Dan, leading the
swinging motions. “One, two … Ah, shit!” he cried as the body
tore in the middle, sending both him and Lucy off balance.


Lucy yelped in disgust, dropping
the severed legs she now held and looking in horror at the writhing mass of
rotting guts that lay on the road before them.


“This is too much!” yelled Dan,
hurling the top half of the body into the garbage truck, sending flecks of rotten
flesh through the air. 


Lucy looked at the human entrails
that had spilled out from the dead man’s midriff and choked back the vomit. The
entrails writhed with the activity of the worms feasting among them. 


“This is too damned much!” said
Dan, again, as he grabbed a shovel from the back of the truck and scooped up
the festering remains, slinging them into the back.


“Luce?” he said, impatiently,
storming over and negotiating the legs onto the shovel in a vile balancing act.


She ignored him, returning to
where they’d found the body and staring at the lone squirming tapeworm left on
the tar. She stepped on it, hard, twisting her foot from side to side and
feeling the worm turn to pulp beneath her.


“You done?” called Dan, walking
back to the front of the truck.


Lifting her foot back off, she
looked at the yellow-brown mess that was left.  


“Yeah,” replied Lucy, “I’m done.”


“Wait!” came a muffled voice from
behind.


Lucy spun around, startled. Myles
was limping towards her at speed from the other side of the street.


“Oh shit!” cursed Lucy, turning
and hurrying back towards the truck.


“Lucy, I know that’s you!” Myles
shouted through his mask. “Those suits are my property! Get back here!”


She reached up, pulling open the
passenger door.


“Lucy! Gimme my fucking
suits!” yelled Myles again, closing in.


Lucy scrambled up the steps into
the cockpit and threw herself into the passenger seat. “Drive, Marco!” she
yelled.


“Say what?” he asked, nodding his
head to the blaring heavy metal.  


She leaned to pull the door
closed, but Myles’s hand wrapped around her forearm, dragging her from the
vehicle.


“Dan!” she cried, falling hard on
the asphalt. 


“Lucy, I don’t wanna have to do
this,” implored Myles. “You know that. Just gimme the goddamned suit – please!
I’m begging you! It’s mine, you know it is!”


Lucy squinted up at him,
silhouetted against the bright blue sky. He was crying. That’s when she saw the
knife.


“I don’t want this. You know
that, right?” He pointed at her with the blade. “We go back a long way. I … Just
… gimme the damned suit!” he yelled, lunging towards her.


Out of nowhere a shovel drove
into the side of Myles’s head with a clang, sending him plummeting to the
ground. Before she could say anything, Dan lifted the shovel again and smashed
it down onto Myles’s skull. He struck again, and again, until Myles’s brains
were dashed across the street.


Lucy sat sprawled on the floor,
shaking, flecks of blood covering her suit.


Dan stood up and dropped the
shovel, staggering backwards. The rock music blaring from the truck stopped.


“He was gonna stab you,” said Dan,
swaying. “He was gonna stab you!”


“It’s … Don’t,” quavered Lucy,
climbing to her trembling legs. “I know he was.” She took Dan’s visor in her
hands. “I know he was. It’s OK. Shhh, it’s OK.”


“We need to get rid of his body,”
panted Dan, looking wildly around the deserted street.


“OK,” said Lucy. “We can do that.
Just … just be calm now. It’s over.”


As she turned and looked at the
body again, dizziness swept through her. Dan wailed with anguish.


“I’ll take the … You take the
legs,” said Lucy, placing a hand under each of Myles’s armpits, more blood
spilling onto her suit. “Dan? Dan!” she shouted. He was beginning to go
into shock.


She dropped Myles’s body and
stepped up to her partner, shaking him hard. “Hey! Look at me. Look at me! You’re
OK. Right? You’re OK.”


She resumed her position. 


“Take his legs,” she ordered, fighting
to keep her voice flat. “One, two, three!”


They staggered backwards with the
decapitated body, its heat radiating through their gloves. 


“Again on three,” said Lucy, as
they lined up level with the back of the truck.


Myles’s body landed in the refuse
area but rolled back towards them, his arm flopping back over the metal lip.


“Jesus Christ,” winced Lucy, gagging
as she flipped his hand back into the dumpster.


She grabbed the control box and
hit compress. Myles’s body vanished into the churning folds of humans. The
squelching and cracking of flesh and bone projected over the mechanical groans
of the dumpster.


Dan stared, transfixed. Lucy led
him back to the cockpit, where she helped him up the steps.


“Buckle yourself in,” she said,
lifting his trembling hand onto the belt, before hopping out again and
retrieving the shovel. She clipped the bloodied implement back into place on
the rear of the truck and re-joined her partner, who was shaking too much to
push the seat buckles together.


“I’ve got it,” she said, leaning
over and finishing it for him.


“The hell just happened?” said
Marco. 


“Someone tried to kill me,”
replied Lucy. “Please take us back to the depot, Marco.”


“Gotcha!” he said, hitting Play
on the CD deck and pulling away, singing loudly and cheerfully as Lucy’s eyes
glazed over.


***


“That’s
three hours,” said Dan, lifting his head from the mattress in 403 and checking the
clock on the wall. 


“Thank god,” heaved Lucy, tearing
off her hazmat suit and taking a deep breath of unfiltered air. The sweat on
her skin chilled, sending refreshing shivers across her body. That 403’s gerbil
was still alive had been the only mercy of the day. Lucy couldn’t yet vouch for
the one they’d left in Manuela’s place, but there was an outside chance they’d
be able to use her toilet safely if it was still alive too.


Dan slammed his palms against the
wall, leaning into it, his head dipped. The half-unzipped hazmat suit hung
around his waist.


“You OK?” questioned Lucy,
pausing her wet-wipe shower. “Sorry. Stupid thing to ask. Of course you’re not.”


“I’m fine,” snapped Dan, not turning
around.


“What happened to Myles. That
wasn’t your –”


“I know,” he interrupted, grabbing
the box of wipes.


“Good. Right,” said Lucy. “I mean,
I know how horrible that was for you. I’m trying to say … Thank you – for
saving me.”


Dan paused, his cheeks pressed
upward by the cleansing towels in his hands.


“I’ve never killed anyone before.
You know that?” he said, dropping his hands to his sides and staring somewhere
beyond the wall. “Five years of service, never had to do it. Always counted
myself lucky.” He turned to face her at last. “Are we kidding ourselves? All
these bullshit systems we’ve put in place – waiting three hours, living in
plastic suits, relying on dead people’s pets to keep us alive – when all it
takes is one psycho with a knife – a friend, for Christ’s sake! – and that’s it,
game over?”


“Don’t talk like that,” urged
Lucy. “Your systems have kept us alive.” She picked up the wipes, offering him a
fresh one. “We can make it through this. We’ve got each other, and we’re going
to make it through, you hear me?”


Dan snatched the pack from her
and held it by his side.


“We both know we’re living on
luck as much as anything,” said Lucy, resuming her cleansing. “But if we stay
careful, if we keep our systems, maybe we’ll make enough luck to see this thing
through.”


“Uh-huh,” grunted Dan, nodding
and shifting his weight. “Yup.” He nodded more vigorously, his face screwing up
with anger until he hurled the pack of cleaning wipes to the floor. “And what
exactly is ‘this thing’, Lucy?” he snarled. “What exactly is that
oily crap that washed up on the beach? And those spores that turned literally
the entire city yellow? Then killed everyone? Hey? What is that,
huh?”


He thumped his fist against the dressing
table as he began to pace, jolting the antiquated jewelry, make-up, and redundant
lamps from their resting places.


“And how about the weird-assed
stuff that’s growing everywhere? Huh?” He gestured widely with his arms as he
paced. “How about the plants sprouting up in all the streets? Do they look
normal to you? Lucy, do they look normal?”


Lucy continued her change-over,
trying not to cry in front of him.


“We both act like we’ve not seen
them,” he fumed, “because it’s just one more bullshit thing to deal with, but
the truth is, we’re both stuck here, guessing, and being ‘lucky’, while
everyone else dies, and we don’t mention the fact that there are brambles
growing out of drains, or mold covering the bus stops, or the fact that everything
looks wet now. What is that, Lucy? Hey?”


He slapped both hands out against
the wall again and leaned in, exhaling heavily with his eyes closed, muttering
incoherently. 


Lucy calmed herself, pulling her
hazmat suit back on over her legs and arms, so that just her head was exposed. Dan’s
heaving breaths began to subside. Lucy moved next to him, hovering under one of
his outstretched arms.


“You finished?” she said, forcing
him to look her in the eye. 


“Yeah. Finished,” he replied,
blushing and flitting his eyes back to the ground.


“Good. I’ll make us some dinner. Get
clean and suit up. We need to eat quickly then get our masks back on.”
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“Dan!”
said Lucy, shaking him hard. “Dan, do you hear that?”


He jerked and sat up,
disoriented. It was dawn.


“It’s the signal,” she cried. “We
have to go!”


“The signal … Are you sure?” he said,
groggily. 


“Yes,” insisted Lucy,
already out of bed. “Let’s go!”


They grabbed their backpacks and rushed
to their bikes in the lock-up downstairs. Both of them had memorized the route to
their muster point at Ashurst High School from Dan’s offline map of the city. It
was eight hilly miles away – a grueling distance to cycle in a hazmat suit with
fifty kilograms strapped to your back.


“Wait,” said Dan as they climbed
onto the bikes. “We can take these off now, right? That’s what Dad’s letter
said – that the signal would only sound once the virus had died out?”


“You really wanna risk it? At
this stage?” protested Lucy.


He considered for a moment, staring
at the bike with trepidation. “You’re right, not worth it. Let’s go.”


Lucy nodded and pushed off, with Dan
following, and
the two began their journey against the clock. 


Marco tooted the garbage-truck
horn from the opposite lane, waving cheerily as he passed by, another AC/DC
classic blaring out. The man seemed completely unconcerned that his oddly dressed
co-workers were cycling directly away from their pick-up point.


They passed two separate military
trucks along the way, neither of which stopped or questioned them. As they got
closer to the school, the route became dotted with individuals converging on
the same direction by foot, all with backpacks or suitcases, some in pairs,
some alone, a few with children.


As Lucy approached the school
driveway, the level of fortification became apparent. Razor wire extended
outward either side of the gates, while armed sentries barred the way through.


A handful of abandoned cars lined
the driveway leading up to the barrier. Dozens of bicycles lay strewn across
the grassy verges either side of the sidewalk.


“Watch out,” said Lucy, as Dan’s
foot hovered above a cluster of dripping toadstools. He wobbled forward and
dumped his bike in some clear grass. 


Lucy followed suit, and they approached
the unmasked sentries by foot. 


“Name and papers?” snapped the first
guard, his gritted teeth plainly visible.


Dan reached into his pocket and
retrieved the letter from his father, along with their passports.


“Daniel Jeffries,” stated Dan,
handing the bundle over to the guard, who took the items but didn’t look at
them, instead consulting a printed list in his hand, flicking through its many
pages and scanning each row as he went, lightly dragging a pen down the side in
a tracking motion as he trawled the names.


“You’re not on the list,” said
the guard firmly, after an uncomfortably long search, flipping back to page one
and looking at them with deep suspicion. Behind him the other sentries pricked
up, raising their guns slightly. 


“We are, sir – please, check the
letter,” pressed Dan, striking a respectful tone. “We might be under my
father’s name?”


“Oh. You’re on the freeloader
list,” spat the soldier. Well, bully for you, son. Goldberg!” he
shouted, summoning a colleague over his shoulder. “Bring me the freeloader
list.”


This time he literally spat on
the ground.


The guard consulted Dan’s letter then
scanned the new, significantly shorter list. “Whaddya know,” he said, making no
effort to conceal his contempt, “here you are.”


He flipped open their passports
and his cynical eyes switched between the photographs and the hazmat-suit-clad
individuals before him until eventually he was satisfied. “You used to serve?”
said the guard, glaring at Dan.


“Yes sir,” confirmed Dan. 


“Get tired of protecting your
country, did you?” He crossed their names off and held out their papers,
dropping the lot before Dan could reach them. “You’ll need these too,” he said,
chucking a couple of wristbands onto the pile as Dan scrabbled to pick it all up
off the ground.


“Have a safe trip, one and
all,” hissed the guard, waving them through the gates.


“Fuckin’ freeloaders,” chimed
one of the other soldiers.


A row of cones led them to the
sports hall, which was guarded by more unmasked soldiers. Lucy began to feel
increasingly uncomfortable in the hazmat suit.


“List A or list B?” enquired the
new clerk as they arrived at the school hall.


“Um,” hesitated Dan, “the guy out
front said we were on the freeloader li–”


“List B,” interjected the clerk,
cutting him off. “This way,” he instructed, opening the door and pointing to a
line directly opposite.


The set-up resembled airport
security. There were checkpoints, and people were removing their belts and shoes
and other items, and their luggage and belongings were being passed through
scanners. Soldiers patrolled the inner perimeter of the hall, using gymnastic
benches as vantage points. Their expressionless, helmet-clad heads protruded
about a foot above the crowd.


There were dozens of Line As, but
only one Line B. A floating clerk approached Dan and Lucy, and handed them each
a pen and clipboard with a questionnaire attached. “Fill out this health form
and hand it to the officer when you reach the end of the line. Oh, and you can
take those off now,” he said, pointing at their headgear. “The virus is no
longer airborne.”


Lucy surveyed the room as the
clerk departed; a handful of individuals still wore face masks, but the vast majority
had their airways exposed.


“I guess a few hundred humans will
have to be our new canaries,” said Lucy, lifting off her visor.


With extreme care, Dan cut away
the duct tape from Lucy’s gloves using a knife from his bag. She pulled the
thick rubber protectives off and took the knife from Dan, delicately
reciprocating.


“This is gonna get confiscated,” she
commented.


Once Dan’s hands were liberated,
Lucy resumed her de-kitting. She pulled off her mask, goggles, and hood, and
loosened the chest zip on the suit. The skin around her face and chest tingled
in the fresh air, and she took in several deep, unrestricted lungfuls.


She looked at Dan, whose eyes
were closed, his head tilted backwards as he basked in the neon strip lights of
the hall. Lucy drank in every aspect of his face.


As Line B shuffled forwards, the
pair turned their attention to the health forms they’d been handed. The first
few questions were standard enough – allergies, current medication, etc. – but the
subsequent questions grew obscure.


“Do you have these questions
too?” she asked Dan, noticing the puzzled expression on his face as he studied
his form.


“About the bleeding?” he replied.
“Yeah, it’s weird.”


Lucy surveyed the questions. Are
you a hemophiliac? Do you have any open cuts or wounds on your person? Do you
suffer from nosebleeds? When was the last time you bled? If you are female,
when is your next period due?


She postponed her bewilderment
and hastily filled out the form as they nudged forward again. They were next in
line.


“Thank you,” buzzed the seated clerk
at the head of their line, snatching the clipboards from their hands. “Men to
the right, women to the left.” She extended a hand towards the two parallel
gazebos ahead.


Dan gave Lucy’s hand a fleeting
squeeze – precious skin-on-skin contact – before their paths diverged. 


Lucy entered her tent and the scuttling
of plastic on metal signaled the curtain being pulled shut behind her. A haggard
female medic stood in the center of the tent, examining a clipboard. The
woman’s hair was light brown and wiry. The short curls were infused with flecks
of white and extended only an inch below her ears. Dark bags hung under each
eye, adding color to her otherwise pale, wrinkly white skin. 


Lucy realized the woman was
wearing a protective face mask and began to panic. Desperately, she fumbled for
her own face mask, while simultaneously trying to wrestle the hood back over
her head.


“You don’t need that,” the doctor
informed her.


“But you’re wearing a –”


“It’s for something else, a
general precaution,” dismissed the woman, “nothing you need to worry about. The
virus is gone if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s no longer airborne.”


 “So … I don’t need …” hesitated
Lucy, wondering why this seismic change in the city’s fortunes hadn’t been
broadcast from the rooftops.


“No, you don’t,” asserted the
doctor, less patiently.


Lucy lowered her visor to the
floor where it rocked, the bundle of gloves, mask, and goggles inside it
protruding out over the edges.


The masked doctor skimmed through
Lucy’s form, murmuring to herself. “Fine, fine. Take off your clothes, please,”
she said, glancing up.


Lucy looked around the tent,
awkwardly; they were the only ones there. She unzipped the hazmat suit and
slipped it down to her heels where it flopped over her rubber boots. She
blushed, furiously, and pulled each boot off with a great deal of imbalance,
before hastily removing the rest of the suit and her grimy ‘base layer’ top.


“I’ll need you to remove your
underwear too in a minute, but you can keep it on for now,” stated the doctor,
placing down the clipboard and putting on a pair of latex gloves.


Lucy’s cheeks burned; she was
acutely aware of her unshaven legs and the smell emanating from her freshly shed
plastic skin.


“Arms out,” sighed the doctor,
stepping behind Lucy with a small light. She arranged Lucy’s arms in a
‘T’-shape before scrutinizing the tops and undersides. Lucy cringed as the
doctor studied her armpit hair.


“Fine,” muttered the doctor, abandoning
Lucy’s arms and studying the rest of her torso. Lucy kept her arms outstretched
until she could support them no longer, by which time the doctor was at her
ankles.


The woman returned to Lucy’s head
and meticulously examined her scalp, prizing strands of hair apart and probing
the skin beneath. “I need you to take off your bra and underwear now,” she
said, making another note on her clipboard.


Lucy obliged, slipping off her
underwear. She stared straight ahead, willing the examination to be over.


“Yes, yes,” mumbled the doctor
before facing Lucy once again. “Last bit, sorry. I need you to lie on the bench
and open your legs.”


Lucy did a cartwheel of
embarrassment in her head. She tried to act casual as she lay on her back, staring
at the tent ceiling, while the woman shone a flashlight directly onto her
vagina.


“Alright, you can put your
underwear on again, but I need you to keep your midriff exposed and lie back
down on the bed when you’re ready.”


Lucy turned her back to the doctor
and quickly pulled her underwear back on, before lying down on the bench as
instructed. The doctor approached wearing a pair of protective goggles and
handed Lucy a pair too.


“Put these on for me and look
straight up at the ceiling. This will only take a moment.”


Lucy put the goggles on as the
doctor wheeled over a trolley. The device on top resembled a lamp, but in place
of the bulb there was a thin silver rod about the length of a pen. 


“Just lean back and relax for me,”
instructed the doctor. “Count aloud to ten. You’ll feel a slight pinch, but the
vaccination won’t take long.”


Lucy leant back and opened her
mouth. “One, two,” she counted, nervously, as a warm sensation spread across her
abdomen.


By the time she got to eight, the
heat was intense and starting to burn painfully.


“Nine,” she said, choking back
the tears and gagging with disbelief. “Ten!” she cried with a gasp, clenching her
teeth as the excruciating sensation continued for several more seconds.


“OK, you’re all done,” stated the
doctor, reaching down and passing Lucy her top. 


Lucy pulled the garment over her
head and down to her burning abdomen, cradling the area with her hands. 


“The burning will pass within an
hour or so,” commented the doctor, handing Lucy her backpack. The woman slid
back the exit curtain to reveal the rear of the sports hall where Dan stood
waiting. 


“You’ll need to finish dressing
out there I’m afraid, we’re on a very tight schedule,” clipped the doctor. 


“My suit,” said Lucy, pointing to
the crumpled mass. 


“You don’t need that anymore,” sighed
the woman, “and we can’t permit it on the train I’m afraid.”


Lucy shuffled towards the exit, her
weighty backpack slung over one shoulder, a hand still nursing her abdomen. The
gazebo curtain closed behind her. A soldier stepped forward and affixed a green
band to Lucy’s wrist.


“Luce, are you OK?” said Dan, quickly
crossing over to her, also wearing a green wristband. He gently lifted the
backpack from her shoulder and set it on the floor, rummaging through the
contents and pulling out a pair of jeans. He held each leg open for her to
dazedly step into. “Luce?” he asked again, guiding her hands to the waist
button. Muscle memory kicked in and she absently fastened the jeans while Dan
negotiated sneakers onto her feet.


“I think I’ve just been sterilized,”
she uttered, hearing the words coming out of her mouth as if they were said by
a stranger, her eyes falling down on Dan, who looked up from one knee, aghast. 


“You two, hurry up!” barked a
soldier. “Get your asses onto the transport if you wanna make that train!”


A commotion broke out a few rows
along from them. 


“Help! Somebody, please! Please
help!” cried a distraught woman, imploring her neighboring civilians who
continued to back away. 


“Ma’am, please,” said a soldier,
trying to contain the situation, but the lady was having none of it.


“Go to hell!” yelled the woman. “Scott!
Scott!” she called out, reaching out to a man not far from her who was being
separately restrained. 


A set of troops encircled the
woman, some facing her, others facing the rest of the hall to ensure there was
no further dissent. A terrified young child clung to the woman’s leg, burying
his infant face in her thigh. 


“Listen to them, honey, it’s
gonna be OK,” pleaded the man, presumably her husband, while trying to shrug
off the firm grips of the soldiers either side of him. “Jonah, Jonah buddy,
it’s gonna be alright, OK? Daddy’s gonna be fine,” he insisted, addressing the
young boy, who continued to hide.


Lucy’s eyes tracked down to the
man’s left leg, where his pant leg had been rolled up to the knee, revealing a
bloodied bandage around his shin.


“Ma’am, please,” interjected a soldier.
“I’m going to order my troops to stand down so you can say goodbye, but I need
you to remain calm, do you understand?”


“I am not leaving him
here!” cried the woman, channeling her distress and anger directly at the
officer.


“Then none of you will be able to
travel,” replied the officer, patience waning as the evacuation deadline loomed
closer. “Those are your options. It’s you and the child or none of you. I ain’t
going on the train, so it makes no difference to me. It’s your life. But you
gotta decide right now.” 


“Please, let me talk to my wife,”
begged the man from outside the circle. The officer begrudgingly signaled his
troops to release him. The man rushed forwards to his wife and gripped her
desperately in his arms, the two openly weeping. He broke off the embrace and
took his wife’s face in his hands, staring her straight in the eyes. “I’ll find
you when this is all over. I promise,” he insisted.


“Scott,” she pleaded, but he cut
her off.


“Take Jonah, and do what we all
need you to do. I can get by here, but I won’t be able to live with myself if
you two don’t get on that train because of me,” he replied.


The wife shook her head, sobbing.
She pressed her forehead into her husband’s.


“Professor, we need to go. I’m
sorry,” interrupted the officer.


The man kissed his wife then
knelt down beside his son, turning the terrified boy around to face him. Fresh tear
tracks lined the boy’s puffy young cheeks as he stared at his father wide-eyed with
love and confusion.


“Jonah, your mom’s a really
important person, you know that? And Daddy needs you to look after her while
you’re both away. Daddy’s gotta do some stuff here, but he’ll catch you up as
soon as he can. Can you promise me you’ll look after Mommy until then?”


The little boy nodded, his
unchanged expression showing how little of the situation he comprehended.


The man gave his boy and his wife
one last hug before a soldier led him away and out of sight. The mother and son
were swiftly ushered away through the hall’s main exit, with two soldiers
helping the grieving woman to walk while a third carried her child in his arms.



Ripples of uncertainty spread
across the rest of the hall, as anxious evacuees tried to fathom the precise
reasons for the man’s eviction, wondering if they were next.


“Alright, let’s turn it around!”
shouted the ranking officer, galvanizing his stalled troops and clerks back
into action.


As they stepped into the main
corridor, following the other processed evacuees out into the rear parking lot,
the pain in Lucy’s abdomen flared up, making her bend over. Dan placed a protective
arm around her shoulder, shielding her from the jostling crowd. She glanced
around as they moved; many of the women her age bore similar signs of agony,
but the older women seemed unaffected.


A row of empty troop-carrier
trucks stretched out across the lot. Green-wristbanded people climbed into the
backs, sending up their backpacks first then clambering in with the help of
those already on board.


“Lists A one through nine this
way, list B that way!” announced an officer through a megaphone, repeating the
message as people streamed by.


Lucy counted about a dozen trucks
in all as Dan steered them towards the lone B-lorry at the far end of the line.


Dan threw their backpacks in and
helped Lucy up the steps. She swayed at the top, prompting an older woman to
leap up and help her into a seat.


Lucy looked around at the other
occupants of the truck; they ranged in age and ethnicity, but all had the same
slightly shifty look and tended to avoid eye contact. Perhaps the word “freeloader”
was echoing around their heads too.


“Move out!” came the order
further up, followed by the sound of engines starting. Their vehicle sprang to
life with a rumble and splutter, shaking its occupants then settling down into
a juddering idle. The other trucks could be heard pulling away one after
another while the last of truck B’s passengers were loaded. 


Lucy stared out of the open back as
they pulled away, passing the razor-wire boundary. Two Humvees with mounted gun
turrets tagged on behind them, obscuring her view of the school’s shrinking
American flag as it rippled defiantly in the breeze.


***


Lucy
started to recognize certain buildings as they got closer to the train station.


With a lurch the engine suddenly cranked
up several gears and the truck plunged forwards, sending its passengers
jostling into one another. One of the Humvees pulled out and overtook them, its
navigator pointing to something ahead and shouting as they disappeared from
view.


Masses of people began to appear
in the truck’s wake, standing amid uncollected bodies. Some protestors wore
masks, others had their faces exposed, some had backpacks, others held baseball
bats. Razor wire had been deployed along the sidewalks, keeping the angry crowd
at bay as the convoy passed through. Ground troops hastily closed the makeshift
razor gate as the last Humvee passed through. The crowd’s shouting was incoherent,
but its anger was palpable. There weren’t just thousands of them, there were
tens of thousands.


Truck B came to a halt amid a protective
circle of two hundred troops who stood between them and the wire. Soldiers
bellowed at Lucy and her fellow occupants to get the hell out. 


She and Dan threw their backpacks
out of the truck and leapt after them, Lucy’s abdomen burning with the impact
of concrete underfoot. As she and Dan scrabbled to refasten their bags,
specific chants from the crowd became audible.


“Let us on the fucking train!” came
a cry from nearby, which was met with roars of approval and echoes of cursing
directed at the evacuees. 


“What about our goddamn rights?
What about our rights?” came another cry from behind the wire. 


“Come on, keep it moving!” yelled
a soldier, giving Lucy a shove towards the station entrance. All along the way soldiers
yelled at them, urging them forward through the open barriers and ticket hall
and out towards the train. 


The platform was rammed with
people from the other trucks, all hurrying to find their carriage. “Truck B
right ahead!’ screamed a soldier, straining to be heard above the crowd as
Lucy’s pace slowed, unsure where to turn. Dan grabbed her hand, pulling her
straight ahead and onto the carriage steps. 


“Keep going! Move along inside!”
came more bellowing from the soldiers below, furiously directing the passengers
further into the carriages as more approached.


Theirs was the nearest and last
carriage on the train. Lucy and Dan climbed the stairs to the upper deck where
they flung themselves into the closest seats. The two turned and stared out of
the window fearfully as the hordes of angry and desperate people surrounding
the station began to escalate their protests.


Lucy’s eye moved to the razor
wire directly ahead where a man was pulling off his shirt. He tore it in two
and wrapped it around each hand before taking hold of the barrier and prizing the
metal spirals apart, slowly edging forwards in-between the wire.


“Get back!” shouted a
nearby soldier, Lucy reading his lips through the thick glass, but the topless
man didn’t listen. The soldier smashed his rifle butt into the man’s jaw,
sending him crashing backwards, the wire springing back viciously as the man’s
grip slackened with the impact. He fell to the ground, blood immediately
leaking from the scores of razor cuts across his body.


A retaliatory bottle flew out
from the midst of the crowd and smashed into the soldier’s helmet, sending
shards of glass into his cheek. The soldier reeled backward as two colleagues
closed in to provide reinforcement. 


 The first warning shots rang out.
Lucy’s eye darted over to a jeep where a marshal stood atop the hood, the
recently fired pistol in his right hand pointing directly at the sky, a megaphone
in his left hand.


“This is your final warning!” cried
the marshal. “There is no more room on the train, but rations are available to
you. The virus is over, the city will be restored soon. Disperse immediately or
we will use lethal force.”


As the marshal lowered his
megaphone and turned to climb off the jeep, a fresh gunshot rang out. He
pivoted on the spot, off balance, as the bullet blasted into his shoulder,
sending him crashing to the ground. A whistle sounded and the vehicle’s gun turret
launched into action. The gunner fired suppression patterns into the crowd, sending
the mob sprawling outwards as they trampled and crushed each other in flight,
while tear-gas grenades exploded underfoot.


But as the plumes of gas spread among
the crowd, a breach formed in the barrier. The wire to Lucy’s right had been
cut, and desperate citizens now surged through the rupture. The nearest turret began
to spin around to halt the unstoppable tide, but it was too late: the crowd was
among them now. The gunner pulled out his revolver and began to pick off advancing
individuals, many of whom fell immediately, not being armed at all.


The adjacent Humvee reversed
suddenly, wiping out two civilians. But before the gunner could engage the
oncoming masses, a hail of bullets burst through the tear-gas smokescreen. An armored
police vehicle surged through the perimeter, firing at soldiers and civilians
indiscriminately.


The wire wrapped itself around
the careering police truck. The vehicle strained as the razors bit into its tires
and mangled around the axle, bringing it to a halt. But the truck had quashed a
large section of fence, which the mob now poured through, immediately overwhelming
the only remaining turret gunner. 


A scrawny male civilian with his
hood pulled up leapt onto the now-vacant turret and attempted to retrain it against
the military, but was immediately shot down by the ground-level troops.


As the soldiers engaged the
advancing mob in two-way gunfire, a third breach appeared in the perimeter and
thousands more began to pour through the gap, knocking each other over and
trampling the fallen underfoot as they raced towards the train.


A second police riot vehicle raced
into the fray and a dozen self-styled militia men poured out onto the concourse
wielding a mixture of handguns, rifles, and machine guns.


Through the stuttering gunfire,
shouting, and engine revs came a second whistle, and the train lurched forwards.
The mob spilled out onto the platform and began running towards the train.


“Jesus Christ, they’re gonna
board us!” cried a terrified man a few rows along. The whole carriage lined the
windows, staring in terror as hundreds of people poured onto the concourse, all
running in their direction. Some quickly began shedding their backpacks and
weapons in a bid to run faster.


As the twelve-carriage,
double-decker behemoth slugged forwards, the mob began to close in on Lucy and
Dan’s carriage.


“Help! Please help us! Wait!”
cried a man so earnestly he could be heard through the thick glass of the upper
deck. He was almost level with their carriage door now, closely followed by
dozens more, all doggedly chasing the accelerating train. His arm extended out
towards the carriage railing, a look of profound urgency widening his desperate
eyes as his fingers homed in on the rail.


“Wait! No!” cried the man, before
a burst of gunfire spurted out from the lower deck. He vanished from sight,
along with the runners nearest him.


More gunshots; the deck below
continued to fire. Lucy pressed her face into the glass, trying to see what was
happening, but the window frame blocked her view. 


“Lucy!” called Dan a little way
behind her. She rushed over and joined him at the rear door, which was the end
of the train. Together they peered out of the circular, hatch-like window and
watched in horror. Bodies lay strewn across the concrete in race formation,
dotted out like a track-and-field massacre. Behind them was a growing group of
people arriving onto the platform only to realize the train had gone.


Lucy stared at the mob members; they
were ordinary people, arms hanging limply by their sides, gaunt faces gazing
back at her in disbelief as the train pulled clear of the platform.


The locomotive continued to gather
speed, the sounds of gunfire and chaos giving way to the clatter of the engine
as it cleared the besieged station and abandoned what remained of the city.









NINE

End of the Line


_________________________________________


 


 


Lucy
awoke the next morning in the position she’d fallen asleep in, wrapped up in
Dan’s arms. His chin rested on her head as she used his torso as a pillow.


San Francisco seemed a distant
memory as the train snaked its way through the lunar landscape of the Rocky Mountains.
But the boulder-strewn expanse was being invaded by a new color: covering the
dark, rusty landscape were patches of the palest blue. Some sort of glistening
moss or lichen was spreading across the region. Lucy felt a wave of nausea and
guilt as the station scenes flashed back, and she pressed her head further into
Dan’s chest, forcing her eyes shut. She couldn’t deal with it; not now. Maybe
not ever. 


Over the course of the day the
train climbed the Jurassic hillscape, at times ascending into the cloud line
where the sun’s light was scattered and reflected from either side of the
carriage in a cold, bright, halogen shade of white, the bottom of the mountains
disappearing off into the mist below. 


Lucy’s nose caught the scent of
someone else’s meal from a few seats ahead. As she walked to the luggage rack
at the far end she noticed that other people were charging their phones and
laptops using the train’s sockets. She rifled through her and Dan’s backpacks,
extracting their phones, chargers, and some food. 


“For you,” she said, returning to
her seat and placing a tin of fruit in front of her partner. Like her, he
hadn’t eaten since they’d boarded yesterday. Dan nodded, passively, his gaze fixed
on the outside. 


Lucy opened his tin of peaches and
left it in front of him with a fork, before attending to her own portion. He silently
ate his lot before retreating into sleep again. Lucy cleared away and put the
phones on to charge. 


Several more hours passed during which
Lucy contemplated their arrival in DC, hopeful that Dan’s reunion with his
father would help him with the loss of his sister, Kim. But Lucy herself was
still reeling from the loss of Cassie. With no one to talk to – the other
passengers were largely silent – she retrieved a notepad and pen from her
luggage and began to write.


Barring a few particularly
pubescent weeks as an early teen, she’d never regarded diary-keeping as a
worthwhile pursuit. But now it seemed appropriate – important, even – to
document all that she could remember from the last two weeks. What had
happened, who they’d seen, what they’d done. She tried to be as objective as possible,
aware that it might one day form part of a historical record.


And so she penned it all, beginning
with Cassie’s birthday drinks, through to Dan stockpiling goods that night, to
the extortion and execution at the drugstore, to their neighbor dying just yards
away from them, to the canaries, and becoming garbage-truck undertakers.


Her prose quickly became bullet
points, such was her determination to cover every event and every departure
from what had, up until recently, been her normal life. 


We were attacked on garbage
duty. Myles, my boss, came at me with a knife but Dan saved me.* We made it to
the evac train.* Kim died – we found out by letter.* I think the army
sterilized me.*


Events occurred to her out of
sequence. The notebook quickly became littered with asterisks leading to
separate pages where stub entries would be properly embellished.


She paused, the pen hovering
above the page, and stared at her own words. I think the army sterilized me.
The permanence of it, were it to be true, began to dawn on her. She flipped the
notebook and turned it upside down, so that the back cover opened like it was
the front page, and she began a new section.


If I die, and this book is
found, it’s about my life. I’m writing it because I need to. This back part is
about my childhood; it’s about life before everything went wrong – although
lots of that went wrong anyway, and I’m not sure I’ll ever understand why. The
front part is about what happened after the satellites failed. If I am never
able to have children, I hope at least I can pass on my story.


Returning to the front of the notepad,
she closed it, exhausted. She’d been writing non-stop for hours. She stretched
her hand out several times; the muscles ached from gripping the pen. For all
the cramp in her hand, some of the tightness in her chest at least had eased;
it was a starting point.


She turned to Dan, who had pulled
a sleeping mask over his eyes. His head was turned towards the window and a
thin silvery tear-trail glistened on his cheek.


She looked at him and
contemplated his handsome features: the stubble lining his jowl, the tiny furry
hairs on the sides of his ears, the creases in the skin across his forehead. She
missed him.


***


As the
train gradually descended back towards sea level, Colorado’s mountainous
terrain gave way to fields infused with pale blue reeds. 


Around mid-afternoon the train
slowed and a long, curving concrete platform came into view. It was speckled
with more of the pale ‘lichen’ Lucy had seen earlier. Dan stirred at the change
of pace and lifted his sleeping mask up. Lucy placed her hand on his, relishing
the touch of his skin, and the pair looked out at the small group of people
waiting on the platform.


Two expectant passengers stood side
by side awaiting the train: a middle-aged man and woman, both smartly dressed
and each with a wheeled suitcase. A lone police officer stood with them, his
stern face, which was augmented by a thick handlebar moustache, jutting out
from beneath a cowboy hat adorned with a sheriff’s badge. Here, there were no
angry crowds, no soldiers, no razor wire; just the prim couple who were now preparing
to board one of the A-list carriages further ahead.


The train slowed to a crawl but kept
moving. The couple began to keep pace with it, realizing it wasn’t going to
stop.


Lucy watched as the cop grabbed
the woman’s suitcase and threw it into the foremost A-carriage. He shouted
instructions to the couple while grabbing the man’s bag. The prim woman raised
a hand to her abdomen – Lucy wondered if she had been sterilized too. She
looked too old, surely?


A uniformed arm extended out from
the carriage door and grabbed the woman’s hand, pulling her on board, then
reappeared to grab the anxiously jogging man too. The sheriff hurled the second
suitcase on board then slowed to a walk, watching as the train pulled away, giving
a reciprocal salute to the soldier on the train before turning on his heel.


Lucy craned her neck as they
passed him, watching the cop walk back towards his car, alone. 


“’Scuse, Luce,” said Dan,
breaking his vow of silence and edging out from his window seat, heading down
the aisle towards the next carriage.


When he returned, a few minutes
later, he said, “I overheard some of the A-listers talking next door. One of
them was saying he had evidence that the virus was terrorist in origin, but the
other was saying that her lab had eliminated that as a possibility because the
samples they’d collected weren’t terrestrial.”


“So?” frowned Lucy.


“So I asked them where the
bathroom was,” said Dan.


Ah, so he was still there. He
didn’t smile, but a flicker of humor was a good sign. 


“It’s two carriages along, by the
way,” he finished, squeezing back into his seat and setting about unwrapping a Twinkie
bar he’d pulled from his bag. “Ours is out of order. Oh, and that was it! The
thing everyone was calling ‘the virus’ – it’s not a virus. Apparently it’s more
like bacteria or something. Sounded like pro … carrot?”


“Prokaryote?” suggested Lucy.


Dan tore a chunk out of the
Twinkie bar. “That sounds about right.” 


“Two carriages along, yeah? I’ll
be back in a minute,” said Lucy, setting off up the train. 


The doors swept aside with a
pneumatic hiss. She put her hands out onto the walls ahead to stabilize her
transition between carriages as the train rocked.


Unlike her own carriage, the
first A-list car had much more of a conversational buzz about it. People had gathered
in small clusters as best they could, some sitting, others standing around the
rows in discussion with each other. Passengers were crossing in and out of the next
carriage along with impunity as the porous exchanges continued, so Lucy’s
entrance broke no unwritten rules; no one gave her so much as a second glance.


In the immediate row to her left
a pair slept. To her right a more industrious pair were engrossed in
note-making, one typing furiously on a laptop, the other feverishly annotating
some sketches on paper.


She was about to continue down
the aisle when two individuals entered at the opposite end of the carriage.


“Can I have your attention
please, everyone,” declared the foremost new arrival, loudly. She was an
academic-looking woman of Indian heritage. The woman looked to be in her
mid-forties. She wore a smart black cardigan over a plain, light grey top. Her
dark hair was center-parted and stopped an inch above her shoulders, framing
her tan-colored skin.


The man standing next to her was
a good decade older, with silvery-grey hair that had receded halfway across his
pale head. He wore a beige blazer with black dog-tooth patterning, and rimless
rectangular glasses.


“Apologies for the late running
of this briefing,” said the woman. “Carriage A7 had a lot of questions, as I’m
sure will you. My name is Professor Rupali Sheraton. I will be relaying the
information we have from NASA. My colleague, Doctor Phillip Tauro, will then be
briefing you on the nature of the pandemic.”


The standing occupants of the
carriage quickly returned to their seats and pulled out notepads and tablets.


“We can’t be sure exactly when
this began, but what I’m about to outline took place primarily within a
forty-eight-hour period,” continued the professor. “We believe the satellite
failures were caused by a bacterial cloud that was drawn into Earth’s gravity.
I say ‘bacterial’ but really that’s by way of analogy. They were single-celled
organisms – to begin with. Our hypothesis is that the organisms were able to metabolize
one of the components of the Solar Array Drive Mechanisms in the satellites,
resulting in critical failure.


“While the organisms were proliferating
on the satellites – initially undetected – gravity pulled the rest of this
transparent cloud into low orbit, where we believe it contaminated an
astronaut’s suit during a spacewalk. The astronaut then unwittingly brought the
pathogen aboard the International Space Station, where a crew handover had been
going on for several weeks.


“The organisms interacted with
samples in the space station’s labs, resulting in new variants. The crew began
to notice these anomalous results and reported samples corrupting, overflowing,
and generally undergoing rapid change – but they could not identify the cause. 


“The return crew boarded the
Soyuz shuttle as scheduled and departed for Earth. While the Soyuz crew were in
transit, the remaining astronauts aboard the ISS all experienced fatal cardiac
events within minutes of each other. We received no further signal.


“We then lost contact with the
Soyuz capsule, which wasn’t discovered until twelve hours later. It had
splashed down in the Gulf of Aden, way off course. This was the moment the
pathogen transitioned from space to Earth – contaminating our oceans.


“The Soyuz recovery was probably
one of the last things you saw on the news. We took samples from inside the
shuttle, which were flown to labs in San Fran. We never found the crew.


“It was shortly after the Soyuz
was located that the satellites failed completely. First we lost satellites
over China and India, then over Central Europe, and finally over North America.
This pattern is consistent with the hypothesis that the initial contamination
came from a gravity-drawn cloud. At this point I’ll hand over to Doctor Tauro.”


The doctor took a half-step
forward and cleared his throat as Professor Sheraton vacated the spot. 


“Good afternoon, everyone. As
Rupali said, this thing seems to have arrived from space. That’s as much as we
know in terms of its origins, but it tells us something about its properties.
It’s an extremophile, for starters, which is going to make it hard to kill. Secondly,
it is uniquely aggressive, owing to a number of factors that I’ll come
to. 


“It is a new domain of life – the
fourth domain. Its relationship with DNA is unlike anything observed on Earth.
For now we are simply referring to it as ‘D4’.” 


The balding doctor cleared his
throat again and rocked on his heels.


“We’ve tried to sequence its
genome and have so far failed. After numerous attempts, and after ruling out
several other hypotheses, my team and I began to suspect the presence of
non-terrestrial bases in its DNA. That is to say, we suspected our tests were
failing because they were encountering something that was not part of the
terrestrial GATC set, and therefore something we were not hitherto equipped to
measure. 


“We devised a new test, and I’m pleased
– or startled, depending on your perspective – to announce that we have indeed
identified two new base pairs. We’re not yet certain of their properties or
variants, but we consider this definitive proof that the pathogen is extra-terrestrial.
For now, we’re calling the new bases S and Z, in honor of the Soyuz and ISS
crews.


“We
believe that D4 has similarities to the CRISPR Cas9 mechanisms seen in some
terrestrial bacteria. It seems able to assimilate the DNA of any species it
interacts with, and appropriate elements into its own code. Crucially, however,
it uses this as a weapon, rather than a form of defense. Our most recent
findings suggest that the S-Z base pairs function as ‘spacers’, or ‘links’
between appropriated sets of terrestrial DNA. We believe the S-Z bases are the
key to its genetic plasticity.


“What
I want to stress to you is that, from what we have observed so far, this
pathogen has very little in the way of its own identity. D4 is a life form
defined not by its manifestations, but by its mechanisms. It is a process,
and regarding it as such will be the key to our fight.” 


The
doctor paused, allowing the furious typing and note-making to continue until
the audience had caught up. 


“Our investigations were
frustrated by power disruption,” he continued, “and latterly by loss of key
personnel, but we hope to resume the research in Washington. In terms of
evidence, my lab took samples from the ocean, the spores that blew inland, the
new fauna that emerged, and from the carcasses of terrestrial mammals that had
succumbed to D4 – including humans. 


“We have also discovered
instances of new species: D4 variants of terrestrial mammals. The vast majority
of genetic material in these new species appears to be terrestrial DNA, but
those terrestrial sequences are regulated by D4’s S-Z bases.


“In essence, D4 scavenges for
genetic parts and splices them together. The resulting progeny vary wildly in
their viability and the extent to which ‘new’ DNA is expressed. Each new D4
generation remains identifiable through the presence of S-Z bases, and through
their unique reproductive characteristics, despite them exhibiting traits from
the organisms they’ve preyed upon.


“Reproduction indeed appears to
be the key to D4’s success,” continued the doctor. “Regardless of size or
terrestrial genetic composition, it reproduces through fission. Progeny emerge
fully matured. We call these occurrences ‘massive re-specialization events’. In
these MREs, the entire pathogen appears to return to a de-specialized state – a
globule. This globule then spontaneously re-specializes into one or more
fully formed organisms, in which appropriated genes are expressed.


“We believe that MREs have
enabled the pathogen to perform evolutionary leapfrogs. Three weeks ago this thing
was basically a bacterium, and already it’s amassed enough cellular material to
form organisms millions of times that size. It’s evolution at a rate we are not
prepared for.”


More murmurs from the audience.


“However, as it forms
increasingly complex organisms, D4’s breeding cycle slows, bringing it more in
line with what we’re used to on Earth. In other words, an S-Z bacterium may
take minutes, but an S-Z sperm whale will take months to gestate. That sort of scale.
Hence the number of S-Z-positive mammals we’ve encountered is vastly smaller
than, say, the number of spores you saw in San Francisco. 


“Presumably availability of food
is the greatest rate-limiting factor in its breeding cycle. If it evolves to
eat more, faster, it will likely reproduce faster too, and continue to grow in
size. An urgent question for us, then, is: how are they consuming enough
matter to sustain such growth? We think part of the answer lies in D4’s ability
to switch from behaving as a single-celled organism to a multicellular one,
much like a slime mold. This is possible when D4 takes liquid form – what we’ve
dubbed ‘Gen Water’.” 


The doctor paused, removing his
glasses and cleaning the lenses with the hem of his shirt before replacing
them, ignoring a raised hand from the audience. 


“Gen Water is a source both of
food and of new genetic material. We believe D4 kills its host then triggers a
rapid digestion process. We don’t fully understand the mechanism yet. It could
be something akin to an enzyme, or perhaps it utilizes something within the
host. We don’t know. But what we do know is that, once fully digested,
the carcass disintegrates and disperses. It does not go straight into an
MRE. Each carcass is transformed into Gen Water. That liquid then disperses,
and can be co-opted by another D4 organism undergoing an MRE.


“In our lab we took two samples.
The first was taken from a D4 creature which had looked almost identical to a
terrestrial cat before it began to de-specialize. It turned to Gen Water and
began to form a globule – a precursor to mass re-specialization. We exposed the
D4 ‘cat’ globule to inactive Gen Water taken from a human cadaver. There
was an almost magnetic attraction between the samples. The human Gen Water was
drawn into the cat globule, which grew proportionally to how much we fed it.
But the progeny were not half-cat, half-human, as the ratios would suggest. The
globule yielded a dozen smaller creatures more akin to salamanders. Our
interpretation of this is that the D4 ‘cat’ may have been exposed to salamander
DNA during a previous MRE. The genes were stored in its genetic library, dormant,
until the S-Z bases ‘chose’ to express them in this particular re-specialization.”


“What happened to them?” asked a
woman. “To the D4 ‘salamanders’?”


“They attacked each other,”
replied Dr. Tauro. “Possibly a consequence of being trapped in a confined space,
but we can’t be sure at this stage. We terminated the surviving samples.”


“If D4 can turn to Gen Water,
does that mean the water’s alive?” asked a man near the front.


“Yes and no,” replied the doctor.
“You could almost think of Gen Water as stem cells awaiting activation. It’s
basically an energy-rich DNA soup, which has the ability to become a functional
D4 organism – but we don’t yet know how or at what point it becomes ‘alive’. We
also don’t understand how D4 is able to transform both organic and inorganic
matter into Gen Water.”


Several more hands went up.


“From what you’ve said, Doctor
Tauro, it sounds like the only time they can feed is during reproduction?” asked
a man near Lucy.


“That’s the only time we’ve
observed so far,” replied the doctor, “but that could simply be because we
induced it. We have yet to observe feeding in the wild. But I’m sure many of
you are already sensing the opportunity this knowledge presents; if we can
identify a DNA sequence that is toxic to D4, we could potentially engineer
a virus to replicate in the Gen Water. It could be a way of eradicating
the pathogen.”


Another hand went up.


“Yes?” said Professor Sheraton,
stepping forward to share the questioning burden. 


“The Gen Water process – where an
organic host is broken down – is that what happened to the crew of the Soyuz
capsule?” asked a greying woman three rows from Lucy. 


“We believe so, yes,” replied the
professor. “We suspect there is a link between the number of D4 cells and the
speed the victim degrades. The Soyuz was an extremely confined space, with a
heat catalyst. Our hypothesis is that the crew were degraded within the twelve
hours it took to locate the capsule, and that their Gen Water contaminated
the ocean. Our fear is that we’re now seeing this heat catalyst effect on a
global scale; we’ve lost the contrails from air traffic and it’s pushing
average temperatures up.” 


A dozen hands shot up again, but
this time Doctor Tauro intervened, raising both of his palms in surrender.
“Thank you for your time, everyone. This is the eighth consecutive briefing
we’ve had to do, so perhaps you’ll grant us leave for now. We’re both situated
in carriage A1, so please do come and find us later today if you wish to
discuss your thoughts further. Thank you again.”


As the doctor and professor
departed, the carriage erupted in conversation. Lucy took half a step forwards,
but the man and woman immediately before her had each leaned in from their
aisle seats and were engaged in animated discussion. She hesitated.


“Can I help you?” snapped the
man, suddenly glaring at her.


“Sorry … I was …” stumbled Lucy.


“Don’t apologize to him,” said
the woman, jumping in. “Just because our entire understanding of life science has
been turned on its head, doesn’t mean there’s not a place for manners. I’m
Jean. You are?”


She took the woman’s proffered
hand. “Lucy.”


“Nice to meet you, Lucy. You’re
from the carriage behind, I take it?” the woman enquired.


The man snorted derisively.


“This is Mohammed,” continued
Jean. “As you can probably tell from his social skills, he’s a computer
scientist.”


“Don’t shun my kind, we’re the
ones who can get mankind back on track. Ninety per cent reduction in population
means tiny labor force means we need automated machines. And automated machines
need this guy,” he said, pointing to himself with both thumbs. “But how about
you, Carriage B, what are you for?”


Lucy blinked, taken aback.


“What am I for?” she
repeated.


“That’s what I said, isn’t it?”
snapped the man.


“Mo, don’t be a jackass,” interrupted
Jean.


“What? We live in a binary world.
You’re either useful or you’re not,” he shrugged.


“And you’re either an asshole, or
you’re not,” replied Lucy, regretting her words immediately. 


Jean laughed. 


“True,” agreed Mohammed, to her
surprise. “But your carriage could have been filled with medics. That’s all I’m
saying.”


“Oh do shut up, Mo. The whole
premise of this train is abhorrent,” reproached Jean. “It’s revolting that we
even have to reduce human worth to utility like this. If the new world were
populated by the likes of us alone, I’m not sure it’s a place I’d want to
live.”


“Are you going past or what?” Mohammed
snarked, addressing Lucy once again.


“Uh, yeah. The bathroom’s this
way, right, Jean?” asked Lucy.


“Yes dear, down the stairs at the
end,” the woman replied. 


Lucy nodded and gave her an
awkward smile, then headed to the end of the carriage and down the stairs.


***


As she
stepped out of the tiny washroom, the train began to slow again. Lucy expected
to see another provincial station coming into view alongside the tracks, but there
was only a patchwork quilt of forest and fields, turning a hue of dark purple
as the sun departed.


After a minute of deceleration the
train came to a complete stop, jolting slightly as the brakes locked into
position. As Lucy passed back through the A-carriage, murmurs spread among the
passengers, all craning to see out of their windows.


“This must be some sort of
mistake,” insisted one. “We’re not supposed to be stopping at all now until DC,
that’s what they said, right? That’s what they said?” repeated the woman,
looking to her fellow passengers for reassurance.


A soldier hastily ascended the
stairs, emerging from the deck below. He hurried through A7, pushing past Lucy
and the other folk blocking the aisles. Ignoring their bombardment of questions,
he pressed on to the next carriage. Lucy watched him hasten towards the front
of the train until misaligned doors obscured him from view. 


She decided to get back to Dan,
politely weaving through the crowded aisles of A7 and A8 until she reached Carriage
B. The taboo of silence had been broken by the unexplained stop, and scared
B-listers were at last talking to one another openly.


“This can’t be good,” said a lone
man, his eyes wrought with fear. “I mean, look at what happened in San
Francisco, right? First the satellites, then the virus. Now this!” He gestured to
the wilderness around them.


“I’m sure they’ll get us moving
again,” assured a woman close by, softly. 


“Ah, what do you know?
You’re stuck here with the rest of us,” said the man.


“I saw a soldier walking that way,”
interjected Lucy. “I think he’s gone to talk to the driver, so I think they’re
on it.”


She smiled, nervously, realizing all
eyes in the carriage were suddenly on her. She hurried away from the threshold to
the A-listers and back towards her row, keeping her head down. Dan stood in the
aisle, next to their seats. 


“What do you think?” Lucy
whispered, leaning into him.


“No idea,” he whispered back, “but
stay close until we’re moving again.”


“OK,” she replied, giving a
reassuring grin to a nervous-looking child a few rows ahead, who quickly looked
away. Lucy retook her seat and scoured the twilight for clues.


After fifteen minutes the
intercom crackled into life. 


“Attention all passengers, this
is Lieutenant Gladwell. We have been advised by HQ to discontinue our journey
to DC. We have received information that the capital has been compromised, and
that we are to await further instructions. We will bring you more information
when we have it, but for now we will be staying here.”


The intercom mic clicked off, giving
way to an upswell of voices demanding answers and proclaiming conclusions. As
the bickering continued, the last of the daylight faded behind the mountains, and
night moved in on their position. 


“We’re in the wrong carriage for
information,” said Dan, casting his eyes around the scared-looking B-listers. “Someone
in the other coaches will know the real reason we’ve stopped. They must do,
otherwise they wouldn’t be on board.”


At that moment the compartment
door hissed open and the lieutenant entered, flanked by two other soldiers.


“What do you think it means?” the
lieutenant snarled in response to an anxious passenger.


The soldiers hastened through the
carriage and down to the deck below without a word, brushing aside those who got
in their way. Lucy tiptoed over to the stairwell and tried in vain to catch
some of the hushed conversation. The only noise to reach her was the clicking
of weapons being loaded.


The two soldiers who had flanked
the lieutenant reappeared, now fully clad in combat uniforms. Helmets and flak
jackets on, and assault rifles in hand, they made their way back through the
aisle and into the next carriage, their guise and weaponry pre-emptively
clearing their path. 


Lucy retook her seat next to Dan,
who was facing the window. She studied his reflection in the glass of their
cocoon, watching as his eyes tracked from side to side and trying to follow his
gaze. 


A commotion in the adjoining carriage
pricked Lucy’s ears. The doors hissed open and a terrified, bedraggled elderly
man stumbled forwards. Gripping the geriatric by the scruff of his suit, a stronger
man of around forty coerced his ward forwards. Without thinking, Lucy stepped
out into the aisle, blocking the pair’s way.


“Who are you and what are you
doing with him?” she asked, directly challenging the strong man. 


“Lucy!” hissed Dan, rising from
his seat.


“I’m saving our lives is what I’m
doing!” the man shouted back, his biceps showing through his navy blue checkered
shirt, a dark brown beard embellishing his round face. “Now move!” he cried, jostling
the old man forward again.


Lucy edged back a few paces.


“Luce,” Dan pleaded.


She ignored him. With a heavy
sigh Dan addressed the bearded man.


“Tell us what you’re doing with
him,” Dan stated, approaching the edge of their row.


“Jesus fucking Christ, you people
aren’t even supposed to be on this train!” cried the assailant.


“What’s going on?” growled the lieutenant
as his heavy footsteps echoed up the stairs. 


The old man mumbled incoherently,
sobbing as he hung from his adversary’s grip, the soles of his feet barely
touching the floor.


“He’s bleeding!” yelled the bearded
man to the lieutenant. “You know what we have to do, sir,” he added, lowering his
voice.


“Please … Please, it’ll pass, I
know it will,” spluttered the old man, reaching again for his handkerchief as a
hacking cough took hold. When he pulled the handkerchief away, the white cotton
was speckled with blood.


“Oh my god, put him down, he
needs help!” cried Lucy, aghast.


“He needs to get the hell off
this train, is what he needs!” replied the bearded aggressor. “You know what’s
coming for us if we don’t,” stated the man, addressing the lieutenant.


The lieutenant said nothing for a
moment. With his eyes cast downwards he gave the smallest of nods.


“Come on, then,” said the vigilante,
shoving the old man forwards. Lucy and Dan parted, stunned by the lieutenant’s endorsement
of the situation. 


The lieutenant followed the two
men down below. Lucy mustered her senses and rushed after them. 


“You can’t be serious,” she
protested. “You’re not actually gonna leave him out there alone? He’ll freeze
to death if nothing else!”


“Quiet, ma’am! You don’t know
what’s at stake here,” cried the bearded man over his shoulder. There was a
flash of fear in his eyes. “I’m doing this for all of us,” he insisted through
gritted teeth. His voice wavered ever so slightly as the rear carriage door
loomed close.


“There must be another way. Something
we can do?” pleaded Lucy, stalling for time. “We need to talk about this first
– rationally!”


She slipped around the lieutenant
and appeared at the bearded man’s side, placing a hand on his arm as he reached
the back of the train. The lieutenant intervened, wrenching Lucy’s hand away.


The bearded man relinquished his
ward.


“Pl– Plea–” stammered the old man,
facing his captor. He spluttered again, showering his shirt and shoes with
blood; a small number of flecks landed on the bearded man’s boots.


“Eugh!” cried the bearded man in horror,
kicking the emergency exit door wide open. Cold air rushed in. “Go!” he urged
the old man, pointing to the black outside.


The whimpering geriatric shuffled
half a pace towards the open doorway and turned to face his jury, imploringly.


“Go!” roared the aggressor, this
time spinning the elderly martyr back around and shoving him out of the train.


The old man fell downward onto
the tracks with a cry, landing heavily upon the sharp stones and timber beams.
One shaky limb at a time, the splayed victim raised himself back onto all fours,
a shuddering mess of weeping, coughing, and spluttering. He swayed
precariously, staggering back to his feet and, blinkingly, turning to face the
vessel from which he’d been ejected.


The strong, bearded assailant finished
hastily mopping up every last drop of blood from both the carriage floor and his
shoes. He chucked the speckled tissues out towards the old man where a gust of
wind snatched them off into the darkness.


The venerable victim looked up at
his executioners, clasping his trembling hands together as he shuffled back
towards them. The bearded man leaned out and grabbed the emergency door, slamming
it shut again. His brow was knitted, and his thick eyebrows converged downward
on the bridge of his nose. The moustache covering his lip twitched as he stared
out at the old man.


The lieutenant peeled away from
the window, cursing. Dan took his stead, filling the vacant space next to Lucy
and the bearded man.


Light spilled out from both
decks, partially illuminating the wild grass and ferns swaying either side of
the rails.


Lucy’s attention shifted to the lieutenant’s
voice behind them as he spoke to the train driver via the guard’s private
intercom.


“A hundred yards won’t be enough,”
interrupted the strong man, approaching the lieutenant. “Tell him we need to
move at least a mile forwards if we’re going to be safe.” 


The lieutenant revised his order
to the driver. With a creaking lurch, the train began to edge forwards. Lucy
turned back to the window and watched as the old man fell away into the
darkness. His outstretched hand vanished, replaced by desolate stretches of
track. 


Something struck the right side
of the carriage with a bang. Then another bang, this time from the roof,
prompting screams from the top deck. The train plunged into a higher speed,
throwing Lucy and Dan off balance.


The lieutenant rushed upstairs,
grabbing an assault rifle as he went, closely marked by the bearded man. Dan
and Lucy followed.


“Turn all the lights off!”
shouted the lieutenant. “Now!” 


The terrified passengers sprang
into action and extinguished the reading lights. Only the dim LEDs lining the
aisle remained lit.


The passengers’ reflections in
the windows vanished and Lucy’s eyes began to adjust to the darkness outside. Glimpses
of moonlit branches flickered in and out of the window view as the train
continued to accelerate. 


The train clattered over the
tracks, loudly jostling in every direction. 


“There! Out there!” cried a
passenger, pointing into the darkness. As the occupants huddled to see, a second
clang resonated across the roof. Lucy spun around. With a third clang the
carriage ceiling buckled inwards, in the shape of a great fist. The lieutenant leapt
under the metal depression and fired three rounds directly into the roof.


The passengers screamed in shock,
deafened by the blast and belatedly covering their ringing ears. The carriage
jolted again, sending the lieutenant off balance as the train hurtled forward
at full tilt.


Lucy pressed her face to the
glass and stared downward. Odd shapes flickered in and out of the lower deck’s
lighting spill, blending with the night. Lucy’s heart skipped a beat as two dark
limbs raced forwards alongside the track in great strides only to vanish as
quickly as they appeared.


Two more pangs struck the
carriage – this time at the rear of the top deck. With a great wrenching sound
the emergency exit disappeared, ripped from its hinges entirely.


At that moment the entire world spun.
Lucy was thrown into the air as the carriage revolved beneath her. The
emergency lighting immediately cut out, plunging her into total darkness as the
train rolled, throwing its occupants around like a blender. 


Time went into slow motion as Lucy tumbled helplessly through
the darkness, immersed in the screams of her fellow passengers. She ricocheted
off seats, luggage racks, and bodies as the momentum flung down the carriage. In
her last seconds of consciousness she registered the cold rushing air hit her
face. 
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Lucy
awoke with a gasp and looked around her. Feeble, clouded moonlight flickered
through the trees overhead, offering little illumination of her surroundings.
As she blinked to regain focus, Lucy became aware that she was naked.


Her head was pounding. She folded
her legs in close to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, shivering
violently as she drew short, sharp breaths. A dull pain began to make itself
known from lower down her torso. She lowered her fingers and tentatively
prodded. The pain was immediate and severe. She clamped her hand across her
mouth to stifle her own yelp as it rang out into the tranquil night. Two broken
ribs.


The shivering wasn’t helping. Her
intercostal muscles went into spasm to keep her core temperature up, tugging at
the broken bones as waves of cold rippled through her body.


Lucy’s hand moved to her head; a
swollen lump had formed beneath her thick hair. Through the frigid grogginess
and pain a single thought clawed its way to the front of her mind: Dan –
where was Dan?


Lucy’s heart rate soared as
disordered memories of the attack and derailment flooded back. She tried to
recall events methodically, but her brain was fuzzy. Think. Think! The
train … The darkness … The creatures! The bearded guy had known
about them. Something had scared him enough to throw an old man off the train.
But why? Lucy clenched her jaw in a bid to stop the chattering and refocused. Coughing,
she thought. Every time the old man coughed, the bearded guy got more
aggressive. And the old man had been coughing blood. A memory from the San
Francisco evacuation center resurfaced – the father with the bloodied leg
hadn’t been allowed to board the train. Could blood be the link? The thing that
the creatures could sense? 


Lucy frantically checked her body
for bleeding. Unable to see in the darkness, she patted herself, feeling and
sniffing her limbs for traces.


Nearby leaves rustled loudly in
the darkness and she froze once again. Heart pounding, ears pricked in the
direction of the sound, she dared not move. 


Her ears became more attuned to
the subtleties of the night; to the wind forcing its way through creaking
branches and the faint sound of water lapping against stone. Another dry twig
snapped behind her, this time causing her to spin around involuntarily. She
immediately recoiled in pain, bent over double as her damaged ribs throbbed.


Gasping, she dropped her head to
her knees and silently wept. The warm tears rolled down her cold, naked limbs. Where
was Dan?


***


When Lucy
woke up again it was day. She didn’t remember falling asleep, but found herself
lying on her side in a fetal position. Dirt clung to her face and limbs.


She raised her head from the
ground, seeing her surroundings for the first time. Ahead of her lay forest
stretching off as far as she could see, a dense expanse of soaring pines and
woodland ferns. Cautiously, she rose to her feet, stooping over slightly as a
hand instinctively covered her broken ribs. She lifted her fingers away and
examined the damage; her skin was unbroken, but the dark bruising was already
starting to show.


Lucy performed a full turn where
she stood, taking in her surroundings properly. She wasn’t far from the forest
boundary – through the edge of the trees she could see water. The memories of
last night began to piece back together afresh.


A trail of her abandoned clothes
led away from where she’d slept. Lucy began to retrace her steps, out of the
forest and to the river’s edge where she found the train track. Her eyes
followed the rails ahead, soon coming to rest on the distant wreckage. It
must’ve been a mile or two away.


Her brain flashed back to the
events as they came to her: being thrown from the back of the tumbling
carriage, falling through the darkness and plunging into moving water. She
remembered washing up on the shore, kicking off her sodden shoes and clambering
onto the rocky riverside, panting, shivering and disoriented in the darkness.
She remembered the distant screams coming from the train as she’d stumbled over
the rocks, away from the river and into the forest, removing her dripping wet
clothes as she went.


Standing at the river edge now,
naked, with one arm covering her breasts, she looked upon the distant wreck
with a pang of fear: Dan was in there.


Following the trail of damp
clothes she reached her underwear. Casting her eyes around, she quickly
uncovered herself to wring them out. Her knickers felt horrible as she pulled
them up her legs; cold, and soggy. She put on her equally wet bra then left the
riverside, returning to the nearby tracks.


Her T-shirt and trousers were
nowhere to be seen, so she pressed on, keeping her arms wrapped around her
exposed torso. Tiptoeing along the track barefoot, Lucy made slow progress as
she tried to avoid the sharp stones in-between the coarse timber sleepers.


Details of the disaster came into
focus as she neared the wreckage. The train had derailed at a corner which
swept around a large rock face overlooking the river.


The track up ahead was bent out
of shape, marking the point of derailment. The front engine carriage had
careered into the mountainside and now lay parallel to the rock face, while the
rest of the double-decker carriages were strewn out behind like a mechanical
snake.


The second carriage had slightly
mounted the engine carriage with the momentum of the collision, meaning that it
now protruded upward, its innards spilling out onto the defunct machinery
below. 


Freshly carved ravines in the
ground between the buckled track and the wreckage itself showed where the
mighty train had skidded to its final resting place. Some carriages were
upright, others on their side. One was almost completely inverted, resting at
an angle against a neighboring wreck.


Items of luggage were dotted all
around the site, along with clothing and food, all thrown clear of the train.
As well as the first bodies.


Lucy hesitated, taking in the
grim, contorted angles of the motionless victims. She swallowed, wetting her
dry throat, and pushed forwards, looking only for Dan.


Amid the debris one item caught
her attention. Face down, sprawled open, its spine elevated off the ground, lay
her notepad. She snatched it up, tucking it under her armpit, and continued
towards the nearest carriage – the B-list carriage.


With trepidation she crept
towards it. A body lay outside the lower-deck floor: the bearded executioner.


Lucy gasped as she saw the deep
gashes where claws had struck his head and neck. Rather than being blood red,
the wounds were greyish-purple, and the whole body had a sheen to it.
Shuddering, Lucy abandoned the bearded man’s body and continued towards the
carriage that lay on its side.


The doorways of the upper and
lower decks were horizontal, side by side, almost two meters off the ground.
The staircase inside was redundant; to get into either deck she’d need to
climb, but shards of glass lay scattered all around.


She put her notepad down and
removed the bearded man’s shoes, pulling them over her own feet. They felt
damp. A scarf lay a few yards away on the grass. She retrieved it and, with
some effort, succeeded in tearing it roughly in two, gnawing at the thread to
break it. Lucy wrapped half around each hand, forming a thick protective layer
over her palms, then approached carriage B.


She positioned herself in front
of what had been the upper deck’s emergency exit. The metal hinges were twisted
and torn where the door had been ripped off. Lucy jumped upwards, wrapping her
fingertips around the door frame. Pulling with all her might, and using
whatever purchase she could find with the bearded man’s shoes, she heaved
herself up and over the lip of the threshold. 


She tumbled forwards, landing
awkwardly in the luggage rack below. Extracting herself, Lucy clambered as far
left as she could get so that she was flush with the new ‘wall’ – formerly the
roof. 


The carriage was littered with
bodies, luggage, and glass. Both columns of seats stretched ahead, one set
stacked above the other, protruding from the new right-hand-side ‘wall’ – what
had been the floor. Limbs hung out of the seat gaps like branches, at odds with
the stripped tree that protruded through the nearest window frame, its own
branches each clinging on by a sinew.


Daylight shone in from above as
the side windows now formed skylights. A second window was missing further
ahead – Lucy made a mental note to expect more glass.


Brushing one of the sinewy pine
strands aside, she scanned the carnage for signs of Dan. Lucy edged forward,
avoiding the broken glass, and hoping by some miracle that he wasn’t there,
that somehow he’d managed to escape like she had. She called out his name as
she moved forwards slowly, tentatively peering into each chaotic avenue.


As her eyes crawled over the
bodies inhabiting each fissure, a shoe sticking out of the row ahead caught her
attention. She hurried over, ducking and dodging the stray limbs of other
bodies until she reached it.


It was him. 


Her Dan. 


She looked down at where he lay,
perfectly still, his leg stuck up in the air, held there by the body of another
man which lay slumped over his. With immense difficulty, she heaved the
stranger’s corpse away to the side, denials falling from her lips as her eyes
remained fixed on her partner.


Panting from the effort, she
knelt down as best she could and gently reached a hand out to Dan’s glistening
cheek, hoping for a miracle, praying he would defy her eyes and break out into
the trademark smile she loved him for. But as her hand met his damp, pallid
skin she recoiled, shaking her head. Tiny beads of water clung to his pores; to
his eyelids, his ear lobes, his lips.


Lucy straightened up a little,
not knowing if she wanted to be near his body or as far from it as possible.
She closed her eyes, squeezing them shut and ejecting the well of tears that
clung to them, opening them again with vigor as she attempted to wake from the
nightmare. 


Dan’s passive grey eyes held her
gaze; she couldn’t escape the pull of his unresponsive pupils. All the softness
and subtlety of his face was gone, replaced by a waxwork, the shell of some new
stranger.


His head jutted out to the side
of his broken neck as if trying to escape the fate of his body. Lucy broke
down, collapsing onto him, weeping. Reaching down with trembling hands, she
took up her beloved’s cold form in her arms. His head lolled freely in her
embrace as she pulled him into her chest. Beads of moisture rubbed from his
skin onto hers, mingling with the tears that poured from her sealed eyes. Lucy
wailed as she clung to him, desperately. She slumped, and rocked from side to
side, whimpering into his ear, kissing his cheeks, kissing his hair.


She reopened her blurry eyes,
which swept over his limp body as she rocked. Pausing, she squinted and stared;
something had caught her gaze. There were puncture marks dotted over his body.
One by his left collarbone, another on his wrist, another below his ear. She
looked around but saw no sign of what might have caused the wounds. Each was
circular and less than half an inch in diameter. Cautiously, she reached out
towards Dan’s limp wrist, his head and torso still slumped into her bosom. The
flesh inside the puncture mark was the same purple-grey she’d seen on the
bearded man’s body. Gingerly, she put her fingers over the hole only to flinch
in response; the apparent cavity was filled with a transparent, sticky liquid.


Lucy carefully lifted his head
from her bosom. With a scream, she leapt up and fell backwards. Dan’s cheek had
stuck to her bare skin, peeling away from the rest of his head, which fell to
the ground as she recoiled. Frantically, she clawed at her chest, her beloved’s
flesh disintegrating into transparent flecks like gelatin as she fought to
scrape it off. Moaning in horror, she looked back at his crumpled body. Water
trickled out of the sunken, purple-grey cavity in his face. She scrambled
backwards, screaming, brushing into other bodies as she went. More flesh began
to cling to her as she tripped over the strangers’ macerated corpses. The
transparent flecks turned to pulp beneath her scrambling hands while more water
poured from the bodies.


Lucy fled from the carriage as
quickly as possible. Stumbling back out onto the grass plateau outside, she
vomited, staggering forward in a bid to get away until finally collapsing to
her knees. She screamed.


***


An hour
or so passed before Lucy felt composed enough to attempt to stand again. She
knew she had to move on and seek refuge someplace, but her survival kit was
inside the train. She had to go back in.


This time she began on the lower
deck, crossing over the lieutenant’s body at the mouth of the staircase. She
wrestled off his flak jacket. The top layer of his flesh peeled away with it,
leaving his eviscerated body quietly leaking onto the floor. 


Retching, Lucy brushed the
transparent flecks away. The vest was torn across its front, the work of two
claws by the look of it. She checked the pockets: a whistle, a utility knife, a
flashlight. It was useful, but it hadn’t saved its last owner’s life.


Holstered to the lieutenant’s
sunken waist was a handgun, which Lucy removed and strapped around herself,
tightening it considerably. She checked the magazine, then the barrel. Plenty
of bullets left, and no bulges.


Lucy braced herself and returned
to the upper deck. She found herself mumbling as she went, doggedly repeating
nonsensical words and phrases in a bid to distract her brain from the
surroundings. Working as fast as she could, she searched for her belongings
within the confines of the carriage entrance, strenuously avoiding allowing her
eyes to wander to the far end again. 


“No, no, come on, come on now,
yes, hurry, hurry, hurry, don’t dilly-dally,” she babbled, rummaging through
the bodies and other detritus, moaning and grunting each time she fought to suppress
the image of Dan’s mutilated body in her mind. Her hand moved and rested on the
gun holster. “You mustn’t,” she wailed, “you mustn’t! Later, later, later, not
now, not here,” she insisted. 


Finally she found her backpack.
As she was about to leave the carriage, Lucy paused by a dead Asian-looking
woman. She pulled off the bearded man’s boots, which were already beginning to
rub, and held her foot out against the dead woman’s soles; they were a match.
Undoing the laces, Lucy tugged the boots off, which tore the woman’s foot away
too. Lucy shut her eyes and turned the boot upside down, shaking hard until all
the waxy-liquid flesh had fallen out. She did the same with the other foot,
then hopped to the edge of the carriage and hurled both boots and her backpack
out onto the grass, before climbing out after them.


Lucy immediately changed out of
the wet underwear into dry clothes from her backpack, still trying desperately
to wipe off the transparent flecks clinging to her damp skin.


Fully clothed, mostly dry, and
now wearing boots that fit, she moved onto the nearest of the destroyed A-list
carriages in search of food. 


The vestibule linking it to
carriage B had been severed in the crash, leaving the A-carriage’s rear doors
accessible. Lucy climbed her way into the upper-deck compartment.


The bodies there bore the same
marks of attack, a combination of slashes and punctures. Each one was at a
slightly different stage of decay. She recognized Jean’s body by her clothes;
the kindly woman had died face down, unlike those around her.


Forcing herself to ignore the
sweating corpses, Lucy scavenged through the A-list luggage. They had some
useful items – an occasional flashlight, another pocket knife, different foods
– but most of the luggage was academic: books, diagrams, notes, laptops. She
couldn’t take them all – she certainly wouldn’t understand it all – but these
carefully selected items were supposed to be the blueprint for rebuilding
America; they were important. The best she could hope for, she reasoned, would
be to find help, and some day bring people back to this site to salvage the
items.


Something struck the adjacent
deck. Lucy froze. Another bang, closer this time, followed by a scuffling
sound. Crouching between two upturned rows of seats, Lucy trained her gun at
the empty window frame that formed the new roof of the carriage.


“Christ, don’t shoot!” proclaimed
the startled woman above, disappearing from view again. “There’s another
survivor! Guys! Over here!” she shouted.


The woman reappeared and lowered
herself down into the compartment. She had long, frizzy hair, and dark black
skin. “Are you OK? I heard a scream earlier.”


Lucy gawped, not moving.


“I’d be grateful if you could
stop pointing that thing at me,” added the woman, looking at Lucy’s gun uneasily.


Coming to her senses, Lucy
lowered the gun to her side and apologized.


“You don’t look so good,” said
the woman. “Want me to check you over? I’m a doctor. My name’s Kristen by the
way.”


“Lucy,” said Lucy, turning and
clambering back towards the exit with an armful of provisions.


“Sorry if we startled you,”
Kristen continued. “We didn’t think anyone else had made it. Guys!” she called
again, projecting her voice towards the broken overhead windows.


As Lucy tumbled out of the rear
door, three more survivors appeared outside the carriage: two men and a second
woman, all wearing backpacks. The foremost man was in his early thirties, with
short, soft-looking dark hair, white skin, and slightly crossed eyes. The
second man hung back slightly. He was older, and shorter, with glasses, one of
which was cracked. He had a thick head of dark brown hair that morphed
seamlessly into an equally thick beard and moustache, which were infused with
strands of ginger and grey. The woman, clutching a map, had blonde hair shaped
in a bowl cut that curled just below her ears. Her thin cheeks sunk inward,
accentuating the natural downturn of her lips.


“This is Josh, Helena, and Toby,”
said Kristen, panting slightly as she straightened up, having similarly tumbled
out of the carriage.


Lucy raised a hand meekly, not
sure of the standard etiquette for post-disaster introductions. The
severe-looking blonde, clearly Helena, raised a hand, but her expression didn’t
change.


“Josh,” said the younger man, as
he waved.


That left Toby, at the back,
bespectacled and unresponsive, who stared downwards and avoided eye contact.


“How d’you survive?” asked
Helena.


“I don’t know,” replied Lucy. “I
think I got thrown from the train. I must’ve fallen in the river, because my
clothes got soaked. I woke up a mile or so back there.”


She turned and pointed to the
wooded area down the track.


“How about you guys?” Lucy asked,
re-facing the group.


“I jumped,” said Helena, bluntly.


“I got out as soon as our
carriage stopped rolling. Kicked open the door and ran straight for the woods,
didn’t look back,” said Josh. 


Lucy nodded and looked to Toby,
expectantly, but he remained silent.


“We don’t know how he made it,”
added Josh. “He hasn’t spoken yet.”


“We’re gonna try and make it by
foot to the nearest town, which should be about twenty miles from here
according to the map,” said Helena. “We need to get there before nightfall –
before those things come back. So if you’re gonna come with us, which I suggest
you do, then I’d say be prepared to ship out by the time we’re done searching
the last carriage.”


“It’s the B-carriage,” said
Kristen, dismissively.


“Yeah, but it’s where the
soldiers slept, isn’t it? So we should check it,” replied Helena. She turned
back to Lucy. “Unless you checked all their compartments already?”


“Um, no,” mumbled Lucy,
flustered, astonished that none of them had mentioned the fact that all their
friends and colleagues were dead and liquefying; none of them had even asked if
she’d lost anyone. 


 Kristen began climbing into the
lower deck of carriage B. Toby followed her. The pair quickly began chucking
useful items out onto the grass.


Folding the map back into her
utility belt, Helena started cherry-picking the dead soldiers’ paraphernalia. 


“Ready to go?” asked Josh,
gesturing with his slightly crossed eyes to the loose pile of rations
surrounding Lucy’s backpack.


“Oh, um, no, I’ll do that now,”
said Lucy, turning away from him and hastily stuffing items into the bag.


“Be selective,” he said, from his
position a few paces back. “We’re gonna be carrying these things quite a way.”


Lucy nodded, leaning into the
backpack and compressing it to pull the zip shut.


“Have you checked her?” enquired
Helena, addressing Kristen as she and Toby returned from carriage B.


“She survived the night, Helena.
She’s fine,” responded the doctor. 


“We don’t leave until she’s been
checked,” asserted Helena, her thin lips flattening further.


Kristen rolled her eyes and
walked over to Lucy. “Come with me, sweetheart, this won’t take a minute,” she
instructed, leading her away from the others, down the side of the carriage.


“You can’t do that here?” called
Helena. “We’re on a clock, people.”


“Give the woman a bit of privacy,
Helena, come on,” replied Kristen, as she led Lucy behind the train.


“I need to check you’re not
bleeding anywhere,” Kristen said, turning to Lucy once they were alone. “Just a
precaution, but you can see why. I’m not a creep, by the way – I am an actual
doctor,” she added, reading Lucy’s expression.


“You said earlier. It’s fine,”
replied Lucy, turning her back to Kristen and removing her clothes, just as she
had done in San Francisco, only this time the backdrop was the twisted metal
spinal column of their wrecked locomotive.


Lucy flung the items down on the
floor, realizing her resentment at the contingent nature of this group’s help.


“Alright. Go,” she said, turning
to face Kristen.


“That is some nasty bruising,
sweetie,” said the doctor, prodding Lucy’s broken ribs to gauge the extent of
the damage, and making Lucy gasp with pain as she did so.


“Alright, so we’ve got a couple
of broken ribs,” muttered Kristen, circling her patient, and crouching to
inspect Lucy’s skin at unannounced intervals.


Lucy became aware of a nagging
pain around her left hand. “I think I might’ve sprained my wrist. I fell back
on it in the carriage earlier. Today, I mean, not last night,” she added.


“OK, which one? Left?” said
Kristen, guessing correctly as Lucy nursed the sore area. “Hold it out. Can you
squeeze around my forearm?” She held out her own arm for Lucy to grip.


Lucy squeezed briefly, wincing
heavily.


“And can you clench and unclench
your left hand for me a few times?” continued the doctor. “Uh-huh. Now try your
right? OK, and the left again?”


Lucy sighed with exasperation.
The woman took Lucy’s hand and manipulated it in all directions, to Lucy’s
discomfort, comparing it again with her uninjured right.


“Alright, good,” said Kristen, as
if it was a routine check-up, relinquishing her grip. “Definitely something
going on there. Good news is I don’t think it’s broken. Looks to me like a
sprain, like you said. Best we strap that up. The important thing is you’re not
cut anywhere.”


“How’re we getting on back
there?” called Helena, impatiently.


“Nearly done!” shouted Kristen,
as Lucy put her top layers back on.


“Wow, you really did alright,
didn’t you?” said the doctor, taking a second chance to examine Lucy’s legs
before they were re-clothed. “Aside from the ribs and the wrist, you’re pretty
much OK,” she said, standing up from her invasive crouch. “Though I suppose, in
a way, that’s to be expected. Anything more serious and I doubt you’d have
survived the night. Same goes for all of us. I guess we’re the lucky five.”


Lucy flinched at the word
“lucky”, but held her tongue. She’s just given you a green light, she
counselled herself, controlling her anger. Stay with the other survivors.
Kristen might have lost someone too.


The two emerged from behind the
shed and rejoined the others.


“All clear,” called out Kristen
as they approached. “Just need to do a quick wrist bandage, then we’re good to
go. Toby, can you pass me the first aid kit?”


The silent man with the artisan
beard dutifully swung off his backpack and removed a medical kit, handing it
over. Kristen took out a pair of scissors and some bandage, which she wrapped
around Lucy’s hand, taping the end closed.


“Ouch,” said Josh, eyeing up
Lucy’s wrist sympathetically. 


“We good now?” snapped Helena.


“All good,” said Kristen,
smiling, somehow able to retain her good cheer in the face of it all.


“OK, let’s move out,” replied the
blonde navigator, setting off at a pace.


***


They
didn’t stop at all for several hours, walking in a loose formation without
conversation. Only when they finally broke for lunch did some conversation
unfold.


“We need to talk about what those
things were,” began Kristen. “Did anyone see them properly?”


Kristen looked around the group
expectantly, but the others shook their heads. All apart from Toby. 


“I did,” he said, bringing four
sets of astonished eyes directly upon him.


He stared at Kristen intently for
a moment, inscrutable behind the long brown beard. Eventually he spoke again,
placing each word out carefully before his audience.


“I only saw two clearly. Caught
glimpses of others,” he said, as his eyes wandered to the horizon.


“And?” urged Kristen.


“It’s not something I want to see
again, I can tell you that much,” he replied, quietly. He exhaled through the
wiry beard and shifted his seated position on the ground.


Everyone waited for Kristen to
ask him for more details again while he compulsively pulled the grass out from
the ground before him.


For a minute no one spoke, not
even Helena, as they waited anxiously for Toby to resume his eyewitness
account.


“Imagine,” he said, taking a long
pause before selecting the right words, “a cross between a wolf and a bison.
That’s pretty much what I saw. Definitely in terms of size, at least.” He shut
his eyes and rubbed his temples. “They’ve got some pretty serious claws on
them. I guess that’s obvious to everyone, given what we saw on the train. They
have more teeth than I’ve seen in anything on land before. Maybe they
appropriated some dragonfish DNA along the way.”


He went quiet as he refocused on
the grass-plucking.


“The ribcages were pretty
distinctive, too,” he continued. “There was a sort of mesh covering them. I
only caught glimpses of this because they kept moving. It reminded me of the
face masks people wear in fencing competitions. But it was translucent – you
could see some of their internal organs behind it.


“What else? Um … I guess they
move very fast. They … my wife …” His voice faltered and he looked down, his
hand finally stopping its frantic plucking as he closed his eyes and bit down
hard on his bottom lip.


Lucy reached across and placed a
hand on his arm, her eyes brimming with tears. The stoic bearded man didn’t
look up or acknowledge her in any way, but nor did he shrug her off.


After a respectful pause, Josh,
who had been scribbling down Toby’s words in a notebook, took up the burden of
conversation. “Thank you, Toby.”


He turned and addressed the group
as a whole, holding up his notebook. “We should document everything we know
about them as we go. Tonight, when we reach the town, we need to start a record
of this: how many we think attacked last night, what they … did … and what they
looked like. It’s the only way we’ll beat them.” He looked around the group;
the others nodded quietly. “Every detail, like what Toby shared, difficult as
that will be, we must make a record of. Their teeth, their size, their –”


“The water,” interrupted Lucy,
not looking up, the lasting image of Dan’s sunken cheekbone vivid in her mind.


“Yes,” said Josh. “The water.”


Lunch was over. The group packed
up the rest of their scavenged rations and Helena moved them onward again. The
sun was already behind them as they resumed their long journey east.


***


As the
journey continued Lucy got to know most of the group. She still felt acutely
aware of her “B” status among the others as they talked of their professions
and the reasons they’d been on the train, but the others were sensitive enough
– or dismissive enough, however you saw it – not to press her on how she came
to be aboard.


She began with Kristen, who made
for the easiest conversation. A doctor who practiced medicine half the week and
researched the other half, Kristen was used to talking to people in clinics,
labs, and lecture halls, and it seemed her confidence was matched by a good
bedside manner too.
Kristen must’ve been about forty-five, from what Lucy could fathom, and she
noticed a wedding ring on the woman’s left hand.


“I was as surprised as you to
receive that letter,” she admitted. “The fact that they’re only evacuating a
few thousand people out of the entire West Coast is, frankly, a terrifying
indication of the mess we’re in, don’t you think? Sure, I do research, but I’m
not exactly the leading light in the field, because I can only give half my
time to it. Which kinda tells me I’m here because all the other candidates on
the list had been wiped out by the time they wrote the letters.”


“Or maybe they needed one seat to
be filled by someone who could count as two people in practice?” proffered
Lucy.


“That’s kind of you to say,
dear,” replied Kristen, “but the cynic in me can’t help but feel I was invited
because I’m an uncomplicated guest.”


The woman smiled, taking in the
vast open expanses of land that stretched out either side of them. “My boys
would’ve loved it here,” she said, without looking at Lucy. “They were real
outdoor types, you know? Here,” she added, showing Lucy her phone background.
It was of two grinning young boys in soccer kits, one of them missing two front
teeth. They looked around eight and ten.


“My boys,” said Kristen, softly,
with infinite fondness and longing. It was the first time Lucy had heard her
express anything other than optimism.


“They’re beautiful,” said Lucy,
admiring the photo, trying to ignore the small airplane symbol in the top right
corner. It was an unpleasant reminder of how much had changed in such a short
time. 


“Thank you,” said Kristen,
smiling, sadly, as Lucy handed the phone back. “They died when the pathogen
became airborne. On the first day, actually. They were at their father’s,
otherwise I might have spotted the symptoms quicker. Of course, we never found
a treatment that worked for it, so I suppose it wouldn’t have made a
difference. I just would’ve liked to have been near them is all.” 


“I’m so sorry,” said Lucy,
pressing her hand to Kristen’s forearm in sympathy and stopping for a moment.
Kristen paused with her, pressing a hand back on top in gratitude. Kristen
looked upon the gesture from Lucy with familiarity. Perhaps she saw it a lot,
working in medicine? Perhaps she was more used to giving comfort than receiving
it, thought Lucy. 


“What type of medicine do you
work in?” Lucy asked.


Kristen laughed once, bitterly.
“Surprise, surprise, I’m an immunologist. I study the body’s reactions to
different pathogens and how our immune system adapts and responds to new
threats. But this thing was way too fast for us. Immunologists usually have a
good decade or so to study a pathogen, but we got less than a week. Plus we
lost power to the lab on day two. You remember SARS?”


“Yeah,” said Lucy, casting her
mind back. “That was years ago, right?”


“Right. It started out in China,
and they tried to hush it up, which meant it got onto airplanes and ended up in
a whole bunch of other countries. But once we’d figured out we were dealing
with an outbreak – a pandemic – the World Health Organization mobilized and
everyone managed to isolate and contain the virus. So while we couldn’t
necessarily cure it during the crisis itself, we managed to eradicate it by
stopping its spread. Same with Ebola. The point is, you can’t contain a
pandemic unless everyone’s on board – with a coordinated plan right down to the
local level – and we’ve got no satellites this time, no power, no
communications. This new thing spread like wildfire before we knew we’d even
been hit as a species.”


“How did you know it was
airborne?” asked Lucy, trying to show she was keeping up.


“The billions of floating yellow
spores were a pretty big clue,” laughed Kristen. “And it spread through the
population so fast that there was no other viable vector. So luckily the
government, or National Guard, or City Hall – whoever’s actually been running
things – figured this out and got masks out to most of the population in time
to at least slow its progress. They tried burning the spores, but it didn’t
work. Maybe it was too late, or maybe the spores had disintegrated to a level
we couldn’t see.”


Lucy nodded, her mind flashing
back to the precautions she and Dan had taken: stealing the hazmat suits, lying
next to one another in their individual quarantine zones, unable to kiss or
hold each other. She felt a pang of regret. Would she have done it all if she’d
known they only had days left together?


“Can I ask you a personal
question?” said Lucy, as they continued to walk.


“Go ahead,” replied Kristen.


“Back in San Francisco – before
we got on the train. Were you …?”


Kristen looked at her sympathetically.
“Ah. That. Yes, it appears there was quite a price tag for us women to board
the train.”


“So … have I been sterilized?”
asked Lucy, forcing the question out.


“I’m afraid so,” said Kristen.
“Apparently DC have reported instances of fetal abnormalities, linked to the
pathogen.”


“But I wasn’t pregnant.”


“It was a pre-emptive measure.
Ingesting the contaminated water – ‘Gen Water’, they’re calling it – it’s –”


“I caught the briefing,” said
Lucy.


“Oh, OK. Well, ingestion of Gen
Water seems to cause severe deformation to fetuses, and many instances of still
birth. Which is extremely dangerous when we don’t have the resources to do
ultrasounds on people. If the fetus dies and it’s not detected, the mother
could die of septicemia. And I think the government wanted everyone on that
train to survive.”


“But the Gen Water only affects
the fetus?”


“That’s what they’re saying.
Apparently it has no effect on adults. Or at least none we’ve noticed, yet.
Truth be told I think they discovered this whole phenomenon in lab rats – well,
opossums, to be precise. They breed crazy quick. They didn’t have nine months
to test it on enough humans to be sure.”


“But all of that assumes we got
pregnant in that time? Or were on our period?” countered Lucy.


“I think they were looking
further ahead,” replied Kristen. “The species that attacked the train is the
latest to emerge, and the most powerful. They’re intelligent, and coordinated,
so it’s not just their size and strength that makes them dangerous. Their key
method of detection is the scent of blood. If that species continues to be the
most successful, they’re our greatest threat. And to take them down, we need
our best people working on it, and need those people to go undetected.”


“Have the survivors in DC been
sterilized too?” said Lucy.


“Anyone recruited to help fight
the pandemic, yes. It’s a huge gamble, obviously, and could never have worked
on a larger scale. We’d go extinct! I think the idea is that we’re running out
of time anyway – so by sacrificing a few individuals’ fertility, to help secure
our efforts to eradicate the beasts entirely, then mankind benefits overall.
Similarly, they’d argue that there’s no point having fertile people who get
killed or only birth fetuses doomed to die. If you look at it that way, the
disease has already rendered us sterile. This was about buying us the time to
fight back.”


“What? I’m sorry, but that’s
total BS,” protested Lucy. “The military did that without telling me what the
hell they were doing!”


“Maybe they were saving your
life, Lucy? Maybe you’d have refused if you’d known? Either way, they did it to
me too – so kindly don’t shoot the messenger. You asked, I answered.”


“Sorry. I’m just –”


“Processing. That’s OK, I get it.
Look, as I understand it there are three stages to this. One, secure DC. Two,
win the fightback and re-technologize. Three, repopulate using IVF. But stage
three can never happen if stages one or two fail. We need to focus on the short
term for now, because this is no kind of world to raise a child in. If we do
stages one and two, then who knows what the future holds for us – maybe it
holds children. I’m trying not to think that far.”


They walked in silence for a few
minutes while Lucy digested the information, until she was ready to ask again.


“Sorry for how I reacted,” she
said.


“Don’t sweat it,” replied the
doctor. “Compared to some of my patients, you’re a human rainbow.”


“Last night, before we got
attacked, this guy threw an old man off the train. I think it was because he
was bleeding. Is that right? Is that the deal now? If we bleed, those things
will find us and kill us?”


“From a precautionary
perspective, I think that should be the default assumption,” replied the
doctor. “So taking precautions would be wise. But from what I heard on the
train, these things are still evolving. Their blood detection may change, or
that species line might come to an end, if something more efficient outcompetes
it.”


“More efficient? At finding us?”
said Lucy, wide-eyed.


“It doesn’t have to be hunting
us, necessarily. Personally I’m holding out for a particularly kick-ass
herbivore to evolve that takes out those beast things and then gets on with
eating all this damned blue grass. But a girl can dream,” chuckled Kristen.


“Check this out,” called Helena,
who had stopped with Josh further ahead. Lucy and Kristen caught up with them.


“What is that?” said Lucy,
peering down at the sticky spherical globule clinging to the side of the track.
It was around twenty centimeters in diameter, and entirely transparent, like an
impossibly large and sticky water droplet. Suddenly, the sphere began to ripple
as great, spontaneous pulsations travelled through it.


“Woah, woah, everyone stand
still!” cried Helena, as the group instinctively shuffled backwards. “No one
move!”


The globule came to rest.
Everyone held their breath, eyes fixed on the motionless ball. Another
pulsation surged through it, more violent this time, immediately followed by
another. The pulsations continued, the gaps in-between shrinking until the ball
was in a state of constant tremor.


“Get back!” cried Helena,
suddenly pushing backwards from the quivering orb. “I think it’s gonna hatch!”


Everyone leapt back, just as the
orb began to change color. It was as if droplets of ink had been flicked into
the center. The orangey-red dye started to diffuse around the pulsating sphere,
twisting and turning as it mingled with the browns and reds also appearing.
Soon the entire orb was a swirling mass of color.


With a gushing sound, the globule
burst and hundreds of butterflies spilled out, soaring upwards in a spiraling
column where the wind began to carry them away.


Lucy looked around the group; she
and Toby were the only ones to have drawn their handguns. He looked at her but
said nothing as he lowered his. Helena and Josh moved back towards the vanished
globule to inspect the remains.


Josh crouched down and
photographed the side of the track, where a damp patch indicated the site of
the sticky orb.


“Interesting,” commented Helena,
before stepping away from the rail. “We should move on.” 


Lucy took a closer look as
Helena, Kristen, and Toby set off. At the base of the track were the limp
bodies of several butterflies, stuck on their sides. Small droplets covered
their wet, crooked wings as they flapped weakly, unable to get off the ground.


“Why are those ones damaged?”
asked Lucy, peering down at their earthy, autumnal patterns, as the creatures
one by one stopped flapping and fell still.


“Reproduction goes wrong,”
replied Josh, standing up and putting his phone away. “What’s got me stumped is
how there were so many of them. I thought fission meant dividing in two?”


Lucy fell in step with him as
they set off after the others. “Maybe whatever it was used to be larger. Like a
rodent? Then it ingested some butterfly DNA and changed when it re-specialized?”


“Huh,” said Josh. “I like that
hypothesis. We’ll have to test it. What did you say you do again?”


“Me? Oh, nothing like you guys.
I’m …” Lucy sighed. “I was in the B-carriage.”


“I see,” said Josh, a tone of
curiosity in his voice. “But you know about the de-specialization?”


“I caught the briefing in A8.”


“But you also know what cell
specialization is. And how fission works. There’s totally a bit of scientist in
you.”


Lucy smiled. “I did a year of
veterinary college.”


“A year? How come?” probed Josh,
sticking his thumbs under his backpack straps.


Lucy scrunched up her face. “It’s
kinda a long story.”


“Well that’s just as well,” he
replied, “’cos we’re on kinda a long walk.”


“Um, OK,” said Lucy, gathering
her thoughts. “I guess it starts back on my dad’s farm.”


“You were a farmer? No way!” he
cheered, slapping her arm playfully. “I didn’t have you down as a hick!”


“I hide it well. People tend not
to hire hicks, outside of farms. It was also years ago, I should add. I grew up
on a farm, but left. Sold it, actually.”


“You get good dollar for it?”


“Enough to cover my dad’s medical
bills.”


“Oh,” said Josh, staring down the
track.


“He got cancer when I was
sixteen. His health insurance wouldn’t let him renew, once he’d gotten sick. So
we had to finance the farm. It paid for his treatment. He went into remission
around the time I got a place at Wisconsin U, and he insisted I went. So I did,
and I completed my first year. Did pretty well, actually. But in that year his
cancer came back, and he didn’t tell me. And I only found out when I got back
home for the summer and he couldn’t hide it anymore. He died four weeks after
that. Suddenly I didn’t wanna be a vet anymore. I didn’t wanna be
anything. I wanted to escape. So I sold our last stake in the farm and used the
money to travel. Wound up in San Francisco a year later and decided to stay. So
that’s me.”


She swallowed, hard, as memories
of Dan, her father, and the life she’d lost all intermingled painfully and
suddenly.


“How about you?” she croaked,
deciding not to go into her whole Mom situation.


“I’ve been in San Francisco my
whole life,” said Josh, proudly. “Great city. Was a great city,” he
added, less cheerfully.


An awkward silence fell. Lucy’s
mind gravitated to the aching soles of her feet, and the blisters she knew were
forming. 


“Reckon we’re about halfway there
now,” noted Josh, changing the subject. 


“Uh-huh,” she grunted, swinging
her backpack around and pulling out a cereal bar from one of the side pouches.
Josh copied.


“I’m not used to this either,” he
said, tearing off a chunk of sugared oats as he spoke. “My life usually
consists of sitting in front of test tubes and computers for nine hours a day
then walking to the bus stop, sitting down some more, then sitting on my sofa
at home.”


“That’s a lot of sitting,” said
Lucy, already halfway through her bar.


“Welcome to lab work,” he sighed.



“You’re a researcher too, then?
Like Kristen?”


“I think we’re all researchers of
sorts. Toby’s a geologist.”


“Climatologist,” corrected
Kristen as Lucy and Josh caught up with her. She and Helena had stopped and
were consulting the map. Toby was a few yards ahead, staring into the distance.


“What about you, Lucy, what do
you do?” asked Josh, posing the question she’d been dreading all day.


“Walk, apparently,” replied Lucy,
as Helena and Kristen began moving forward again. 


“We need to pick up the pace if
we’re gonna make it by nightfall!” called Helena, marching ahead.


“Tell me about your research?”
said Lucy, turning the conversation back to Josh.


“I’m a botanist. I know what
you’re thinking – very sexy. I get that a lot,” he replied.


“You read my mind,” quipped Lucy.


“My job was – is – to advise the
government on how to replant America’s farms. Assuming we make it to DC, and
there’s anyone left to advise.”


Lucy gave him a puzzled look.


“There’s no one to collect this
year’s harvest,” he elaborated. “And pretty much all of the country’s farms are
supersized now – I guess you’ll know this as well as anyone, being a hick and
all.”


Lucy’s scowl only fueled Josh’s
grin.


“Anyways,” he continued. “Modern
farms are vast because it’s efficient, right? Well, only if the machines are
working. And with no power, and no satellites, all the apps, computers, and
machines that watered and fertilized those fields, coupled with the increased
temperature owing to the lack of air traffic – I’d say this year’s harvest’s
gonna get fried and die of drought. We’ve built farms in places that
historically never supported serious agriculture, but we got around it by
engineering huge irrigation systems. With those systems offline, it makes those
farms a write-off. 


“Then there’s the issue of labor.
There aren’t enough workers left alive, or coordinated, to collect the crops
that do grow. Before machines existed it would have taken half the community
working the fields to bring a harvest in, and we’re looking thin on the ground
for numbers right now. So the crops are gonna rot in the ground.


“And thirdly, there’s the new
invading species that are taking over. They’re already colonizing our farmlands
– you saw that pale-blue crap from the train window, right? It’s spreading,
among other things.


“My happy jobs, then, are to
figure out how we achieve an interim harvest, possibly even two, before satellites
are restored; figure out a pesticide that will work against D4; and also figure
out what crops are gonna survive a five-degree temperature hike.”


“Sounds like a breeze,” said
Lucy, surveying the endless forest and mountain lining the track. The more
carefully she looked, the more she started to notice the pale-blue saplings
dotted around the forest floor.


“Yeah, it’ll only take me twenty
minutes when I get to DC,” replied Josh. “I’ll probably just take the rest of
the week off, maybe go to the movies.”


Lucy smiled.


“We might be able to get around
the irrigation issue with cloud seeding, at least,” he continued. “Which
doesn’t require a satellite – just an airplane and some silver iodine. Or a
rocket. Dry ice would work, too.”


Lucy’s lips formed an inquisitive
‘O’ shape as she waited for him to elaborate.


“Basically, you dump a load of
heavy molecules in the sky – we call them condensation nuclei – and they make
it rain. Only downside is it’s kinda hard to predict exactly when the
rain will start, and where the wind will have taken all those condensed
droplets by then.”


“But other than that it’s
foolproof,” Lucy replied.


“Right!” chuckled Josh. “Still,
we might as well enjoy the fine weather while it lasts.”


“What do you mean?”


Josh shrugged. “The climate has a
habit of counter-swinging when you do something unexpected to it, like suddenly
take out all the clouds made by planes. My bet’s that winter’s gonna suck
pretty bad this year – especially without electricity. So enjoy the warm fall
while it lasts. Bay people aren’t really used to proper winters, huh?”


Lucy laughed. “We’re totally not!
Dan always used to joke that–” Lucy stopped laughing and her smile fell away.


“Dan was your partner, huh?”
asked Josh.


Lucy nodded, biting her lip and
staring straight ahead.


“I’m sorry,” he said, gently.


“No, it’s … I’m sure you’ve lost
people too,” choked Lucy as the track ahead became blurry.


Her mind drowned in a sea of
guilt. Nausea spread from the pit of her stomach down to her legs, turning her
weak and giddy as she tried to balance on the uneven sleepers.


“My lace has come undone,” she
said, stopping abruptly and kneeling to hide her face. “I’ll catch you up.”


Josh stopped, politely.


“I said I’ll catch you up, OK?”
Lucy reiterated, with an involuntary sniff, while staring down and untying her
perfectly tied laces. She clenched her teeth, fighting to hold the tears back.


“Oh. Of course. I’ll make sure
the others don’t rush on,” replied Josh, backing away and continuing down the
track.


Lucy held her breath until he was
at least ten paces away before the tears began to fall heavily and
uncontrollably. She buried her head in her knee and hugged it with all her
might, clinging to it desperately. Tears and mucus ran down her trembling calf
muscle. He was gone. Her anchor was gone. Should she have left him back there,
unburied? What would Dan have wanted? What would he say or do now?


She wiped her nose with the back
of her hand and gripped her ankle firmly. Lucy took a deep breath and exhaled
shakily but slowly. She repeated: another deep breath, another exhalation,
continuing until the tears subsided and she had control again.


Dan would rationalize the
situation; itemize it, she thought. She hadn’t slept properly, she may still
have concussion, two of her ribs were broken and the dull pain was steadily
sapping her energy. She hadn’t eaten properly in at least eighteen hours, and
they’d just walked half a marathon with backpacks on. OK, she reasoned,
channeling Dan’s voice as best she could, problems identified. Solutions? Sleep
would have to wait, but the carb deficit could be addressed. She took off her
backpack and rifled through the side pocket where the snacks were. Taking
several more swigs of water, she stuffed the remaining cereal bars into her
pockets, and pulled the ring back on a tin of fruit, first slurping out its
juice, then setting off after the others, eating the contents with her hands. Keep
moving, she thought. That’s what Dan would do.









TWO

The
Boy


______________________________________


 


 


The light
was starting to fade and Helena was cranking up the pace yet again. “Come on!”
she shouted, pressing ahead from the others. “We need to make it while there’s
still light!”


Toby was lagging behind at the
back of the group, almost at risk of being dropped entirely. Lucy hung back
until he drew level with her. 


“Here,” she said, handing him one
of her two remaining cereal bars. “You can make it through this, alright?”


He looked at her, pathetically.
She took the bar back off him and ripped it open.


“Eat,” she ordered, stuffing the
snack back into his hands and watching until he pressed the bar to his mouth.


The sugar quickly stimulated his
appetite, and instinct did the rest. Within moments the bar was gone. 


“Thank you,” he said, quietly, as
they continued after the others. “When did you first learn to shoot?”


   Lucy looked at him, taken
aback. 


“You drew your gun earlier. So
I’m guessing you know how to use one, and weren’t just deciding that was the
time to vote Republican,” he added.


She laughed. “My dad taught me
when I was growing up. I actually learned on a shotgun first.”


“For real? That’s unusual.”


“My dad was unusual,” replied
Lucy, with a chuckle. “He’d line up his beer bottles out in the field and say,
‘You get a dollar for every one you hit.’” 


“You must’ve been one rich kid if
you were doing it with a shotgun!” noted Toby.


“Yeah, a rich kid with a broken
collarbone,” Lucy snorted. “But now you mention it, I did get good pretty
quickly. So my dad stopped giving me money and made me switch to a pistol until
I got that too. Then he stopped giving me pocket money altogether and put me to
work on the ranch – checking the cattle sites, cutting hay, repairing fences.
You name it, I did it.”


Toby laughed then looked at
Lucy’s face. “Oh, you’re serious?”


“I was fourteen by this point, it
wasn’t that bad. And it’s not like I did it all on my own – he would supervise
me, or one of the other farm workers would.”


“Yeah, but still. Fourteen – was
that even legal?” fretted Toby.


Lucy shrugged. “He called it a
‘rounded education’. He was kinda right. I still went to school, obviously,”
she added, sensing the look of concern in Toby’s eyes. “This was just on the
long summers.”


“So you can ride a horse, then?”
pressed Toby.


“Haven’t ridden in over a decade,
but I’m sure I could pick it up again. It’s the sorta skill that stays with
you. Or at least I hope it is, otherwise I really did waste my youth. How about
you?”


“Me? No way, horses scare me. Big
creatures,” said Toby, shaking his head.


“Horses scare you?”
laughed Lucy. “Then those wolf-bison things last night must’ve been …”


Toby smiled politely but didn’t
laugh.


Lucy immediately regretted her
flippancy. “Sorry, that was –”


“You don’t have to apologize,” he
replied, calmly. “Everyone deals with grief differently.”


Lucy nodded and the two walked in
silence for a minute.


“I had to shoot a coyote once,”
said Lucy, restarting the conversation.


“When?” said Toby, his eyebrows
raised.


“Two days after my sixteenth
birthday. That was pretty scary. I had to shoot one of the cows too, it was
chewed up pretty badly. Only happened this one time, though. Most of the time
it was skunks and the like – you don’t want them getting near your herd. How
about you? Ever shot anything?”


“Me?” said Toby, raising his
eyebrows. “Oh, goodness no. I’ve never fired one of these outside of a shooting
range.”


“What made you get one?” enquired
Lucy.


“It’s a Republican thing,”
replied Toby. “You never know when one’s gonna come at you,” he added, with a
chuckle.


As they wound around another
long, tree-lined bend, a small town glimmered into view less than a mile down
the tracks. Nestled between the surrounding mountains, the town stretched out
across what flat land there was. Candles shone out to them, dotted sporadically
across a handful of dwellings; signs of life in the otherwise barren expanse.


The group’s shadows continued to
grow longer, stretching further ahead of them along the tracks. Time was short.


Welcome to Fraser, Colorado read the train-station sign as they stepped off the tracks and onto
the concrete platform.


“Halle-fucking-lujah,” said Josh,
voicing the group’s collective thoughts, as he abandoned the rails.


As they walked through the
deserted ticket hall, Helena grabbed local maps from the tourist-information
racks. Meanwhile Toby, to everyone’s surprise, smashed open the defunct vending
machine. He didn’t speak as he raided the machine’s contents, but moved away
after taking an armful, allowing the rest of the group to do the same.


“This way,” declared Helena,
leading them out of the lobby, map outstretched before her. 


From what Lucy could see it was a
small town with maybe enough houses for a couple of thousand people. If as many
of them had died here as in San Francisco, then there were probably only a few
hundred people left. This correlated with the signs of desertion that met her
eyes, save for the sporadic candles flickering in isolated houses.


Kristen jogged ahead and banged
on the door of the first illuminated house they came to, but no one answered.
They shouted a few times until a curtain was hastily drawn across the upstairs
window and the candle extinguished.


The last of the daylight
disappeared behind the mountains and forest that framed the town. Only the deep
purple of twilight remained as the last of the group’s time ran out.


“Flashlights, quickly!” said
Helena authoritatively. Everyone brought out the flashlights they’d either
pre-packed or had found among the train wreckage. Lucy had the lieutenant’s. 


The group turned onto the main
street, passing first an abandoned diner, then a convenience store, both of
which had been smashed in. No one had boarded them up, which didn’t bode well
for the fate of the owners, Lucy noted. Next to the store was the community
fire station; its single fire truck stood locked away behind the sliding doors.


A figure sprinted across the
street up ahead.


“Hey!” yelled Helena, her voice
swiftly joined by the others’ calls for help as the group tried in vain to get
the lone individual’s attention. They broke into a run, but the figure was too
far ahead and vanished down a side alley.


“Come on, not far now,” urged
Helena, resuming their course. “The town hall is our best chance of shelter.”


As they made their way forwards,
Lucy found that the group had naturally begun to huddle since the light failed.
Their collective flashlights provided snapshots of illumination in a roughly
twenty-yard radius. 


The further into town they got,
the more pronounced the signs of disaster became. Abandoned cars stood crashed
along the side streets, while uncollected trash lay piled up on the roads.
Discarded breathing masks lined the sidewalks.


Lucy’s eyes tracked along the
sidewalk further and she began to notice small piles and bundles all around
them, some larger than others.


“Guys,” she said, suddenly
realizing what she was looking at.


She shone her flashlight onto a
pile and walked closer. The others followed, training their lights on it too,
bringing the heap into sharp focus. 


“Clothes,” said Lucy, shining her
flashlight along to another nearby pile.


Josh took out his phone and began
taking photos with one hand, using his other to point his light at the target.


“We don’t have time for that,”
said Helena, casting her eyes around the darkness nervously. 


“We have to document everything,”
argued Josh. “It’s the only way we’ll beat them.”


“Oh Jesus,” came Kristen’s voice
from behind.


The group spun around and
followed the direction of her flashlight, which pointed to two abandoned police
patrol cars. The more distant vehicle had been abandoned mid-lane, both of its
passenger doors open. The nearer car had partially mounted the sidewalk at an
angle. Leading away from the open driver’s door was a crumpled heap: an
officer’s uniform.


Cautiously, the group edged
forwards, their beams illuminating more of the car as they approached. The
clothes glistened in the flashlights. 


“They’re still wet,” said Josh,
reaching for his phone again.


“The passenger seat’s wet too,
and there’s another uniform in there,” said Kristen.


Lucy’s eyes clocked several
bullet casings on the ground, surrounded by beads of water. 


A long howl pierced the darkness,
reverberating through the street.


“We need to find shelter, right
now!” cried Helena.


The howl repeated, this time
joined by more howls coming from a different direction.


“The church!” cried Toby,
pointing up ahead, his flashlight stretching just far enough to reveal the
outline of a white wooden church a few hundred yards away with open doors.


As they ran towards the church,
their flashlights sent streaks of light across the road and the buildings.
Lucy’s arms pumped, driving her legs forwards, desperately combating the weight
of her backpack.


A car screeched around the corner
out of nowhere, and in that moment Lucy saw death itself. There they were, in
all their supernatural splendor, hunting down the fleeing car. These were the
vast, abominable beasts that had obliterated the evacuation train. They’d
outpaced centuries of human engineering, and overpowered heavily armed human
soldiers. They were here, and they were real.


Their black fur glistened in the
flashlight. Deep, guttural snarls mixed with the car’s straining engine. The
panicked driver had a wispy moustache and rounded glasses. The terrified
middle-aged woman next to him, presumably his wife, braced herself against the
door as they turned.


As the car skidded out in front
of the church, it turned side-on to the creatures. The foremost animal leapt
with a roar, landing upon the roof of the vehicle, punching an impression of
its body into the crumpling metalwork.


The driver slammed on the brakes,
throwing the beast onto the ground.


The creature rolled onto all
fours and turned, snarling. The headlights vividly illuminated its features for
the first time as it bared its razor-like teeth to the car. Ivory tips
protruded from each shoulder blade, mirroring the claws on the ends of its
long, muscular limbs.


The driver slammed the
accelerator and rammed the beast before it could pounce. But the creature’s
body immediately wedged under the bumper, stalling the car in its tracks. 


As the driver frantically tried
to reverse, his door window shattered inwards, showering the occupants with
glass. A second beast was now leading the attack. Two powerful black forearms
thrust through the broken window frame and clamped onto the man’s skull. The
beast planted its legs vertically against the car like a climber and wrenched
the screaming man from his seat. Both beast and man disappeared from view as
they rolled to the ground, falling away from the car’s main beams. Through the
darkness, the man’s screams painted his fate.


The female passenger burst out of
the opposite side of the car but was felled instantly by a third beast. Its
vast jaws sank deep into her collarbone, crushing it, spilling all the life
from her shuddering body. She lay dying in plain view of the headlights,
obstructed only by the predator ravaging her.


The horrified bystanders reeled
as a fourth beast arrived at the scene. The creature pounced onto the crumpled
roof of the car and surveyed the scenes below, quickly turning its eyes on Lucy
and the other four humans who stood just a few hundred yards away. 


“Run!” yelled Josh, the first to
awaken from their collective stupor. 


The group turned on its heels and
began to flee. Before they knew what was happening, they’d split in three
directions. Lucy and Josh fled down a side street on the left. Toby was nowhere
to be seen. Lucy snatched a glimpse of Kristen and Helena disappearing the
opposite way to the right as one of the beasts bounded after them with a roar.


Lucy and Josh kept running, adrenaline
surging through their bodies.


“Here!” yelled Lucy, peeling off
down the first street on the left.


It was a wide suburban road lined
with houses and parked cars. Josh spun on his feet and doubled back after her,
following Lucy onto the lawn of a detached house and immediately down the steps
to the basement.


From the small secluded porch in
front of the basement door they peered out above the grass line, trying to
control the volume of their sharp, heavy breathing.


Lucy turned and tried the door,
but it was locked. Josh kicked it hard, several times, to no avail. 


“Stand back,” ordered Lucy,
drawing the lieutenant’s gun and pointing it at the lock. 


She pulled the trigger. The noise
of the gunshot reverberated around the neighborhood as the lock fragmented.


They rushed inside and slammed
the door. Darkness. They’d dropped their flashlights on the way, so Josh pulled
out his phone. The minimal light from the lock screen illuminated his hands and
a little of his face as he fumbled, trying to activate the flashlight setting.
A beam of light shot out from the back as his fingers found the right buttons.


“We need to barricade the door!”
whispered Lucy. 


“Grab this!” hissed Josh,
sticking the phone in his teeth, the beam shining down onto his hands as they
took hold of a work table. 


Lucy felt her way to the far end
of the table and lifted, the two of them shuffling the heavy thing all the way
up against the door.


Lucy took a step back. Her heel
hit something cold and hard, which tipped over with a clatter. Josh spun around
and illuminated the paint tin, which rolled loudly across the garage floor
until it met the far wall. Something shuffled in the darkness.


Lucy trained her gun in the
direction of the sound as Josh cast the light around until it landed on the source.
A child cowered in the corner, shielding its eyes from the glare.


The child was filthy. His hair
was greasy and matted, his clothes covered in dirt and food stains. Lucy
approached slowly and tried to sound reassuring.


“Hey, hey, don’t worry, we’re not
gonna hurt you,” she said, but the boy only recoiled further among the piles of
cardboard boxes.


“Josh, he can’t see what we look
like, shine the flashlight on us!” said Lucy.


Josh obeyed and illuminated his
own countenance, revealing beads of sweat covering his pale forehead.


Lucy made her way towards the
child as Josh turned the light on her.


“Lucy,” said Josh, with dread in
his voice. 


“What?” she said, freezing. 


“Your leg,” said Josh. “It’s
bleeding.”


She looked down at her leg and
for a moment time stopped. Blood trailed from her calf, leaking out of a cut
that had torn through both her jeans and her skin. Josh turned his light to the
floor, and to the trail of blood leading from Lucy. He traced it all the way
back to the barricaded door. 


Josh backed up towards Lucy and
the boy. Turning his back to them, he kept his light pointed at the doorway. 


“Seal it, quickly!” Josh hissed
over his shoulder, not looking around. 


“With what?” cried Lucy. “The
first aid kit was in the bags, and I can’t do anything here without light!”


“Ask the kid!” urged Josh.


Lucy turned back to the child,
his slender outline barely visible in the light reflecting off the basement
door.


“Please, do you have any bandages
or cloths down here? Or another flashlight?” she asked earnestly. The quivering
child only shrank further into the pile of cardboard.


Lucy spotted a white rag hanging
over the top of one of the boxes and snatched it, tearing it in half. “Josh,
can I get a little light over here?” she whispered, struggling in the darkness.



He didn’t move.


“Please?” she implored. 


Josh yielded and swung the light
around, training it on her leg.


“Hurry,” he insisted.


Lucy grabbed the first half of
the rag and dabbed away the excess blood. A lot had soaked into her jeans. She
grabbed the second half of the rag and tied it around the wound tightly,
stemming any further bleeding. 


The door rattled violently in its
frame, shaking the heavy table propped against it. 


The child yelped and burrowed
further into the boxes. Josh spun around and trained the light at the door once
again. Another great thud, louder this time, shaking the table further.


A scratching sound came through
the brick as the creature dragged its claws along the exterior of the basement.
A screeching din took over as the claws reached the blacked-out windows. The
screeching continued all the way along the window until the claws reached brick
again. Then silence. 


“Get behind me,” whispered Lucy. 


Josh and the child huddled behind
her, Josh’s light directed over her shoulder at the blacked-out window, Lucy’s
gun trained on it too.


Wood splinters flew through the
air as the beast crashed through the door and reared up onto its hind legs.
Lucy stumbled backwards and tripped, falling to the ground. The child screamed
as Josh illuminated the creature. Lucy let off four rounds directly at its
chest. The beast roared in pain, lashing out and knocking Josh to the floor.
Josh’s phone landed beside him, its flashlight shining upwards to reveal the
beast’s teeth sinking into his head.


Lucy glimpsed the creature’s
internal organs through the wide, gill-like structures lining its ribcage. She
fired three more rounds directly at them, sending the beast crashing to the
ground.


Scrambling to her feet, Lucy
grabbed Josh’s phone and shone it over him. He was gone; his skull had been
crushed by the dead creature beside him. Noise from outside interrupted Lucy’s
transfixion. The rhythmic falling of four heavy legs in sequence signaled the
fast approach of the next pack member.


Lucy spun around, watching as the
child disappeared through an interior door into the house. She raced after him,
calling out as she followed his path up a flight of stairs. 


As she reached the hallway she
saw the kid up ahead. He had a small action hero backpack on and was unlocking
the front door. 


“No, don’t do that!” cried Lucy,
chasing him as fast as she could, her feet sliding across the wet hallway as
she ran. 


It was too late; the child was
away through the front door. 


Lucy raced after him, leaping
down the front steps and grabbing the kid as he ran out onto the street. She
turned on the spot as an engine roar came from the left. Lucy grabbed the kid
by his arm and ran towards the oncoming vehicle, desperately waving it down. 


   The car braked heavily, coming
to a stop a few dozen yards ahead. As they hurried towards it an unseen hand
pushed the front passenger door open from within. Lucy leapt into the car,
pulling the child onto her lap and slamming the door, hitting the lock.


She turned to discover their
rescuer. Toby slammed the car into gear, accelerating rapidly. They quickly
regained top speed on the long straight road leading out of the town, and they
raced into the darkness. 


“Thank you! Thank you, Toby,”
breathed Lucy, gasping to catch her breath, the child nestled under her chin.
Only now did Lucy notice the blood across Toby’s face, and the small puncture
mark below his ear. The boy wrestled Lucy’s arms off him and climbed into the
back where he hid in the foot cavity behind the driver’s seat.


“Who’s that?” asked Toby, keeping
his eyes on the road as he floored it away from Fraser.


“Toby, you’re hurt.”


“No shit,” he said, keeping his
eyes on the road. “Do you know where the others are?” 


“Josh is dead. I don’t know what
happened to the others. I thought you went the same way as them?”


“We got split up,” replied Toby,
“but I think they’re dead too.”


“Where did you get the car?”
asked Lucy.


“You don’t recognize it?”


Lucy looked around, suddenly
realizing the roof above them was partially caved in, and the window on Toby’s
side was smashed.


“I managed to hide in a store for
a while,” he said. “The entrance had been kicked in. Then I doubled back to
where we’d been. I figured I’d chance it that the beasts had moved on by then,
which almost worked out.”


He pointed to the puncture mark.


“Does it hurt?” asked Lucy.


“Yes.”


“Maybe I should drive?” she
suggested.


Toby considered for a moment. 


“That’s probably sensible,” he
agreed. “I don’t imagine I’ve got long left.”


She looked at him, horrified that
he was so ready to die.


“You’ll be alright,” she
insisted. “You can make it, OK? Are you still bleeding, or is that someone
else’s?”


“The blood’s mine, but it’s
clotted now, so I’m done bleeding,” replied Toby.


“OK, good.”


“Not so much. A wound this size
shouldn’t clot like that; it should need dressing. If it’s clotted, it means
I’m probably gonna clot elsewhere soon. Maybe whatever the creature injected me
with was poisonous or something. I don’t know.”


His hand moved to the puncture
mark below his ear and prodded it, tentatively.


“If I’m right,” he said, “I’ll
probably have a stroke soon, or my heart will fail. If I have a stroke, shoot
me. If it’s the second one, let it play out. Understood?”


Lucy stared at him, open-mouthed.


“I mean it,” he insisted. “Don’t
look at me like that. My wife died less than twenty-four hours ago, and I think
my time’s coming up pretty fast too. I’m just telling you how I want to die.
You owe me – I saved your lives.”


Lucy nodded, slowly, and
swallowed. “Do you want to pull over so we can swap?” 


“If we pull over, there’s no
telling what’ll happen. Our best chance is to keep moving until daybreak.” He
flicked on the cruise control. “Here, you take the wheel, then I’ll climb out
under you and you can get into the seat, alright?”


“Um, OK,” said Lucy, not having
much choice as Toby relinquished the wheel. The car swerved a little as she
took hold. Toby climbed into the back, avoiding the child in the footwell. 


“Good, now you move over,” he
instructed from the back.


Carefully, and with some
unavoidable swerving, Lucy moved across into the driver’s seat, wincing from
the throbbing of her ribs. She adjusted the chair position so she could reach
the pedals properly.


“I might get some rest,” said
Toby, climbing back up front and easing into the passenger seat. “I don’t feel
so great.”


***


Lucy
barely had time to read the road signs as they sped through the darkness. If
she’d read the last one correctly, Denver wasn’t far. The National Guard would
be there – it was their nearest shot at finding safety. 


An hour had passed on the
dashboard clock since she and Toby had switched places. As they rounded another
mountainous bend, an orange glow appeared on the horizon.


Lucy’s mouth fell open in dismay
as the burning city came into view. The blaze reflected off the clouds above,
turning the whole sky blood orange. Great plumes of thick black smoke twisted
upward into the air.


Two other cars sped past in the
opposite direction, beeping as if in warning of what lay that way. But Lucy
couldn’t turn around; there was no safety behind her either. As they reached a
fork in the road, she took the only option available and diverted south of the
blaze. If she could circumnavigate the blaze of Denver, she could pick up the
route to Kansas. It was further, but it was her next best chance if she wanted
to reach DC.


***


Lucy had
been driving for hours. Her legs were cramped and her brain was exhausted from
deciphering the endless shapes that flew in and out of the headlights as they
drove through the country in search of sanctuary. She was freezing cold, too,
owing to the broken window, and the temptation to ease the airflow or pull over
to sleep was immense. But the skulking eyes of roadside animals that
sporadically reflected in her headlights were a sufficient reminder of the
perils of stopping.


The faintest rays of grey
sunlight began to ebb above the horizon as Lucy checked the fuel gauge a couple
of hours later; they were low on gas, about to dip into the reserve line. She
drove for another forty minutes, anxiously watching the gauge begin to
flatline, until up ahead, to her infinite mercy, a gas station appeared.


It was deserted. No lights, no
cars, no power. The pumps were never going to work.


Lucy pulled onto the forecourt
and applied the handbrake. She looked into the back; the kid was asleep. She
gave Toby a nudge.


“Toby, we need gas.”


He murmured faintly but didn’t
open his eyes, burbling a little before rolling his head the other way and
falling quiet again. He was deteriorating; most of the color had drained from
his face and he was no longer coherent. She had to find help; she couldn’t just
put a bullet in his head, for Christ’s sake.


She stepped out of the car into
the weak light of the morning and approached the pump, lifting it from its
holster and opening the tank flap. She squeezed and waited, but nothing came
out. Obviously. 


It reminded her of her gun,
though, and she quickly checked the weapon was still holstered and primed
before approaching the darkened store.


The door was open, so she walked
in, shining Josh’s phone flashlight around the store for light. She climbed
under the counter and looked around for the pump switch – but it was already
on. Cursing her luck, she crawled back out from behind the till and surveyed the
rest of the shop. Aha! Fuel cans.


She grabbed as many of them as
she could and returned to the car, tipping each one into the tank before
returning to the store to get more. She repeated the actions until the supply
was exhausted, then scavenged for anything else that might be useful – seizing
a state map as Helena had done, along with a pen from behind the counter. 


Looking around the shop again,
Lucy began to feel that something wasn’t right. The shop had been left open and
yet nothing was missing. She moved behind the counter again; the key was still
in the kiosk, and there was money in the drawer. But this time she noticed a
slight patting underfoot – there was water beneath her feet. 


She hurried back to the car with
an armful of the only food and drink available. The two passengers were still
asleep, unaware of the danger that had visited the area. Lucy jumped in and
raced the car away from the desolate station.


Morning was in full flow by now,
and, aided by a stolen can of Red Bull, Lucy continued onwards. She balanced
the map on the steering wheel and circled the gas station, before tossing the
map onto Toby’s lap.


When she reached for the map
again an hour later, she brushed Toby’s hand. His skin was cold and clammy,
dotted with sticky transparent beads. She gasped and slowed the car down. Toby
was dead, and was in the first stages of decay.


She stopped the car along the
side of the deserted road and walked around to the passenger seat. Leaning over
Toby’s body, she unbuckled him, and, sliding a hand under each of his armpits,
dragged his body from the car and lay it by the roadside. She looked at him for
a moment and considered saying a prayer, but she didn’t know if he’d been
religious or not.


Acutely aware of her blood-soaked
jeans, she winced and undid Toby’s belt buckle. “Forgive me,” she muttered, as
she maneuvered off his cargo trousers, attempting to keep his underwear in
place as she did so.


His legs were beginning to
glisten. Once the trousers were off, she turned them inside out to allow the
damp interior a chance of drying. She removed her torn, bloodied jeans and put
on Toby’s inverted cargo trousers. They were much too long, and loose around
the hips. She folded the waist band over to expose the belt rings and tightened
the belt to the smallest notch. 


“So sorry,” she whispered,
draping the discarded denim over his bare legs in an attempt to protect his
modesty.


She rolled up both cargo trouser
legs several times so they didn’t drag along the floor, then returned to the
car and drove away.


***


It was
afternoon by the time their stolen gas ran out. Toby’s empty seat still bore a
wet imprint of his figure. The car spluttered to a halt next to a field
indistinguishable from the thousands of fields they’d passed already. Lucy
checked the rear-view mirror; the child was awake and staring out of the window
expressionlessly, clutching his backpack to his chest.


Lucy stood by the car and
anxiously surveyed the landscape, scouring it for landmarks she could
cross-reference against the map. The nearest town was around seven miles away,
give or take. Hiking at a child’s pace, they were going to be pushed to make it
by nightfall. 


She walked around to the rear of
the car and opened the child’s door. The boy recoiled slightly. He looked
around eight or nine.


“We gotta walk from here,” said
Lucy. 


The child didn’t react. 


“I’m Lucy, what’s your name?”


The boy said nothing and Lucy
lacked the energy to try harder. She’d already saved the kid’s life, and they
had a long distance to cover; small talk could wait. She checked the car for
anything they could take with them, but it was basically empty. She slung her
minimal backpack over her shoulder.


“Hey, can I see your bag?” asked
Lucy.


The boy stared at the road,
resolutely avoiding eye contact. His backpack was tiny, enough room maybe for a
kid’s lunch and no more. Unless he was carrying a time machine, it was probably
unlikely to revolutionize their situation, Lucy figured.


“Fine, whatever. Come on,” she
said, setting off without looking back again. She could check his backpack
later. He followed, as she knew he would.


They were hungry and thirsty, and
between them had only the few snacks Lucy had been able to grab from the gas
station. She’d been worried that the kid might slow her down, but unlike Lucy
the boy was well rested, and as she entered her third day without sleep, the
pair were evenly matched.


After an hour or so the child
came to a complete halt in the middle of the road.


“Hey, come on! Look, we can’t
stay here, we’ve gotta keep moving,” urged Lucy, reaching out and taking his
hand. But the boy shook her off and stayed put, his eyes cast downward, his
legs shifting uncomfortably.


“Listen to me,” she said,
kneeling down in front of the boy, trying to make eye contact. “I know this is
tough. I get it. It’s tough for me too. And I know you miss your mom and your
dad, but –”


The ground around her knee began
to warm. Lucy looked down at the dark patch of tar leading up to the child,
whose pants were wet with fresh urine. 


“Oh,” she said, standing up
abruptly. She stepped back from the growing puddle. “I didn’t know you … Go
over here! I won’t look, I swear.”


She turned the kid around to face
the field and stepped back as he nervously pulled his pants down and finished
pissing. There wasn’t much left; most of it was in his clothes now.


Lucy wrapped her hands around her
head and groaned. “Why didn’t you …? Argh!”


She closed her eyes and took a
deep breath. Her ears started to pick out the wind rustling in the trees, and
some distant birds calling to one another. She rubbed her itching eyes several
times then reopened them, blinking the blurry vision back into focus.


“Hey – sorry I got frustrated.
It’s OK, we all have accidents,” she said, kneeling down again and beckoning
the boy back over.


“Between you and me, I’m feeling
a little scared by what’s going on. I’m actually feeling kinda alone because I
lost my best friend in the whole world, so I could really use a friend right
now. So look, here’s the deal, I’m gonna make you a promise.”


She held out her pinkie finger.


“I promise that I’m gonna keep
you safe, and look out for you, for both of us. Will you help look out for me
too, and we can be a team?”


She kept her pinkie finger
outstretched, hoping above everything that it would work. Slowly, cautiously,
the little boy raised his hand and stuck out his pinkie finger, wrapping it
around hers. For the first time he looked into her eyes, albeit not for long;
his eyes darted back to the floor again, but it was progress all the same.


With that they set off again, and
after a mile or so the boy took her hand. Together, they walked in silence. 


***


They
walked for several hours more, during which time they had no choice but to stop
and rest intermittently. The gas-station snacks were a mixed blessing, giving them
sugar highs but compounding their dehydration, and causing inevitable energy
crashes.


A small town eventually emerged
along the road ahead, perhaps only a mile away now. This time, a lookout post
made of scaffold stood by the first few houses, marking the town boundary.


At that moment the boy’s hand
slipped from Lucy’s. He collapsed onto the hard road. 


“Hey!” cried Lucy, panicking,
immediately falling to her knees to try to shake the boy awake. “Hey, kid, come
on now, we’re nearly there, wake up!”


His skin was ash-white and
clammy, and he was totally unresponsive.


Lucy leapt to her feet and faced
the watchtower, jumping, waving, and shouting desperately for help. One of the
sentries spotted her and pointed, beckoning over a colleague who seemed to reach
for a radio.


Lucy turned her attention back to
the nameless boy, shaking and calling to him to no avail. Then it dawned on
her: the backpack. She wrestled it off his unconscious body and tore the zip
open, revealing a black purse-shaped box. She prized it apart, staring down at
the syringe and other unfamiliar devices that greeted her eyes. There was a
note inside the pouch too:


Damian Brooks. Type 1
diabetic. Emergency contact: Evelyn Brooks, 716 866 5269


Lucy fumbled around the rest of
the bag for clues as to what the hell to do. She’d never treated a diabetic
before, but she’d heard of diabetic comas and this didn’t look good. 


The rumble of a car approaching
interrupted Lucy’s frantic rummaging. 


“Hey! You need help?” yelled the
driver, leaning out of the window.


Lucy scooped the kid up in her
arms and rushed towards the vehicle. The front passenger leapt out to assist.
Together, they lowered the unconscious boy into the backseat.


“What’s wrong with your son?”
asked the driver, as Lucy hastily retrieved the boy’s items from the road and
climbed into the car.


“He’s diabetic and he’s not my
son,” replied Lucy, breathlessly. “I have no idea how to treat him.”


The car spun around and headed
back towards the town at speed.


“Tell Paul,” instructed the
driver.


His assistant reached for the
radio. “Base, this is Tower Two Dispatch. Come in, over,” he chimed.


“Go ahead Dispatch Two.”


“We just picked up two strangers
outside the tower. There’s a diabetic child in urgent need of medical
attention. We’re taking him to the town hall now. Can you get Paul to meet us
there ASAP? The kid’s in a bad way, over.”


“Roger that, Dispatch Two. In a
bit, over.”


The radio crackled out for the
last time and they crossed the threshold into the town, speeding past the
manned sentry tower. Lucy’s eyes darted between the pale child and the bizarre
glimpses of the town she was getting as they drove.


Stacks of household mirrors had
been placed in a circle by the roadside, all facing inwards towards a large,
central, plastic barrel. Further along people were digging pits by the side of
the road, some of which were lined with plastic. They passed a truck hauling
fresh lumber, and Lucy glimpsed a second watchtower a little way off. The place
reminded her of her own modest home town of Clinton. Only, here was smaller,
with even fewer amenities.


The car came to an abrupt halt
and the driver and assistant leapt out, immediately reaching into the back and
helping lift the child from Lucy. They rushed into the stone building ahead.
Lucy snatched the backpack and hastened after them. 


“Paul!” yelled the driver, who
was strong enough to carry the child himself. 


An unassuming man met them
inside. 


“Lay him down on the table,
quickly,” replied the man – presumably Paul. “Does he have a kit?”


“The woman’s got it,” said the
assistant, pointing to Lucy, who thrust the black box forwards.


Paul snatched it from her. “I’m
gonna talk you through what I’m doing here, guys, so pay attention – you may
have to do this sometime, you never know. ABC – who can remember what that
stands for?”


“Airway, breathing, circulation,”
replied the driver. 


“Good. So his airway is clear and
he’s breathing,” said Paul, examining the boy. “Matty, you wanna check his
circulation?”


Matty, the driver’s assistant,
put his fingers to the boy’s neck. 


“He’s got a pulse,” he confirmed.


“Good,” said Paul,
double-checking the diagnosis. “Now we need to take a blood glucose reading –
that’ll tell us if he needs sugar or insulin.”


Paul pulled out two objects from
the kit: a small pebble-sized thing with an LED screen into which he fed a tiny
strip of paper, and something that looked like a really thick pen. 


“Crap, he’s out of needles,”
fretted Paul, clicking the top of the pen thing. “Rich, gimme your knife,
quickly.”


Rich – the strong driver –
obliged, handing over a penknife. Lucy shifted, uncertainly, as Paul flicked
open a blade and held the tip up to the unconscious child’s finger.


“Woah, what are you doing? Jesus,
Paul, no blood! That’s the rule!” cried Matty.


“We need a drop of blood for the
reader,” asserted Paul. “One drop, that’s all, and we can stem it immediately.”


“Fuuuuck!” cried Matty, spinning
on the spot, running his hands through his hair. “This is why we don’t take
strangers in!”


Paul gently pushed the blade into
the boy’s fingertip, where a thick red teardrop immediately formed at the
surface. He held the paper-LED device up to the blood. 


“Ah shit, it’s not working,”
cursed Paul. “Do you know how to work this thing? You there, hey, hello?”


Lucy came out of her trance and
realized Paul was addressing her.


“Miss? How do you work this
thing? I’ve not seen this model before and I really don’t wanna guess how to
treat your boy,” he pressed, holding out the pebble-shaped device for Lucy to
examine.


As she raised her arm to receive
it, the world went black. 











THREE

Into
the Crypt


_________________________________________________


 


 


“You
passed out.”


Lucy blinked several times, her
eyes adjusting to the candlelight. The room around her was unfamiliar, as was
the woman leaning over her.


“You passed out, right after –”
The woman fell silent and looked away.


Lucy came to her senses with a
jolt – the boy!


“Where is he? Where’s the boy?”
demanded Lucy.


“I’m so sorry. He didn’t make
it,” replied the woman.


Lucy slumped back into the bed,
her head spinning. She’d saved the boy’s life then allowed him to die. If only
she’d checked his backpack! If only he’d have told her something – anything!


“Drink this,” insisted the woman,
lifting Lucy’s head up a little and putting a straw to her lips.


Lucy took a few sips before
abandoning the carton, overcome by nausea and guilt. 


“You’re dehydrated, and you need
to rest,” advised the woman. “I’ll leave the drink here. Sleep now.”


***


Lucy
awoke and sat up; the woman was nowhere to be seen. Rubbing her eyes, she took
in her candlelit surroundings properly. 


The ceiling was low and made of
stone. Dozens of camp beds and mattresses filled the space. Lucy stifled a gasp
as she realized there were other people asleep in the room with her. She
immediately began looking around for an exit.


The single doorway across the
room led to a set of steps that disappeared from view. At the foot of her bed,
folded, was a fresh set of clothes. Next to that was her backpack, and the
Asian woman’s boots she’d scavenged from the train. The rest of the sports
drink had disappeared. Lucy gasped as she leaned forwards to pick up the
clothes, remembering her broken ribs. The bed creaked loudly. Someone across
the room rustled, turning over to lie on their other side.


She swiveled out from under the
quilt as quietly as she could and realized she was still wearing Toby’s
rolled-up cargo trousers. Lucy pulled the stolen boots on and steadied herself
as she stood. Picking up the pile of fresh clothes, she edged towards the exit,
backpack swung over her shoulder. 


At the top of the short stone
staircase was a heavy-looking wooden door. It was unlocked, and as Lucy pushed
it open she emerged onto the floor of the town hall. 


“Um, excuse me,” she said, approaching
a kindly-looking woman. 


The woman was extremely large,
and wore a baggy unbuttoned cloth shirt over a stained white T-shirt. Her red
hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she was carrying a pile of folded towels.


“You’re the new one,” noted the
woman, eyeing Lucy up suspiciously.


“Uh, yeah, I guess that’s me.”


“Sorry ’bout your boy,” replied
the woman, setting off again.


“He wasn’t my … Thanks,” replied
Lucy, quick-stepping to catch up. “Is there somewhere I could get changed?”


They reached another mottled door
across the hall, which was covered in flaking, faded cream paint. Continuing
through, they stepped into a gloomy corridor, with dark wooden-paneled walls
and an ageing red carpet. 


“Bathroom’s down that way. Do not
use the toilet – unless you wanna be pulling it back out again,” said the
woman, who immediately departed the way she’d come.


“Oh, thanks,” said Lucy. “I
didn’t catch your –” The flaking cream door swung closed.


Lucy set off down the corridor.
Old oil paintings depicted scenes from the civil war, alongside portraits of
aged white men she didn’t recognize.


If the cold stone floor of the
bathroom wasn’t enough of an incentive for her to hurry, the smell certainly
was. She changed as quickly as her delicate ribs would allow, and returned to
the main hall, her dirty clothes shoved inside her backpack.


The hall was large, with a high
ceiling and an elevated balcony level which looked down on the central floor.


“And I thought we’d had it bad,”
came a familiar voice from the far side of the hall.


Lucy jolted, realizing she was
being addressed.


“I’m Paul, the council leader,”
the man continued, walking towards her. “And you must be Lucy?”


She recognized him – he was the
man who’d tried to save the boy. Lucy’s eyes widened as she saw that tucked
under his arm was her notebook.


“How did you get that?” she
cried, swiveling her backpack off and immediately rifling through it.


“We searched your stuff after you
passed out. Seemed only prudent. And I’m glad we did – I was gonna put you to
work in the fields with Sammy, but it looks like we’ve got a few things to
discuss. It’s not in there,” he added, as she continued to rummage. “Your gun,
I mean. Just a precaution. When we know we can trust you, you’ll get it back –
we’re not savages.”


Lucy stared at him in amazement.


“I want you to tell me everything
you know about those creatures. Then I want you to brief the council on it,”
said Paul, solemnly, returning the notebook to her.


“I …”


“Paul!” came a cry from across
the hall.


“What is it?” he said, turning
round. 


A woman rushed over to them and
held out a radio. “It’s Watchtower Two – they’ve got new arrivals. They say
they need you urgently.”


“Again?” Paul took the receiver
from her hand. “Go ahead Tower Two, this is Paul.”


The radio crackled back into life
as the response came through. “You’d better get down here, boss, we’ve got two
new arrivals. They’re from County.”


Lucy thought she recognized the
voice. The name Matty came to mind – had he rescued her and the boy?


“They’re armed, boss, and they’re
demanding to see you,” the familiar voice crackled.


“Understood, on my way,” replied
Paul. “Come with me,” he instructed Lucy.


“Me? I … OK. Um, by ‘County’, did
he mean …?” she stammered, following him out of the hall.


“The prison? I’m guessing so,” he
replied, heading towards a nearby car. “And by the sounds of it, they aren’t
exactly the guards.” 


He rocked into the driver’s seat.



“Get in already,” said Paul,
buckling up his seat belt. “You can start briefing me on the way.”


Lucy obeyed. 


“So you were on the evac train?”
he asked, starting the engine and pulling out. 


“Yes. I –”


“Which makes you some sorta
expert,” he interrupted. “We need that. We’ve done what we can with guesswork –
you probably figured that out with the whole vault-sleeping thing. We are here
to defend ourselves, Lucy, and we are struggling. But with your help …”


He peered through the grimy
windscreen as he took them round a corner. 


“The last leader died a week or
so ago,” he continued. “She lasted all of two days. I was the new deputy, so,
well, you can see how that worked out. I’m a high-school teacher by trade
though – history. I’m not a scientist like you. But I dare say I’ve more in
common with you than most of the other folk left round here.”


Lucy gave a polite smile and
looked down, twiddling the straps of her backpack, which sat nestled between
her legs. 


“We had a rough night,” Paul went
on. “One of the other watchtowers was attacked and we lost two men. I’m in half
a mind to scrap the whole watch roster entirely and just keep everyone in the
vault.”


“They haven’t found you in
there?” said Lucy, mulling over the composition of the stone chamber.


“Would we be having this
conversation if they had?” said Paul, with a harsh laugh. “It seems to keep us
safe.”


“If the vault keeps you safe, why
are you bothering with watchtowers?”


Paul raised an eyebrow. “Are you
for real? When desperate people know what you have, they’ll try and take it
from you. I read your diary – I’d have thought you’d learned that lesson by
now.”


Lucy’s mind flashed back to Dan
showing her their broken apartment door, and their stolen rations. She grabbed
both of her thighs and gripped, hard, as the aching loss of Dan soared to the
front of her mind.


“You OK?” said Paul, looking at
her warily, like she was about to throw up in his taxi.


“Fine,” she replied, exhaling
slowly and counting to three under her breath. “So your watchtowers are to
defend you against other people?”


“Bingo,” said Paul, slapping the
wheel. “The boys up there have got night-vision goggles.”


“So they’ve seen the …
creatures?”


“A couple have. It depends how
many are hunting. If it’s just one, the tower can usually handle it. If it’s a
whole pack, then we lose every time.”


“The bodies – from last night.
Were they killed by beasts or humans?”


Paul glanced at her. “Beasts.
Why?”


“You need to burn their bodies.”


“Bit late for that. We’ve already
buried them.”


Lucy felt a pang in her stomach.
“Then you need to dig them up.”


“Are you kiddin’ me? Why in god’s
name would I do that? We knew those people. Some of their family are still
alive. A stunt like that’s just gonna bring them pain.”


“Listen to me,” said Lucy,
pivoting in her seat to face Paul properly. “How long have you left a body
before burying it – one that was killed by a beast?”


“We bury them pretty quick. All
within a day.”


“How about when the pathogen was
airborne? I’m seeing a lot more houses here than people, so I’m guessing you
guys suffered what we went through in San Fran?”


“You mean the virus?” replied
Paul.


Lucy opened then closed her
mouth, deciding not to correct him.


“Back then folk were dying too
quick for us to bury them all the same day,” he continued. 


“So you’ve seen them rot? You’ve
seen them turn to water?”


Paul eyed her up suspiciously. 


“The airborne pathogen – virus,
let’s call it – was part of the same thing as the creatures now attacking us,”
explained Lucy. “They’re linked. And the bodies decay the same way – only, much
quicker if they’ve been killed by a beast.”


“What’s your point?” said Paul,
taking another corner.


“My point is, the bodies turn to
water. ‘Gen Water’ is what it’s being called. There was a hypothesis discussed
on the train, that the water is part of the creatures’ metabolism. It’s their
food.”


“So we should burn the bodies?”
said Paul, bemused.


“Those things will be coming back
to feed. I’m sure of it. You need to destroy their food source before that. Dig
the bodies up and burn them. Though it might be too late now.”


“How’s about one crisis at a
time, hey?” said Paul, as they approached Watchtower Two.


Lucy recognized the outpost from
her arrival the day before, this time having experienced the town in reverse
order. Her own ‘insider’ status here was dubious at best, but she felt a pang
of defensiveness when she saw the strangers stood at the threshold to the town;
she didn’t want them in. Maybe it had something to do with the orange jumpsuits
both of them were wearing, or the fact that each held an assault rifle.


Paul slowed the car to a stop and
got out, Lucy following. 


“Good afternoon gentlemen, my
name’s Paul,” he began, striking a formal tone but stopping short of a
handshake. 


The two men eyed him up
suspiciously. They were big guys, the kind of guys who spent their entire
prison sentence working out. And judging by the size of their triceps, they’d
been behind bars for a while. 


The shorter of the two convicts
spoke first. He had a thick handlebar moustache, Caucasian skin, and a shaven
head. Tattoos crept above the neckline of his jumpsuit, licking at the base of
his skull.


“You in charge round here?” he
demanded.


“I am,” replied Paul.


To the side of Paul stood Matty
and Rich, each holding a weapon of their own – Matty a revolver, Rich a
shotgun. Neither moved, neither blinked, both stared, cold as day. It was clear
to Lucy why they’d been selected for watch duty.


“My friend here and me would be
most grateful if you could extend us your hospitality and allow us to shelter
here with y’all,” continued the tattooed man.


“That can be discussed,” said
Paul, “but not at gunpoint. Lower your weapons and we’ll talk about it.”


“Much as I’d like to do that,”
replied the mustachioed skinhead, “you can see why, from where I’m standing,
that would be a very dumb move on our parts. What’s to say you’re not gonna
blow off our heads soon as we do?”


“Rich?” said Paul, as he put a
hand to Rich’s shotgun, lowering the barrel away from the tall convict’s chest.
“You may enter here, if you abide by our rules. It’s as simple as that,” said
Paul, addressing the convicts once again.


“Boss, they’re convicts!” cried
Matty, incredulously, his gun still trained on the pair. “They don’t give a
shit about rules, they’ve already broken the law!”


“Hey, hey, hey!” protested the
smaller man. “Call your boy off!”


“After you’ve lowered your
weapons,” Paul replied.


The skinhead considered for a
moment, then slowly lowered his gun, raising his spare hand in a peaceful
gesture. After a pause, the barrel-chested guy behind him did the same. Both
convicts stood, their orange jumpsuits the brightest things on the entire
horizon, a rifle hanging by each man’s side, and an arm uplifted in surrender.


“Lower your rifles to the ground,
please, so that Matty here can collect them,” instructed Paul.


“How come he ain’t lowered his
weapon?” protested the tattooed skinhead.


“If we were gonna shoot you, we’d
have done it already,” said Paul. “Relax. We’re gonna take your weapons is all.
Then we’ll see about getting you fellas some water. Now put your rifles on the
ground, please.”


The two convicts slowly complied.


“Back up. Back up a few paces
more!” barked Matty as he edged towards the abandoned guns.


Rich stood stony-faced as his
colleague retrieved the weapons, poised to shoot should either of the convicts
move too quickly. 


“OK, I think we have an
understanding. Welcome to Wilson, gentlemen,” declared Paul, without a smile
this time.


“I need water,” declared the
barrel-chested man, his deep voice complementing the dark cornrows adorning his
head. “Sir,” he added, resentfully, after a dig in the ribs from his
companion. 


“I’m sure you could both use some
food and drink; that can be arranged,” replied Paul. “We will need to keep you
in cuffs until the council has had a chance to meet and discuss the level of
freedom we can grant you, but I see no reason why, if we can gain mutual trust,
the two of you cannot become contributors to the safety and survival of this
town.”


There was a stunned silence on
both sides. The two men stood and gawped at what Paul was saying, the message
of being recuffed sticking in their throats. Along from them, Rich’s stony face
was now practically cracked in two, his jaw hanging wide open as his leader
offered two escaped convicts room, board, and possibly a free rein in their
town.


“You see that building up ahead?”
said Paul, pointing down the straight road leading into town. “That’s the town
hall. I’ll meet you there in about twenty-five minutes – that’s how long it
should take you to walk. There, you’ll find food and water.”


“Why can’t we get a ride in your
car?” chimed the skinhead, pointing at Lucy.


“Like I said, it’s not a long
walk and we’ll see you there, gentlemen,” said Paul, as Matty loaded their
confiscated weapons into the trunk. 


Paul chucked Matty a pair of
heavy-duty cable ties then climbed back behind the wheel.


“Get ’em to put the cuffs on each
other,” he said, leaning back out of the window. “Then check they’re tight.”


“You got it,” said Matty.


Lucy clipped in her seat belt as
they did a U-turn and headed back towards the center.


“Will they be alright?” she said,
nervously, looking back at Rich and Matty with the two convicts in the
rear-view mirror.


“Those two can handle themselves,
don’t you worry about that. Rich served in Iraq. We have a meeting to organize,
though. The council will need to vote on what we do with those two convicts.
Which is a pain, because it means I’ve gotta pull a bunch of people off their
day stations.”


They collected a couple of the
councilors on route and arrived to find the rest waiting at the town hall,
where there was a great deal of commotion; word of the new arrivals had spread
fast. Paul and the other collected councilors made their way into the private
meeting room, with Lucy in tow, leaving behind the inquisitive, gossiping
congregation.


The council entered a small side
room and took its seats. Two archaic windows at opposing ends of the room were
the only sources of illumination. The two shafts of pale light met across the
large oval table that dominated the inadequate space.


Paul took his seat at the head of
the table and gestured to Lucy to sit immediately by him. It wasn’t until the
rest of the council had taken their places that she realized she was literally
at his right-hand side. 


The man opposite Lucy, on Paul’s
left, was evidently the scribe, being the only one bearing pen and paper. Neighboring
him was a rotund, stern-looking woman in her fifties, and an ageing, mostly
toothless man in dungarees.


To Lucy’s immediate right was a
red-haired man, who was followed by another fifty-something white woman and a
Latino woman in her forties. Thanks to Lucy’s presence, her side of the table
now numbered four instead of three.


The seven councilors ranged in
age from their mid-thirties through to their early seventies. There were four
men and three women. Plus Lucy.


“Before we begin,” said the
rotund woman diagonally opposite Lucy, “I want to know who she is and
why she’s allowed in here?”


Her objection earned murmurs of
approval from other councilors. 


“This is Lucy,” replied Paul.
“She is a national scientific expert and was on the West Coast evac train. She’s
not here to vote. Once we’ve discussed the prisoners’ fates, she will be
briefing us.”


“Briefing us?” spluttered
the mostly toothless septuagenarian from behind his dungarees. 


“Yes, Jerry,” sighed Paul. “She
knows things we don’t. And in order for us to all stay alive and beat those … creatures
… we’re gonna need to suck up our pride and actually listen for once.”


Jerry leaned back in his seat and
folded his arms, casting Lucy the filthiest of looks. Lucy swallowed,
nervously, as more raised eyebrows and suspicious mutterings proliferated
around the small room. 


“Turning to the matter at hand,”
continued Paul from the head of the table, “I will now restate the situation
for the record.”


The slightly plump,
goatee-wearing scribe began to scribble as Paul spoke.


“Two escaped convicts arrived at
our town this afternoon asking for food, water, and shelter. They were disarmed
peacefully, and agreed to wear cable-tie cuffs until they reach the hall, where
they will be fed. This extraordinary meeting of the council has been called by
Council Leader Paul Tillerman so that a decision may be reached as to the
status and future of these two men in Wilson.”


He paused, waiting for the scribe
to catch up.


“Can you repeat that last bit?”
pleaded the chubby clerk.


Paul groaned, slumping back in
his chair. “We need to vote on what to do with the prisoners. Fiona, I imagine
you’ve got an opinion on this?” he said, addressing the rotund objector
diagonally opposite Lucy.


“You’re damned right I do.
They’re not staying here, that’s for sure,” she retorted, glaring around the
table, daring someone to challenge her. “They’re a danger to the whole
community. We’d have to feed them, obviously, and why the hell should we do
that? Heaven knows what they did to escape prison.”


“Or what they did to get there in
the first place,” whistled the tooth-deprived Jerry.


“Precisely!” rattled Fiona. “We
don’t know who’ve they hurt, or killed even. We can’t let them roam freely
around our town, around our children!”


Murmurs of approval and nods
passed around the room. 


“But where do we send them?”
asked the Latino woman at the far end of Lucy’s row.


“Back the way they came, Andrea!”
retorted Fiona, defiantly. 


“Or we could put them on the road
to another town?” suggested the chubby scribe to Paul’s left, peering up from
his frantic jotting. “Give them some food and water for the journey. That would
get rid of them?”


“This is madness!” interjected
the red-haired man on Lucy’s immediate right. “What town? Where are they going
to go? You know as well as I do that if you send them away on foot, you might
as well go right ahead and sign their death warrants. If the creatures don’t
get them, then exposure will, or dehydration.” He thumped the table with his
fist. “There’s nowhere left round here, and you know it.”


“I hate to break it to you, Don,
but this is what they deserve,” retorted Fiona, vehemently. “They chose to
break the law, after all, and now this is part of the punishment.” 


“I couldn’t disagree with you
more.” Don’s curly red hair flailed as he emphatically shook his head. “This is
a chance to reintegrate them; to rehabilitate them. It’s the civilized thing to
do.”


“Don has a point,” said the
thin-faced white woman next to him, speaking for the first time. “Those men are
strong, they could be useful. I mean, we need more hands for hauling timber,
right? And we’re already behind on our winter fuel schedule.”


“But how can we trust them?”
wheezed Jerry. “Are you really telling me, Monica, that you’d be happy letting
two escaped prisoners wander around town? Be around your kids? Sleep in the
same room as all of us?”


“Maybe we could arrange some sort
of supervision of them?” Monica countered, her shoulders hunching together.
Andrea and Don nodded either side of her, muttering their approval. 


“In that case you might as well
build a new prison for them here,” countered the scribe, nervously twiddling
his goatee. “I mean, that’s basically what you’re saying, isn’t it?”


“I’m saying,” replied
Monica, her voice laced with exasperation, “I don’t want to just exile these
men to the wilderness. They’re human beings! But I get the concerns the others
are raising,” she conceded, flopping back into her seat dejectedly.


“Oh shove it, Monica! That is such
a load of bull!” said Fiona, losing her cool.


“It is not bu–”


“Just say what you actually mean
– those men have no place here!” thundered Fiona.


“Woah, woah, let’s keep it civil,
people!” intervened Paul. “We’ve gotta reach a decision. I understand the
concerns around the table. I don’t believe we have the resources to monitor the
two men if we keep them here. So as I see it, it’s between accepting them as
equal citizens and integrating them into our town – treating them as an asset,
not a threat, as Monica originally suggested. Or, and I think it would be barbaric
of us to go down this route myself, the alternative option, which is to exile
them. Time to put it to the vote: exile or integrate. All in favor of exiling
the men, raise your hand.”


Fiona and Jerry’s hands went up
without hesitation, meekly followed by a reluctant third vote from the goateed
scribe.


“And all in favor of integrating
the prisoners, raise your hand.”


Paul surveyed the room again.
Four hands went up immediately this time, including his own. With their hands
held high, Don, Monica, and Andrea glared across the table at their three
ideological adversaries. Lucy didn’t move.


“The motion is passed,” said
Paul. “The men will be reintegrated with immediate effect, and will no longer
be referred to as prisoners,” he said, conclusively.


Two gunshots rang out from within
the main hall, followed by screams and stampeding footsteps. 


The councilors rushed out of the
meeting room and into the near-deserted hall. Lucy stuck close to Paul in the
midst of the commotion, while the last of the congregants fled to the street. 


At the side of the hall, the two
convicts lay crumpled on the floor in front of a bench. Each lay cuffed with a
bullet in his head. A shared pool of blood seeped into the stone beneath. Above
them stood Matty, trembling. 


“Christ, Matty, what have you
done?” cried Paul, aghast.


Mingling with the blood were the
remains of the prisoners’ meals, which had fallen to the ground.


“They – they were bad men!” said
Matty, in a strained, high-pitched voice. He was twitching, imploring, casting his
eyes around the horrified faces of the councilors. “Bad men!” he
reiterated, weeping now, trembling from head to foot, with the handgun dangling
pathetically at his side.


Don, the red-haired councilor,
stepped out from the group and made his way over to Matty. Placing a consoling
hand on the weeping man’s shoulder, he took the revolver without meeting
resistance.


“I’m sorry,” pleaded the
distraught Matty, through a mass of tears. “I’m sorry, Don. I didn’t know what
else to do. I – I had to protect us,” he choked.


Don led Matty away to the side,
where he sat him down in a chair and slid a set of cable ties around the
weeping man’s clasped hands. Outside a crowd was gathering, drawn to the
commotion. Bystanders’ cries warned people off entering.


The councilors stood, spellbound
for a moment, until Paul retook the lead.


“Fiona, organize a clean-up team
in here immediately. We need to mop up the blood then bleach the stone. Burn
the rags once your team’s done mopping. Don,” he said, turning to the
red-haired councilor, “I need you to arrange disposal of the two bodies. We
can’t bury them anymore. We need to burn them.”


“I know they were prisoners,”
protested Monica, “but that’s unholy, Paul! They’re people; they deserve to be
buried.”


“I agree, Monica,” implored the
leader, “but in twenty-four hours, their bodies will have degraded into food
for the beasts. And what do animals do when they’ve buried food? They come back
for it. Maybe days later, maybe months, but they know where to find it. Burning
is the only way we can keep ourselves safe.”


“So what, Paul, we gonna dig up
all the other bodies we buried in the last three weeks?” cried Fiona, weighing
in. “You gonna dig up my momma? You gonna dig up my son?”


Other townspeople were starting
to murmur with concern. 


“Yes, Fiona, and we’ll have to
dig up my wife too,” said Paul, bitterly. “So please don’t give me that. I know
exactly what I’m suggesting. We will do what we have to in order to survive.
But tonight, our priority is this goddamned mess. Andrea,” he continued,
turning to the Latino council woman. “I need you to put together a second
clean-up team and follow Don – every drop of blood between here and their
cremation needs to be gone, understood?”


Lucy stared at the victims’
bodies; their vivid orange jumpsuits, their useless, bulging muscles.


“Everyone else,” ordered Paul,
“get the folk outside back to their work stations. We need to stay on schedule.
There will be a lot of rumors spreading, and it is your duty to tell them
factually what has happened. I will arrange supervision for Matty. The council
will meet again before nightfall and we will discuss his sentence.”


***


The town
was split over Matty’s fate. Half regarded him as dangerous, and his actions
unforgivable, while others regarded him as a true defender of the town. Paul
had been petitioned by people on both sides of the divide throughout the
afternoon, and this was continuing as the evening set in. Matty’s supporters
were highly vocal in their proclamations that he should be freed immediately. By
contrast, the man’s opponents were quieter in their protest, clustering at the
sidelines to cast their disapproval. Their cumulative whispers and fearful
glances only added to the undercurrent of fear.


The guilty man himself sat in the
shadows at the side of the hall, head stooped, mouth hanging open, staring
emptily at the floor. Either side of him sat supporters, routinely broadcasting
the unequivocal virtue of his actions with an almost jingoistic fervor.


Yesterday the town had seemed
like an oasis, a place of sanctuary. But as Lucy looked around the hall now,
she saw only a tinderbox on the brink of combustion. One ill-judged comment
could spark an outright confrontation that would take every human inside down
with it.


As the evening weighed on, Paul
eventually announced that the council would be postponing sentencing until the
following day. 


Lucy watched the hall’s entrance
as people continued to trickle in, beckoned by the town’s curfew bell, which
two giggling young girls were taking great delight in ringing. Lucy joined the
food line, shuffling along until she gratefully received her portion of stew.
She sat at the side and watched in amazement as the town peacefully fell into
its evening routine, while just a mile away the bodies of two murdered prisoners
were still burning.


Wilson’s original population must
have been no more than a thousand or so – smaller than Fraser. Judging by the
turnout in the hall, and the number of beds in the crypt directly below, there
were only around a hundred of them left. 


Once they’d eaten, a skeleton
crew remained above ground to clear away the dishes, while the rest of the town
descended into the crypt. Lucy made a point of staying above ground to help
with the clear-up. 


After dinner a handful of adults
stood outside the church smoking, eking out the last precious minutes of daylight
until a second bell signaled time was up. Lucy watched as the stragglers
retreated into the hall, its heavy doors quickly barred behind them.


By now the food stuff had been
cleared away, and she and the other cleaners made their way down into the vault
while Fiona, the rotund councilor, extinguished the candles in the hall. 


Once everyone was inside the
vault, two men placed huge timber beams into recently added fittings, which
horizontally barred the thick wooden door. The room was secure, but there was
no second exit.


Lucy carefully negotiated her way
through the rows of people until she reached her previous spot. She climbed
into bed without changing her clothes. The few candles illuminating the vault
were extinguished in turn until just one remained alight by the entrance.


The room was immensely
claustrophobic now that there were almost a hundred bodies crammed inside. It
was a jungle of grunts, snores, and shuffles. There was the occasional wave of
children crying, as one set off the others. All was compounded by the rising
temperature and the cocktail of scents that came to mingle in the cramped,
badly ventilated haven.


A few pockets of people chatted
among themselves for a couple of hours past the “lights out” time, whispering,
laughing, and guffawing, to the frustrated huffs and muttered curses of
everyone else. Lucy grimaced each time the sound of someone pissing in a tin
pan echoed through the darkness. In that dark, rustling space, every sense was
amplified to a torturous degree.


Some of the talkers had clearly
been drinking, from the way they laughed, their attempts at whispering, their
lewd humor, and their frequent piss-pot visits. Paul had told Lucy that alcohol
was prohibited – would he intervene? Or was it another councilor’s job to tell
the idiots to just shut up? Lucy felt close to storming over. It was her
first proper night in the crypt and cabin fever was already setting in. How
were these people surviving down here, together?


As the drunks finally fell
asleep, one persistent thought kept Lucy awake: somewhere in the darkness was
Matty.


***


“Hold
this, will you?” said Paul, thrusting Lucy his jacket as he exited the
council’s meeting room the next morning. Lucy had been put on guard duty
outside the meeting room. Being an impartial party, she was deemed the most
suitable candidate to prevent others from eavesdropping on the deliberations
and intervening in any way. The council had taken several hours to reach a
verdict, and as Paul passed her now, he looked white as a sheet.


“Who’s gonna do it?” asked Fiona,
following closely on his heels. “Who’s actually gonna go through with it, Paul?
’Cos you know I won’t. And neither will half the folk in this town.”


“Then I guess it’ll have to be
someone from the other half,” Paul replied, his cheeks sagging as he spoke.


The other councilors came out of
the meeting room one by one, all looking equally drained and nauseous. Some had
visibly been crying.


Lucy stayed close to Paul and
Fiona as they led the way back through the main hall. He was sweating
profusely.


“Don, Jerry, please go and
retrieve Matty,” instructed Paul as he reached the main entrance. “Andrea, I
believe Liam is a pastor. Please ask him to meet us there. Monica, any
relatives Matty still has need to be notified. If they want to attend, they’ll
need to be there in a half hour.”


The two women departed. Paul
exhaled heavily and rubbed his face. “I think I need five minutes. I’ll –
excuse me,” he said, rushing back towards the corridor.


Lucy stood, gawping at the
deserted hall. The only other council member left – the goateed scribe – had
slipped off unnoticed.


As she shifted Paul’s jacket over
to her other arm, a jangling noise caught her attention. Lucy threw her eyes
around, realizing the significance of that sound. It was now or never; this was
her window to escape – to flee the town before it imploded. She couldn’t see
any other way out.


She raced back down to the vault
and grabbed her backpack, taking care not to disturb the sleeping night-watch
crew. Resurfacing, she headed straight onto the street and to Paul’s car.
Pulling the keys from his jacket she opened the driver’s door, and started the
engine. The tank was half full. She spun the car around and headed towards a
long straight road pointing out of Wilson, using all her nerve to keep the car
at a steady thirty lest the noise of a roaring engine should draw unwanted
attention in the silent town.


As she turned onto the long
straight road she passed another car headed the opposite way; it was Andrea,
with another man – presumably the pastor. Andrea gawped at Lucy, before blaring
the horn and gesturing furiously for Lucy to pull over. Lucy hit the
accelerator and climbed up the gears, quickly speeding past sixty with no sign
of abating.


The mid-morning sun bounced off the
watchtower as Lucy approached the town boundary. She squinted and watched as
the guards turned towards the sound of her engine, one raising a pair of
binoculars to his face. She leaned back and flipped the sun visor down, keeping
her foot pressed against the floor. The red needle trembled above ninety as she
hurtled past the bewildered tower. She glanced in her rear-view mirror and
watched as the scaffold outpost shrank into the distance. She was free.









FOUR

Pilgrim


_________________________________


 


 


Lucy
shifted in her seat and peered forward. About half a mile ahead was a roadblock
spanning both directions of the highway. She slowed the car, checking her
rear-view mirror for signs of pursuit – she’d been driving for less than an
hour so there was no guarantee she was in the clear. The residents of Wilson
were not afraid of meting out retribution.


She brought the car to a crawl a
good quarter mile from the roadblock and scanned the horizon. Something was
clearly wrong. There were cones and road-work signs, but no road works. And
instead of a police car blocking the central gap, there was a regular silver
car. A man climbed out and waved his arms to Lucy, beckoning her to approach.


Lucy slowed the car down to a
complete stop and leaned forwards. The man continued to wave, his handlebar
moustache protruding out from under his black aviator glasses.


As Lucy squinted, the far door of
the silver car opened and a second man got out, holding a rifle. Lucy threw the
car into gear and spun the steering wheel around, doing a screeching half-turn.
She began to accelerate away from the blockade as fast as possible.


Flinching as shots rang out, she
continued climbing the gears while bullets whizzed past her retreating car.


Lucy retraced her route for five
minutes then came off at the first exit. With the route blocked by highwaymen,
Kansas City was no longer an option. She decided she would have to try to take
a detour and bypass the place altogether. At the Salina junction she picked up
the deserted Interstate 135 and set off south.


Lucy pressed on with her pedal
glued to the floor, anxious to reach the next stopping point before nightfall.
If she could track east again, she might be able to circumnavigate Kansas and
pick up the route to St. Louis, Missouri. It was reachable in a day. Maybe. But
the speed of her driving was taking its toll; the fuel gauge was beginning to
run low.


The air was growing hazy. Tiny
molecules of carbon made their way through the car’s air vents, filling it with
a campfire scent. Within a few minutes the haze had worsened significantly,
turning the air a thick, musky brown. Lucy flicked the fog lights on, shifting
nervously in her seat.


She slammed on the brakes,
bringing the vehicle to a rapid halt. Lucy checked her rear-view mirror; the
gas station that she’d spotted had vanished from view again into the haze.
Pushing the gear box into reverse she retraced her rubber-burned tracks,
reversing quickly up the empty, smog-ridden freeway. The gas station’s tall
banner swung into view through the rear window. Lucy steered backwards onto the
forecourt and climbed out of the car.


Ash fell through the hazy air
like tiny, curled wood shavings. A thin layer of soot was forming across the
station’s undisturbed tar. Along from the indolent pumps sat an abandoned car,
also being slowly coated in ash. 


“Please, please, please,”
she muttered.


Lucy reached over and opened the
glove compartment where, to her immense relief, Paul’s loaded handgun lay. She
tucked it into the back of her jeans as she stepped out the car. She pulled her
T-shirt up across her mouth and nose as a makeshift filter.


First, Lucy picked up one of the
pump heads, knowing full well it wouldn’t work. She placed it into the car’s
tank hole and squeezed. Her heart still sank when her expectations were met.
Replacing the nozzle in its holster, she approached the abandoned shop.


The station had been locked up,
so she smashed the glass door with the butt of the handgun. Carefully avoiding
the shards, she crossed inside.


Almost everything useful had
already been taken – presumably by the owners. The smell of rotten egg mayo
wafted over from the refrigerator section, where abandoned sandwiches lay
festering. Breathing through her mouth, she searched the place for fuel,
scouring each shelf multiple times and retracing her steps around the store.
After five frustrating laps she accepted that the gas cans had already been
taken.


Hands on her hips, cursing, Lucy
stared out through the windows onto the forecourt where her eyes fell on the
abandoned car. She could siphon the fuel!


She needed some apparatus. Lucy
found the store’s cleaning cupboard and propped the door open, allowing the
gloomy smog light in. The cupboard was lined with row upon row of detergent and
cleaning utensils, as well as some overflow food stock from the main store
that, she suspected, should not legally have been stored there. Grabbing a
bucket and a pair of scissors, Lucy returned to the forecourt. She walked via
the manual car wash where she cut the hose off from one of the pressure
cleaners.


Returning to the abandoned car,
she knelt beside it and opened the fuel cap. She unscrewed the cap and fed the
hose into the tank. The pungent smell of gasoline cloyed her nostrils. Placing
the exposed tip into her mouth, she sucked, hard, drawing the noxious liquid up
from the tank. It hit her tongue without warning, rancid flecks of gasoline
flying into the back of her mouth. Spluttering and coughing, she retched and
spat to the side, shoving the hose head down into the bucket below as the gasoline
trickled out.


She had to do five trips with the
bucket, cursing and retching as she kick-started the transfusion process,
decanting the load into her own car each time it filled, until at last the
abandoned vehicle was empty. It wasn’t a full tank’s worth, but it might keep
her going until the next gas station.


Only once back on the road did
Lucy realize how lucky she’d been; if that car had run on a different fuel to
her own, she’d have been completely stranded.


It was midday and the smog was
almost impenetrable; the opaque orange-brown hues enveloped her car completely.
She’d been forced to drop her speed down to about forty miles an hour, which
was still too fast for the conditions, but she was racing nightfall. She tried
scanning the radio frequencies again but found only white noise.


Stress was beginning to cloud her
judgement, while fear played tricks on her vision. Figures formed and dissolved
in the blink of an eye as the smog churned. The changes in lighting cast
shadows that her panicked mind sculpted into beast silhouettes, each
immediately erased by fresh haze.


Lucy’s voice was tired. She’d
been shouting for quite some time; cursing the ether at the top of her lungs,
pounding the redundant sun visor of her tin fortress. She raged at everything
from the beasts, to the troops, to the government, to Dan, demanding answers
from the silence around her and receiving only the steady rumble of the road
beneath.


She wouldn’t admit it to herself,
but she no longer had a plan. She’d barely had one when she fled Wilson, and
now she was completely lost. The appalling visibility only compounded her sense
of isolation.


“Fuck you! Fuck you!” she
yelled at a passing speed restriction sign. “One hundred? One hundred? OK,
fuckin’ A! Let’s all do one hundred!” she shouted, slamming her pedal to the
floor. The car’s rumble turned to a growl as it began to race down the opaque
road, Lucy’s anger rising with the speed.


A hazy figure appeared up ahead
and Lucy broke off her rant, squinting to focus on the object. The signals from
her brain departed too late; her pupils dilated wide in horror as she realized
what was happening. Her foot barely touched the brakes as the car crunched into
the wild animal. The stag’s dense bone structure shattered the right headlight,
sending the car careering off into the roadside. Lucy smashed through a wooden
fence, juddering down a grassy embankment. The sudden braking locked the wheels
but couldn’t undo the momentum, and the car skidded across a muddy verge,
ploughing through the brown haze until with a crunch it landed in a shallow
brook, the bedrock finally halting the vehicle’s progress. The dying whines of
the engine faded out as the babbling of the water underneath began to register
with Lucy’s dazed mind.


The airbag had deployed and Lucy
pawed it away from her face, winded. She felt her body; nothing new seemed
broken, and she couldn’t see or feel any bleeding anywhere. But a tingling drew
her mind downwards; cold water was fast seeping into the car. The pedals were
half-submerged already. Lucy coiled her legs up towards her chest as she
fumbled with the safety belt.


The car was at an angle, its
partially submerged nose tilting downward by about thirty degrees. Water
intermittently splashed up onto the cracked windscreen while more continued to
pool in the footwell. Grabbing her backpack from the front passenger side as
the water flowed in, she threw it into the rear of the car and followed,
climbing between the front two seats into the back.


The rear was just about still
over dry land and Lucy pushed the nearside door open, flinging the backpack out
onto the mud and grass and clambering after it. She collapsed onto the cold,
damp riverbank and sat there for a moment to recover. The car was wrecked, and
it was four p.m. By her calculations, that meant she wasn’t even halfway to St.
Louis.


She gazed at the mud tracks she’d
carved across the embankment. The road itself was completely obscured by the
thick, choking air. There was no sign of the injured stag; perhaps it was still
alive, slowly bleeding to death. Whatever blood it may have spilled on the car
was being cleansed by the river now.


Breathing through her T-shirt,
Lucy stood up and slowly retraced the car’s tracks. The grassy verge seemed a
lot steeper and longer now that she was on foot. Eventually, she reached the
spot where she’d burst through the wooden fence, which stretched out either
side of her into the smog. Blood decorated the road where the unsuspecting stag
had been struck, but there was no body to be found. The only clue to its fate
was a trail of blood droplets leading off in the opposite direction to the car,
across the far lane and into the mist.


Lucy returned to the flooded car
and stared, grimly. She was lost, completely, and had no means of transport.
Looking up ahead, something flickered through the haze. But it was gone in a
split second. She shut her eyes and recalled what she’d just seen: the
unmistakable triangular peak of an old-fashioned farmhouse. She opened her eyes
and stared across the river, but the fleeting peak remained obscured by dark
orange smog.


The water wasn’t too fast-moving.
It looked to be about two feet deep, with a rocky bedding. The far bankside was
mostly visible; it must have been about eight yards away from the car. 


Lucy kept her boots on to protect
against sharp stones. Rolling up her jeans, she took two cautious steps into
the water. It was freezing cold. Her boots immediately soaked through and began
sapping the heat from her lower half. She swayed slightly as the stones shifted
beneath her, the weight of the backpack destabilizing her further. One step at
a time, she edged across the freezing brook, gasping as the water rushed above
her kneecaps and up her thighs, splashing her torso as she stepped. It was
deeper than she’d estimated.


She reached the other side and
scrambled up the bank, trying all the while to keep herself on a straight
course from the car. The swirling mist parted again for a brief second and she
got a second glimpse of the triangular peak; the house was real. Rolling her
jeans back down to try to retain whatever heat she could from her shivering
legs, she scrambled up the new bankside and over a small mound, descending onto
a field.


Despite the nearness of the
river, the soil felt dry and dusty underfoot, clumps of it crumbling beneath
her wet feet as she passed through the small, arid crop field. Ash was sticking
to the slimy, unharvested vegetables that lay rotting in the ground.


“Hello?” she called out,
following the gravel driveway around to the front of the house, casting her
eyes around for signs of the owners as she approached a pristine pastel-blue
front door. The three wooden steps up to the door creaked slightly underfoot,
her muddy feet making a patting sound on the painted white beams. She lifted
the insect-door latch and entered the wood-decked porchway. Reaching the blue
front door, she lifted the heavy iron knocker, striking three times, and
calling out several times more. No one answered. She tried the handle. Locked.
She tried turning it once again, more forcefully this time, but the door stood
firm. Lucy’s eyes fell to the doormat beneath her feet: a thick, tan-colored
rectangle with the words Home is where the dog is printed onto its
coarse fibers, along with a drawing of a snarling Dobermann.


Backing up, she began to search
the surroundings for a spare key, checking every obvious place in turn: under
the coir doormat, under a pot containing a dried-out dead plant, taped under
the dusty windowsills, hidden in the recently painted wooden trellising – anywhere
that could potentially harbor a spare. It took less than two minutes to find
the partially rusted piece of metal she needed lying under a smooth decorative
stone at the end of the wooden porch.


With a stiff turn, the lock
clicked back and she pushed the front door open. It was lighter than she’d
expected, and swung into the house with ease, revealing a neat-looking hallway.
Lucy closed the door behind her before the smog drifted into the house. Boots
caked in dry mud lined the wooden corridor, which led past two rooms and around
a corner. The house was silent and filled with shadows.


Lucy flicked the light switch on
the wall with minimal optimism. It bore no fruits, but she did spot a lantern
and packet of matches on the counter below. Clearly the owners, whoever they
were, had developed a system after the power failed. Absent-mindedly wiping her
shoes on the interior mat, she lit the lantern and, sliding her backpack off
onto the floor, began to investigate the house.


Ignoring the staircase to her
right for the time being, she began with the first ground-floor room. Cuts of
fabrics hung across a central workstation, with more patterned rolls standing
in the corner leaning against the wall. On the floor was a half-woven wicker
basket.


She moved on, lantern in hand.
The door to the neighboring room was already open. She peered around it
cautiously. Inside were two sofa chairs and a longer three-seater couch
perpendicular to them, all oriented towards the massive widescreen TV hanging
on the wall. The newspaper on the central coffee table was nearly four weeks
old.


Pictures were missing from the
mantelpiece, their absence betrayed by the lighter patches of dust. Lucy
examined the remaining pictures: a slightly grainy color photo of a plump lady
and chubby man cutting a wedding cake, and a more recent photo of the same
couple, now both larger and older with thin, grey and white hair.


They had warm smiles. A third
photo revealed the man standing in-between two strapping teenage boys who bore
a close facial resemblance to him. He had an arm draped over each of their
shoulders, and pride on his melanin-stained face. The woman was sitting down
with the older son’s hand resting on her shoulder. Lucy’s eyes homed in on the
background of the picture and she realized it had been taken in that very room.


Moving on, she passed a small
lavatory before arriving at the kitchen, where she covered her nose, gagging at
the rancid smell as she pushed the door open.


The place looked as if it had
been abandoned in a hurry. Cereal decorated the floor. Most of the cupboard
doors were open and the contents inside looked disheveled; some had been
knocked over, others spilled.


Lucy’s attention turned to the
tall, silent fridge and the small pool of brown liquid beneath it. She’d
identified the source of the smell, at least. Cautiously, she opened the fridge
doors.


“Eugh!” she spat, slamming both
shut again. The smell was overwhelming, and the fridge was buzzing with newly
hatched flies. Whatever it was the owners had abandoned in there had all turned
to a seeping brown bilge.


A clanging noise came from
behind, snapping her attention back to the hallway. She spun around, eyes fixed
on the empty doorway, one foot extended in a lunge, ready to propel herself at
the intruder. She glanced at the flickering lantern in her hand and blew it out
in a single strong puff. The sound continued, a rattling, metallic clang
coupled with a distant moaning; it was reminiscent of nightmares she’d had as a
child. Drawing her gun, she edged towards the doorway, setting the smoking
lantern down on the workstation as she moved, wincing at the faint tap
it made as the metal rim hit the cold marble. Keeping the rest of her body
hidden in the kitchen, she peered through the door frame into the hallway, in
the direction of the noise.


The insect door swung back and
forth in the wind, hitting the pot behind it. Lucy exhaled with relief. She
opened the pastel-blue front door and held her breath as the howling wind
funneled smog into the house. Lucy pulled the flapping insect door shut and
quickly retreated back inside, firmly closing the blue door behind her and
wafting away the smoky air.


Her attention turned to the
staircase. She relit the lantern from the fetid kitchen, and, stirred by its
comfort, lit a nearby tea light too, which she left on the hallway counter, its
flickering light nudging the specters away.


Upstairs was a similar story; of
the three bedrooms, two looked largely untouched. The third and largest
bedroom, however, looked like it had been abandoned mid-preparation. Clothes
lay strewn across the floor, the cupboards seemingly vomiting checkered shirts
and cotton sweaters onto their surroundings. Resting on top of the neatly made
double bed was an open suitcase, half-packed.


Lucy sat down on the bed and ran
her hand over the soft sheets, bouncing a little to test the mattress, which
was growing more inviting by the second. Five twenty-four p.m. according to the
analogue clock on the wall. She pulled off her wet boots and waterlogged socks
and felt the soft, thick carpet rise up between her cold toes.


She padded through to the
bathroom and fetched a towel hanging on the rack, the coldness of the tiles
underfoot chasing her back to the comfort of the bedroom, where she sat back on
the bed and began to dry herself.


She surveyed the clothes left in
the room and fashioned a makeshift outfit. University of Colorado Boulder,
read the XXL T-shirt she pulled from the nearest spewing drawer. It was a
woman’s T-shirt, and was fairly new by the feel of it.


With no other options Lucy
decided to bed down in the farmhouse for the night. She scraped the putrid
insides of the refrigerator into a plastic bag and hurled it out of the back
door as far from the house as she could before scrubbing the festering remains
out with the cleaning equipment she found under the sink.


Once the festering remnants had
been banished, she grabbed the box of Lucky Charms. Flopping onto the sofa she
shoveled them into her mouth, staring vacantly at the mesmerizing haze outside.
It appeared to be thinning; glimpses of evening sky were breaking through the
smog.


She washed the dry cereal down
with some cream soda from the cupboard, then sat and stared at the carpet for a
while. Her bowels eventually moved her. Gun in one hand, toilet roll in the other,
she ventured back outside to where the gravel driveway met the edge of the
vegetable field and defecated.


Kicking some crumbly soil over
her mess, she returned to the house, washed her hands with sanitary gel from
the cupboard, then set about a stock take of the kitchen’s provisions.


By the time she was done it was
nearly nightfall. Lucy checked at least three times that every entrance point
was sealed before closing all the curtains and withdrawing to the master
bedroom upstairs. There she found a pen and began a new diary entry.


2nd October, I
think. Found a farmhouse to stay in. No one else here. I crashed the car – hit
a stag in the haze. There’s so much smoke everywhere, I could barely see
anything – it’s gotta be a wildfire, but I have no idea where it’s coming from.
I think the smoke’s lifting, though, so maybe I’m safe here. Don’t really have
many other options. There’s a river between the house and the road, maybe that
would stop the fire?


Car’s still in the water. I’ll
see about trying to tow it out tomorrow, but the engine’ll be flooded by now.
Besides, this farm looks too small to have a tractor. I reckon they grow the
vegetables       for themselves, maybe sell some at a local market, nothing
more than that. Really hoping they’ve got more than rotting cabbages out there.
If they’ve got potatoes, this place could do until I can figure out another
ride, or at least figure out where the hell I am. Ideally both. Somewhere
between Wichita and St. Louis I think. The fields turned to forests towards the
last hour or so of driving. So I guess I’m in a forest.


There was no Gen Water here,
so I think maybe the creatures aren’t here either. I don’t know. I’ve locked
all the windows and doors, and I’m keeping the gun close – no crypt to hide in
this time. Tired now. Exhausted. Scared. Alone. I’ll tell you about Wilson
tomorrow, if I’m still alive.


“I’ll tell you.” She stared down at
the notebook, and the words she’d just written, and burst out in tears,
throwing the notebook to one side and pulling the duvet over her as she curled
into a sobbing ball. She bundled the thick, voluptuous folds into her arms, and
clung to the duvet with all her strength, clutching it fiercely as it absorbed
her tearful fits. She wept until she was too exhausted to weep any more, and
gradually allowed grief and exhaustion to steal her away to sleep. 









FIVE

Flesh
and Bone


_______________________________________________


 


 


FOUR MONTHS LATER


 


The axe
crashed down onto the white picket fence, splitting the wood with ease. Lucy
grunted in approval. Over the past four months she’d seen the river freeze over
entirely, the ground turn to compact permafrost, and the habitable rooms in the
house shrink down to one.


Her breath misted as she scooped
the last of the wood into a bucket and dragged it back, the cold air snatching
at her scalp as she went, punishing her for shearing off much of her dirty,
matted hair. Subsistence defined her life now; every day was devoted to
gathering enough wood fuel to melt and sterilize the freezing water, and she needed
to stretch out the food supplies until she could grow vegetables again.


Re-entering the house and
stepping over her mattress, she tipped the wood onto the once-cream carpet
where it would begin to dry out in front of the stove – ready to be stoked later
that day. She never let the fire die out. The living room was now the only room
that didn’t have permanent frost on the insides of the windows. Her eyes fell
on the maroon wallpaper. The sprawling chalk tally she’d been scratching onto
it each day made the room look like a very art-house prison; one hundred and
twenty-eight short white lines were etched onto the wall, attesting her stay.
The warm glow of the fire reflected off the fake mahogany furniture and the
large leather sofa opposite the redundant TV. On the floor, two yards from the
fireplace, was Lucy’s mattress, adorned with a scrunched-up duvet and two
grimy-looking pillows. She’d dragged them all down from upstairs a couple of
months ago, when the weather had really turned.


Next to the mattress, away from
the fire, was a spotless plate, with a knife and fork which had been abandoned
at an angle. Surrounding it was a small pile of books, all with makeshift
bookmarks protruding out from the pages: Preserving Game, Great
American Leaders, and The Horse Rearing Manual. They weren’t her
usual go-to choices for light reading.


“Barn time. Come on now, barn
time!” she said, rallying herself as she headed back outside, grabbing a
colander from the gloomy kitchen as she went.


She crunched across the gravel
yard towards the large metal barn. At the periphery of the former grazing field
stood three empty stables, relics of the property’s bygone vibrancy. But Lucy
wasn’t overly sentimental about the missing horses, despite her reading list.
Perhaps the owners had set them free when they left, or taken them with them;
either way, they’d left behind the horse feed, and those vast sacks of oats had
become a staple of Lucy’s survival.


“Lovely morning. Lovely, lovely
morning, I think you’ll agree,” she sang, clanging the colander against her leg
as she reached the concrete barn floor.


Stacks of rectangular hay bales
stretched all the way up to the corrugated roof, around twenty feet high. Loose
straw pieces attached themselves to the underside of her boots as she walked
over to a crate at the side.


“Why is the morning lovely?” She
stopped and glared at the colander. “Because it’s sunny! God, it’s like
I have to teach you everything.”


She danced her hands back and
forth over the open-top palette containing the earthy potatoes she’d picked
months ago.


“I choose … you!” she exclaimed,
suddenly pouncing upon a medium-sized one. “Better luck next time, fellas,” she
remarked to the other potatoes. “Now if you’ll excuse me, it’s time I checked
in with your cousins.”


Lucy ambled through the barn,
weaving between bales of hay and inspecting the other boxes of potatoes she’d
stashed away.


“Philip, you motherfucker!” she
proclaimed, grimacing as she picked up a blackening spud from the third box.
“Trying to ruin the party for everyone else, are we? We can’t have that, no,
no, in the pot you go!” She dropped the rotting culprit into the colander and
rootled around the rest of the box for signs of contagion.


“All clear, folks, just a drill,”
she reassured the remainder as she moved on to the carrots, selecting two
crooked orange truncheons for that day’s menu.


She grunted as she headed back to
the kitchen, pausing to enjoy the sun’s warmth on her face. 


She left the colander and its
contents on the sideboard, next to her washed-up porridge bowl, and grabbed the
two empty water buckets.


“Unlimited free refills folks, it
really is the deal of the century – best make the most of it,” she declared,
setting off in the opposite direction – across the frozen vegetable field
towards the river.


As she approached the babble of
the melting brook, the familiar wreck of her abandoned car came into view
across the other riverbank. Only there was something by it.


Lucy stopped dead in her tracks,
completely rigid, not moving an inch, unable to take her eyes off the immobile
figure. She hadn’t seen another living thing in four months. Her heart pounded
as the saliva drained from her mouth. She didn’t dare to blink, but stood
rooted to the spot as her optic nerves relayed the same insistent message to
her disbelieving brain.


The creature’s fur was pure
white, luminescent almost. The magnificent spines, articulated by key
vertebrae, rippled in the wind like sails. It was completely motionless; one
arm lay outstretched, the other tucked beneath its torso, its broad back
half-burying it from view. Two muscular legs splayed out from behind the body,
pointing to its footprints higher up the bank, which ran down to their lifeless
master like a set of broken tracks.


Moving as slowly as possible, she
lowered each bucket to the ground in absolute silence. She lay down between
them, flat across the frozen mud, raising only her head to see the beast where
it lay. She hadn’t seen the creatures since escaping Fraser, and even then
she’d not seen one this size or color before – let alone in daylight.


Lucy crawled forwards no more
than a yard then stopped and reassessed; still no movement from the body. She
crawled again, a little further this time. Nothing. She paused and scanned
around; there were no signs of life anywhere at all across the other bank, or
on her side. The thing looked dead.


Lucy climbed to her feet again
and began to edge away backwards, leaving the buckets where they were. The
creature didn’t move. Keeping her eyes on its white body, she retreated until
the verge obscured it from view, then ran.


Her head felt light with the
exertion. Bursting into the house, she slammed the kitchen door behind her and
raced to the living room, trailing clumps of frozen dirt across the tiles and
carpets as she went. Diving onto the mattress she grabbed the gun from under
her pillow and sprinted back to the kitchen window, which overlooked the
vegetable field. The field was deserted; only her two water buckets stood out
at the far end.


“Think. Think!” she said to herself,
trying to gather her panicking mind. She ran back into the hallway and up the
staircase, mud splattering the skirting boards and walls as she went.
Breathless, she arrived at the previous owners’ room. She fell to her knees and
began frantically searching the drawers, tipping each one out and trawling
through its contents. She leapt to her feet and began flinging cupboards open,
digging through shelves and boxes until she found what she was looking for:
binoculars. She grabbed the gun back off the bed and checked out of the window;
still nothing. She rushed down the stairs and set off across the frozen
vegetable field once again, checking the gun chamber as she went.


She hastened forwards, stooping
as she ran, suppressing the tide of nausea climbing through her as she
approached the lip of the riverbank.


The creature was still there,
exactly as she’d first seen it. Lucy slowed, now that it was in plain view, and
cautiously made her way down the embankment to the river’s edge. The ice was
too thin to risk walking across straightforwardly, and a channel of meltwater
flowed quickly through the center, cutting Lucy off from the other side. She
raised the binoculars to her eyes, pointing them at the beast, her fingers
jerking clumsily as she fumbled the focal dial into position.


The creature really was perfectly
still; no signs of breathing. She lowered the binoculars, skittishly checking
her surroundings for signs of more pack members, but there was nothing. Once
again she peered through the lenses, this time daring to take longer over the
observation.


This beast was distinct from the
ones she’d encountered months ago. Not just in the color of its coat, but the
whole skeletal structure. Its size, limb ratio, skull design – almost
everything was different in some way. Even the ribcage had a new protective
translucent tissue covering it. Yet the texture of the fur, the tapering of the
jaw, the overall make-up of the thing was consistent with the beasts she’d seen
before. It had to be, at the least, a genetic cousin.


She scanned its body for clues,
but there were no obvious signs of bodily damage, no flesh wounds, or lesions,
or bullet holes. Nothing that had punctured the back, at least. She needed to
see its underside to understand what had killed it, and the only way to do that
would be to cross the icy channel.


Lucy abandoned the scene and
hastily returned to the house, shoving her notepad and pen into a backpack.
Josh’s insistence that they document everything they encountered rang in her
ears as she grabbed the ladder from the adjacent barn and hurried back to the
site.


She arrived at the frozen bank of
the river and lay the ladder down, sliding it across until it spanned both icy
banks. Lucy’s bridge was ready.


She knelt down on all fours and,
very cautiously, began to move forward, advancing one limb at a time. The ice
creaked beneath her as it took the strain. In her gaunt, malnourished state, a
fall into waters this cold could be fatal.


As she shuffled across the middle
section of the ladder, the babbling water splashed up into the gap between her
coat and gloves, sending shivers across her body. The water between the rungs
wet her knees and knuckles too, soaking into her clothes. She kept her eyes
firmly on the creature’s body as she moved, eventually drawing level with her
wrecked car. The river had broadened and risen significantly over the winter,
claiming more of the car for itself, and ruling out any possibility of wading
between the two banks.


Clambering to her feet
unsteadily, she found her balance on the solid ice and tore off her sodden
gloves, immediately drawing her holstered gun and training it on the corpse. On
its hind legs, the motionless creature would have been around ten or eleven
feet – around twice her height. As she moved closer, leaving the ice and
finding frozen grass underfoot, Lucy’s eyes flitted to the knife-length claws
at the end of the creature’s limbs. She skirted around the body at a six-yard
radius, ready to fire at the slightest movement.


As she neared one hundred and
eighty degrees, the beast’s face became visible for the first time. Its grey
tongue hung limply from its mouth, the bottom of its jaw offset slightly from
the rest of its head where its sunken black eyes stared out lifelessly into the
distance, one partially covered by a translucent white eyelid. Either side of
the tongue were familiar rows of large teeth, which on closer inspection
appeared to be serrated, each curving enamel blade gilded in a dozen smaller
blades, honed to inflict maximum damage on its victim. Its facial structure was
somewhere between a bear’s and a dog’s. The width of the skull and jaw could
have belonged to a grizzly, but its pointed ears were befitting of a jackal.


Lucy’s eyes moved to the beast’s
back, and its great protruding spines. They were sharp, ending in the same dark
points as the creature’s claws. The glossy white skin, made up of fine scales,
was torn between the fifth and sixth vertebral column. Its perforated sheets
flapped loosely in the breeze.


At the base of the torso began a
tail almost as long as the creature itself, extending far beyond its legs and
terminating in a lump. Lucy walked back around to where the tail ended and
knelt down for a better view. The tip was obscured by mud.


Hesitantly, she reached out.
Taking the tail between thumb and finger, she lifted the tip off the ground,
raising it from the frozen mud to face her.


“Fuck!” she cried, as a glossy,
beveled black eyeball stared back at her. She dropped the tail and scrabbled
backwards in abhorrence.


Grimacing, she reached out a
wavering hand and picked the tail back up. The eye was almost entirely black.
She reaffirmed her grip on the handgun, terrified the eye might swivel in its
socket to focus on her at any moment. Lucy inspected closer. There was a subtle
color difference between the black of the pupil and the dark brown iris. A
single dark eyelid lay crumpled over the tip, and adjacent to it was a small
pink gland.


Dropping the tail, Lucy lifted a
boot to the dead beast’s shoulder and shoved in an attempt to roll the thing
over onto its back. The body weighed a ton, and it took a few kicking rocks to
build up enough momentum to roll the torso over. She gasped; the injuries were
not what she was expecting.


The creature had deep cuts across
its thighs and chest, revealing a mass of glistening black muscle tissue. The
texture reminded Lucy of an orca’s skin. There was no way a human could have
inflicted such injuries; this was the work of another beast.


She threw her eyes around the
landscape once again, raising her gun out before her as she searched. But of
course there were no signs of life; it was daytime.


As she looked down at the corpse
once again, a memory from the hike to Fraser came to her. She remembered Josh,
the botanist, kneeling down and photographing the butterfly globule on the
track, and later photographing the dissolving bodies of the town. His mantra
resonated with her now; she had to document everything about this encounter. If
she could figure out where this creature might be anatomically weakest, she’d
know where to shoot next time one attacked.


Her backpack contained a notepad
but not a full autopsy kit; she’d have to fetch cutting equipment from the
house, and maybe containers to put body parts in.


She retraced her crawl across the
ladder bridge and hurried up the opposite riverbank, only to stop dead in her
tracks as she reached the top. Up ahead, approaching her house, was a black
SUV.


Humans.


Four men jumped from the back of
the open truck, followed by the driver and a passenger from the front. All six
of them had weapons – a mixture of assault rifles and handguns.


Lucy dived behind the verge,
pressing her body into the cold ground and peering over the parapet, bringing
the binoculars to her eyes as the armed men approached the house. Her mind raced.
The men looked hostile – they reminded her of the militia that appeared in San
Francisco; self-styled, heavily armed. If she did nothing, they might discover
her food stores, or her wood fuel. But there was no way she could fend them off
alone, with just the handgun and no vantage point. Besides, if they found her …


A shiver crawled up her spine and
she pressed herself closer against the ground. With the binoculars glued to her
eyes, she prayed for something to distract the men, to draw them away.


The passenger from the front
appeared to be the leader. He wore a brown cowboy hat, a dark green hunting
jacket, black cargo trousers, and tan boots. He signaled the other four men to
head to the rear of the house, while he and the skin-headed driver approached
the main entrance.


As his men skirted the building,
the man in the cowboy hat tore open the white insect door with force and
proceeded onto the wooden porch. He banged his rifle against Lucy’s blue door
three times.


Heart racing, keeping her body
pressed to the ground, Lucy panned between the front and back of the house,
struggling to keep track of both groups. Of the four men around the back, three
disappeared into the kitchen. The fourth man kept watch from outside, keeping
both the kitchen and the car in his sight. His arrogant body language oozed
boredom. His gun swung idly by his camouflage trousers as he kicked stones
around, pulling his grey hoodie over his head and fixing a hand in one pocket,
his arm pressed tightly against his body.


At the front of the house,
meanwhile, the cowboy leader had taken a seat on the porch bench and lit a
cigarette.


At the rear, something made the
idle guard re-approach the kitchen door – presumably shouts from inside. Lucy
strained her ears but couldn’t make out his replies as he relayed the message
to the leader around the front of the house. The leader jogged around the side
of the house towards the kitchen, followed by the skin-headed driver. Lucy
could see the guard’s lips moving as he said something inaudible to the pair.
Neither acknowledged him; instead they jogged past and into the kitchen. The
sultry guard pulled hard on the strings of his hood so that it shrank around
his head, then kicked the gravel around again.


More muffled conversation turned
the guard’s head back towards the kitchen. The rest of the gang were now
re-emerging laughing and joking, each with an armful of looted possessions. One
of them chucked a bra at the hooded guard while returning to the SUV, causing
great hilarity for his comrades. The guard derisively shook it off his foot,
visibly cursing them.


The leader and driver also
re-emerged from the kitchen, but headed away from the others – instead walking
purposefully into the barn while the others continued towards the vehicle.


Lucy tracked her binoculars back
to the looters busily loading up the SUV. She quivered with rage as she watched
all her hard-earned firewood disappear into the back of the truck, along with
piles of towels, coats, and other precious burnable items.


A shot rang out from the barn,
startling Lucy as she cowered on the cold soil. She watched as the tall,
cowboy-hat-wearing gang leader emerged from the metal doorway – alone –
casually replacing his handgun in the back of his jeans.


Back at the truck, the gang had
finished loading. They slouched, idly, against the black SUV as their leader
swanned back into their midst and said something Lucy couldn’t hear. It made
the others laugh, including the hooded guard this time. All returned to their
seats, apart from a short Latino man with aviator-shaped sunglasses and an
earring. He now took up the driver’s position.


The new driver revved the engine
unnecessarily, propelling the car backwards as he threw it into a flashy
handbrake turn on the gravel drive. The vehicle sped away down the long drive,
eventually reaching the road and disappearing from sight and sound within less
than a minute.


Lucy stayed hidden for a good
while longer, counting the minutes as best she could to steady her nerves and
make sure her emergence into the open wasn’t premature.


“Fuck it,” she said, steeling
herself midway through the ninth minute of counting. “Fuck it, and fuck them,”
she repeated, forcing herself forwards, over the lip and into the field, where
she approached the house at a run, not slowing until she reached the gravel
drive.


The white kitchen door was open
as the men had left it. Lucy stood on the gravel, torn between confronting what
she knew awaited her in the barn, and learning what the bastards had done to
her home and possessions.


She stepped into the kitchen,
where the floor bore the muddy footprints of each visitor. The cupboards and
drawers all hung open. The fuckers had taken her matches! With growing
trepidation, she approached the living room.


The perma-crackle of the fire
that she had grown accustomed to was no more. In its place was a watery paste
of charred wood and ash, which spewed unconcernedly over the chimney’s bottom
bricks and onto the carpet below.


“Bastards. You vindictive bastards!”
she bellowed, kicking a cabinet in frustration and fracturing the paneling.


Trembling with rage, she surveyed
the room. The stench of urine hit her nostrils as she approached the bed and
discovered the sodden sheets and duvet.


“You fucking animals!” she
screamed.


The fire was out, the wood was
gone, the food was gone, her bed was ruined, the whole room was ruined, and the
upstairs had been trashed too. Every semblance of stability she had fought to
build from her own sweat and tears had been taken from her in the blink of an
eye. All done by the first humans she’d encountered in four months.


Knowing the house held nothing
for her anymore, she confronted the barn. The dead driver lay face down on the
concrete floor, stray pieces of straw sticking out at odd angles beneath him. A
bullet had exploded through the back of the driver’s head, revealing
pulverized, pinkish-grey brain matter.


A pool of blood seeped out onto
the floor, and the body of the white beast suddenly returned to the fore of
Lucy’s mind – the beast that had been killed by other beasts. She had to erase
every trace of the blood by nightfall.


***


With
great effort, Lucy loaded ten hay bales onto a wheelbarrow and ferried them one
by one from the barn to the yard. There she arranged them in a long rectangular
shape, onto which she dragged her piss-soaked mattress and bedding, finally
hauling the dead driver’s body on top of that. She topped it all with the
blood-soaked rags she’d used to clean and bleach the barn floor, and the sheets
she’d dragged the man’s body on. The sun was well into the last quarter of its
arc by the time she had finished building the pyre.


She hadn’t had to make a fire for
months, having kept one going almost constantly throughout the winter out of
necessity. But she no longer had the help of matches. Growling, she struck two
pieces of flint together, over and over again, above the pyre. A spark finally
hit the hay and began to take. Lucy breathed life into it, fanning the flames,
and then set fire to a rag wrapped around a stick, which she used to light the
other bales in turn.


Lucy stood back and watched as
the flames spread through the dry tinder. They lapped at the mattress and body
from all sides until the whole lot was ablaze.


“Eugh,” she choked, covering her
mouth with her shirt as the putrid smell of burning flesh reached her nostrils.


As night fell Lucy retreated
indoors to the frigid house, where she continued to watch the flames feed on
the fruits of her misery. The pyre slowly crumpled in on itself, stooping to
the ground as the structural hay disintegrated.


Lucy breathed softly onto her
freezing fingertips in a bid to warm them. Using the flickering light of the
fire outside, she wrote in her diary.


8th February (est.)
– Those fuckers broke into my house. Thank god I was down by the river. There
were six of them. They pissed on my clothes and bed, and in the water. They
found my primary stashes of oats, potatoes, and carrots in the barn and took
them. They shot one of their guys dead in there, too. His body’s burning in the
yard as I write. I had to clear up all of his blood; there are beasts in the
area – I found the body of one by the river. It’s white, and much bigger than
the black ones from the train. Don’t know how long it’s been dead for, I was
about to do an autopsy when the gang arrived.


I was planning on doing the
creature’s autopsy tomorrow, but I have to get fresh water. And chop more
firewood – they took that too. I also need to revise my ration count – I still
have some oats and veg left in the better-hidden reserve stores, but I reckon
it’s only enough to last a few weeks. There’s no way I’ll be harvesting
anything from here for at least two months – it’s still way too cold. In other
words, those bed-pissing animals have given me a death sentence.


***


When the
next morning broke Lucy was shivering with cold. With no fireplace in the
upstairs master bedroom, and only layers of clothes and a blanket to keep her
warm, she might as well have slept outdoors.


She sniffed away some runny mucus
from her freezing nose. Standing in the kitchen, boots on, but with the blanket
still draped around her quivering shoulders, she surveyed the charred remnants
of her bonfire.


“Argh!” she cried, grabbing a mug
from the counter and hurling it to the ground.


It shattered loudly, blending
with her cacophony of follow-up expletives.


She confronted the view outside
once more. You could still discern the outline of the mattress: a pile of ash
mingled with bones in the middle. It would take a second bonfire to reduce it
any further, and that would require wood – the hay had burned too quickly.


She shuffled into the living room
and confronted the work to be done. The smell of piss had faded now that the
mattress was gone, but the wet ash was still seeping into the carpet, spewing
out of the fireplace from where the gang had needlessly extinguished her fire.


Readjusting her beanie hat so
that it covered her earlobes, Lucy returned to the master bedroom upstairs
where she dispensed with the blanket and adopted several more layers of
clothes.


“What is the point?” she
moaned as her head pounded with cold and hunger. “Get a grip. Get a grip, get a
grip, get a grip!” She slapped her cheeks until they burned. “OK, day
one hundred and twenty-nine, you are going to be better than day one
twenty-eight, because I can’t handle two days like that in a row. Deal? Great,
yeah, seems only fair, doesn’t it,” she rambled, pulling the third pair of
thick socks right up until they covered half of each shin.


She caught her reflection in the
dresser mirror. “Oh boy. Work to be done there,” she scowled, distrusting the
pallid, gaunt stranger staring back at her. Her cheeks were sunken, and dark
black rings clung to the bags under each eye. “You may not look like this
year’s prom queen,” she said, reaching for the bottle of sickly sweet,
grandma-scented perfume on the bedside table, “but you smell fantastic.”


“Food. Water. Fire,” she
repeated, padding back down the stairs. Taking her emergency water bottle, she
poured half the bottle’s remnants into a bowl of oats. She then placed the bowl
among the warm ashes of the bonfire outside while she went to fetch fresh
water.


The empty buckets were still
there, where she’d abandoned them by the river, as was the body of the white
beast. Lucy quickly filled both buckets with meltwater then staggered back to
the house, the pair weighing heavily on her emaciated frame.


By the early afternoon, she’d
managed to clean out the sodden brick fireplace in the living room and install
several fresh pieces of firewood, which she immediately set about lighting to
get the carpet drying.


By nightfall, her hands were
blistered from wielding the axe. She fell onto the fresh mattress with immense
appreciation; it had been worth the struggle to drag it down the staircase and
into the room, and the warmth of the fire provided immediate reward. With a
groan, she lifted herself into a sitting position and prodded a boiling potato.
It was about done, so she tipped the chopped carrot in with it.


Lifting a warm mug to her lips,
she took a sip, letting the warmth of the hot water spread through her hollow
insides. Lucy opened her diary and randomly flicked through the hundreds of
pages she’d filled. She often did this – adding extra details in the margins
here and there as they occurred to her.


Nov
19th – Found some horse antibiotics in the house. Hoping they’ll get
rid of this goddamned rash.


Nov
25th – Rash is gone. So is about half of my body mass through
shitting and puking. Thanks a million, whoever created this drug, real nice
job. On behalf of horses everywhere, you’re an asshole.


Dec
4th – I want some goddamned meat. I miss burgers. And fries. And BBQ
sauce. I could probably try and snare something at the edge of the forest, but
if I brought the blood onto the farm, that could be game over. So I guess it’s
just gonna be more oats, potatoes, and carrots. That’s my life in three words. 


Dec
5th – Thought of three more: lonely, cold, abandoned.


Dec
6th – If anyone ever finds this diary, know that I hated every
minute. I’ll probably burn it before that, though. Might burn it tonight. Who
knows? Who cares – I guess that’s more to the point. Don’t actually know why
I’m bothering. Maybe I’m just too scared to let myself die. That’s probably the
most pitiful thing of it all. If I was braver, I’d be with Dan by now. I dreamt
about him again. I dream about him almost every night.


Oct
3rd – Got a fire going in the fireplace. Only took all day. I can at
least read in the evenings now. They’ve got a pretty big bookcase here, it’s
just a shame all the books are terrible. I found a map and some mail, though,
so have figured out where I am. Looks like I’m someplace near Preston,
Missouri. It’s around two hundred miles to St. Louis. If I can figure out a way
to get the car working, I could make that in a few hours. From there it’s about
eight hundred miles to DC, which I reckon I could do in two days, if I break
the journey in Columbus. Interstate 70 should do it. Just need a working
vehicle. When I get to DC, I will find Dan’s father. He needs to know what
happened to his son. To my Dan. To his boy. It’s all I can think about doing.


Oct
4th – Let’s say I can cover fifteen miles a day by foot. I could
make St. Louis in two weeks. 


Oct
5th – Gone off the walking idea. Mainly because I don’t wanna die at
the side of some forest road, killed in the night by one of those beast things.
On the upside, there’s a ton of oats in the barn. I make it around ninety
pounds worth.


Oct
6th – Found some vegetable rows that are still good – carrots and potatoes, jackpot!


Nov
3rd – Weather’s turned real bad. Lightning storm last night. Not
gonna lie, it was terrifying. Been pouring with rain all of today. Rain’s cold.
Wind too.


Nov
4th – Winter’s definitely approaching. Frost on the ground this
morning. Need to make sure I’ve got enough wood stored up. Think I’m gonna be
stuck here. Gonna dig a latrine pit behind the barn tomorrow. Or maybe build
some sorta compost storage. Never know when you might need fertilizer.


She
continued leafing back through the notebook until she returned to the most
recent two entries and added a few missing details.


8th
Feb (est.) – They were heavily armed, she
added. All of them had guns. Mostly handguns. I think one had a rifle. I
need to plan in case they come back. If they do, this time I’ll kill them.


9th
Feb (est.) – Back on track with wood and water. Beast’s body still there –
autopsy starts tomorrow.


***


“You have
no right to be here.”


“Luce, I just came to pay my
respec–”


“Yeah, and now you can just
leave,” snapped Lucy.


Her mother pulled off the large,
fake Gucci sunglasses she was wearing, revealing watery eyes. “Lucy, if I could
have done things diff–”


“I told you already. Leave or I’m
calling the police.”


Her mother started to cry. “You
were young. You don’t understand what it was li–”


“I understand enough, Mom.
Goodbye.”


Lucy turned and walked away, back
towards the open coffin, where a small group of mourners were talking, and
thanked them for coming. Their responses washed over her as she smiled
politely, hearing nothing, all the while discreetly digging the nail of her
thumb into the side of her finger as hard as she could. She waited for minutes
before she dared glance over her shoulder. When she finally did, her mother was
gone.


***


She woke,
panting. Her cheeks were wet. The fire was burning low, just about keeping the
freezing cold at bay. Pale blue sunlight peered through the cracks in the
curtains.


“Ouch,” she winced, as her tender
shoulder muscles reminded her of yesterday’s wood cutting. The image of her
mother flashed across her mind as she climbed to her feet. She grunted,
remembering her dream.


Dunking a rag into a bucket of
warm water by the fire, she quickly cleaned herself. “You need more potatoes,
girl,” she reprimanded, as she washed her skeletal midriff, the rag bumping
over each rib down to her bony pelvis.


The image of her crying mother
flashed before her eyes again.


“I swear to god, one more dream
about my freakin’ mother and I’m changing channel. Not you,” she added,
chastising the redundant TV.


“Thanks again, Paul, much
obliged,” she muttered, as she pulled the Wilson leader’s holster over her
shoulder. She reached under her pillow and took out the gun itself. “I think a
plan B would be wise, don’t you? Alright then,” she decided, securing it into
the pouch.


Entering the master bedroom, Lucy
slid a stool in front of the wardrobe and stepped up. Reaching up to the dusty,
out-of-sight top, she felt around until her hand found the farmer’s shotgun.
She groped around for a box of shells, which she took too, blowing the dust off
both. She hadn’t fired a shotgun since her childhood. Point and squeeze,
she heard her father’s voice say, but watch out for the kickback – it’s got
one mother of a kickback!


Her mind flew back to a vivid
childhood memory.


“Don’t hesitate,” urged her
father.


The cow was badly injured, lying
on the ground moaning in agony. Its legs and throat bore the deep bite marks of
a coyote. Her dad had already killed the wild dog. Now it was her turn.


“Don’t think on it,” said her
dad. “It’s no kindness at all if you don’t get on with it.”


Lucy raised the gun to her
shoulder and peered down the long barrel.


“Now remember, you’re not aiming
between the eyes, you’re going above them. Find that midpoint between the eyes
and the horns,” her father counselled.


Lucy looked at the moaning
creature and squeezed the trigger. The cow jerked its head as Lucy pulled the
trigger. The pellets tore through its neck and into its shoulder. The animal
screamed in pain.


“Oh shit!” cried her dad,
grabbing the shotgun from Lucy’s hands and reloading it in a flash, firing a shell
directly into the animal’s head, immediately silencing its wails. He fired a
third shot, just to be sure, all in the space of a few seconds.


“That’s why we don’t hesitate,”
he said, thrusting the empty rifle into her chest and walking back to the
truck. “Hey!” he yelled, snapping Lucy out of her horrified stupor. “Hurry up
and grab the other shovel. If we get her buried quick, we’ll be back home by
eight. No point making a bad day worse by delaying dinner.”


Lucy blinked several times as her
mind jolted back to the present day and the dusty shotgun she was holding from
atop the stool in the master bedroom.


She descended the stairs and
cleaned the gun by the fireside, with the living-room curtains opened to let
the light flood in. Once satisfied it was in working order, she loaded each
barrel, and made her way out to the barn, where she hid the gun out of sight,
but within a few paces of the entrance.


***


It was
time for the autopsy. Not wanting to risk any sort of contamination, Lucy
fashioned a crude laboratory uniform for herself out of kitchen aprons, tying a
dish cloth over her mouth and nose. Next, and with extreme care, she curated a
“sharps box”, along with more plastic tubs for holding offcuts.


One chilly walk later, she
clambered back onto the far icy riverbank. The dead beast had a sunken
appearance; it looked dryer, wrinkled, its muscles had shrunk.


“That’s not right,” said Lucy,
under her breath, noticing the thin layer of vapor rising up from the corpse.
“Vapor means heat in the body … but it’s icy.”


She backed up a little and picked
up a rock from the embankment. Holding her pistol in one hand, she hurled the
rock at the creature’s body. The rock landed with a dull thud and rolled off
the furry torso, which undulated briefly with the impact then fell still.


“OK,” she said, approaching
again, with the gun still raised. “So you’re still dead, that’s good. Oh,
jeez,” she spluttered, covering her nose with her scarf. Now that she was only
a few yards away, the stench of the corpse was overpowering; this thing was no
longer prepared to go gracefully.


She set out her notepad to the
side, ready, and began with a quick sketch of the creature’s appearance,
including its injuries. She then quickly recorded its length with a tape
measure, before browsing the knives she’d brought for the next stage.


“Bit of a step up from your last
dissection, Lucy,” she muttered, remembering the dog cadavers they’d been
tasked with dissecting at veterinary school. “Time to see what’s under the
hood.”


The chest remained the obvious
place to begin; it contained the vital organs, and was the site of the beast’s
injuries – the most likely cause of death. She pushed a serrated blade into its
fur and began to cut in a sawing motion, creating a lateral incision along its
left side. Vapor billowed outward through the new perforation in the flesh,
making Lucy lean back sharply until the rate of expulsion slowed. It was like
opening the door of a hot oven.


She resumed the cutting. Once
she’d reached its hip she used the scissors to make perpendicular incisions at
the top and bottom of its torso, creating a large flap of skin and fur.


Nervously, she peeled it back and
stared at the beast’s steaming insides. It was astonishing. A series of
symmetrical organs filled the torso, shielded by a ribcage boasting a lattice
effect of interwoven bones and cartilage. Inside the lattice, nestled behind
the first row of organs, was a second, smaller ribcage, shielding an organ she
couldn’t see – like a Russian doll set.


She hastily sketched it as best
she could before taking the knife to the first rib. It had no effect. With some
reservations, she reached for the saw.


The bones crunched hideously as
she drove the jagged blades through them in turn. Lucy began to sweat from the
exertion. After the last bone was severed, she lifted the lid off the entire
ribcage, laying bare the organs inside.


She wiped her hands clean of
fluid and blood using the frozen grass beneath her, then set about sketching
the central organ system. Four lungs stood in each corner, interspersed by
bundles of fibrous tissue comprised of different-colored strands. Each bundle
was as big as the lung next to it. The lungs connected to their adjacent
fibrous masses through a series of vein-like appendages, which themselves
divided exponentially into the complex, woven networks of organic cabling that
disappeared into the secondary ribcage and outwards in all directions around
the body.


A coil of black tubing about the
width of her index finger nestled atop each lung, akin to a soft snail shell.
Unlike the fibrous masses, which burrowed inward, these four coils had a
definite tip. The tapered ends pointed upwards to where the ribcage had been.
Lucy re-examined the flap of skin she’d peeled off; sure enough, there were
four corresponding apertures on each corner.


Her mind leapt back to Toby and
Dan’s bodies, and the puncture marks she’d seen on both of them. The diameter
of their injuries correlated with those of the four coils. Lucy furiously
annotated her drawings – this could be one of the beast’s weapons, she
scribbled.


She cut one of the black coils
out from the creature’s chest and examined it up close, unravelling it and
testing its elasticity. It was only about a yard and a half long, with a small
amount of give. The sharp end of the coil is filled with a white, chalky
powder, she wrote, finding this to be the case for all but one of the
coils. Lucy placed the dissected coil into a plastic container, and scraped the
chalky powder of the others into a separate tub for preservation.


The light began to fade; already
the day was drawing to a close, and she’d only explored a fraction of the
beast’s anatomy. Re-covering its chest, she gathered her amateur autopsy kit
and began to cross the ladder again. As she passed over the receding ice, a
faint glow caught her attention. Lucy stopped once she was on the home side
again and inspected more closely; clinging to the underside of the ice was an
iridescent algae, glowing a soft blue.


After drawing a hasty sketch she
withdrew to the house for the night. There she labelled and dated her
collection, using an empty shelf in the kitchen as the exhibition stand. Before
turning in, she burned the bloodied pair of jeans outside on what remained of
the bandit’s funeral pyre.


As she watched the flames from
the kitchen, thinking of Dan’s unburied, un-cremated body, she made a vow in
her diary: I will learn everything I can about these creatures. And I will
bring an end to them.
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11th
February (est.) – The algae under the ice has changed color slightly from blue
to dark purple, she wrote, kneeling down by
the riverbank the next morning. There are new structures appearing among it
too that look like wasp nests. Occasionally a small, fast-moving creature will
swim into one or leave one, but the ice blurs their shape, so I can’t make out
their exact size. They remind me of fireflies; they have a gentle golden-tipped
glow, and weave through the water like there’s no resistance. I estimate
they’re about an inch long. They’re quite beautiful. I’ll also assume they’re
lethal until further notice.


Lucy finished sketching the
underwater wasp nests and refocused her attention on the beast’s carcass.
Resuming the autopsy, she noticed that it was steaming more than the day
before. Its organs were visibly more shriveled, and it felt dryer to the touch;
she was racing the clock.


The creature’s nose was long,
like a bear’s, and the nasal cavity had dozens, if not hundreds, of small
muscles running its full length. Lucy made more incisions through the thick
fur, then tugged the layer of skin away to reveal the skull. She paused,
contemplating how to proceed.


Not
sure how to open the skull without damaging the brain’s structure inside, she wrote. Will explore the rest of the body until I can think
of a solution. If this thing can smell a drop of blood from a mile away, I’m
guessing it’s got one hell of an olfactory bulb in there.


She abandoned her notepad again
and turned her attention back to the mouth area. The creature had no esophagus;
the back of its mouth cavity was a sealed flap of thick, leather-like skin. There’s
no way it can feed though its mouth, she noted next to her drawing. The
serrated teeth must be purely used as weapons – which means the creature must
ingest its prey through some other part of the body.


But no other part seemed obvious.
Just as it had no functional mouth, it had nothing resembling an anus, no
visible way of excreting; its buttocks were a sealed entity from the outside,
connected to none of the plumbing humans or other mammals had. Lucy was
dumbstruck; this thing has no stomach, no way to digest food, she wrote.


Her mind flashed back to the
victims of beast attacks she’d seen; all had puncture marks on their bodies,
and all had degraded to Gen Water within forty-eight hours of being attacked.
There had to be a link.


Working hypothesis, she scrawled in her notebook, is that the black coils are
projected like tentacles, puncturing their victims. This would fit with the
size of punctures I saw on Dan and Toby. Maybe the tentacles inject victims
with an enzyme or toxin that causes the liquefaction? I’ve found white chalky
powder on the ends of each tentacle – perhaps that could be the enzyme? I need
to investigate its properties.


Her examinations began to stray
from the torso. As she cut deep into the creature’s forearm, forcing the blade
upwards from its paw to its elbow, globules of sticky, glistening Gen Water
leaked out onto the frozen ground beneath. Prizing the two sides of flesh
apart, Lucy discovered a series of small interconnected chambers and valves
situated between the bands of muscle. The same phenomenon occurred in its legs
and shoulders, and in the muscles lining the spine. Chambers of Gen Water
are all over the beast’s body, she wrote.


She returned to the arm she’d
started with. The lowest chamber ended in a dark black band of muscle, a
sphincter, which led to the center of the creature’s paw. Taking the paw in her
hand, she searched its center for the perforation. Carefully brushing aside
jets of overlapping white hair, she revealed the outside of the sphincter. She
teased the knife tip through the hole; as predicted, it emerged inside in the
first arm chamber.


She scribbled frantically as her
theory gained traction:


I’ve found Gen Water chambers
lining all the major muscle groups of the body. I think they must be energy
stores. Each paw has a sphincter which links to the first chamber of that limb
– my guess is that it’s how the Gen Water enters the body. The beasts have no
way of swallowing through their mouths, so this seems the only alternative. It
would also explain why they don’t eat their prey at the point of attack – they
wait for them to turn to Gen Water, then somehow absorb the liquid through
these openings.


As Lucy gazed into the distance,
chewing on the end of her pencil, something fluttered across her line of sight.
A beautiful, multicolored butterfly skipped across the light breeze, blowing
precariously from side to side until it tumbled down into the grass by her
foot. Lucy kept her body rigid. Moving only the tip of her pencil, she sketched
the butterfly as quickly as she could. It bore the same warm autumnal colors as
its predecessors on the train track all those months ago. The creature basked
in the sunlight with its wings held upright, back to back.


Lucy did a double take. She
ceased sketching and scrutinized the insect. Beads of sweat were appearing on
the creature’s wings; small shiny blobs steadily growing larger. Lucy stared
for a further minute, observing as neighboring blobs began to interconnect
until eventually both wings were entirely covered by a thin shimmering layer of
liquid. The wings began to droop under the weight. Slowly, gravity prized the
bowing tips apart. But as they parted, they revealed an impossible, rippling
body of water between them. It filled the V-shaped space from each wing tip
down to the body. As the wings continued to droop downwards, the insect’s body
and legs began to dissolve, seemingly fueling the rippling pool above it.
Finally the wings reached near-horizontality on the uneven grass, forming a
reddish-orange disc. Over them was a shimmering hemisphere of liquid, much like
a snow globe. Lucy stared in astonishment as the wings themselves were drained
of their color and became completely transparent. The invisible wing-disc began
to recede inwards towards the center, causing the snow globe to rise until it
formed a full sphere, with half the radius of its previous form. Before Lucy
could resume her sketching, the now-spherical globule rippled once more and
rolled towards the river, where it tipped over the edge and vanished into the
stream.


A smoky scent brought her
attention back to the beast’s carcass. The steady wisps of vapor had turned to
smoke. She staggered to her feet and leapt back, not a moment too soon – the entire
corpse burst into flame.


She stared, open-mouthed, as the
creature’s body burned into nothingness before her eyes.


***


Later
that evening, once she’d finished her frenetic note-making – sketching both the
butterfly’s transformation and the beast’s combustion – she re-examined the
chalky white powder, studying the tub in the kitchen. She resolved to make a
plan.


11th February
(est.) – I have to observe one feeding. It’s the only way. By “observe”, I mean
indirectly, obviously. Pretty sure direct observation would be suicidal. Plus I
don’t have night-vision goggles. Firstly, I need to catch some bait.


She paused and considered how
Josh the botanist would have approached such an experiment. Given his
fastidious documentation of everything, she reasoned that he’d probably refer
to the evidence routinely. Dan, for his part, had always been extremely
methodical, and was good at sequential planning. She decided to channel both
approaches and see if her logic stacked up.


I know that victims of the
beast turn to Gen Water. I know from first-hand observations that victims have
puncture marks which match the size of the beast’s tentacles. My hypothesis is
that an enzyme or equivalent is administered via the tentacles, which then
turns the victims to Gen Water. I believe the white chalk powder may be this
enzyme. To test this hypothesis, I need to observe the decay process again – I
need to lay bait. If the white beast’s carcass is anything to go by, I suspect
there are more beasts in the forest. Assuming they discover the bait and
puncture it at early nightfall, and I check the traps first thing each morning,
there will be a maximum of twelve hours that elapse before the effects are
observed.


I’ll need two baits, really,
so I can use one as a control. The first bait will simply be left in the trap
as I find it, unaltered; I expect it to turn to Gen Water within twenty-four
hours. To the second bait, however, I’ll add white powder, and then study it
for a few hours to see if it accelerates the decay process. If I’m right about
the powder-enzyme hypothesis, the second bait should decay much faster than the
first. If this powder is the thing that causes
victims to decay to Gen Water, then maybe I can start figuring out ways to stop
it from working – an antidote, I guess. It’s gotta be worth a shot.


The next day she crossed the
river and set her first traps along the periphery of the forest, following the
trees lining the road for about two miles.


The forest was unnervingly dark.
In four months of occupying the farmhouse, this was the closest she’d come to
it. Going in there alone had no appeal; it would be all too easy to become
disoriented. As she skirted the edge, anxious to lay the traps as far from the
house as was practical, a dripping sound caught her attention. She paused and
looked up, holding out her palm to face the cloudy sky. No rain. Warily, she
turned her attention to the trees. Somewhere, hidden in the depths of the
forest, was the pitter-patter of invisible rainfall. This was more than the
steady drips of ice melting from the branches – it sounded like a localized
shower.


Lucy laid the first trap and
continued walking, peering into the forest as she went. After a few hundred
yards she knelt down to lay the next trap. A dry twig snapped somewhere in the
forest, making her freeze rigid. “Relax, Luce, be cool,” she whispered under
her breath, as she scanned her surroundings like a meerkat. The thought of an
unknown number of beasts roaming the landscape wasn’t reassuring, but it wasn’t
new either; it had formed most of her nightmares for the first month on the
farm. “They’re nocturnal,” she reassured herself. “That’s the sound of the
bait. It’s a good thing. Be cool.”


As she continued along the forest
edge to lay the final trap, a glistening on the road caught her eye. She
followed the trail of liquid from the tar to a dripping tree. She approached,
cautiously, and took out her notepad.


Parts of the forest sound like
rain. I haven’t entered to investigate, but I’ve found a tree on the periphery
that is sweating. It’s covered in globules from the ground up to the canopy –
they’re small transparent studs dotting the bark at frequent intervals. The
other trees that I can see nearby are dry, so I guess this one is the furthest
the dripping had spread. I can’t see anything dead in the branches – nothing
that could be decaying to Gen Water – so I’m guessing some of the trees have
become infected. Perhaps something they’re absorbing through their roots?


She put the diary away and turned
her attention to the third trap. The first two, a pair of old-fashioned mouse
traps from under the kitchen sink, had been easy enough to set. This last one was
altogether more lethal. “Easy does it,” she soothed herself as she carefully
laid out the ancient, rusting bear trap from the barn.


With immense care, she prized the
trap open and set it. Standing as far back as possible, she prodded the central
pressure platform with a stick. The trap leapt from the ground as the rusty
iron teeth clamped shut, chomping the stick in two. “That’ll do it,” she said,
in half a mind to lay it somewhere in the house should those bastards in the
SUV come back.


***


The first
day yielded no bait. The only difference was that the sweating tree by the bear
trap had dried out overnight.


The river had continued to melt,
however, destabilizing Lucy’s ladder bridge as the ice banks thinned and
receded, taking with them the submerged wasp nests and the mysterious firefly
creatures. Most of the algae had disappeared too; only small pockets remained,
clinging to the underside of the remaining ice.


Lucy spent the day re-securing
the bridge by tying together a series of wooden pallets from the barn, then
pegging them to the ground on both riverbanks with fence posts. Together, the
pallets formed a chain of stepping stones, stabilized by the ladder, which lay
tied across the central three to keep the bridge in shape.


Today’s bait-checking was proving
equally fruitless. Lucy’s heart sank as she found the third and final trap
empty once again that morning.


As she retraced her route along
the road, back towards the river, a tremendous crunching racket sounded to her
left. Lucy leapt back from the forest edge just in time as a tree crashed to
the ground, bursting out onto the frosty tar below. The tall oak tree continued
to shake on its side until the last shockwaves dissipated.


“What the? Fuck this place!” Lucy
exclaimed, looking around for someone to agree with her. She waited for her
heart rate to settle before examining the fallen tree. Entwined among the
uppermost branches were purple leaves, incongruous among the barren winter
branches of the oak itself. Lucy examined the long trunk. A thick, twisting
purple ivy clung to the sides of the tree, coiled tightly around both trunk and
branches alike, spreading out across all directions. She squinted and stared
into the dark forest at the base of the fallen tree. The ivy was as thick as
the oak’s lower branches. Lucy took out her notepad; the base of the tree had
been crushed in two.


When she returned the next day,
the tree was all but gone, reduced to a trail of goop that trickled across the
tar. Lucy stared incredulously at the spot where she’d nearly been flattened
just twenty-four hours ago; not only was the tree liquefied, but the purple ivy
had retreated substantially, too – it now only slightly protruded from the
shadowy forest boundary.


As Lucy stopped and stared, she
noticed a faint rustling. With extreme caution, she edged towards the ivy and
knelt down. At glacial speed, the great coils were retreating before her eyes.
Each miniscule root would move in turn like a millipede’s leg, sending a small
wave across segments of coil. The faint rustling was disturbed by another
crashing sound – this time more distant. The ivy must be making its way
through the forest, she noted.


This time Lucy’s venture was not
entirely in vain. She used the opportunity to lay a fourth trap, having
discovered an additional mouse trap in the barn.


15th Feb (est.) –
Hoping the extra trap increases my chances. Either that or I’ve just added a
needless half-mile to my daily checking routine.


***


On the
fourth day Lucy’s perseverance paid off; luck struck twice, with two baits
being caught in one night. A dead hare lay in the bear trap, its body horribly
mangled between the metal teeth, a fateful bloodied morsel of carrot just
inches from its bulging eyes.


The ill-fated hare had been
visited already. Lucy examined the gruesome fluffy mess and quickly spotted the
crucial puncture marks she was looking for.


It was already well into its
decay process; the body had torn in two as the lower half fell away from the
top, pinned as it was between those uncompromising iron fangs. Some sweating
flesh remained in place, droplets slowly falling off to the ground. Lucy
prodded a piece of the suspended skin with her glove. It stuck to her fingers
like melting wax, just as Dan’s cheek had done. The semi-liquid flesh peeled
away with her as she withdrew her glove, becoming translucent as it stretched
until finally it broke off from the rest of the mangled body. The fragment
began to liquefy further, trickling off the tips of Lucy’s glove and dripping
onto the floor, where the small globules began to roll back towards the wet
bear trap. She watched as they pooled beneath the dripping corpse of the hare.


From the tub she’d brought with
her, Lucy gingerly removed a small amount of the white powder that she’d taken
from the tentacles of the white beast carcass and scraped it onto the hare’s
body. To the second punctured bit of bait quarter of a mile away – an
unhappy-looking field vole caught in the recently added mousetrap – Lucy did
nothing, leaving it untouched.


“Time to see if you’re on the money,
Lucy Young,” she said to herself, as she sat down on the road, notepad in hand,
and recorded the approximate time.


16th Feb (est.) –
It’s roughly ten a.m., I think. I caught two things in one night! And they were
both punctured, which confirms that there’s at least one living beast in the
forest. I’ve put white powder on the bigger sample – a hare – and am observing
the effect. If I’m right, the hare should be fully degraded to Gen Water by
midday, I reckon, whereas the vole won’t reach the last stages of decay until
nightfall.


Lucy swapped her pen for a pencil
and began sketching the hare’s body. Three hours passed, during which time she
ambled between the two successful traps and sketched the differences.


It’s gone midday and I think I
have to accept I was wrong. The hare’s carcass isn’t any more decayed than the
vole’s. She hesitated, as the revelation sank in. In
fact, it may be actively slowing the rate of decay. Could it be that the
chalky powder is what killed that white beast in the first place? Maybe it’s
toxic to them, not us? I’m low on firewood, and hungry, so am stopping
observations for today. If my new hypothesis is correct, I expect that when I
return tomorrow, the hare’s carcass will still be here, and the vole will be
gone! Her hand trembled with excitement as she wrote. If I can prove it,
then I may have stumbled across these creatures’ weakness – something they’re
biologically vulnerable to. I might have discovered a weapon against them. 
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She ran
as fast as she could, desperately looking over her shoulder as she fled. The
river was so close now – she had to make it. She threw herself onto the
floating bridge, narrowly avoiding tipping as she scrambled across to the far
side. Wrenching out the fence post, she cast the bridge off loose into the
cold, rushing water. It writhed in the current like a pinned snake.


Her backpack swung from side to
side as she scrambled up the riverbank. Leaping over the verge she traversed
the frozen vegetable field, sprinting towards the house. Involuntary whines
punctuated each gasp for breath as sweat mounted on her forehead.


Slamming the kitchen door shut,
she locked it behind her, immediately grabbing key items from the table – a
bottle of water, some oats, and the tub of white powder. She careered up to the
bedroom and dropped them onto the bedframe; she had moments to pack. She didn’t
know where she was going, or how she was going to escape, but the house wasn’t
safe anymore. That day, for the first time, she had seen a beast, a living
beast, moving around during daylight. She didn’t know if it had seen her, or
heard her. She hadn’t stopped to think, she had just run.


Pressing her eyes to the window
she looked out across the field for signs of the predator. She had been
approaching the traps as usual that morning to check for bait when she had
spotted it moving through the forest, its white fur rippling between the tall
dark oak trunks as it weaved along the roadside trees. The creature found the
trapped prey, first sniffing it, then puncturing it with three black tentacles
that came out from its torso. All this in the few seconds before Lucy’s flight
instinct took over.


She shoved the most important
items she could find into her backpack, her heart racing as she tried to create
a coherent plan out of nothing.


The sound of tires crunching over
gravel interrupted her frenzy. Two car doors slammed in succession, followed by
footsteps approaching the house.


“Hey lady!” came a voice. “Open
the door. We know you’re in there!”


Laughter followed the gruff
shout. It sounded like three or four men.


“Don’t be shy now, we only wanna
say hello,” shouted another, prompting more laughter.


Lucy hastily swung the backpack
over both shoulders. Clutching the handgun, she crept towards the door and
skirted across the top landing, silently moving into the adjacent bedroom which
overlooked the driveway.


With extreme caution she raised
her eyes above the windowsill and peered down. The SUV sat squatly on the drive
with four armed men standing before it. She recognized all but one of them. The
two others who stood directly below her, out of sight, made their presence
known by banging on the door with their rifles again.


“Try the back!” yelled the gruff
voice from the doorway. Two of the four visible men peeled off – the Latino man
with sunglasses and earring, and the lazy guard with camouflage trousers and a
grey hoodie. Their crunching footsteps announced their progress down the side
of the house. Lucy had only moments to decide on a plan of attack.


Ducking down again, she hastily
crawled back to the master bedroom, from where she could see the rear entrance.
Silently, she pulled the window open a couple of inches as the men crunched
around the corner. Taking the gun from her back pocket, she timed the click of
the barrel loading with their steps. She had them in shot. Heart pounding, she
counted to three in her head as the Latino man tried the locked door by hand.


“Get the fuck back,” barked the
man in the grey hoodie, preparing to swing his rifle butt into the glass of the
door.


Lucy took her chance. She fired
twice, both shots implanting themselves into his upper chest. He fell to the
ground immediately as his Latino accomplice, startled by the gunfire, spun
around wildly, spotting the open bedroom window only as Lucy’s third bullet
struck him in the leg.


“Shit!” she cursed as the man
screamed in agony, falling onto his back, clutching the wound with one hand as
it gushed blood.


“Puta de mierda!” he roared,
firing off a reel of bullets directly at the bedroom. Lucy hit the deck and
scrambled backwards, trying to cover her ears as the gunfire shattered the
windows, pockmarking the walls and ceiling.


“Coño!” yelled the man as his
cartridge clicked empty. Lucy fled the room as he reloaded, trying to silence
her four-at-a-time steps down the staircase, loosely aware of the sound of
multiple rapid gravel steps skirting the house in the opposite direction.


The front door bulged in its
hinges, threatening to buckle with each rifle-butt impact. Lucy froze at the
foot of the stairs and crouched into a ball as the rifle thuds suddenly
stopped, giving way to a momentary pause in which the commotion from the rear
of the house carried through.


“Fuck this,” declared a muffled
voice on the other side of the wall.


A thunderous spray of bullets
rained through the front door. Lucy pushed her fingers into her ears and
clamped her eyes shut as shards of wood and plaster flew through the air.


The firing stopped and Lucy
seized her moment. As the gunman moved back towards the door his figure blotted
out the bullet holes, revealing his exact position. She stuck the nozzle of her
gun into a fresh bullet hole and fired four bullets upward in the direction of
the man. His body crumpled to the floor and light streamed through the new
perforations once again.


Lucy jumped up. Squinting through
a bullet hole, she re-aimed at the man’s twitching body and pulled the trigger.
A fateful “click” revealed her magazine was empty.


Just then the glass in the
kitchen door smashed, immediately followed by the sound of the lock being
attacked from the inside. Grabbing the latch in front of her she burst out onto
the front driveway as heavy footsteps and furious shouts echoed through the
house. She leapt over the rasping, twitching body and ran down the front steps,
but before she could get to the SUV a sixth man skidded around the corner,
blocking her way.


“Stop!” yelled the heavily
tattooed newcomer.


Turning on her heel, she sped
away around the opposite side of the house. The open barn came into sight.


“You better fucking stop, bitch!
The more you run, the more I’m gonna make you regret it!” he yelled.


Her whole body strove to reach
the barn, every cell within her mobilizing to get her to safety. A bullet flew
past her head as she ran, making her duck in delay; she was halfway there, but
the tattooed man was catching up, hot on her footsteps across the open yard.


“Don’t shoot! I want that bitch
alive!” yelled the leader, bursting out of the kitchen and clutching his cowboy
hat as he ran. Lucy looked over her shoulder again as the leader leapt over the
dead body of his hoodie-wearing comrade and dodged the injured Latino man, who
was being attended to by another gang member.


“You hear me?” cried the leader.
“We’re taking you alive, missy!”


The distance between their
crunching paces and hers was shrinking rapidly; both men were stronger than
her, better fed, and faster.


A rock hit her on the back of the
head, knocking her off balance. She stumbled into the barn, her foot catching
on the concrete lip of the floor.


Before she could get up, the full
weight of a human body fell onto her back with force, knocking her flat onto
the ground and winding her completely.


“Gotcha! Now stay the fuck
still!” snarled the tattooed man who had leapt onto her. He grabbed her short
hair and wrenched it back so hard that it pulled her entire head off the
ground. Unable to scream, her winded body wheezed in pain and her eyes opened
wide in shock.


“This fucking whore’s gonna pay,”
growled the leader, panting as he caught up. His cowboy-hat silhouette loomed
over the hay-strewn floor. She felt the weight of her oppressor shifting as he
moved, leaving one knee pinned painfully in-between her shoulder blades. He
pulled her arms out above her head, trapping both of her slender, malnourished
wrists with a single hand.


“Turn her over!” growled the
leader.


The tattooed man threw Lucy onto
her back, causing the contents of her backpack to dig in painfully. The cowboy
leader stepped closer. He carried a hunting knife on one hip, and a gun on the
other. A sickening smile crawled across his face.


“That was very naughty of you,
young lady, shooting my friends like that,” the leader crowed, a hideous soft
lilt inflecting his voice as he readjusted his cowboy hat. “The question is,
what are we to do with you now?”


He unbuckled his belt, spitting
to the side as he laughed a grim, heartless laugh, his shoulders bouncing
heavily as he looked mercilessly upon his prize. The tattooed man kept her
pinned with a knee pressed painfully on her abdomen, while emitting the same
cold, primordial laugh.


“No – no, you don’t understand!”
she spluttered, as the cowboy lowered himself onto all fours, his hot breath
advancing on her face. “The beasts. The creatures. They’re here, in the
daylight. I saw one!”


The leader laughed harder,
unconcerned. “Is that so? Whaddya think, Garrick?” he said to the man helping
pin her. “Apparently the beasts hunt by day now. Maybe we should feed her to
one?”


“Not till I had a go on her,”
replied Garrick. “This beast needs feedin’ first,” he grinned, with a
hacking, inbred laugh.


“Aww, look at that,” said the
leader, reaching out and stroking Lucy’s face. “Ain’t he a romantic? Don’t
worry sweetheart, I’ll warm you up for him.”


“Holy shit!” came a shout from
the yard. The cowboy stood up as a fresh torrent of bullets sang out.


“Fucking Christ!” yelled
Garrick, suddenly standing and releasing Lucy.


She rolled onto her side and
looked out at the yard. Two skeletal white beasts bounded out of the vegetable
field onto the gravel, launching themselves at the two men Lucy had shot. The
man tending to the wounded had his rifle drawn, but it was too late; one of the
beasts felled him, sinking its jaws into his neck. The second beast pounced
onto the injured man, mauling him where he lay.


Both the cowboy and Garrick
immediately began shooting at the beasts. Lucy took her chance. She grabbed the
leader’s hunting knife and drove it deep into his groin, sending the man
screaming to the ground in agony. Garrick spun around in alarm but too slowly,
as Lucy sprang upward, thrusting the blade into the side of his tattooed neck.
Garrick dropped his gun as blood spurted from the wound. Lucy snatched it up,
squeezing the trigger and unleashing the assault rifle upon both men until they
moved no more.


She looked back out at the yard.
One of the beasts snapped its head around to face her as it stood over the
would-be-medic’s body. Its thin black tentacles pulsed and writhed inside the
dying man, while the creature’s four white limbs pinned him down. The beast
shook itself off, retracting the tentacles inside its body as it turned and
began to stalk towards the barn.


Lucy squeezed on the trigger once
again, spraying the creature’s torso with bullets. The beast fell mid-stride,
just yards from the barn entrance. But the second creature began to advance –
abandoning the bodies it had been infecting.


The assault rifle clicked empty.
Dropping it, Lucy darted to the barn entrance, prizing the loaded shotgun from
its hiding place and swinging around. She stood in the threshold as the second
predator broke into a full run. She waited, with the shotgun nestled
horizontally against her hip, until the last-possible second, when the beast
was just yards away. It pounced, its body fully extending as it soared through
the air.


Lucy fired. Pellets tore through
the creature’s body, punching the life from it as it collapsed heavily onto the
ground. Lucy fell backward just in time. She hastily reloaded the shotgun and
took aim again, firing directly into the creature’s twitching eyes. Its skull
burst open, leaking brain matter across the concrete.


Trembling, Lucy surveyed the
bloodbath at her feet. Red droplets trickled across her face and clothes.
Grabbing the cowboy’s handgun, she ran back towards the house, weaving between
the beast carcasses and the savaged remains of the other gang members. She
grabbed her backpack from the bedroom and ran out onto the front driveway where
the black SUV stood.


She glanced across the adjacent
vegetable field. Skulking white figures moved in the distance, crawling over
the riverbank and shaking the water from their glistening fur. Seemingly
spotting her at the same time, they began to run, their great bounds carrying
them across the field with speed.


Lucy leapt into the driver’s seat
and turned the ignition key, bringing the engine to life. She spun the car
around and flattened the accelerator, tearing away from the house. Flecks of
frozen mud sprayed out behind as she sped down the long farm drive.


Adjusting the mirror, she watched
as the white beasts shrank into the distance. The creatures were giving up the
chase – instead inspecting the corpses in the yard.


She skidded out onto the road
that had brought the raiders, swerving across both lanes as she straightened
up. Foot on the gas, she sped away at full tilt.


A deluge of emotions coursed
through her body as she fled for safety, screaming with fear. The blood of the
men she’d killed stained her skin, acting as a beacon to other beasts.


She drove without slowing for an
hour, racing down the open road ahead. Her eyes tormented her with fictitious
glimpses of white among the oak forest stretching either side of her.


BANG! The car lurched to the
side.


“What the?”


BANG! A second lurch.


The vehicle shook chaotically as
both rear tires blew out. Lucy fought to hold the wheel steady as the car
swerved precariously.


“Woah, woah, woah!” she screamed,
slamming on the brakes as she checked her rear-view mirror.


A military jeep was bearing down
on her, with a soldier leaning out about to take aim again.


The SUV skidded to a halt.


“Stay where you are!” came an
amplified shout from the jeep. “Step out of the vehicle. Keep your hands above
your head.”


She reached for the handle, her
bloodied hands trembling as she nudged the door open. Very slowly, she swiveled
her legs out to the side, before sliding out from the driver’s seat altogether
and turning to face her aggressors.


A twenty-something soldier
approached, holding a rifle that was pointed straight at her. “Lie down. On the
ground – now!”


“I haven’t done anything wrong!”
she protested, lowering herself to the ground. “Please, I’ve just been
attacked!”


“Quiet!” yelled the soldier as he
stood over her. Two others from the jeep approached the SUV with weapons
raised.


“Clear!” shouted the foremost
man.


“Clear!” replied the female on
the other side of the SUV.


“Search it,” commanded an older
man. “Stand her up, Lieutenant,” he continued, stepping out of the jeep. The
man strode over and planted his immaculately clean black boots inches from
Lucy’s forehead.


“On your feet for the major,”
barked the lieutenant, dragging Lucy upright then stepping back to keep her at
rifle range.


“Explain yourself,” demanded the
major, staring at her intensely. His left eye was smaller than the other, and
was slightly recessed, caught in a permanent squint. Flecks of grey infused the
stubble on his tanned Latino skin. He looked to be around forty.


“I – what?” stammered Lucy.


“Who are you, and how did you
come to be driving this vehicle?” the major persisted. 


Lucy looked around haplessly.


“This isn’t my car,” she
implored. “I stole it – I mean, I didn’t steal it, I took it because I
had to escape. They attacked me and –”


The bronzed major cut her off with
a simple raise of his hand. “I’ll ask again. This time, be concise and clear.
How did you come to be driving this vehicle?”


Lucy swallowed hard, searching
for the right words, choosing them carefully.


“The men who drove it attacked
me. So I killed them in self-defense. That was about an hour ago, and now I’m
here,” she stated, her eyes darting between the major, the lieutenant, and the
other soldiers still searching the SUV.


The major studied her face,
allowing her to stew in the silence while he considered his verdict. As he
looked her up and down, his eyes gravitated to the bloodied areas, and the
stains on her knees where she’d tripped.


“Fine,” he said, turning and
walking back to the car. “We’ll need to see their bodies. Can you show them to
us?”


Lucy’s eyes widened. “We can’t go
back there. The beasts are there – you know, the creatures, the things,
whatever you’re calling them. They’re at my home – the farm.”


The major said nothing.


Lucy hesitated. “You have seen
them, right? I mean, you must have. They’re big, and white – they’re white now.
They used to be black, but now they’re white. And I’ve studied them. I’ve
looked at them on the inside, cut one open. I think I’ve found a poison.”


She could tell by the looks on
their faces that she was coming across as deranged. Especially given that she’d
just claimed to have killed five people.


“You’ve found a poison for the
beasts?” asked the major. “So you’re a scientist?”


“No, it’s just that on the train
they – it’s complicated, alright?”


“Sir!” came the female soldier’s
voice from the SUV. The soldier pulled out the plastic tub of white powder from
Lucy’s bag.


“Careful with that!” said Lucy.
“It’s precious!”


“You mind telling me what it is?”
enquired the major.


“It’s … Look, I’m covered in
blood, I’ve been attacked by men who tried to rape me and beasts that
tried to kill me, and now I’ve been shot at by you people, and I’m
standing here defending my actions when I don’t even know who the hell you are
or why that person’s still got a rifle pointed at me. Are you the army? Huh?
You should be on my side. I have waited months … You’re the first
real people I’ve seen. Everybody I love is dead. So if you could stop treating
me like a fucking terrorist, I would really appreciate it, because frankly,
right now, either shoot me or don’t. I’m done. I’m done with all of it.”


She stopped gabbling and stared
at the two men, panting.


“Very well,” said the major, with
a raised eyebrow. “Lieutenant, kindly stand down. See that the others search
the SUV again for anything the gang left behind, and get the fuel.”


“Yes, sir,” said the lieutenant,
lowering his weapon and peeling off back towards the jeep.


“I’m Major Lopez,” said the
meticulous officer, extending a hand for Lucy to shake. She stared at it
blankly. He put both hands behind his back and continued, unperturbed. “We are
what’s left of the US Army in this region. The vehicle you were driving
belonged to known fugitives we’ve been trying to locate for weeks now. If
you’ve killed them, then you’ve done your country a good service.”


“My country?” gawped Lucy. “What
country? Everyone’s dead! Do you see any sort of country here? It’s just people
and land now.”


“Get in the jeep. We’ll take you
back to camp,” replied the major.


Lucy’s eyes lit up. “There’s a
camp? With survivors? How many? Where are they?”


“You’ll see in due course. Now
get in, we’ve got a long drive ahead. Actually, on second thoughts – Jackson!”
called the major.


The female soldier looked up in
response.


“Clean her up before we move
out,” ordered the major.


“Yes, sir,” replied the woman.
She retrieved a package from the jeep then beckoned Lucy over while the others
continued their salvage operation.


“Be careful with that!” cried
Lucy as the lieutenant chucked her backpack into the jeep.


The skinny lieutenant returned to
the SUV and, along with the other male soldier, began an expedited siphoning
process, setting up three fuel cans in parallel to drain the SUV
simultaneously. The major was busy scribbling on a map he’d spread out over the
jeep’s hood, occasionally pausing to look up and consult the surrounding
geography.


“Clothes off,” ordered the female
soldier. She was an inch or so shorter than Lucy, but her expression was
formidable. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, accentuating her
jutting chin. “Put ’em in a pile over there,” she said, gesturing to the SUV.


Lucy looked around incredulously.
This woman expected her to strip naked when there were men just yards away?


“Hurry up,” prompted Jackson.


“I’m gonna –” Lucy nodded to the
front of the SUV, where she would be marginally more screened from view. In the
absence of any objection or approval from Jackson, she shuffled over.


Standing behind the open
passenger door, Lucy stripped down to her bare skin. Her withered body quaked
in the cold winter air.


Using the bottle from her utility
belt, Jackson poured a little water onto a rag, which she handed to Lucy.
Interpreting the soldier correctly, Lucy began to wipe the blood from her skin,
turning her back out of embarrassment.


A second wet towel appeared on
Lucy’s shoulder as Jackson began to scrub her rigorously.


“What the hell?” cried Lucy, as
the sudden oversaturation of human contact took its toll.


Jackson ignored her protestations
and roughly wiped off the remaining blood, scrubbing Lucy’s arms, neck, and
face.


“You need paste,” said Jackson,
painfully prizing apart the hairs on the back of Lucy’s head where the rock had
struck. She pulled out a small tin of dark green paste, which she dipped her
thumb in and smeared onto Lucy’s cut.


“Ouch!” protested Lucy. “What is
that stuff?”


“Done,” replied Jackson, shoving
a clean jumpsuit into Lucy’s hands. It was bright orange.


“Jackson, get a move on over
there!” yelled the major from the jeep.


“This is a prison suit,” hissed
Lucy, covering her bare breasts with one hand and handing the suit back to
Jackson.


“You’ll get fresh clothes at
camp. Just put the damned thing on, girl,” snapped the soldier.


Lucy climbed into the jumpsuit,
which was several sizes too large, and pulled on the equally oversized boots
that Jackson threw her way. Jackson then marched her back to the jeep before
she could even finish doing the laces up, bundling Lucy into the rear seats.


The lieutenant opened the SUV’s
fuel cap and stuffed a rag in, leaving it dangling down the side of the car.
Pulling a lighter out, he set the rag on fire and jogged back to the jeep.


“Best not linger,” said the
major, as the driver pulled past the SUV and accelerated down the forested
road.
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Lucy
lifted her head from her chest, forcing her groggy eyes open once again. The
last thing she remembered was the jeep weaving between fallen trees that were
obstructing the road, flashes of purple leaves visible among the branches.


In the darkness Lucy was sandwiched
between two marines in the back row; Jackson sat on her right, scanning the
darkness through a pair of night-vision goggles, while the lieutenant covered
the left. Up front, the major scouted the foreground, while an as-yet-unnamed
soldier was driving.


Unlit buildings began to come
into view as the jeep’s lights bounced off the dark windows of abandoned homes
and empty stores. The car slowed as it rounded a series of deserted
intersections, populated by ineffectual traffic lights and parked cars. After more
bends the buildings began to thin out again, giving way to open road for a
short time.


“Home and dry,” said the major
from the front, tapping his fingers twice on the window ledge. Lucy squinted as
the headlights bounced sharply off a metal entrance sign. Welcome to Fort
Leonard Wood, read the inscription upon the large rock sculpture.


 The vehicle passed through the
raised security barrier – its booth unmanned and blacked out – and proceeded
into the campus, passing large, darkened brick buildings.


The driver began to toggle the
main-beam lever in a repeating pattern, causing the headlights to flash. As the
jeep slowed almost to a crawl, Lucy saw a wire-mesh fence glistening up ahead,
and small, faint lights further beyond that.


Dazzling light suddenly bombarded
the jeep from both sides. Lucy raised her hand to her face, squinting through
the gaps between her fingers to try to make out her surroundings. The rattling
sound of metal being dragged over concrete resonated from up ahead, and the
vehicle began to move forward again. The gate they passed through was part of a
tall metal fence adorned with razor wire, which extended away from them in both
directions into the darkness.


Soldiers immediately began
resealing the gate behind them as the jeep continued. Lucy jolted as a short
burst of machine-gun fire sounded from behind. Spinning in her seat, she caught
the marksman in the watchtower shooting out into the wilderness they’d just
left. Below his tower the gates clanged shut and the spotlights cut out.


The jeep swept round ninety
degrees and stopped outside the fire escape of a large brick complex. The
driver crunched on the handbrake and killed the headlights, returning the
surroundings to darkness.


The others began to climb out of
the car, so Lucy followed suit. As she did so, the fire-escape door opened,
allowing light to creep out from the corridor beyond. A diminutive, pale,
balding officer appeared in the threshold and addressed Major Lopez.


“Welcome back, sir,” said the
balding officer, saluting.


“Thank you, Coleman. No injuries
to report, but we picked up a civilian.”


The officer paused from
scribbling on his clipboard and looked up, peering over his rounded glasses and
scouring the group until his eyes came to rest upon the newcomer. Lucy’s feet
shifted slightly as she looked from Officer Coleman to Major Lopez.


“I see,” said the officer, less
than warmly.


“She’s a scientist. She’ll be
useful to us,” replied the major, breezing past the smaller officer.


The rest of the troop followed,
Lucy scurrying to keep up, anxious to stay close to her human ticket.


“Oh, and she killed Kerman’s
gang,” added the major, calling back to Coleman, who nearly dropped his
clipboard.


The corridor was long and
uninviting, poorly lit by two inadequate emergency strip lights at each end.
The cold air condensed on the colder concrete interior, forming droplets along
the ceiling and walls. Lucy’s breath preceded her as they marched towards the
far end.


Major Lopez stopped and turned to
Lucy as they reached an unmarked door.


“Wait in here,” he said, standing
side on in the threshold, pinning the door back with a muscular arm. “The
general will want to meet you. Don’t touch anything.”


From the dim wedge of light
spilling over from the corridor, Lucy could make out a sliver of the otherwise
pitch-black office. It was unkempt; piles of open maps and papers were spread
across the desk, covered in rulers and pencils. Next to them was an ashtray
stoked to the brim, which pinned several more papers down. By the looks of it,
a route was being charted.


Venetian blinds covered both of
the far windows. Lucy tiptoed towards the nearest one and stuck her fingers
between the dusty slats. Pushing them apart she peered out, only to see nothing
but her own reflection in the black glass.


“Not much of a view I’m afraid,”
came a gravelly voice from behind her.


Lucy whipped around.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to alarm
you,” the stranger added. The man in the doorway looked somewhere between fifty
and ninety; he had the hair of a younger man, but the bags under his eyes and
wrinkles across his face told a longer, more arduous story. He was immaculately
dressed, and his uniform well decorated with a series of stars adorning his
epaulettes.


“I think we owe you a little
light, after that,” he said, flicking the switch on the wall and bringing on
the overhead strip light. “Please,” he added, gesturing to the visitor seat,
and then settling into the chair behind the desk. “Apologies for the mess. As
you can see, things are a little busy here.”


Lucy nodded, not sure whether it
was appropriate to speak unless called upon to do so.


“I’m General Whitaker. I’m in
charge of this facility and the people in it. You are?”


“Lucy Young,” she replied.


“Welcome to Fort Leonard Wood,
Lucy. Major Lopez tells me you killed Kerman’s gang. Is this true?”


“I’m not a murderer – they were
going to kill me,” she explained. “It was self-defense. They raided my house a
couple of weeks ago and took all my stuff, then came back today and tried to …”


Her fists clenched as she relived
the attempted rape, mentally shooting the men from the window all over again,
and driving the knife into Garrick’s neck.


“They were depraved,” said the
general, sensing her discomfort. “You did the right thing in defending
yourself. Although truthfully, I’d like to know how you managed to beat them,
given their numbers.”


“The beasts,” said Lucy. “If they
hadn’t arrived when they did – well, I’d either be dead or the gang’s prisoner.
I managed to shoot two of the gang members at the start, but then Garrick and
the guy I’m guessing is Kerman caught me. They were assaulting me in the barn
when the beasts arrived and attacked the fifth gang member. I stabbed Garrick
and Kerman while their attention was diverted, then shot the beasts. Then I
stole their SUV, but you guys shot the wheels out. So here I am now, in your
office, which has freakin’ electricity, wondering what the hell you guys
have been doing for the past four months while I was starving to death and
nearly being raped on some abandoned farm. You’re the army, for Christ’s sake!
Where were you?”


The general looked at her
patiently.


“Sorry,” she added, “I just … Can
I get a shower, please? And I could use some food. And water.”


“Of course,” replied the general.
“But there’s someone you need to meet first. Your experience with the creatures
is something of a priority. Come with me.”


He left the room, flicking the
switch as he went, leaving Lucy jogging to catch up.


“I’m sorry to have to be so
abrupt,” continued Whitaker, as he paced down the corridor ahead of her, past
the off-white walls and military photographs, “but we move out in less than
forty-eight hours.”


Lucy took a double step as the
general hooked left and began climbing a staircase. He was faster than she’d
expected.


“There’s a huge mustering
operation underway in DC,” he continued, exiting the staircase a floor higher
and proceeding along the first corridor. “Apparently they’re close to getting
new satellites online. Balloons or something. I don’t know the ins and outs of
it, but the intel’s good. Once we’ve got GPS back, we’ll have coordinated
aerial firepower at our disposal, and we will erase those creatures off the
face of the Earth.”


“When you say ‘DC’?” queried
Lucy.


“Yes, as in the capital,” replied
the general.


“Oh. Last I heard, it had been compromised?”


The general laughed. “That’s one
way of putting it. Personally I’d go with annihilated. Although
technically there weren’t any explosions – just several thousand people got
their faces chewed off, is all. And there they were, thinking they’d been lucky
to survive the virus. Anyhow, the beasts died out – round there, anyway – and
the military’s taken it back as a stronghold. So far they’ve managed to keep it
that way. Now it’s becoming a rallying point. We’re due to converge there soon,
along with every surviving camp in the country.”


“There are more camps? How many?”
pressed Lucy.


“I’m reckoning on a few
thousand,” replied Whitaker. “Assuming ours is average size, that’s gotta be
several hundred thousand people? Not a bad-sized army. We were a training
facility before all this kicked off. But when the satellites went down, we
received orders that all bases across the country were to fortify themselves
immediately – which we did. I moved the whole company into this central
building and we built a razor-wire perimeter – plus the watchtowers. Believe it
or not, this place was overcrowded when we started. Then the virus hit, and
that was that; three quarters of the company died, along with most of the town.
But then the virus itself died, and those creatures started to emerge. So we
opened the doors to any survivors in the town. They took refuge here, and in
exchange we trained them all up pretty quick for basic combat.”


As they neared the end of the
corridor, the general stopped suddenly and knocked on a door. Lucy narrowly
avoided walking straight into his back. A soldier with glasses opened the door
and saluted Whitaker.


“At ease, Captain. Lucy, this is
Captain Rangecroft. He’s responsible for gathering intelligence on the
creatures so we can figure out how to beat them. Tell him everything you’ve
discovered. Captain, see to it that she gets some food and drink tonight. I’m
afraid the shower will have to wait until morning, Lucy, but Rangecroft here
will show you to your dorm. In the morning, find the lieutenant – he’ll assign
you a duty.”


The general turned on his heel
and left them, his footsteps echoing away down the dark corridor.


Lucy surveyed the room before
her. It was much like Whitaker’s, only littered with incongruous scientific
instruments. Microscopes, centrifuges, Petri dishes, flasks and beakers of
different sizes held in small clamps; all were dotted around the otherwise
regular office in a haphazard fashion. Instead of the tiled or vinyl floor of a
laboratory, there was industrial-strength nylon carpet. Small plain tables that
didn’t match the central desk had been pushed together against the three far
walls, creating a wrap-around worktop.


“Please, come in,” urged the
captain. His short, unkempt brown hair was several shades lighter than Lucy’s.
“I’ve got to ask you – where did you get this?”


He held up the tub of white
powder.


“Hey, that’s mine!” protested
Lucy, realizing they’d kept her backpack.


“How did you get it?” pressed
Rangecroft, gently, his thirty-something skin in better shape than the
browbeaten general’s.


“I collected it,” replied Lucy.
“It was inside a dead beast I found. In one of the black tubes they have coiled
up inside them.”


He flipped through a notebook
until he found the page he wanted, and thrust it under her eyes. “Like this?”


The pencil sketch of a coiled
black tentacle was similar to the one she’d discovered, only this one ended in
two sharp peaks instead of one.


“Yes. A lot like that,” said
Lucy. “I take it you’ve been through my notebook too, then?”


“Not yet. They only brought your
stuff a moment before the general brought you. Should I?”


“Pass me my backpack – I’ll show
you.”


Rangecroft reached under the desk
and pulled it out, handing it over.


“The one I found was similar to
yours,” continued Lucy, taking out her notebook and flicking to the appropriate
diagrams.


“Oh my! Yes, but look. There are
some crazy differences,” replied Rangecroft, flipping to his own drawing of a
creature’s chest cavity. His had a different rib structure, and two large lungs
instead of Lucy’s smaller four.


Swapping notebooks, they silently
trawled through the other’s sketches and annotations in mutual fascination. His
were more extensive than hers – he’d encountered several different types of
beast – but to her surprise his terminology was no more sophisticated; it was
speculative, observational.


“Have you had a chance to analyze
the white powder yet?” asked the captain, handing Lucy back her notebook.


“What?” said Lucy, perplexed.
“No, I’ve been living on a farm.”


“But you’re clearly a scientist?
Otherwise I’m pretty sure the general would’ve had you mopping the floors by
now.”


“I’m technically –”


“Here,” he interrupted, eagerly
swinging her around to a microscope.


A Petri dish holding a tiny
sample of chalky powder sat under the lens. She peered down the eyepiece. The
white molecules were tubular in shape, and lay at random angles to each other,
un-bonded.


“Here – you won’t have had
anything to compare it with,” said Rangecroft, snatching the Petri dish away
and immediately inserting another – this time containing a liquid. “Look! Very
different, right?”


“Gen Water,” said Lucy, recoiling
from the lens in horror. “Was this a person?”


“No,” said the captain, “but I
can show you a person if you –”


“No,” said Lucy, firmly. “I’m
good.”


“Noted. Well, this sample’s from
a domestic cat,” continued Rangecroft. “The remains of one, anyway. What did
you just call it – ‘Gen Water’?”


“Yeah, it’s what they –” Lucy
gathered her thoughts as her mind did a somersault back to the train, and the
crash, and the hike along the tracks. “That’s what it’s called.”


“Alright then. I’ve been calling
it ‘X’ up until now, but your version’s way better.”


“It’s not my –”


“So you know that’s what its prey
turns to, right?” pressed Rangecroft. “After they attack it? Of course you do,
of course you do,” he muttered. “Do you see how the Gen Water molecules are all
uniform? Isn’t that insane? They came from a cat – a complex organism – less
than twenty-four hours ago! All those different cell types reduced to a
monoculture. The question is, then, if Gen Water is the by-product, then what’s
the attacking agent?”


“D4,” replied Lucy. “The thing
that does the attacking is called D4 – it started out as a single-celled
organism, then evolved crazy quickly by appropriating the DNA of any species it
interacted with on Earth. The airborne virus that killed everyone was an early
form of it – now these beast things are the most advanced manifestation so
far.”


“Wait, so you’re saying the
airborne pathogen has now become a mammal?”


“Among other things, yeah. It’s
advanced insanely fast. Each time D4 attacks, it turns its prey into this Gen
Water stuff – which is basically a big genetic soup. I guess you’d need a
functioning electron microscope to see that. But the point is, Gen Water is where
D4 gets its next form from; it’s how it keeps adapting. I think it also acts as
their food source.”


Lucy peered down the eyepiece at
the Gen Water Petri dish. Unlike the powder, these transparent cells were both
perfectly round and conjoined – most drifted freely, but a few had clustered
together to form small “rafts”.


She stepped back from the
microscope and looked at Rangecroft. “Have you ever seen the creatures
reproduce?”


He shook his head, lips slightly
parted.


“I’ve only seen small ones
reproduce,” continued Lucy. “I saw butterflies ‘develop’, if that’s the right
word. From a single transparent blob of liquid, suddenly all these butterflies
emerged. Just like that,” she said, snapping her fingers. “It’s called an MRE:
a massive re-specialization event. And I think Gen Water,” she said, pointing
to the Petri dish, “might be the precursor. Massive de-specialization.
It would figure.”


“But there needs to be a
catalyst, then,” pondered Rangecroft. “If the Gen Water is inert, something
else must be triggering the re-specialization?”


“Right,” replied Lucy, “which I
guess is where D4 comes in again. Exactly how that works, though, I have
no idea.”


She turned her attention to the
rest of the makeshift laboratory. “How long have you known about the white powder?”
she asked, picking up a jar containing a partially decayed dog paw.


“I only discovered it this week,”
confessed Rangecroft, eyeing up the paw anxiously. “We’ve not had the resources
to do proper autopsies or experiments until recently, what with the losses
we’ve sustained. It was a push getting the general to give me the time – but
he’s on board now that I’ve got things to show for it.”


Lucy placed the jar down on the
worktop. “It’s the only way we’ll win. Have you tested it as a poison yet?”


“A poison?”


“I did some experiments on the
farm. The creatures seem to avoid carcasses that have white powder on them.
Which makes me think it could be toxic to them,” she explained.


Rangecroft frowned, thinking.


“What if this is a corruption of
their de-specialization process?” Lucy continued. “But not inert like the Gen
Water. What if it’s more than just a toxic substance? Maybe it’s some kind of
organic agent?”


“Like D4?” suggested Rangecroft.


“Exactly – but a cancerous form
of it.”


Rangecroft’s hazel eyes widened.
“That would mean we could harvest it – from infected creatures.”


“And use it against them,”
completed Lucy. “Precisely.”


“If the powder’s organic, we
could potentially cultivate it. Then we’d have a reproducible weapon!” gasped
Rangecroft. “But to do this …”


“To do this,” replied Lucy,
finishing his sentence, “we need to capture one alive.”


***


Feb 18th
(est.) – This place has electricity and proper rations. There’s gotta be at
least two hundred people here. I think only around a third are professional
soldiers though – the rest are civilians like me who they’ve rescued and are
training up. Turns out Captain Rangecroft is a qualified chemist. The green
paste that the cold woman – Jackson – put on my head injury yesterday is one of
the captain’s discoveries. Cpt. Rangecroft says it’s a blend of leaves and
minerals, but he’s not yet sure what the active ingredient is. Either way,
something in the paste appears to mask the scent of blood from the beasts.


Rangecroft helped me pitch
“Operation Beast Capture” to General Whitaker, who agreed after a lot of
persuading. “People and ammunition are precious resources here. The nature of
the mission is extremely risky.” The general made that point at least eight
times. But in the end we convinced him that it’s worth doing. Because it is worth doing – this powder could be the beasts’ primary
weakness, and knowing that for sure will give us the upper hand for the first
time since the satellites failed. If we could synthesize the powder, the
possibilities are vast. We could make it rain with the stuff, or put it into
tiny particles in the air as they did to us in the beginning – there’d be no
way they could escape it. The general’s allowed us to put a task force
together. With Major Lopez’s help, we’ve planned a mission. It begins at
nightfall.


***


The four
volunteers sat silently in the open-top jeep. It was night-time and they had
precious few hours to complete the mission – the entire camp was due to move
out at dawn. Lucy wore a bulletproof vest and a helmet like the other soldiers.
She nervously consulted her kit over and over, routinely feeling to check the
military-issue handgun was still there. Captain Rangecroft’s back jostled
against hers as the jeep rocked over the field, both of them facing outwards
over their respective sides, scanning the dark horizon.


“OK squad. That’s a half-mile,”
crackled Whitaker’s voice over the radio, and the jeep slowed to a stop. They
were back on the open road, just beyond the purview of the fort’s rocky welcome
sculpture. Grass rippled in the breeze, swaying gently either side of the tar.


“Roger, base. Over,” replied
Major Lopez from the front.


Lucy peered back at the
watchtower; the sniper’s figure was rendered blurry green through her
night-vision goggles. The fact that the daylight beasts hadn’t yet made it this
far was reassuring on one level, but it had meant the experiment had to be
conducted by night, making Lucy’s task force significantly more vulnerable.


The mission had three stages.
Firstly, they had to infect one of the creatures with the white powder. For
this purpose, they had prepared specially coated rubber bullets. The idea was
that the infected creature would be ostracized by any others with it. This
would make the capture part easier, for which they would use a combination of
net guns and tranquillizers. Meanwhile the watchtowers would provide lethal
force should any other beasts require neutralizing.


Rangecroft had suggested that
they could later feed small doses of their Gen Water samples, mixed with
sedatives, to the captured creature. His aim was to see if, by keeping the
beast alive for longer, they could “grow” more of the cancerous white powder
for harvesting, before the beast succumbed.


For containment purposes they
were to target one of the smaller species the captain had recorded, and kill
any of the larger ones that approached. They knew there was a small pack of
four local to the area, and fingers weren’t straying far from triggers.


In addition to the semi-automatic
rifles, which used powder-tipped bullets, the task force all carried back-up
revolvers with regular ammo inside. The sniper tower was briefed to intervene
should any beast get within a ten-yard radius of the vehicle.


The jeep sat still in the
darkness, all of its lights off, its occupants relying solely on night vision
and the tower’s support for visuals as they scanned the fields for signs of
movement.


Nothing.


Beads of sweat trickled down
Lucy’s forehead as they prepared to initiate the riskiest component of the
mission: the luring. Unlike her previous efforts with traps and woodland bait,
they didn’t have days to wait. They needed a short cut.


The radio crackled back into
life. “Commencing luring phase in three, two, one …”


A small explosive packed with
blood detonated approximately two hundred yards ahead of their position.


“Phase two successful, over,”
reported the major from the front. “Prepare for – oh shit!”


Lucy’s eyes whipped around to the
front and stared in horror as she realized what Major Lopez was seeing. Faint
droplets began to shower the windscreen of the jeep.


“Major, we need to back up, now!”
cried Rangecroft.


Lopez threw the vehicle into
reverse, speeding backwards up the bumpy terrain and throwing Lucy off balance.
The fall knocked her goggles askew, plunging her into the night’s darkness. For
a millisecond the sky flashed bright white as a sniper bullet sped past the
jeep, implanting into the body of a beast just yards away with a supersonic
crack, felling the creature mid-pounce. The beast disappeared immediately,
swallowed up by the darkness as the jeep screamed backwards.


“Get your asses back here! Jesus
Christ, there’s dozens of them!” cried Whitaker’s voice over the radio.


Lucy fumbled in a panic,
wrestling her goggles back onto her face just in time, sliding on the lightly
bloodied metal floor. Three large figures were closing in on her side. She
grabbed her rifle and pointed over the side of the truck, struggling to aim
steadily as the jeep bounced. She squeezed the trigger hard, sending an array
of rubber bullets into the night. One of the creatures fell away, but the other
two continued to advance, rapidly closing in. Lucy fired again, trying to
spread her bullets between the two. But the beasts diverged, forcing her to
pick a target. She took aim at the biggest one and fired again, round after
round, nothing!


Suddenly Rangecroft appeared at
her side.


“Keep shooting!” he cried, as the
two of them concentrated their fire on the closest beast, eventually bringing
it to the ground. Lucy turned to her left – the third beast was launching into
a final sprint, but another supersonic crack from the sniper brought it down in
the nick of time.


“Major Lopez, sir, we need to go
faster!” shouted Rangecroft, returning to cover his own side and firing into
the night.


“Everybody hold on!” screamed
Lopez.


Lucy grabbed the sides of the
jeep for stability. The major slammed on the handbrake and brought them
skidding around one hundred and eighty degrees, immediately crunching the
vehicle back into first gear and lurching forwards again, this time building
speed.


“Jesus Christ, tell them to open
the ga–” cried Rangecroft, as they sped towards the sealed camp, but his voice
cut off suddenly. Lucy looked around and he was gone.


A trio of sniper bullets rang out
in quick succession, disappearing into the darkness where the captain had
fallen.


“Stop the truck!” cried Lucy, as
the radio crackled back into life at the exact same moment.


“Task force, you’re a man down,
repeat, man down!”


An alarm sounded from the base
and the gates began to open.


“Fucking Christ!” shouted Lopez,
spinning the vehicle around once again as more sniper fire picked out targets
in the darkness.


He threw on the jeep’s headlights
and thrust the vehicle towards Rangecroft’s body, which lay strewn across the
grassy roadside. Lucy pulled off her night-vision goggles as she prepared to
jump. Without thinking, she leapt from the jeep as they pulled level, Jackson
jumping out too. Grabbing the captain’s bloodied body they dragged him to the
lip of the jeep, heaving with all their combined strength to get him on board
as sniper bullets whizzed past either side of them, colliding with unseen
targets.


A second jeep roared out of the
camp and onto the field, sending a barrage of rounds into the darkness as Lucy
and Jackson climbed back aboard. The major spun the jeep around, pushing the
pedal to the floor. They raced up the terrain towards the open entrance as the
supporting vehicle provided covering fire, aided by additional snipers
scrambled to the towers.


Lucy tried to hold steady as she
knelt in the back of the truck, pressing hard against the deep wound on the
captain’s shoulder. Blood seeped up through long perforations in his flesh,
soaking his uniform and covering Lucy’s hands. Each jolt of the vehicle caused
more life to spill out from his open veins as they careered onto the concrete
causeway.


The gates closed behind them as a
line of troops covered the two returning vehicles. A clean-up team was already
rushing to attend to the trailing blood while snipers continued to pick off
advancing creatures.


“Keep pressing down!” yelled
Jackson, as she cut the captain’s uniform open, tearing it into strips. She
tied them tightly around the wound, throttling his hemorrhaging blood supply.
The camp medic greeted them at the fire escape as four marines bundled
Rangecroft’s body onto a stretcher, rushing him inside.


As they took him away Lucy
spotted a puncture mark at the top of the captain’s neck, and the last of her
hope vanished.


***


She stood
beside the captain’s bed in the makeshift infirmary on the first floor, a
heart-rate monitor denoting the faint flicker of life left in him. The room was
a crudely adapted office into which a hospital bed and some minimal equipment
had been placed. Property of General Leonard Wood Army Community Hospital was
stamped on the side of the bed trolley.


Rangecroft had lost a huge amount
of blood, and it wasn’t something they kept a supply of on the base. Lucy had
only been allowed to visit him after she’d been thoroughly decontaminated of
blood traces and her uniform had been burned. The entire base had been
scrambled to assist with the urgent clean-up mission.


The medic had cauterized
Rangecroft’s wounds to stop further bleeding. It had left him just about alive
but horribly scarred. Gone were the handsome, youthful features. Burned flesh
now covered the great lacerations across his face, neck, and torso. Staccato
gunfire sounded from outside as the sniper tower continued to repel yet more
beasts being drawn to the last few droplets.


“Are we just gonna leave him here?”
asked Lucy, sensing Jackson appear next to her.


“Nothin’ else to do,” replied
Jackson, picking dirt out from under her short nails.


Lucy nodded, and they stared at
the helpless man in silence.


“I need your help,” said Jackson,
after a moment.


“Me? How?”


Jackson lifted up her sleeve and
revealed a small puncture mark on her forearm. Lucy gasped.


“The thing must’ve got me when we
grabbed the captain,” said Jackson. “I think it was the same one that got him.”
She rolled her sleeve back down without emotion. “You know about this stuff. Do
something.”


Lucy considered, fully aware that
Rangecroft’s life hung by a thread because of her last untested idea.


“Hey! Quit dicking around,”
snapped Jackson. “I’m either fucked or I’m not, so do whatever. But hurry up ’cos
we gotta go.”


Lucy nodded. There was only one
thing she could think of.


“Come with me,” she replied.


She led Jackson to Rangecroft’s
cluttered office and retrieved her tub of white powder – what was left of it,
at least, after they’d coated the bullets.


“Give me your arm,” instructed
Lucy.


Jackson held out her arm and
rolled up the sleeve. The surrounding skin was already starting to look grey.
Lucy took the powder and sprinkled it into the puncture until the small void
was filled, then sealed over it with medical tape she’d taken from the
infirmary.


“Alright. Let’s hope that works,”
said Jackson, heading for the door. “We move out in an hour. Be ready.”


***


Feb 20th
(est.) – It’s early evening and we’ve been on the road for almost twelve
hours now. We left Cpt. Rangecroft to die. The general refused to bring him.
“Too much of a risk, for too little hope,” is how he put it. I rubbed some
white powder and green paste into Rangecroft’s wounds. I doubt it will work –
even if it did, he’s lost so much blood I don’t think he stands a chance. We
left him a loaded gun, in case he wakes up.


General Whitaker made me
Rangecroft’s replacement, which is insane, given that I’ve never served in my
life and I’m neither a qualified scientist nor a medic. I just hope I don’t get
more people killed. Weather’s turning. I think there’s a storm coming.


***


“You
gotta be shitting me,” growled Major Lopez as the thick cloud above them
suddenly burst with a crack of thunder. A strong upturn in the wind sent it
lashing down onto the convoy at a near-horizontal angle. “This better not be an
omen,” he grumbled, flicking on the windscreen wipers at their highest setting.


Lucy stared out of the side of
the truck, absent-mindedly fondling the newly attached captain insignia on the
chest of her combat uniform. The general had been adamant; with so few
personnel left, she was the nearest thing to Rangecroft in terms of knowledge
of the beasts. The appointment was non-optional.


Staring out into the night’s
torrential rain, she hugged her backpack and reflected on Rangecroft’s notes.
He’d identified a gland within the torso that he thought secreted the D4
“enzyme” (as he’d cautiously termed it). He’d also created a table recording
the correlation between the diameter of the puncture mark and the speed of the
victim’s decay, along with countless sketches of body parts and different
subspecies of beast.


As the truck rumbled through the
night, eighteen hours into the long journey, Lucy couldn’t sleep. They’d only
stopped twice, in daylight, to resupply the vehicles using the fuel tanker. The
route had been eerily quiet, and as they drove through the night, Lucy yearned
for nothing more than the first streaks of dawn.


“All stop. Repeat, all stop,”
came the general’s voice on the radio.


Lucy’s truck ground to a halt
between the general’s Humvee ahead and the troop carrier behind. Theirs was
second in the line of around twenty vehicles carrying troops and recently
conscripted civilians to the capital. They numbered around two hundred in all
and were well armed; the base had held munitions for ten times that number.


Lucy leaned forwards to get a
view of the hold-up, which was illuminated by the convoy’s headlights. They’d
made it to Camp Oscar.


But there was no welcoming
committee.


The watchtower’s spotlights shone
onto the camp approach asymmetrically, throwing the torrential rain into sharp
relief. The falling bands of water tracked from side to side in waves, battered
by the wind.


The radio crackled in once again.


“Alright, listen up,” came
Whitaker’s voice. “I want Humvees two, five, and six to follow me. We’re going
to explore the camp. All other units are to hold their position until further
notice. Be vigilant. We are in a state of maximum alert.”


“Roger, Humvee one,” chimed Major
Lopez into the radio, clicking off as the other two requested units confirmed
their attendance. “Wake up, folks, everyone awake back there? It’s go time.”


Brooks, the woman next to Lucy in
the back, groaned loudly, rubbing her eyes. Lucy shivered as she peered out of
the window; the storm outside was dark, and deeply uninviting.


They pulled forwards again,
slowly this time, following the general’s vehicle as it passed the unmanned
towers.


The heavy metal gate lay in a
crumpled heap on the wet tar. The general’s Humvee rocked unevenly as it
traversed the crushed gate, Lucy’s truck following cautiously in its wake.


“General, I don’t like it,” said
Lopez, radioing the lead truck as they advanced into the camp.


“All units be advised,” said the
general, “if this expeditionary force is attacked or compromised, you are to
proceed to the DC rendezvous immediately. I repeat, do not assist, your duty
will be to get to DC. We’ll catch you up if things go south. Stand by.”


The four armored expeditionary
vehicles pulled onto the forecourt one after another.


“This isn’t right,” said Lopez,
gripping the wheel. He shuffled in his seat as they passed the first darkened
building, continuing further into the campus.


“The trucks are still here,”
commented Lucy, eyeing up the dozens of troop carriers and other Humvees parked
in loading formation. Their own Humvee’s headlights illuminated the rippling
green canvas shells of the idle, storm-battered vehicles.


The road forked and the general’s
vehicle hooked left towards a cluster of buildings. Lopez stayed close on him
as they lost sight of the main convoy. The general’s vehicle slowed and the
radio crackled in.


“Hold up, we need a closer look,”
came Whitaker’s voice. “Major Lopez, check it out.”


“Son of a bitch,” cursed Lopez,
unfastening his belt. “Roger,” he replied, tucking the portable radio into his
breast pocket. “Coleman, take the wheel.”


“Yes, sir,” replied the stumpy,
balding officer next to him, pushing his glasses decisively back up the bridge
of his nose.


“Young, Brooks, on me!” shouted
Lopez, throwing his armored door open and leaping out into the rain. Coleman
quickly slid sideways across and filled the seat.


Lucy swung her backpack over her
shoulders and jumped out into the freezing downpour. The pelting rain drummed
loudly on her metal helmet while water seeped into her uniform. Brooks appeared
at her shoulder, water droplets rolling off her dark cheeks. The two exchanged
equally concerned looks before following the major.


The three of them approached the
darkened building, their rifle-mounted flashlights streaking across the ground
as they moved.


Lopez reached the window first
and shone his light in. “Oh god.”


Lucy and Brooks caught up, their
lights further illuminating the hall. Body after body lay piled up in the
middle of the room, with pools of blood congealing on the floor beneath.


“General!” shouted Lopez into the
radio. “They’re all dead. There’s been a massacre – they’re piled up in the
hall.”


“What do you mean ‘piled up’?”
responded Whitaker.


“I mean piled up, sir – the
bodies have been dragged on top of each other. There are smears across the
floor. The pile’s gotta be at least eight feet high.”


“Blood smears?” said Whitaker.
“You mean they’ve not deteriorated yet?”


“No, sir, the injuries look …”
Lopez trailed off as he realized what he was saying.


“Convoy, move out!” cried the
general into the radio. “Convoy? Convoy, respond! Jesus Christ, Major, get back
to your vehicle, let’s go!”


Whitaker’s Humvee spun around
while Lucy, Lopez, and Brooks threw themselves back into their vehicle. Coleman
wasted no time swinging in behind trucks five and six as they raced after the
general.


“Expedition, prepare to engage!”
came the general’s voice on the radio, as they tore back across the campus.
Lucy looked through the windshield up ahead – the watchtower’s spotlights had
gone out, leaving only the horizontal beams from the convoy’s headlights.
Stuttering patterns of gunfire flashed across the unfolding nightmare.


Her eyes widened as the full
scene came into view. Screams, rifle fire, and snarls blended cacophonously as
a flood of beasts overran the convoy. The creatures swept through the vehicles,
tearing off roofs and doors alike, and plucking out the humans like dumplings.


“Split up!” ordered the general,
prompting the expeditionary unit to scatter.


For every creature that was shot
down, two more took its place. They surged forward from the woodlands onto what
remained of the static convoy.


Lucy watched as one of the drivers
tried desperately to maneuver through the carnage. There was no way out; the
trucks at the front had been overturned, trapping the rest of the convoy.
Uniformed bodies spilled across the roadside as beasts tossed them like
ragdolls.


As the expeditionary force
hurtled towards the fray, the dwindling soldiers in the six trapped vehicles
tried desperately to fight back, firing in all directions. Their numbers were
plummeting.


“Expedition, all lights off!
Switch to night vision!” cried the general. “Fire on si–”


His voice was cut off by a series
of crashes; Lucy watched in horror as the general’s Humvee tumbled violently
across their path. The vehicle barrel-rolled twice before landing on its roof
and skidding across the slippery tar. The general’s neck was broken, pressing
his wrinkled face into the windshield. His immaculate uniform lay creased
beneath the young driver’s twisted body.


A pack of beasts descended upon
the wreckage, smashing through the glass and metal to reap the dying soldiers.


“Coleman, this is insane!
Retreat!” screamed Lopez.


Coleman leaned heavily into the
steering column, swerving to avoid the wreckage, and turning them one hundred
and eighty degrees until they were retracing their route back deeper inside the
camp. Lucy desperately fumbled to get her night-vision goggles on.


“Coleman, kill the lights!” she
cried, sensing what was coming.


“I can’t – I don’t have night
vision on!”


“Just do it!” shouted Lucy. “I’ll
direct you!”


He killed the lights and
continued to speed forward, as Lucy stared ahead into the night. A dozen more
beasts were bounding towards them at speed, cloaked by the darkness.


“There are more of them coming,
up ahead!” cried Lucy. “We need to get inside!”


Coleman threw the lights back on.
The beams reflected off the distant beasts’ retinas as they bounded into view.


“Here!” yelled Lopez, pointing to
the building on their left. Coleman immediately adjusted course, accelerating
towards the door. Major Lopez leapt from the vehicle and ran into the building
with Lucy hot on his heels, the two-way doors swinging wildly behind them.


“Come on!” shouted Lopez as he
pressed forwards, Lucy looking over her shoulder as she ran. Coleman and
Brooks’ sprinting figures flickered in the swinging door, but the pair were
blindsided by the pack just yards from the entrance.


“Oh my god!” cried Lucy, turning
her head forwards again and chasing after Lopez with all her might.


The doors clattered open as four
of the beasts burst into the building, their powerful, four-legged strides
closing the gap between them and Lucy.


“Grenade!” shouted Lopez.


Lucy barely reacted in time as
the metal ball flew past her face and ricocheted off the floor with a clang,
her arms pumping harder than ever as she counted down the seconds they had to
run.


The shockwave threw them both off
their feet and further down the corridor, the heat singeing Lucy’s hair and
face. For a moment, the whole world was blotted out by the ringing in her ears.


Bit by bit the dreadful
soundscape returned as she clambered to her feet.


“Move!” shouted Lopez, training
his handgun past Lucy’s shoulder, his rifle long gone.


She threw herself to the side as
Lopez began to fire. The first beast fell to the ground, but another instantly
took its place, prowling into the corridor through the large rupture they’d
just blown into the wall. Lucy’s rifle was out of ammo; she grabbed her handgun
and fired as two more creatures entered through the breach, the smoke obscuring
their positions.


With a snarl the creatures
plunged through the smoke and bounded towards them. Lucy fired repeatedly, but
it had no effect; the creatures were nimble and their movements erratic,
dodging her aim as well as that of Lopez.


Lucy threw down her gun and
pulled off her backpack, ripping out the tub of white powder. With a scream,
she tore off the lid and threw the contents to the ground, showering the floor
in powder.


The advancing beasts broke away
suddenly, skidding across the floor and scrambling to halt their momentum as
they recoiled from the swirling white powder.


“Quickly!” shouted Lucy, stepping
forwards into the spilled powder and scooping it up, pressing it onto her wet
cheeks and hands. Lopez copied, staring at the creatures in amazement as they
hesitated, snarling, considering their next move.


Just then a guttural,
ground-shaking screech rang out, reverberating in every direction, making the
skin on Lucy’s bones quiver from her feet to her skull. The assembled beasts
fell silent, their ears pricked up and hairs raised as their heads flitted
around for the source of the noise. With a growl, the three turned and bolted
the way they’d come, disappearing out through the ruptured wall.


“Let’s go!” hissed Lopez, as he
began to back further away down the corridor.


Lucy grabbed her handgun from the
floor and followed after him. More guttural screeches resonated all around as
they weaved through a series of deserted rooms. The whole ground shook beneath
them at regular intervals as the unseen behemoth closed in.


“Don’t shoot!” cried a familiar
voice from the darkness.


Lopez froze, his gun trained at
the doorway to the right – it was Jackson.


“What the hell, how did you get
here?” said Lopez in disbelief.


“I ran, Major,” panted Jackson,
meeting them halfway.


“You’re alive!” spluttered Lucy,
incredulously, her eyes darting to the puncture mark on Jackson’s wrist, which
was now covered by her uniform.


Plaster fell from the ceiling as
the room shook thunderously once more, the vibrations much stronger now.


“Jackson, do you know what the
hell that thing is?” urged Lopez, his squinting eye bulging larger than normal
as he spun around in search of the source.


“No, sir!” she replied, as all
three ducked down and rushed to the window, staying low and out of sight.


Lucy peered out into the darkness
towards the convoy. There were no gunshots illuminating the night anymore. Only
the sparse beams from upended trucks provided light, but it was untargeted,
giving her only glimpses.


“Oh my lord,” said Jackson,
looking out through her night-vision goggles.


“That’s not – that can’t be,” stuttered
Lopez, as he pulled them from her and looked himself. He wiped a veil of sweat
off his upper lip and passed the goggles to Lucy, who took her turn.


The giant beast was every bit as
massive as its shattering footsteps suggested. Lucy took in its composition as
best she could through the green goggles’ display. The pack of beasts was
attacking the giant creature en masse, and taking heavy punishment. The
gigantic creature towered above them, at least six stories tall. Standing on
its hind legs, it used its upper two arms to swat away the beasts, while its
middle arms trailed outwards either side of it, making sweeping lateral motions
high above the ground like it was slowly treading water.


A vast scorpion-like tail arched
up and over the creature’s head, protruding outwards, and projecting a mist of
sorts that the goggles picked up. A group of beasts seemed to vanish as the
spraying scorpion tail was pointed at them, erasing them from sight. As the
tail turned away to a new target, the creature’s lower arms swept over the area
of the vanished beasts, where a plume of sorts formed between its paws and the
ground.


“If we’re gonna go, it has to be
now,” breathed Lopez, holding a hand out and gesturing for Lucy to return the
goggles.


“Agreed,” said Jackson. “One of
our carriers is up ahead, I think it’s truck six. The squad are gone, but the
truck might still work.”


“We can’t go the way the convoy
went, surely,” cautioned Lucy.


“Safest route is where that huge
thing just came from. My bet is, there’s not much left behind it. Ready?”
replied Lopez, squaring up to the emergency exit.


“Wait!” cried Lucy, intervening
just before Lopez’s foot hit the escape bar. “If we go out in the rain, we lose
our protection.” She pointed to the chalky paste on their faces. “Major, we
need to eat the powder. I know that sounds insane, but you’ve gotta trust me.
It kept Jackson alive, it’ll keep us alive.”


Lopez looked at Jackson, who
pulled back her sleeve and showed him the small white dome on her black skin.


“What the – you got bitten?”
gawped Lopez.


“If they’d bitten me,”
replied Lopez, releasing her sleeve and shaking her arm out, “I wouldn’t have
an arm, sir. I got struck by a tentacle. No other way to say it.”


“And the white powder’s stopped
her from decaying,” explained Lucy. “It saved her – sir, we have to do this
now!”


Warily, Lopez scraped the powder
from his cheek and placed it onto his tongue, wincing. He slammed a hand to his
mouth as he gagged. Lucy did the same and swallowed hard. It stuck in her
throat as Jackson forced open the fire escape and ran out into the downpour.


Lucy and Lopez chased after
Jackson’s sprinting figure, struggling to keep pace with her as she sped
through the darkness towards the truck, aided by the goggles.


Lucy gasped as the colossus came
into view properly for the first time, standing over an upended Humvee whose
light illuminated much of the creature’s massive figure.


Its tail swished down and all
around, spraying something faintly luminescent which was just about perceptible
through the rain. It caused the attacking beasts to howl in agony. The creature
picked up a beast and pulled it clean in two, while its lower arms continued to
sweep around several yards above the ground – and now Lucy saw why.


Great spirals of Gen Water
twisted through the air like liquid tornadoes, leading up into the palms of the
mighty beast as it continued to spray from its tail. The chemical onslaught
liquefied anything it touched, which the giant harnessed in the same fell
swoop. Beasts, humans, trees, plants, all were reduced with ruthless
efficiency.


Out of its back sprouted two
giant wings, with an incongruous delicacy to them; the structures gently wafted
back and forth as the creature fed. The wings had the spindly, fan-like shape
of coral, and the same dazzling myriad of colors, but moved with the
flexibility of silk. Both wings ended in fine strands that tapered into
invisibility.


“Young!” hissed the major, as
Jackson brought the truck’s engine to life.


Lucy leapt into the truck. As
they pulled away from the violence, she turned around to take in the great
creature once more. It screamed again, but differently this time, as a group of
beasts pierced its armor, tearing into the flesh of its calf. Gen Water gushed
out from the creature, which suddenly swayed and staggered sideways, off
balance, before crashing to the ground. The beasts swarmed across it, pressing
their advantage and tearing further into the mighty creature as it screeched in
anguish.


The creature’s flailing arms
smashed into the upended truck, blacking out the turmoil. From the distant
fields a fresh, piercing screech reverberated across the camp. The ground began
to shake once again. Jackson hit the accelerator, wheeling the Humvee around on
the spot and forcing it away at maximum acceleration. The thundering rain
flooded the windscreen as the wipers battled the deluge. Lucy turned back and
peered out of the rear window as they fled the scene; darkness had claimed the
chaos, but the screeches continued to pierce the night. Facing forwards she swallowed
hard, again, forcing the remnants of the white powder down her throat. With the
roar of the engine, the three fled into the darkness beyond.
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Lucy peered through the night vision goggles and scanned
the road. She perceived movement in every shadow, jumped at every waving
branch, flinched at the slightest creak. She was exhausted. Freezing. Hungry.
Longing for the dawn. 


Her disturbed sleep was an uneasy series of nightmarish flashbacks
to the hours before; General Whitaker’s Jeep tumbling across the tar of Camp
Oscar, his broken neck, the swarms of beasts tearing through the convoy. She
wondered if they were the only ones to have made it out alive. Major Lopez had
vetoed further discussion of the topic as a distraction – as far as he was
concerned, their sole aim was to get to DC alive and regroup with whatever
remained of the nation’s armed forces.


Lucy placed the goggles on her
lap and blinked at the darkness. Drifting clouds obscured the moonlight,
leaving only scant illumination for the fields and trees. Lucy wished snow
could cover the windscreen and simply shut out the world outside. The windows
were already covered so it would’ve completed their camouflage, but Lopez had
been adamant: they needed eyes on the road in case another convey passed by on
route to the capital. The snow had stopped, anyway, presumably sometime during
Jackson’s shift, meaning they could stop the intermittent wiper blades and save
some precious power. Private Jackson had woken Lucy up thirty minutes ago,
plucking Lucy from a guilt-ridden nightmare about her estranged mother, and
handing her the goggles all too gladly.


Lucy consulted the dashboard. It was 4:31 AM. Dawn was a long way
off. She shivered and rubbed her hands together, blowing onto her numb
fingertips. Her breath misted inside the freezing truck. The AC was useless
with the engine off, and they had to conserve fuel.


She swiveled in the front passenger seat and looked at the other
two. Major Lopez’s mouth hung open as he quietly snored. Jackson’s lips, by
contrast, were pursed, and a frown lingered across her unconscious face.


Lucy’s eyes hesitated on the empty driver’s seat. She felt a pang of
grief. What she’d give to hold her Dan again. To feel his arms around her, his
cheek against hers. She played his voice over in her head, imagining him
greeting her with the warmth and love they’d shared. Tears filled her eyes. Her
hands twitched, remembering the touch of his broken body in the wreckage. It
had been so heavy. What were his last words? What would they have been, if
she’d been with him at the end? She flinched, swatting her arm, then brushing
it furiously as the memory of Dan’s disintegration resurfaced like an electric
shock. She remembered the flecks of his liquefied flesh spraying her. Lucy
broke down, clutching her hair and stifling her sobs in the confines of the
static Humvee, trying not to wake the sleeping soldiers.


She grabbed her backpack and pulled out her notepad. Struggling to
grip the pen in her frigid fingers, she scrawled by the slender moonlight.


Why me? Why was I the one to live?


She paused and looked at the page. She couldn’t see the words, let
alone the lines. It didn’t matter. All she could see was the train crash. 


If I’d been standing anywhere else, I’d be with you now, wherever
you are. Maybe oblivion. Anything is better than life without you. I was your
Lucy. You were my Dan. And I let you go. I didn’t protect you. My soulmate. I
failed you.


She thrust the notepad back into her bag and squeezed her eyes shut,
stemming the fresh wave of tears. As far as she knew, Dan’s father was waiting
for them in DC. What could she possibly tell him? 


***


BANG.


Lucy awoke with a jolt. Lopez was looming over her, livid.


“Sorry, did I startle you?” he said, aggressively.


“What the fuck?” said Jackson, drowsily, from the back.


Lucy froze. The cold tip of Lopez’s pistol was pushing hard up under
her chin.


“What’s happening?” said Lucy, blinking him into focus. His head was
silhouetted in a white glow.


“Ditto that,” said Jackson.


“Great question. What is happening? We have no idea, because
Young here fell asleep on watch,” said Lopez, holstering his pistol and taking
the driver’s seat.


“I’m sorry,” said Lucy, sitting up, squinting.


Daylight poured through the windscreen and bounced between the
snow-clad windows.


“I don’t want to hear ‘sorry’. Sorry’s too late. Sorry’s the sound
of us getting killed. Sort your shit out, Young, We’re late for DC, and time is
critical,” said Lopez.


“Lay off, Major, she’s just a civvie,” said Jackson.


“The hell she is. She’s in uniform, she’s a soldier now. Time to
start acting like one.”


“Right, cos that’s how it works,” said Lucy.


“That’s exactly how it works. We’re at war, Young. In war,
civilians die. Soldiers fight. Choose which one you’re gonna be, and choose
fast, because we don’t have room for deadweight. I’m gonna check the house.
Jackson, the engine’s out. Get it working.”


With that Lopez forced the door open, breaking the seal of icy-snow.
He climbed out, letting in a blast of frigid air.


“God damned summer Hummers,” said Jackson climbing into the driver’s
seat. She depressed the clutch and toggled the engine switch several times.
“Great. Just great. Hope you like pushing, Young,” she said. Jackson stuck the
gear into second, left the switch on, and hopped out.


Lucy followed her out onto the powdery fresh snow, which formed a
panoramic blanket. Daylight bounced between the clouds and the snow. Adjacent
to the Humvee was a darkened bungalow. Lopez smashed the glass of the front
door and let himself in.


Lucy copied Jackson in kicking snow away from the front of the
truck’s wheels until they’d created a series of gullies. She followed Jackson
to the rear of the vehicle.


“Push,” grunted Jackson, as the pair leant into the snow-clad
vehicle. The Humvee didn’t budge.


“Come on,” groaned Jackson, straining. 


Lucy pushed harder still, relying heavily on the traction of her
boots. The truck crunched forwards over the powdery snow.


“That’s it!” croaked Jackson, wincing with the exertion. 


The engine spluttered into life and the truck jolted forwards, now
moving under its own power. Jackson tried to chase after it but stopped, bent
over, wheezing.


“Get it!” she insisted, motioning Lucy to stop the truck.


Lucy scrambled across the snow, chasing after the trundling vehicle.
She hauled herself inside the driver’s seat and shoved the gear into neutral.
The truck slowed to a halt and Lucy crunched on the handbrake, then revved the
gas several times until she was confident the engine wasn’t going to falter.
She left the engine running and jogged back to Jackson, who was still bent
over.


“You OK?” Lucy said, catching up.


“It’s nothing,” said Jackson, waving her away. “Just low blood sugar
and dehydration.”


“This oughta help,” said Lopez, emerging from the house. He chucked
Jackson half a bottle of concentrated orange juice. “Don’t drink it all –
that’s gotta last the three of us,” he added.


He had three blankets tucked under his arm, and two large plastic
bags – one containing jumbled winter-wear accessories, the other full of empty
sports bottles.


“Wrap up,” he said, handing Lucy and Jackson a woolly hat each.
While the pair rummaged through the bags for scarves and gloves, Lopez popped
the Humvee’s snow-covered hood and placed three aluminum parcels on top of the
engine, before resealing it.


Once wrapped up Lucy copied Jackson, who was filling the sports
bottles with snow. They filled the lot while Lopez scraped the Humvee’s windows
clear. The three of them reconvened inside the truck.


“The road’s bearing south-south-east. Ideally, we’ll find a freeway
which can get us to the nearest city,” said Lopez.


“Is that sensible? I thought the convoy was avoiding cities?” said
Lucy.


“Look how well that worked out,” said Lopez, taking a swig of orange
juice and passing it back to Jackson. 


“Was that full when you found it?” said Lucy, eyeing up the juice.


“You saying I took more than my share?” said Lopez.


“It’s just a question,” said Lucy, receiving the carton from
Jackson.


“How about next time you go find provisions, then you can
answer that question yourself,” retorted Lopez.


“I’mma use the bathroom before we move out,” said Jackson.


“Me too,” said Lucy, wiping her mouth on her sleeve. 


She followed Jackson to the abandoned house, leaving Lopez to
further consult the compass.


The house was modest inside. Lucy explored, tentatively, while
waiting for Jackson to finish. The décor was several decades out of date. A bed
with a black duvet but no sheet on the mattress. Posters of classic rock bands
on the walls. In the lounge there was a faded linen sofa and a hamburger phone.
Dark patches stained the sofa, and clothes lay strewn across the cushions.


“All yours,” said Jackson, leaving the bathroom.


Lucy entered, holding her breath. The room didn’t smell, but the
toilet seat was warm. Steam rose from Jackson’s urine, which was seeping into
the toilet’s frozen water.


Lucy defecated then instinctively went to flush. No water was released,
but the handle felt warm. Lucy prized off the plastic cistern lid and peered
inside, immediately feeling the warmer air rise up to greet her. Growing out of
the water pipe and stretching onto the cistern walls were short, fine blades of
bleached grass, tightly packed together. They looked damp. Lucy peered closer.
It grew as far down the pipe as she could see. A rattling sound pricked her
ears. There was a distinct rhythm to it, like something scuttling. There was a
loud clang and the cistern shook. The scuttling got louder, and faster. A
second clang. Lucy shoved the lid over the cistern and ran back to the truck.


“Drive!” she insisted.


Lopez released the handbrake and hit the gas, propelling them
forwards.


“What’s going on?” said Jackson, following Lucy’s gaze to the rear
of the truck.


“There’s something in there,” said Lucy.


“A beast?” said Jackson, grabbing her rifle.


“Something else,” said Lucy.


“What?”


“I didn’t wait to find out,” said Lucy, as the house shrank behind
them.


“You see that?” said Jackson, squinting down the sight of her
barrel.


Snow sprayed up from the front of the house as something dark
scuttled down the path onto the road. Lucy fumbled for the binoculars as the
creature darted across their tracks and burrowed into the neighboring virgin
snow. The snow spraying ceased, but cracks and ridges would appear in the snow
as the creature scoured the house’s surroundings, moving sideways across the
road in a narrow zig zag. Jackson slumped back into her seat. She looked pale.
Lucy continued staring until the creature’s tracks were out of sight.


***


They’d been driving for almost an hour when Lucy broke
the silence. There’d been no further sign of the scuttling creature, but a car
had caught her eye. 


“Pull over,” she urged, as they passed the stationary vehicle.


“If we stop to check out abandoned vehicles we’ll never make it to
DC,” replied Lopez.


“There’s a gun in there,” she insisted.


“What?” said Lopez.


“The driver shot themselves,” said Lucy, eyeing up the car’s
blood-splattered windows.


“How’d you know it wasn’t a beast?” said Jackson.


“Because none of the windows are smashed. Now pull over,” said Lucy.


Lopez backed up until they reached the abandoned car. Lucy and
Jackson climbed out. There were no tire marks in the vehicle’s wake. Snow
covered the bottom half of the windows, while the frosted top half was stained
with brown blotches. Lucy prized the cold handle open, revealing the
frost-bitten corpse of the driver inside. Dried flecks of brain and bone had
frozen to the roof, where the bullet had left the man’s skull. A small pile of
snow sat on the man’s shoulders and hair, beneath the hole in the roof. The
man’s pale skin had turned dark blue, and was chapped. His eyelids were closed,
and his mouth hung open where he’d inserted the gun. He must’ve been around
forty.


Lucy prized the gun from the man’s rigid, mottled hand. The frozen
body could have been anything from a week to a couple of months old. She
checked the glove compartment and pocketed the bullets, tissues, and mints
therein. Jackson’s sweep of the other seats found nothing useful, so the pair
checked out the trunk.


There was a car manual, a spare tire, bag of fertilizer, and a
shovel. Jackson grabbed the shovel and Myles’s head split open with a crack. He
fell to the ground and Dan smashed down on his head again, and again, hammering
the flat blade into her boss’s skull until the man’s head was but a bloodied
pulp. The road was smeared in blood and brain tissue, soon to be baked by the
Californian sun. Myles’s knife lay discarded by his body. They had to get rid
of the evidence before anyone saw, but Dan was going into shock. She shook him.
“Look at me. Look at me! You’re OK! Take his legs,” she said, sliding
her hands under Myles’s arms. She could feel the warmth of his body through her
rubber gloves. They had to get him in the compressor before anyone saw.


The trunk slammed shut.


“Young? You OK?” said Jackson, eyeing her warily.


Lucy realized she’d recoiled several paces from the car.


“You went weird,” said Jackson, her eyebrow cocked.


“I’m fine, let’s get back to the truck,” croaked Lucy.


“Look on the upside, he died doing what he loved,” said Jackson,
gesturing to the driver with a bitter laugh.


Lucy’s mouth was dry. The traumatized look on Dan’s face lingered on
her mind. She climbed back into the Humvee, dully registering the warmth
inside. A strong and welcome scent greeted her – one that she hadn’t smelled in
months.


“Breakfast is served, people,” said Lopez.


He handed her and Jackson a foil package each – they were piping hot.
Jackson unwrapped hers eagerly and let out a gasp of delight. Lucy copied, her
hunger bringing her brain back into the present. Nestled in the folds of
creased metal were steaming flakes of tuna. 


“How did you-?” said Lucy, tearing off a glove and grabbing the hot
fish with her fingers, shoveling it into her mouth and venting the steam with
each ravenous chew.


“Don’t tell me this is your first carbeque?” said Lopez, setting the
Humvee in motion.


Jackson beckoned Lucy for the juice.


“Finally!” cheered Lopez, pointing to a road sign up ahead. “Welcome
to Route 56, folks. Let’s hope it’s our lucky number.”


Once Jackson had finished eating she took over driving from Lopez,
who tucked into his own foil package. A plume of smoke caught Lucy’s eye. It
was rising from the chimney of one of the isolated roadside homes. 


“Should we stop?” she said.


No-one replied, and Jackson drove by. More empty homes dotted the
road, but within a few miles there was another plume of smoke.


As the houses became more regular, a second sign greeted them. Welcome
to Madison.


 The number of active chimneys was increasing too. Lucy counted a
few each minute they drove, but they only made up a tiny fraction of the
otherwise deserted homes they were passing.


“Look!” said Lucy, pointing ahead.


A man in his fifties was leaving his driveway. He was on foot,
pushing a supermarket cart onto the snowy sidewalk. The cart’s wheels had been
adapted with spikes that gripped the powdery terrain. Inside it were some
tinned goods. The man looked up, hearing the truck. He released the cart and
waved, furiously, becoming increasingly animated the closer they got. 


“We should stop, right?” said Lucy.


“And say what?” shrugged Jackson, driving past the man.


The stranger jumped up and down in a desperate bid to flag them
down. Lucy watched as he tried to run after them but his pace in the snow was
pitiful. He gave up quickly and stared, with drooped shoulders, as they left.


“Jackson’s right. We’ve got no business with these people. There’ll
be more like him. No point stopping for one, if you can’t stop for them all,”
said Lopez.


Lucy took in the town. Heads were appearing in the windows of
chimney-using homes, drawn by the rumbling engine. A few people dashed out onto
their drives, trying to catch the visitors.


The homes gave way to retail units and factories as the center
became more urbanized. “Bingo,” said Lopez, spotting a mall up ahead. Jackson
pulled into the parking lot. The superstore’s front windows were smashed, and
several inches of snow lay inside.


“We get in, we get out. Be quick - people know we’re here. Find what
food and drink you can, and meet me back here in no more than five minutes,”
said Lopez.


“Where are you going?” asked Lucy, as they clambered out.


“Bathroom,” said Lopez, stepping over the shards of glass and making
a beeline towards the men’s room.


“You wanna push or grab?” said Jackson, swinging an empty cart
around.


“Not sure there’s much to grab, but I’ll try,” said Lucy, eyeing up
the shelves. The store was around forty percent full. Lightbulbs, greeting
cards, DVDs, air fresheners were all in abundance, but the food shelves were
barren.


“There’s gotta be something,” said Jackson, as they hurried down the
aisles, doing lengths of the store until they reached the far end. The yield
was depressing. Cooking oil, tea bags, cat food, and several bottles of
ketchup. They reached the edge of the checkout area. Lucy glanced at the
registers and wondered if they had any cash left in them, or if some couple had
robbed the place, back when money was useful.


“We should check out back,” said Lucy, looking for a staff door.


Jackson followed with the cart. Skylights illuminated the warehouse,
in spite of the layer of snow. The place was a mess. Torn cardboard littered
the floor, where discarded boxes spewed their contents. Rolls of toilet paper,
freezer bags, and clothes, covered the concrete.


“You see that?” said Jackson, pointing to the skylight overhead.


Lucy looked up, squinting. Encircling the frame was dark purple
algae, which grew outwards from the light in a radial fashion as it colonized
the surrounding ceiling.


Three sharp whistle blasts interrupted her speculation.


“Crap,” said Jackson, swinging her rifle off her shoulder. “On me!”


Lucy rushed after Jackson, back through the store, trying to keep pace
with the cart. The whistle blasts repeated. They were coming from the parking
lot, where a crowd had surrounded the Humvee. The people were wrapped in thick
layers of clothes. Many wore skis and held ski poles – some of the kits were
real, others notably home-made. Three people were wearing full ice-hockey
uniforms, with hockey sticks slung over their shoulders. The range in height
and breadth suggested the crowd spanned ages and sexes.


“I make eleven. Follow my lead,” said Jackson, as they crossed into
the lot.


Lopez’s voice carried as they approached. His tone was strained.


“We can’t take you. No, I don’t have any more information.
I’ve told you already, there’s a mustering operation at DC. We will come back
for you. The army will come back for you. I don’t know when. My guess is
spring.”


“Make way!” Jackson called, interrupting Lopez’s efforts. She
grabbed the front of Lucy’s cart and sprinted towards the truck, dragging Lucy
with it. The people nearest them moved out of the way just in time as Jackson
skidded into the side of the Hummer.


“Young, cover me,” Jackson ordered, as she pulled the door open and
began throwing the supplies into the truck.


Lucy turned to face the crowd.


“Please, help us,” said an older woman, squeezing Lucy’s arms
desperately.


“Take us with you,” said one of the hockey players, edging closer,
his young eyes wide with hope behind the mesh of his helmet.


“Shit,” said Jackson, abandoning the truck and pushing her way
through the crowd to the far side. A child had opened the door opposite and was
stealing the cans Jackson had loaded. Jackson chased after the child, who
doubled back and retreated towards their parent.


A rattling drew Lucy’s head back to the front. People were rifling
through the cart and stealing the remaining items. Lucy tried to shove their
hands away but in doing so relinquished her grip on the cart. The group
wrenched the cart away and surrounded Lucy.


“Back up!” she cried, trying to imitate Lopez’s authority as half a
dozen hands patted her uniform down, groping for pockets. “Hey!” she cried,
trying to fend them off. The old woman had opened Lucy’s breast pocket and was
pulling out the tissues and mints. The young hockey players was raiding another
pocket, pulling out wound dressings. Another hand found her compass. “Get off!”
Lucy cried, but the more she tried to bat away the clawing hands, the more
frenzied they became.


“Young, close the door!” called Lopez.


Lucy realized she’d left the loading door unguarded. A second child
had pulled it open and was reaching inside. As Lucy grabbed the child’s
shoulder, a strong adult hand wrapped itself around her own wrist, pulling her
back. More hands scratched at her pockets. They were becoming rougher; shoving
her as they searched.


“Jackson!” cried Lopez, his tone urgent.


A stranger had climbed into the driver’s seat of the Humvee, and was
looking for the ignition key.


“Jackson, now!” Lopez screamed.


Jackson darted to the truck and grabbed the man, hurling him out of
the truck and throwing him backwards onto the ground.


“Bastard!” cried a woman from the front, punching Lopez hard in the
face.


Lopez chopped her in the larynx, sending the woman staggering back,
spluttering. He pulled out his handgun and fired a shot into the air. The crowd
flinched, ducking down on mass and scattering backwards.


“Back up, now!” cried Lopez, aiming at the hockey player
nearest him, who was reaching for her stick.


The engine sprung into life. Jackson was in the driving seat.
“Young, get in!” cried Lopez, rotating his aim across the crowd as individuals
edged closer in alternation.


Lucy scrambled into the back of the car and slammed the door. Lopez
leapt into the front. The crowd rushed towards the Humvee and thumped the
sides, slamming it with their gloves, beating it with ski poles, creating the
effect of a hailstorm striking the truck. Lucy’s door clicked open. She grabbed
the handle and pulled back as hard as she could, but the outsider was stronger.
With a roar of the engine the Humvee lurched forwards, throwing Lucy’s
assailant off-balance, and slamming the door shut. Jackson pulled out of the
parking lot at speed, skidding around the snow-covered corner onto the main
boulevard.


Lucy looked back. The women who had punched Lopez was on her knees
tending to a motionless man on his back – the man Jackson had thrown to the
ground. A pool of blood seeped from his head, turning the surrounding white ice
to crimson. Two members of the crowd pulled the shopping cart level with the
man and bent down to lift him.


More skiers were arriving at the mall, following the Humvee’s
original tracks in the snow. From the opposite side of the boulevard, a woman
was hurrying across the snow towards them, wobbling in her snowshoes. One by
one the strangers gave up and watched despondently as the Humvee escaped them all.


Lucy’s heart continued to pound as they crossed a river bridge and
left the town behind.


“What the hell was that, Young?” cried Lopez. “That’s your
idea of covering a door? My god!”


Lucy’s blood boiled.


“How about you go fuck yourself, Major,” she said, balling her fist.


“What did you just say?” said Lopez.


“I have zero training. You guys conscripted me barely three days
ago, after I was nearly raped and killed by some psychopaths. Then you
load me into a truck and drive into a massacre at Camp Oscar. And now the fact
that you couldn’t handle a bunch of civilians is apparently my fault? Go
to hell.”


“Oh, I get it. Because you’ve had a rough time, it’s on everyone
else to look after you, is that it? I got news for you, that’s not how conflict
situations work.”


“Don’t patronize me,” snapped Lucy.


“Then pull your god damned weight. I don’t mean with more bullshit
experiments that get good people killed, I mean get your head in the game like
a real soldier.”


“Like you?”


“That’s it. You’re officially demoted, gimme me that slider right
now,” said Lopez, pointing at her captain’s insignis.


“With pleasure,” laughed Lucy, tearing the slider off and
tossing it at Lopez.


“You wanna go it alone, Young? Be my guest. Otherwise, you will shut
the hell up, and you will learn discipline, fast, before you get the rest of us
killed.”


“Please, Major, teach me everything you know. It was clearly of such
value to the hundreds of people who died last night.”


“This is unacceptable. Jackson, pull over. I want Young out of this
vehicle now.”


Jackson continued driving.


“Jackson?”


“She’s the reason both of us are alive, Major,” said Jackson,
keeping her eyes fixed on the road.


“I’m giving you an order, Jackson,” said Lopez, fuming.


Jackson said nothing.


“I see how it is,” said Lopez, his eyes bulging.


“I’m on your side, Major. But I’m on hers too. We’re a unit. You
taught me that,” said Jackson.


Lopez said nothing, and a silence fell over the car. Lucy hugged her
sides and stared out of the window as the road shadowed the meandering route of
the river. Her daily water-gathering routine seemed a long time ago. Jackson
kept their speed moderate, conserving fuel and keeping control on the
snow-covered roads.


  Lucy’s torso was bruised from the rough pickpocketing crowd. Her
mind flashed back to the mob in San Francisco. To the people chasing the train
as it pulled out of the station. Arms extended. Running. Reaching. Falling.
Gone.


***


“Gas,” said Jackson, some time later.


They’d picked up a deserted highway headed for Cincinnati, but fuel
was running low.


“Halle-freakin-lujah,” said Lopez.


“We’ll see,” said Jackson, turning off the freeway and down the icy
slip road.


Traffic signals hung above the deserted intersection, covered in an
inch of snow. Icicles grew from the lights like a beard, dripping in the
morning sun. Jackson followed the sign to the station and whistled, impressed. 


“Love what they’ve done with the place,” she chimed.


The station was a charred shell. Scorch marks stretched to every
inch of the tattered structure. Along the ground, fallen roof panels poked
through the snow, in between burned out cars which had lost their windows. The
pumps had been obliterated in the explosion, along with much of the adjacent
store. In front of the wreckage, facing the road, was a large hand-painted sign
that simply read: GAS, with an arrow pointing the other way.


Jackson hooked a U-turn and they retraced their route. At the
intersection they crossed under the freeway, towards the other services. The
second gas station was intact, and had a single car on the forecourt: a small
Chevy hatchback. Three men climbed out, wrapped in thick layers of clothes. The
foremost man signaled Jackson to stop. His navy tracksuit looked stuffed and
misshapen, like he was wearing multiple layers. He wore a black scarf and red
fleece hat, which contrasted against his pale cheeks. The second man wore a
deerstalker hat and brown duffle coat with an upturned collar. The coat covered
his ear lobes down to his shins, where his hiking boots took over. The third
man, by contrast, was clad in designer skiwear. He sported a coordinated
ensemble of snow boots, charcoal-grey ski pants, and a two-tone grey-black
jacket, with the hood pulled up. Jackson, Lopez, and Lucy climbed out in their
matching fatigues and met the men on the forecourt.


“You guys selling this stuff?” said Jackson.


“Nah, we here for the ambience,” said the man in the red hat. The
other two men guffawed at this.


“How much?” said Jackson, without smiling.


“What you got?” replied the duffle coat guy.


“We’re with the US Army,” said Lopez, straightening up his uniform.


“Technically, we with the US Probation Service, so let’s call it
even,” said the man in the red hat.


“He means like we was their number one customers, you know what I’m
saying?” laughed the man in skiwear.


“They got it, Alfonse. You over-explained it again,” sighed Red Hat.


“We’re freezing our asses off here and we need to get to DC. You
gonna give us fuel or what?” snapped Jackson.


“Alfonse, remember that sign you put up out front – what does it say?”
said Duffle Coat.


“It says ‘gas’,” said Alfonse.


“Huh. So I’m wondering why these clowns think we some kinda
charity,” said Duffle Coat.


“You’re telling me you won’t even support your own army in a
crisis?” said Lopez.


“That would be a yes,” said Red Hat.


“So patriotism is truly dead,” said Lopez, despondently.


“Naw, it’s still alive, man. It’s everyone else that croaked,”
chuckled Alfonse.


“Screw these guys. There’ll be other gas stations,” said Jackson.


“You sure about that, baby?” said Duffle Coat.


“Who you callin’ ‘baby’?” said Jackson.


“You,” said Duffle Coat.


“You didn’t call him ‘baby’,” said Jackson, gesturing to Lopez.


“Nah, I call him ‘cupcake’,” said Duffle Coat. 


Alfonse and Red Hat howled with laughter.


Lucy pulled out a handgun.


“Woah, cool it!” cried the tallest man, as all three men drew their
weapons, prompting Lopez and Jackson to do the same. All laughter was gone, and
eyes were on Lucy’s gun. It was the one she’d scavenged from the abandoned car.


“Young, what the hell are you doing?” fumed Lopez.


“This gun’s in good condition. We’ll give you it if you fill our
tank,” said Lucy, ignoring Lopez and focusing on the men.


Red Hat took the pistol and inspected it.


“This buys you ten gallons,” he declared.


Lucy reached into her vest pocket a retrieved a handful of bullets.


“Alright. Twenty gallons,” Red Hat conceded.


“Not enough. We need more – we’re in a Hummer for Christ’s sake,”
said Jackson.


Lucy reached into the car and pulled out three bottles of ketchup.


“You kidding me?” said Red Hat, scowling.


“There’s five hundred calories in each bottle. Right now I’m
guessing that’s about a day’s worth of calories for each of you, and I don’t
see many other folk lining up to give you food,” said Lucy.


“You got any mayo? I don’t like ketchup,” said Alfonse. 


Duffle Coat elbowed him.


“Yo, sidebar,” said Red Hat, stepping to one side to consult with
Alfonse and Duffle Coat. 


Lopez grabbed Lucy by the arm, firmly, and turned his back on the
group.


“You wanna give us some warning next time, before you pull a gun on
total strangers?” he hissed.


“You said you wanna get to DC. I’m getting us to DC,” said Lucy,
shaking him off.


“You had no idea how they were gonna react. That move
could’ve got us killed,” said Lopez.


“How history would’ve missed us,” said Lucy, staring him the eye.


Lopez glared at her.


“We good here?” said Jackson, leaning in to their confrontation.


“Yeah, we’re the dream,” said Lopez, walking away.


Jackson waited until he was a few paces away, then leaned in to
Lucy.


“I get it, you’re going through some stuff. Been there. But the
Major’s right. Don’t be a loose cannon,” said Jackson. She gave Lucy two pats
on the back then followed after the Major, who was doing a lap of the Hummer.


Lucy’s fists clenched. She felt herself quiver with rage. Some
‘stuff’? These people had no idea what she’d been through. They hadn’t
survived alone, for months, carving out a brutal existence amidst the clutches
of winter. They hadn’t lost their loved ones the way she had. Yet here they
were, controlling her, telling her how to survive, how to negotiate, how to grieve.


“Yo, we got a question about the ketchup,” said Duffle Coat,
invading Lucy’s private rage.


“Take the damned bottles, coat man. Whatever your question is, my
answer is: Take. The. Bottles,” said Lucy. 


“Or we’ll use your twenty gallons to drive to another gas station
and trade it with them,” added Jackson. 


“A’ight, Bottles will get you five more gallons,” said Red hat.


“I reckon I could eat one of you with enough ketchup,” said Alfonse,
nudging Duffle Coat.


“Man, you’d be too busy choking on your own bullshit to swallow
either of us,” Duffle Coat replied.


“Yo, we good. Serve ‘em up,” ordered Red Hat.


Alfonse and Duffle Coat crouched down and pushed against the hood of
their car until the vehicle rolled back several yards, revealing a fuel hatch
in the ground. They retrieved some equipment from the car, then set about work.


“You guys run a gas station but you wheel your own car?” said
Jackson.


“Waste not, want not,” said Red Hat.


“You’ve got no idea how much fuel’s left in there, have you?” said
Lucy.


Red Hat scoffed.


Alfonse levered the hatch open, and Duffle Coat knelt down beside
it. He pulled a buff over his mouth and nose, then lowered a bailer bucket
inside. The hatch was narrow – only a few coffee cups wide. Duffle Coat
continued lowering the bailer bucket, releasing the coiled cable from around
his shoulder inch by inch over the course of a minute.


“How deep does that thing go?” said Lopez, re-joining the group.


“’Bout thirty feet,” said Red Hat.


“How many gallons is your bucket?” said Jackson.


“Five or so.”


“Jesus, we’re gonna be here all day,” Jackson protested.


“Fine by me,” said Red Hat. “I ain’t go nowhere to be. How about
you, Earl, you got somewhere to be?”


“Nah. I had a date but she cancelled cos of the world ending five
months ago,” said Duffle Coat.


“Quit yankin’ us around and hurry it up,” said Lopez, impatiently.


“Slow’s the only way, boss. Otherwise you excite the fumes. Then
boom,” said Duffle Coat.


“Why haven’t you mechanized this? You could easily rig up a portable
generator to power the pumps?” said Jackson.


“You remember the other gas station? The last gang tried just that.
That was a bad day for those boys. Great day for us, though. Business really
picked up after they exploded themselves,” said Red Hat.


“You’re telling me you guys are the smart ones? That’s
depressing,” said Jackson.


Duffle Coat finished reeling up the first bucket-full. Alfonse
placed a jerry can with a cut-off-top beneath it. Duffle Coat decanted the
fuel, and Alfonse ported it over to the Humvee, where he tipped it into the
tank.


The process was repeated five more times, during which Lucy resorted
to doing star jumps to keep warm. Eventually, the order was complete, and Lucy
handed the gang their payment.


“Pleasure doing business with you,” said Red Hat, loading the
bullets into the handgun. 


“See you round,” said Lucy.


“Word of advice. Don’t go into the city. All kinds of crap going on
in there. Just go around – use the beltway,” Red Hat added, pointing to the
intersection from which they’d come.


“Can you be more specific?” said Lucy.


“Yeah. Ask me how many cousins I got left in Cincinnati,” he said.


“How many?” asked Lucy.


“One,” said Red Hat.


“OK…” said Lucy.


“It used to be two. Ah, I should have said that bit first,” mused
Red Hat.


“I used to have, like, fifteen, but they all died in the virus
thing,” said Alfonse.


“‘Like’ fifteen?” said Duffle Coat.


“It’s a lot of cousins to keep track of,” shrugged Alfonse.


“We’ve wasted enough time here already, let’s go,” said Lopez.


Lucy opened the driver’s door and climbed into the Humvee.


“I think Jackson should drive,” said Lopez, holding the door ajar.


Lucy wrenched it from his grip and slammed the door shut. She
fastened her seatbelt and flicked the engine on. Lopez climbed into the
passenger seat beside her, glaring at her. Jackson buckled up in the back.


“Recommend us to your friends!” called Red Hat, as Lucy pulled away.


The gas station and the three probationers disappeared from view.
The Humvee approached the intersection. 


“What’s that?” said Jackson, pointing out of the side window.


A man was running towards them from several hundred yards away. He
was waving his arms desperately, slipping and stumbling as he scrambled across
the snow. Behind him was an abandoned car. The swerving tire tracks looked
fresh, and the driver’s door was open.


“Creature sighted, hook a right!” said Lopez, binoculars raised,
pointing beyond the man.


“You mean leave him?” said Lucy.


“We can’t risk losing another engagement. And even if we did help,
we don’t even have enough food as it is,” snapped Lopez.


“No way. I listened to you in Madison and you were wrong,” said
Lucy.


“Creature’s closing, Young get us out of here!” barked Lopez.


“We’re the US Army, and that’s a US citizen,” said Lucy, spinning
the Humvee around to face the desperate man and hit the gas. The Humvee jostled
as it picked up speed.


“Listen to me, Young, we just lost a whole company to these
creatures, we need to get to DC alive so we can fight back in numbers.
If we engage in knee-jerk, emotional fights we won’t make it, we have to be
disciplined,” implored Lopez, shouting over the engine.


Lucy tightened her grip on the wheel and accelerated towards the
stumbling man. 


“Young, abort!” cried Lopez.


The running man tripped once again. The beast was closing in. The
man rolled onto his side, cradling one hand, and scrambled backwards.


“Cover us!” cried Lucy.


She hit the brakes and skidded around, putting the Humvee side-on
between the man and the charging creature. Lopez and Jackson flung open their
doors and fired on the beast. 


Lucy banged on the window and screamed at the man to get in but he
scrambled further backwards, his face awash with panic. She threw open the
driver’s door and leapt out. She ran across the snow, grabbed the man by the
shoulders, and hauled him to his feet. Still gripping his coat, she rushed the
man towards the vehicle.


“Look out!” cried the man, pointing to the side.


Lucy spun around. A creature had flanked them. It was closing in on
the pair of them. She shoved the stranger towards the Humvee and turned to the
advancing beast. Setting her feet wide apart, Lucy dug her boots into the snow,
blocking the creature’s path to the fleeing man. She fumbled for her gun but
she couldn’t release the holster. The creature was just yards away, bearing
down upon her with each great bound.


Lucy looked up and stared at the beast as it prepared for its final
leap. The world suddenly slowed and an immense sense of calm washed over her.
She stopped reaching for the pistol. Everything suddenly made sense. Lopez and
Jackson’s gunshots faded to a distant crackle. She noticed the utter
tranquility of the snow-dusted city. The mountain-crisp air. The beauty of the
creature’s lean, muscular design. The richness of its thick, polar fur. The
precision of its gait as it bounded towards her. She closed her eyes and
pictured Dan’s face.


Snow sprayed across her cheek. The creature skidded to a halt just
feet from her. Retching and sniffing punctuated its snarls. Lucy opened her
eyes. The creature’s teeth were bared. It pawed the ground frenetically. Its
tail was raised like a periscope and darted around as the embedded black
eyeball searched for a way past.


Six rounds tore into the creature, sending it collapsing into a heap
with a single whimper.


“Young, get in the fucking truck!” screamed Jackson, her rifle
trained on the dead beast.


Lucy came out of her stupor and she regarded the dying creature
afresh, suddenly cognizant of the teeth and claws amidst its crumpled mass. A
shiver rippled across each of her vertebrae. A long, protracted howl emanated
from an alley and echoed around the street. Lucy turned to the vehicle and her
heart skipped a beat. A series of crimson dots stained the ice beneath, marking
the stranger’s path to the Humvee.


A second howl answered the first.


Lucy leapt into the driver’s seat and hit the gas.


“Jackson, I think he’s bleeding!” she cried, as they sped towards
the freeway.


“Holy shit,” cried Jackson, seeing the blood drips before the
stranger.


“You gotta make it stop,” called Lucy.


“More are following us!” called Lopez, as he continued firing pistol
shots from the window.


Jackson tore a strip of fabric from one of the scarves and stuffed
it into the man’s palm.


“Squeeze,” she instructed. 


“There’s paste in my backpack, get it on quickly,” called Lucy,
swerving around an abandoned car in the middle of the lane.


Jackson dabbed the man’s blood away and slathered paste over his
cut. She wound the bandaged tight, making him yelp. 


“Lose the rags!” called Lucy.


Jackson finished mopping the blood drops from the floor and threw
the bloodied scarf from the window.


“Jackson, I could use some help!” called Lopez.


She joined him at the window and fired upon the pack in bursts. But
the creatures weaved and crossed paths as they ran, leaping erratically to
dodge the shots. 


“They’re flanking us,” cried Lopez.                    


 In a burst of speed, the pack pulled level with the speeding truck,
all grouping on one side. The pack leader took several more great strides and
began to overtake the Humvee. 


“It’s a trap, hold on,” cried Lucy. She gripped the steering wheel
and turned into the leader’s path, forcing the creature to skid out of the way.


The truck ricocheted off one of the smaller beasts, jolting as the
creature went under the wheels. The rest of the pack fell back, but continued
the pursuit. Jackson and Lopez covered alternate windows, felling two beasts,
and forcing the pack into a streamlined charge directly behind the truck.


“Major, grenade!” called Jackson.


Lopez tore the pin from his final grenade and held it out of the
window, close to the body of the truck. He released the trigger, then dropped
it into the snow. A second later, the detonation engulfed half of the pack in a
fireball.


The flash drew Lucy’s eye to right-hand mirror, where limbless
beasts writhed in agony, their fur ablaze.


“Four left,” cried Jackson, covering the opposite side.


Lucy sped down the freeway. As the buildings waned, giving way to
fields, Jackson ceased firing.


“They’re stopping!” she cried.


Lucy watched in the mirror. The beasts had come to a halt. Lucy
stared at the four creatures. They stood in a line and stared at the Humvee, as
it rushed away from the city.


***


Lucy checked the rear-view mirror. Jackson was slumped in
the back of the Humvee. She looked grey, and was sweating.


“Jackson?” repeated Lucy, louder.


“Huh?” said Jackson, waking with a start.


“Are you OK?”


“I’m fine. I just need to rest a bit,” she replied.


“You’ve been out for two hours,” said Lopez.


“She doesn’t look fine,” said the stranger.


His head was shaven at the sides, and backcombed on top, where a
slick of thick grey-black hair swept over his scalp. He had a single stud
earring, and crease lines across his forehead. His stubble was patchy – it left
his cheeks bare, and his fledgling moustache was isolated from the hairs on his
chin. He winter jacket had fake fur lining and smelled of cigarettes. Lucy
guessed he was around forty.


Since escaping Cincinnati she and Lopez had established few details
about their new ward. Lopez, openly resentful of the man, had declined to ask
questions, and Lucy had similarly lost her desire to engage. All they knew was
that he was Canadian, and he owed them his life.


“To be candid, she looks like hell,” the stranger added, still
frowning at Jackson.


“New guy, shut up. No-one’s asking you,” said Lopez, briefly
breaking his vow of silence.


“My name’s Maurice,” said the Canadian.


Lopez ignored him and passed back a candy bar to Jackson, which
they’d scavenged from a diner while she was sleeping. “Hey, soldier, you gotta
keep eating,” he insisted, but she’d drifted off again.


“New guy, unwrap this and hold it to her lips,” ordered Lopez.


“My name’s–” began the Canadian.


“Your name is whatever the hell I say it is. Understood? You’re in
my company now, which means my rules.”


Lucy snorted.


“Trouble in paradise?” said the Canadian.


“Shut your mouth and feed Jackson,” ordered Lopez.


The Canadian obliged. 


“Don’t mind the Major, he gets cranky when people remind him the
army’s not real anymore,” said Lucy.


“She speaks! How about that,” said Lopez.


“That’s rich from the guy who stonewalled me for two hours. Such
professional behavior from the ‘Major’,” said Lucy.


“You’re still alive, Young. Consider that proof of my
professionalism. Now how about you explain yourself,” said Lopez.


“Nothing to explain,” said Lucy.


“Bullshit,” said Lopez.


“We got attacked. We escaped. That’s about it,” said Lucy.


“How about we start with the bit where you disobeyed a direct order
and drove us into danger,” said Lopez.


“You were going to let Maurice die,” said Lucy.


“Good to know,” said the Canadian.


“That was my call to make. When one person can’t be trusted
to follow orders in a crisis, the whole group is in jeopardy,” said Lopez,
seething.


“Got it,” said Lucy.


“That right there – that’s what I’m talking about. A complete
disregard for the survival of anyone in this vehicle. That’s it, isn’t it?
You’ve given up.”


“If I’ve given up I wouldn’t still be alive,” said Lucy.


“You’re alive because of Jackson. You froze back in the city – up
against that beast. I saw it. One minute you were rescuing the Canadian, and
the next minute you’re standing out in the open, palms stretched out, waiting
to be killed,” said Lopez.


“I was reaching for my gun,” said Lucy.


“Bullshit. You lost your nerve like a damned rookie,” fumed Lopez.


“It must be hard for you, having to work with amateurs,” said Lucy,
blithely.


“Frankly, Young, it is. So don’t be a liability. You wanna make it
through this, keep your shit together,” said Lopez.


“Thanks, I wish I’d thought of that. It just hadn’t occurred to me
to try,” said Lucy. 


She brought the Humvee to an abrupt stop.


“That could be a problem,” said Lopez, peering through the
windscreen.


The road ahead forked into two distinct, parallel bridges – one for
each direction of traffic. The eastward section had entirely collapsed, so Lucy
pulled them around to the westbound lane. 


The remaining bridge was riddled with vast holes and cracks in the
tar, each at least a meter across.


“We’d better check this out on foot,” said Lopez.


“We? So now you do want the rookie’s help?” said Lucy.


“All I’ve ever asked for is your help, Young, but somehow all I’ve
gotten back so far is a lot of wildcard bullshit. Consider this your second
chance,” said Lopez, climbing out.


Lucy hesitated for a moment and looked at the Major, who was pulling
his collar closer around his neck as the cold breeze bit. For so long, she’d
been answerable only to herself. This would take some adjusting to. His
complaint wasn’t entirely baseless, she conceded, but that didn’t save him from
being a rank-loving asshole.


Lucy exited the truck. Cautiously, the pair approached the bridge.
Holes of different sizes revealed the rushing river several meters below. Some
holes were circular, others were more like streaks and teardrops in shape.


“No way is that gonna hold a Hummer. We need to find another way
round,” said Lucy.


“Agreed. Let’s double back to the freeway interchange – what was it,
couple of miles?” said Lopez.


A familiar, blood-curdling screech rang through the winter air.
Lucy’s heart froze. Her eyes fell upon the long road from which they’d come. A
colossus staggered out from the adjoining field onto the freeway.


“What the hell is that!” yelled the Canadian, as Lucy and Lopez
scrambled back into the Humvee.


“Sshh!” insisted Lucy.


“What’s going on?” said Jackson, drowsily.


Lopez grabbed his binoculars.


“Has it seen us?” Lucy whispered.


The creature stumbled onto the road a few hundred meters from their
position. Its arms were flailing wildly. 


“You tell me,” said Lopez, thrusting them into Lucy’s hands.


She looked intently. The creature was breath-taking. Its great body
was covered in white and grey scales, but flashes of color were bursting across
its coral-like wings. Its scorpionesque tail twitched, its usual range of
motion constricted. The tip was withered, producing sporadic jets of acid which
burned through the snow and into the tar beneath. The creature’s upper arms
were reaching above its head, swatting. The behemoth’s bulbous eyes were gone,
leaving two, dark sockets carved into its face. The titan flailed around,
swiping at the birds which dodged with ease. They took turns to dive bomb the
behemoth. Each attack prompted a flash of color across its skin, further
breaking its camouflage.


“The birds - they’ve blinded it,” gasped Lucy.


The creature lurched forwards and broke into a run. Its lower fist
smashed through a row of fence posts as it lashed out in pain. The flock of
pursuing birds was growing in number – they were easily visible without the binoculars.


“It’s coming this way!” cried the Canadian.


“Everybody out – to the bridge, now!” ordered Lopez.


Lucy grabbed her backpack and leapt out. Jackson followed but fell
straight to her knees. Lucy threw Jackson’s arm over her shoulder and heaved
the woman to her feet. The pair staggered towards the bridge.


“Hurry!” called Lopez, as the ground reverberated with the titan’s
approaching bounds.


Maurice was already half-way across, darting between the holes and
cracks.


A splash of acid landed on the Humvee, melting through the trunk.
More drops began to fall across the road, burning through the tar, which fizzed
and smoldered as it disintegrated.


Lopez led the way, beckoning Lucy and Jackson to follow. Lucy
hurried Jackson to the lip of the bridge, and took her to the side, where she
guided Jackson’s hand onto the railing. Jackson staggered forwards, leaning
heavily into the mesh. The flecks of acid were getting nearer – reaching beyond
the road and onto the bridge where they began to burn new holes and enlarge
others.


Jackson halted abruptly. The mesh barrier was gone, and the floor
with it.


“You’ve gotta jump,” said Lopez.


“I can’t make that,” said Jackson.


“You have to!” cried Lucy. She grabbed Jackson’s uniform, creating
two tight bunches above her waist and shoulders, and rocked Jackson in
preparation. “Push off on three,” Lucy reiterated. “One, two, three!”


She pushed Jackson forwards, over the gap. Jackson crashed into
Lopez’s arms. He heaved her across the next stretch of pockmarked tar while
Lucy made the leap herself. A metallic groan rang out as the blind colossus
stepped on the Humvee, crushing it. The creature staggered towards the bridge.


Lucy grabbed a grenade from her pocket. She yanked the pin out and
hurled backward, then sprinted towards the others. The explosion tore through
the last passable point of the bridge, severing the creature’s path towards
them. The blind colossus, screeching and recoiling from the fireball, tumbled
sideways into the ravine. The flock of birds dived after it, pouring down into
the valley like starlings at night. The creature plunged into the icy water
below and thrashed around, screeching, as the torrent swept it away.


Lucy stared at the ruined bridge, panting, and looking forlornly at
their crushed vehicle.


“That – was – horrible,” gasped Maurice.


“You OK?” said Lucy, spotting Jackson, who was bent over, hands on
her knees.


“Never better,” said Jackson, spitting onto the ground.


“Take cover!” said Lopez.


Lucy whipped around. Two birds were hovering above the broken
bridge, facing the group. Two more joined them – ascending from the river. The
birds began to advance. In place of beaks they had long, curled tongues which
hung from their faces like fine trunks. A fifth bird swooped up from under the
bridge and joined them, followed by three more.


“Get to the forest!” Lopez cried.


A whooshing sound swept past Lucy’s ears as a needle flew by,
embedding itself into the ground with a quiver. It was almost a foot long, and
as thick as a porcupine spine.


More spines whooshed through the air. The Canadian sprinted ahead
and swiftly disappeared into the trees. The bird’s cries became audible – there
were no chirps, no squawks, but instead a rasping-hissing sound preceded each
attack. Jackson stumbled, dragging Lucy to the ground with her. Lopez scooped
under Jackson’s other arm and heaved her upwards. With a cry, the three plunged
headfirst into the depths of the forest.
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A wispy mesh of anemic vines covered the canopy, giving
it the appearance of candy floss. As they hurried further inside the forest the
snow abated, revealing a carpet of dry leaves. Refracted light rippled across
the ground like sunbeams in a swimming pool. Lucy and Lopez dragged Jackson
onwards as needles struck the trunks around them.


They covered the length of two football pitches before they caught
up with the Canadian, who had stopped beneath a tall, resin-stained tree.


“Stop!” he hissed, turning as the group approached. He held an arm
out emphatically, his eyes bulging. With a finger pressed to his lips he
pointed to the tall, thin tree behind them. Lucy and Lopez craned their necks
awkwardly, hindered by Jackson’s weight. In a branch high above them sat a lone
bird. 


Its black-feathered chest curved outwards, obstructing Lucy’s view
of its head, but its sharp talons were clear, tightly gripping the spindly
branch.


Lopez transferred Jackson’s weight onto Lucy and drew his pistol.
Silently, he took a dozen steps back from the tree and took aim. Lucy scanned
the forest for more birds but the rasping-hissing was gone. The only sound was
Lopez’s footsteps crunching on the dry leaves, which produced an oddly muffled
crinkle.


Lopez moved backwards and circled the tree cautiously, keeping his
gun trained on the bird. He stopped at the far side and beckoned Lucy over. She
shifted Jackson onto the Canadian, and tip-toed across.


“You ever seen anything like this?” Lopez whispered.


Lucy looked up. The bird’s head was missing; its wings and spine had
been removed. All that remained was the hollow ribcage, like a vase missing one
side. The cavity was filled by a transparent globule the size of a tennis ball,
which glistened in the shifting light.


“We need to get away from that right now,” said Lucy.


“What is it?” said Lopez.


“Best case scenario, the bird’s re-specializing – turning into
something else.”


“Worst case?”


“Something killed it.”


They crept back to the others. Jackson was standing on her own,
steadying herself with her hands on her knees, while the Canadian stared
nervously at the bird.


“Stay alert, and watch where you step. Canada, you’re back man.
Young, you’re behind Jackson. We go single file, and we go quiet. On me,” said
Lopez. 


***


The
forest creaked overhead and rustled underfoot, but the acoustic was ultra-flat;
the translucent, tangled ceiling of vines covering the tree tops appeared to
muffle all sounds below. Lucy clocked the bird carcass as they passed another
resin-stained tree. It was the fourth they’d encountered; hollowed-out and glued
to its branch.


They’d walked in silence for what
Lucy guessed was a couple of hours, all listening intently for threats and
scanning for movement amidst the unending trees. Jackson was growing weak
again. Her stumbling gait reminded Lucy of Cassie stumbling around on her
birthday. A lifetime ago. Guilt gripped at her chest, tightening the muscles
around her ribs like a vice. She had failed to protect the two people closest
to her in the world, yet somehow she’d managed to save the three people beside
her. The failure made her sick to the core. 


Jackson’s head was lifted and
Lucy followed her gaze. High above the forest floor, skewered by a thick upper
branch, hung a parachute. Its chute was torn, and an empty harness dangled
below.


The group stopped abruptly.
Lopez’s hand was raised in a balled fist. Ahead, on the path, lay a long, bent
strip of metal.


Lopez signaled them to reform as
a horizontal line. They crept forward as one, scouring the debris as they went.
Scattered pages from a handbook, bungee cords, and splintered bits of wood
littered the forest floor, all leading up to the wreckage of a helicopter.


They moved in. The craft was
large – a dark green chinook, heavily damaged. It lay on its side, tilted so
far over that it was almost inverted. The cockpit windows were intact, but the
seats were empty and the door facing the sky was sealed. The craft’s front
rotor blades were gone, and the rear of the chopper had been ripped off
entirely like a pull-ring can. They skirted its long, scarred, metal body to
the back end, which hung open like a broken jaw. The rear propulsion was so
twisted and wrenched that it stretched down one side onto the ground like a
comb-over. 


In the helicopter’s wake was a
trail of smashed trees. Some were decapitated, others were partially uprooted.
Lucy kicked the dry ground leaves aside and revealed the deep impact marks
etched into the soil.


“Let’s take a look inside.
Radio’s been torn to pieces but there might be supplies. Jackson, Canada, keep
watch. Young, you’re with me,” said Lopez.


Shafts of light dissected the
Chinook, penetrating through the upended, circular cabin windows, the lower
halves of which were covered in leaves. Lucy’s boots clinked against the metal
interior as she followed Lopez inside. 


A row of red canvas seats lined
each wall, locked in the open position. All were unoccupied. The lower row was
covered in broken paneling and insulation which dangled from the roof.


“Check the floor and the overhead
compartments for IFAKs, and look for weapons,” said Lopez.


Three discarded uniforms lay
across the floor. Each had a parachute pack strapped over the sleeves. Lucy put
out a hand to balance on the cold metal wall as she stepped between mesh nets
and bungee ropes. She kicked over the rubble, searching for something useful
amidst the buckled panels and loose cables.


Something glistened beneath a
crumpled uniform. Lucy glanced around the cabin. Lopez was interrogating the
log book. Lucy drew her gun. She knelt down, staying arm’s length from the
glistening object, and used the tip of her gun to flick the crumpled sleeve
back.


She recoiled with a gasp,
swearing loudly.


“Keep it down!” hissed Lopez.


“Sorry, I – look,” said Lucy,
kicking the rest of uniform aside.


It was a dead fawn. Its legs were
lacerated below the knees, and its grey fur was wet. Lucy lifted its head with
the tip of her pistol. The fawn’s jaw crumpled and bent inwards, releasing
drops of Gen Water onto the metal floor like a sponge being wrung out. Lucy
tried not to vomit.


“When was it killed?” said Lopez.


“I’d say within the last twenty
four hours,” said Lucy, swallowing hard.


The deer’s head slumped back into
place, dragging its body downward, and leaving a white smear on the metal,
where the upper body had rested.


“Oh my God,” said Lucy, grabbing
the carcass and rolling it over. Its legs sheared off, releasing more Gen Water
onto the floor, but this time she didn’t care, because the freshly-exposed
underside was covered in white powder.


“Is that-?” said Lopez.


“Pass my bottle, quick!” said
Lucy.


She unfastened the cap and tipped
half of the slushy snow water out, then eagerly scooped powder into the flask,
coaxing in as much as she could scrape from the foal’s coat.


A clinking from the hull
interrupted her industry.


“Was that you?” whispered Lucy,
looking up.


Lopez’s gun was raised. He was
staring intently towards the nose of the craft. More clinks. The scrunched
curtain by the cockpit rippled.


Lucy silently screwed the cap
back onto her bottle and rose to her feet. Lopez wasn’t blinking, his eyes fixated
on the doorway at the end of the chinook.


“Major?” she breathed.


With a crash, the creature burst
out of the cockpit and slithered into the cabin. It was built like a komodo
dragon, only its scales were a pattern of scarlet and sunset orange. Its nails
rattled against the metal hull as it clawed its way towards them.


“Run!” cried Lopez, firing two
rounds at the creature.


“What’s going on?” cried Maurice,
as Lucy leapt from the wreckage.


“Just go!” cried Lucy, grabbing
Jackson by the arm and pulling her forwards. Lopez was close behind, firing
backwards as they ran. The canopy swallowed the noise like a silencer.


Lucy raced between the trees
until she emerged into a clearing, only to realize the danger too late. She
turned and held her finger up to Lopez and the Canadian, who stumbled out after
her, spraying snow as they halted.


The tangled translucent
vine-ceiling was gone. In the center of the clearing stood a vast tree. Its
base was hollowed out, and its lower half showed gnarled stumps where branches used
to be. The tree soared above the surrounding canopy, twice the height of the
rest of the forest. Birds lined the top branches like leaves. They hadn’t yet
spotted their prey.


A rock face encircled the
clearing, creating a natural amphitheater. A rustling swept towards them like a
breaking wave, as the creature sped across the forest floor, camouflaged
against the dry leaves.


Lucy redoubled her grip on
Jackson and left the forest, making a desperate bid for the far side of the
clearing. She glanced back as they passed the towering tree. Only now could she
appreciate the size of the pursuing creature. Its length was almost doubled by
its thick, armored tail. Its scales flashed red and orange as it weaved towards
them. The reptile’s strides were uneven; one of its hind legs was withered, its
scales bleached yellow-white. But the strength of its other limbs propelled it
towards them.


Jackson drowsily raised her rifle
but Lucy batted it down.


“No shots – the birds!” Lucy
hissed.


“We’ve gotta climb,” urged Lopez,
taking Jackson’s other arm as they rushed towards the rocky hillside.


Lucy scrambled up onto the first
ledge, then pulled Jackson up after her.


“Follow my path,” whispered Lucy.


They struggled up the steep rock
face, clinging to the sides, hampered by the wet violet moss growing on it.
Each ledge was covered in snow, masking the loose rocks which shifted
perilously underfoot. As they gained height, the reptile reached the base of
the hillside. Lucy’s heart froze as she watched the creature hesitate, hindered
by its withered leg. Using its thick tail for stability, it clawed its way onto
the first ledge.


The group redoubled their escape
efforts.


“This way,” urged Lucy, picking
out a route to the top. She hauled herself up to the next ledge, then reached
down for Jackson. Lopez gave Jackson a leg up, while Lucy pulled. Together they
heaved her onto the higher tier.


There was a clattering of rocks
and a stifled yelp. The Canadian had slipped, and skidded several feet down the
slope, towards the oncoming creature. Lopez rushed back down and grabbed him,
hauling him back as the creature crawled onto their level. Its scaled feet and
sharp nails slapped and scratched against the rock for purchase, as its
muscular limbs dragged its diseased leg forwards. A forked tongue stretched
before it, trying to reach the two men.


The Canadian scrambled upwards,
shoving past Lopez and sending him off balance. Lucy watched in horror as the
Major skidded further down the slope towards the creature. 


Lopez landed just yards from the
advancing reptile. He scrambled to his feet and backed away, missing the upward
path and retreating along a ledge which quickly narrowed into nothingness.
Tearing off clumps of moss, he clung to the bare rock face as he realized his
mistake.


The creature had halted,
sniffing. It swiveled around and clambered onto the ledge above, picking up the
scent of the Canadian. But Maurice, in his panic, had deviated from Lucy’s
route, and was struggling to find a way upward. 


The reptile closed in. Maurice jumped,
grabbing the ledge above. But there were no footholds to be found, and his legs
dangled helplessly as he kicked wildly around the smooth rock.


The creature lunged upward at the
Canadian. With an almighty wail, Maurice swung his legs out of the way.


“Shit!” cried Lucy, as startled
birds fluttered off their branches in droves. A hissing sound filled the air as
dozens of black-feathered hunters spotted the new arrivals.


 Jackson swung her rifle round
and fired six rounds at the creature, but the bullets made little impact on its
tough armor.


“Target the leg!” cried Lucy.


Jackson fired on the creature’s
withered limb. The bullets tore through the bleached scales, causing the
reptile to screech in pain and jerk backwards, revealing a softer underbelly.
Jackson fired into the creature’s exposed underside and the bullets punched
through the scales. The creature fell away from the rock face, crashing into
the snow below.


“We’ve got incoming!” cried Lucy,
as she reached the summit. She knelt down and pulled Jackson up. The first
birds were flying directly towards them. Jackson took up position and fired
upon the birds, killing several and dispersing others, while Lucy helped
Maurice over the edge. The Canadian staggered to his feet and immediately ran
for the cover of the trees, while Lucy waited for Lopez.


She heaved the Major onto the
hilltop and the pair ran for the fresh forest, followed by Jackson, who
provided covering fire as she ran. With a yell, Jackson emptied her magazine at
the birds as the group fled deep into the new forest level. They ran for
several minutes until the hissing was no more. Panting, the four regrouped
amidst the wispy canopy and dry leaves.


“You’re amazing, you’re magical,
the creature didn’t even go near you!” cheered Maurice, panting, and patting
Lopez on the back.


Lopez grabbed the Canadian by the
throat and pinned him against a tree.


“You shove me down a hillside and
think we’re all G just because I made it back up alive?” he growled.


“I panicked! I’m sorry!” the
Canadian rasped.


“Twice we’ve saved you, and twice
I’ve asked myself why. Now give me a reason not to kill you,” said
Lopez, his eyes just inches from the other man’s.


“Guys, help,” said Jackson, from
the back.


She was knelt down, head bowed,
one hand clutching her flat leg. Sticking out of her calf was a needle.


“Shit,” said Lopez, relinquishing
his grasp on Maurice, who fell to the ground spluttering.


The top of the needle was fading
in color as the oily liquid inside drained into Jackson’s leg. Lucy yanked the
needle out and tossed it aside, scattering oil and blood among the leaves.
Jackson yelled in pain.


“Press down,” said Lucy, placing
Jackson’s hand over the wound. Lucy whipped off her back pack and pulled out a
dressing strip, which she wound tightly around Jackson’s calf. Then she grabbed
her water bottle and unscrewed the cap.


“Drink. It’s like Camp Oscar. Do
you understand?” said Lucy, thrusting the bottle into Jackson’s hand.


Jackson nodded and took a swig of
the white powder.


“I could go for some water,” said
the Canadian.


“Go to hell,” said Lopez.


“We need to get moving before the
infection takes hold,” said Lucy, pulling Jackson to her feet.


“How long does she have?” said
Maurice.


“One more word from you and I
will end you right here in this forest, you understand?” said Lopez, grabbing
his knife and pointing it at Maurice’s throat. The man gulped and nodded, hands
raised.


“Which way, Major?” said Lucy,
re-fastening her backpack.


Lopez consulted his compass and
took a bearing.


“East is this way. If you see any
creatures, shoot the Canadian first.”


***


Welcome
to Karen’s Mobile Home Park, read the large rusty
sign by the side of the highway, and not a moment too soon – Jackson was
deteriorating. They’d left the forest some time ago and picked up the highway,
having seemingly evaded the birds. But during that time Jackson’s complexion
had greyed further. She was groggy and swayed as she walked, and looked to be
running a fever.


They approached the park entrance
– it was the first of four lanes which flowed from the highway like fingers.
Each lane hosted a few bungalows of varying size. The row nearest them was
bearing the brunt of the snowdrift, which had piled against the rear walls. As
they crept through park, Lucy spotted algae growing on the shaded walls between
the bungalows. She directed them onto the second row, which looked healthier –
a single bungalow with no external growth. Lopez banged on the door and called
out several times, but there was no answer.


“I kick, you cover,” said Lopez.


Lucy raised her gun. Jackson
leaned against the wall, summoning her strength, and also raised her rifle.
Lopez kicked the door, hard, breaking the cheap lock and sending it flying
open. He sprang back to let Lucy and Jackson cover the entrance. Jackson
stumbled forwards, rifle raised. Lucy stayed close behind, as they entered the
gloomy abode. Their boots tapped against the vinyl floor as they crossed the
short hallway. Lucy’s shoulder brushed against the wallpaper; cream with a
pattern of lilac buckets. Jackson swung left into the lounge-kitchen area and
Lucy followed.


“Clear!” Jackson shouted.


“Clear,” came Lopez’s reply, from
the right hand wing.


He joined them in the lounge. 


“Good. This will do. I want a
secure base established well before sundown. That gives us thirty minutes,
tops. Canada, you’re on fuel for a campfire. Jackson, stay here and check for
supplies. Young, you and I will do a recce of the other houses for food and
water. You take lane three, I’ll take four.”


“You mean, raid them?” said Lucy.


“Do you have a problem with
that?” said Lopez.


“I’d rather not do it alone,”
Lucy replied, blushing slightly.


“Ditto that. I’ll stick with
you,” said the Canadian.


“There you are, Young, the golden
ticket. Don’t slow each other down. Clock’s ticking people, let’s go,” said Lopez.


***


Jackson
sat slumped on the sofa. She was upright but her eyes were closed, and her
ashen cheeks were sagging. Maurice sat across from her, reading a glossy
magazine. Lucy was sat on a stool by the fireplace, stirring the pot of
simmering pasta. She seized the moment of privacy to capture the tumult of the
last two days. 


Feb 21st (est.) – I
told you about the beast capture mission going wrong, and Rangecroft dying.
Well, it turns out Major Lopez blames me, even though it was a joint idea. The
fact that we were trying to harvest and grow white powder – the very thing that
let Lopez, Jackson, and me escape* – seems to be lost on him. *Escape from Camp
Oscar, I mean. The convoy was ambushed, and as far as we know, everyone was
killed. The camp had already been attacked – the company we were supposed to
rendezvous with had been killed by the time we got there. The creatures had
piled up the bodies – presumably to stockpile the Gen Water that would follow.
Whatever the impetus, it shows they’re capable of complex, goal-oriented tasks.


We’re still trying to get to
DC to find reinforcements – our truck was destroyed by a colossus, so our
progress has been drastically slowed while we’re on foot. The colossus was the
third of its kind that I’ve encountered, and it had been blinded by birds.
They’ve evolved projectile needles between their tail feathers. They got
Jackson this afternoon. I’ve given her more white powder but the infection
looks terminal. She was only hurt because a stranger made us vulnerable. That’s
my fault. I thought I was doing the right thing, but now she might die. Another
person dying because of me. These people are all I have left. I have to protect
them - it can’t happen again, I can’t be alone again.


Lucy snapped the notebook shut as
Lopez’s footsteps approached. He was carrying four bowls. He knelt down by
Lucy, beside the fireplace, and turned his back on the others.


“How bad is it?” he whispered,
checking over his shoulder to be sure Jackson and Maurice weren’t listening.


“I don’t know. I thought the
extra white powder would stabilize the infection, but it’s not working,” said
Lucy.


“What are we talking, days,
weeks, hours?”


“Hours,” whispered Lucy.


She ladled piping hot pasta from
the pot into the bowls Lopez was holding. He passed them to Jackson and Maurice
on the sofas, then took a seat as Lucy joined them and passed over his portion.
For several minutes the four squatters blew, slurped, and chewed in silence,
gobbling the hot food down.


“Man, I could go for some more.
That was on point,” said Maurice, setting his fork down with a clatter.


“You want breakfast tomorrow?”
said Lucy.


“Hell yeah!” said the Canadian.


“Then there’s no more,” she
replied.


The Canadian chuckled. “You
remind me of my father. He used to say that kinda stuff all the time when I was
growing up. He was a real asshole.”


“Like father like son,” grunted
Lucy.


“Am I sensing some hostility?”
said Maurice, running his hand through his greying, backcombed hair. 


“No hostility, just facts,” said
Lucy, chewing.


“Wanna tell me about your family?
No doubt they were kind-hearted people full of humor,” said Maurice.


“Enough of the crap. It’s high
time you told us who the hell you are, and what you were doing in Cincinnati.
Why were you running away from your car?” said Lopez.


 “I was out of fuel,” shrugged Maurice.


“You were being chased,” said Lopez.


“I used up all my fuel trying to get away,” said Maurice.


“Away from where?” said Lopez.


“Boston,” replied the Canadian.


“Boston?” said Lucy, clattering her fork against the bowl. 


“Yeah, good ol’ Beantown. Why?” said Maurice.


Lucy’s mind flashed to her bedside drawer, back in San Francisco,
which contained the life-changing letter. After months of searching, the agency
she’d hired had finally tracked her estranged mother down. The woman who’d
walked out on her childhood, whom she hadn’t seen in years, was living in
Boston. With her father long dead, Cassie gone, and Dan’s loss achingly raw in
her mind, Lucy longed for her mother in a way she hadn’t before the disaster.
She had become her only living relative. 


The thought filled her with longing, anxiety, and hurt all at once.
Guilt, too, took hold. She’d never had a chance to tell Dan about the agency’s
findings. She was going to ask him to come with her, to meet her mom. She’d
promised Cassie she’d tell him. Then the satellites failed and everything
changed.


“Hello? I said why d’you care about Boston?” said Maurice, snapping
his fingers at Lucy.


Lucy blinked sharply and abandoned her ruminations.


“Never mind why she cares, we’re interested in what you were doing
there,” interjected Lopez. 


“I was getting the hell out of there,” said Maurice.


“Why?” said Lucy.


“Because it’s off the chart. You think Cincinnati was bad? Boston’s
unreal. Apparently there’s some doctor trying to fix them, but it’s gotta be
too late for them. I’m pretty sure they’re screwed.”


“Who?” pressed Lopez.


“The people. The infected ones,” said Maurice, scratching his
stubble.


“The virus is still there?”


“Define virus,” said Maurice.


“The spores,” said Lucy.


“Pff, no – those were months ago. This is way different. Like,
zombies different.”


“Zombies?” said Lopez, alarmed.


“Not actual zombies. No-one’s eating brains – those were
strictly off the menu. The infected folk just got weak. They’d look like hell
for a time, maybe get weird patches on their skin, and then they’d just die.”


“They had skin lesions? Are you sure it’s a new disease?” said Lucy.


“No idea, didn’t stick around to find out,” said Maurice. 


“And you ended up in Cincinnati?” said Lopez.


“I went via NYC first. Terrible call.”


“More of the disease?” said Lucy.


“Nothing like that – not in New York.”


“What, then?” pressed Lopez.


“That city’s being run by a psychopath. Calls herself ‘The Queen’. I
got picked up and ended up working for her for a bunch of weeks until I
escaped. I was heading for the West Coast when you guys found me.”


“There’s nothing for you on the West Coast, I promise you that,”
said Lucy, darkly.


“You guys are from the West?” said the Canadian.


“Lights,” interrupted Jackson,
pointing outside.


A truck pulled into the mobile
park and made a beeline for their bungalow. Lopez grabbed Jackson’s rifle and
headed for the door. “Young, on me.”


The pair of them stepped out into
the freezing night. Lucy squinted as the truck approached. Snowflakes danced in
the headlights as someone climbed out.


“Who are you?” called Lopez.


The stranger walked closer, into
the illumination to reveal a military uniform. He had thin lips, glasses, and
bore a sergeant’s insignis.


“Five Marines looking for
shelter,” said the man, assertively.


“Christ you’re a sight for sore
eyes. Get on in,” said Lopez, beckoning them inside.


Five soldiers spilled out of the
truck. The driver slung a chain around the steering wheel and locked it in
place, before catching up. The soldiers traipsed into the house, not bothering
to kick the snow off their shoes. They fell on their knees by the fire and
stretched out their hands. The Sergeant – Adler – introduced himself, and the
rest of his troop: Willis, Brown, Li, and Peters.


“Told you they was cookin’,” said
Willis, pointing to the simmering pot. The soldiers’ eyes panned hungrily to
Lucy and Lopez’s brimming plates of pasta. Lucy followed his gaze, which moved
from her plate, to her pistol. Her eyes darted to his rifle. She glanced at the
other marines. Two more had rifles. All had pistols. The other soldiers’ eyes
were beginning to wander. Lucy looked at Lopez – he was seeing it too.


“Let’s make you and your boys up
some pasta, Sergeant, water’s still hot,” said Lopez.


“Much obliged, Major,” said
Sergeant Adler.


“Real good of you Major,” said
the soldier beside him – Willis – who was stroking his thick, unkempt black
beard.


“You guys can have the sofa, I’m
gonna lie down,” said Jackson, shuffling to the edge of the seat.


“Canada, see that our guests are
fed. Young, gimme a hand,” said Lopez.


Lucy and Lopez helped Jackson
down from the sofa onto the floor mattress, while Willis, Peters, and Li all
slumped onto the couch.


“What’s up with your girl?” said
Brown, who had taken the wooden seat by the fire. His lips had a pronounced
natural downturn, which gave him a permanent look of depression.


“Fever,” said Lucy.


“What kind of fever?” said Brown.


“The kind that makes people
sweat,” said Lucy.


“Is it contagious?” said the
Sergeant, who had remained standing. 


“Yes, that’s why we’re all
hanging out together. So we can all catch it,” said Lucy, sarcastically.


“No offence, lady, but I ain’t
sleeping here. I’ve not made it this far so I can get sick off some stranger,”
declared Brown, rising from his chair.


“Respectfully, Major, I have to
agree with Private Brown here. Brown and I will scout out one of the other
houses,” said Adler.


“Can us three stay by the fire in
the meantime?” asked Li, from the couch. He had a round, child-like face and
rosy cheeks to match.


“Fine. But you’ll be sharing
night watch, so enjoy yourselves while it lasts,” said the Sergeant.


Brown tipped his vacant chair
over, placed a boot against the frame, and sheared a leg off. He dipped the
lower half of the stick into the pot of boiling water then shook it out. He
grabbed an empty bowl, threw a tea towel in it, then poured cooking oil over
the towel – folding it over several times until it had soaked the load up. He
wound the tea towel around the dry end of the chair leg, mopped up the excess
oil, then ignited the tip on the fire. Clutching his hand-built torch, he moved
towards the doorway.


“Save us some food,” said Brown,
his face glowing next to the flaming torch. 


Sergeant Adler grabbed a rifle
and followed after him.


“Your boys seem awful touchy,”
said Maurice, tipping the last of the dry pasta into the pan.


“They’ve been through it,” said
Li, holding his hands out to the fire.


“Well you can relax now. You guys
have lucked out big time with this household, take it from me. These two right
here – they’re special,” said the Canadian, pointing towards Lucy and Lopez.


“Special how?” said Li.


“We’re really not,” said Lucy,
anxiously.


“She’s just being modest. She
saved me from the creatures with her bare hands,” said the Canadian.


“You did?” said Li, his eyebrow
raised.


“That’s not even close to what
happened,” said Lucy.


“Don’t be so modest. There’s
something about you, like a gift. A lucky charm,” said the Canadian.


“We could use some luck,” said
Li, eyeing her up intently.


“Where’d you say you fellas came
from again?” said Lopez.


“All over. Willis is from
Detroit, I’m from Atlanta, the Sergeant’s from-” began Peters.


“I mean which regiment?”
interrupted Lopez.


“Thirty Fourth Infantry,” replied
Li.


“You’re a long way from
Minnesota,” said Lopez.


“Our division got attacked. We
got scattered,” Li replied.


“When?” said Lopez.


“About a month ago. We’ve been
trying to get down south – to the coast,” said Li.


“Tiny issue of the country’s
crawling with fuckin’ aliens,” said Peters. His features were small, and neat,
though his lips were chapped.


“It’s Armageddon, I been sayin’
it for years but none of y’all believed me. We pissed off someone upstairs, and
here we are,” said Willis.


“Wrong, dumbass. It’s the
Russians gone done this. They got their labs, doing experiments and shit, and
one of their creatures got out and wham, that was it. Now they’re all over the
world,” said Peters. His eyes lit up as he espoused his theory.


“It’s not the Russians,” said
Lucy.


“And you know that how?” said
Peters.


“Because it started in space,”
she replied.


“Bullshit. I don’t see no
spaceships full of big-assed wolves,” snorted Peters.


“It was a bacterial cloud,” said
Lucy.


“Like, a virus?” said Willis.


“Like a bacteria, moron,” said
Li.


“The bacteria broke the satellites,
then infected some astronauts, who brought it back to Earth,” said Lucy.


“Assholes,” cried Peters.


“Fuck’s sake, Larry, they didn’t mean
to,” said Li. “Right?” he added, looking to Lucy.


“Right,” said Lucy.


“Hey that kinda figures – we all
got given masks right after, cos the disease was in the air,” said Willis.


“How’d you explain the wolves,
and the bats, and the weird moss stuff on all the buildings?” protested Peters.


“Ever heard the phrase ‘you are
what you eat?’. That pretty much sums this pathogen up. It kills you, steals
your DNA, then does a genetic lottery when it respawns. It’s how it’s scaled
up,” said Lucy.


“Respawns?” said Li.


“They don’t breed like we do. D4
creatures are self-replicating. They don’t need the genetic variance of two
parents, because they get it from their prey. But their mechanism is insane –
it’s a reversal of what happens in human wombs. Every cell in the creature’s
body reverts to a base state, so that you’re effectively left with a ball of
stem cells, which then turn into something based on stolen DNA.”


“But if there’s no parent, how
come you got whole packs of wolves?” said Peters.


“I’m guessing there’s some kind
of horizontal gene transfer at play. Like in bacteria, which share successful
adaptations – they could be sharing entire genetic maps. Maybe they infect each
other with those maps, in the same way they infect their prey with some kind of
enzyme. But that’s the crazy thing – here you’ve got a single pathogen taking a
huge number of forms and competing against itself.”


“She gonna eat that?” said
Willis, pointing to Jackson’s half-eaten plate of pasta.


“Maybe in the morning,” said
Lucy.


“Huh,” grunted the soldier,
scratching his bushy cheek.


“How often do the creatures
respawn?” said Li.


“We actually don’t know what
prompts the respawning, but the rate seems to correlate to size. Bigger
variants take longer to breed, and will need more food, so you’ll see fewer of
them. Plus they may be outcompeted by smaller ones,” said Lucy.


“How’d you know all that?” said
Peters, eyeing her up suspiciously.


“She’s a scientist,” said Lopez.


“My colleagues figured it out,
actually,” said Lucy.


“Where are they now?” said
Willis.


Lucy stared at the fire.


“What kind of question is that?”
hissed Li.


“I’m just asking, maybe they in a
bunker or somethin’?” muttered Willis.


“They’re dead,” said Lucy,
loudly.


“A’ight, so now we know. No
bunker,” said Willis, shrugging.


“You said it is what it eats. You
reckon that explains the zombie people?” asked Peters.


“They’re not ‘zombies’, man. They
don’t eat brains, or bite people,” said Li.


“They look like shit and everyone
avoids them, they might as well be,” said Peters.


“That sounds more like leprosy,”
said Lucy.


“I heard Boston’s crawling with
‘em,” said Willis.


“I’ve heard your rumors before,
and you boys ain’t seen shit to prove it,” said Li.


“I have,” said Maurice.


All eyes fell on the Canadian.


“I’ve seen them. They’re
definitely not zombies, by the way,” Maurice added, passing around bowls
full of hot pasta, which the soldiers devoured ravenously.


“But those people are sick,
right? Like, alien sick?” said Peters, chomping away.


“Yeah, they’re pretty messed up.
No-one knows what it is, but it’s spreading” said Maurice.


“D’you find her in
Boston?” said Willis, nodding at Jackson.


“She drank some bad water is all.
Be glad she’s stopped shitting everywhere,” said Lucy.


“If one of you starts shitting
everywhere, I will one hundred percent leave you to die in it. Just sayin’,”
said Willis, prompting Li and Peters to laugh.


“All of them die anyway,” said
Maurice.


“I heard they found a cure – some
doctor lady?” said Peters.


“You can just say ‘doctor’,” said
Lucy.


“So she’s real?” said Li.


Maurice shrugged.


Jackson spluttered from the
mattress, muttered some incoherent words and rolled onto her side.


“Yo, you got any more?” said
Willis.


“How are you finished already?”
said Li.


“I’m done too,” said Peters.


“You two are animals,” said Li.


“That’s it, I’m afraid,” said
Maurice, collecting up the bowls.


“Fuck it, I’m having hers,” said
Willis, reaching for Jackson’s portion.


Lucy leapt up and kicked Willis’s
hand away.


“That’s hers,” said Lucy,
sharply, scooping the bowl up from the floor.


“The fuck?” said the soldier,
leaping to his feet. He lashed out and struck the bowl from Lucy’s hands. It
fell to the floor and smashed, sending shards of porcelain and pasta across the
vinyl.


“The hell are you doing?” cried
Lopez, leaping to his feet.


“Bitch just kicked me!” yelled
Willis.


“Woah, easy there, let’s all keep
it friendly,” said Maurice, raising his hands.


“I’ll be calm when I’ve kicked
this bitch back,” fumed Willis.


“You’re not hearing me, soldier.
I said take a seat,” said Lopez.


“Or what?” said Willis, squaring
up to the Major.


“You don’t like our hospitality,
you’re welcome to leave,” growled Lopez.


“I’m liking it just fine,” said
Willis.


Lopez’s hand edged towards his
pistol.


“Try it,” Willis grunted.


The front door clattered open.
Sergeant Adler and Private Brown appeared in the threshold.


“The hell’s going on here?” said
Adler, seeing Lopez and Willis standing across from one another, each with a
hand on their holster.


“It’s nothing, just a
misunderstanding. We’re all good,” said Peters, rising from the couch and
patting Willis on the back. Willis didn’t move.


“We’ve set up the house across the
yard. Fire’s going,” said Adler.


“We’ll be turning in, then. Come
on boys,” said Peters, steering Willis towards the door.


“We’re gonna keep a night watch.
You guys want in? We rotate every two hours,” said the Sergeant.


“We’ll do our bit, of course. Who
goes first?” said Lopez, smoothing his uniform.


“I could take first shift – I do
owe you guys,” said Maurice, shrugging.


“Yes, you do,” said Lopez.


“Does he know what he’s doing?”
said Adler.


“He knows how to cry for help
loudly,” said Lopez.


“I guess that’ll do,” said the
Sergeant, departing, followed by the other soldiers.


“I get a gun, right? I’d feel a
lot more comfortable if I had a gun,” said Maurice.


“I’ll make a note of that for
next time,” said Lopez.


The Canadian let out a nervous
laugh and lingered a moment. Then, realizing the gun was not forthcoming, he
headed outside, cursing.


Lopez grabbed a dustpan and brush
and swept up the shattered porcelain, while Lucy gathered the pieces of pasta
into a new bowl. Once it was cleared, the pair headed to the bedroom to
retrieve the second mattress and move it into the warm room. A glow outside
caught Lucy’s eye.


“You see that?” she said,
pointing outside.


Three cigarettes glimmered in the
darkness.


“Grab the goggles,” said Lopez.


Lucy fetched the night vision
from her back pack and handed them to Lopez.


“What do you see?” she asked.


“Maurice – that asshole’s smoking
with two of them,” said Lopez.


“Which two?” said Lucy.


“The Sergeant and your new best
friend, Willis. Hold on, they’re going inside,” said Lopez.


“I thought he was on watch?”


“This isn’t right. I don’t trust
any of them – none of their stories hang together, and that Canadian’s a piece
of shit,” said Lopez.


“You think they’re gonna attack
us?”


“I don’t know. They know we’re
outnumbered, and outgunned But they know the blood rule, surely? What would
they gain from killing us?” said Lopez.


“What if killing’s not the aim?”
said Lucy.


“So what, they just wanna take us
prisoner?”


“You heard Maurice back there,
he’s figured it out. He knows we’re immune to the creatures, and the soldiers
know we’re heading to DC but they want to go south. What if they want to
capture us for safe passage?” said Lucy.


Lopez peered through the window
again.


“Get down!” he hissed, hitting
the deck.


Lucy copied. 


“They’re moving on us. Two left,
two center, two right. We need to get to the forest. On me,” said Lopez,
running through to the lounge room.


“Hostiles incoming, we gotta move
quiet and fast,” said Lopez, rousing Jackson.


Jackson, staggered to her feet
and grabbed her rifle while Lucy grabbed her backpack.


“Get to the next house. Get
behind it, then move to the end of the row. Then run for the trees,” ordered
Lopez. 


He clicked the rear door open and
hurried them out, sealing it behind as he followed.


The snow glowed as if under a UV
light. Their footsteps crunched as they rushed to the next house. Lucy sped
around the corner and sprinted to the end of the row, pushing out wide to avoid
the snowdrifts. She reached the last house and halted. The forest was at last a
hundred yards away. Jackson was lagging behind – aided by Lopez, who was
supporting most of her weight. Lucy ran back and took Jackson’s other arm. A
crash came from their deserted bungalow as the rear door was kicked open.


“Hurry!” whispered Lopez, as they
dragged Jackson forwards. Jackson pulled her arms in and fell to her knees as
they reached the end house. 


“What are you doing?” urged Lucy.


Jackson swung her rifle into
position and took the safety off.


“Covering you. Now go.”


“You heard her, go!” said Lopez,
shoving Lucy forwards.


She sprinted towards the forest,
past an abandoned car. Lopez drew level beside her. A whistle blasted. Shots
rang out as Jackson opened fire, silencing the scout. An engine roared into
life and the soldier’s truck sped towards the gunfire.


Lucy glanced back as she ran,
terrified. The truck swung out onto the final lane. Jackson took up position
behind the abandoned car and fired upon the Hummer, but couldn’t penetrate the
windshield. With a crunch, the Hummer shunted her covering place. Jackson
jumped but the car clipped her legs, knocking her to the ground.


Lucy sprinted into the dark
forest.


“This way!” called Lopez,
changing direction from the trail of footprints they’d left in the field.


“We got your girl,” came a shout
from the yard.


Lucy and Lopez stopped abruptly,
panting. They peered back between the slender trees. The Humvee’s lights shone
across Jackson’s crumpled body. Looming over her was Adler. The Sergeant
grabbed her by the hair and hauled her onto her knees. Her right leg was
broken, and swiveled outwards perpendicular to its normal positon. Jackson
screamed in pain.


“I’m gonna give you fuckers till
the count of five to surrender,” yelled Adler, looking around the treeline.


“Either we surrender now or we
keep running. She can’t suffer for nothing,” whispered Lucy, to Lopez.


“In fact, your girl’s gonna help
me do the counting,” yelled the Sergeant. “Here goes. One!”


He snapped Jackson’s index finger
back, splitting the bone, and extorting a guttural howl from her.


 Lopez drew his handgun and took
aim. Lucy covered her ears.


“Two!” cried Adler. 


Lopez fired. The bullet ripped
through the side of Jackson’s head and her body went limp, slumping to the
ground.


“Run!” cried Lopez, as Adler
leaped into the Humvee.


The truck raced towards the
forest, heading in the direction of the gunshot. Its lights cut through the
thin trees like trip wires. Lucy and Lopez sprinted further into the forest,
dodging the solid trunks as they ran, trying to escape the lights. But as the Humvee
reached the forest edge the lights went dead. Lucy suddenly stopped, finding
herself in total darkness.


“Young, keep moving!” called
Lopez, in a coarse whisper.


She hurried towards his voice,
ricocheting off invisible trunks.


“Major!” she whispered, trying to
keep up.


The reply was imperceptible.


“Major!” she implored.


Silence. 


Lucy came to a halt and an icy
chill swept over her. The snow had gone. Twigs and leaves crackled in all
directions.


“Hurry!” came a whisper.


She rushed towards the sound.


“Come on!”


She stumbled onward, desperately
feeling her way.


“Young!”


She tacked to her left,
struggling to keep pace with the zigzagging voice.


“Young, come on!” urged the
voice, from the other direction.


She stopped.


“Quickly!”


The whispering was on both sides.


“This way!”


It was closing in.


“Hurry!”


“Lucy, no!”


A blow from the side. Someone
tackled her to the ground with immense force. She landed hard on her shoulder,
tightly bound by the stranger’s arms. Lucy squirmed as the assailant wrestled
her onto her front. Leaves and dirt rubbed against her face. The soldier
straddled her back, pinning her down with his weight, and stifling her breaths.


“I got the girl!” cried Peters,
pinning her.


“Major, it’s time to give up.
Accept that you’ve lost, and we can avoid further tragedy!” called Adler,
somewhere ahead of Lucy.  


“In case you’re thinking of
shooting one of us, I promise you we’ll shoot your girlfriend right away, and
we really don’t wanna do that – not after all this,” the Sergeant continued.
“We don’t wanna shoot you at all. Word on the street is that you two are quite
the catch. But it’s all or nothing now, Major. Either both of you get to live,
and we settle this like adults, or we’ll kill her right here, right now. Then
after that, we’ll find you, and we’ll kill you too. I’m a man of my word, sir,
so I really suggest you go for the first option.”


“Just listen to him, Major, it
didn’t have to go like this,” called Maurice.


Lucy’s blood boiled.


“Freeze!” cried Brown, somewhere
in the darkness. “Drop your weapon. Get down on the ground, hands behind your
back!”


“Good choice, Major. Alright
team, let’s get back,” cheered Adler.


Peters patted Lucy on the back.
“Sweet dreams,” he chuckled, before delivering a sharp crack to the back of her
head.
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“The principal will see you now, my
dear,” said the receptionist. Lucy thanked him awkwardly, unsure why the
world’s surliest front-desker was suddenly being nice – especially when she’d
been summoned out of her math class. Maybe it was a trick. He probably knew
what kind of telling off she was in store for.


The principal opened the door and beckoned Lucy inside. The
portly woman was wearing her usual teal cardigan and white blouse combo.


“Lucy, great to see you. Come on in,” said the principal.


Lucy spotted the school counsellor sitting by the sofas. 


“Please, take a couch,” said the principal, taking one
herself.


Lucy sat down on the sofa opposite. The fibers were a little
scratchy, but the padding was soft. She shuffled towards one side of the
three-seater.


“Lucy, I’ve got some bad news. There’s no easy way to say
this, but I want you to know we’re all here for you,” said the counsellor.


Lucy looked blankly from the counsellor to the principal,
both of whom wore the same, pitying smiles.


“What’s going on?” said Lucy.


“Your father’s been taken to hospital,” said the counsellor.


“What?” said Lucy, immediately standing up.


“Please sit back down for a moment, Lucy. You’ll get to see
him shortly but we need to talk things through first,” said the principal.


Lucy sat, but her mind was spinning, already rushing through
the route to the hospital, picturing her father in a stretcher, wrapped in
plaster after an awful traffic incident.


“Your father is sick, Lucy. He’s got advanced cancer. It’s
amazing they’ve caught it in time – any longer and, well, it really is a good
thing they found it when they did.”


“Is he going to die?” said Lucy.


“They’ve got some great doctors working on his treatment plan
as we speak,” said the counsellor.


“Lucy, we couldn’t get hold of your mother, do you know if
she’s changed her phone number or email?” said the principal.


Lucy stared at her feet.


“It’s OK if you don’t know – I just wanted to check you
hadn’t heard from her,” said the principal.


“Not in two years,” said Lucy, kicking her heels together. 


“OK sweetie. Look, your father’s going to be in hospital for
a few days while they run some tests and he’s asked Emily’s parents to look
after you until he’s back.”


“Emily’s parents? Have you met Emily’s parents?
They’re Flat Earthers! She can’t stay with Emily, she’ll go insane!” protested
Dan, leaping up.


Lucy yanked him back down onto the sofa next to her.


“Shut up, you’ll get us in trouble,” hissed Lucy, blushing
and giggling.


“I’m saying it how it is. Screw Emily’s parents. Come on,”
said Dan, grabbing Lucy’s hand and pulling her from the room. The receptionist
rose to his feet in astonishment as the pair flew by, ignoring his waving
clipboard.


“Where are we going?” said Lucy, breathlessly, as they ran
down the school steps into the parking lot, basking in the afternoon sun.


“To your mom’s,” said Dan, putting on his sunglasses.


“You don’t even know where she lives,” giggled Lucy, as she
followed him to their car.


“Sure I do,” said Dan, waving a folded letter in his hand.


They reached a small Chevy hatchback and Dan pulled the
driver’s door open and climbed inside. Lucy stopped suddenly.


“What is it?” said Dan, poking his head over the door.


“This isn’t our car,” said Lucy.


“Clock’s ticking, honey, don’t flake on me now. We need to
get the rations to your mom’s by nightfall,” said Dan.


Lucy felt hot. Her hazmat suit was baking in the sun. Dan
slammed the door and reversed.


“Wait, for me!” she cried, pedaling to no avail as her bike
wheels spun out on the slushy carpet of spores.


***


Lucy
opened her eyes to find a boot close to her nose. Her cheek was pressed against
the truck’s corrugated metal floor, which carried the engine’s vibrations. Wet
fibers pushed against her tongue. She was gagged. Her hands and feet were bound
tightly, too. She craned her neck and took in the rest of the truck. Willis and
Peters sat on one bench, Brown on another. Lopez was sat on the floor, his back
propped up against the foot of the bench. He was similarly bound and gagged,
but also had a ripening black eye. He looked balmy.


“Look who’s up,” said Peters,
toasting her with his water bottle.


Willis grunted and gave Lucy a
cold look. Brown stared into the distance.


Lucy wriggled herself towards the
wall opposite Lopez and, with difficulty, squirmed into an upright position.
Her head swam, and the bruise on the back of her skull throbbed painfully. Her
arms ached from being pinned behind her back. The truck had an open back, like
the carriers she been loaded into for the evac train months ago. Behind them
was an expanse of snow-covered farmland. Theirs were the only tread marks on
the highway.


She tried to loosen the bindings
around her wrists, but they were solid. She shouted through the gag, as best
she could, but the soldiers ignored her. So she banged her boots against the
metal floor until Peters intervened.


“What?” he said, pulling
the gag down roughly.


“Where are you taking us?”
croaked Lucy, her throat dry.


“Shut your mouth,” said Peters,
moving to replace the gag.


“Wait – I need to pee,” said
Lucy.


“Then pee,” said Peters. 


“Water!” cried Lucy.


Peters grabbed his bottle and
held it to Lucy’s mouth. Water trickled down her chin as the truck jostled, but
she got a few precious sips before Peters snatched the bottle away again, and jerked
her gag back into place.


The truck slowed to a halt. Four
thumps came through from the driver’s cabin.


“If you want to live, you’ll both
stay quiet. If I hear any noise, I’ll kill whoever makes it. We only need one
of you to get there alive,” said Willis. He grabbed Lucy by the shoulders and
dragged her down to the floor, doing the same to Lopez, before covering them
both with a blanket.


The truck came to a halt. Lucy
strained to listen through the stifling polyester. The driver was talking to
someone in another truck. The only words she caught from the strangers were
‘Senator’ and ‘nightfall’. Sergeant Adler replied from their cockpit, and his
words sent a chill down Lucy’s spine.


“We’re transporting two deserters
to DC for court martial. They killed one of our men. We rescued this civilian
along the way,” said Adler.


The Canadian greeted the other
driver.


“I hope you find the Senator,
Lieutenant,” said Adler.


The two trucks pulled away from
one another. Several minutes passed before the blanket was pulled off, and Lucy
and Lopez were left to struggle back into their upright positions.


Over the next couple of the hours
the snowy farmland view gave way to urban sprawl. They crossed two bridges,
passing through Staten Island and into Brooklyn, where the truck slowed. They
slalomed between burned out cars which had been deliberately arranged to slow
any approaching vehicle. Shortly after, the truck came to a stop and after a
moment the engine cut out. Adler and the Canadian walked around to the rear of
the truck.


“We did the flashes but they’re
not opening the gate. I guess they changed the passcode or whatever. We’re
going through on foot,” said Maurice.


Willis and Brown dragged Lucy and
Lopez from the truck. Peters cut the ties around their ankles, then marched
them to the front of the vehicle. Three buses were parked across the street,
wall to wall, blocking the entire way through. As they got closer, it became
apparent they were arranged like bricks – with a narrow gap between the overlapping
areas.


“Wait here, I’ll go announce us,
then you guys come through,” said Maurice. He squeezed between the buses and
disappeared. “Did you miss me?” he called out from the other side, to an
unknown audience. His voice echoed off the surrounding buildings.


“Disarm your group, deposit their
weapons, then tell them to come through one at a time,” ordered the stranger.
Her laconic voice crackled through the loudhailer.


 The Canadian squeezed back
through between the buses.


“They want you to hand over your
weapons first,” he said, peering around the gap.


“Yeah, we heard,” said Adler.


“You didn’t say nothin’ about
disarming,” said Brown, his nostrils flaring. 


“You’ll get your weapons back,
it’s just a precaution,” insisted Maurice, raking his dark backcomb with his
fingertips. 


“To hell with that,” said Willis,
spitting on the ground, then wiping the residual spittle from his wiry black
beard.


“If you don’t like it, you can
piss off back to whatever shitty little wilderness you came from. I’m sure the
facilities are excellent there,” crackled the loudhailer lady.


Willis spun around, his rifle
raised, his eyes darting across the surrounding buildings.


“If you’ve got any sense, you’ll
suck it up, hand over your weapons, and come get a new life,” she added. Her
voice was droll, blurring the line between bored and playful.


“Rifles only,” ordered Adler,
concealing his pistol. Peters, Willis, and Brown followed suit, before placing
their rifles around Maurice’s neck – each eyeballing him angrily as they did
so.


The Canadian slipped back through
between the buses, clattering the guns against them as he went, before loudly
and piously depositing them in the open.


“Come through, one at a time,
with your hands raised,” ordered the loudhailer lady.


“God dammit,” said Adler,
disappearing between the buses.


Peters went next, with one arm
chaperoning Lopez behind him. Brown went next and similarly pulled Lucy
through. Willis followed close behind.


Lucy squeezed around between the
buses and emerged onto the other side of the street. The soldiers had their
arms raised. Lucy copied Lopez’s tactic and turned side-on to the building to
show that her hands were tied behind her back.


“None of you move,” ordered the
loudhailer lady.


They stood at the end of the
street, which formed a T-junction, headed up by a large office building backing
onto the waterfront. Behind it was the sea, and a bridge leading to Manhattan.
Before them was wall-to-wall razor wire. The road to the left was similarly
blockaded by trucks and cars. The blockade to the right was further down the
street, at the far end of the waterfront building. If this place was anything
like her co-working space in San Francisco, there could easily be room for a
couple of hundred companies in there.


A gaunt young man of around
twenty emerged from the front door of the office, clutching an empty cloth bag.
He approached the left wall of the street. Between the razor wire and the brick
was a metal sheet, fixed to the wall. At the base was a jack, which he cranked
several times. As the base of the sheet pivoted away from the wall, it pushed
the razor wire back, creating a wedge shaped opening.


The skeletal man crawled through
the gap in the razor fence and approached Maurice. He patted him down then
moved on to Adler and the rest of the group. He removed each soldier’s pistol
and grenades, which he placed into the cloth bag. He checked Lucy’s backpack
and moved on, satisfied it was clean. The man scooped up the four rifles and
swung them over his neck, then crawled back through the wedge gap and returned
to the office building. 


“You may enter. Come through the
fence, nice and slow,” ordered the loudhailer lady.


Cursing, the soldiers got onto
their hands and knees and followed Maurice through the wedge. Lopez hesitated,
kneeling, unable to crawl without his arms. Brown reached through and dragged
Lopez by the shoulders, then reach in and grabbed Lucy, dragging her through
too. It would’ve shredded her knees were it not for the layer of snow.


“Don’t be shy,” crowed the
loudhailer lady.


“Let me do the speaking guys,
just trust me. You don’t wanna say the wrong thing,” said Maurice, as they
approached.


The building had a spacious,
high-ceilinged atrium and a yuppie-industrial aesthetic. Redundant filament
bulbs dangled in trendy cages, complementing the tastefully-rusted metalwork
and exposed trunking, which were offset against the dark polished stone
counters.


A woman of Lucy’s age stood
waiting for them. She had light ginger hair, pale skin, hoop earrings, and a
face covered in blotchy brown freckles. She was flanked by two guards.


“Marissa, fantastic to see you
again,” said Maurice, with a slight squawk.


Marissa said nothing, and
continued chewing her gum, while staring at the Canadian.


“I’ve brought a gift for the
Queen. Two, actually,” Maurice added nervously, gesturing to Lucy and Lopez.


“We’re full,” said Marissa.


“She’s gonna want to meet these
two, trust me,” said Maurice.


“I bet you my dinner the boss
kills him outright,” said Marissa, turning to a guard, who snorted and declined
the wager as a fait accompli.


“I’m confident the Queen will
welcome these new assets,” Maurice insisted, with a pained smile.


“Guess we’ll find out. Come on
then,” said Marissa.


They climbed the window-lit
stairwell for several minutes in silence, save for the group’s puffing and
panting. Lucy’s bound hands put a strain on her shoulders and chest, making the
climb harder still. The sensation reminded her of the climbs she and Dan had
made to their eighth-floor apartment, carrying rations, wearing hazmat suits,
moving bodies. As she thought of his face, his voice, his counsel, a knot
formed in the pit of her stomach. 


Lucy arrived at the ninth floor
feeling light-headed. Marissa delivered several knocks on the door in a
distinctive pattern. A key turned and the threshold swung opened, revealing a
perfectly-lit corridor. Bright, recessed ceiling lights shone down on thick,
emerald carpet and black wooden doors. Music reverberated from one of the
furthest apartments.  


The guard waved Marissa in, then
stopped the Canadian. “Arms out,” he ordered.


“Is this really necessary?”
sighed Maurice, raising his arms.


The guard patted him down
thoroughly, then allowed him to join Marissa in the corridor. He moved on to
the soldiers, screening and admitting them one by one. 


“I’m getting tired of this
bullshit. Pay off better be worth it, Canada man, or you’ll be paying,” said
Willis, as the guard felt down each of his legs.


Once the guard had finished with
the three soldiers, and Lucy, and Lopez, he waved Marissa’s guards through,
before locking the door behind them all.


Marissa led the way to the
furthest apartment. She delivered another coded knock but it was lost against
the blaring music. She tried again, then pounded the door with her palm until a
guard let them in.


The room was a penthouse suite,
decorated with white leather sofas, faux fur carpets, and a chandelier. A
nervous-looking father and young daughter sat on the nearest sofas. The father
wore a sleeveless body-warmer over a grubby jumper. His limited hair sat around
his head like a wreath that had slipped. His daughter wore a banana-yellow
tracksuit, and had her fingers pressed into her ears. Next to her was a furry
rainbow pencil case. On the sofa opposite sat two guards, dressed in black,
both armed with Tasers. 


A DJ stood at the far end of the
room, hunched over a double turntable. He bopped along, fussing over the faders
and dials with real panache, making no perceptible difference to the sound but
looking busy nonetheless.


 Over by the far window stood a
large desk. Behind it sat a large, besuited woman in her late fifties, who was
filling out paperwork while gently nodding along to the expletive-riddled
beats. She had dark brown skin and thick, frizzy black hair embellished with
bronze highlights. She wore skinny jeans, a white blouse, and a navy blue
blazer. Lucy assumed this to be ‘the Queen’. Marissa led the group forwards,
and announced their presence loudly over the blaring music. The Queen ignored
them. Marissa signaled the DJ to dull slash the volume, which he did, and she
repeated her announcement.


“Did I tell you to turn the
volume down?” said the Queen, not bothering to look at the DJ directly but
continuing to write instead.


“Ma’am, your guests were-”
stammered the DJ, but the Queen silenced him with a finger. She took another
minute to finish writing, then placed her pen down and looked up, past the new
arrivals, to the sofa. She beckoned the young girl over to the desk. “Can you
read, honey?”


“Yeah,” said the girl.


“Good. Read this out so your
daddy can hear,” said the Queen.


“You fucking kidding me?” mumbled
Willis, earning him an elbow in the ribs from Adler.


The girl stumbled through the
contract aloud.


“I, Reginald Barrow, agree to the
following terms in return for life-preserving medication for my daughter
Cynthia. Cynthia Barrow will assist in laundry and textile services for eight
weeks from the commencement of this contract. During this period I will forgo
my usual privileges and will report to the Clinician, whom I will assist in his
service to the Queen. I agree to undertake all and any duties required by him
to fulfil my debt.”


Marissa shared a wince with her
nearest guard.


“Beautifully read,” said the
Queen, patting the girl on the shoulder. “Now take this to your daddy, with
this pen. All he needs to do is sign it, then you can get a brand new inhaler
right away.”


 The child grinned and skipped
back to her father, who received the paperwork with a tremble.


“The Clinician,” he stammered,
looking imploringly to the Queen.


“If the terms are too much for
your daughter, there’s no obligation to sign, Reginald. You’re free to walk
away,” said the Queen, sitting back in her chair with her hands clasped.


The man looked at his daughter
and his face fell. He signed the document, then dropped the pen on the coffee
table.


“Take that to level five for
stamping and they’ll take it from there,” said the Queen.


“Thank you!” cheered the young
girl, as she pulled her dad towards the exit, excitedly.


“Bye sweetie,” waved the Queen.


The Queen approached the side
counter where she took a jug of filter water and used it to top up a kettle,
which she flicked on. She took a mug and saucer from the side and laid them
out, placing a black teabag inside with the tag draped over the rim. As the
kettle gently boiled, she strolled to the window and gazed across the water to
Lower Manhattan. Willis let out a series of increasingly conspicuous huffs
until, after a minute of being silently ignored, he could contain his
impatience no longer.


“Yo, lady, you want what we
sellin’ or not? We come a long-assed way to-” he began. 


The Queen interrupted him with a
raised hand.


Willis regrouped and continued,
more aggressively. “You fucking for real? You basically strip search us out in
the damned snow, then make us stand around while you do some weird hip-hop
poetry ritual or whatever that was. Naw, I’m callin’ it – we here to sell or we
leavin’. So are you here to buy or what?”


The Queen sighed,   and continued
looking across the water.


“It’s always such a pity,” she
said, wistfully.


“What’s ‘a pity’?” sneered
Willis.


“You have high hopes for someone,
then you discover they’re not a quick learner. Marissa, tell me, is it proper
to speak to one’s leader without being invited?”


“No, ma’am, it’s disrespectful,”
said Marissa.


“Indeed. And what is a leader
without respect?”


Marissa hesitated.


“It’s not a trick, honey. I know
you know the answer,” added the Queen.


“They’re nothing?” said Marissa.


“Precisely. Which puts me in a
difficult situation, does it not? Either I accept that the newcomer does not
respect me, and in doing so condone the erosion of my own leadership, or
I gain his respect, and the balance is restored.”


The kettle climaxed to a boil and
clicked off.


“Guys, would you mind?” said the
Queen, addressing Marissa’s guards with a modest smile.


The pair seized Willis’s arms
from behind. One kicked his knee, sending him to the ground, while the other
twisted Willis’s wrist backward, forcing him to cry out. Before the other
soldiers could intervene, the guards on the sofa leapt up and trained their
Tasers on the group – as did Marissa and the DJ.


The guards forced Willis over to the
kettle. They grabbed his spare hand and slammed it over the spout. Willis
yelped in pain as the searing metal scolded his skin. Marissa waltzed over and
turned the kettle back on, keeping her finger depressed on the switch. The
kettle boiled furiously, spewing steam into Willis’s palm. The soldier screamed
in agony and begged for it to end.


After eight agonizing seconds,
the Queen called them off. The soldiers released Willis and he fell to the
ground, clutching his hand, sobbing. Gasping for breath, and trying to stifle
his sobs with grunts, he rose to his knees and staggered back towards the
group. His cheeks were wet, and mucus streamed from his nose. He fell in line
behind Brown and Peters, next to Lucy, with his head bowed.


The Queen returned to the kettle
and poured herself a cup of tea. She peeled open a packet of UHT soya milk and
tipped it in, then stirred.


“I’ve gotta hand it to my team. I
don’t know where they keep finding these sachets. I swear I drank
Brooklyn dry months ago,” said the Queen.


“There’s still Manhattan and
Queens,” chipped Marissa.


“That is good news.
Marissa, honey, a question for you. A radio’s gone missing from the textiles
floor. How shall we get it back?” said the Queen. 


“Address the whole floor, tell
them what’s happened and give them a deadline to find and return it?” suggested
Marissa.


“What if they miss the deadline?”
said the Queen.


“Then no-one on that floor eats
until it’s returned,” Marissa shrugged.


“Is that the best way?” said the
Queen.


“I guess it could piss people
off,” Marissa conceded.


“Why should that matter to us?”
pressed the Queen.


“Because most of those people are
loyal?” said Marissa.


“Do they deserve to be punished
for someone else’s error?” said the Queen.


“No, ma’am,” frowned Marissa.


“So perhaps an alternative?” said
the Queen.


“We could talk to some of them in
private – the reliables. Quietly find out who did it then punish them
publicly?”


“Why is that better?”


“Keeps people on side and sends a
message. Could deter other people from doing the same thing?” said Marissa.


“You’d better get started. Talk
of the theft will already be spreading. Let’s turn that into talk of the
consequences. Oh, and take mister beardy big mouth here down to medical as you
go – the first ten minutes are so important for burns,” added the Queen,
gesturing to Willis, who remained hunched over in pain.


“What about the others?” said
Marissa, nodding at the group.


“I’ll deal with them,” said the
Queen.


Marissa bowed and took Willis
from the room. 


The Queen added two spoonfuls of
sugar to her tea and stirred it, before clinking the spoon noisily against the
sides, setting the spoon down on the counter, and addressing the group. “I’m
developing her management skills. I’ve always felt a personal obligation to
nurture potential wherever I find it. Marissa’s weakness is that she’s too keen
to impress me. It makes her reach for heavy-handed solutions, and they can
cause more problems than they solve, you know? But Marissa’s hard-working and
she’s loyal. If you’re both of those things, you’ll thrive here. Which brings
me to you, Maurice, does it not? No doubt you’ll tell me you worked hard to get
back here, but I think we can agree there’s a question mark over your loyalty,”
said the Queen.


She blew across the hot cup then
stared at Maurice while taking a sip.


“Well? Out with it,” she
prompted.


Maurice edged forwards, wary of
the Tasers still being levied at him. He fell to his knees, clasped his hands,
and looked up at the Queen. “My Queen, I was a fool to leave you. I planned to
return and tell you I was, like, super sorry, but after everything
you’ve done for me, I knew I needed more than an apology. So I scoured the
nation until I found a gift worthy of you, and yesterday I found them. The
first humans who are immune to those horrible alien beasts,” said
Maurice, rising to his feet and gesturing to Lucy and Lopez with a bow.


“Immune how?” said the Queen,
eyeing Lucy up as the Canadian presented her and Lopez.


“The creatures are scared of
them, ma’am. I’ve seen it. They won’t attack them, or even touch them. It’s
incredible, they’re like human shields,” said the Canadian, circling Lucy like
she was a collectible.


“That’s quite a claim,” said the
Queen, taking another sip of tea.


“I’ve seen it in action. I was
being attacked by a beast and the woman put herself between me and it. The way
the creature backed out – it was like she was on fire or something. Then him,
this guy, he’s unreal. The Major fell down a rock face, right into this reptile
creature’s path, and the thing backed away. It went around him,” said
Maurice, framing Lopez with his hands.


The Queen said nothing and
continued sipping her tea. Maurice cleared his throat and continued, nervously.
“The woman, she’s a scientist, too,” he said, opening Lucy’s backpack and
pulling out the green paste. “She put this stuff on my hand when I got cut. It
stopped the bleeding and covered up the scent so the creatures didn’t detect
us.”


He passed the tub to the Queen,
who inspected it.


“Ungag her,” the Queen ordered.


A guard removed Lucy’s gag.


“What is this?” said the Queen,
waving the tub at Lucy.


“I don’t know. My predecessor
made it. But it works like he said,” said Lucy, nodding at Maurice.


“Bring me whatever else she’s got
in there,” said the Queen, gesturing to Lucy’s backpack. A guard pulled out
Lucy and Rangecroft’s notebooks and handed them over.


“These yours, too?” said the
Queen, flicking through both.


“One is,” said Lucy.


“I see. You can go now. I’ll call
for you when I’m ready,” said the Queen, taking a seat at her desk and opening Lucy’s
diary. She snapped her fingers and the DJ cranked the volume as the guards
chaperoned the group out into the hall.


Lucy took care not to overbalance
as they descended the staircase, her stability hampered by her tied hands. A
few floors down, Brown, Adler, and Peters were separated from Lucy and Lopez
and taken away onto that level. Lucy and Lopez were escorted down two more
floors then shown into a level filled with glass office cubicles. The guard
slid a nearby cubicle open and moved Lucy inside, but blocked Lopez, who was
still gagged, from entering. The guard cut the cords binding Lucy’s hands, then
slid the glass door shut and locked her inside.


Lopez was led away around the
corner and out of sight. Lucy glanced around the rest of the floor. The other
cubicles were filled with people of different ages, laboring. Some were
stripping electrical cables, others were stuffing rags into cushions, others
were charting a route across a map of the city. She re-examined her own
cubicle. It was around five yards wide, and eight yards long. Wooden desks
lined each glass wall in a U-shape. Upon them sat Macs and keyboards, and
various charging ports. In the corner was a bucket of water, a sponge, and an
empty bucket. In the middle of the floor, a makeshift bed of sofa cushions and
a sleeping bag had been laid out. Next to it lay a towel and fresh night
clothes. 


The office had no blinds, but the
lower half of the glass was frosted, so Lucy knelt down and stripped off. She
gave herself a brisk clean with the cold water, wincing as she pressed the
tender, bruised parts of her shoulder where Peters had tackled her in the
forest. Below the bruising she noticed blotches on her upper arm. She checked
the other arm – they were there too. The skin looked dry and irritated, and had
a reddish tinge. She dried herself off, changed into the night clothes, and
crawled into the sleeping bag. As she closed her bloodshot eyes, she couldn’t
help but picture Jackson’s crumpled body. She had been kind to Lucy, in the
end. She had deserved better.


***


“Lucy!” Dan cried. His voice echoed around the trees.


Lucy ran, bare-footed through the dark forest, searching for the
source. She opened her mouth to call his name but no sound came out. The
tangled canopy rippled above, drip-feeding dim moonlight across the leaves. The
branches creaked in the wind.


“Lucy, please!” he called, a tone of panic in his voice.


Lucy turned and ran towards his voice. Her foot struck something
hard and she fell to the floor, landing hard on her ribs. She swept the leaves
aside, revealing the train tracks beneath.


“Lucy!” he cried. 


***


The lock
turned, snapping Lucy out of her dream. Marissa stood in the threshold.


“Get changed, the Queen wants
you,” she said, staring at Lucy impatiently.


Lucy clambered to her feet.


“What for?” she said, faintly
registering that night had fallen outside.


“Just hurry up, or you’ll be
going like that,” said Marissa. 


Lucy turned her back to the woman
and quickly changed into her uniform and boots.


“What’s with your arm?” said
Marissa, eyeing up the red lesions.


“You never seen eczema before?”
said Lucy, hastily pulling her top half on.


Marissa grunted. They exited the
glass cubicle and Marissa led Lucy back upstairs to the top floor, taking her
through security again before they entered the Queen’s apartment where Lopez
was already waiting.


“Ah, here she is, the woman of
the hour. You’ve had quite the time, haven’t you?” said the Queen, waving her
notebook at her.


Lucy stared at the notebook
despondently.


“Did you get some rest?” said the
Queen, setting it down on her desk.


“A little,” said Lucy.


“You’ll need your energy tonight,
Lucy. I’m giving you the opportunity to prove yourself. Maurice has claimed
you’re special; immune, even, and I need to know how much truth is in that. So
tonight you will be Marissa’s body guard. She has something important to
retrieve from the city, and you’re going to make sure she gets back alive. If
you’re successful, Marissa will launch a flare by dawn,” said the Queen.


“Will we get weapons?” said Lucy,
glancing at Lopez.


“Lucy, you are the
weapon,” said the Queen.


“I’m not – it doesn’t work like
that, it depends on the creature,” urged Lucy.


“Marissa will be armed, in case
you try anything,” said the Queen.


“What about the Major?” said
Lucy.


“Major Lopez will not be joining
you. He’s my insurance, honey, in case you feel tempted to flee. Last I heard,
he sacrificed his own escape to stop those brutish soldiers from killing you in
some forest? What a sweet guy,” said the Queen.


“I did my duty as a soldier,”
said Lopez.


“Alright, then you’re a sweet
soldier. Either way, dear Lucy here owes you. Don’t worry Ms Young, so long as
you’re back by sunrise, we’ll all be fine,” said the Queen.


“And if I fail the mission?”
asked Lucy.


“If you come back empty handed, there
will be non-lethal consequences for you and the Major. You will each have a
chance to earn your citizenship, but there will be a punishment element. The
real issue is if you don’t come back at all. In that case I’d have to execute
the poor Major and I’ll be honest with you, honey, it would be very slow, and
very public.”


“You gotta send a message with
these things,” agreed Marissa, finishing her rifle checks.


“I bid you both good luck. Best
hurry, only a few hours until sunrise,” said the Queen.


Marissa led Lucy from the room,
and they descended the stairs to the darkened atrium where the bony gatekeeper
met them. He escorted them outside and cranked the razor wire wedge open. The
night was cold but dry, around forty degrees Fahrenheit, Lucy reckoned. The
moon was a thick, bright crescent, around two-thirds full. Lucy paused in the
forecourt at marveled at the density of stars that hung over the blacked-out
skyscrapers.


“Hey, get a move on,” called
Marissa, who had finished crawling through the wedge. Lucy followed, dusting
off the snow from her hands and knees as she emerged the other side and
hastened after the woman.


Lucy and Marissa slipped through
the bus blockade onto the deserted street, where Marissa unlocked a parked van.
The engine echoed off empty buildings as Marissa took them across the deserted,
snowy streets of Brooklyn. They drove for around ten minutes, during which
time, Lucy spotted only one candle.


“This is us,” said Marissa,
parking up by an intersection and climbing out.


NYU Lutheran Medical Centre read the sign above the hospital entrance, across the way. The
street looked as if it had been frozen in time, during the bacterial outbreak.
Abandoned cars and ambulances clogged the final approach to the hospital. Algae
dotted the external walls and windows, and a thin vine hung across the entrance
sign.


“Why are we at the Emergency
Department? Are we getting medicine?” whispered Lucy.


 “Pff, please, we took that
months ago. We’re here for the blood bank,” said Marissa, opening the van’s
rear door and retrieving a crowbar.


“But it’ll be unusable – the
refrigerators will have failed months ago,” said Lucy, scanning the street.


“The science team said they can
make it work. They tend to get what they want,” said Marissa, slamming the van
door and heading for the entrance.


She forced the crowbar between
the hospital’s sliding doors and levered them apart. She then placed the bar
horizontally between them, propping the doors open. 


“The last team we sent in here
didn’t make it back, so you’d better be immune or we’re both fucked,” said
Marissa, handing Lucy a flashlight. She turned the rifle’s light on, then
ducked under the bar and headed inside the gloomy reception.


The floor was covered in patches
of frosted plant growth – a mixture of pale blue moss, shrubs, wild grasses,
and saplings. Amidst the new growth, abandoned bed trollies lay overturned,
with algae and moss growing on them. A red phone on the side of the wall hung
off the hook. Lucy stepped on a badge, which crackled underfoot. She flinched,
seeing the nurse’s ID, and kicked it aside.


“This way,” said Marissa,
illuminating a sign to the blood bank. Lucy followed her further into the building.
As they progressed through the corridors, pockets of wild grass and winter
heather appeared. Purple ivy stretched across the walls and ceiling, similar to
that which Lucy had seen by the farm. The leaves were serrated, and had the
texture of a pig’s ear – like a piece of tough leather, covered in very fine
pale hairs. Lucy prodded one of the leaves with the tip of her flashlight. A
shiver passed down the length of the ivy. Marissa raised her rifle and backed
away. The shiver returned, rippling through the ivy back towards the afflicted
leaf. The leaf shuddered and detached. It fell to the ground and shriveled,
turning pale lilac. In its place on the ivy, something was wriggling out of the
bud. Lucy backed away as a wet, black hornet slithered out of the broken stem
and settled on the branch, pruning its glistening body.


The hornet shook itself out and
unfurled its wings. With a flutter it took off, hovering unstably as it
assessed Lucy and Marissa. Marissa moved to raise her rifle but Lucy stayed her
hand.


“Don’t provoke it,” whispered
Lucy.


The hornet loomed closer and
settled on Marissa’s ghost-white neck. The woman’s eyes bulged as Lucy
restrained her from swatting it. Lucy moved her hand slowly towards the
creature, finger and thumb ready to pinch its wings, but as she approached a
flap on the tip of the hornet’s tail peeled back, revealing a thick stinger. As
the hornet raised its tail, preparing to strike Marissa’s neck, they were
bathed in pale blue light. The strip light above them had flickered on. It was
covered in moss, which glowed pastel blue as the light shone through it, the
brightness ebbing and flowing in a distinctive oscillation. The hornet
retracted its stringer and took off, zig-zagging upwards until it landed on the
moss. The hornet pruned its wings once again and the light faded out
completely. The hornet buzzed loudly and Marissa shone her rifle light on the
ceiling, but the insect couldn’t move; its feet had become stuck in the blue
moss.


“Next time, don’t touch the ivy.
This way,” said Marissa, pressing on down the overgrown corridor towards the
stairwell. 


As they crossed the doorway, the
temperature changed. The air became humid, and there was a putrid-sweet scent
of fermenting manure. Droplets of water from the stairs above fell onto Lucy’s
head and shoulders. By the sounds of it, water was dripping from the stairs
below, too, into a pool of sorts. The windows were steamed up. 


Marissa loosened her jumpsuit as
they descended the steps towards the blood bank. The dripping noises grew
louder. Spiraling ivy lined their route, the leaves of which darkened with each
floor they descended, gradually turning from purple to midnight blue.


As they reached the basement they
halted on the staircase; the entire level was submerged. Water lapped at the
upper steps, barely a foot from the ceiling.


“Burst water main?” said Lucy,
casting her light down the steps at the submerged doorway. 


She marveled at the steam rising
from the water’s surface. Water droplets fell from the ivy onto the black water
below, where the plant’s roots disappeared. Jade-colored reeds protruded above
the surface and arched over themselves as they brushed against the ceiling.
Among the reeds grew lily pads. They were violet-colored, shaped like a
half-bowl, and stuck to the walls. A bristly green stamen arched over each bowl
akin to a hovering chopstick.


“How come it’s warm?” said
Marissa, casting her light across the dripping plant life.


“My money’s on thermogenic
plants. In Wisconsin there were these skunk cabbages which used to melt the
snow so they could pollinate. Maybe these plants have appropriated some of
those genes,” said Lucy.


“Luckily for you they’ve turned
it into a sauna,” said Marissa.


“What?” said Lucy.


“You’re going in there,” Marissa
retorted.


“You can’t be serious,” said
Lucy.


“The blood bank’s down there and
I’m sure as hell not going in - you’re the immune one.”


Lucy stared at the misting, black
water.


“This is insane,” she said,
shuddering.


“Going back to the Queen empty
handed would be insane. This is better, trust me,” said Marissa.


Lucy picked up a defunct pager
from the stairs and tossed it into the water. She and Marissa trained their
lights on the ripples. The waves radiated outwards and lapped against the walls
until they’d dissipated entirely.


“Where’s the blood bank?” said
Lucy.


“How would I know? Read the
signs,” said Marissa.


“In the dark?” said Lucy.


“Your flashlight’s water
resistant,” said Marissa.


“My clothes aren’t,” said Lucy.


“I guess that’s a fair point.
Let’s check the staff changing rooms. Someone in the place will have a swimming
costume, I guarantee it – it’s a hospital. They’re all health nerds,” said
Marissa.


“Surely we could just look for
blood someplace else – another hospital, perhaps?” said Lucy, as Marissa led
them up a level and into the frosty corridor.


“No time,” said Marissa.


“But –” began Lucy. 


Marissa cut her off.


“This is non-negotiable, so get
over it. Either we get you some gear, or you go in like that and freeze when
you come out. I really don’t care,” said Marissa.


They weaved between empty
trolleys and beds, taking care not to disturb the ivy as they searched for the
staff area.


“Here,” said Marissa, crossing
behind a reception desk and through the private doorway, revealing men’s and
women’s changing rooms. They entered the female section and set about searching
the lockers, most of which were locked.


“You got anything?” said Marissa,
rifling through the few bags on the benches.


“Not really,” said Lucy,
inspecting a gym bag full of running kit.


Marissa appeared over her
shoulder.


“That’ll do,” she said, grabbing
the bag and leaving the room.


“What about my eyes – and my
hair?” protested Lucy, hurrying to keep up as Marissa swung into the men’s
locker room.


“Way ahead of you,” said Marissa,
poking around the discarded items. “Aha! Seek and you shall find,” she cheered,
tossing Lucy a bag containing goggles, trunks, and a second towel. “Oh, and
grab some empty bags – we’ll need to transport the blood in something,” added
Marissa, as she shook out a couple of backpacks and slung them over her
shoulder.


“How much blood are we taking?”
said Lucy.


“As much as they’ve got. Now come
on, clock’s ticking,” said Marissa, grabbing a third bag and heading for the
exit.


They returned to the basement
level where Lucy stripped off. Goose pimples faded from her skin as her body
relaxed in the humid air.


 “You always had it?” said
Marissa, staring at Lucy’s back as she changed.


“Had what?” said Lucy, pulling on
the male swim trunks.


“Eczema,” said Marissa, tilting
her head.


Lucy craned her neck and examined
the base of her spine, where a band of red lesions spanned both hips.


 “Oh, yeah, it flares up
sometimes,” she muttered, hastily pulling the running top over her head.


“I think blood’s down the
corridor on the right,” said Marissa, squatting and examining the sign above
the basement doorway.


Lucy pulled the rubbery swimming
cap over her hair. She wrestled it down until it pinged into place across her
forehead.


“Tie this around your waist,”
said Marissa, pulling a fire hose from the wall.


“For real?” said Lucy.


“Give three sharp tugs on it if
you get into trouble and I’ll haul you in,” said Marissa.


Lucy tied the red hose around her
waist as best she could. The nozzle poked up off the end, awkwardly pressing
into her abdomen.


Lucy picked up her flashlight and
slung three empty backpacks over her shoulder. She descended down onto the
first submerged step, allowing the water to engulf her feet and ankles. It was
warm – inviting almost, save for the darkness, and the plant life. Lucy pulled
the goggles over her eyes and waded down up to her waist then cast off from the
steps and swam towards the door.


“I can’t find the handle,” Lucy
called to Marissa, who was covering her with the rifle.


“You gotta swim for it. Suck it
up, we don’t have all night,” said Marissa.


Lucy took a deep breath and
ducked below the surface. She squeezed the air pockets out of the empty bags,
which dragged in the water. The green reeds stretched to the floor, which was
around two meters below the surface. Lucy transferred the torch into her
bag-holding arm and pulled the door open, then swam through into the submerged
corridor.


The trunk of the ivy stretched
along the length of the wall in both directions, where it regularly branched
off into a vertical root structure – much like a mangrove tree. Its leaves were
gone, but the thick, midnight blue trunks were studded with tiny white flowers.
The base of each trunk ended in a large tubular ‘bucket’. Each trunk-bucket had
a waxy-looking lid. The majority were lifted like toilet seats. They appeared
hollow and glowed violet as Lucy illuminated each one in turn, until she
reached the first with a closed lid. The flashlight revealed a small, curled
mass contained within the bucket, which briefly belched out a gas bubble,
causing the lid to flap open a few inches.


Lucy swam over to the bucket and
treaded water. It belched again and the lid lifted up. She glimpsed inside: a
dead rat, wrapped in fine violet tentacles. Lucy swam to the surface and took a
gasp of air. The blood bank was along and right, as Marissa had said. She swam
forwards but after several more meters felt a jolt across her waist; she’d
reached the extent of the fire hose. Spotting a trolley below, she swam down
and re-tied the hose around its metal handlebar, before continuing onwards,
untethered.


She turned the door handle to the
blood bank and swam into the room. Tall refrigerators lined the walls. Charts
and packing boxes were scattered across the worktops and floor. Lucy pulled
open the nearest fridge. With the flashlight tucked under her arm, she stuffed
bags of crimson blood into a backpack. It became heavy, quickly. She zipped it
up, and let it sink onto a worktop in the center of the room, then surfaced to
catch her breath. Bubbles breached the surface from the far side of the room as
another plant trunk discharged its gases.


Lucy dived down and filled the
second and third backpacks from the next fridges, then left the room. As she
swam back towards the main corridor, a clicking sound pricked her ears. She
turned, mid-water. Her flashlight reached down the length of the corridor, illuminating
the reeds and ivy trunks within. The clicking sounded again. She swiveled
around and shone her light in the other direction. The double-door at the far
end was swinging shut. She kicked away and more clicks ensued as a limbless
creature slithered out from the far thicket of reeds.


Its body was long, and moved like
an eel’s. It seemed impervious to her flashlight as it slowly snaked towards
her. The anemic creature was easily as long as her. A ridge of fins lined the
second half of its tail, which tapered to a point.


As Lucy swam harder the creature
clicked louder and sped up. She stopped immediately and waited, suspended in
the water, as the creature approached. A trunk halfway along the corridor let
out an almighty belch and the creature swiveled around, darting towards the
source. Lucy seized the opportunity and made a dash for the trolley. She slung
the backpacks onto the trolley and tugged the hose sharply three times. The
hose tautened and the trolley began to wheel towards the double doors. The
clicking sound resumed in the distance, getting louder as it approached the
intersection. Lucy spun around, training the torch on the junction as the
clicking grew louder, trying to kick backwards as she watched. 


With a clang, the trolley
collided with the door frame behind her. The clicking erupted into a near
drumroll as the creature sped towards the commotion. Lucy frantically paddled
towards the door and pushed it open, straightening the trolley up for Marissa
to reel in. She glanced down the corridor – the creature was swimming towards
her with speed. Lucy grabbed her flashlight and hurled it towards the far end
of the corridor like a Frisbee. It struck the hanging metal sign with a
clatter, and dropped into the water below with a splash. The clicking creature
spun around and ferreted towards the clatter as Lucy slipped through the
doorway to the stairwell.


Lucy splashed out of the water
and onto the steps, startling Marissa, who had hoisted the trolley up the first
few steps and was retrieving the backpacks.


“Get away from the water!” cried
Lucy, scrambling up onto the flat mid-story platform on the staircase.


Marissa grabbed the bags and
leapt backwards from the water, letting the trolley slip back down with a bump.
Marissa grabbed her rifle and trained it on the black, misting water, and the
basement doorway.


“Get changed, quickly,” she
ordered.


Lucy dried herself hastily,
stripping off and scrubbing the water away, wincing as the towel rubbed the
bruises and lesions on her malnourished body. A loud clicking echoed through
the water and the basement door flapped open. Marissa backed away further from
the water’s edge.


An anemic, veiny webbed paw
slapped out onto the first step above the water line. Marissa fired at it,
tearing the paw in two. The creature’s limb retracted as a cloudy, milky liquid
floated to the surface. She stared at the black water, waiting for the ripples
to settle. A second paw slapped onto the step and Marissa fired again. Lucy
grabbed her clothes and raced up to the next level, where she hastily pulled
her uniform back on. Marissa followed, clutching the blood bags, and covering
the stairs below. They stumbled along the corridor to the nearest desk island,
where Marissa paused.


“Sling these two on. I’ll take
the third,” said Marissa, lowering her rifle and handing Lucy two of the
backpacks.


“Freeze!” cried a voice from the
darkness.


Lucy squinted as a flashlight
dazzled them.


“Shit,” muttered Marissa, raising
one arm in surrender.


“Don’t,” came another voice from
the side, catching Marissa’s stealthy reach for her trigger.


“Toss it,” demanded the man
ahead.


Marissa reluctantly slid her
rifle across the floor, shunting it a token few feet towards the men. She
raised both hands and Lucy copied.


Behind the flashlights, Lucy
could just about make out two men up ahead, and one to their side. The men
appeared to have hand guns, and looked like civilians.


“What’s in the bags?” called the
man ahead of them.


“Blood,” said Marissa.


“For real?” said the man.


“Yup,” said Marissa. She slowly
unzipped her backpack and tilted it towards them. The men shone the spotlights
on the blood bags.


“What you doing with three
backpacks full of blood?” said the man.


“Fuck you, that’s what,” said
Marissa.


“I reckon we want them bags. Toss
‘em over,” said the man.


“Not gonna happen,” said Marissa.


“Toss ‘em or we shoot,” said the
man.


“You shoot us and there’s blood
everywhere. Then the creatures come.”


“We’ll be gone by then, it’s you
they’ll find,” said the man.


“So then what’s the point? If all
that happens here is you kill us, then that seems a waste of your resources.
You got infinite ammo?”


“We got plenty of ammo,” said the
man.


“Uh-huh, sounds that way,” said
Marissa.


“Lie down on the ground,” said
the man.


“Fuck you,” said Marissa.


The man to their side edged
closer, his light growing brighter.


“You want me to take them, boss?”


“Yeah, but the bitch is right –
save your ammo. We’ll take them old school,” said the man, closing in.


Lucy swiped her hand across the
ivy, showering the floor in withering violet leaves. She grabbed Marissa’s arm
and the pair turned and ran. Moss-covered strip lights flickered on overhead,
filling the corridor with blue illumination as the men chased after them.


“What the hell?” cried one of the
men, as the sound of buzzing hornets filled the air.


The men’s shouts of confusion
turned to shouts of pain as the hornets attacked. They fired hopelessly at the
nimble insects, further antagonizing the swarm.


Lucy and Marissa sped down the
corridor, aided by moonlight reaching through the windows, until they reached a
fire exit. Lucy kicked it open and they clambered down the metal staircase,
jumping onto the snow below.


“This way!” urged Marissa,
sprinting towards their van across the street.


She whacked on the ignition and
hauled the vehicle around as gun shots rang out from the emergency exit. They
sped away, out of view of the hospital, and out of the gunner’s range.


“Wait, where are you taking us?”
said Lucy, as they diverged from their original route.


“We’ve got one more stop to
make,” said Marissa, climbing through the gears.


***


Marissa
brought the van to a halt outside an imposing stone building. Appellate
Division · Supreme Court of the State of New York · Second Department. The
inscription was writ large across the top of the building, spanning its entire
width. Slender, moon-made shadows clung to the pillars framing the entrance,
accentuating its height.


Marissa grabbed a spare
flashlight and jumped out, drawing her handgun as she marched up the stone.
Lucy stuck close by her as she pushed through two consecutive sets of
metal-and-glass doors. The golden door frames matched the gilded lettering
across the glass, which reiterated the building’s purpose.


Marissa struck her handgun
against the frame of the metal-detector with a clang as she swaggered through.
The building was pitch-black inside, save for the light from Marissa’s
flashlight, which jerked unevenly as she marched.


As they rounded the corridor the
light fell across fresh moss, which was growing along the skirting boards.
Feeding off it were three tortoises with beige-green shells. The sight of the
reptiles startled Marissa, who fired her pistol, killing the first outright.


“Shit,” she cursed, freezing and
assessing the other creatures’ reactions.


While the remaining tortoises
seemed indifferent to the loss of their comrade, several lice scurried out from
beneath the skirting board and began feasting on the fresh carcass. Marissa
scanned her light across the rest of the hallway, checking for other signs of
life, but there were none, save for the moss and algae covering the walls in
shades of blue and purple.


“Come on,” said Marissa, pressing
on.


They reached another golden door,
with a fresh inscription above it: Courtroom One. Marissa kicked the
door open and stormed in, flashlight and pistol raised.


The courtroom was cavernous, with
a ceiling two stories high, ornately decorated with patterned square tiles. The
walls were made of grey-white stone, the bottom half of which was clad in oak
paneling. Rows of seats filled the room, divided by a central aisle. At the far
end was the judge’s bench, which spanned the width of the room. The five
judicial seats were framed by two flags – the Stars and Stripes on the left,
and another which Lucy didn’t recognize on the right.


A groan from the front of the room
startled Lucy. Marissa trained her light on the upper left hand side, and made
a beeline towards the sound. 


Two figures sat slumped by the
front. They were positioned behind the defendant’s desk; handcuffed to their
seats and to the table legs. Lucy gasped as she saw their uniforms – they were
police officers. A rancid smell hit Lucy’s nostrils as she approached; the
female officer was dead. Her face was pale and emaciated. The carpet by her
feet was blood soaked, where blood had pooled in her legs and burst through the
skin. The male cop next to her whimpered as they approached, begging for mercy
in a desert-dry voice. 


“Officer Priestly, good to see
you again,” said Marissa, illuminating the terrified man’s face.


“Please… just kill me,” he
stammered. 


“Like you killed that kid? Come
on, that’d be too easy. This is about justice, surely you’ve figured
that out by now?” said Marissa.


“Help me,” begged Priestly,
looking past Marissa to Lucy.


“Don’t listen to him. This man
doesn’t deserve help,” said Marissa.


“Why are they here?” said Lucy,
pulling her uniform over her nose.


“They’re awaiting trial. Though
it looks like she won’t be testifying anymore,” said Marissa, flicking the
light at the dead cop.


“They’re police officers,” said
Lucy, shocked.


“I know, it’s disgusting. Someone
though it’d be a good idea to give this scumbag a badge and a gun. He went and
killed an unarmed teenage boy last year. There was phone footage of the kid
surrendering and everything. Hands raised, on his knees. And yet Officer
Priestly here still saw fit to shot him in the back three times. Why was that,
Officer?”


Priestly whimpered.


“Yeah. You know why,” said
Marissa, holstering her pistol.


She knelt down and undid both
sets of handcuffs. Priestly slumped to the ground, groaning, while Marissa
stood back up.


“Case was due to go to court last
year, but then the apocalypse happened. NYPD sensed that the satellites weren’t
coming back, and that the virus was out of control, so they abandoned the city.
They retreated into their own enclave, barricading themselves off from everyone
– including the National Guard. They horded food, weapons, and water, and
waited for the virus and the creatures to kill the rest of us off. But it
didn’t get all of us, did it? And now we’re the ones running the city, and the
cops are scared, cos they’re running out of food, and they know that when
spring comes, there’ll be a race for the city’s remaining resources. So
Priestly and his colleague here devised a genius plan to infiltrate our
community and map the building, so they could take us down before winter ends.
He cut his hair, even died it this lovely shade of brown, but our Queen
recognized him immediately. She found them a couple of uniforms, and brought
them here to await trial. But there’s good news, Priestly, the Queen’s decided
to give you a reprieve – if you help us,” said Marissa, tapping the man with
her foot.


Priestly groaned.


“Kill me,” he croaked.


“Oh, the Queen also asked me to
inform you that we have your husband, Michael,” said Marissa.


The cop’s eyes widened.


“Impossible,” he croaked.


Marissa pulled a phone from her
pocket and played a short video clip, in which an unarmed man delivered a
message directly to the camera, addressing Priestly by name, and begging him to
comply.


Priestly wailed with despair.


“He came looking for you. Sweet,
I know. Relax, Priestly, we’re not gonna hurt him. He’s an unarmed civilian,
we’d never do that. He wants you back alive. So either you help us, or you’re
the one hurting him,” said Marissa. She played the video again for good
measure. “Do we have a deal?” she added.


Priestly nodded, wincing as he
rubbed his stiff legs.


“Here’s what’s gonna happen,
child-killer. You’re gonna take us to your little police paradise hide out.
We’re gonna raid your medicine store which, we’re reliably informed is on the
top floor. You’re gonna get us in there. If we get this done by dawn, your
fella – and hers – get to live, so we’d best get moving. Lucy, give the good
Officer a hand, would you?” said Marissa.


Lucy helped the Officer to his
feet. He yelped as his stiff joints stretched out. His breath was awful and his
trousers stank of urine. He clung to Lucy like a crutch as she followed Marissa
out of the courtroom.


***


Marissa
gave Priestly a rehydration sachet in the van, followed by a cup of sugary, hot
coffee from a thermos flask.


“Technically this wasn’t for you,
but I snuck us some extra,” said Marissa, handing Lucy a mug of coffee with a
wink. She poured herself a cup too, placed it in the cup holder, then hit the
ignition. 


Lucy held Priestly’s coffee until
it had cooled enough for him to resume drinking without scolding himself – his
hands were weak, and his movements clumsy.


“Kill the car lights,” said
Priestly, after several minutes.


“We’re still a couple of miles
from the hotel,” said Marissa.


“And they’ll see us coming. Kill
the lights. Go by the moonlight,” insisted Priestly.


“They’re staying in a hotel?”
said Lucy.


“I know. Cops, right?” said
Marissa, killing the lights as she took them deeper into Brooklyn.


“OK, nearly here. Take the next
right,” said Priestly, a while later.


“But it’s straight on?” said
Marissa.


“They’ll hear us, they’ve got
people watching the front. Take the back street, then we can cut through on
foot,” he insisted.


Marissa took them around to the
parallel street and parked up outside an auto repair. It had a flat roof,
behind which was a tall wire fence, and a little further back from that, a
five-story hotel – the tallest building in the neighborhood.


“I’m not seeing any cut through,”
said Marissa.


“It’s over the mechanic’s roof.
Then we climb the fence – it’ll take us into the hotel parking lot. From there
we can access the fire escape. That’s the best way to the roof. From there we
can go inside to the top floor and get to the medicines. Any other route and
we’re guaranteed to get caught,” said Priestly.


“Take one of these,” said
Marissa, giving Lucy and Priestly a soaking-wet backpack each.


“What’s in it?” said Priestly.


“Our get-out-of-jail card, to
stop them shooting us,” said Marissa, swinging on two additional backpacks
herself.


“You should back the van up
against the store – it’ll give us a way to the roof,” said Lucy, eyeing up the
flat store front.


Marissa obliged, and the three
clambered over the trunk, across the van’s roof and onto the flat roof of the
garage.


“Watch the skylight!” hissed Lucy,
as Priestly swayed across the roof, his balance still weak.


They stumbled across the roof
towards the metal fence. Lucy felt the scratchy felt gripping her boots as she
disturbed the layer of snow above it.


“Who wants to try this first?”
said Marissa.


“Check the end, there should be a
supporting beam we can use as a foothold,” said Lucy, edging along to the tip
of the fence.


She swung around the side-pole
and gripped the wire mesh with her hands, squeezing a boot tip into the mesh
below. Her second foot slipped, causing her to rattle against the wire.


“Keep it down!” hissed Priestly.


Lucy moved each limb down
individually, taking great care until she reached the diagonal support beam
propping up the metal pole. From there, she tip-toed down the beam then jumped
the last meter.


“Get ready to catch him,” said
Marissa, who was helping Priestly around the side of the fence above.


He placed a shaky hand onto the
mesh, followed by a shaky foot. Gingerly, he lowered himself towards the
diagonal beam, only to slip as he tried to transfer his weight. The cop fell
two meters and landed hard on his back, his fall barely cushioned by the thin
layer of snow.


Lucy fell upon him and stifled
his yell with her hands. His pained eyes opened in confusion as he looked up at
her imploringly. Marissa quickly caught up, landing quietly beside them. She
opened a pocket on her vest and pulled out a syringe.


“What’s that?” whispered Lucy.


“Something to help the pain,”
said Marissa, pulling back the cop’s sleeve and threading the needle into his
vein.


The cop gasped and sat up,
panting.


“Gaaah, what’s happening?” he
spluttered.


“Sssh, keep it down. It’s a
family recipe - morphine and adrenaline. I thought you’d be needing it back at
the courthouse but you limped on for quite a while, like the psychopath you
are. It’ll keep you going so you can help us do this, and we can get you back
to your husband. That’s the deal, child-killer,” said Marissa, pulling him to
his feet.


The cop gathered his thoughts
then led them across the parking lot to the back of the darkened hotel. As
quietly as possible, they stacked some empty beer crates beneath the fire
escape so they could reach the ladder. They climbed the metal rungs to the
first level of the escape, then tip-toed up the remaining flights of steps
until they reached the fifth and final floor.


The view from the roof reminded
Lucy of San Francisco during the curfews. Row upon row of darkened houses, with
moonlight bouncing off black windows and idle cars – albeit these ones were
snow-covered. The eastward night sky was starting to lighten, as the first
tones of day crept onto the horizon. Sunrise was fast approaching.


“The medicine’s this way,” said
Priestly, heading towards the roof door.


“Change of plans,” said Marissa,
barring his way.


“What do you mean?” said
Priestly.


“We’re staging an intervention.
Your husband told us of your planned ‘spring offensive’ against the Queen, and
we can’t allow it to happen,” said Marissa.


“What are you saying?” said
Priestly.


“Open your backpack,” said Marissa.


Priestly fumbled the zip open and
lifted out a blood bag.


“What the hell?” he said,
horrified.


“You know what that means,
Priestly,” said Marissa.


“This is madness. You call me
a psychopath but you work for a monster!”


“A monster? She’s our savior! She’s
brought order, shelter, and food to hundreds of starving people when your lot
turned their backs on us all. She’s a hero,” said Marissa.


“In this hotel there are dozens
of people who escaped your ‘Queen’. The stories they’ve told are of abuse,
violence, and humiliation. What your ‘Queen’ is running is a prison, filled
with vulnerable people held hostage by fate,” said Priestly.


“I won’t deny we’ve got hostages.
We’ve got two, in fact: your husband, and Lucy’s sugar daddy. But the other
occupants are citizens, who can come and go as they please. We protect
innocent people, Priestly. I know that’s something you struggle to relate to,”
said Marissa, thrusting a blood pack into Priestly’s hands.


“Listen to me. This hotel is full
of innocent people. If we do what I think you’re asking, we’re putting all of
their lives in danger,” implored Priestly.


“How many people?” said Lucy.


“Around three hundred,” said
Priestly.


“Three hundred cops,” spat
Marissa.


“Only a quarter of them are cops,
the rest are their families and other civilians,” said Priestly.


“Friends of cops, families of
cops, same difference,” said Marissa.


“I won’t do it,” said Priestly,
shaking his head.


“Sure you will, if you want to
save your husband,” said Marissa.


Priestly’s eyes began to water with
despair.


“Same goes for you, immune-girl.
Get pouring or the Major dies at dawn,” said Marissa.


Lucy stared from Marissa, to the
backpack, to the cop. Marissa drew her pistol, then drew a knife, which she
handed to Lucy. She pointed to the AC vents.


“Cut the bags, and toss them down
the chutes. That’s all you gotta do. Then we fire the flare, go back to the
Queen, and save your hostages.”


“And if we refuse?” said
Priestly.


“If you refuse, I’ll do it
myself. Then I’ll drive back to the Queen without you. I’ll tell her you
disobeyed her orders, and it’ll be a slow and painful death for your husband
and the Major,” said Marissa.


“You’re making us chose one life
over hundreds,” whimpered Priestly.


“You’re absolutely right,
child-killer. It’s a choice,” said Marissa.


“If I do this, my husband lives?”
said Priestly, staring at the blood pack.


“That’s what I said,” retorted
Marissa.


“I’ll do it. Pass me the packs,”
said Lucy.


Lucy took the first bag from
Priestly’s hand and held it over the vent. She stabbed it then tossed it down
the chute, where it clattered against the sides and landed somewhere inside the
ceiling duct below with a damp thud.


“Alright. We’re officially on the
clock,” said Marissa.


Lucy stabbed and chucked the bags
as quickly as she could, with Priestly feeding them through from each backpack.
They spread the payload across vents as Marissa instructed. Within two minutes
each backpack had been emptied, and Lucy stood clutching the knife in her
bloodied hand.


“Good. Now cut him,” said Marissa.


“What?” said Lucy.


“Cut the cop,” said Marissa.


“What the hell’s wrong with you?”
said Lucy.


“Do it, or I’ll throw your flare
off the side of this building. If the sun starts to rise and there’s not been
any kind of signal, I don’t think the Queen will treat your hostages too
kindly,” said Marissa.


“Hold still. I’m sorry about
this,” said Lucy, turning to Priestly.


She slashed his cheek with the
tip of the blade. She tried to scratch him lightly, but the blade was sharp.
Blood seeped from the cut.


“Alright, we’re done here. Well
done, Priestly. I’ll tell the Queen you did your job. Your husband’s life will
be spared. See you back at HQ,” said Marissa, heading for the staircase.


“You’re leaving us?” cried Lucy.


“Those creatures are coming and
you’re both covered in blood, I’m outta here. Wait, did I not mention? This is
the second part of your test, Lucy. Get the cop back to the Queen by dawn, or
the Major dies. Cya round. The flare’s in the bag. It buys you an extra thirty
minutes,” said Marissa, dumping the dry backpack and disappearing down the
staircase.


“How far are we from the Queen’s
HQ?” said Lucy, turning to Priestly urgently.


“To hell with that, I need to
warn my people,” replied the bleeding cop. “Hey!-” 


Lucy clamped her hand over his
mouth and pinned the knife to his throat. 


“Shut the hell up. If we
get caught, there’s no way we’ll make it back to the Queen,” said Lucy,
uncovering the cop’s mouth but keeping the blade in position.


“Screw the Queen, we need to warn
the people in this building,”


“Yes, but not if it’s going to
get us caught – if that happens, Lopez dies. Your guy may be safe, but mine
isn’t,” said Lucy.


“He’s one life – you can’t put
him above hundreds of innocent people,” rasped Priestly.


“You damned hypocrite!” spat
Lucy.


“That’s different. That was my husband.
Who are you saving? Your life partner? A dear friend? Your brother?”


“No, he’s–”


“He’s nothing, then,” spat
Priestly.


“He’s about the only person left
who believes in what this country used to stand for,” said Lucy.


“I don’t buy it,” said Priestly.


“Fuck you,” said Lucy, edging the
blade closer.


“I’m a cop, I know when people
are lying,” hissed Priestly.


“You really think the Queen’s
gonna spare your husband if you don’t make it back?” said Lucy.


“You’re changing the subject,”
said Priestly.


“What will I tell him, if you’re
not there? It sounds like he can’t bear to live without you,” said Lucy.


Concern washed over Priestly’s
face.


“You wouldn’t,” said Priestly,
weakly.


“I already let my life partner
die, and I can’t be that person again,” insisted Lucy.


“The truth at last,” said
Priestly.


 “You’re still bleeding,” said
Lucy, pointing to his cheek, with the blade. “If you want to survive the night,
I’m your best bet. I’m immune to the creatures. I can get you to your husband
alive,” said Lucy.


“Let me warn my people first,
we’re running out of time,” implored Priestly.


“I can’t risk losing you,” said
Lucy.


“Then use the flare. Fire it into
the vent – the smoke will lead them to the blood. Do it and I’ll come with
you,” said Priestly.


“We’re miles from the Queen’s
place and it’s getting lighter already, I can’t throw away thirty minutes!”
said Lucy.


“I can get us a car,” said
Priestly.


“Double-cross me and you die,”
said Lucy.


“Like you said, I’m bleeding, and
my husband’s still vulnerable. You’re my best bet,” said Priestly.


Lucy stared into the man’s eyes
for a moment, then released her grip. He slumped down the vent and regained his
breath. She grabbed the flare and fired it into the nearest AC unit. It smashed
against the piping and out of sight.


“That should raise the alarm. Now
come on – we need to get to the ground before this place is overrun,” said
Lucy, hastening towards the stairs.


They fled down the exit, rattling
down each floor as quickly as they could. As they wound past the third story, a
bell sounded loudly inside. The pitch and rhythm varied slightly, suggesting it
was hand-held. Muffled shouts and cries spread across the building as more
residents awoke to the alarm and roused their peers.


“Hurry!” urged Lucy as Priestly
lagged behind. 


She finished the final set of
stairs, descended the end ladder onto the crates below, and jumped to the
ground, regaining her balance in time to catch Priestly as he followed. 


“That way!” cried Priestly,
pointing down the side of the hotel.


As the pair skirted the length of
the building, Lucy heard an engine running. She stopped at the periphery and
stuck her head around the corner. A man was sat behind the wheel of an SUV,
shouting through the open window to people on the street. A child was running
from the hotel towards the passenger door. A woman stood on the sidewalk,
shouting at someone else inside to hurry.


“The safe house is too close, we
need to get further away from the blood!” cried the man.


“I’ll distract them – you get to
the kid in the back. She’s our leverage. Go!” cried Priestly.


Lucy scampered to the far side of
the street, into the shadows, and skulked towards the parked vehicles as
Priestly staggered down the sidewalk towards the woman.


“Josie, take me with you!” cried
Priestly, waving his arms dramatically.


Lucy drew level with the rear
passenger door.


“Oh my god, Leo!” cried Josie, as
Priestly ran towards her.


“He’s bleeding!” cried the
father, from the car.


Lucy darted to the car and pulled
the rear passenger door open. She hauled the young girl out pressed the
bloodied knife to her neck.


“Jesus!” cried the man.


Lucy stood in front of the car.


“Do what we say and she’ll be
fine. Now get in the back!” shouted Lucy.


The father jumped out of the
front seat, his hands raised imploringly.


“Please, please let her go,” he
begged.


“Get in the back! Priestly,
you’re driving,” yelled Lucy.


Priestly hurried to the driver’s
seat.


“In the back – both of you!” Lucy
yelled to the mother, who was clutching her remaining child by the shoulders,
terrified. More people were beginning to run through the hotel lobby, heading
for the street. The mother and daughter hurried into the back of the car. Lucy
dragged the quivering hostage child into the front with her, drawing her onto
her lap and sealing the door. Priestly slammed the accelerator and pulled them
away, as confused shouts called after them.


Priestly pulled on his seatbelt
as he drove. Lucy clocked this and ordered the child to draw hers over both of
them.


“What the hell are you doing?”
cried the mother from the back.


“Saving my husband,” said
Priestly, as he sped through the streets.


“Please let my daughter go,”
begged the husband, from the back.


“She’s fine. We’re taking you to
safety,” said Lucy.


“You’re covered in blood! You’re
a magnet for the creatures!” cried the father.


“Then gimme a rag,” said Lucy.


The father passed her a towel
from the floor. Lucy wiped her hands and knife clean, then tossed the towel out
of the window. The tip of the sun was edging onto the winter horizon.


“Gimme another,” said Lucy.


“I don’t have another,” said the
man.


“Then make one,” said Lucy,
discretely re-sheathing the knife.


He tore a strip off his shirt
sleeve and passed it to Lucy. She dabbed the excess blood from Priestly’s cheek
then tossed it from the window, while a new layer formed along the cut.


“It was you, wasn’t it? The blood
in the vents – you did it!” cried Josie.


“I didn’t have a choice,”
protested Priestly.


“You’ve condemned them all!” said
Josie.


“We gave them a warning. It’s
more of a chance than they were ever going to get without us,” said Lucy.


Lucy spotted two beams of light
twirling across the night sky. The top of the Queen’s building was lit up like
a beacon.


“You can’t be serious – we’re not
going back, you can’t take us back!” protested the father.


“You’ve been here before?” said
Lucy, aghast.


“Christ, it took us two months to
escape. She’s going to punish us!” the man whimpered.


The Queen’s building came into
view. Refugees Welcome was written across the top floor windows in giant
iridescent paint. Rap music blared as they approached.


“Shit!” cried Priestly, as a
beast leapt in front of the headlights. He swerved heavily, hitting the curb at
speed, and flipping the SUV onto its side. It skidded through the snow into a
parked vehicle. The collision projected the unbuckled father out of his seat
and into the car’s roof, before he crashed down in a heap by the passenger
window, to the screams of his wife and daughter.


Lucy and the girl hung sideways
in the front seat, suspended above Priestly, whose forehead was bleeding.
Lucy’s eyes widened in horror as the beast reappeared in the van’s headlights,
bounding towards them.


Gun shots rained down in the
darkness and a series of bullets embedded themselves in the beast, felling it
in the street. Lucy pushed the passenger door upwards, thrusting it open.


“You’re gonna have to climb out.
I’m gonna leave the seat belt in place, you gotta wriggle. See that gearbox
there? Put your foot on that. Good – now see the door’s open? You gotta climb
to the edge, then jump down onto the sidewalk. Your mom and sister will be
right behind you I promise, now go,” said Lucy, helping lift the girl up to the
door ledge.


Placing her own foot on the
gearbox, Lucy unclipped her seatbelt. She leaned down and unclipped Priestly’s,
too, then dragged him to his feet. She slapped his face several times, and his
eyes fluttered open.


“Hey, stay with me. Nearly there.
I’m gonna climb up, you gotta follow,” said Lucy.


She hauled herself up to the door
ledge then braced her feet and one hand against the frame. With tremendous
effort, she reached down and pulled Priestly upward.


He climbed, groggily, with much
coercion, until Lucy could reach his belt and drag him over the lip of the
doorway. He slumped over the edge and onto the snowy sidewalk. Lucy jumped down
and helped him up.


“Help us, please!” cried the
woman, who was still inside the vehicle. 


Having gotten her second daughter
out, she was trying in vain to shift her husband. More guns shots rang out from
the surrounding buildings. Lucy climbed into the doorway and reached down,
pulling the woman out.


“Get your kids to safety – I’ll
help your husband,” shouted Lucy.


Then woman stumbled onto the
sidewalk.


“There’s a gap between the buses.
Get inside the building – and take him with you,” Lucy ordered, pointing the
mother to the dazed Priestly.


Lucy dropped to the ground and
forced the SUV trunk open. She clicked the uppermost backseat down and leaned
over. The father was coming around, groaning. 


“Give me your hand!” she called,
glancing at the busses, as the group weaved between them.


The man reached up, feebly. Like
Priestly, he was bleeding from the head. Lucy grasped his hand and hauled, but
the man screamed out in pain; his shoulder was pinned beneath the broken
driver’s seat. Lucy tried to shift the seat but it just caused more pain.


Bullets rang out nearby.


“I’m gonna try lift the seat
again – be ready to move your arm clear. One, two, three!” cried Lucy, heaving
against the buckled seat rail.


The man cried out in pain, moving
no distance at all. Lucy leaped to the ground and tackled the rear passenger
seat, pulling it back vigorously until it snapped away, revealing the man’s
bloodied face. His arm was crushed beneath the seat in front, and Lucy could
see no way to free it. The man reached out and Lucy clasped his hand in
empathy. He looked at her imploringly.


“Help me – please. My daughters,
help me!” cried the man, tears in his eyes.


A roar echoed across the street, followed
by a second. Fear washed over Lucy as the two beasts bounded towards her. Her
fleeting sense of immunity evaporated as the gnashing creatures tore towards
her with intent.


“I’m sorry!” she cried.


Lucy released the man’s hand, and
ran for the blockade. As she fled between the busses, she saw bullets fell only
one of the creatures; the second leapt into the open trunk.


She emerged from the busses and
ran across the forecourt to the razor wire wedge, which the gaunt gatekeeper
had cranked open in anticipation.


“Close it!” she cried, as she
crawled through into the HQ side and sprinted for the building. 


Gasping for breath, she hurtled
into the atrium, where Marissa was waiting with the escapees.


“Where – where is he?” said the
mother, looking at Lucy in disbelief.


“I’m so sorry, he was already
gone,” said Lucy, swallowing and staring at the floor. 


The mother collapsed in a fit of
grief. The two daughters looked lost beside her. A guard placed a hand on the
woman’s shoulder and helped her up, taking her to a sofa in the lobby.


“Where’s Priestly? He needs green
paste,” said Lucy, breathlessly.


“They’re dealing with him,” said
Marissa.


“And Lopez?” said Lucy.


Marissa bowed her head, solemnly.


“We never got the flare signal.
He didn’t make it – I’m sorry,” she said.


Lucy’s mouth turned dry and she
sagged into a chair, waves of denial crashing over her as the new sank in.


“You did what you could. Get some
rest, it’s a fresh day tomorrow,” said Marissa.


A guard directed Lucy towards the
stairwell. She rose from her seat in a daze and followed his steer, climbing
two flights of stairs until they peeled off onto the new level. The guard led
her onto a floor with multiple segmented glass offices, similar to the one
she’d stayed in previously. Lucy stared at her boots as the guard led her down
the corridor. He unlocked a cubicle and nudged Lucy inside. It smelled of urine
and gas, but it was warm.


“Lucy?” came a familiar voice.


She looked up as Lopez wrapped
his arms around her. He checked her for injuries, then guided her to the floor.


“You came back,” he said,
clasping her by the shoulders with immense gratitude.


“You’re alive,” said Lucy
distantly.


“Thanks to you,” said Lopez.


Lucy took in their glass cubicle.
Three strangers lay asleep on the floor around them.


“Are you OK? What did they make
you do?” said Lopez, scratching his arm.


Lucy pulled his sleeve back and
stared at the red lesions covering his skin.


“It’s nothing,” said Lopez,
moving to re-cover his arm, but Lucy stopped him. She held up her own arm next
to his, and pulled her sleeve back.


“You’ve got the same,” he
whispered, glancing around.


“This is like what happened to
Jackson,” said Lucy.


“But we didn’t get infected – we
only swallowed the powder,” said Lopez.


“Maybe this is a side effect?”
said Lucy.


“How long do we have? Jackson got
weak quickly,” said Lopez.


“Her condition was complicated.
We might have another day, but it’s definitely spreading,” said Lucy.


“Can we get more white powder?”
said Lopez.


“I tried that with Jackson and it
didn’t save her – I think it might be the cause,” said Lucy.


Lopez stared at their spreading
lesions, a grim look across his face.


“We need a cure – fast,” said the
Major.
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“Drink
this, sweetie, you need to keep your strength up,” said her mom.


Lucy sat up in her bed and
reached out two small, shaky hands for the beaker. She had no appetite but
forced down a few sips of cool soda. Her mom pressed a hand to her forehead and
frowned sympathetically.


“You’re burning up. I’m gonna
call the school – no way you’re going in today,” said her mother, taking the
beaker back.


“I’ll call them – you stay here,”
said Lopez, giving Lucy’s shoulder a squeeze and leaving the room. He was
wearing jeans. He suited them.


A doctor entered and placed a
thermometer under Lucy’s tongue and a stethoscope against her back.


“This is the third day in a row,”
said Lucy’s mother, putting her hands on her hips and tilting her head.


“Her heart beat’s regular.
Temperature looks OK, too. Is there anything you want to tell me, young lady?”
said the doctor.


Lucy scrunched up her Disney
blanket and pulled it closer to her chin, shaking her head.


“Would you mind giving us a
minute?” the doctor added.


“Of course, doc,” replied Lucy’s
mom, graciously. She stepped out into the hall, where she introduced herself to
Dan. He was in ceremonial uniform, and clutching a bouquet of lilies. He peered
through the doorway, looking concerned.


Lucy sat up to wave but the
doctor drew a curtain around the bed. He lowered his voice confidentially.


“It’s OK if you’re not feeling
sick, I won’t be mad. Maybe there’s something else making you not want to go to
school?” asked the doctor, softly.


Lucy chewed her lip. The doctor
tilted his ear towards her.


“I don’t want mommy to go back,” whispered
Lucy.


***


The cubicle lock clicked and Lucy opened her eyes. Lopez
entered, followed by three Chinese strangers clutching blankets and sleeping
bags. They argued between themselves over who took which part of the floor,
while Lopez knelt by Lucy.


“What happened to you?” said Lucy, looking at Lopez’s black eye.


“It’s fine. Here, I brought you some bread,” replied Lopez, handing
her two fistfuls of pitta.


“How’d you get so much?” said Lucy.


“For a prison, this place caters well,” said Lopez.


“What time is it?” said Lucy.


“It’s dusk.”


“I was out for the whole day?”


“You got back at dawn, so no wonder,” said Lopez.


“I didn’t hear you leave,” said Lucy.


“I’m surprised – it was a noisy exit. They wanted you to work, but I
suggested you’d live longer if you got more than thirty minutes of sleep each
day. They took it well,” said Lopez, pointing to his eye.


“Thank you,” said Lucy, blushing. She tore off a chunk of bread. It
tasted salty. “What did they make you do?”


“This place is insane. They’re growing plants on levels four and
six, and they’ve re-plumbed the building to recycle all its water. It’s like
they’ve rounded up all the nerds in NYC and given them a purpose in life. Some
of them seem pretty psyched about it, too. It’s the weirdest thing. The nerds
have got teams of grunts working for them. They have a lot of power, and they
know it. Of course, the problem with glass cubicles is that when they abuse
their newfound power everyone can see it happening. But no-one says anything.
It’s just accepted. The way some of the others look at the victims – it’s like
they all suddenly believe that person must deserve it,” said Lopez.


“What did they make you do?” said Lucy.


“I was sent with some other grunts to go and loot the enemy’s empty
hotel. The Queen’s guards secured the building, and a bunch of us were sent to
go and raid the supplies,” said Lopez.


“Why didn’t you run – you could’ve escaped?” said Lucy.


“We were guarded the whole time. But I think we may have an angle on
getting out of here. I spoke to Willis,” said Lopez.


“The soldier?” said Lucy.


“Yeah, his hand’s still fucked, and he’s been ostracized. The others
are treating him like he’s toxic – they don’t want anything to do with him. I
think he’s our way out. We’ll approach him tomorrow. Rest up until then, you
look like shit,” said Lopez. 


“So glad you came back,” said Lucy, dryly. 


“I mean it – you need to regain some strength. Finish the bread,
then sleep some more. Tomorrow, when they take us to the hotel, we’ll get
Willis away from the others and make our escape,” said Lopez.


***


Feb 23rd
(est.) – It’s night-time. Can’t get back to sleep. Someone on our level’s still
working, so at least there’s some candlelight I can use. Didn’t think I’d ever
get this notebook back. Lopez says the Queen gave it to him when Marissa
returned to the HQ last night (along with Rangecroft’s diary). He’s not said
anything, but I’m guessing he read both. He might not have had time. He’s gone
cold again. I probably talked about Rangecroft’s notes too much. Dan always
said people you serve with become like family. Something sure has flicked a
switch in Lopez’s buttoned-up head, ‘cos he’s back to being a jumped up,
pompous, army prick. Before curfew he reverted to calling me “Young”, and
insisting I call him “Major”. Spoilers: in an army of two, that’s not gonna happen.


We compared lesions again –
they’re definitely getting worse. This led us on to arguing about where to go
from here. He said DC, because he’s obsessed with DC. I said Boston, because
the only thing we’ve heard about anyone treating this disease was mention of a
doctor in Boston. He accused me of avoiding DC, which is insane – if he’s
bothered to read this diary he’ll know full well that Dan’s father’s there.
Besides, I’m damned if I tell the “Major” about my mother, when I didn’t get to
tell Dan. I said if he ever wants to make it to DC, then we have to go to Boston first. I think he knows Boston’s our only
viable option, he just doesn’t want to admit it yet.


He had a go at me for the
decisions I’d made so far, like the mall thing, and picking up Maurice. So I
told him his judgement had gotten everyone at Camp Oscar killed. He took that
badly, and we argued some more. I told him he should stick to worrying about
the people he’d lost, and I’d worry about mine. He’s barely mentioned the fact
that I saved his life yesterday. Didn’t even ask for details. Thinks we’re all
square after one hug? Like I said: asshole.


***


A loud bang struck the glass cubicle, shattering Lucy’s
deep slumber.


“On your feet for the Queen!” bellowed a guard, storming through the
corridor, banging a stick against each cubicle as she went.


The pale grey daylight of a winter morning shone in from the
windows. Lucy rose to her feet with the others and stumbled out into the
corridor, where dozens of other residents were spilling out. People began
jostling forwards, vying for a position near the front, where guards held the
crowd back with batons. Lucy guessed there were around a hundred people crammed
into her corridor, and probably the same on the parallel aisle.


The elevator door opened with a ding and the crowd erupted with
cheers. Lucy craned her neck for a view of the Queen, as she stepped out onto
the floor and waved to the filthy, stinking residents. A gong sounded, and the
crowed fell silent.


“I ask only one thing of you, if you wish to be citizens in the new
world I am offering. Loyalty. Be loyal to our vision, be loyal to each other,
be loyal to me, and together we will forge a great future. Some of you are new
here, and have joined us in the last day or so. To you I say, welcome – you are
on the path to citizenship. Others of you may have been here for longer. To you
I say, persevere. Your efforts do not go unnoticed, and we are preparing room
for you above.”


The Queen paused and smiled at the crowd, the foremost rows of whom
cheered and applauded enthusiastically, while the rear rows were more cautious.
The Queen held up a hand and the applause died down. 


“Loyalty and citizenship go hand in hand. If one is strong, so is
the other. But we are all human, and we all make mistakes. Sometimes, that can
seem like disloyalty, and for some of you, that is why you have found
yourselves here. But take heart, for your fate is in your hands. You have the
power to prove your commitment, to remold yourself, and to carve out a
citizenship of the highest possible order. This morning I bring proof of this
very fact. Among you is one who had much to prove. One who had much trust to
build. But they have proven themselves a thousand fold. It is thanks to their
courage, and their efforts, that we have eliminated the threat from our
enemies, and preserved the safety of our community.”


Lopez looked at Lucy uneasily.


“I told this person there would be reward if they proved themselves
to me, and I am a woman of my word. Today, I am proud to welcome Maurice back
into the new order as a fully-fledged citizen,” said the Queen.


The crowd cheered as the Canadian stepped forwards from the front
row – aided by the guards – and bowed before the Queen.


“To all of you here today, take heart from this. There is redemption
for your mistakes, and there is reward for your loyalty. Think what you can
achieve today, that might make you a citizen,” said the Queen.


She ushered Maurice into the lift, with her guards, and entered
after them, waving to the crowd as the door closed.


“Five minutes until roll call, five minutes, back to your quarters,”
called a guard, dispersing the crowds back inside their glass cubicles.


Lucy and Lopez filed back into their cubicle after the Chinese. A
guard shoved a basket of bread across the floor, and two bowls of water, then
sealed the door. Two of the Chinese dived for the bread bowl, only to be beaten
by the third. Clutching the prize, he handed a piece to each person, including
Lucy and Lopez, then divided the remaining pieces into equal strips and shared
them out.


Lopez went to wash his face in the water but the same man pulled the
bowl away from him.


“What the hell?” said Lopez.


The Chinese man pointed to Lopez’s arm, then shook his finger. He
repeated the gesture until Lopez conveyed he’d understood. They ate their bread
while the other three washed their faces and armpits in the water, then slid
the bowl over to Lucy and Lopez, who used the remainder.


The door slid open.


“Well, well, I guess you kids are with me today,” said Sergeant
Adler, standing the threshold, Taser in hand. His thin lips were cracked in a
sinister smile, and his penetrating eyes amplified by his thick glasses. Lucy
grabbed her backpack and vacated the cell with the others. They headed
downstairs, flanked by the Sergeant.


“Going hiking, Young?” said Adler.


“What?” said Lucy.


“Your bag,” said Adler.


“We’re looting, right? Gotta carry the stuff in something,” said
Lucy.


Satisfied by the logic, Adler shrugged and ordered them out into the
forecourt. They crossed under the razor wire perimeter and past the bus
blockade to the street beyond, where a pickup awaited them. Lucy glanced into
the open trunk of the crashed SUV. The father’s arm hung limply over the back
seat headrest. His skin looked grey and moist. She tore her eyes away and
hurried on to the loading area.


Several other groups were also being escorted to trucks and vans.
The guards surrounding and driving the vehicles were armed with pistols and
rifles. It wasn’t until Lucy’s group was loaded into the truck that the
supervising guard gave Adler a pistol, to accompany his Taser.


As they drove to the hotel, Lucy’s eyes were drawn to the oxidizing
blood stains in the snow, and the degrading bodies before them. Priestly had
been telling the truth.


“The hotel’s worse. Just a heads up,” said Lopez, following her
gaze.


They arrived at the familiar five story hotel with the other trucks.
Adler ordered them all off and briefed them on the sidewalk. Lucy’s eyes
flicked to the parked car opposite – it was the one she’d hidden behind
yesterday, before taking the young girl hostage.


“Same drill. Food, drink, drugs, take ‘em. If you find a weapon,
hand it to one of us immediately. Anything else, make a call. The better you
do, the quicker you’ll get your citizenship. Alright, get going,” said Adler.


Lucy followed Lopez inside. Blood stained the walls and carpets as
they traipsed through the lobby, where bodies were in the advanced stages of
decomposition. They joined a train of other workers and guards pouring into the
stairwell.


“We need to catch Willis’s group – go quick,” whispered Lopez.


Lucy pushed forwards through the other climbers, barging her way to
the front with Lopez close behind.


“This one,” she said, peeling off on the third level, after the
disappearing Willis.


Lopez followed her onto the corridor, where Willis stood guard among
the dozen workers raiding the apartments.


“This ain’t your floor,” said Willis. His hand was still thickly
bandaged.


“Hear us out. I saw you yesterday, I know you don’t want to be here.
Neither do we. Come with us,” said Lopez, lowering his voice and getting close
to Willis.


“And go where?” scoffed Willis, through his thick black beard.


“Somewhere you’re respected again,” said Lopez.


“I’d rather have food than respect,” said Willis.


“You used to have both, but your boys have turned on you. You think
that’s gonna get better? You’re the runt,” whispered Lopez.


“Shut your fuckin’ mouth,” said Willis, reaching for his Taser.


“Woah, cool it,” said Lucy, raising her hands, as some of the other
workers passed by, looking on warily. “Look at your hand. Your ‘friends’ stood
by and let it happen. Now they’re treating you like crap to curry favor with
the Queen. You really wanna keep on down that path? To hell with all of them,
Willis. Take control again. Break out of here with us,” said Lucy.


“Where would we even go?” said Willis.


“South,” said Lucy.


Lopez’s lip twitched but he held his tongue.


“South?” said Willis.


“Like you planned. There’s nothing for us here, or north or west of
here, so we wanna go south. We need warmth and food, and I’m reckoning Mexico
has both,” said Lucy.


“I don’t need you two fuckers. If I go, I can make it on my own,”
said Willis, straightening up.


“Then how come you’re still here? You do need us, Willis.
Think about it – even stealing the car could attract hostiles. The driver needs
at least one shooter to cover them. Plus with three of us we could drive almost
continuously by taking shifts. We’d only need to stop for fuel. We’re your best
chance of escape,” said Lucy.


“Even if I wanted to help, there are three guards down there, and
you two ain’t even armed,” said Willis.


“We need to do this without guns anyway – if we fire shots, then our
escape’s blown wide open. This has to be quick and quiet. Give us your Taser,”
said Lopez.


“Fuck you,” said Willis.


“You’ll still have your pistol, to use as a club. But us two need something
to pull this off,” said Lopez.


“Willis, if we’re gonna do this, it has to be now. The others will
start coming down soon. Are you with us or not?” said Lucy.


Willis glanced around the corridor then un-holstered his Taser and
handed it to Lucy. “Peters is on duty outside, on the third van. I’ll tell him
Adler wants him, instead of me,” said Willis.


“Will he believe you?” said Lucy.


“He believe anythin’ if weakness is the reason,” said Willis. He
waved his bandaged hand with a grimace.


“OK, so that’s one guard down, what about the others?” said Lopez.


“We s’posed to load the front van first. If you two find somethin’
to carry it’ll give y’all a reason to approach the first driver without lookin’
suspicious. Keep the Taser hidden, get the driver to open their door, then stun
‘em,” said Willis.


“Won’t the guard behind hear it?” said Lucy.


“I’ll get to him. Follow me,” said Willis.


Lucy and Lopez grabbed a duvet and some pillows each so that their
arms were filled, then followed Willis downstairs and onto the street. Willis
headed for the third van, where Peters sat behind the wheel, smoking.


“Serge wants you upstairs,” said Willis, waving at Peters.


“How come?” said Peters, opening the door and puffing out a plume of
smoke, his whole face seemingly shrinking as he did so.


“He said something about me being a useless piece of shit,” said
Willis, waving his bandaged hand.


Peters laughed, and got out.


“He ain’t wrong. Hey what are these two doing?” said Peters,
spotting Lucy and Lopez.


“The fuck’s wrong with you two? I told you, load the front van
first,” snapped Willis, shoving both Lopez and Lucy down the sidewalk. 


“So much for the ‘chosen ones’,” snorted Peters, heading inside.


Lucy adjusted her grip on the Taser as she approached the front van,
shifting the duvet’s folds so the tip was poised, ready to fire. She reached
the driver’s window and stared at the woman behind the wheel, vacantly.


“Put it in the trunk,” said the driver, her voice muffled by the
glass.


Lucy frowned and stepped closer to the van so that the duvet touched
the metalwork. Behind them, she could hear Willis engaging the second van’s
driver in conversation.


“Jesus, are you two simple or something?” said the woman, opening
the van door. “Stick it in the–”


Lucy pulled the trigger and the Taser embedded in the guard’s
stomach. The woman snapped into a rigid contortion and moaned as the volts
coursed through her body.


“Hey!” cried the second guard, but Willis silenced him with a pistol
whip.


Major Lopez dropped the bedding and ran to the second guard,
grabbing his pistol and Taser, while Lucy disarmed the first driver and hauled
her twitching body onto the ground.


“Freeze!” came a cry from the sidewalk.


Lucy spun around, pistol in hand. A guard stood in the threshold to
the hotel, registering his two incapacitated colleagues. Lucy recognized him as
the father she’d seen on the Queen’s couch; the man who’d pledged his services
to buy medication for his daughter. Armed, and in a rag-tag uniform, he looked
nervous.


“Everything’s under control, just be calm, man, there’s no need to
point that thing at me,” said Willis, hiding his pistol behind his back.


“What the hell’s going on?” said the father, anxiously.


“Li’l misunderstanding, that’s all,” said Willis.


“They’re escaping?” said the man, his eyes widening with panic.


“No-one’s escaping, man, just be calm,” said Willis, flicking off
the safety catch.


“They can’t go – if they go, the Queen will punish us,” insisted the
father.


“It’s cool, man, these two are heading back inside. Would you mind
escorting them? I’m s’posed to stay with the vehicles,” said Willis.


“Hands in the air – you should all do that,” said the father,
anxiously.


“My hand is straight-up fucked, man,” said Willis.


“Don’t screw with me, hands in the air, all of you!” stammered the
father.


Lopez raised his hands, revealing the pistol and Taser.


“Drop them,” cried the father. 


Lopez obliged.


“You too,” said the father, pointing at Willis.


“I’m on your side, god dammit,” said Willis.


“Then show me your other hand,” said the father.


The next second unfolded in slow motion for Lucy. Willis whipped his
hand around, training the pistol at the father. But the nervous man was
quicker. He fired first, hitting Willis in the shoulder. As Willis fell against
the car with a cry, the father took aim at Lopez, but Lucy pulled her trigger,
striking the father in the chest. The man collapsed to the ground.


“Go!” cried Lopez, running towards the front van.


Lucy tore her eyes from the father’s motionless body and leapt into
the driver’s seat.


“You assholes, what about me? Hey, yo, help! They’re escaping!”
cried Willis, reaching for his pistol.


Another shot fired, and Willis fell silent. Lopez leapt into the
passenger seat and pulled his seat belt on, pistol in hand, as Lucy hit the
gas.











FIVE

Doctor


________________________________


 


 


The van
slowed to a halt. Heavy rainfall had cleared Boston’s streets of snow, and left
the storm drains awash. They were somewhere in the metropolis – neither of them
knew the city. They’d slept in the van that night, on the city’s outskirts, but
the sleep had done nothing to alleviate their hunger. Lucy’s stomach churned.
Her head felt light. She rubbed her upper arm. The lesions were spreading.
Lopez’s were worsening too. Both of them knew it but neither said it: they were
growing weaker by the day. 


The van’s fuel was critically
low. She always knew tracking the rumored doctor down was going to be a long
shot, but only now, as they trawled the deserted streets, did she realize quite
how desperate their plan was. For the past twenty minutes, they’d been honing
in on two thin smoke plumes – the only hints of life so far.


“Of course,” said Lopez, slowing
the van to a halt.


The street ahead – tantalizingly
close to the grey stacks – was sealed off by overturned cars. 


“Next block?” suggested Lucy.


Her optimism was soon dashed.
Block after block was sealed off, using a mixture of improvised but heavy-duty
barriers made of buses, concrete blocks, shipping containers, and sandbags.
They followed the unyielding perimeter for at least a kilometer before it
turned sharply and extended in the perpendicular direction. They followed the
new stretch until they reached something resembling a checkpoint.


A line of concrete bollards spanned the width of the street like a
highway barrier. Towering over them was a wall of sandbags two stories high.
Behind that, Lucy guessed there must have been a scaffold platform, because
guards were stationed amidst the upper row, staring down at the new arrivals
along the barrels of their rifles.


Lopez left the engine running and they waited for a moment, but no
greeting party came.


“Shall we do this?” said Lucy, placing her hand on the door.


“I guess if they were gonna shoot us outright, they’d have done it
by now,” said Lopez. 


Together they stepped out onto the damp street, hands raised.


“State your purpose,” called a sentry from above.


“We’re looking for a doctor,” said Lucy.


“Are you infected?” said the sentry.


Lucy glanced at Lopez. “We think so,” she replied.


“Then you need to move on,” said the sentry.


“We’re with the US Army. We need shelter,” said Lopez.


“You’re in the quarantined zone. No-one from the quarantined zone
enters these walls,” said the sentry.


“What’s behind the walls?” asked Lucy.


“You need to move on now,” said the sentry.


“Wait, so we’re in the quarantined zone? What else is here?” said
Lopez.


“A lot,” said the sentry.


“Are there any other military personnel in there with you?” said
Lopez.


“Sir, you’re not coming in,” said the sentry.


“We’re the army, for Christ’s sake!” protested Lopez.


“No such thing,” said the sentry.


“I’ve been saying that for days,” muttered Lucy.


“Look at our uniforms, look at the damned flag. This is insane -
we’re American soldiers, on American soil, and you’re shutting us out?” said
Lopez.


“It ain’t about being a soldier, or an American. It’s about clean or
infected. You’re the wrong one,” said the sentry.


“To hell with that. Who’s in charge? I want to speak to whoever runs
this place,” demanded Lopez.


“Not gonna happen,” said the sentry.


“Is it a soldier? A cop? Some politician?” said Lopez.


The sentry said nothing.


“Mother fucker!” cried Lopez, slamming his fist on the hood.
“I said we should’ve gone to DC.”


Lucy ignored Lopez and addressed the scout.


“Please, we just wanna see the doctor,” said Lucy.


“She’s not here,” said the sentry.


“But she’s real?” implored Lucy.


“Yuh-huh,” said the sentry, with a weary tone.


“You know her?” said Lucy.


“I tried telling her to stay, but she wouldn’t hear it. She’d made
up her mind – both of them had,” said the sentry.


“There’s two doctors?” said Lucy.


“Used to be. Only one now. We told them it’s what’d happen if they
went into the quarantine zone, but they didn’t listen. They knew it was a
one-way trip,” said the sentry.


“Is it true that she’s got a cure?” said Lucy.


“How would I know? I’m not sick,” said the sentry.


“Where do we find her?” said Lopez, tetchily. 


“Look, I haven’t seen her in weeks, alright? As far as I know she
goes where the sick people go. If you can find more sick people, like, a
colony, wait there and she’ll find you,” said the sentry.


“Where are they?” said Lucy.


“Mostly north side. From what I’ve heard, it ain’t pretty,” said the
sentry.


“Come on,” said Lucy, opening the van door.


Lopez opened the driver’s side.


“Hey, where did you guys come from?” called the sentry.


“A lot of places,” said Lucy.


“New York,” said Lopez.


“So the infection’s spread down there?” said the sentry.


“There are worse things there than the infection,” said Lucy.


“But how did you get infected?” called the sentry.


“Great fucking question,” yelled Lopez, slamming the door.


***


They drove for a few miles, leaving the wall behind as
they headed north into the city. Lopez scratched his face and shuffled in his
seat, exhaling heavily through flared nostrils. He made a point of examining
his black eye in the mirror several times, tutting loudly. As the van
spluttered to a halt, having exhausted the last of its gas, he finally snapped.



“This is bullshit,” he cried, slapping the steering wheel. 


Lucy looked around and considered their options. There was nowhere
in sight to refuel.


“It can’t be far to the outbreak zone – the sentry said it was
several miles and I reckon we’ve covered a good few since the wall,” she
suggested.


“Right, cos your judgement is just fuckin’ A,” said Lopez, getting
out and slamming the door.


“Excuse me?” said Lucy, climbing out after him.


“If it wasn’t for you, I’d be in DC right now,” said Lopez.


“You’re saying this is my fault?” said Lucy.


“Everything’s your fault, Young. You’re a ruiner. Ever since
I found you on that miserable hillbilly backroad you’ve brought nothing but
chaos,” said Lopez.


“Really? Then who saved your sorry ass from the Queen? If I hadn’t
come back, she’d have killed you, remember? Tortured you first,” said Lucy.


“It’s your fault I was even there! God dammit I
should’ve left you at the mall – let that mob of civilians overrun you. No – I
should’ve followed my instincts way before that. I should’ve ditched you when
you fell asleep on one pitiful shift of night watch. But I was weak – I
felt sorry for you, Young, I wanted to help you. I thought I could show you how
to adapt, how to become the soldier you need to be. Boy was I wrong. Worse than
that, not only have you failed to become any kind of soldier, but you’ve killed
good soldiers along the way. Dead people, wherever you go. You got Jackson
killed. You sent Rangecroft on a suicide mission. Come to think of it, you say
you killed all those guys on the farm – you say they attacked you. Was it
really that way round? I see a pattern of behavior in you, Young, and I’m
wondering how far back the trail goes,” said Lopez.


Lucy swallowed as each dead face flashed across her mind. The harder
she tried to dismiss them, the more vivid their memories became. The father
she’d shot in New York, Jackson, Whitaker, Rangecroft, Kerman’s gang, the boy,
the survivors from the train wreck, Dan –


Nausea swept over her. There was a ringing in her ears. Lopez was
shouting at her, but his words were a blur. She slumped against the van and
cradled her head as he ranted.


“Are you even listening to me? Christ!” he proclaimed, slamming the
hood again, making Lucy start.


She scrambled to her feet and stared at him, her eyes wild. Lopez
looked gaunt. The skin on his face was becoming blotchy – the first signs of
fresh lesions.


“Are you even going to defend yourself? Do you even care?” demanded
Lopez.


“Of course I care!” yelled Lucy, fuming. “I saved Jackson, I
gave her the–”


“Powder, right. That god damned poison you made us eat. Every
damned situation, you make things worse. It almost seems willful. Have you gone
off people, is that it?” said Lopez.


Lucy’s fists clenched.


“Maybe if you’d spent four months–” began Lucy.


“Christ, Young, it really is all about you, isn’t it? Is your
selfishness just genetic, or did you choose to be this way?” said Lopez.


Lucy swallowed as memories of her father and mother clashed in her
mind.


“My mom’s somewhere in this city. If we find her, you can ask her
yourself,” she snapped.


“Your mom’s here? Of course she is. Of course she is. It
couldn’t have just been about getting the cure, oh no – because we could almost
certainly have gotten that in DC. But hey, why bother telling me before
we set off? Christ, it’s like everything you do is designed to shit on the
people around you,” growled Lopez. 


“That is so unfair. If it wasn’t for me, you’d be dead
already. I could’ve run – on that first mission for the Queen, you know? I
could’ve abandoned you and saved myself, but no, I came back for you. I come
back for people,” said Lucy, spitting.


“You came back because you owed me, Young. You rescuing that
sniveling Canadian – against my orders – is the whole reason we ended up
in that insanity. I’ve seen what you do to the people around you, and it sure
isn’t help them. The only thing you care about is wiping the blood off your
hands. If only I’d let that mob take you, Jackson would still be alive. Or
maybe I should’ve carried on running in that forest. Why in hell’s name
I surrendered to save you, I’ll never know,” said Lopez.


“I helped Jackson. I helped both of you,” fumed Lucy, her muscles
tensing as Dan’s face clawed at her mind.


“Bullshit! You’re a curse, Young, and one of these days,
you’re gonna have to explain why it is that everyone around you seems to
die,” shouted Lopez.


Lucy screamed and threw herself at Lopez, catching him off guard.
She tackled him to the ground and pounded him with her fists; kneeing him,
kicking, tearing at his hair as the rage poured out of her. Lopez fought off
her pummeling and rolled her off, tussling for control.


“You murdering piece of shit,” grunted Lopez, pinning her down. He
clamped her between his legs and grabbed her throat with both hands.


“Liar,” choked Lucy, grabbing his hair and pulling with all
her might.


She tore out a clump. As Lopez howled, his grip slackened just
enough for Lucy to capitalize. She seized his right hand and bit down hard.
With his left hand he punched her in the ribs. Lucy gasped, unclenching her
jaw. Lopez snatched his bitten hand away. He punched her hard in the face,
striking her right eye and causing her vision to blur. She stared at the blue
sky overhead and felt a sense of tranquility, as Lopez’s silhouette loomed over
her once again, his fist balled up, ready to strike.


Lucy felt his legs slacken. The vice-like grip binding her eased and
Lopez slumped to the ground. Lucy disentangled herself from him and crawled to
her knees. He was unconscious. She panted, catching her breath, as she
scrambled away from him. She rose to her knees, but as she reached for her gun,
a dizziness swept over her. As she collapsed to the ground, the last thing she
saw was Lopez’s face, pressed into the tar.


***


Lucy blinked her eyes open. She was in someone’s lounge.
It was tidy. Sunlight peeked through the drawn curtains. The sound of metal on
metal drew her attention to the far corner, where a man sat, sharpening a
knife. Lucy flinched, expecting to have to fight to free herself – but her
hands were unbound.


“Oh, you’re up,” said the man, setting the knife down and standing
up. His tone was flat. He wore a deep violet boiler suit, covered in oily
stains. The suit was padded in an uneven fashion by layers of clothing beneath.
The man was around forty. He had a short grey beard. Bags hung under his eyes,
and his cheeks were thin. 


Lucy recoiled, drawing her legs towards her. She was on a brown
leather couch. It felt soft, and squeaked as she moved.


“That’s gonna come up like a peach,” said the man, pointing towards
her fat eye. 


The man’s eyelids hung low, his expression a mixture of weariness
and cynicism.


“Where’s Lopez?” said Lucy.


“Your friend? In the guest room. He looked worse than you so I put
him on the bed,” said the man


“Who are you?” said Lucy.


“Jay,” said the man.


Lucy nodded, as if that had answered the question.


“Did you bring us here?” she asked.


“I found you both passed out on the street. Couldn’t just leave you
there – not safe,” said Jay, shaking his head.


“Is this your house?” said Lucy.


“One of them. You had the good fortune to pass out on my corner.
Which is lucky, because I couldn’t have dragged you much more. I get weak, like
you,” said the man, pulling his collar down to reveal lesions across his neck.


“Why did you help us?” said Lucy,


“Us folk gotta stick together,” said Jay.


He fetched a sports bottle from the counter.


“Thirsty?” he said, holding it out for Lucy.


She eyed the bottle up.


“It’s water,” he added, taking a demonstrative sip.


Lucy accepted the bottle gratefully and swigged from it. It tasted
faintly salty.


“Is this seawater?” said Lucy.


“Freshly desalinated. The store was out of sparkling,” said Jay.


Lopez entered from the adjacent room, squinting like a teenager
awaking reluctantly on a Monday morning.


“Hey, everyone’s up, how about that,” said Jay, clapping his hands.


“Who the fuck are you?” said Lopez, leaning against the doorframe,
massaging his back. 


“He’s Jay, he’s infected,” said Lucy.


“What’s up,” said Jay.


“How long was I out?” said Lopez.


“Couple of hours,” said Jay.


“We need to find the doctor – can you take us to her?” said Lucy.


“That’s not really how it works. She comes to us. There’s a group
not far from here. You can wait with them. She’s due to visit. Do you guys feel
up to moving again?”


Lucy rose to her feet and waited for her head to settle, then
nodded.


“How far?” said Lopez.


“Couple of miles, but we gotta move discreetly. If I say freeze, you
guys freeze. If I say hide, you hide. You got me?” said Jay.


“I can do that. It’s her you should worry about,” said Lopez.


Lucy took another swig of the salty water then passed it to Lopez
without looking at him. He scoffed, but took it and drank. Lucy checked her
holster – she still had her pistol. She grabbed her backpack from the side of
the couch, while Jay slung an air rifle over his shoulder. 


***


They kept close to Jay as he led them through the
suburbs, beneath the clear sky and the faint warmth of the spring sun. He took
them on a circuitous route, never staying on one street for more than a few
blocks. He checked every junction they reached, and looked behind often. 


Lucy studied the name of every passing street, checking to see if it
was her mother’s. Part of her was hoping her mother’s home was buried deep
within the walled community – sheltered from the ‘quarantine zone’ – but she
knew this was impossible; the zone was in the south and her mom lived somewhere
in the north of the city. She couldn’t remember the exact district, but she
knew the street name. As they traipsed through the unfamiliar city, Lucy felt a
continuous anxiety she might be passing it by, leading to numerous false dawns.
The repeated disappointment was, at least, tempered by the desolation of the
streets themselves. Broken windows, unkempt drives, strewn litter. She wanted
desperately to abandon the mission, pinpoint her mom and go straight there to
pour out her soul, forgive the wretched woman and feel loved again. But she needed
the medication. If she lost the doctor now, when she was so close, who knows if
she’d ever find her again? So Lucy bit her lip and stayed focused on the
immediate goal, once again suppressing the wrenching desire to connect with the
last of her family. 


“You see that?” said Lopez, after a mile’s walking.


She followed his gaze to a side street. The corner building had a
large black cross painted at eye level – as did the building across from it.


“That’s bad news,” said Jay, with a grim look. He swiveled his rifle
into position, took off the safety, and moved towards the street.


“We’re going in?” said Lucy.


“Be ready,” said Jay.


“For what?” hissed Lopez, drawing his pistol.


Lucy eyed up the buildings around them. Clifford Street, read
the sign. A couple of homes had barricaded windows, a few others were smashed.
Most had their curtains drawn. The houses were beautiful – quaint,
old-fashioned detached buildings – but the vandalism and ragged lawns, covered
in rotting leaves and fallen branches, confirmed their desertion.


Jay stopped moving. He held his fist up to the others to copy. Lucy
peered around him at the hold up. Ahead to the right, a large house had a stone
wall at the boundary between its garden and the sidewalk. The wall was around
two feet high, and had a hedgerow growing above it. But the wall was broken;
several sections of it had been pulverized and lay in ruin, with shards of
rubble spewing onto the sidewalk.


“Oh my God,” said Lopez, drawing her attention to the house directly
opposite the wall.


Lucy’s stomach churned. Tied to a lamppost was the body of a man.
His faced was pulverized and bloody, as were his chest and limbs. All around
him lay large, jagged stones the size of bricks. Hung around his battered neck
was a wooden board with one word written across it in large, black capitals: SINNER.


“What happened?” said Lucy, queasily.


“The Faithful. They think our disease is a punishment from God. They
call this ‘absolution’,” said Jay, gesturing to the rocks.


“We should get away from here – the creatures will track it by
nightfall,” said Lucy.


“What creatures?” said Jay, giving Lucy a puzzled look.


“The beasts – whatever you call them. We don’t wanna be around when
they turn up. We don’t know enough about this ‘immunity’ to rely on it,
especially when we’re getting weaker,” said Lucy.


“You lost me,” said Jay.


“Wait, you really don’t have beasts here?” said Lucy, in
astonishment.


“We have the Faithful. You could call them that,” said Jay.


“Who are they?” said Lopez.


“They’re the biggest group of survivors in Boston,” said Jay.


“You’re telling me the survivors in this city want to be part of a
group that does that?” said Lucy, gesturing to the mutilated bodies.


“Believe it or not, in many ways they’re an improvement on their
predecessors. Everyone flocked to them when they outlawed the unspeakables,”
said Jay.


“The ‘unspeakables’?” said Lucy.


“Jeez, you guys really don’t know anything, huh?” said Jay.


“TripAdvisor was down when we set off,” said Lopez, without smiling.


“The virus wiped out most of the city, and after that there was just
chaos. No law, no order. There were just groups of survivors stealing,
fighting, and looting from each other, and that’s how winter started. The
supplies left across the city began to run out, and we’d already eaten all the
dogs and rodents. There was only one source of meat left,” said Jay.


“Jesus Christ,” said Lopez, gravely.


“No-one wanted it. It started out as just eating those who had
passed naturally – while they were still safe to eat. But that’s a difficult
window; to find a recently-deceased body and do so before anyone else.
So people started killing the weakest people for food. In the first weeks, a
lot of folk refused to be part of it – but their abstinence only made them
weaker, while the unspeakables grew stronger. The stronger they got, the bolder
they became, and they started hunting more openly. Groups of hunters soon
turned into tribes, as people rushed to join them before they fell victim. Of
course, once the limited supply of weak humans had been eaten, there were only
strong, hungry cannibals left roaming the city. So the cannibals turned on each
other, attacking rival tribes, and preying on the weakest in their own packs.
The tribes began to collapse, and that’s when the Faithful arrived – bringing grain
supplies for survivors, and ‘eradicating the scourge of the unspeakables’,”
said Jay.


“So they’re not from Boston?” said Lucy.


“From what I’ve heard, the leader was a farmer from out of town. His
grain stores supported the community through winter, and people became loyal to
him because of it – seeking him out, even. He and his followers heard what was
happening in Boston and decided it was their divine mission to purge the city
of sin,” said Jay.


“So other survivors in Boston converted to the Faithful?” said Lucy.


“Very quickly – once word got out that the newcomers had grain and
weren’t gonna eat you, well, the case for joining sold itself,” said Jay.


“Except that they’re barbarians,” said Lopez, pointing to the
bloodied corpses.


“It’s all relative. As long as you’re not the one being stoned, then
what’s not to like?” said Jay, grimacing.


“Were you in a tribe?” said Lucy, warily.


“Jeez guys, I’m not gonna eat you – we’re on the same side,”
said Jay.


“This group – the ‘Faithful’ – can no-one stop them?” said Lopez.


“Why would anyone stop them? Most people are them. The only
other two communities big enough to take them on don’t want to – those pious
hypochondriac assholes behind the wall don’t care about anyone outside the
wall, and the police have barricaded them and theirs inside a prison, so
there’s no reaching them either. Both sides know we’re being hunted, and they
don’t care.”


“Cowards. No honor,” spat Lopez.


“Meh, I get it. What’s worse, some people stoning a leper to death,
or catching leprosy yourself? They’re all scared of the disease, see, and if a
homicidal religious group happens to spring up and eradicate the outbreak
before springtime, then isn’t that just swell? Of course, I personally don’t
wish to be eradicated, so thank god for the doctor. If she can keep us going
long enough to figure out a cure, we’ll have a community of our own. We’re
getting stronger with treatment, bit by bit. Speaking of, we should keep
moving,” said Jay, glancing around and setting off at a brisk pace.


“How did you get infected?” said Lucy, marching to keep up.


“No idea. I woke up one day with weird marks on my skin and the
group freaked. They kicked me out,” said Jay.


“How many people were in your group?” said Lopez.


“A dozen. I reckon there are a lot of small groups like that across
the city – friends that laid low through winter, played it smart. How did you
guys get infected?” said Jay.


“Why don’t you tell him, Young? Tell Jay how we got infected,” said
Lopez.


They traipsed on for several more yards.


“We made a mistake,” said Lucy, staring at the ground.


***


It was another mile before they reached the safe house.
Jay peeled off onto a street that looked indistinguishable from the others.
More boarded up windows and overturned trash cans. Jay led them through the yard
of a detached house, and down the side passage into the back garden. He
delivered a coded knock upon the door.


A finger pulled back the blind and an eye peeped out. Jay waved. The
blind fell back into place and the door opened.


“Who they?” demanded the woman.


“They’re like us,” said Jay, stepping into the kitchen.


“You mean hungry?” said the diminutive woman, sternly. Her eyebrows
were painted on, and she wore large hoop earrings. 


“I’ve brought food,” said Jay.


“Mmm-hmm,” said the woman, watching as Jay swiveled off his backpack
and pulled out a stack of large, damp-looking leaves.


“Again?” said the woman.


“Ada, There was nothing else,” said Jay.


“You guys eat that?” said Lopez.


“What even is it?” said Lucy.


“No idea. One of our group found we could eat them, though, and
they’ve done us alright since then. If you know which trees to look for,
they’re not too hard to find,” said Jay.


The kitchen was only marginally warmer than outside. A dozen people
sat around on chairs, eyeballing the new arrivals. 


“I’mma plate up, we feeding the outsiders too?” said Ada, doing
little to hide her contempt.


“They’re not outsiders, Dee, they’re like us,” said Jay.


The woman mumbled as she tore the leaves up in a large mixing bowl,
then distributed them among smaller plates and bowls which the onlookers
received readily. Some members were too weak to feed themselves, so others
ground their portions into a paste and spoon-fed them. Lucy leaned against the
counter awkwardly. Lopez walked pointedly to the far side of the room and
hovered by the defunct fridge.


“No sign of the doc?” said Jay, chewing.


“She came. We all cured,” said Ada.


Another resident snorted.


“You gonna eat that?” said a lesion-covered man, leaning towards
Lucy’s untouched plate.


“Uh, I think so, yeah,” said Lucy.


She pinched a bunch of leaves together. They were soggy, and deeply
unappetizing, but she was starving. She pressed them into her mouth, catching
the juice as it dribbled down her chin. She winced as she chewed. The taste was
pungent and vinegary, but not unpalatable.


“All done,” said the woman with painted eyebrows, licking her bowl
clean.


“Then someone better get more,” said Jay.


“I ain’t going nowhere. Not in my condition. Your stranger folk look
like they can still walk, though,” said Ada, pointing at Lucy and Lopez. “How’s
about they earn their keep.”


***


Feb 27th (est.) - It’s
been two days since we arrived at the sick house. No sign of the doc. One
person died yesterday. Others are looking weaker. Lopez looks like hell, and is
barely talking to me. He’s still mad we’re not in DC, and mad that he’s
infected at all. It doesn’t seem to have occurred to him that I’m in the exact
same boat.


We’ve slept almost continuously since arriving here. I dreamt about
Dan again. I dreamt we were in San Francisco, heading out on a date. It was
bliss. I’d say waking up is the most depressing part of the day, but that would
be a disservice to the rest of the day. The first two or three seconds of the
day are pristine – my brain is slow, and for the briefest of moments, I’m
awake, but I’ve forgotten everything. It’s like I’ve got him again. Then I
remember he’s dead, and every day it breaks me a little more. The second thing
I remember is that I’m dying of an unknown disease. And the third is that I
might not get to see mom before it happens.


 The community here is pretty bleak. It’s a house full of sick,
dying, hungry people, most of whom are mourning their loved ones who either
died before them or, worse, sent them into exile. We all share the same room to
keep the warmth up, and each stay wrapped in five or more layers of clothes. People
only wake up to eat more leaves, which seem to grow all around the area. Jay
took me and Lopez to gather some yesterday. He showed us where to look and
which ones to take. It’s gotta be the big ones – the smaller ones are
poisonous, apparently. A different man left this morning to get more food but
he’s not returned.


I’m feeling weaker. It’s getting harder to think. My skin is sore,
and the lesions are covering almost the entirety of my back and arms now. I’m
dizzy much of the time.


Today I tried to tell Lopez more about my mom – sorry, my estranged mom – and how the agency tracked her down to Boston.
Telling him like that, well, it wasn’t how I thought the conversation would go.
It wasn’t a conversation. That would’ve required him to speak. I’m trapped, and
my only real company is socially incapacitated by his own denial about the
collapse of his precious army. Jay listened, at least. He told me where Mom’s
street is. It’s across town, around six miles from here. If I ever regain
strength, I will go. If I don’t, I wonder if she’ll ever know how close I got.


Heaven knows what Dan would have said. I should’ve told him about
Mom. I was going to. I never thought he’d be stolen from me. But here we are.
Five months on and now I’m the one dying. Maybe we’ll meet on the other side.
We won’t though, will we? It would just be another lie to tell myself. If I
believed in another side, I’d be there already. But I don’t. And neither did
he. Which breaks my heart, because the closer to death I get, the closer time gets
to forgetting him. 


***


The kitchen door crashed open, waking Lucy abruptly.


“She needs help!” cried Ada, her eyes wide and her painted eyebrows
arched in earnest.


Lucy staggered to her feet, swaying as she rose.


Jay sprang to the doorway and bent down, scooping under the
newcomer’s arms. He dragged her fully into the kitchen while Ada resealed the
door.


“Does anyone know first aid?” cried Jay.


Lopez stumbled towards the incapacitated stranger – a woman.


“Stop the bleeding,” mumbled the newcomer, clutching her arm.


“Get her coat off – we need to bandage the wound,” said Lopez,
steadying himself against the counter. His speech was slurred, and his usually
warm-bronze skin ghostly pale.


Jay fought the woman’s zip, freeing her from the thick coat. The
lining was shiny and wet with blood. Others residents appeared with tea towels
and rags for bandages. The newcomer’s shirt sleeve was torn across her upper
arm, where her skin and muscle had been ripped apart by a bullet. Her wound was
raw, and the flesh contoured. Blood oozed between the woman’s fingers as she
tried to clamp the bleeding.


Lopez knelt down to tie the bandage but his fingers were trembling. 


“Shit. You gotta do it,” said Lopez.


“Me?” said Jay, aghast.


“You’re strongest here. Tie the damned knot as hard as you can,”
slurred Lopez.


Jay obliged, wrapping the bandage around the wound as tightly as he
could, and tying the knot hard like a boot lace. He knelt back and watched as
blood continued to seep from the wound.


“It’s not gonna work – we need a tourniquet,” said Lopez.


He grabbed a long wooden spoon from the counter.


“Tie another bandage above the wound – high, near her shoulder. Do
the first part of your knot then stop,” said Lopez, his eyelids dipping.


Jay obliged, clamping the upper-most part of the woman’s arm with a
tea towel and crossing the material over itself once, firmly. Lopez knelt down
and place the wooden spoon over the center of the knot.


“Use the ends to tie a second knot over the spoon,” said Lopez.


Jay did, so, securing the center of the spoon handle, smearing the
light wood with blood as his hands worked.


“Now twist it around,” said Lopez.


Jay twirled the spoon around like the needle on a compass. The woman
moaned in pain.


“More – it’s gotta be tighter,” grunted Lopez.


Jay wound it around several times more – causing the woman’s arm to
bulge under the pressure, as twists of fabric wound themselves beneath the
spoon and crushed her arm. She pounded the floor with her free arm, as the
agony only increased.


“That’s enough – now hold it steady,” slurred Lopez. 


He took a rag and tied it above the tourniquet, pulling it as tight
as his trembling fingers could manage, into a firm double-knot. 


“Under there,” said Lopez.


Jay tucked the thin end of the spoon under Lopez’s knot and released
it. The tourniquet held. The stream of crimson subsided.


“Someone write the time down. We need to try and release the
pressure in increments. Fifteen minute intervals,” said Lopez, pointing to the
kitchen clock.


“Who is she?” whispered Lucy, to a fellow resident.


“Charlie,” he replied without taking his eyes off the blood-soaked
woman on the floor, “She’s the doctor. She’s all we got.” 


***


Jay rummaged through the doctor’s backpack and retrieved
a packet of tablets, which was met with feeble cries of relief. He distributed
them among the group. Each resident swallowed eagerly, then returned to their
sleeping. He reached Lucy last.


“What are these?” said Lucy, struggling to focus on the pill in her
cupped hands.


“They’re what you need. This dose will last you a few days, then you
take another. That’s how it goes,” said Jay, stowing the excess tablets in his
deep violet, oil-stained boiler suit.


“Yeah but what is it?” said Lucy.


“I don’t know, read the label,” said Jay, handing her the bottle. 


“This is chemotherapy,” she said, translating the drug’s
pharmacological name.


“If you say so. You should sleep now – they work best if you sleep
right away. Your boy’s got the memo,” said Jay, gesturing to Lopez, who was out
cold.


“He’s not my boy,” muttered Lucy.


“He tells it different,” said Jay, his eyelids heavy, and his
expression as deadpan as ever.


Lucy was about to correct him and defiantly explain that Dan was her
‘boy’, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it. The words felt hollow. She
thought the crippling loneliness she’d endured over the winter would abate now
that she was with people again, but these people didn’t know her, and their
unfamiliarity was an amplifier for her darkest sorrows.


Jay clearly sensed the question had caused some trouble, and moved the
conversation on, albeit without mustering an alternative expression or tone.


“So the doc’s stable – for now,” he said.


“Right, uh, that’s good,” said Lucy, swiftly dabbing her eyes dry on
her blanket.


“The tourniquet’s off but she’s still lost a lot of blood. I’ll keep
an eye on her. Your b- the Major told me what to watch for,” said Jay.


“Great. Thanks again for the meds,” said Lucy.


“Sleep. You need it. I’ll catch you on the flipside,” said Jay.


Lucy pulled the duvet around her while Jay set about mopping up the
doctor’s blood. She wanted to grab him, shake him, make him understand. She had
a boy. She had Dan. Her soul mate. But he was gone.


***


“Quit eavesdropping and go do your damned homework,” her
dad yelled, pressing the phone into his shoulder.


Lucy scarpered back to her room with a “Sorrrrrryyyyyy!” and slammed
the door with flare. She immediately crouched down, below the handle, and
cracked the door ajar again – just wide enough to hear her father’s voice.


“Apologies, that was my daughter. Carry on,” he said, into the
phone. Lucy watched him pace around the kitchen table, in and out of sight of
the doorway. “Whaddya mean not covered?” he growled. Lucy cracked the door a
little wider. “I know it’s expiring, that’s why I’m calling you to renew,” he
said, jabbing the air with his finger.


“How is it a pre-existing condition? Last week I didn’t have it,
this week I do. I don’t see how that- Yeah, no kidding they’re expensive,
that’s why you- To hell with that! Oh, you think? We’ll see about that – I wanna
speak with your supervisor,” he barked.


He vanished from the doorway. Lucy listened as a cupboard door
opened, and a glass clinked onto the table. A bottle was unscrewed, and liquid
poured.


“Yeah, speaking. Your operative’s telling me I’m all of a sudden
‘ineligible’, and I fail to see what- No, I haven’t read that particular- And
you expect me to pay for that how? Exactly! Oh, sure, you’re positively
heartbroken, I can tell. God dammit you people are the worst! Oh I’m
sorry if my language is colorful, but fuck. You. I’ll have to sell
everything because of this. Everything!” he growled, slamming his glass down on
the table.


Her father looked up and made eye contact with Lucy, who gasped,
spotted. She tumbled backwards into her room, pulling the door shut and closing
her eyes, bracing for the inevitable barrage of parenting. 


“God dammit girl, what did I tell you about eavesdropping!”
he cried.


She darted to the window and swung her feet onto the ledge, dangling
her legs over the side. The sea air was bracing. She looked into the dark
waters, as waves crashed against the rocks fifty feet below. Her sandal fell
off and tumbled downwards, vanishing into the turbulent ocean. A slick of
yellow spores bobbed across the rolling water’s surface, and extended right out
to the horizon.


“Hey, missy!” growled her father, bursting into the bedroom.


Lucy gasped and slipped from the ledge, plunging towards the foaming
mass below.


***


The dream had recurred several times since Lucy took the
first tablet. Even now, it was occupying her conscious thoughts as she escorted
the doctor across the city. It was four days since Charlie’s bloody entry into
the safe house, and two days since they’d cauterized her wound. That the doctor
was even walking such distances was nothing short of a miracle, although she’d
been well fed for the mission. It had become clear early on that Charlie
couldn’t stomach the residents’ diet of leaves, so Jay had scavenged some
tinned gnocchi for her. Lucy suspected he had a secret stash, but he refuted
this.


Yesterday Charlie had insisted she needed to move on. She was
nowhere near recovered enough, but she’d been adamant – there were people
depending on her. Of course, there were complications. She was weakened and
unarmed, having lost her gun during her last encounter with the Faithful. The
residents immediately looked to Lucy and Lopez, as soldiers, to step up.
Neither wanted to escort her. Lucy wanted to find her mother, Lopez wanted to
get to DC. But neither wanted to donate their weapon to another resident,
either, and they owed the doctor their lives. Thus, a deal was struck. While
Charlie was in a weakened state, they were to escort her across the city so
that she could continue her distribution rounds to the other diseased
communities. Lucy’s hope was that Charlie would be recovered enough within a
week or two to go solo again, or better still they would find suitable
replacements to protect her. There was one key return for Lucy and Lopez: extra
medication. The doctor knew where to find the remaining drug stockpiles across
the city. Not only would the pair get regular treatments without delay, but
Lucy and Lopez each stood to amass a personal stockpile.


That was a strong incentive. After just two tablets Lucy looked and
felt completely revitalized. The pills had worked quickly and her lesions had
vanished. Her strength and focus had been restored – further bolstered by
regular leaf meals. She had even grown used to the taste of the putrefied
leaves, which were proving to be an incredible source of energy. 


Lopez’s resentment of Lucy, however, remained palpable, contrary to
Jay’s interference. The Major’s favorite hobby during break periods was to
loudly recalculate the distance to DC, and the route he would take there alone.
Lucy ignored him, and chose to focus on Charlie. She pressed the doctor for
every detail she could glean on the disease, and the cures she’d been trying.


“The drugs work fast, but they wear off fast, too. That’s the
problem I’m trying to fix – find a longer-acting solution, or at least a way of
producing more of them. At the moment, I’m raiding hospitals and pharmacies,
and trying to recreate some in my lab, too, but I’m woefully short of test
subjects,” said Charlie, as they crept through the suburbs.


“You’ve got a lab, then?” said Lucy, optimistically.


“Sorta. The Faithful trashed my actual lab at MIT, so I’ve been
working in one my friend used to run. It’s a small, private outfit, so no-one
really knows it’s there,” explained Charlie.


“How did you know to use chemo?” asked Lucy.


“It kinda made sense. I threw a few samples under the microscope and
saw the sort of rapid cell division you’d expect in a cancer. So mitotic
inhibitors made sense,” said Charlie.


“But they’re not a cure?”


“No, it’s a band aid,” said Charlie


“What happens when they run out?” said Lucy.


“Then you’ll wanna be in DC. Because they’ll have a cure,” grumbled
Lopez, chipping in.


“Assuming they’re working on it all. Even then, it could take
decades to find an actual cure,” said Charlie.


“I’ll take those odds,” said Lopez.


“He’s obsessed with DC. Talks of it like it’s the freakin’ promised
land,” said Lucy, still astonished at the way Lopez’s bitterness was festering.


“The only way we will ever climb out of this cesspit of a
situation is through a coordinated, technologized effort, and that requires a
centralized military operation,” Lopez snapped.


“He’s not wrong,” said Charlie.


“I’m not saying he’s wrong, I’m just saying he’s being an asshole
about being right. Either way, he’s a god damned hypocrite,” said Lucy.


“I’m the hypocrite?” said Lopez.


“Yeah, you are. The guy who professes to be all about the army, and
all about reclaiming the nation, and yet who turned his back on every civilian
we met since the ambush. You’re only helping Charlie now because you need the
meds,” said Lucy.


“This is rich, coming from the woman whose rescue missions kill more
people than they save,” said Lopez.


“Can we not do this right now?” said Charlie.


“Fine by me,” snapped Lucy.


“Whatever. Let’s say you’re right, doc, and it takes DC ten years to
find that cure. Do we have a decade of chemo drugs lying around?” said Lopez.


“I doubt it. Not the right type, at least,” said Charlie.


“So we’re screwed,” said Lopez.


“Technically mitotic inhibitors are plant alkaloids, so there’s a very
outside chance we could grow long-term treatments for this disease. Assuming
no-one kills us firsts,” said Charlie.


“You say ‘us’ like you’re infected too,” Lopez noted.


“I say it like we’re all human,” snapped Charlie, bristling.


“Don’t get me wrong, it’s a good thing,” added Lopez.


“That really came across,” snarked Lucy.


“I wish everyone shared our views about humanity, Major. The people
I left behind the wall are deeply protectionist. I’ve ostracized myself for
this cause,” said Charlie.


“Was it hard, leaving your community behind?” said Lucy.


“Of course. We’d made it through so much. We’d survived the virus,
survived the unspeakables, and survived the winter – spring was coming. Then we
heard of this new disease plaguing the small survivor communities outside the
wall, and I knew we had to help. I had to do what was right. If you can’t
follow your conscience, what hope is there for any of us?” said Charlie.


“Sounds like your wall friends have a different definition of
‘conscience’,” said Lopez. 


“Which is why we left. ‘We’ – it’s just me now, isn’t it. Funny how
life goes,” said Charlie, bitterly.


“I feel you there,” said Lucy.


“Ditto that,” said Lopez, to Lucy’s surprise.


“How many people have you treated?” said Lucy, probing Charlie
further.


“Going on eighty,” replied the doctor.


“I’m glad to be in that number. We saw a couple die of this thing.
Didn’t look good,” said Lopez.


“It’s not the dying you want to worry about. It’s the timing. If
things go against you, there can be real complications,” said Charlie.


“Like what?” said Lucy.


“Like the complete degradation of the human abdomen and bowel,” said
Charlie.


“For real?” said Lucy, horrified.


“That’s kinda what those Faithful people do to you anyway,” said
Lopez, shrugging.


“How many people have they killed?” said Lucy.


“They’ve only started hunting sufferers recently. Now that the
unspeakables are gone, or hiding among other communities, the Faithful need a
new hobby. A new ‘righteous cause’. But they don’t yet have the resources to
purge a whole city, so they do random patrols and raids. They usually catch
people foraging for food,” said Charlie.


“So there are sick people hiding all over?” said Lopez.


“Yeah, but I can’t figure out if that’s because the disease is
everywhere, or just if it’s because people are moving around a lot to evade
detection. I’ve been trying to plot a map of the outbreak but it’s proving near
impossible to establish a common vector. That’s a point – I’ve yet to take your
medical history,” said Charlie.


“This again,” snorted Lopez.


“What?” said Charlie.


“Ask my executioner,” said Lopez, bitterly.


“Screw you,” said Lucy.


“Can one of you fill me in?” said Charlie.


“We ingested some white powder,” said Lucy, wearily.


Charlie looked baffled.


“It’s a toxin that grows off infected D4 creatures. It’s poisonous
to them, so we took it as a deterrent, so we could escape them. But apparently
it’s poisonous to us, too,” said Lucy.


“Thanks again for the death sentence,” said Lopez.


“What were you escaping?” said Charlie.


“The beasts. Jay said you’ve not had any up here?” said Lucy.


“Not yet,” interjected Lopez.


“Is that what ‘D4’ is?” said Charlie.


“It’s one version. Remember the ‘virus’ that wiped everyone out?
Well, it carried on evolving. The bacterium appropriated the DNA of everything
it encountered, and one of the end products was a pack predator with enough
strength and coordination to threaten the remaining humans across the east
coast and the central states. Hell, they reached New York,” said Lucy.


“They’ve made it all the way from the West Coast to New York, but
not Boston?” said Charlie.


“Right. So I’m thinking there must be something stopping them?” said
Lucy.


“Rivers,” said Lopez.


“What?” said Lucy.


“There are rivers that cut across the whole state. I’ve been
thinking about it, planning my route. Say a river’s contaminated upstream with
a big dose of white powder. That would be a barrier to migrating beasts. Like a
line in the sand. Contaminated water could also be what’s hitting people round
here. Just a theory,” he shrugged.


“And you didn’t think to share it sooner?” said Lucy.


“I was gonna tell them in DC,” said Lopez.


“Hey, we’ve made it. The safe house is down he-,” began Charlie. 


She stopped in her tracks. Two bodies sat in the front yard, each
tied to a fence post hammered into the center of the lawn. Both corpses were
bloodied, and surrounded by rocks. The left corpse had lesions. They each bore
a different sign around their neck. The first read SINNER, the second, AGENT
OF SATAN. Charlie knelt down and reached out to the dead man’s boot. She
dipped her head and sobbed. Lopez placed a consoling hand on her shoulder.
After a moment, the doctor drew a sharp breath and stood up, wiping her cheeks.


“This is what they did to Petrov – my lab partner,” said Charlie.


Shouts echoed out from the neighboring street. There was the sound
of an old-fashioned, hand-held bell ringing. People were shouting aggressively.
Their curses and orders were punctuated by an individual’s cries for help.


“What’s that?” whispered Lucy.


“That’s them,” said Charlie, anxiously adjusting her sling. 


“The people who did this?” said Lopez, gesturing to the corpses.


“Without a doubt,” said Charlie.


“You two take shelter – get back to the safe house, I’ll find you
there,” said Lopez.


“What are you doing?” hissed Lucy.


“Protecting the civilians,” said Lopez.


“Are you insane? Now you’re taking a stand? We can’t risk
them getting Charlie!” said Lucy.


“Which is why you’re in charge of her,” said Lopez.


“While you do what?” said Lucy.


“You were right, OK? I can’t wait for DC to come to them. Not when
they’re stoning unarmed civilians in the streets. I’ve got a conscience,
and I’m saying no more. I’m DC,” said Lopez.


“Major, if you try this alone-” protested Lucy.


“Get the doc to the safe house,” said Lopez, cutting her off.


“I’m not letting you do this. It’s a suicide mission,” said Lucy.
She grabbed Lopez’s arm but he shook her off.


“Major, you can’t leave!” insisted Lucy.


The bell rang out again, prompting more shouts. The cries were
getting closer. Somewhere in the maelstrom was an engine.


“For the last time, Young, get inside!” hissed Lopez, shoving her
away.


A man careered around the corner, at the far end of their street. He
was running, but with a limp. His pant leg was torn, and his leg bloody. The
skin on his face was pockmarked with lesions. He spotted Lucy’s group and cried
out in despair, opening his arms imploringly. A dog bounded across the road and
sunk its teeth into the man’s calf, dragging him to the ground. Its masters
were close behind, their shouts egging the dog on.


“Get down!” hissed Lopez.


The three of them dived behind a car. Lopez took the safety off his
pistol and peered around the side. Lucy copied. One of the attacking humans
whistled and the dog’s snarling ceased instantly. The dog released its ward but
stayed looming over him, ready to bite again if instructed. The man lay on his
back and begged for mercy, as four humans closed in. Each wore a full length
black robe, with the hood pulled up. 


A car pulled up by the group. The driver climbed out and kicked the
sickly man repeatedly, shouting as he did so. He demanded repentance, and
pointed to the car. In the front passenger seat sat a man wearing a robe of
brilliant white. Around his neck hung a bronze medallion on a crimson cord. He
watched the proceedings without dispassion.


“That’s him – the Preacher. He’s the cult leader, the one who
started it all,” gasped Charlie.


“You two get inside the safe house. Stay low. I’m gonna move up and
pick as many of them off as I can,” whispered Lopez.


“Don’t be insane,” hissed Lucy.


“If I don’t try, then it’s all been for nothing,” said Lopez.


“What are you talking about! Major, get a grip!” said Lucy.


“It’s over, Lucy. You heard the doc. No cure, no drugs, not time
left. This is gonna end one way or another. I’m choosing to end this as a
soldier,” said Lopez.


“Lopez, listen to me, I was wrong! You take them on and
you’ll die. You might kill two of them before they get you, but what difference
will it make? We need to get to DC, tell them everything we know, and bring the
full weight of justice upon these people. You cannot do this alone,”
insisted Lucy.


“No, no you don’t understand. Lucy, this is our chance to kill the
Preacher. He’s almost never out of the compound, we have to try,” said
Charlie, grabbing Lucy’s arm.


“Lopez, don’t do this – don’t go,” implored Lucy.


Lopez stared at her, his eyes narrow, his jaw clenched, as the
hunters’ taunts and the injured man’s whimpers echoed around the street. She
watched him grappled with everything she’d said, the vein on his forehead
bulging with adrenaline, until finally he grunted in concession. “Young is
right. We move one at a time, starting with you, doc. Keep low and get to the
safe house yard. On three,” he said.


Charlie shook her head in disbelief. “We may not get another clear
shot, we have to kill him. He’s the head of it all, kill him and the
rest will stop!” insisted Charlie.


“It’s not a clear shot,” said Lopez, peering at the Preacher, who
remained in the car, obscured by the cult members moving in front of it, beating
the captured man.


“You don’t get it, he’s the one who killed Petrov,” said Charlie,
with a crack in her voice. 


She grabbed Lucy’s pistol and lunged out onto the street.


“Shit!” cried Lucy, reaching after her, but it was too late. Charlie
fired at the Preacher.


The hooded figures flinched en masse as the bullet tore past them.
It missed the Preacher, but shattered the two front windows of the car. The
cult members scattered, taking cover. The driver immediately leapt into the
seat, speeding the Preacher to safety.


The remaining robed members opened fire on Lucy’s group. Lopez
propped his arms on the hood of the car and returned fire, killing one
instantly. “You two – go!” he ordered.


Lucy grabbed Charlie’s arm and heaved her away, wrenching back her pistol
as they went. They ducked behind cars and hedgerows as they ran, passing the
murdered couple in the yard, and fleeing onto the street beyond. The gunfire
stuttered away behind them. Shots were sporadic as both sides strove to
conserve ammo. 


“Over there!” cried Lucy, spotting an alley.


“This way,” called Charlie, at the same moment, racing across the
intersection towards a different street, her pace hampered by her sling. Before
Lucy could change course, the Preacher’s car screeched around the corner and
onto the boulevard. Charlie darted between two houses. Lucy sprinted into the
alley, and leapt over a fence into someone’s back garden. The Preacher’s car
skidded to a halt and the doors opened.


“You two take the other one, we’ll get the doc,” cried one of the
men.


Lucy ran – hauling herself over garden fences, and fleeing deeper
into the suburbs, as gun shots continued to ring out from Lopez’s street.


***


The light was fading. Lucy’s legs were weak. She’d
trekked for hours, desperately evading the Faithful as she sought out her last
glimmer of hope; her mother. She stowed the stolen city map away in her
backpack as she read the street name before her: Carlton Avenue. This
was it; the address the agency had mailed her all those months ago. 


The houses were narrow, terraced affairs, made of red brick. Aside
from that the street was like every other; deserted. After months of dreaming
about her, of planning this moment, Lucy felt hollow.


She approached the door and took a deep breath, trying to suppress
her flickering hope. She knocked several times. No answer. She looked around
for a spare key but there was none. Raising her pistol, she took careful aim
and fired at the lock, blasting it open. The gunshot reverberated around the
silent streets. She pushed the door open. 


The hall was filled with unopened mail. Final notice. Payment
due. Do not ignore. Almost half of the envelopes bore the same bold print.
The rest was a mixture of high fashion catalogues and lifestyle magazines. The
mail was addressed to different people. Mrs. Edelstein, Ms. Sanchez,
Rosemary Carter, Mrs. Walker. Then finally, one Lucy recognized: Tessa
Young.


She picked it up and stared at the writing. There she was. Her
mother. The letter was for an unpaid parking fine. That would figure.


Lucy moved further into the house. The level of dishevelment was
immediately familiar. Discarded clothes, magazines and used crockery occupied
every viable surface including the floor. Beneath the detritus Lucy identified
a sofa, a bean bag, and a large reclining armchair. Books were stacked up in
piles by each – holiday reads, chick flicks, detective stories. The floor was
covered in short pale hairs, as were the sides of a tattered dog basket in the
corner. It looked large enough to take a Labrador. Knowing her mum, it had
probably housed a husky.


 A wrinkled blanket lay at one end of the sofa, along from a bedroom
pillow, which was propped against the opposite arm. Lipstick and makeup
cluttered the coffee table, which was stained with rings from hot mugs. A
collection of three different-sized Yankee candles held the central position.


Lucy headed upstairs to explore the top floor. It was in a similar
state of disarray, decorated in clothes, makeup, and books. The master bedroom
featured an un-made double bed. A torn condom wrapper lay on the carpet. Near
it lay a lighter and an ash tray brimming with cigarette butts. Lucy pocketed
the lighter, which worked, and kicked the condom wrapper under the bedframe,
wincing as she did so.


She opened the wardrobe. None of the clothes were familiar, but she
recognized her mother’s style. Subtlety had never been her forte. The woman was
a great believer in the adage ‘more is more’. Lucy pulled out a selection of
clothes – jeans, a t-shirt, a long-sleeved jersey, and some thick socks – and
laid them out on the bed. She unzipped the top of her uniform, then
reconsidered; it had been days since she’d washed properly.


She took herself to the bathroom and inspected the shower. Lime
scale water marks gave the glass screen a mottled appearance. A mass of long
black hair clung to the drain. The cubicle floor was grimy, too. Lucy grimaced
and checked the sink instead. It had a hairline crack, and large orange stain
around the plug hole. She tried the tap but nothing came out, so she turned her
attention to the toilet instead. Cautiously, she lifted the cistern lid off,
remembering the twitching tadpoles she’d seen in the semi-frozen house by
Madison.


The cistern was full, and the water was clear. Lucy fetched a glass
from downstairs and scooped some out, quenching her thirst. She stripped off,
removing her well-worn uniform and sweat-stained base layer. She took a flannel
from the towel rail and squeezed soap into it from the dispenser, then tipped
some of the glass’s water onto it. She cleaned herself briskly in the chilly
house. As she scrubbed, she marveled at her skin – there was no trace of the
lesions. All that remained were scratches and bruises from her escape.


She dried herself with a towel, then returned to the bedroom where she
quickly changed into her mother’s clothes. The thick socks felt luxurious
against her aching, blistered feet. She slid on a pair of slippers, threw a
dressing gown over her whole outfit, and headed downstairs, with a fresh cup of
water.


She drew the curtains, then searched the house for food. She didn’t
bother opening the fridge – remembering the rancid smell of the farmhouse’s
abandoned unit. Instead she checked through each empty cupboard in turn, until
her eyes fell on the dog bowl. Lucy knelt down before her last hope: the
cupboard under the sink. To her joy she discovered a box of dog biscuits. She
shoveled several down on the spot, savoring the crunchy, calorie-filled
nourishment, groaning with pleasure as she chomped.


She carried the box into the lounge, where she lit the Yankee
candles, then sank into the sofa, clutching the box like it was popcorn. The
treats tasted better than she’d expected – certainly no worse than the leaves.
She gorged until she could eat no more, then let out a dog-food-flavored belch.



She finished the water and placed the empty cup on the floor, beside
a pile of books. Next to it, she noticed a pen. She reached under the sofa and
groped around until her hand landed on a hidden volume, which she pulled out.
The cover had no text, just a polka dot pattern of gold on fluorescent pink.
Lucy opened a random page and recognized her mother’s handwriting immediately.
The entry was over nine months old.


8th June. Went to Cindy’s today, as per, and this new
bitch at the mall asked me for ID when I tried to pay by check. I was like
‘excuse me?’, and she was like ‘yeah?’ I informed her of her error – I am a loyal customer. They should put that in the friggin training
manual. The manager came over, all embarrassed, and was like ‘Ms Sanchez,
forgive my colleague, she’s new here, of course we don’t require ID from you,’
and I was like ‘damned right you don’t.’ Normally I’d have given them a piece
of my mind – otherwise how else are they gonna learn? – but I had a lunch date
I simply could not miss, and the jacket was very cute, so I needed it in a
hurry, obviously.


Lucy skipped to the last entry in the book, hoping to find some clue
as to her mother’s fate.


2nd September. Jacob’s a
piece of shit. I told him I don’t have the money, but he gives me all this bull
crap about his rights, and I told him to go get a lawyer if he felt that
strongly about it, which he won’t, because he doesn’t, because the man couldn’t
feel strongly about something if his life depended on it. He’s got zero backbone.
Like, zero.


She thumbed through the diary, drinking in snapshots of her mother’s
second life; the one she’d left Lucy for. It spoke of people, and boyfriends,
creditors and lawyers, job interviews and tribunals, parties and breakups. Lucy
kept reading, hoping desperately to find something concrete – the reason her
mother left, perhaps, or even some mention of herself, but the entries were
vacuous and self-absorbed, and all Lucy found was sleep.


***


Lucy squeezed her way between the adult guests’ legs until
she reached the bar. “Excuse me, mister, can I get a cream soda?” Lucy shouted,
straining over the music her parents liked. The bartender tapped the sign above
his head. Over-21s only. “Please?” added Lucy. The man let out a sigh
and poured her a glassful. He slid it across, with a frown, then shoed her away
quickly as his supervisor returned.


The music stopped mid-track and the DJ’s voice wafted through the
microphone. “Uh-oh, looks like someone’s gonna have to make a speech!” he
declared, in a voice so cheesy it could’ve curdled the very room.


The cry of “speech!” echoed around the packed bar as tipsy guests
demanded a turn from the birthday girl. Tessa feigned reluctance, then skipped
onto the stage and plucked the mic from the DJ’s podgy hands. Lucy’s mom was
wearing a cowboy hat and a checkered shirt, with the center tied in a knot to
show off her slender midriff.


“Thank y’all soooo much for coming,” Tessa gushed, before taking a
moment to giggle, and pick out several faces in the crowd. “Any of y’all that
said I wouldn’t make it to thirty? Y’all owe me five bucks,” she said, to the
crowd’s delight.


Lucy felt two hands scoop her up. Now she was sat on her dad’s
shoulders, with full view of the room.


“There’s my baby! What would I do without you and my boo? Y’all are
my superstars and I love ya,” gushed Tessa, waving at them. Lucy waved back,
grinning goonishly.


“Don’t tell me they get all your love,” added the DJ, playfully,
having found a second mic.


A few wolf whistles from the crowd, to which Tessa feigned outrage,
declaring publically her undying affections for her family.


A cake appeared from the far side of the room and the crowd launched
into a rowdy rendition of Happy Birthday, as a giant, iced three and
zero, studded in candles, processed to the front. Tessa blew them out to the
crowd’s applause, and the music resumed. She jumped down from the stage and
launched into some energetic dancing.


Lucy’s father steered Lucy away and left her to play with the other
children. A neighbor brought them all some cake a while later. The icing was
sickly sweet. Lucy wolfed down two fat slices in quick succession. They made
her thirsty, but she didn’t care for the kids’ table orange aid – she wanted
cream soda.


She squeezed her way through the forest of adult legs once again.
She weaved across the train station platform and marched to the front of the
bar. The bartender was busy this time, rushing from end to end, grabbing
bottles off the shelves and up-ending them, pouring splashes into glasses then
adding ice and sodas. She waved, but he wouldn’t make eye contact.


“There you are baby!” cried Tessa. 


Her mom drew her into a fierce embrace, shielding Lucy from the
rushing wind as a freight train sped by. Tessa propped Lucy against her hip in
a koala grip and gave her daughter a beaming smile, as she swayed to the bar’s
music. Lucy’s face lit up and the two of them giggled at each other. 


“Sweetie, I’ve been looking for you alllll night, where’s my baby
been?” cooed her mom.


“Playing,” giggled Lucy, pulling a breathing mask over her mouth.


“Playing, huh? Wish I could be playing. I gotta talk to all these
boring adult people. You wanna swap?” whispered her mom, conspiratorially.


“No,” giggled Lucy, behind the mask.


“What you doing up here anyways? Is someone rooting for another
cream soda?” said her mom, with a wink.


Lucy nodded, grinning.


“Cream soda for my baby, and a JD coke for her momma,” declared
Tessa, tapping the bar with her knuckles. “You are just my world, you know that
honey? You’re my world.” Tessa nuzzled Lucy’s neck with her nose. It
tickled, making Lucy giggle further, as she bathed in the scent of her mother’s
perfume.


***


Lucy awoke sharply. There was a voice outside the window.
Daylight shone through the crack in the curtains.


“Son of a bitch, I knew I should’ve come sooner. Check it –
someone’s broke in.”


The voice outside belonged to a woman.


Lucy leapt up from the sofa. The blanket and her mother’s diary fell
off her as she dashed to the far side of the room, grabbing her pistol as she
moved. She crept to the lounge door and waited behind it. The stranger shoved
the front door open, dislodging Lucy’s improvised door-stopper in the process.
Footsteps marched across the hallway and towards the lounge.


“Don’t move,” said Lucy, levelling the pistol at the woman’s head as
she entered the room.


The stranger was around twenty years old. She raised her arms in
immediate surrender, her eyes wide with fear.


“Please don’t kill me,” the young woman begged. Then her mouth
slackened, and her arms faltered. She stared at Lucy in disbelief. “Oh my god –
it’s you. You’re… you’re Lucy,” said the woman.


Lucy’s jaw dropped, but she kept the pistol raised.


“I’m Shona,” said the woman, lowering her hands further. “I’m your
sister.”
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Lucy lowered the pistol. “I don’t have a… How do you…?”


“I’m your half-sister. Mom showed me pictures of you,” said Shona.


“When?” said Lucy.


“Before she – before the virus,” said Shona.


“So she’s dead?” said Lucy. 


 Shona nodded. Lucy lowered the pistol and slumped into the
armchair.


“May I?” said Shona, gesturing to the couch.


“Of course,” said Lucy, waving her through, and setting the pistol
down on the coffee table. “Sorry about the gun. Life’s – you know. What
happened to mom?”


“She died in the first week. It was the virus that got her. I buried
her properly. We can visit the grave if you want. I’m so sorry – you’ve come
all this way, this must be so awful. How did you even make it here from
Louisiana?” said Shona.


“I’m from San Francisco,” said Lucy, matter-of-factly.


“Oh, sorry. Mom said Clinton,” said Shona.


“Clinton’s where she left us,” said Lucy, staring at the coffee
table.


“Are you on your own?” said Shona.


Lucy laughed once, bitterly. “Yeah Shona, I’m on my own,” she
replied.


“It’s not safe to be alone in this city. Please, come back with us –
we have food, and hot water, and so much to talk about I don’t even know where
to begin,” said Shona.


“We?” said Lucy.


“Hey Troy, come say hi,” called Shona, leaning into the hallway.


A car door slammed outside and footsteps approached the building,
crossing the threshold, and the short hall.


“Troy, you’re not gonna believe this – it’s some kinda miracle –
this is my sister, Lucy,” said Shona, beaming. 


A tall, well-fed man entered the room, with a shotgun slung over his
shoulder. He wore a sweeping robe of brilliant white. A bronze medallion hung
from his neck by a crimson cord. Lucy gasped.


“Lucy, this is my partner, Troy – though most people call him
Preacher,” said Shona.


“That your pistol, ma’am?” said Troy, to Lucy, aiming the shotgun at
her.


“Uh, yeah,” said Lucy, gulping, her eyes flitting to her discarded
pistol on the coffee table.


“Shona sweetie, would you pick it up for me?” said Troy, his voice
stern.


“Troy, this is so rude, she’s my sister!” said Shona, fetching the
pistol.


Troy pocketed the pistol, and slung the shotgun over his shoulder,
giving Lucy a smile of genuine warmth.


“Sorry about the hostility, Lucy, but times have changed. I’m hoping
they’ll change back. It’s an honor to meet you. If you’ve got half your
sister’s genes, then that makes you half perfect. I wanna be clear – you’re
family, and that means you’ll always have a place at our table. Break bread
with us and shelter with us as long as you need,” he said, with a gracious bow.


“Uh, thank you,” said Lucy, her stomach churning. She looked
nervously at Shona, who was smiling, proudly.


“Did you find the photos, honey?” said the Preacher. 


“Gosh, I totally forgot, lemme grab them,” said Shona, rootling
through the cupboards.


“We got a limited number of vehicles, so I keep trips like this on
the DL – otherwise folk get jealous, you know? And fairness is a big thing,
now,” said Troy.


“Oh, sure,” said Lucy, watching as Shona scooped up all the photos
in the room. She knew exactly which drawers to check.


“That’s all of them,” said Shona.


“OK sweetie, let’s make a move. Lucy, how did you get here – you got
a car?” said Troy.


“Uh, it broke down south of the city. I walked here,” she said,
swallowing nervously.


“She started in San Francisco,” added Shona.


“That’s a long way. To make a journey like that, in times like
these? That’s real love. I think it makes you something of a pilgrim, Lucy.
Come on now, let’s get home – this calls for a celebratory lunch. We shall mark
the pilgrim’s arrival,” said Troy, warmly.


***


As they drove across town it became clear they were
entering the Faithful’s territory. Many of buildings they passed had long black
sheets billowing from the uppermost windows, trailing down several floors.
They’d even reached two skyscrapers. At ground level, gone were the black
painted crosses on street corners – there were no infected streets here. In
their place was a new emblem: a painted white ring with a horizontal line
through the middle.


They were in the historic quarter of the city. Centuries-old stone buildings
stood nestled among their taller, glass descendants. At every checkpoint they
passed, the guards would pay their respects to Troy with great sincerity. He
would offer them a blessing – words of encouragement and love – and introduce
Lucy, ‘their newest pilgrim’.


Finally, they came to a stop. One McKinley Square read the
inscription above a stately building. The square was bustling with people
moving between buildings, ferrying carts of water, bread, laundry, books, wood,
tools. Everyone seemed to have a clear purpose. Only a handful of patrolling
men and women with guns wore black robes. But the guns were holstered, or slung
over shoulders, and the guards engaged in convivial conversation with their
non-uniformed peers. 


Lucy climbed out of the car, with the others. She could smell the
sea. She took in the tall, imposing stone building opposite. Mariott’s
Custom House read the inscription. The front featured broad, neo-classical
stone pillars several stories high, adorned by a temple-like triangular
pediment. Out of this rose a stone tower easily two dozen stories high. It was
clad in billowing black sheets bearing the white emblem.


“This way,” said Shona, taking Lucy by the arm and steering her
towards the first stately building. It was seven stories high, and had a dozen
windows spanning the width of the building. Each was inset among wide stone
walls, with decorative touches of masonry. A band of stone cornicing wrapped
around the upper floors of the building, culminating in an elliptical archway
that drew the eye towards the center of the building.


Shona led the way inside. Much of the ground floor office space had
been converted into a canteen, where the three of them took a seat. The
Preacher was immediately beset with questions from fellow workers, so Shona
took Lucy to the buffet, where they each received a portion of hot, smoked fish
and corn bread. Shona took a portion for the Preacher, too.


They retook their seats. Troy invited Shona to say grace.


“My Preacher, my brothers and sisters, for this gift we thank you,
and by the grace of the Almighty, we will prevail,” she said, scrunching up her
eyes in concentration as she delivered each syllable with sincerity.


“Together,” said the Preacher, raising his cup of water.


“Together,” said Shona, smiling. She raised hers, and intimated to
Lucy to copy. The three clinked glasses and ate.


The Preacher was keen to know details of Lucy’s journey so far. She
gave an honest account of the creatures, and the train, her loss of Dan, and
her struggle to survive the winter alone. She told them of the military, and
the Queen in NYC, but stopped short of any mention of the white powder disease.
The Preacher listened intently, and pressed her for details about the D4
creatures that were plaguing the rest of the country.


“From your accounts, Lucy, I believe spring will bring us these
creatures, and they will be our greatest test yet. I must humbly ask you to
help us prepare for this. With your knowledge, and the Lord’s wisdom, we can
protect my people from this threat,” he said, solemnly.


Shona nodded eagerly in approval, and looked to Lucy, expectantly.
Lucy muttered an awkward pledge to help in any way she could.


“We’re being punished for our arrogance,” continued Troy.


“Amen,” said Shona, nodding further.


“First God sent us the virus. Those who repented, and those whom She
chose, survived. Then came Her winter, and with it the justice of nature.
Nature exists to teach us humility, Lucy. With the first thaw, God sent Her
messengers to me, who told of the state of the city. I knew I could not sit
idly by and allow such barbarism to persist. I looked into my heart and I felt
the love of the Lord and I answered Her call. We eradicated the unspeakables,
Lucy. We saved this city from its descent into savagery, and the gravest of
carnal sins. But there is work yet to be done. There is a new scourge in this
city, and we must punish the sinners. We will track them down, one by one, and
cleanse their souls in the name of the Lord. But our work will not end there,
Lucy. Spring is coming, and with it, there will be a day of reckoning for those
who have abandoned their fellow human. For the police, holed in up in their
prison fortress, and for the dispassionate, hiding behind their walls. Justice
will come to them, Lucy, the Lord’s justice. And the weak, the vulnerable,
those who kept their faith, and those who have found it, they will become the
strong. Theirs is the future, Lucy. And so it will be done,” said Troy.


***


“Are you ready?” said Shona, knocking on the door.


Lucy’s apartment was beautiful. It had been a hell of a climb to
reach the fifteenth floor of the Mariott’s tower, but the view of the city was
incredible. She had luxurious bedding, a candle to read by, and a choice of
books from the hotel library.


“Just a minute,” said Lucy, as she changed out of her work clothes.
The smell of fish lingered in them after an afternoon of gutting, de-boning,
and smoking that day’s haul. She froze as she caught sight of her back in the
mirror. A fresh lesion had appeared between her shoulder blades. It looked raw,
and was already the width of her fist.


A church bell sounded three times.


“We don’t want to be late,” said Shona, tapping at the door again. 


“Nearly there,” called Lucy, as she tugged on her shirt, firmly,
along with a jumper and woolly hat.  


“How do I look?” she said, opening the door to Shona.


“They fit you so well!” cheered Shona, who had lent her the clothes
so that she’d have a non-work set.


Lucy’s face fell. Shona was wearing a black robe.


“Wow, you’ve got one of those huh?” said Lucy, trying to contain her
disgust.


“And now so do you!” chimed Shona, proudly whipping out a spare robe
from behind her back.


“This is for me?” said Lucy, holding the garment at arm’s length.


“You’ll need it, you’re not allowed in church without one. We
actually don’t have enough right now, but there are lots of masses every day,
so people share them. I pulled a few strings – got you a good one,” said Shona,
with a playful nudge.


“Uh, thanks,” said Lucy.


The bell sounded again: three chimes at one-second intervals.


“Quick, put it on,” said Shona, helping Lucy into it. “It totally
suits you! Let’s go – we don’t wanna be stuck in the back row,” she added,
setting off excitedly.


As they descended the staircase, they joined a growing trickle of
robe-clad residents, all heading to the central conference room in the building
across the square. At the door, every resident was patted down by the ushers.


“No weapons allowed inside the church,” whispered Shona, explaining.


Lucy winced as the usher patted her lesion. She followed Shona
inside the crowded room. The first two rows were full already, but Shona
squeezed them into the third.


“I know what you’re thinking,” whispered Shona.


Lucy raised an eyebrow.


“How comes the Preacher’s partner doesn’t get a front row seat?
We’re all equal in the eyes of the Lord, Lucy,” said Shona, with a chuckle.


Within five minutes the conference room was packed. There was an
excited murmuring across the hundred or so robe-clad residents, but with the
sounding of a gong, they all fell silent and rose to their feet. Lucy copied,
and watched as Troy strode onto the stage, his white robe glimmering in the
candlelight.


“Sisters, brothers, friends, a blessed evening to you all,” he
boomed. 


“And to you, oh Preacher,” replied the crowd.


“Be seated, please. Tonight, I have joyous news. The Lord, in Her
infinite wisdom, has delivered unto us a lesson,” declared Troy.


“Hallelujah!” cried Shona, with dozens of others from the crowd, all
on the edges of their seats.


“We know that the Lord is true to us. She guides us, and we will
follow. For those who follow prosper!” said Troy.


More cries of confirmation from the crowd.


“We have been chosen by the Lord. Chosen to survive, chosen to take
Her message to the others; to Her children who have strayed from the path of
righteousness. She chose us to survive the virus, She chose us to
survive the winter, She chose us to defeat the unspeakables,” shouted
Troy.


“Amen, amen, amen!” cheered the crowd.


“But now, my faithful children, the Lord has tasked us once again.
She has marked out those who have forsaken her, those who have sinned and
continue to sin. She has put upon them a plague, a sickliness, to punish their
arrogance and their folly. It is on us, as Her instruments on this Earth, to
complete this work She has so wisely begun. Will you let the Lord guide your
spirit? Will you open your heart to Her wisdom? Will you be a vessel for Her
work?” cried Troy.


“We will!” replied the crowd, in forceful unison.


“My brothers and sisters, some of you have seen this curse first
hand. Others of you have heard me speak of it. The scourge. The plague. The
sickness. It is the Lord’s work. She has marked out those whom we must cleanse,
and cleanse them we shall. But there is a second, more heinous group of sinners
we must also address. Those who chose to deny the Lord’s will!” declared Troy.


“Arrogance! Shame! Blasphemy!” cried the crowd.


“Incredible as it may seem, there are those who deny the Lord’s
curse. They seek to reverse it. They seek to deny it. They seek
to challenge the Lord’s wisdom. As if their judgement is superior! This
is an affliction worse than the plague itself. It is a form of blindness. It is
pure sin. My children, I must tell you solemnly, that tonight, we have such a
sinner in our midst!” 


The crowd reacted with shock and dismay. Frenetic murmuring broke
out. A chill of dread washed over Lucy.


“Indeed! It is a terrible thing! But it is the truth! The Lord has
delivered into our hands an agent of Satan!” declared Troy.


The crowd cried out for punishment, for retribution, for justice.
Lucy looked nervously to Shona who, beside her, was punching the air, echoing
her peers’ cries for blood. She turned and gave Lucy a beaming smile, then
carried on cheering.


“Tonight, we will be the Lord’s witnesses. Tonight, we will see
the Lord’s judgement. Tonight, we will do the Lord’s work!” declared
Troy, to the crowd’s cheers.


He raised his hand and two robed ushers dragged a prisoner to the
center of the stage. The person was dressed in a khaki jumpsuit. Their hands
were bound behind their back, and their head covered by a hood. Lucy’s heart
froze. The ushers thrust the figure onto their knees, facing the crowd. Troy
marched to the side of the prisoner and paused, with his hand hovering above
the prisoner’s head. In an instant, he snatched the hood off.


The crowd rose to their feet and erupted with jeers of hate and
condemnation. Lucy stared in horror, as Troy circled the doctor. Charlie stared
at the crowd in disbelief and fear, and shook her head imploringly as they
taunted her with cries of “Sinner!”


Troy clapped his hands and the crowd fell silent, retaking their
seats.


“My brothers and sisters, our Lord is just. Our Lord is wise. But is
our Lord not also merciful?” said Troy.


Murmurs of consent among the crowd.


“Is our Lord not also love?”


A few cries of “Amen” answered the call.


“If we are to rebuild our world with humility, and the love of the
Lord in our hearts, we must be prepared to forgive. As many of you in this very
room have been forgiven, so too must you be willing to forgive others. But
ultimately, forgiveness is the Lord’s to give. And to be forgiven, you must
first ask the Lord to forgive you. So here we are, my children. I give
you this sinner, before the Lord. I pray that she repents. I pray that she
searches her heart for truth. I pray that she begs the Lord, here and now, for
forgiveness,” declared Troy.


All eyes fell upon the doctor, whose eyes were filled with tears.


“Speak, child, for the Lord is listening,” urged Troy.


“I’m begging everyone in this room to remember who they were before
this happened. Think of what you knew! Think of what you had! Technology,
medicine, electricity! This insanity is not the way back, remember who you are!”
implored Charlie.


The crowd stared at her silently, while Troy circled with slow,
careful paces.


“Is that your final word?” he asked.


“How is this happening? I’ve committed no crime, I’m a doctor.
Remember those? The people that kept everyone alive? All I’m doing is helping
sick people,” pleaded Charlie.


“You are denying the will of the Lord. You are abetting sinners.
That makes you a sinner, too,” said Troy.


“I’m the sinner? You killed my partner. He was unarmed! You’re a god
damned murderer,” she cried.


The crowd booed and jeered in outrage at this insult to their
leader, with some in the front row spitting at Charlie.


“There you have it. Her final word. No humility, no repentance,
instead she accuses the Lord’s servants. This sinner has refused forgiveness.
Justice must be delivered!” cried Troy.


The crowd cheered eagerly as the ushers dragged Charlie from the
room. The fire exit doors were opened, and the congregation poured outside into
McKinley square, where guards stood with large, burning torches.


The night was clear, and the moon was almost full. The ushers
wrestled the doctor into the center of the square, then backed away as the
congregation encircled her. More robe-wearers circulated through the crowd,
wheeling a cart of jagged rocks and bricks.


“Take one,” instructed Shona, eagerly, as she took two herself. 


 Lucy picked up a small, sharp stone, and held it limply by her
side. A sickening feeling rose through her stomach.


“Do we have any new believers?” cried Troy, as he entered the center
of the circle. 


“Here!” cried Shona, taking Lucy by the hand and pulling her to the
front. A few others also made their way forwards, including a parent, dragging
her young daughter. The girl looked too young to even start school. The
newcomers looked nervously at one another. A few stared at the doctor with grim
determination.


Charlie spotted Lucy and the pair locked eyes. Lucy swayed, her hand
trembling. She glanced around the courtyard, searching for a way to intervene,
looking for a gun to grab – something, anything. The doctor gave her a
micro-shake of the head and stared at the ground, then closed her eyes. Troy
stepped back from the condemned woman and addressed the crowd with fervor.


“Tonight, you are all instruments of the Lord. You are agents of Her
justice! Do you feel Her spirit working through you?” he bellowed.


“We do!” cried the crowd.


“Do you feel her power working through you?” demanded Troy.


“We do!” cried the crowd, louder still, including many of the
newcomers in the front row.


“Are you prepared to deliver the Lord’s our savior’s justice?”
cried Troy.


“We are!” proclaimed the crowd. The child, buoyed by her mother’s
encouragement, was also shouting, and looking upon the doctor with hatred.


“Then I say to you, in the name of the Lord, let Her will be done!”
declared Troy.


The crowd erupted in cries of anger and condemnation, as they
unleashed a barrage of rocks and bricks upon the kneeling doctor. The stones
pulverized Charlie’s body, swiftly sending her to the ground. The crowd pressed
in further, crushing around Lucy, as they hurled stones directly down upon her,
bludgeoning the doctor’s face, splitting open her skull, rupturing her organs.


The worshippers jostled and cheered, all eager to ensure they
contributed to the work of the Lord. Lucy dropped her stone and ran from the
crowd. She staggered to a bench in the square and vomited heavily, before
collapsing, weeping. 


After less than a minute, the commotion was over, and the crowd
cheered in celebration. Shona appeared by the bench and knelt beside Lucy. Her
voice was tender but energized.


“Hey, you did a good thing, I was scared the first time, too, but
once you’ve let the Lord into your heart, you’ll see it’s OK. That awful
woman’s free now. Her soul has been saved,” said Shona, stroking Lucy’s hair.


Another voice drew Lucy’s head up, as the newcomer mother crossed
the square, holding her daughter’s hand. “I am so proud of you. The Lord
is gonna be so impressed by what you did,” said the child’s mother.


Lucy glanced up at the center of the square, where a sheet had been
drawn over the doctor’s mutilated body. Ushers were busily spraying the site
with holy water and muttering incantations. 


Troy strolled over to the bench and took a seat beside Lucy.


“I abhor violence. I always have, and I always will. But sometimes,
when we are doing the will of the Lord, we must sacrifice our own feelings, for
something much greater than ourselves. You understand why this was necessary.
You are a woman of science yourself, Lucy. You know we cannot rebuild mankind
if we allow this sickness to invade us. You are one of us now, Lucy. And the
Lord has a plan for you,” said Troy.
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It had been three days since the execution. Lucy’s
lesions were spreading, radiating across her torso. She was feeling weaker, and
knew the dizziness would start soon. It was only a matter of days before the
lesions spread to her hands and face. She found herself craving the fermented
leaves, and had to force down her fish and corn meals to keep up appearances. 


It was impossible to leave the company of others without arousing
suspicion. Shona, who doted on her with great affection, was by her side almost
every hour of the day, and had been proudly introducing her to the rest of the
community one by one. There was simply no way for Lucy to seek out medicine
without arousing suspicion, and time was running out.


She’d spent the past three days rotating through various chores that
kept the community running. As a newcomer, her scope was limited to basic
tasks, from fetching water, to preparing food, repairing garments and stoking
fires. She knew there were research teams, but they were chemists and
engineers, urgently trying to figure out a viable fuel source now that the
city’s gasoline had all but run dry. She’d spoken to a couple of them over
dinner. They were trying to convert the building’s generator to run off
biomass, but the prototypes so far had been unsuccessful. Nonetheless, each
professed their commitment to restore mankind to its technologized glory, in
the name of the Lord. Knowledge was a gift from above, after all, and it was
their duty to preserve that gift and ensure it was used. To do otherwise, they
argued, would be to disrespect Her will.


The Preacher was absent. His prayers had instructed him to conduct a
hunt for sinners in the western outskirts of the city. He’d taken a team of
volunteers and veterans, declaring that they would penetrate further than
before, and comb through the streets over several days. The hunting party was
expected back the following evening.


Shona had chosen to share a secret with Lucy on the first night of
the Preacher’s absence: she was pregnant with his child. Shona could barely
contain her excitement, which made up for Lucy’s emotionally stunted response.
Shona insisted that she didn’t want to tell anyone else, especially not the
Preacher, until another month had passed, just so she could be sure, but she
felt certain, and was convinced it would be a girl. 


The period of the Preacher’s absence was marked by tranquility.
Masses were held in his absence, led by devout members from Preacher’s original
farming community. There was no dissent. The community regulated itself with
incredible calm and dignity. Disputes were settled by a senior cleric, who
would arbitrate in the Preacher’s absence. Violence was unnecessary, because
the residents were all there by choice, and were equally invested in the
success of the community.


March 7th (est.) – The people here are showing me immense
kindness. I have quickly seen the love between them, and the peace they are
striving for. Through the Preacher’s wisdom, I hope the Lord rids us of the
plague in the city, and that the souls of those affected are redeemed through
Her justice.


Lucy had taken to writing fictitious entries in her diary, lest
anyone from the community read her notes. The community was awash with smiles,
kindly words, and hawkish eyes. It was imperative they believed Lucy was faithful,
if she was going to survive. She couldn’t risk anyone calling her into
question, and a religious court demanding to inspect her skin. Similarly, she’d
amended any diary entries referring to her use of white powder, by rewriting
them obliquely so that they would only make sense to her.


The community had almost two thousand members, spread across several
buildings around McKinley Square. Each building had its own responsibilities
for maintaining cleanliness and order, as well as additional specialist functions
within the community. Lucy had helped Shona deliver stationery to the school,
which operated out of two small conference rooms. The Faithful’s school was
comprised of two classes, roughly divided into elementary and middle school
ages. High school students were allowed to attend in the mornings only, then
were required to work in the afternoons and evenings. An ex-teacher and several
assisting adults attempted to educate children across all subjects, using their
own knowledge, and scavenged textbooks. Lucy observed one of the classes being
taught – recent history – which ensured that all children remembered, or
learned of, human civilization as it was in the year of ‘the great collapse’ as
they called it. They covered the medical milestones mankind had reached, the
incredible opportunities the internet and smart technology had brought, and
encouraged children to share memories they had of devices they’d used. The
community’s core beliefs were woven throughout the curriculum: that mankind had
grown arrogant, and that the great collapse was a punishment from above. It was
jarring for Lucy to see them discuss the initial epidemic and the collapse of
the satellites with a great deal of scientific accuracy, only for them to
infuse a narrative of supernatural punishment throughout it. She couldn’t deny
the motivational element, though; the mantra that they were all chosen
survivors, specially selected by the Lord to rebuild mankind from the ashes,
proved highly effective. It permeated the whole community. Depression and
despair were scant. The bustling district was marked by a sense of optimism,
purpose, and hope.


In the evenings, for leisure, the community would provide
entertainment from their pool of human talent. On any one night there were
musicians, story tellers, crafters, and dancers. Lucy heard the epic tale of
the banishing of the cannibals told by two different story tellers. The number
of cannibals killed varied wildly between the renditions, but one detail was
consistent: the heroic intervention of the Preacher, and the survivors’
gratitude to the Lord for sending him.


***


March 7th (est.) – Retiring to bed early
again, exhausted after another hard day’s work. Shona made me laugh today. I
didn’t think any good could come from losing mom, but Shona’s the exception. 


The community here is incredibly positive and nurturing. I’m still
adjusting to it – it’s not what I’ve come to expect from life since the great
collapse. Hot food, comfortable bedding, clean clothes, even a candle to read
by! The engineering team were telling me they’ve scavenged some photovoltaic
cells and are planning on rigging them up for the church and canteen. Their
commitment to getting us back on track is inspiring. Were it not for the
exhaustion, I think I could maybe be happy here.


The exhaustion was, of course, code for the increasing severity of
her symptoms – or the ‘scourge’, as the Faithful called it. She reflected on
her brief entry. To her astonishment, she meant it all. She wondered if, were
she not infected, she would have been willing to overlook the barbarism of the
Faithful’s attitude to the diseased. Perhaps she would have wholly embraced the
psychological and physical comforts the community had to offer? For better or
for worse, the question was moot. Her condition was worse than ever – the
disease was progressing rapidly, and she’d been forced to seek out seated
laboring tasks to mask her bouts of dizziness. Her dry, paling complexion was
harder to hide, however, and it was only a matter of time before the lesions breached
her neckline.   


***


A blinding pain woke Lucy, wrenching her from an uneasy
slumber. Moonlight shone through a slit in her bedroom curtains. She staggered
to the bathroom in agony, clutching her abdomen. It felt swollen. Standing
before the mirror, in the pale reflected glow of the moon, she lifted her
nightshirt. Her belly button had vanished. Covering her abdomen was a lump the
size of a foot. The covering skin looked red-raw. With great trepidation, she
pressed her digits upon the swollen area. 


The flesh molded around her fingers. She recoiled in horror, but the
motion ripped the waxy skin from her midriff. She screamed in pain, then
stifled her mouth. She stared downwards. There was no bleeding; the skin that
remained was infused with purple. It darkened the closer you got to the center,
where the biggest growth was. It throbbed. Lucy felt her hand being drawn to
the area magnetically. 


She grabbed a flannel and bit down on it. She took several rapid
breaths, then pushed her fingers into her malformed abdomen. With a muffled
scream, she pierced her own waxy flesh. Her finger tips reached the dark object
inside and she wrenched it from her body.


She dropped the mass to the floor; it was a lifeless human fetus.
She screamed in horror and recoiled from the room, pressing herself up against
the far wall of the bedroom. Her hands trembled with adrenaline, glistening
with flecks of her gelatinous, liquid flesh. Her regular abdomen was
unaffected, but the ruptured remains of the reddish-purple growth hung from her
body like an externalized amniotic sac.


The bedroom door burst open and Shona rushed in, holding a lantern.


“Lucy, are you OK?” she said, setting the lantern on the side and
wrapping her sister in a comforting embrace. “I thought someone had hurt you,”
she soothed.


Shona followed Lucy’s eyes to the lifeless, pink form in the
bathroom. She gasped in horror, looking from the fetus to Lucy. She wrenched
Lucy’s nightshirt up, revealing the ruptured, unnatural flesh.


“Sinner” cried Shona, her eyes filled with fear. “Sinner!” Shona
repeated, shouting, this time.


Lucy clamped a trembling hand over her sister’s mouth.


“Shh, shh, please, I can explain this, I’m not a sinner, please just
be quiet!” begged Lucy, but Shona was petrified, and continued to wail, her
cries muffled only by Lucy’s hand.


Shona kneed Lucy in the stomach and scrambled to her feet. 


“Help! Sinner! Sin-” cried Shona, as she lunged for the door, but
Lucy leapt upon her, pinning her to the floor. A wave of renewed strength
surged through her body.


Shona scratched at Lucy’s face, and kicked with all her might, while
Lucy fought to keep her pinned. “Sinner! You’re going to hell! Your soul must
be cleansed!” spat Shona, with terror in her eyes.


“Shona, please, listen to me!” grunted Lucy, as they rolled
violently to the side, knocking into the table. The lantern fell to the floor
and smashed. The oil flame spilled out of the glass cage and onto the bed
sheets.


“Stone the sinner! Stone her!” groaned Shona, as she clawed her way
towards the door, trying to kick Lucy away.


Lucy put a knee into Shona’s back. They rolled again, tussling
across the smoldering floor. Lucy clambered on top of Shona. She pinned her
sister against the floor and covered her mouth, but Shona forced her hand away,
and continued her cries. Lucy grabbed Shona’s throat in both hands and squeezed
with her newfound strength.


“Listen to me, I’m sick, just let me go, I won’t come back, but
please, please, you mustn’t tell the others – you know what they’ll do
to me!” implored Lucy.


Shona’s eyes were glazed. She looked at Lucy like she’d never met
her before in her life, and kept repeating one single, rasping word. “Sinner!”


Lucy tightened her hands around Shona’s neck and squeezed as hard as
she could. Her sister’s eyes bulged. Her legs flailed and kicked wildly as the
last air drained from her lungs. With a final utterance of “sinner!” she fell
limp, and her head lolled to the side.


Lucy fell to the ground in exhaustion, but had no time to recover –
the bed was ablaze, and the flames had spread to the curtains.


She stumbled over Shona’s body. She thrust her notebooks into her
backpack, grabbed an armful of essential clothes, and fled the room. She dashed
to the emergency stair well. She pulled on the clothes, then raced down the
stairs, as cries of alarm echoed out from her floor as the incident was
discovered. She hurtled down the fifteen floors, jumping five steps at a time
until she reached the bottom. Panting, she drew her coat around her, creasing
up in pain as her damaged, secondary abdomen pulsated. The brief surge of
strength was fading. She could feel her limbs weakening. Dizziness was crashing
down upon her. Shouts echoed from atop the stairwell. Groaning in pain, she
kicked open the exit, and stumbled out into the night.
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“Stop! Somebody stop her!” cried a voice, echoing through
the stairwell.


Lucy didn’t know who it was. She only knew one thing for certain: if
she stopped running, she was a dead woman.


The moonlit square was filling with startled, disoriented Faithful
citizens roused by the ringing fire bell. They poured from the surrounding
buildings and stared in horror at the fifteenth floor of the Custom House
Tower. Keeping her head down, Lucy forced her way through the panic, fighting
the direction of the crowd as she strove to get away. A man burst out of the
fire escape, not far behind.


“Which way did she go? Shona’s sister – where is she?” he barked,
urgently accosting some first responders, who were rushing to the building
clutching buckets of water.


Lucy glanced back from the far side of the square and her eyes locked
with the man’s. 


“There!” he yelled, launching after her.


Dozens of heads spun around, fixing on Lucy’s retreating figure.


She sprinted with all her might, trying to shut out the searing pain
from her abdomen, turning corners and weaving through the dark streets with no
notion of where she was going.


She dived behind a dumpster and panted, clutching the layers of
shredded skin hanging from her stomach. The Faithful’s cries for more water were
interspersed by calls for a search party to fan out. Light flickered out from a
nearby tunnel - Aquarium Metro Station. Lucy took two gasps of cold
night air then sprinted toward the entrance.


She grabbed the handrail and hurtled down the metro steps three at a
time. She stumbled out onto the platform, trying to stifle her grunts of pain.
A flaming torch illuminated the station. Black floodwater covered the tracks.
Floating on top was a raft, onto which the torch was fixed. A worker sat on the
bench opposite, dozing.


“Ugh, hello?” he said, climbing hastily to his feet, startled by the
footsteps. “Wait a minute, I know you – you’re the Preacher’s cousin?”


“Not quite,” Lucy replied, trying to steady her breathing as she
approached the bench. She shoved her fists into her coat pocket and clenched
them hard to mask the trembling of her limbs. “We’re in-laws,” she added. “His
wife is my half-sister.”


“That was it. Shona’s been telling everyone about you – she
is so excited to have found you, you have no idea. Family’s everything to that
girl,” said the worker with a beaming smile.


Lucy winced a smile in return as guilt gripped her chest.


“You here for the grain shipment? It’s not due for another hour,”
said the worker, checking his watch.


“No, I’m here to ask a favor – for Shona,” Lucy added, hastily.


“Anything for Shona,” grinned the worker.


“I need to get outside of this area,” said Lucy, clumsily.


The fire bell echoed faintly down to the silent platform. The
worker’s eyebrow twitched, and he cocked his head towards the staircase.


“It’s a secret – for Shona,” added Lucy, hastily, drawing the man’s
attention back.


“I can keep a secret,” winked the worker.


“Shona’s pregnant with the Preacher’s child,” said Lucy.


“For real? That’s great news, what a blessing,” beamed the worker.


“Yes, a blessing – a sign from our Lady,” said Lucy, glancing at the
staircase. “But she doesn’t want him to know yet – it’s not quite been three
months – and she’s really suffering with morning sickness – and she said
there’s a secret stash of meds down the line – and that you could take me?”


“A secret stash? That’s news to me,” frowned the worker.


“Wouldn’t be much of a secret if you already knew about it,” said
Lucy, with a forced wink. 


A bead of sweat trickled down her forehead. A car engine roared
above ground. Incoherent shouts echoed after it.


“What’s going on up there?” said the worker.


“Fire drill – Preacher’s idea, of course. He wanted one done while
he was away. Hey, are we good to go? I don’t wanna keep Shona waiting,” said
Lucy.


“Oh, sure, did she say which stop?” asked the worker.


“I think she said end of the line,” said Lucy, glancing back at the
staircase.


“Oh boy, that’s gonna take a while,” said the worker.


“We’d better get moving then – she’s in a bad way,” said Lucy, stepping
onto the raft. She looked at him expectantly.


“Uh, right then,” said the worker, climbing in after her.


He cast off, punting them forwards with a long wooden pole. The
metro tunnels were plastered in graffiti. A range of symbols, emblems, and
scrawled warnings revealed themselves in the torch light as they glided through
the water.


“What do the symbols mean?” asked Lucy.


“Before the Preacher took over, the city was run by different
tribes. When the gas ran out, they all fought for control of the T network.
These tunnels are the easiest way to move stuff around, especially if you’ve
been raiding and don’t want people to see your loot. Hey, do you smell that?”


Lucy sniffed. There was a scent of freshly-cut grass, underpinned by
the acridity of aniseed. Clinging to the tunnel’s steel columns were plants the
size of snowdrops, with closed green buds that looked close to blooming.


Lucy briefly considered how D4 plants could grow in Boston’s
infected waterways, especially without light, but she couldn’t sustain the
thought. The stabbing pain in her abdomen nagged at her consciousness. She
grunted, shifting on the bench.


“You OK?” asked the worker.


“Something I ate, I think. Didn’t agree with me,” said Lucy.


“Been there, friend. There’s only so much you can smoke a bad fish.
It’s still gone bad,” he mused.


Lucy surreptitiously slipped a hand beneath her jacket folds, and
pressed her fingers to her abdomen.


“Ah!” she recoiled, unable to stifle her revulsion. The fleshy
sinews stuck to her fingers, which quivered, trapped beneath her jacket. She
tried to keep them hidden, as they hovered above her lacerated ‘womb’.


“You sure you’re OK?” said the worker.


“Yeah, just indigestion,” winced Lucy. She closed her eyes so
tightly that when she reopened them she saw stars and streaks of red.


“You certain about that? Looks really painful,” said the worker,
nudging the raft forwards.


“I’ve had it before – it’ll pass,” stammered Lucy, trying not to
scream as liquid flesh trickled down her fingers onto her wrist. The torn flaps
of skin surrounding the wound shivered in the cold, rubbing against the layer
of raw skin beneath, like a vast shredded blister.


“No!” she cried, flinging her hand out from under the coat and
plunging it into the water, as if tearing out the fetus all over again.


The worker shuffled anxiously, casting Lucy a wary look. He nudged
his feet wider apart, and picked up the pace.


Lucy apologized unconvincingly, breaking off as a fresh wave of pain
engulfed her. She gripped the sides of the raft and dug her nails in as the
pain reached a peak. She ground her teeth until the agony subsided, leaving
behind only the tingling sensation of the shivering flaps of flesh. Her head
lolled back as she stifled her erratic breathing. Pieces of graffiti on the
tunnel walls appeared to writhe as the torch light exposed them momentarily,
before the darkness of the tunnel swallowed them once again. 


“Did you have kids – before the apocalypse?” asked the worker, his
casual words at odds with his cagey tone.


“No – no kids. You?” gasped Lucy, as her pain began to rise again.


“I got a little girl. She’s my world,” said the worker, his tone
softening.


“How old?” grunted Lucy, glancing around for signs of the search
party.


“Four. Naw, five in a few weeks, actually. You sure you’re OK?” said
the worker, following her craned neck.


“I’m great,” said Lucy.


“Lemme show you a photo of my girl. Hold this, will you?” said the
worker, passing Lucy the wooden pole.


Lucy rose to her feet, pausing half way to clutch her stomach. She
exhaled through pursed lips, then stood fully, wobbling the raft slightly as
she found her center. The worker passed her the long, wooden pole, then turned
his back on her. Lucy stared at him, unblinking, as he knelt down, hunched
over. She tried to see what was behind him, but his torso blocked the view. He
discarded a blanket to the side, and Lucy heard a zip being jerked open.


“Stay there a sec, will you? It’s somewhere in here. Don’t move,”
said the worker, crouching down further.


Lucy’s eyes flitted around wildly. The graffiti swirled as the boat
drifted. Tiny plants appeared to pulsate against the steel columns on which
they grew. The flaming torch flickered chaotically, making the worker’s
movements jarring as he rummaged. Two metal clicks rang out like a pistol being
loaded.


“Here we go,” said the worker straightening up and twisting towards
her.


With a cry, Lucy brought the pole crashing down on his head. The
worker fell backward with a yelp, crumpling to the floor of the raft, one arm
falling limply over the side into the water. Blood trickled from his forehead.


Lucy stared at the unconscious man, who sat splayed like a teddy
bear. The raft scraped against the wall, shaken off-course by the ruckus. Lucy
felt her head clear. The graffiti no longer swirled, but she was suddenly
hyperaware of the labyrinthine layout of the tunnel. Dripping water echoed from
the darkness that extended in both directions. Unfamiliar signs aimed at metro
drivers and maintenance workers heightened her sense of unease. She leaned
forwards and pulled the worker’s arm back inside the raft then resumed the
punting, pushing the raft forward as fast as she could through the dark waters.


A platform slowly edged into view up ahead. Maverick was
repeated across the signs. As she steered closer to the concrete level, her
ears pricked up.


“Hello?” came a call from further up the tunnel.


Lucy stood bolt upright, wobbling the raft, as she stared ahead. A
bend beyond the platform was beginning to glow. The front of a raft edged
around the corner.


Lucy jolted her raft into the side of Maverick’s central
platform and staggered out. As she placed a foot on the concrete, a hand
grabbed her leg and coat, pulling her back down into the raft.


“Sinner!” cried the worker, pinning Lucy, his bloodied face bearing
down on her. 


With a scream she fought back, lashing out at his bleeding head. The
pair wrestled fiercely, rocking the raft as they tussled. Lucy kicked the man
off and lunged for the platform but he tackled her around the waist. The pair
tripped over the edge of the raft and into the freezing water. Lucy kicked away
but the worker grabbed her coat, holding her back until she wriggled out. He
grabbed her by the hair. Lucy turned, ready to kick out, but the worker
suddenly let go and backed away hastily, his eyes wide with fear. He rose to
the surface and hauled himself into the raft. Lucy realized what he’d seen. Her
mutilated abdomen was glowing iridescent purple, shimmering through her clothes
in the choppy water.


She kicked upwards and grabbed hold of the concrete ledge, then
hauled herself onto the platform.


“Sinner!” spluttered the worker, again, staring at her in horror. He
grabbed the pole and cast off in fear. “Help! Over here! Sinner! There’s a
sinner here!” he continued, pressing on towards the newcomers’ vessel, which
was still some way down the tunnel. 


As his raft edged away, the light faded from the platform. Lucy
rushed for the exit in the dwindling glow. Shards of glass crunched beneath her
as she raced through the shattered ticket barriers. Moonlight streamed through
the glass atrium overhead, as she staggered up the escalators onto street
level.


The temperature was barely above freezing. Trembling with cold, and
soaking head to foot, she knew she had precious minutes before hypothermia set
in. She stumbled forwards, hastening away from the metro station. She
zig-zagged between blocks, changing direction to throw her adversaries off
course until she emerged at a waterfront.


Across the water, the horizon glowed as Custom House Tower burned.
The fire had spread in all directions from Lucy’s room. Flames raged across the
entire upper half of the building.


Lucy tripped forward along the waterfront for what felt like an
eternity, with her frigid feet growing clumsier as the cold reached her bones.
But a sense of direction punctuated the numbing agony – an instinct was drawing
her towards a cluster of buildings by the harbor entrance.


She cried out as her abdomen stabbed with pain again, forcing her to
hunch over and cradle the wound with both arms. When she looked up, her eyes
settled on a faint glow – a near imperceptible flicker behind a drawn curtain,
in a townhouse offset from the road.


She dragged herself up the stone steps and banged on the door,
crying out for help. She could feel the cold fuzzing her brain. Her hands were
completely numb, but her ears told her she was striking the wood hard. As the
last of Lucy’s energy drained from her body, she slumped against the door,
sliding her back down it until she collapsed onto the ground. Saliva and mucus ran
freely down her numb lips, as her cries for help petered out. Her heavy eyelids
closed, and she stopped shaking. She couldn’t feel the cold anymore. She
couldn’t feel anything – not even the wound across her stomach, where her hands
had come to rest.


She imagined the fire bell ringing across the water, and the people
living in tower, trying in vain to save their home. She pictured Shona’s body
being engulfed by the flames. She thought of the search car looking for her,
and the conviction of those driving it. As the world faded into blackness, the
door behind Lucy clicked open, and she fell backward inside the house. The last
thing she heard, as she slipped from consciousness, was the sound of a stranger
gasping.


***


“She’s like us,” whispered a voice.


The voice registered with Lucy’s brain like a message from a distant
planet.


“That doesn’t mean we can trust her,” hissed another.


“What else can we do? We can’t make her leave – they’re looking for
her,” said the first.


“Maybe we-” 


Lucy stirred, causing the second speaker to stop abruptly.


“She’s awake,” hissed the first.


“I can see that,” snapped the second.


Lucy sat up onto her elbows, blinking in the artificial light. Her
body was covered by a thick quilt, and her clothes felt dry. The air was warm.
The room resembled a botanic garden. Moss covered the walls and ceiling; leafy
plants grew out of every crevice from the skirting boards to the sofas.


Her eyes focused on the two strangers in front of her; a boy and an
older-looking girl. Both were teenagers, and both were covered in lesions. The
girl held a pistol, which was trained directly at Lucy.


“Stay there,” said the girl, nervously.


Lucy sat up and raised her hands in surrender.


“Who are you?” said Lucy.


“We’re no-one. Who are you?” snapped the girl.


“Lucy,” said Lucy, wearily.


“I’m Jack, she’s Fliss,” said the boy.


“What the hell, Jack,” said the girl, scowling.


“What’s up with your stomach?” said the boy, ignoring his sister and
focusing on Lucy.


“I’m sick,” said Lucy.


“Is that gonna happen to us?” said Jack, showing the lesions on his
own stomach.


“Maybe,” croaked Lucy, taking in more of the room.


Two sleeping bags were laid out on the floor, on top of mattresses
and quilts. Lucy’s clothes were drying on a chair in the far corner, beside a
solar powered lamp. A slither of evening sunlight crept out from behind the
curtain. A kettle was boiling in the far corner, courtesy of a large solar
battery.


“You need to leave,” said Fliss.


“And go where?” said Lucy, rubbing her scalp.


The girl shifted, uncertainly.


“You were wearing their clothes. Are you one of them?” said Jack.


“The Faithful? No. I was hiding in their community. But I got
discovered. What’s with all the plants?” said Lucy.


“Food,” said Jack.


“You’re growing them?” said Lucy.


“We found them here,” said Fliss.


“Our mom did,” corrected Jack.


“Where’s your mom?” said Lucy.


Jack looked away, and Fliss shook her head.


“I’m sorry,” said Lucy.


“Look, I don’t care where you go, but you have to leave. We don’t
have enough food for strangers. No-one knows we’re here and we wanna keep it
that way. We can’t do that if we start letting strangers stay,” said Fliss,
sternly.


“Is the gun real?” asked Lucy.


“Yes,” said Fliss.


“Loaded?” said Lucy.


The girl hesitated.


“I’ll leave, but you should come with me. You’ll die here if you
don’t,” said Lucy.


“We’ll be fine,” snapped Jack.


Lucy squinted at him. His face was earnest, emotional, his eyes
narrow with grief.


“I’m going to DC. My father-in-law’s there – he’s a senator. He’ll
protect all of us, I swear. It’s your best chance. It’s your only chance,”
insisted Lucy.


“Even if we wanted to come with you, there’s no way out of this city
without getting caught by the Faithful. We tried, OK? That’s how they got mom,”
said Fliss, letting the pistol fall limply to her side.


“Hiding won’t work forever. They’re hunting people like us. They’re
gaining recruits every day, and using them to ‘cleanse’ whole districts. How
long was I asleep?” said Lucy.


“Almost two days,” replied Fliss.


“Then we don’t have much time. The Preacher will be back any moment.
He’ll want vengeance, and I promise you he’ll throw everything he’s got at us,”
said Lucy.


“Us?” said Fliss.


“Vengeance for what?” said Jack.


“Do you have a car?” said Lucy, casting off the quilt. She was
dressed in another woman’s jeans and sweater. They were dry, and fitted well,
if a little baggy. She tried to stand but her head was light. 


“Our car broke. You should probably sit for a minute,” said Jack.


“We don’t have time,” said Lucy, steadying herself against the wall.


The kettle clicked off and the boy attended, opening the lid and
pulling boiled leaves out with a fork.


“No-one goes out until it’s dark. Those are the rules. So sit,” said
Fliss, sternly.


Lucy looked at the girl, and considered the pistol. She sat back on
the mattress and tried to gather her thoughts. Jack placed a bowl of steaming
leaves down beside her bed.


“What are you doing?” hissed Fliss.


“How’s she supposed to leave if she’s not eaten in two days? She’ll
just pass out on our doorstep again,” said Jack.


Lucy scooped the bowl up and ate hungrily, blowing the steaming food
and chewing aggressively. Her hunger drove her on, pushing past the
near-scolding temperature of the leaves until within a minute, the bowl was
empty.


“I hope that was good. You’re not getting more,” said Fliss.


“Both of you should eat too. And pack. We all need to leave
tonight,” said Lucy.


“I told you, our home’s he-” began Jack.


“Not anymore,” said Lucy.


“We’ve been through this – there’s no way out,” challenged Fliss.


“Can either of you sail?” said Lucy.


“No,” said Fliss, flatly.


“No, but…” began Jack.


“What?” said Fliss, looking at him, warily.


“There’s a guy who might know how,” said Jack.


***


“Keep low,” hissed Fliss, as she and Lucy followed Jack
along the pier. The fading dusk light gave the moored sailboats and yachts a
gentle pink tinge. Across the water, Shona’s accommodation block smoldered. The
dying flames pawed the charred sides of the stone skyscraper, and thick black
smoke stretched high above the city.


“It’s around here – this one,” said Jack, excitedly, arriving at a
boat.


The cabin windows were covered up. The boat bobbed gently in the
water, periodically straining against its mooring ropes. The marina was silent,
save for dozens of halyard ropes and cables clicking against their masts in the
breeze.


“Who wants to try?” said Jack.


“Clearly not you,” said Lucy, stepping forwards and tapping on the
tough plastic window.


There was no reply. She tried again, tapping louder this time.


“You see that?” said the boy, pointing across the water to a bridge.
A car was moving across it at speed, away from the Faithful’s central
territory. It was headed in their direction. 


“Crap,” said Lucy, giving an urgent final knock at the window then
climbing aboard.


“What are you doing?” hissed Fliss.


“We need an answer quickly,” said Lucy.


She approached the cabin hatch. Cautiously, she pulled the first
flap open, then the second. She peered down the dark companionway.


“I can’t see anything – either of you guys got a-” began Lucy.


A rough hand grabbed her by the collar and hauled her down inside
the cabin. The teens cried out in shock. As Lucy struggled to find her feet,
someone clamped her in a headlock.


“Move and I’ll break your neck, understood?” said a gruff voice.


“Yes,” rasped Lucy, trying to prize the assailant’s strong arms away
from her windpipe.


“Quit struggling – I said don’t move,” growled the assailant,
strengthening their grip.


Lucy stopped struggling and surrendered.


“Who’s up there?” said the assailant.


“My friends,” spluttered Lucy.


“Are they armed?” said the assailant.


“No, they’re kids,” gasped Lucy.


“Show yourselves,” ordered the assailant.


Lucy peered up through the cabin hatch, which perfectly framed the
starry night sky; a beautiful view soured by the pain in her knees, which
throbbed from her landing.


“Kids, I’m not asking again. Show me you’re unarmed or your friend
gets it,” said the assailant.


Lucy listened intently as the teens whispered in the darkness above.
Two sets of feet tapped on the deck above and shuffled toward the doorway,
before the teenagers timidly peered into the cabin.


“Show me your hands,” ordered the assailant.


Fliss and Jack obliged, revealing empty hands.


“Fine,” said the assailant, shoving Lucy against the stairs and
training a flashlight in her face.


“What do you want?” said the assailant, remaining in the shadows.


“Turn off the light, they might see us!” urged Fliss from above
deck.


“You should’ve thought of that before you broke into my home,”
snapped the assailant.


“Please, we’re sorry!” begged Fliss.


“You people look sick,” said the assailant, casting the light across
the teenagers in turn.


“It’s not contagious,” said Lucy.


“Oh yeah? Then how come all three of you got it?” said the stranger.


“It’s something we ate. Please turn off the light!” implored Lucy.


The assailant clicked off the light. 


“Can you sail?” asked Fliss.


“You’re on my boat, kid, so what do you think?” replied the
assailant.


“I told you he could sail,” said Jack.


“‘He?’ Who you callin’ ‘he’, beanpole?” said the assailant,
stepping forwards into the dim nightlight.


The boat owner was a portly woman in her late sixties. Her voice had
the gruff of a long-term drinker. She was stocky; short and wide, with a strong
build. She was the best fed out of all of them. The boat itself hadn’t fared so
well. It bore the scent of a bedroom that hadn’t been aired in months, and of
an owner who had been forced to give up on personal hygiene.


“We’re trying to escape the city. It’s impossible by land. We need a
sailor,” said Lucy.


“I’m not for hire,” snorted the woman.


“We can pay you,” said Jack.


“With what?” said the sailor.


The boy faltered.


“No surprises there. I’m not interested in payment, anyway. I want
you to leave me alone, and not come back,” said the woman.


“Drone!” cried Fliss, jumping down into the boat, followed closely
by Jack.


“What are you doing?!” cried the woman.


“Sssh!” cried Jack, pulling the cabin hatch shut.


The woman turned the flashlight back on and trained it at the three
invaders, who shielded their eyes meekly.


“Get the hell off my boat,” barked the woman.


“Turn it off!” hissed Jack.


“Go fuck yourself,” said the woman.


“Are you deaf? They’ve got a freakin’ drone!” cried Fliss.


“And?”


“They’re looking for us!” said Lucy.


“So turn yourselves in,” said the sailor.


“That would be suicide,” said Lucy.


“Not my problem,” said the sailor.


“We’ll tell them you helped us. Then it would be your problem – it’s
punishable by death,” said Fliss.


“Maybe I should hand you in myself, then. Get a reward?” said the
sailor.


“Turn off the light already!” urged Jack.


“Quiet, all of you,” said the woman, keeping the light on them.


The buzzing blades of the quadcopter filled the air as it scoured
the marina.


“Please turn it off!” cried Jack.


The woman held a knife up in front of the flashlight, then flicked
the light off.


The group stayed huddled in silence. Lucy could hear the teens’
breaths over her shoulders, while the drone circled overhead, before coming to
a stationary hover.


“It’s right above us,” whispered Jack.


“What’s the range on those things?” said the sailor.


“About four hundred meters,” said Fliss.


“So they’re-?” began Lucy.


“Close by. Yeah,” said Fliss. 


Dread washed over Lucy’s body as memories of Charlie’s execution
came flooding back.


“They’re using the drone like a beacon. You gotta take it out,” said
the sailor.


“With what?” said Fliss.


“Throw something, smash the blades, whatever. But do it quickly,”
said the woman.


Fliss cast around in the darkness for something to throw, clattering
through objects until she found something heavy.


“Jack, you get the door, I’ll throw. On three,” said Fliss.


The teens burst onto the deck and the buzzing raged louder. With a
yell, Fliss hurled something metallic at the drone, knocking it out of the air.
It crashed into the sea, ricocheting off a neighboring boat as it fell.


“Got it!” cried Fliss.


“Alright. Now fuck off and leave me alone,” said the
sailor.


A car revved loudly. It was only a few blocks away.


“Too late for that – we need to cast off, start the engine!” said
Lucy, leaping above deck.


“Are you insane?” said the sailor, hastening after her.


“If you want to live, you’ll do this now. Otherwise all four of us
will die together,” urged Lucy.


 The screeching of tires skidding round a corner echoed towards
them.


“God dammit!” yelled the sailor, disappearing below deck and
starting the motor.


Fliss leaped into the boat opposite and kicked the cabin doors open,
before disappearing inside the hold.


“What are you doing?” cried Jack, following her.


“Find a lighter!” she yelled back.


Jack rushed back to the sailor’s boat.


“Do you have a lighter?” he cried.


“What for?” said the sailor, as the engine spluttered back to life.


“Just gimme a lighter!” cried Jack.


The sailor threw him a pack of matches.


“Don’t go without us!” Fliss yelled to Lucy, as she climbed out of
the opposite boat and ran back down the pier, carrying a jerry can, with her
brother racing after her.


“You – undo the mooring ropes,” barked the sailor, thrusting Lucy
onto the pier.


She looked across at the teens. Within seconds the end of the pier
was alight, with flames two meters tall. The sea below burned too, as fuel
trickled down between the planks, ignited by falling embers from above.


The screeching of tires pierced the air again as the search car
raced onto the harbor front, skidding to a halt by the flames. As the teens ran
back towards the boat, their silhouettes black against the raging fire, Jack
tripped, slipping off the pier. He clung to the edge with both hands, his shins
submerged in the water, but he couldn’t heave himself out. Fliss tried to help
but the lesions had weakened her too.


Lucy raced toward the teens. She grabbed Jack’s arm and heaved with
Fliss, pulling him onto the pier. The three tumbled onwards, sprinting for the
boat as a flare shot up overhead, casting a green glow over the marina and
throwing them into sharp relief.


“In, quick!” cried Lucy, chaperoning the teens onto the boat as the
sound of car doors slamming echoed across the water.


She placed two hands on the bow and gave the boat a shove away from
the pier, then leaped onto the deck just before the gap became too great. The
sailor leaned on the wheel, putting them into a sharp turn as they reversed
out. 


“Hurry!” implored Lucy, as the sailor pointed them toward the open
sea. 


At that moment a second vehicle sped down the harbor approach.
Lucy’s heart froze as she recognized the white SUV rushing at them.


“Take cover!” she cried, shoving the teens into the cabin below, as
the sailor cranked the engine to maximum thrust.


With a roar, the white SUV hurtled through the flaming barrier and
onto the pier, slamming on the brakes as it skidded past row after row of
moored boats.


Lucy watched in horror as the driver’s door of the SUV opened. A
tall, black figure emerged. He was clad in a sweeping white robe, topped with a
crimson red necklace. 


“You took her!” roared the Preacher, pacing to the end of the pier.
“She was innocent, and pure, and you took her from me!” he cried, his voice
choking as he yelled. “God will make you pay for your sins!” he called, as a
robed disciple caught up and handed him a shotgun.


Lucy hit the deck as the Preacher took aim and fired at the boat.


The sailor cursed in alarm, ducking down behind the controls.


The Preacher reloaded and fired again. A pellet struck the cabin
window, splintering the acrylic. He loaded and fired several more shells,
crying with rage as he took aim each time until his ammunition was spent,
wasted on the out-of-range boat.


“By our Lady, you will pay for your sins!” he cried, casting the gun
aside and sinking to his knees. He outstretched his arms, as if reaching for
Lucy, then swept them to the side and turned his palms upwards. Tilting his
head back, he faced skyward and prayed.











TWO

Rise
and Fall


_________________________________________________


 


 


Lucy anxiously scanned the moonlit ocean, searching for
signs of the Faithful in their wake. Boston harbor was long gone, and with it
the smoldering remains of the tower in which she and Shona had fought so
desperately. A wave caught Lucy off guard, jabbing the binocular rims against
her eyes. She swore, rubbing her eyeballs, while Ruth grunted with
schadenfreude.


“Have you always been able to navigate by night?” asked Lucy, her
eyes throbbing.


“Sure,” said the sailor, tersely, as she noted the time against her
chart. The moonlight accentuated the woman’s hard features; her crow’s feet
appeared deeper, while the grey in her hair shone whiter, and the pits around
her eyes sagged further.


“I didn’t catch your name earlier,” said Lucy.


“Ruth,” replied the woman, curtly.


“I’m Lucy,” said Lucy, extending a hand to Ruth, who ignored it, and
continued studying the chart, the corner of which protruded from the clipboard
and flapped in the breeze. 


Lucy cast her eyes around the dark expanse. As she stared at the
water, she felt a sense of calm descending on her. A cluster of glimmering
white dots shone out close to the surface, making the crests of overhead waves
twinkle as they rose and fell with steady rhythm. The glow was soothing. Lucy
tried to focus more carefully but she didn’t want to lift the binoculars again.
She didn’t want to do anything other than stare at that beautiful, glistening
patch of ocean, as it idly edged towards them. Her shoulders dropped and she
sighed with contentment. The binoculars fell to the deck with a clatter.


“Watch it,” scorned Ruth, giving her a shove.


Lucy jolted out of the trance and rubbed her eyes. With a splash,
the cluster of glimmering dots vanished from view, fading quickly as the
unknown source sank further into the depths below.


“They were expensive,” Ruth muttered, scooping the binoculars up and
shoving them into Lucy’s stomach.


Lucy yelped with pain as Ruth’s hand brushed against her concealed
wound.


“You kidding me? What are you, soft? Hell. I thought you might just
be old enough to be a normal adult but no, you’re one of them; the soft
generation,” grumbled Ruth.


“Sorry, I’m not great at sea,” gasped Lucy, trying to regain
composure. She wasn’t sure there’d ever be a good time to tell Ruth about the
shredded purple flesh hanging from her abdomen, but she figured hours after
she’d unwittingly brought death to the woman’s door might not be the best time.
Lucy glanced back out at the ocean, hoping for another glimpse of the
transfixing dots, but they were gone.


 “I might head below, I don’t feel one hundred percent,” she said,
surreptitiously adjusting the bandage covering her womb.


“You do that. I’m sure you’ve had a tough day,” snorted Ruth.


 Lucy edged around the helm towards the cabin hatch. She lifted one
of the tilted wooden flaps and took a step down, then turned to the sailor.


“Thanks for – you know,” said Lucy.


“Oh fuck off already,” said Ruth, engrossed in making adjustments to
her sextant. 


Lucy descended the short set of wooden steps into the cabin. Fliss
was awake and sitting in one of the saloon berths, illuminated by a slither of
moonlight coming through the cabin window overhead. Her sleeve was rolled up
and she was tracing her fingers across the raw, bumpy lesions that covered her
arm. On her lap sat a copy of Navigation Essentials. She jumped at the
sound of Lucy’s footsteps and hastily tugged her sleeve down, attempting to act
casual.


“Your skin’s getting worse, isn’t it?” said Lucy.


“I’m fine,” said Fliss, sniffing.


“We’ll find help – when we get to DC,” said Lucy.


“Assuming we get that far,” said Fliss, pointing to the thin wooden
tile they’d fixed over the smashed window opposite. The remains of the cabin
drawer they’d butchered for the repair poked out of a plastic bag beneath.
Fliss shifted in her seat and drew her heels closer to her back, trying
surreptitiously to wipe a tear from her eye.


 “You guys did great earlier,” said Lucy, placing an arm around her.


Fliss nodded, leaning into Lucy and squeezing her hand briefly. She
sobbed twice then abruptly shook Lucy off and turned away, exhaling deeply and
slapping her cheeks several times.


“I can’t sleep like this. I… I’m gonna get some air,” said Fliss,
scratching her arm again as she slid out from the couch. She clambered up the
steps, leaving Lucy alone in the saloon.


Lucy’s abdomen panged, painfully. She rose to her feet with a grunt
and edged into the gloomy fore cabin. Jack was asleep on the left side of the
v-shaped couch. There was just enough room for Lucy to take the other side, if
she curled up. She flopped down onto the berth, her skin tingling, and her mind
swirling from the escape.


***


Shona fastened the crimson medallion around Lucy’s neck,
then swept her long hair back into place. She spun Lucy around so she could see
herself in the dressing mirror, which was studded with sparkling white LEDs.
The gown fitted perfectly; a soft white robe embroidered with touches of silver
which formed an oval with a line through the center.


“You ready, sis?” said Shona, beaming at her.


“I’m kinda nervous,” said Lucy, with a grin.


“Stop it, they love you!” said Shona, sweeping Lucy up in a bear
hug. 


Shona released her with a giggle and stepped back, holding onto
Lucy’s shoulders as she admired her half-sister for a moment longer. With an
excited squeak, she took Lucy by the arm and led her to the end of the dressing
room.


“There’s no looking back now,” said Shona, with a smile, as the
double doors opened before them.


They stepped forward into the hotel conference room. It was filled
with lilies, and packed with rows of well-wishers sitting on decorated chairs.
The congregation’s necks were craned, watching with eager anticipation as Lucy
shuffled to the edge of the crimson aisle. At the far end, on the stage, stood
the Preacher, resplendent in his own gown of white. 


“I’m right behind you,” said Shona, whispering into Lucy’s ear and
giving her arm a squeeze.


Lucy stepped down the aisle, her heart light with excitement.
Members of the congregation whispered their congratulations as she passed by,
urging her on with earnest smiles and wide eyes. As Lucy reached the front, she
knelt before the Preacher. He placed a warming hand over her head and addressed
the crowd. 


“Today, my brothers and sisters, is a joyous day. That which was
lost has been found. That which was loved shall be loved again. Today, we
welcome our newest member into our family forever. Here and now we vow to
protect, to nurture, and to cherish our new sister Lucy as our own flesh and
blood. In the name of our Lady. Do you witness?” declared the Preacher.


“We do!” chimed the crowd, emphatically. 


“Then it is so. Rise, Sister Lucy. Welcome home,” boomed the
Preacher, extending a hand and helping Lucy to her feet with a smile. He pulled
her into a warm embrace, which Shona piled into gleefully as the congregation
cheered and applauded in delight.


Lucy stepped back from the embrace, beaming.


“Lucy, are you ready for your first act of devotion to your family?”
said the Preacher.


“I am,” declared Lucy, proudly.


The Preacher clapped his hands and the doors at the side of the room
opened. Two ushers in black robes dragged a struggling hooded figure to the
stage. The person’s jeans were torn, their body thin and their skin pitted with
scabs. Their t-shirt was ill-fitting and damp with sweat marks. The ushers
thrust the struggling captive onto their knees, and held them in place as the
figure riled against the zip ties binding their wrists.


Lucy felt something cold and jagged press into the palm of her hand.


“You’ll need this,” whispered Shona, with a wink.


Lucy unfurled her fingers and examined the sharp grey rock. She
looked back at the struggling wretch. Damp patches were spreading across the
person’s shirt.


“Behold, the sinner!” declared the Preacher.


An usher ripped the figure’s t-shirt apart from the waist up to
their ribcage, revealing a squirming bulge of wet, shiny flesh covered in
purple and red streaks.


The crowd rose to their feet in disgust, hurling abuse at the hooded
figure, who struggled against their cords. Lucy gripped the stone tightly as
the figure’s abdomen writhed further, with the dark purple patch kicking
frantically against its dripping fleshy prison.


The congregation’s cries rose to fever pitch. Lucy’s new family
stood all around her, stones in hand, waiting for her to act, begging her to do
her duty. A wave of nausea swept over her as she stared at the mutated captive
in disgust. Her eyes locked on the thrashing purple bulge and the hate within
her grew. She felt hot blood seep between her fingers as she clenched the sharp
rock with rage. She raised the stone above her head and drew her arm back, and
with a scream, cried out, “Sinner!”


***


Lucy awoke with a jolt, gasping for breath. A red
overhead light shone through the cabin. Someone called her name.


“Come on!” cried Jack, blinding her with his headlight. Lucy
flinched as he tossed a life jacket and flashlight at her, before rushing out
of the fore cabin.


Lucy sat up sharply and banged her head on the low ceiling, then
fell backwards as the boat heeled.


“Lucy!” repeated Jack, yelling from the companionway.


Rain lashed the cabin skylight, as the wind dumped gallons of water
on top of them in clusters. The sky swirled with every hue of grey while the
boat rocked heavily in the opposite direction, throwing Lucy from her bed.


She pulled the buoyancy aid on and hurried forward, tightening it as
she bounced between the sides of the narrow corridor. Her sea boots squeaked on
the wooden floor as she rushed after Jack, fumbling her headlamp into place.
More sheets of rain landed on the boat like sacks of gravel, soaking the steps
as Lucy struggled to climb. She tripped over the lip of the deck and landed by Ruth’s
feet.


“Get up and grab hold!” yelled Ruth, who was dressed head-to-toe in
an orange storm suit, and also wearing a headlight. Thick, tumbling clouds
enclosed them in every direction. Lightening streaked horizontally through the
storm like a boomerang. Lucy let out an involuntary cry as the boat began to
climb, causing the rear to dip down, revealing a twenty foot drop to the
thrashing ocean behind. In a flash, the watery abyss disappeared as they
plunged over the crest of the wave. Lucy slid fast across the deck, straight
towards the gaping cabin hatch. With a yelp she kicked out, bracing her legs
against the frame, narrowly dodging the fall.


“I said get up!” yelled Ruth, battling the helm.


Lucy dragged herself to her feet and clung to the railing,
trembling.


“Get the storm drogue and throw it overboard,” yelled Ruth, her face
obscured by sheets of rain.


“What?” cried Lucy, wiping icy sea spray from her face.


“The storm drogue – big yellow bag – find it,” yelled the
sailor.


“I don’t know what that is,” cried Lucy.


“Damn it to hell! Take this. Look ahead. Aim for the waves. Do not
let us turn side on,” shouted Ruth, grabbing Lucy and shoving her hands onto
the helm.


“Wait, I can’t-” began Lucy.


“Keep us pointed at the waves, don’t fuck it up!” yelled Ruth,
slapping Lucy in the jaw before leaping into the cabin below.


Lucy stared ahead at the convulsing ocean, her terrified brain
trying to make sense of the unrelenting folding and colliding seascape. Strips
of white stretched and contracted across the black waves like the sinews of
meat being tenderized. The ever-darkening clouds became one with the water, as
Lucy’s horizon tumbled uncontrollably.


At the front of the boat, an orange storm sail pressed outwards,
straining under the force of the gale. Before it, through the sheets of rain,
Lucy could see the flashlights of two yellow-tipped figures trying to hoist a
second, larger sail. Jack slipped, only for Fliss to catch him as he skidded
across the deck. He scrambled back to the mast and clung on in terror. His
sister heaved on the rope, using the weight of her whole body to edge the
orange trysail upward as it clung to the boom, clamped down by the wind.


A wave struck the portside bow like a hammer. Water swept across the
deck, knocking Lucy clean off her feet and into the taffrail. She clung on
desperately as a torrent of water drained from the surface, dragging through
her as it raced to the sea behind. The boat heeled again as the next wave rose,
and Lucy scrambled back to the helm. She grabbed the wheel and heaved, turning
them to face the oncoming wave.


Up ahead the two teens had abandoned their attempts to raise the
trysail, leaving it compromised at half-mast while they clung to the boat in
desperation. 


Ruth reappeared on deck, clutching a large yellow sack. She clipped
it onto the railing behind Lucy and tossed it into the swirling sea. Lucy felt
something clip around her waist. Ruth pulled the safety harness tight around
Lucy, then seized the helm from her.


“Christ, I said keep it pointed!” she yelled, leaning hard into the
wheel. “Get that damned sail up, and get them below!” 


Lucy clung to the railing with both hands and stared at her.


“Go!” bellowed the sailor, shoving her forwards.


As Lucy took a terrified step, the boat lurched sideways. Gravity
pressed her against the starboard railing, which she seized with both hands as
her tether strained against the jackstays. A wall of water reached out to her as
the boat fell towards the waves below. At the last second the boat heeled
again, flinging Lucy in the opposite direction and yanking the rope taught
around her bony waist.


She swiped at the lashing rain in a futile bid to clear it from her
dripping brow. With her face pressed to the deck, clinging to the central grab
rails, she heaved herself forwards until she reached the teens. Jack was
clinging to the mast with one hand, while his other arm was tucked into his
chest.


“Grab my hand!” she yelled to the petrified boy, trying to make her
voice heard over the storm.


Jack shook his head, his eyes squeezed shut, his jaw slack with
fear.


“Come on!” yelled Lucy, edging closer.


“His arm’s broken,” shouted Fliss, gesturing emphatically as the
wind swallowed her words.


Lucy gripped the central rail again as water crashed over the side.
“You gotta get the sail up! I’ll get your brother,” she cried.


She signaled to Fliss and the pair prepared to maneuver.


“Jack, let go of the mast and I’ll catch you – on three!” called
Lucy.


The boy redoubled his grip and began to wail with terror, his cries
mingling with those of the wind.


“Tell him,” Lucy urged Fliss, as another crack of lightening shot
by, followed immediately by a cacophonous boom of thunder.


“On three,” cried Fliss, grabbing her brother by his sodden hair and
pulling his chin up to meet her eyes. She took hold of his working arm and counted
down, before wrestling him away from the mast.


He slid with a yell as the boat tilted toward Lucy. She caught him
clumsily around the torso, taking the impact of his fall hard against her
chest. He cried out in pain as she gripped him, knocking his broken arm.


“The sail!” yelled Lucy, as Fliss watched her brother anxiously.
Fliss rose up and attacked the rope once again. 


Lucy dragged the quivering boy to the stern. Their movements were
barely controlled as the deck slid out from beneath them and waves crashed in
from all directions. With immense effort, she heaved Jack to the steps. She
swiveled his legs around to face the cabin hatch and planted his working hand
firmly on the railing, then left him and hurried back for Fliss.


Lucy stumbled and crawled back towards the mast, as the swirling
seas threw her across deck. Reaching Fliss, she grabbed hold of the rope and
heaved in sync with the girl, hauling the orange sail off the boom and raising
it toward the furious sky.


“That’s enough!” cried Lucy, tying the rope off. Fliss clung to the
mast, her face drained of all color.


Without warning, the boat dropped a dozen feet, throwing Lucy and
Fliss onto their sides like bowling pins. Lucy caught the girl in a koala grip
as the boat landed hard on another coursing wave, which yanked Lucy’s harness
taut.


“Use your legs!” yelled Lucy, as she pushed the pair of them along
the deck with her heels, clinging to whatever ropes and grip rails she could
find.


“Hurry up, get below!” cried Ruth, as they neared the helm. For the
first time, the sailor looked truly afraid.


Fliss stumbled down into the cabin. Lucy unclipped herself and
leaped after her, landing clumsily on the galley floor. Ruth followed after
them and pulled the cabin doors closed, shutting out the torrential rain. “Save
your lights,” she wheezed, as waves battered the boat, causing the red light
above to flicker.


The four clung to the floor,
gasping and dripping. Each straggler desperately pressed themselves into a
corner, seizing upon any crevice that could brace them against the rolling
waves. The hull creaked and groaned as waves pummeled the vessel, tossing the
terrified group from side to side. Jack cried out in pain as the swinging
cooker struck his arm. Mugs, cutlery, cushions, all tumbled out of their
holdings and through the cabin as the boat rocked. Lightening flashed by the
windows, followed closely by more body-shaking thunder. The boat began to climb
once again. Lucy felt water pooling around her feet, sweeping with it more
floating debris from the cabin. 


The red light cut out, plunging
them into darkness. Lucy drew her heels in tightly as more water rushed through
the black cabin. Cries of fear and pain punctuated the onslaught, feeding
Lucy’s panic as the battering waves overwhelmed her senses. As the vessel
tumbled and plummeted through the writhing ocean, she closed her eyes in terror
and surrendered to the seas.









THREE

Lifeline


_______________________________


 


 


“Hold still,” said Ruth, tucking the splint under Jack’s
forearm.


The boy yelped as she bound the fracture.


“I said still,” hissed the sailor.


“Can’t you be gentler?” said Fliss.


“I’m fixing it,” said Ruth, securing the splint with bandages.


“You don’t have to be mean about it,” said Fliss, defensively.


“Mean? By fixing him?” said Ruth, trimming the fabric.


Jack winced as his arm shifted.


“Get a grip, kid,” scolded Ruth.


“You’ve been hard on us since we left,” said Fliss.


“You mean since you three lepers forced your way onboard, brought a
cult to my door, and nearly got me killed? Go to hell,” said Ruth.


“You shouldn’t talk to people like that,” said Fliss.


“If you don’t like it, you’re welcome to return those dry clothes
and swim the rest of the way. No? Didn’t think so,” said Ruth.


Fliss looked to Lucy for support, but Lucy was too tired to
arbitrate. She had expended what little energy she’d had left after the storm
by pumping floodwater out of the galley for several hours. Her muscles ached
from working the lever. The others were exhausted too. Fliss had been tasked
with restoring the galley’s contents, while Ruth had inspected the rest of the
boat and begun repairs on the electrics. Jack had remained incapacitated by
shock, the effects of which were still enduring.


Lucy scratched at the lesions beneath her top. She could feel her
symptoms worsening as she weakened. Her skin deterioration had overtaken
Jack’s, and she was feeling the effects of mounting fatigue and hunger.


“I should’ve let them take you,” grumbled Ruth, taking a swig of
water.


“Can I get some of that?” said Fliss, tentatively.


The sailor necked the remainder and slammed the enamel mug down with
a thwack. She grabbed a different colored one from the cabinet and filled it,
eyeballing Fliss resentfully as she did so.


“Don’t touch my mug, you use this one. Understood? That goes for all
of you. I don’t want whatever damned disease you all picked up,” said Ruth.


Fliss drank gratefully.


“Months of waiting, all for nothing – all for this,” said
Ruth, bitterly gesturing to the motley crew.


“Who were you waiting for?” said Lucy.


“Like it matters. You’ve put paid to it all, haven’t you? You didn’t
care when you came on board, so don’t pretend to care now,” said Ruth.


“If you waited that long, and no-one showed up, maybe whoever you
were waiting for wasn’t coming?” said Fliss, nervously.


Ruth stopped and glared at the girl, with daggers in her eyes. Her
stocky muscles were tense, her nostrils flared. She slammed the drawer shut
with a clatter.


“Don’t talk about what you don’t know, kid,” snapped the sailor,
before storming upstairs above deck, and slamming the hatch behind her.


 “I didn’t mean that badly – I meant ‘cause of our dad,” said Fliss,
welling up.


Lucy took Fliss in an embrace, and soothed the exhausted girl.


“Are we gonna die?” said Jack, staring at the lesions on his
forearm.


Lucy looked at the siblings and tried not to think about the
infected people she’d met in Boston; the ones she knew had died waiting for
Doctor Charlie to bring their meds.


“When we get to DC, they’re gonna help us. They’ve got the best
doctors in the country there, all gathered together. Right now you need to rest
up,” said Lucy, hoping the teens believed her words more than she did.


 Jack shuffled away to the fore cabin to sleep, while Fliss
lingered.


“When you first came to us, you were soaked through. We had to
change your clothes,” began Fliss, letting her voice trail off and her eyes
fall on Lucy’s abdomen.


“Don’t worry about that,” said Lucy.


“Did it hurt?” said the girl.


“I’m still here, aren’t I?” said Lucy, climbing the companionway.


She took a deep breath of the fresh air on deck. The sea was flat,
and the dawn quiet. Ruth was busily winching a sail into place.


“Things will be better in DC. My father-in-law will take care of us.
He’s a senator,” said Lucy.


“We’re not going to DC,” said Ruth, briskly, returning to the helm.


Lucy registered the angle of the boat in relation to the rising sun.
They were tacking west.


“Are you crazy?” said Lucy, grabbing Ruth’s arm.


“Touch me like that again, and I’ll slit your throat in your sleep
and dump you overboard. Understood?” said Ruth.


Lucy released her abruptly and backed away.


“You come onto my boat, my home, and tell me where I’m
going? No way,” said Ruth, rotating the wheel.


“Ruth, I’m truly sorry for what’s happened, but we’re victims too.
Fliss didn’t mean what she-” began Lucy.


“Do you have any idea what it feels like to be the oldest and
the only surviving member of a family that should be spanning three
generations?” said Ruth.


The woman’s cheeks were contorted in sorrow; her eyes narrow with
pain, and glazed with tears. She turned away abruptly and wiped her eyes clear,
then trained her fierce stare on the sextant.


Lucy sat on the bench adjacent to Ruth and stared at the water. She
felt numb. She knew she owed a debt to each person on board.


“Open that cupboard,” said Ruth.


Lucy stood up, realizing the bench was a container. She undid the
lock and peered in. A coiled yellow rope lay inside. It was badly frayed.
Attached to it was the remains of a diamond-shaped cone. The yellow plastic was
riddled with burn marks. One side had peeled away from the main body and hung
on by just a few strands.


“Is that-” began Lucy.


“The storm drogue, yes. It was like that when I reeled it in a
couple of hours ago,” said Ruth.


She fixed Lucy with a grim look.


“I don’t know what did it, but if it can get through that thing in a
night, then what do you think it’s gonna do to the hull over five days?” said
Ruth.


***


“You gotta clamp it in place,” said Jack, gently, as Lucy
let the index arm of the sextant swing out of position. Her stomach panged,
painfully. She’d not eaten in over two days.


“Every damn time. Thanks,” said Lucy, forcing her exhausted mind to
take the reading. Even with the process licked, the calculations themselves
were still complex, and varied between day and night. 


As she took the reading, the late-morning sun disappeared behind a
swathe of clouds, sensitizing her once again to the cool Atlantic breeze. She
sighed and refocused, glad of Jack’s company. Jack had been the first to master
the device, partly because his sickness was the least advanced. He was a
significantly more patient teacher than Ruth, whose teaching style reminded
Lucy of her own father’s back on the ranch; you got told once, and if you did
it wrong, you got hurt, and learned the hard way from there. 


Lucy peered through the telescope and frowned, trying to align with
the horizon. It was the last task of their shift before they could wake the
others.


“A ship!” gasped Lucy, handing Jack the lens excitedly.


“What?” said Jack, urgently scanning.


“We’ve gotta get its attention. Quick, tell the others – light a
flare!” cried Lucy.


“Lucy, I don’t see any ship,” said Jack, scouring the waves.


“Are you kidding? It’s right there!” said Lucy, grabbing the tool back
and refocusing.


The horizon was blank. She passed the sextant back to him, too
confused to even feel disappointed.


“Maybe you should rest a bit. I don’t mind finishing the reading, if
you want to wake the others,” said Jack, looking at her with concern.


Lucy agreed, and headed below deck, puzzling over the vanishing
ship. Her eyes itched with fatigue, and her head felt light. She craved the
leaves they’d eaten in Boston. 


She made tea for Ruth and Fliss, then roused them for the handover.
When she finally flopped onto her berth, the couch was still warm from where
Ruth had been sleeping. Lucy fought the urge to scratch the lesions burning
across her body.


“Forgot my shoes,” muttered Fliss, shuffling back in and out of the
saloon. She looked groggy. 


Lucy lay on her back and stared at the low ceiling. Her hand moved
to her stomach, where the broken skin had crusted over. She flinched as she
touched it, remembering the feeling of her own liquid flesh engulfing her
fingers as she clawed out the alien growth.


“Man overboard!” came a cry.


Lucy swiveled out of her berth, disbelieving her ears. The cry
repeated – it was Ruth’s voice. She rushed through the galley and onto deck.
Jack was pointing portside at Fliss’s floating figure.


“Keep pointing, don’t let her out of your sight!” yelled Ruth,
grabbing the life ring from the stern and hurrying along the side.


“Fliss, grab the ring!” shouted Ruth, tossing the yellow inflatable
out to the girl.


Fliss pushed it away with a confused look on her face as she treaded
water. “No, that’s not him, he’s different,” cried Fliss, swimming in circles.
Her waterlogged clothes hung heavily off her limbs.


“Fliss, swim towards the boat,” shouted Jack. 


Fliss dived beneath the surface, kicking her legs as she went.


“Help her!” cried Jack, pointing to where she’d disappeared. A sling
kept his broken arm held tightly against his chest. Ruth watched in dismay as
the yellow life ring floated further away from the boat.


“I’m going in,” said Lucy, pulling off her boots and pants,
revealing her pockmarked red legs.


“No way,” said Ruth.


Fliss burst through the surface, gasping for air. She was a dozen
feet away from her last position. She spun around again, searching the horizon
for something, then took a deep breath and dived once more.


“We have to get her now. Tether me – you can reel me back in.
Hurry!” insisted Lucy, pulling a life jacket over her torso.


Ruth grabbed the harness and clipped it around Lucy’s waist,
fastening a rope to it, with a winch at the end. Lucy grabbed the railings and
leaped into the water, plunging several feet below the chilling surface before
the buoyancy aid dragged her up. With a gasp she took her bearings. Jack’s
trembling arm was pointing to a blank stretch of ocean. Lucy cast her eyes
around, desperately looking for bubbles or some trace of the girl. 


Water rushed over Lucy’s head. Something had gripped her ankle,
pulling her under. She kicked away but the grip had doubled, and was shifting.
A pair of hands were clawing their way up her calves. The cord around her waist
tightened and Lucy gasped for air as her face momentarily ebbed above the
surface, only for her to be swiftly dragged down once more. 


The hands climbed up her thighs to her back and shoulders. She could
feel Fliss’s legs wrapping around her waist as the deranged teenager climbed
Lucy’s body like an island. 


Lucy could see the air bubbles draining from her lungs as Fliss
clambered on top of her. Fliss repeated her calls above the surface, seemingly
oblivious to Lucy’s panicked gurgling below. Lucy felt her way up Fliss’s arms,
past her shoulders, until she reached the girl’s neck. She seized it and
squeezed.


At once Fliss’s legs jerked out in shock, releasing their iron grip
on Lucy’s waist. Fliss’s hands instinctively wrapped around Lucy’s and prized
them away from her neck. Lucy seized the opportunity and kicked the girl away
from her. The pair split apart and their eyes locked across the surface.


Lucy spat the rancid sea water from her mouth and registered the
wild, incoherent look in Fliss’s eyes.


“Stay away from me, you’re not him!” cried Fliss, looking upon Lucy
as a total stranger.


“Fliss, you need to get back on the boat. You’re not safe here,”
spluttered Lucy, trying to untangle the cordon which had become wrapped around
her leg


“No you don’t understand, I’m supposed to meet him here, that’s what
we said,” moaned Fliss, spinning in circles.


“Jack’s on the boat, Fliss, look up there, he’s waiting for you,”
said Lucy, pointing to Jack, who called out to his sister desperately.


Fliss looked at him with fear, then turned away from the boat and
began to head for the open water.


“Grab her,” yelled Ruth.


Lucy hastily freed her leg from the rope and swam after Fliss,
grabbing the girl in a headlock. Fliss wailed in shock, and tried to pull
Lucy’s arm away.


“Reel us in!” cried Lucy, feeling the cord around her waist tighten
immediately.


Fliss spluttered and flailed, reaching behind her head to claw at
Lucy’s face. Lucy dipped the girl’s head below the surface momentarily,
shocking her out of the fight reflex.


“Stop struggling, you’re nearly there Fliss,” urged Lucy, as the
girl strained against the headlock.


Ruth winched them in to the stern of the boat, where she extended
the ladder. She clicked the metal gate open and knelt down by the water.


Lucy swiveled and shoved Fliss against the rungs as the girl ceased
struggling and went floppy.


“Help us up,” cried Lucy, thrusting Fliss’s limp body as far out of
the water as she could.


Ruth and Jack hauled Fliss onto the deck. Sea water spluttered from
her lungs as they rolled her onto her side.


Lucy climbed up after her, shivering with cold. She pulled off the
rescue equipment and threw a towel around her diseased shoulders while the
others tried desperately to rouse Fliss.


“Pass me the ropes,” said Ruth, pointing to an open box.


Jack hesitated, looking from Ruth to his half-drowned sister.


“Do it now, boy, or she’ll throw herself back in the sea,” Ruth
insisted.


Jack complied, bringing Ruth the box. The sailor pulled out a sturdy
length and wound it around Fliss’s ankles, then repeated the same above the
girl’s knees and elbows. Fliss’s eyelids flickered open as she saw the water
and strained towards it.


“Fliss, stop it, why are you doing this?” begged Jack.


“Let’s get her below,” said Ruth, gesturing Lucy to help.


They lowered Fliss’s delirious, wailing body below deck and into the
cabin, where they strapped her into a berth.


“Her clothes are soaked, she’ll freeze to death,” said Jack,
anxiously shifting from side to side.


“So dry her out, kid. We don’t have time for you to freak out again,
get to work,” ordered Ruth.


Lucy looked down at her own shivering body and for the first time
noticed the patterns made by the swirling lesions.


“Hey, guys, are yours moving?” said Lucy, staring at her sopping
leg.


“What are you talking about?” said Ruth.


“Your skin – patterns – are yours?” began Lucy.


She looked at the pair of them. She didn’t remember Dan being on
board. But he looked worried.


“Lucy? Lucy, look at me,” said her partner, with concern in his
soft, beautiful eyes. Major Lopez stood next to him, fully uniformed, and
shaking his head as Lucy swayed to the side.


“Damned rookie,” said Lopez, as Lucy’s eyes rolled back into her
head, and she fell to the floor.


***


“Run,” cried Dan, tearing off his mask and visor. He
ripped the cupboard door open and grabbed a baseball bat, spilling their
clothes and other belongings onto the apartment floor. Loud bangs sounded from
the hallway; someone was pounding against the door. “I’ll hold them off. Go,
Luce, you gotta go now,” begged Dan.


Lucy’s visor was misting up, obscuring her vision. She could feel
the plastic hazmat suit rubbing against her sore knees.


“Come with me,” she implored, her legs straddling the shattered
window sill. 


Golden spores drifted into the apartment on a mild San Franciscan
breeze. With an almighty crunch, the door began to splinter.


“Lucy, go!” cried Dan, tightening his grip on the bat, and widening
his stance, ready to strike.


The door crunched again, as an axe smashed its way through the wood,
spraying chunks across the floor. Through the gaps Lucy saw a sweeping white
garment, and the swinging metal blade. A red droplet landed on her thigh. She
looked up at the leaking AC unit. A curfew siren sounded outside.


“Lucy!” cried Dan, as the door burst open.


***


Lucy stirred. Her eyes were heavy and crusty with sleep.
She tried to sit up but her torso and limbs were bound by ropes, over which a
blanket had been draped. She tilted her head sideways and the saloon came into
focus. Jack was in the berth opposite, tied into place. He had no blanket, and
was sweating feverishly beneath his jumpsuit. His brow was furrowed, and he muttered
in his sleep, rocking his head but unable to open his flickering eyes wider
than a slit. Lucy examined the patterned lesions covering his emaciated body.
They were different to hers, and paler, too. Footsteps approached from the
companionway.


“You made it,” said Fliss, hurrying over and grabbing Lucy in an
embrace.


Lucy stared at her in surprise; the girl’s skin was clear.


“Ditto,” croaked Lucy, her throat dry.


 Fliss peeled back the blanket and released the ropes binding Lucy.
She grabbed an enamel mug from the galley then knelt down and gently tilted
Lucy’s head up, bringing the cup to her lips. Lucy drank, thirstily.


“Take it easy, you’re gonna feel rough,” counseled Fliss, helping
Lucy to sit up.


Lucy stared at her own bare shins and forearms in astonishment; the
lesions had disappeared. Only the faintest of shiny scars remained here and
there, looking more like blisters from chickenpox or shingles than anything
else. Fliss tenderly swiveled Lucy’s legs off the berth, bringing her up
further.


“How does that feel?” she said, offering Lucy more water.


“How are you – are we?” began Lucy.


“Cured? I don’t know. I woke up yesterday and the rash was gone,”
said Fliss.


“How long was I out?” pressed Lucy.


“Three days, I think. Jack went down on day two, apparently. Let me
get you some food,” said Fliss.


“You found leaves?” said Lucy.


“No need – we can eat normally again,” said Fliss, beaming.


 Lucy shuffled to the edge of the bed and placed a shaky hand onto
Fliss’s shoulder. With the girl’s help, she stood. A soiled towel fell from
around her waist onto the floor. Lucy slowly processed what it was.


“Oh god, I’m so-” she began.


“It’s OK, I’ll clear it up. You need to eat first, so you can start
recovering,” soothed Fliss.


She aided Lucy to the chart table and sat her down on a plastic
sheet. She produced a tin from the galley cupboard, and cracked the ring pull
open.


“Eat,” she said, handing Lucy a spoon, with a smile.


Lucy took the tin and shoveled kidney beans into her mouth, while
Fliss went to clean the berth. In less than a minute, Lucy had devoured the
lot. She gingerly rose to her feet and shuffled to the toilet cubicle. She
stared at herself in the mirror. There were dark rings around her eyes, and her
face was thin, but other than that she looked normal. She cleaned and changed
quickly, then stumbled back to the galley. Lucy blushed as Fliss passed by and
headed up the companionway with the soiled towel in a bucket.


Lucy grabbed a second tin of beans and necked it just as quickly as
the first. As she went to set the empty tin down, the boat halted sharply with
an almighty crunch, knocking Lucy out of her seat.


“Shit,” cried Ruth from above.


Fliss and Ruth’s footsteps clambered across the deck as they hurried
to the front of the boat. As Lucy climbed back into her seat, nursing her
bruised pelvis, a babbling sound caught her attention. She peered past the
saloon and into the fore cabin. Water was rising through the floorboards.


Lucy staggered to her feet and hurried forward. A huge curved sheet
of grey metal had pierced the hull, destroying most of the berth. The metal was
studded in jade-colored barnacles. Beneath them, painted in italics, Lucy could
just make out the word Calypso. The barnacles began to detach and drop
onto the flooding cabin floor, revealing pink fleshy lumps inside each shell.


Lucy rushed above deck to warn the others. A sweeping shoreline of
sand, cliffs, and forest greeted her, stretching as far as Lucy could see. Ruth
and Fliss were at the bow, taking in the damage.


“We’re taking on water below – fast,” said Lucy.


Ruth thumped the hand rail and hurried back to the hatch, hastening
below deck.


Lucy peered over the edge, into the foaming sea. The wreckage wasn’t
visible above the surface, but foaming waves sloshed around them, buffeted in
all directions by the rocks below.


Ruth reappeared looking white as a sheet. Her shins were soaked.


“We’re abandoning ship. I’ll prep the life raft, you two get Jack
onto a stretcher,” she said.


“Where’s the stretcher?” said Fliss.


“Make one!” snapped Ruth, disappearing below.


Lucy and Fliss followed swiftly.


“This could work,” said Lucy, pulling the cushions off the empty
berth and revealing the wooden board beneath. She tried to lift it up but the
board was nailed in.


Fliss crouched down and braced her back against Jack’s berth,
allowing herself to be soaked by the rising water, which lapped at her chin.
She placed her heels under the lip of the wooden berth opposite and kicked
upward, striking it hard until the board broke free. Lucy grabbed a tin and hit
the exposed nail tips, loosening them and plucking them out. 


Ruth dodged past them with a first aid kit and bagful of tins, which
she shoved onto the deck. The water level was just inches from Jack’s comatose
mouth. Lucy and Ruth hastily untied his limbs, then heaved him onto the
makeshift stretcher, and refastened him in place.


With a crunch, the boat’s fiberglass hull tore further, throwing
Lucy and Fliss off-balance as their center of gravity shifted twenty degrees.
They caught Jack just in time as the stretcher slid towards the water.


“Hurry up down there!” yelled Ruth.


“I’ll go first,” said Lucy, turning her back to Jack’s feet. She
knelt in the rising water, raised both hands over her shoulders, then heaved.
Fliss grabbed the far end and the pair sloshed their way through the flooding
galley.


They struggled up the companionway and onto deck. Ruth had opened
the gate leading to the boat’s external ladder, where an inflated orange and
yellow life boat was tethered.


“No way – the edges will tear the rubber,” said Ruth, pushing past
them.


She jumped into the flooded galley and rummaged through the
submerged cabinets, quickly returning with duct tape and a quilt. The three of
them hastily padded and bound the stretcher’s corners, while the hull creaked
beneath them.


Ruth and Fliss hurried into the raft then caught the stretcher from
Lucy, as she slid Jack’s slender frame off the lip of the stern. The boat
gargled loudly as seawater squeezed air out of the cabins.


“We’ve got incoming!” cried Fliss, pointing out to sea.


Jets of water shot up into the air, where wind swiftly scattered the
droplets. Lucy squinted. The bursts were several hundred yards away, but
getting closer. Beneath each jet was a broad, oily back, arching and dipping
seamlessly as it slid through the water.


Lucy hastily clambered onto the raft and cast them off from the
sinking boat.


“Make for the shore!” cried Ruth, plunging a paddle into the water.


Lucy and Fliss obeyed, paddling hard. Jack moaned from the
stretcher, his eyes fluttering.


“They’re getting closer – hurry,” cried Fliss.


“Keep going, the tide’s with us!” yelled Ruth.


As the creatures closed in, their profiles changed. Out of their
broad, flat backs unfolded grey and black striped dorsal fins, which cut
through the water like knives. The pack sped up, racing through the water as
they made a beeline for the group.


The raft hit the shore and scraped to a halt, where it bobbed,
paralyzed amidst the wet sand.


“Everybody out!” cried Ruth, bailing over the side. Lucy and Fliss
followed, leaping into the shallows. All three grabbed a handle and dragged the
raft onto the beach.


“Get him out,” wheezed Ruth, dropping her handle and vomiting onto
the sand.


 Lucy leaned over the raft’s side and gripped the stretcher. Fliss
jumped back in and grabbed the leg-end. As the pair heaved Jack out of the
raft, Fliss tripped, sending Jack’s legs splashing into the lapping waves. Lucy
stumbled backwards, barely staying upright with the weight of Jack’s upper
half. The boy came-to and started wailing in fear as she dragged him further
inland. 


“It’s OK,” said Fliss, clambering back towards her brother and
loosening his ropes, as Lucy dropped him on the sand.


“Ruth!” cried Jack, pointing to the water.


The sailor was leaning on the rubber raft for support as fresh waves
lapped around her calves. Panic swept across Lucy’s spine; a thick, striped
dorsal fin was speeding Ruth’s way. Lucy sprinted toward the water and grabbed
the woman’s arm, hauling her away from the raft.


The pair fell back in horror as the creature made landfall, biting
down on the raft, bursting it immediately and dragging it into the water. As
the creature swam away from the shoreline with the tattered yellow and orange
ring in tow, more dorsal fins rose to the surface to inspect the kill. The lead
creature shook the raft several times then discarded it, realizing its mistake.
Lucy sat on her elbows, panting, as the predators glided silently alongside the
shore, eyeballing her through their expressionless black retinas, contemplating
the human group’s distance from the water.


With a spray of water from its blowhole, the pod leader turned back
towards the open water and slipped beneath the surface, leading the rest of the
creatures with it. The striped fins contracted one by one as the creatures
dived in turn, revealing flat tails like those of a whale. The upper sides were
grey and black, but the undersides were bleached yellow. Several of the
creatures had chunks missing from theirs. 


“Are you OK?” said Lucy, turning to Ruth.


The older woman had turned pale and sweaty.


“I’ve been better,” she said, wiping vomit from her mouth and chest.


Fliss had untied Jack’s ropes, and was helping him to sit up. Behind
them was a sand-colored cliff face, above which stood a dense forest.


“What’s that?” croaked Jack, pointing over Fliss’s shoulder.


Lucy followed his gaze. In the distance, a cloud of sand was being
disturbed along the shore. It was getting bigger.


“Let’s go – we need to get to higher ground,” said Lucy, sticking
her head under Ruth’s arm and heaving. Ruth grunted and attempted to stand, but
her strength had gone. The pair tumbled back into the sand.


“It’s getting closer,” cried Jack.


Lucy stared at the oncoming sand cloud. The grains were being
churned up by an armored arthropod sprinting towards them. Its head was narrow
like a greyhound’s skull; streamlining its long, segmented body, which raced
towards them on bony, wide-set legs which moved too fast to be counted.


“Ruth, you gotta get up,” begged Lucy.


“Go,” panted Ruth, slumping onto the sand. She rolled onto her back
and clutched her heart, closing her eyes in pain.


“Oh shit,” said Lucy. “You two, get over here,” she yelled at Fliss
and Jack.


The teenagers looked at her in astonishment, having already started
fleeing for the rocks.


“It’s gonna kill us,” cried Fliss.


“Help us!” bellowed Lucy.


The pair hurried towards her, Fliss supporting Jack as he swayed.
They fell at Ruth’s side and grabbed her arms, ready to lift.


“No, get behind me. It’s not interested in us three, I promise you.
It only wants Ruth,” said Lucy, drawing Ruth’s diving knife.


The creature was closing in fast.


“Are you insane?” cried Fliss, stepping away


“You have to trust me. We’re infected. It can’t touch us. But we
have to stop it getting to Ruth,” said Lucy, her eyes flitting between the
terrified teenagers and the impending dust cloud.


“What are we supposed to stop it with?” trembled Jack.


A rapid, rhythmic clicking was resonating from the creature’s
impending body. Lucy glimpsed the thick orange hairs which covered its shell
like trip wires.


She widened her stance and gripped the knife tightly, preparing to
stab. She searched desperately for a weakness in its armor but saw none. The
creature prepared for the final assault. Its scurrying gait disappeared as it
raised its front limbs up like pincers. Its remaining limbs switched seamlessly
into a bounding rhythm. The creature propelled itself towards the group in a
series of leaps. As it prepared to strike, a fluttering, chopping noise carried
through the air. 


A bullet tore through the creature’s thick armor, sending it
crashing into the ground. Jack screamed as the creature rose to its feet again
and staggered towards them, with blue blood spurting from the top of its shell.
Another bullet ripped into the creature’s body, this time felling it
permanently. Lucy looked up and her heart danced as a Seahawk helicopter
circled around and landed on the beach.


NAVY was printed on the side of the grey
hull in bold. Lucy shielded her eyes as the craft’s blades threw sand towards them.


“Jack, get to the helicopter. Fliss, gimme a hand, hurry!” ordered
Lucy.


They dragged Ruth towards the chopper, where a pair of black gloves
reached through the dust cloud and grabbed her. Another of the aircrew grabbed
Lucy by the shoulders and hauled her onboard. Within seconds the craft was
taking off again. Lucy grabbed the hull netting for stability as the helicopter
turned through the air. The crew shoved Lucy down into a jump seat beside Fliss
and clipped her in.


Lucy stared down as they passed the beach at a tilt. Scores more
armored creatures were scuttling towards the spot they’d been standing on just
moments ago. The first arrivals were already feasting on the carcass of their
dead peer.


Lucy tried to speak to the others but the noise of the blades was
deafening. The aircrew wore ear defenders, but Lucy had to make do covering her
ears with her hands. She felt queasy as the helicopter dipped its nose and
accelerated away from the beach, heading further along the vast estuary. Ruth’s
eyes were closed, and her mouth sagged at both sides as she drew rapid, shallow
breaths.


The craft sped over land and water for several minutes, before
slowing and turning into a descent. A buildings complex appeared before them,
clustered along the shoreline. The buildings were dominated by satellite dishes
of all sizes, along with a range of radar and radio installations. U.S. Navy
Chesapeake Bay Detachment read a sign, as they touched down onto the grass.
A truck was waiting to meet them.


The pilot killed the engines and the aircrew chaperoned Lucy and the
others out of the chopper and over to the truck, where two uniformed soldiers
stood waiting. One had a field laptop set up on the trunk.


“What’s this?” called the foremost soldier, over the fading whine of
the chopper’s motors. His clean-shaven face was at odds with the naval
officer’s rich beard.


“Civilians. We picked them up on the beach a few miles out. They
were under attack,” said the airman.


“They ain’t part of the deal,” said the soldier.


“Nope. But they’re your problem now,” said the airman.


“All clear,” said the second soldier, removing a USB stick from the
laptop and packing both away in a bulky, indestructible-looking carry case. 


“All clear,” echoed an airman, completing a parallel operation on a
Navy laptop.


“Until next time,” said the bearded airman, extending his Army
counterpart a hand.


“Did you tell the civilians anythin’?” demanded the clean-shaven
soldier, gesturing to Lucy’s bewildered-looking group.


“I thought I’d leave your side to do the briefing. From what I hear,
they won’t get told much,” said the airman, retracting his hand.


“Maybe that’s ‘cause we still have a thing called classified
information,” said the soldier, defiantly.


“Let me know how that works out. Clock starts now people, five
minute extraction, let’s go,” said the airman, signaling to the other crew
members to follow as he set off for the adjacent building.


“Lemme know when y’all wake up and decide to join the fight,” called
the soldier.


“Oh we will, don’t you worry about that. We’re playing the long
game, brother,” yelled the airman, with a wink.


“What’s that supposed to mean? Hey! Pff, jackass,” said the soldier,
spitting in disgust.


Lucy looked at the soldier uncertainly, wishing the aircrew weren’t
washing their hands of them so readily.


“What are y’all looking at? Get in the damn truck already,” said the
soldier.


“Are you going to DC?” asked Lucy, anxiously.


“No, we’re going to Disneyland. Dumbass question,” said the soldier,
slamming his door and starting the engine.


Lucy and the others hurried to the back of the truck and climbed in,
heaving Ruth into place between them. The older woman moaned incoherently as
they kept her upright. Fliss swept Ruth’s hair from her eyes and mopped her
brow. Lucy took Ruth’s pulse as the truck moved forwards; it was irregular, and
faint. She looked to Fliss anxiously. 


“We
need to get her to a hospital,” said Lucy.
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While Jack was making a swift recovery, Ruth’s condition
was deteriorating. Her body was limp and her skin clammy. Jack watched her with
deep concern as she drifted in and out of consciousness.


“She’ll pull through,” said Lucy, squeezing his shoulder, as the
truck rumbled through the outer suburbs of DC.


They were tantalizingly close, yet the streets were barren. She
thought of Dan’s father, and the protection she’d promised the group on his
behalf. Her stomach churned. 


The stillness of the city was interrupted by the soldiers in the
front seat, who were growing more indignant in their conversation.


“So this asshole says to me, ‘you guys should get less rations’,”
said the clean-shaven solder, who was driving.


“Less? If they give us any less we’ll be eatin’ nothin’,” said the
navigator, bitterly.


“That’s what I said, but then this guy’s all like ‘the system ain’t
fair, it’s one rule for y’all and another for us,” said the driver.


“Tell the son of a bitch to sign up and put his neck on the
line day in day out. Then we’ll see about fair,” spat the navigator.


“That is exactly what I told him. We’re out here risking our
lives while they get to work the other side, and they think that’s the same?”
fumed the driver.


“Screw ‘em,” said the navigator.


“Damn straight. Hold up, looks like we got a tailback,” said the driver,
slowing the vehicle.


Ruth slumped forwards as the truck braked. Lucy caught her just in
time, and dragged her back into the seat with Fliss’s help. Lucy peered ahead;
a line of static military vehicles stretched ahead for almost a quarter mile.
Her heart leapt; at the end of the line was a vast grey wall blocking the road.
Soldiers manned the watchtowers above, while a central gate controlled access
to the city beyond. 


The driver crunched on the handbrake and let the truck idle, while
the navigator hopped out to investigate the tailback. As he reached the first
vehicle he stumbled backwards, fumbling his rifle into position and cursing in
alarm. Lucy watched intently as he proceeded with the gun poised, ready to
fire. He edged forward to the next vehicles, ensuring the barrel would
automatically be trained at anything he saw. He crossed to the adjacent line of
cars and disappeared from view for a minute, before abruptly reappearing beside
the truck. He climbed in and slammed the door, white as a sheet.


“Drive,” he croaked.


“What you saw?” said the driver.


“They got hit. They’re all gone,” he replied, his hand trembling as
he clutched his rifle.


  The driver pulled into an empty lane and took them onward,
cautiously. As they made their way towards the vast city gate, Lucy observed
the motionless convoy. Each vehicle was full of soldiers in the early stages of
decay. Their uniformed bodies sat like discarded dolls. Some were held in place
by seat belts, others lay strewn across their comrades – arms outstretched,
reaching for the doors.


A shiver crept up Lucy’s spine as the attack at Camp Oscar came
rushing back. She dug her fingernails hard into her thighs as she tried to shut
out the memory of doors being been ripped off the convoy, of people getting
plucked from the trucks like candy, and of General Whitaker’s neck snapping as
his truck rolled.


She shook the memories from her mind and focused on the vehicular
grave beside them. Judging by the state of the troops’ flesh, the attack was
recent; it probably occurred less than twelve hours ago, Lucy reasoned. But the
vehicles themselves showed no signs of disturbance.


“Stop the truck,” cried Fliss. 


“What?” grunted the driver.


“Someone’s alive back there – stop,” she insisted.


The driver swore in frustration, stopping the vehicle but keeping
the engine running as he checked the mirrors in every direction. He and the
other soldier climbed out and drew their weapons. Fliss leaped out too,
hurrying ahead. 


“Fliss, we don’t have time – we need to get to a hospital!” cried
Lucy, but the girl was gone. Jack made to follow her but Lucy grabbed his
shoulder and slammed him back down.


“You stay – look after Ruth,” she said, sternly. 


Cursing, she leaped out and hurried after the girl.


“Back up,” barked the driver, as Fliss went to touch the convoy
vehicle’s handle. She backed away, hands raised, while keeping her wide eyes
fixed on what lay inside.


Lucy caught up and stared inside the truck; the survivor was a woman
who could have been anything between twenty and fifty. The liquefying process
of the D4 infection had erased the precise contours of her age. Her hand was
pressed against the window, which had smear marks from her decaying fingertips.
Her eyes were yellow and bloodshot.


The navigator skirted to the opposite side of the vehicle, checking
all around it, and sweeping the underside too.


“Clear,” he said, retraining his gun on the truck.


The driver opened the door handle and stepped back. The woman
slumped outwards and vomited onto the tar, splurging a pinkish-grey amalgam of
flesh and digested food.


She reached out imploringly but the driver leaped back further in
horror. The woman’s clothes were damp, and sagged from her putrefying body. She
tried to speak but her tongue had become deformed. When she did manage an
utterance, it was pained, and gargled, as her vocal cords choked on their own
tissue.


“We need to help her,” said Fliss, staring around the group earnestly.


The driver said nothing, keeping his assault rifle pointed at the
woman, his face fixed in grim concentration. The navigator on the far side was
hunched over his knees, dry-heaving. Lucy looked at the dying woman and knew
there was nothing that could be done.


“Do we have any morphine? A defibrillator? Something,” said
Fliss, desperately.


The woman moaned again, imploringly. With trembling limbs, she
reached to the open car door for stability. As her hand slipped, her fingers
broke off, disintegrating into D4-gelatin. The woman landed hard on the
asphalt.


“Mother of god,” said the driver, backing away further still.


With immense effort, the woman lifted her face from the tar. Her
cheek tore off, sticking the ground, revealing her teeth and jaw bone as she
fixed her jaundiced eyes on Fliss.


The girl froze, petrified, as the mutilated woman dragged herself
closer. Her disfigured mouth lolled open, releasing desperate, gargling moans.
As she edged forwards, her boots stayed still, as her feet tore off from her
ankles. 


“H- help… We need to help her,” gasped Fliss, looking wildly around
the group for answers.


The driver pulled out a pistol and held it out to the girl. She
stared at it in horror. The dying woman slapped a glistening, disfigured hand
onto Fliss’s boots and let out a spluttering cry. Fliss screamed and leaped
back, dislocating the woman’s arm in the process. The woman wailed in pain. 


 Lucy snatched the driver’s pistol and fired a single bullet
directly into the woman’s skull. The deformed woman fell limp upon the tar,
while grey goop oozed from her body.


The driver took the gun back from Lucy’s hand and re-holstered it.


“Next time, no stopping,” he said, heading back to the truck.


***


As they reached the inner city perimeter, Lucy fully
appreciated its scale and strength. The wall was made of giant concrete blocks
that had been slotted together like Lego. It stood four stories tall and was
topped with razor wire, behind which soldiers patrolled. The guards watched as
Lucy’s group reached the vast steel gate in the center of the wall.


The truck halted and the navigator climbed out, making his way to a
sub-gate which had been built into the main one. A viewing hatch slid open and
the navigator handed over a document. The hatch closed and the group waited
while it was examined. The hatch quickly slid back open and the document was
returned. The navigator had a curt exchange with the unseen doorkeeper, then
returned to the truck.


The vast steel gate creaked open just wide enough for the truck to
enter. To Lucy’s surprise, they were greeted by a second wall, and a second
gate. The first gate closed behind them, sealing them inside a gloomy concrete
courtyard.


A clerk approached the vehicle. She took fingerprint scans from the
drivers, and swiped the ID cards they produced. She shone a flashlight into the
truck, illuminating Lucy, Fliss, Jack, and the semi-conscious Ruth.


“Help us – please, she urgently needs a doctor,” begged Lucy, as the
clerk made to leave.


The woman ignored Lucy and clicked off her light.


“You know the rule about medicals,” snapped the clerk, reprimanding
the driver.


“This one was out of our hands. The Navy made her part of the deal,”
said the driver.


“You two wait here. Newbies, this way,” said the clerk, leaving the
soldiers and beckoning Lucy’s group to follow her.


“I don’t think she can walk,” said Fliss, glancing at Ruth.


“Not my problem,” said the clerk, without looking back.


Lucy and Fliss eased Ruth out of the truck and aided her across the
courtyard to a building. Jack hurried ahead and caught the door for them with
his good arm.


“Sit,” said the clerk, pointing to a row of seats. They appeared to
be in an office which had been converted into an immigration processing room of
sorts. An electronic passport gate had been installed in the center.


“Please, we don’t have time for this,” said Lucy.


“Him first,” said the clerk, ignoring Lucy again and calling Jack
forwards to the machine.


Lucy and Fliss lowered Ruth onto a seat and sat either side of her.
The sailor’s breathing was sharp and shallow, and her head dipped.


“You - short hair – you’re up,” said the clerk, calling Lucy
forward.


Lucy stared at the robotic camera while it adjusted its height and
focus to look her in the eye. The machine whirred as it scanned her, then, after
a moment, the processing light blinked green.


“Here,” said the clerk, handing Lucy a freshly-printed ID.


Lucy swapped places with Fliss and examined her new card. It
featured her current appearance, a long serial number, and an admission date.
On the reverse side was a string of details about her identity, including her
birthplace, age, and last registered voting district. Beneath the line Criminal
Record was a single word: clean.


Jack cried out in alarm; Ruth had slumped onto him, totally limp.
Lucy caught the older woman just in time to break her fall, as she rolled off
Jack’s lap.


“Ruth, Ruth,” cried Lucy, shaking the woman and slapping her
cheeks.


“Oh my god, call an ambulance already. We told you she was sick!”
cried Fliss, accosting the clerk.


Lucy lay Ruth flat on her back and pressed her ear to her nose,
listening for breathing. There was none. She felt for a pulse, but it had gone.


“She’s in cardiac arrest,” urged Lucy, as the clerk radioed for
help. “Fliss, I need you to do the breaths, I’m starting compressions now,”
said Lucy, unzipping Ruth’s jacket, which was still damp with seawater and
sand.


She felt for the sailor’s sternum and placed the heel of her hand
upon it. She stacked her other hand on top and interlaced her fingers, then
straightened up. With her arms locked, she pressed down sharply in swift,
stabbing motions. Ruth’s head rocked with each convulsion.


 “Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen,” panted Lucy. “Two breaths – now. No,
you gotta pinch the nose first, and tilt the head back – Jesus, Fliss, come
on!” she urged, as the teenager fumbled the breathing.


“What’s the ETA on the ambulance?” gasped Lucy, between
compressions.


“Six minutes,” said the clerk, whose dispassionate expression had
given way to shock.


“I’m not gonna make that, you gotta help us,” said Lucy, still
weakened by chronic fatigue and hunger.


“I don’t know CPR,” stuttered the clerk.


“You’re learning it now,” said Lucy.


“No - I – I can’t do that,” said the clerk, her eyes wide.


“Then find someone who can!” bellowed Lucy, rocking back so Fliss
could deliver the next breaths.


Jack paced the room groaning, sweeping his hand through his hair in
despair. Lucy’s shoulders ached as she threw her weight against Ruth’s chest.


“Come on, Ruth, come on,” she gasped, staring at the older woman’s
pale, clammy face.


A siren sounded in the distance. The clerk disappeared from the
room.


“Hang in there, Ruth,” croaked Fliss.


“She’s not gonna make it,” wailed Jack.


“Shut up, yes she is!” yelled Fliss.


Her brother slumped into a chair and cried, with his head buried
against his knees.


 “Come on, Ruth,” yelled Fliss, sensing Lucy’s exhaustion and
taking over the compressions.


“Keep your arms straight,” puffed Lucy. She turned to the boy.
“Jack, get down here and do the breaths, I’ll tilt her head.”


Jack turned away from her, hiding his face further and sobbing
uncontrollably. 


“Shit,” said Lucy, leaning over Ruth’s mouth and delivering the next
two breaths, trying not to let dizzying head rush destabilize her.


The door burst open and the clerk returned, flanked by two
paramedics. One wore a standard medical uniform, the other wore a plain
jumpsuit.


“Step away please,” said the uniformed paramedic, kneeling down and
cutting Ruth’s shirt open. Her assistant unpacked a defibrillator and placed
the strips across Ruth’s chest. The machine scanned in vain for a pulse.


“Clear,” said the paramedic, delivering the first shock.


“No change,” said her assistant, staring at the monitor.


“Clear,” repeated the medic, shocking Ruth’s body again.


“It’s over, just accept it!” cried Jack, screaming at the medics.


“We need the room,” said the paramedic, addressing the clerk
sternly.


The clerk chaperoned Lucy and the teenagers out into the corridor.
Lucy glanced back as the door swung shut behind them. Fliss cradled her brother’s
weeping head as they paced after the clerk, who led on. The medics’ calls of
“clear,” faded as they crossed through more internal checkpoints in the
serpentine building, where armed soldiers repeatedly checked their new ID
cards.


“You’ll need to be inducted at the Department of Labor before you
can go to your accommodation. Take the Red Line to Judiciary Square,” said the
clerk, placing a shaking palm on the door handle.


“What about Ruth?” said Lucy.


“I’ll make sure a message reaches you later,” said the clerk. 


She pushed the door open, revealing the street outside. In her daze,
Lucy hadn’t noticed them pass beyond the second steel gate, which was surpassed
in depth by the present building.


The clerk ushered them out then snapped the door shut. Lucy surveyed
the bustling citadel and was immediately overwhelmed. Scores of people
traversed the streets on foot and bike. Workers poured in and out of the nearby
metro station, while packed busses rolled by.


“This way, I guess,” said Lucy, gathering herself and leading the
two teenagers into the busy metro station.


Fliss shielded Jack from the jostling commuters as best she could,
with an arm placed firmly around his shoulder as they descended underground.


“Watch it,” grunted a worker, knocking into Lucy as she traipsed in
a daze from the illuminated corridor to the platform.


Her eyes fell on the tracks which disappeared into the dark onward
tunnel. The clattering sound of an approaching train seized hold of her senses.


The train accelerated desperately, trying to escape the advancing
creatures. The rear door twisted from its hinges. Great dents appeared in the
roof as a beast tore through the steel hull with its claws. She stared at Dan
one last time as the locomotive derailed, flinging her into the darkness.


“Lucy!” yelled Fliss, shaking her.


Lucy snapped out of the daze, realizing she’d been moaning. Other
people were looking at her, warily.


“This is our line,” said Fliss, drawing her inside the carriage in
which Jack was already stood, surrounded by tired workers.


“Are you OK?” said Fliss, squeezing Lucy’s hand, as Lucy blinked
under the bright strip lights.


The memory of Dan’s smile, his embrace, his liquefying body all
tumbled through Lucy’s mind. She bit her lip hard, trying to escape the
agonizing thoughts, but her mind leaped to the deformed woman she’d euthanized
moments ago. Her crawling brain fixated on their shared fate. Dan’s death was
quicker, she told herself. He didn’t die like that. He can’t have died like
that.


***


Lucy had absorbed little of the induction at the
Department of Labor. Delayed shock had numbed her to the world, and the words
had washed clean over her. All she knew was that the three of them had been
taken to a repurposed halls of residence, which was to be their new home. Lucy
and Fliss had been given a shared room on one of the women-only floors, while
Jack had been assigned to the men’s dorms in the adjoining wing. There were at
least a hundred others living in their block, something that became apparent as
they shuffled slowly through the canteen line to get their first evening meal.


The canteen was fully lit, exposing each resident’s hardened
features. They were, in general, plumper than Lucy and the teenagers, but by no
means was anyone overweight. The recurring look Lucy saw was one of weariness,
as tired workers hungrily eyed up the serving station at the end of the line,
willing themselves forward several dozen places.


“‘If you ask me, the city’s full, but we keep letting people in, an’
I swear dinner portions are getting smaller. It don’t take a genius to put two
and two together,” muttered a resident ahead of them, glaring at Lucy’s group.


A siren sounded from the street.


“That’s curfew. Another genius idea from up high,” grumbled the
worker as the line edged forwards.


With their meagre portions served, Lucy’s group took an empty table
at the edge of the hall. They ate in exhausted silence, watching blankly as the
last stragglers got fed. The food was hot, and salty. A stew of sorts. Lucy
couldn’t tell what the vegetables were, or if there was meat in there, but
something tasted like corn, and there was rice too.


As people finished their meals, the air of hunger gave way to one of
conversation. Lucy caught snippets, but her attention was limited. There were
complaints about the food, praise for the food, and workers reminiscing about
old dining habits. The second topic was the government’s incompetence, but Lucy
could infer nothing specific beyond the general decrying of politicians that
certainly predated the satellite failure.


“What was it like growing up on a ranch?” said Jack.


He didn’t smile, but some color had returned to his cheeks.


“I told you about that?” said Lucy.


 “They asked you about it earlier – in your interview. You don’t
remember?” said Jack.


“Uh, sure. Sort of. Not really. I kind of blanked out for all of
that,” said Lucy, knowing full well her mind had been trapped in the
immigration control room, bent over Ruth’s flat lining chest.


“Of course, sorry,” said Jack, glancing at Fliss in a way that
suggested the pair had been discussing her privately.


“What you did earlier for that woman – the soldier,” began Fliss.


“Please don’t,” said Lucy.


“I wanted to thank you. I didn’t have the courage,” said Fliss, her
eyes dropping to her feet.


“It wasn’t courage. It wasn’t anything,” said Lucy.


“Was that the first time you-” began Jack, but Fliss kicked him
under the table. “Ouch! What? I’m only asking,” he protested, nursing his shin.


“No, it wasn’t,” said Lucy, staring the boy straight in the eyes.


“Oh,” he said, blushing and looking away.


“We know you did it for a good reason,” said Fliss, nudging Jack.


“Oh, yeah. I’m not saying you’re a murderer or anything, I’m just-”
started Jack.


“I am,” interrupted Lucy. “We all are. That’s just how it is now.
Most people haven’t done it yet, but they will, and others will have to stop
them. Or help them. Either way, we’re all gonna end lives at some point, for
better or for worse,” she said, before taking a swig of water.


No one at their table spoke for a while, making them a rare source
of quiet in the by-now noisy canteen.


“Do you think Ruth’ll be OK?” said Jack, after a moment.


Lucy didn’t answer. She couldn’t answer. Her mind was careering
through the memories of those she’d tried to save and had failed. Somehow she
was still alive. Mutated, diseased, traumatized, but alive. It made no sense to
her. She clenched her fists as memories of Dan, Lopez, and Shona flooded her
thoughts.


A rattle brought her back to the table with a start.


“Wanna play? They’ve got other stuff on the side,” said Fliss,
sitting down and gesturing to the pack of dominoes she’d found.


“Look out!” came a cry from the far side of the canteen, as a
resident leaped away from their table, scattering a bunch of trays and plates
as they rushed.


A series of cries spread across the room, followed by a cacophony of
clattering chairs and overturning tables as people sprung up in terror. Lucy
spotted the creature just in time as it slithered into the center. Another cry
rang out nearer to Lucy’s group – a second creature had been spotted. People
crashed into each other as they fled in opposing directions.


Both of the short, snake-like organisms began to swell to the size
of melons. With a flick of its tail, the snake in the center flung itself up
off the ground.


“Get down!” cried Lucy, grabbing Fliss and pulling her to the
ground.


The snake exploded, spraying the room with flecks of acidic D4
enzyme. Screams of fear turned to screams of agony, as the second snake
detonated, immediately doubling the number of casualties. Lucy stared across
the room with her face pressed to the floor; at least a dozen people had been
hit. Fliss and Jack were unhurt, but were cowering together in shock. 


Lucy crouched, tentatively, as others emerged from their makeshift
refuge points and tended to the victims. Steeling herself, she crawled to the
nearest table where a man lay, screaming, clutching his leg. Acid had burned
through his clothes and into his skin. A friend clung to him desperately, as a
dark purple hue spread across the man’s body, reaching across his shoulders and
closing in on his neck. The man’s veins throbbed and his muscles seized up as
the toxin spread through his bloodstream. His fingers twisted into a gnarled
claw-like grip, while his eyes bulged as he asphyxiated. Purple lines spread
across his face like roots, bursting the capillaries in his eyes until, with a
final splutter, the man fell still.


Within a few seconds, each screaming victim in the room had fallen
silent. The onlookers stared at the deceased members of their community in
disbelief.


The silence was broken by the canteen manager emerging from the
kitchens to see the carnage. He ordered the serving staff to cover the bodies
while he radioed for help.


Some time elapsed – Lucy had no idea how long. She tried to keep
herself distracted by helping people re-right pockmarked tables and chairs,
while stepping around the victims’ bodies. Their faces were draped in odd-sized
sheets and towels, which did nothing to hide their twisted hands and contorted
limbs. Members of the community consoled each other as best they could. Some
wept openly, others stared on numbly, while a small number sat quietly and ate.


The main doors to the canteen burst open as an immaculately dressed
figure entered the room, leading four others cloaked in hazmat suits. The lab
team unpacked a number of empty body bags and spread out, while the leader
surveyed the scene. He wore a navy colored suit, topped by a long black trench
coat. His hair began halfway across his scalp; it was cut short, but the grey
and white follicles stood out strongly against his dark skin. A trimmed greying
moustache adorned his face; a face which Lucy recognized immediately. Her heart
froze as she processed something she barely dared to believe. Dan’s father was
alive.
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Lucy swiveled on her canteen seat, turning away from
Dan’s father. She’d met him so many times when Dan was alive, but now the
resemblance struck her like a hammer. Like Dan, Adrian habitually rubbed the
bridge of his nose as he closed his eyes to think, even though he wore no
glasses. His kept his back straight as a rod, just as Dan had done. When he
spoke to the catering manager, the undulations of his brow conveyed the same
pragmatic skepticism that had kept Lucy alive in San Francisco. A torrent of
love, grief, hope and guilt collided in her core as she watched this older
version of her soul mate move through the attack scene, unaware of her
presence. She placed her hands on her knees and tried to steady her breathing,
dipping her head so that it was shielded by her body.


“Are you OK?” whispered Fliss.


“Fine,” said Lucy staring at the floor, compulsively ruffling her
short, choppy hair.


Zipping sounds cut through the room as the clean-up team filled a
dozen body bags. Shell-shocked onlookers gave statements, while Adrian examined
the creatures’ entry points.


“Do you know him?” said Fliss, catching Lucy’s glances up at Dan’s
father.


Lucy nodded.


“What more can we do?” protested a resident, as Adrian’s team rinsed
the tables and seats with a fine spray from what looked like insecticide kits.


“Keep practicing your drills. Stay vigilant. Support one another in
the days and weeks to come,” said Adrian, closing his notepad. His tone was
sincere, but weary.


“What does that even mean? We do all those things already, and just
look around. They stop nothing. This same thing happened at my friend’s work,
and in my cousin’s block. It’s like you people aren’t even trying to stop it!”
raged another resident, piling in. The tirade was met with approving murmurs
around the room.


“We’re doing everything we can,” said Adrian, firmly.


“Yeah, well it’s not enough, is it?” cried the tearful resident,
gesturing to the body bags. 


“These creatures are adapting faster than we can learn about them.
Working together is the best chance we have. That means staying strong; it
means going to work when you’re afraid, and getting up when your brothers and
sisters fall. Above all, it means never giving up. We are working on it, I
promise you. If you can do your bit, we will beat these infernal creatures
together,” said Adrian, broadening his reply to address the entire room.


“We’re sick of words,” retorted a resident, their voice cracking
with emotion as they knelt beside a body.


“I agree. We need more action, and for that we need people with
ideas. If anyone here knows what more we could be doing, I’m all ears.
Or if anyone wants to transfer to the frontline teams, my department is ready
to train you and deploy you. We urgently need staff, so please, step forwards,”
said Adrian, challenging the room.


One by one the residents avoided his glare. The disinfectant team
finished spraying the room and followed the last body bag out to the street.


“My door is always open. I’m sorry this happened to you tonight,
truly. You’re not alone. We’ll get through this together. Keep practicing the
drills,” said Dan’s father, placing a consoling hand on the nearest resident’s
shoulder before turning to follow his team out.


“Adrian!” cried Lucy, standing suddenly and knocking her plastic
chair over with a clatter.


He stopped sharply in the doorway and turned. Lucy’s heart pounded
as their eyes met. For a moment the pair stared at one another across the room,
each fully taking in the other’s appearance. She watched the recognition flash
across his face. It was quickly replaced by a look of grave concern as he took
in her ragged appearance. Lucy took a few hesitant steps closer, stumbling into
another chair as she went. As she reached him, she realized his eyes were
filling with tears. She stopped before him, nervously. He stared at her, his
piercing eyes focused sharply on her, looking for truth.


“Dan?” he croaked.


Lucy shook her head, a tear tracing down her cheek as she forced
herself to hold his gaze.


Adrian turned briskly and shoved his way through the doors and out
onto the street. Lucy hurried after him. Outside, the clean-up team were
loading their equipment into a white van containing dozens of stacked body
bags.


Adrian stood to the side, leaning into the wall with his arms
outstretched as if he was holding the entire building up. His shoulders shook
as his head hung between his arms. Lucy approached him slowly and placed a hand
on his shoulder.


“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.


He drew up abruptly and shook himself out, hastily wiping his cheeks
dry.


“We need to get back to work,” he said, with a shaky voice, setting
off towards the street.


“That’s it?” said Lucy, in astonishment.


“More people will die if we don’t. Come on,” he said, climbing into
the driver’s seat of a black car.


Lucy glanced back at the canteen. Fliss and Jack would have to fend
for themselves for the next few hours, she decided, hurrying after Adrian and
taking the front passenger seat.


He pressed the ignition button and the electric vehicle awoke,
automatically illuminating the dark street ahead. A small, steady blue LED
shone from the car’s front and rear windows. 


“It’s an impossible task, but we’ve got to try,” said Adrian, taking
a different route to the van. His voice was strained, and he gabbled,
uncharacteristically. “These creatures are hitting us every night, every day,
all across town. We’re fire-fighting the whole time. Just when we think we’re
making progress, something new evolves and we get hit all over again. We need
more research but we don’t have the people. I lost five in the last three days,
all hit while investigating attack scenes. Soldiers are no good against this
kind of infiltration. They cover the wall, and we cover the inside – or at
least that’s the idea. We hose it all down with a bit of chlorine, take away
the bodies, tell people to be strong, and expect them to get on with it. And
that’s the crazy thing – they do. They get on with it. Because there’s nothing
else they can do. There’s nowhere safer. We burn the bodies, so they can’t be
used by the creatures, but we still expect communities to get closure. There’s
no closure. Not when the creatures learn our shift patterns, or figure out the
limits of a drone’s flight time. So we adapt. We randomize our shifts, we use
prime numbers, we vary patrol routes so there’s no predictable cover. Then they
adapt too. They get smaller, and reach us in the factories, in the streets, in
our beds. People demand to know what we’re doing, what we’ve learned. But if
they knew all of it, they’d lose their minds.”


He barely stopped for a breath as he spoke, his hands tight on the
wheel. Lucy hesitated, unsure if the outburst would resume.


“Adrian, I’m so sorry,” she said, tentatively.


He scratched his chin seven times as he waited at the crossroads,
giving way to an ambulance, before pulling up beside George Washington
University Hospital where illuminated corridors and wards shone out into the
night.


“He didn’t suffer,” began Lucy, but Adrian cut her off immediately.


“Food security’s the real problem, of course. It’s the elephant in
the room. We’ve got to keep the troops fed to preserve order. But we’ve also
got to keep the people fed to prevent anarchy. We feed both sides, but we all
know which side holds the cards. It’s not long before they make demands – not
‘demands’, of course – no, they’re submitted formally via the official
channels. It’s all above board and legal, underpinned by meticulous arguments
about the precise calorie expenditure of a night patrol and a daytime raid.
They get their way. If they don’t, no-one wins. Better that one side wins a bit
more than both sides lose everything. Damned food. When it comes down to it,
that’s all it’s about. Always has been, always will be. Spring’s coming. We
need to get planting A-SAP, but of course the creatures have evolved to
camouflage with the land, and take out our farmers. So we send troops to defend
the farmers, and put armor on the tractors. But the White House takes it upon
itself to declare hydroponics as the only viable future, even though they know
we don’t have the energy capabilities to sustain largescale indoor farming. But
that’s their view, meaning we have all the more urgency to keep the city
secure. Only, we’ve seconded our best defense researchers to the farm-tech
projects, meaning the creatures are learning about us faster than we’re
learning about them. So my new researchers go in underprepared and get killed
at the scene, and we fall behind once again. It’s driving us toward the point
of no return.”


Adrian unbuckled and climbed out of the car, slamming the door and
continuing to rant as he headed into the main building, flashing a pass to the
security guards. Lucy hurried after him, following him further inside the
hospital until he reached a security door, above which a sign read Department
of Pathology. He punched in a code, tapped his card, and allowed his face
to be scanned. 


 “You don’t have clearance for this,” said Adrian, looking at Lucy
with bewilderment as if he’d forgotten she was with him.


“Adrian, stop it. Just stop it, OK? Please. I’m begging you. I know
how awful this must be for you. Your son is gone. My partner. We’ve both lost
someone at the center of our worlds. Can we at least talk about him?” she
implored.


“You did freshman veterinary medicine, yes? That’ll be enough. I can
get you lab clearance. You work here now. Report to me in the morning,” said
Adrian, as the door clicked open.


“So we’re just not gonna talk about what happened?” said Lucy.


“My son is dead. There’s nothing more to discuss. I’ll see you,”
said Adrian, entering the lobby. He tapped the clerk’s desk twice and gestured
to Lucy as he continued into the building while the door closed in her face.


***


Lucy crept into her room, where Fliss was already in bed.
The clerk had arranged for a patrol to drop Lucy back at her halls of
residence, which they had done reluctantly. She undressed in the dim moonlight
and changed into the baggy night clothes that came with the room. They smelled
like an old person.


“I was worried you weren’t coming back,” said Fliss, sitting up,
clutching the duvet.


“Of course I came back,” said Lucy.


“Was he the guy you know in DC – the senator?” said Fliss.


“Yeah,” said Lucy.


“Is he gonna help us?” said Fliss.


“Maybe,” said Lucy, climbing into the bed opposite.


“People in the canteen said a lot of bad stuff about him after you
left,” said Fliss.


“Like what?” said Lucy.


“Like the government doesn’t care about them, they’re lying to us,
that sorta stuff. Is it true?” said Fliss, nervously.


“No,” said Lucy.


“They said the canteen attacks have happened in other districts.
Lucy, are we safe here?” said Fliss.


“I can’t think of anywhere safer,” said Lucy.


“Some people from the canteen asked me to come to a meeting tomorrow
night before curfew. Some group’s lobbying the government to do more to protect
workers - apparently they need more members. You know, to stop the attacks,”
said Fliss.


“Maybe you should go – see what it’s like?” said Lucy.


Lucy lay on her back, feeling her vertebrae unfurl as she sank into
the mattress.


“Lucy, do you think Ruth’s OK?” said Fliss, quietly.


Lucy knew she should answer the girl and at least offer some words
of reassurance, but the emotions were out of reach. She didn’t know if Ruth was
alive. She felt incapable of caring. She was numb.
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The car sped down the avenue, past the remaining hordes
of workers commuting to their assembly line jobs. Adrian didn’t bother with the
siren – there was little traffic to negotiate save for the busses and patrols
in operation. The report had come in barely five minutes after Lucy completed
her initial training.


“Four down, two minors, possible hostile still on site, let’s go,”
had been Adrian’s first and only words as he’d grabbed her from the training
room.


As they drove, they passed a clutch of protestors standing outside
the metro station, each wearing a white armband. Between them they held a
banner carrying the simple slogan they were chanting: Equal rations for all.



Adrian swerved around the final corner and brought the car to a halt
in front of a detached house several miles from the lab. The front door was
open, but there were no signs of people around.


“Stay sharp,” said Adrian, leaping out and drawing his handgun.


Lucy followed him across the yard to the house. The afternoon air
was mild, affirming spring’s arrival. Adrian clicked on his flashlight and
called into the house.


“Health Intelligence, anyone here?” he called out, leading through
the reception hall, past the living room and into a kitchen.


“Oh god,” said Lucy, trying not to wretch.


A woman lay face down on the tiles. The skin across her neck and
back had been peeled away, and hung over her hips like a sarong. Her exposed
muscles and tendons were losing their red pigmentation, and fading to a
translucent purple. Along her spine, her central nervous system had been torn
out, such that it lay strewn over the surrounding tiles. The woman’s degrading
flesh formed a gloopy outline around her body, extending a foot in every
direction.


“Get photos,” said Adrian, casting his flashlight around the dank
space and checking the back doors and windows. Lucy took a photo of the woman’s
body from a few angles, then hurried after Adrian as he headed upstairs.


“You take the rooms on the right, I’ll go left,” said Adrian,
leading on.


Lucy raised her flashlight and pistol and made her way into the
first room, where the blinds were drawn. Two child-sized beds stood on either
side of the room, separated by a mobile of the planets which hung from the
ceiling. From the threshold, she knelt down and shone the light under both
beds. They were clear, save for discarded clothes and toys.


The floorboards creaked as she stood up and moved to inspect closer,
approaching the right-hand bed first. The duvet was ruffled and bulged
randomly. With the light held high, she eased the pistol tip under the cover
and flicked it out of the way. With her breath held, she leaped back, sighing
with relief at the unblemished mattress and sheet she uncovered. The second bed
was empty, too, so she moved on to the bathroom.


With barely a foot in the door she recoiled in horror.


“H- here!” she cried, training her gun inside.


Adrian emerged from a far room and took up position beside her.


“Is it a hostile?” he said, gun drawn.


“They’re in there – the bodies,” said Lucy, her eyes wide with fear.


Adrian’s flashlight bounced off the cabinet mirror, dazzling Lucy.
He dipped it and edged forwards. “Clear,” he said, after a moment, beckoning
Lucy inside the bathroom.


She braced herself to confront the room once more, and followed him
in.


“Photos – quickly,” said Adrian, inspecting the tiles for cracks.


Lucy approached the bathtub. A rubber duck floated idly across the
crimson water. Beside it, two toddlers lay face down, partially submerged by
the water. Their backs had been flayed like their mother’s. Slumped over the
rim of the bath was a kneeling man. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, and his
wrists submerged in the bathwater. His head was dipped down beneath his raised
arms, and his back arched inwards as if he was being whipped. Liquefying flesh
dripped from the skin peeled over his shoulders, adding to the growing puddle
around him.


“This is one of the worst I’ve seen,” said Adrian, returning to the
doorway.


Lucy nodded, afraid she would vomit if she tried to speak.


“You’ll get used to it, Lucy,” he added, bleakly.


He looked broken.


Lucy’s eyes widened as something shifted beyond Adrian’s shoulder.


“Get down!” she cried, lifting her pistol and firing.


A ferret-like creature pounced from the ceiling towards Adrian’s
neck. Its sleek fur rippled as Lucy’s bullets felled it mid-flight.


“Christ!” yelled Adrian, flinching. 


Lucy’s bullet had pierced the creature’s shoulder. The ridges along
its furry spine bristled as the splayed predator twitched and swiped at Adrian,
who swiftly unloaded two more rounds into its body. 


Lucy cast her flashlight around the hall for others.


“Clear,” she called, breathlessly. 


Adrian lost no time in photographing the bleeding specimen and
resuming the search.


“Look – it came from the guest room,” he said, tracing the scuff
marks on the coving. Lucy followed him into the room, where a curtain rippled
in the wind. Adrian approached silently, clutching his pistol. Lucy took aim
and braced herself as he swept the curtain back.


“I think we’ve found the point of entry,” said Adrian, examining the
broken window pane. He photographed pieces of fur that had been caught in
between the shards of glass.


“How do people guard against that? We’re a story up, are we supposed
to board every window of every occupied building?” said Lucy.


 “If that’s what it takes, then yes. If you can think of an
alternative, please share it,” said Adrian, sliding the window frame up and
peering out to examine the surrounding wall.


Lucy considered the box of white powder that had saved her and Lopez
back at Camp Oscar. Her hand absently-mindedly moved to her abdomen, as she
thought of the abortive growth it had induced. She shuddered and changed the
focus.


“You mentioned drones yesterday. Could we hunt the creatures?” said
Lucy.


Adrian closed the window and left the room. His thick-soled boots
echoed off the wooden staircase as he descended.


“Adrian?” said Lucy, following him out to the front yard.


“We’ll send a clean-up team round to take care of the bodies by
nightfall,” he said, heading for the car.


“Seriously, that’s it, then?” said Lucy.


“What’s it?” said Adrian.


“Wooden planks. That’s our plan against those wildcat things – board
up every window and hope they don’t learn to chew wood? No wonder that family
died. It’s true, isn’t it? We really don’t have a plan,” she said,
despondently.


“What were you expecting?” said Adrian.


“Something a little more high-tech,” said Lucy.


“Armed drones would cause too much collateral damage. We can only
use them outside the walls. Drones inside the city give us eyes only. Killing
actual targets requires infantry support, and that’s a struggle right now,”
said Adrian.


“Is there anywhere we’re not struggling?” said Lucy.


“You don’t like it here? Leave. No-one’s keeping you,” said Adrian,
climbing into the driver’s seat.


“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Lucy.


Adrian ignored her and drew his seatbelt. 


“Adrian?” she said.


He pulled the door shut. Lucy stepped out directly in front of the
car and slammed her palms on the hood.


“Look at me! Tell me what the hell your problem is!” she demanded.


He flung the door open and leaped out of the car, advancing toward
Lucy with a boiling anger.


“My problem?” he said, bearing down on her.


“Yes, Adrian, tell me your problem!” yelled Lucy, squaring up to
him.


He grabbed her jacket and slammed her backwards against the hood.


“You made it and he didn’t!” he yelled, his face inches from hers.
Spittle flew from his mouth as he shouted. Every muscle in his face contorted
into an expression of the greatest pain and anger a human can feel. “You made
it… you,” he repeated, breaking down in tears and slackening his grip on
Lucy.


Lucy edged out from beneath him without resistance. Adrian rolled
onto his back and slid to the ground. Lucy took a moment to compose herself,
then took a seat on the road beside him, where he sat clutching his knees to
his chest. Lucy shuffled closer and gently drew his head onto her shoulder. She
held him, silently, and allowed his shuddering, sobbing body to shake her torso
while she stared at the asphalt.


After a minute, Adrian’s tears subsided and he brushed Lucy off,
stumbling onto the sidewalk to compose himself privately. Lucy listened to the
wind as it whistled through nearby branches, caressing the buds clinging to
each offshoot. She couldn’t lift her eyes from the road. Dan would never have
dreamed of raising a hand to her. Her eyes filled with tears as she imagined
him witnessing what had just happened; the pain and disbelief he would have
felt.


“I’m so sorry,” said Adrian, slumping down beside Lucy once more. “So
sorry,” he repeated. “I’ve lost both my children, and I’m trying to keep a
city alive with guesswork. How can I possibly protect a hundred thousand people
when I failed the ones I loved the most?” he said, his voice cracking.


“That makes two of us,” said Lucy, her gaze tracing aimless loops
between the cracks in the tar.


The radio in Adrian’s car crackled.


“Incident reported at Dupont Circle Chemical Plant. Requesting
urgent attendance, over,” hissed the operator.


“I won’t fail you again, Lucy. There are so few people I can trust
in this city, please forgive me,” said Adrian, earnestly.


She embraced him tightly, as the radio reiterated its urgent call.


“You sure you want to do this again?” said Adrian.


“Someone’s got to have your back. I owe Dan that much. Let’s go,”
said Lucy, rising up and extending him a hand.


***


Lucy’s head swam with exhaustion as she walked home from
the bus stop after work that evening. With an hour of twilight before curfew,
the street lights were on, guiding her way back to the residence. Each attack
scene they’d visited was unique. In the first, a beast had tailgated a Jeep
inside the city’s west gate. It was killed in the security courtyard – but not
before it had wiped out two of the passengers. 


The second investigation was more disquieting altogether. At first
appearance, it bore the hallmarks of another ‘wildcat’ attack like the one that
morning; the victim’s neck was flayed, there were scuff marks on the ceiling,
and there was fur caught on the door latch. But, as Lucy had spotted, there
were no signs of degradation on the body; yet the rigor mortis and the temperature
of corpse suggested the process should have been well underway. Together, she
and Adrian came to the grim realization that what they were looking at was
straight up murder.


Adrian said it wasn’t their place to investigate homicides, and that
he was referring the case to the military police, but three things troubled
Lucy. Firstly, the sophistication of the attempt to frame the murder as a beast
attack. Secondly, the ordinary status of the victim; this wasn’t an
assassination of a high-level figure, this was a community-level grudge that
had escalated lethally. Thirdly, and most significantly, she was struck by how
quickly her sense of horror at each scene had given away to fascination. She
was good at spotting the clues, and – dare she admit it – she enjoyed piecing
the evidence together, and trying to identify a low-tech solution that could be
rolled out to prevent future attacks.


Although Adrian was unaware, Lucy knew she was entering each attack
scene with a degree of immunity. So long as she kept her wits about her, she
had the upper hand. She was the one pursuing the creatures. She had the power.


With Adrian opening up to her, it also felt like she was renting
time back with Dan; getting glimpses of his personality, and his love, for
precious moments each hour. For the first time since the train crash, she felt
something approaching contentment. 


“Hey, stop!” cried a voice, dragging her out of her thoughts
abruptly.


A patrol truck swerved towards her and screeched to a halt. She
shielded her eyes from the headlights, where a uniformed soldier leaped out and
dashed towards her.


“I didn’t hear the curfew, sorry!” called Lucy, raising her arms in
surrender.


“I thought I’d never see you again!” cried the voice, which now
sounded familiar, as a pair of arms wrapped around her in a fierce embrace.


Lucy broke away and took in the figure properly.


“You made it out of Boston,” she stammered with amazement, staring
at Lopez.


“I could say the same to you,” said the Major, grinning.


She blinked at him several times then laughed with delight and
grabbed him in a reciprocal hug.


“I can’t believe you’re here,” he said, excitedly.


“You look cured – have the lesions gone?” said Lucy, lowering her
voice.


“We can’t discuss that here,” said Lopez glancing around.


An incoherent call crackled from his radio.


“I need to go – I’m on duty. Where’s your block’s social tomorrow?”
said Lopez.


“What?” said Lucy.


“Tomorrow’s Sunday – is this your first week here? This is insane.
OK, I’ll look up your residence and find out where your block’s going – I can
meet you there, we’ll catch up. I really have to go – but it’s so good to see
you. I’m glad you’re not – you know,” he said.


“Stoned to death?” snorted Lucy. 


“Yeah. That.” 


He grinned at her then hurried back to his truck, speeding away to
make up the lost time. 


***


“Share it,” said Fliss, as they walked to the social the
next morning.


“Share what?” said Lucy.


“That thing on your mind – the one that keeps making you frown and
stare into the distance,” said Fliss, nudging her. 


“What are you now, my counsellor?” said Lucy, scowling.


“Something like that,” shrugged Fliss.


“Hey, what’s with those white armband people?” said Lucy, as they
approached a crowd of supporters.


“They’re the city’s opposition party – well, not officially, not
yet, anyway. I went to one of their neighborhood meetings last night. They
wanted to give me a white armband but I said no. Figured that’s more of a third
meeting kinda move. They were impressive, though. Stuff they said made sense.
They reckon they’ve already got a fifth of the city backing them,” said Fliss.


They slowed their walk and joined the crowd for a moment. The
listeners were gathered in a horseshoe around a charismatic speaker, who stood
several feet above the crowd, using a bench as a podium.


Her skin was darker than Lucy’s but lighter than Dan’s had been; it
was a light brown somewhere in the middle. Her long black hair was thick and
wavy. Lucy wondered how she’d managed to avoid having to shear it off.


The speaker wore a white armband too. She spoke with the syntactical
rhythms of a highly educated renegade, carefully sculpting the contour of each
sentence to build on the last, conducting the enraptured crowd with such skill
that they could have been her orchestra. Her hands extended regularly to
emphasize key points with precision, before returning to her central power
stance.


A soldier made his way to the front of the crowd and stood before
the bench. Lucy couldn’t hear what he said, but the master orator was all too
happy to shed light on the interloper’s intentions, and put his case before the
assembled jury.


“I would gladly step down, sir, but before I do so, could you kindly
inform us of what law I am breaking? Sir? I would venture that I am not
disturbing the peace, but rather that I am stepping up to defend it. Peace is a
fragile commodity in these times, and one we must each be prepared to defend
with words, civility, and courage. So you see, sir, I cannot step down.
For I have a duty to these good people; to ensure their rights are upheld by
the present government,” proclaimed the woman, proudly.


The soldier tried to coax her down, extending an arm upwards, but
the wily speaker seized upon this intervention as further ammunition.


“It is my constitutional right to stand on this street and proclaim
the truth. It is this crowd’s constitutional right to hear it. Freedom of
speech is the cornerstone of our democracy, from the foundations of this bench,
to the stones of the Lincoln Memorial, and the soles of your very boots. I will
defend these rights peacefully with every breath in my body for the sake of
each human being inside these walls, including you and your colleagues, sir,”
declared the woman, to cries of approval from the motley jury.


The soldier gave up and slunk out of the crowd to rejoin his
colleague across the street, who was monitoring the group with suspicion. Some
of the crowd booed the soldier as he departed, but the woman quickly doused
such reactions.


“Our uniformed compatriots are only doing their best. But how can
they be expected to get it right every time, when no-one really knows who’s
leading them? Is it the Attorney General? Is it the Joint Chiefs? It’s
certainly not the democratically elected President of the United States,
because we don’t have one. It’s been eight months and we still don’t know who’s
leading this country. The line of succession has become a wall of obfuscation.
We deserve transparency. Accountability. Truth. It’s ours by right.”


The crowd cheered in approval, with pockets of clapping and
whooping.


“I ask you to sign our petition today. We are the People’s Voice and
we are lobbying the government to publish the truth about the current power
structure, the truth about ration inequality, and the truth about the South. If
you’re unsure, just ask yourself, what are they not telling us?”


The woman hopped down from the bench and began shaking hands
emphatically, while two assistants circulated through the crowd with
clipboards, gathering names and signatures. Half the crowd seemed keen to
commit their names to paper, the other half dispersed in twos and threes,
discussing what they’d heard with a mixture of curiosity and cynicism.


“That’s Raya,” said Fliss, her eyes wide with admiration, as she and
Lucy continued on their way to the social.


“You know her?” said Lucy, clocking several members of their
residence who were stopping to sign the petition, and talk to the enigmatic
woman.


“They told us about her in the meeting. They’re hoping she’ll speak
at our group soon, but obviously she’s in high demand all across town,” said
Fliss.


“I don’t see that many people signing,” said Lucy, noting the number
of passers-by – the majority of whom were giving the white armband-wearers a
wide berth.


“It’s early days. Raya only set up the People’s Voice a few weeks
ago. Hey, are we in a hurry?” said Fliss.


“Sorry, kinda, yeah – I don’t wanna be late for the social,” said
Lucy, as Jack passed by with some guys from the canteen.


“But it’s all-day?” said Fliss, quick-stepping to match Lucy’s brisk
march.


“I’m meeting someone there,” said Lucy.


“Is it that senator-detective guy? Just being honest here, he seems
a little old for you,” said Fliss.


“Ew, no. It’s someone else. Someone from-” Lucy trailed off as she paused
to consider how little time she’d actually known Lopez for. A few weeks, at
best? Given what they’d been through, it felt like so much longer. He’d been
such an asshole for so much it. Then again, so had she.


***


“Sorry I’m late,” said Lopez, giving Lucy a pat on the
shoulder as he arrived. She half-stood to give him a hug, but he was already on
his way to the other side of the table.


“Jack, let’s go check out the soccer,” said Fliss, nudging her
brother away from his spot next to Lucy. He lifted his sling off the table
gingerly as he stood.


Fliss pulled an ‘oh my god’ face behind Lopez as she left the table,
giving Lucy a wink. Lucy shook her head. If the girl knew just the half of it,
she wouldn’t be thinking along those lines. 


“I got held up on a call-out. Neighbors arguing over rations – the
usual. How are you? You’re alive, which is amazing,” said Lopez.


“I could say the same to you – last I saw you were going on a
kamikaze mission against the Faithful,” said Lucy, sipping her free, state-provided
lemonade.


“I beat them. There were only two left, after the others split
between you and the doc. Is she here too?” said Lopez, swiveling around to take
in the rest of the casino. 


The venue was rammed with giddy workers, all gambling with chips
that carried no monetary value, seizing the opportunity to stoke their entire
sense of universal justice on the flick of the dealer’s next card. In all
corners of the room workers laughed, danced, made out, and briefly forgot the
impending extinction of their species.


Lopez returned his attention to Lucy. From her face, he realized
Charlie hadn’t made it.


“Oh. I’m sorry. What happened to her?” said Lopez.


“The faithful stoned her. I saw it,” said Lucy.


“Sons of bitches. But they didn’t catch you?” said Lopez.


 Lucy laughed, bitterly, remember the short-lived hope she’d felt in
her mom’s house when Shona had found her, and cursing her own naivety.


“I joined them,” said Lucy, taking a sip.


“What?” said Lopez, his face falling.


“It was the only way to survive,” said Lucy.


“You didn’t-” began Lopez.


“I didn’t stone anyone, I hid among them until they discovered I was
infected. In the end I had to-”


Lucy close her eyes. She felt Lopez place a hand on hers.


“It’s OK. I get it. You did what you had to do. You’re here now and
that’s what matters,” he said, with an understanding look.


Lucy forced a smile as she drew her hand back sharply.


“How about you?” said Lucy.


“Luck choose to keep me alive. That and two decades of advanced
combat training. Turns out those Faithful guys are really good with rocks, but
not so great with guns,” said Lopez.


“I’m not talking about them. I mean you – mentally. I thought you’d
had it,” said Lucy.


“I found a reason to live,” shrugged Lopez.


“Which is…?” said Lucy.


“Same one I always had. I just started believing in it again,” said
Lopez.


“And here you are,” said Lucy, frowning.


Lopez gave a sage tilt of his head, and opened his palms in
acknowledgement. 


“Ugh, you always loved the military,” said Lucy, bitterly.


“Oh fuck off, not this again,” said Lopez, slamming his glass down
on the table and drawing the eyes of some nearby gamblers.


  “I’m yanking your chain. God, that was too easy,” said Lucy, with
a flicker of a smile. “I’m glad you’re alive, and I’m glad it’s as part of a functioning
U.S. Army. Is that better?”


“You should join. We’re short on recruits,” said Lopez.


“You must be desperate. What was it you called me – a damned
liability?” said Lucy, leaning back in her chair.


“If I did, then it was the understatement of the century,” chuckled
Lopez. He paused and looked at Lucy seriously for a moment. “I was wrong about
you, Young. A lot of the things I said would also fall into that category. What
you did for me in New York showed an integrity I should’ve acknowledged a lot sooner.
You would make any regiment proud,” said Lopez, sincerely.


“Is that your attempt at an apology?” said Lucy, raising an eyebrow.


“Was it bad?” said Lopez.


“Horrible. A damned rookie could’ve done better,” chuckled Lucy.


Her laughter grew, and grew, until she was wiping tears from her
eyes – Lopez too – as she considered the magnitude of the traumas they’d faced,
and the meltdowns they’d had at each turn.


“That was the least adequate apology in history, for the
level of shit you served up from day one!” declared Lucy, thumping the table
with laughter.


She sighed as the laughter petered out to a contented titter, and
she took another sip. “Whatever. I’ll take it. Apology accepted,” she said,
sighing.


“Your turn, rookie,” said Lopez, tilting his head forwards.


“Fine. I’m sorry I was an out-of-control, livewire douche bag.
Happy?” said Lucy.


“Maybe. Too soon to tell, really. I reckon you’re still a livewire,”
snorted Lopez.


“I’m a highly respectable member of society, I’ll have you know.
Before the apocalypse I used to volunteer at a homeless shelter, avoid plastic
packaging, and offset all my flights,” said Lucy.


“So you used to be an in-control douche bag?” said Lopez.


“Volunteering does not make someone a douche!” protested Lucy.


“No – but lying about it to sound good does,” chuckled Lopez.


“God dammit. Fine. But the other two are true,” laughed Lucy.


“Really? When are they building your statue?” said Lopez.


“Pretty soon, I heard. They just gotta rebuild civilization first,
then they’re getting right on it,” said Lucy.


“So… Tuesday?” said Lopez.


“Yeah, totally,” laughed Lucy.


The pair settled down and drank together in silence. Roars of joy
and agony sprung up from a neighboring table as a spinning roulette wheel
delivered its verdict.


“I’m sorry I put you in danger,” said Lucy, twiddling her bottle and
glancing up.


“You made up for it,” said Lopez.


“Still, though. I had a lot of anger. I blamed you for all of it.
That was wrong,” said Lucy.


“Wait, is that how people apologize?” said Lopez.


“Pretty good, right?” said Lucy.


“It was fantastic – for a sixth-grader,” laughed Lopez.


Lucy looked at him pointedly.


“Alright, apology accepted. I guess I blamed you for stuff too. I
thought I was doing the right thing, being a hardass, but I should’ve known
better. Truth is, I was losing control of the last thing I understood in this
world, and it terrified me. I’m serious though, we’re low on numbers and we
could use you,” said Lopez.


“Sorry, Major, I’m taken,” said Lucy, swinging her feet up onto the
empty chair beside her.


“What’s your assignment?” said Lopez.


“Health Intelligence. Responding to crime scenes and basically
saving the day. Just, minus any saving. We rock up late and count the bodies.
You?” said Lucy, glumly.


“Patrols. I run a detachment that handles civil order and beast
incursions along the north east walls. We get updates from your department all
the time – on new creatures and attack patterns to watch out for. It’s a lot to
keep on top of, the ground’s constantly shifting,” said Lopez.


“But you’re safe, right?” said Lucy, leaning in.


Lopez glanced around the casino.


“We can’t talk about that here,” he said, lowering his voice.


“Bullshit. You’re alive, you’re healed, we can’t not talk
about it,” hissed Lucy.


“I’m not healed,” whispered Lopez.


Lucy’s mouth opened a fraction. She leaned in further.


“I’m still on the meds. I raided a bunch of places on the way to the
city – the drugs are keeping most of the symptoms at bay. I reckon I’ve got
enough pills for six months. Three, if we need to share them, but we’ll have to
make a game plan to get more,” he said, casting his eyes around suspiciously. 


“Have you been to the hospital or told anyone about it?” said Lucy.


“Have you?” he snorted.


Lucy slumped back in her chair.


“Exactly. Because you know they’re not gonna take kindly to
people rocking up with some alien disease. They barely give out morphine for
operations these days. You and I are low on the wait list, I can tell you,”
said Lopez.


A waiter passed by and Lopez flagged him down.


“Two more,” he said, cordially.


The guy gave him a filthy look and slouched off. The disappearance
of tipping looked set to finish off America’s service industry.


   “How are you liking your first Sunday?” said Lopez, gesturing to
the room.


“It doesn’t feel real,” said Lucy, surveying the joviality around
her.


“It’s political. People were overworked, overstressed. They were
getting sick and restless, and fighting each other. The rations aren’t enough,
and continuous working was crushing morale, so the government brought in half a
weekend to keep people sane and healthy enough to keep going. First good
decision they’ve made – or at least, that’s what people tell me,” said Lopez. 


The waiter returned and placed their drinks on the table, giving
each of their wrists a second stamp.


“That’s your allowance for the day,” he said, clearing the empty
bottles as he left.


Lucy reached for her lemonade and her hand brushed Lopez’s. They had
a polite stand off as they each shifted to the alternate bottle and back,
trying to offer up the other. Lopez grinned at her as he snatched up a bottle a
took a swig before Lucy could get to it. He set it back down on the table and
opened his mouth to speak, only to be cut off by the crackle of his radio;
another urgent callout.


“God dammit, I was just starting to enjoy not entirely hating you,”
said Lopez, with a smile.


“Don’t worry, I’ll keep hating for the both of us,” said Lucy, with
a shrug.


“I heard a rumor there’ll be a dance next weekend. I’d love to go
with you,” said Lopez.


“Are you serious?” said Lucy, scowling.


“I’m widowed and probably gonna die within the year. What’s not to
like?” said Lopez.


“You were married?” said Lucy, taken aback.


“I had a life before this. Shocking, I know. Come on, it’ll be fun –
we can slow dance and each pretend the other’s someone else. It’ll be like
dancing with a warm ghost,” said Lopez.


“You really are something, you know that?” said Lucy.


“So that’s a yes?” said Lopez.


“I guess it’s not a no,” said Lucy.


Lopez’s radio chirped again.


“Crap, I’ve really gotta go. I’ll see you,” he said, pivoting away
from the table. He gave her a fleeting wave, bumping into a defunct slot
machine as he paced out of the casino.


Lucy stared absently at a nearby poker game, reflecting on the whole
baffling exchange. Usually, the broom could hardly be further up the Major’s
ass, but maybe he pulled it out a bit on Sundays.


Fliss flopped down into Lopez’s vacant seat and tilted her head
forwards, raising her eyebrows to fix Lucy with a provocative, knowing look.


“Well?” said Fliss, expectantly.


“Well what?” said Lucy, taking a sip and looking away.


“I knew it!” said Fliss, clapping her hands.


“You know jack,” said Lucy, blithely.


“Oh, right, my lips are totally sealed,” said Fliss, with a wink.


“No, that’s the opposite of what I meant,” began Lucy.


The casino lights dipped and people took their seats around the card
tables and bars as a projector blinked into life.


“Ooh, someone said there’d be a movie. I hope it’s a comedy, I love
comedies,” said Fliss, excitedly, as the operator dragged some files around
clumsily on the projected desktop. They opened a folder and Anchorman
flashed up, to the cheers of Fliss and half the room, and the groans of the
others. The screen toggled to a folder called PSAs and a clip was
launched.


The footage was from the Oval Office. A tired-looking woman of
seventy or so sat behind the desk, in a suit, and addressed the audience
directly.


“My fellow Americans, happy Sunday. I hope you’re enjoying a
well-earned rest today. Make the most of it, because tomorrow we resume our
mission to rebuild the free world. In these trying times, we must remember to
look out for one another. We’ve had reports of increased ration theft. This is
unacceptable. It is un-American. To steal from your fellow countryman at a time
like this? We will not tolerate it. As of today, the sentence for ration theft
is being increased to three months of labor, doubling to six months for repeat
offenders. If you suspect someone, report them immediately and they will face
the justice they deserve. We’re in this together, people, so let’s do this
together. May God bless you all,” said the woman, signing off.


Some of the crowd applauded, while others wearing white armbands
muttered in disapproval. Both sides were swiftly hushed by the rest of the room
as the main film began, to the excited whoops of many.


Lucy felt an arm on her shoulder.


“Something’s come up,” said Adrian, keeping his voice down.


“It’s her day off, dude,” said Fliss, waggling her cola bottle.


“Lucy?” said Adrian, ignoring Fliss and heading for the exit.


“I’d better go. I’ll see you for dinner,” said Lucy, giving Fliss a
pat on the back and following after Adrian. She left the casino behind and
crossed the sunny boulevard to his car.


“Where are we going?” said Lucy, as they pulled away.


“The Medical Council is holding an emergency meeting. New evidence
has come to light which directly impacts our work. I need to be there, and as
my unofficial deputy, I want you there too so you’re up to speed,” said Adrian.


They passed a park filled with people playing and watching
touch-football, then pulled up beside a squat, brutalist concrete office
building. An inscription on the concrete informed Lucy it was the Department of
Health and Human Services. Adrian grabbed a folder from the trunk then hurried
inside, with Lucy in tow. 


The interior was softer than the harsh concrete façade had
suggested, with a polished stone floor in the atrium and luscious wooden
paneling on the reception wall. As they passed through security and deeper into
the building, the overhead lights picked up where the natural light left off.
Adrian pushed a meeting room door open and ushered Lucy inside.


“Take a seat, I’ll be right back,” said Adrian, making a beeline for
the chairperson who was shuffling papers at the end of the long oval table.


Officials in suits and uniforms stood around the room conversing in
clusters of two and three. Lucy surveyed the seating plan and skirted the table
until she found Health Intelligence. There was only one seat designated.
She glanced around and spotted a spare, further along, which she dragged into
place, blushing as she clanged it against another metal chair leg on the way,
drawing a few intrigued looks.


“We’re tight on time, people, so let’s begin,” said the chair,
calling the room to attention as Adrian took his place beside Lucy.


The chair wore her auburn hair in a tight ponytail. She sported a
thick, baggy shell suit, giving her a rough and ready look more suited to a
bomb disposal squad. It was at odds with her square-framed glasses and collared
shirt. She leaned forwards and pressed the record button on a smartphone, which
she slid along the table into the center.


“This is an extraordinary meeting of the Wartime Medical Council.
For the record, the following departments are represented: Public Health, Army
R&D, Agriculture, Military Police, Health Intelligence, and consultant
representatives from the Hospital.”


The door swung open and a rosy-cheeked man entered, puffing.


“Sorry I’m late, everyone. Madam Chair,” he added, doffing an
imaginary cap.


“Let the record show that the Director of Pathology has joined the
meeting,” said the chair.


“I’ve just come from an examination of Patient One, who is fully
contained and in a stable condition for now. A truly remarkable discovery, Adrian,
my commendations,” said the rosy man, hurrying to his place at the table,
opposite Lucy. 


He wore an open-collar soft pink shirt with a faint purple grid
pattern running through it, tucked into navy colored suit pants, underlined by
a pair of shabby-looking sneakers. His white lab coat was marked by scuff marks
along the hems.


“Senator, I believe you’re going to brief us?” said the chair,
inviting Adrian to stand.


“Thank you, Madam Chair. Before we begin, may I introduce my newest
colleague to you all. This is Lucy Young. She was one of the only survivors
from the San Francisco evacuation train, and has gathered extensive operational
knowledge of the creatures’ habits and capabilities,” said Adrian, gesturing to
Lucy. She nodded awkwardly at the room full of academics, who regarded her with
curiosity.


“Yesterday, a field team discovered what we believe is the next
phase of D4’s evolution. A parasitic strain which is capable of infecting a
human host. It’s different to the spores and degradation agents we’ve
encountered so far,” said Adrian.


“You discovered this yesterday? Why weren’t we informed
immediately?” objected Public Health.


“There are enough rumors floating around this city as it is, without
us circulating unverified information. We wanted to be sure we understood what
we were dealing with. My team was building a pathogen profile, based on the
field team’s reports. We had planned a further reconnoiter to the discovery
site, to collect samples, but events have overtaken us. The pathogen is in the city.
I will now call our primary witness,” said Adrian, signaling to the soldier on
the door.


The young soldier obliged, ushering in another uniformed man of
similar age. The newcomer stood to attention, and stared at the wall above the
chairwoman’s head, ready to address questions from any panel member.


“Private Hoffstein, please tell the council what you told us,” said
Adrian.


“Yes, sir. We was on a mission to find a senator – her convoy was
hit in Maryland. We had a rendezvous address, but when we got to the house she
wunt there. There was just three civilians. Well, two was dead already but one
was alive. They was infected with some kinda disease or something. They all had
these big rashes across their faces, their hands and necks – it looked somethin’
bad,” said the soldier.


“For the record, I’m showing footage taken by the witness,” said
Adrian, launching a clip on the meeting room projector.


The camera panned clumsily around the house. The quality and
illumination suggested it had been filmed on a phone. The room held three
bodies, all severely lesioned. The camera focused on the nearest corpse,
showing the extent of the skin damage. In the background, the lone survivor was
feebly calling out for help, raising a shaky arm upward to another soldier, who
kept his distance. The bodies on screen looked to be at the peak of their
infection. Lucy shifted in her seat and tugged the hem of her jacket down,
suddenly aware of her faded scars.


“Private, can you describe how Patient One became infected?” said
Adrian.


“Yes, sir. We reckoned the first two folk in this house done kill
themselves, or maybe they made a pact with the third, like, ‘cause of they’d
been shot in the head. So they was gone. But this last guy was too weak to
reach the gun. So he’s beggin’ us to do it for him, but at the same time he’s
trippin’, callin’ us demons and such like,” said the soldier.


“What did you do?” asked the Military Police rep, from across the
table.


“I didn’t do nothin’. Our commander puts the gun in the guy’s hand
and moves it to his head. Guy kills himself,” said the soldier, with a shrug.


“You believe that’s when Patient One become infected?” said Adrian.


“He touched the guy’s hand, which I thought was stupid, ‘cause I
wouldn’t have done that. Then when we get back to the barracks, I seen his back
in the showers and it’s lookin’ like what you saw on that there,” said the
soldier, pointing to the projector.


“Exactly the same?” probed the Public Health rep.


“Naw, smaller. It wunt as developed. But it was definitely the same
thing growin’ on his skin as was in that house,” said the soldier.


“And you’re fine?” said the Hospital rep.


“If I may jump in here – I’ve examined this soldier and the two
others present on the mission. None of them have developed any symptoms. This
suggests to me this pathogen is contact-based, not airborne,” said the Director
of Pathology.


“That’s good news. Another outbreak like the spores and we’d be
finished,” said the Public Health rep.


“What’s the status of Patient One?” said the chair.


“Major Lopez is cooperating with our investigations, but his
prognosis is – well, you all saw the footage. Our primary concern is
containment. We can’t risk an outbreak among the population,” said the
Director.


A cold dread swept over Lucy as Lopez’s name echoed in her ears.


“Senator, you’re coordinating the response to this new strain of the
pathogen. What’s your proposal?” said the chair.


“I agree with Harvey that containment is our number one priority.
Given the overwhelming pressure on medical and laboratory resources, it would
be irresponsible to pursue further research on this pathogen at this time, if
there’s the slightest risk of it being transmitted from the lab into the
healthy population. We know the condition is terminal, and entails great
suffering. I believe it is in the city’s best interests, and the patient’s best
interests, that we humanely euthanize the patient immediately, and eliminate
any risk of further internal contagion,” said Adrian.


“You’re proposing to execute a serving soldier?” said the Military
Police rep.


“Seems extreme,” agreed the Agriculture official.


“It is. It’s directly proportionate to the threat we face,” said
Adrian.


“I accept the significant pressure we face on resources, but I think
this level of utilitarianism is a step too far. We risk opening the floodgates
to terminating other lives in the name of pragmatism. By your logic, we should
be euthanizing criminals too, and dispensing with any notion of civility and
constitutional rights,” said the Hospital rep.


“I don’t believe that’s an appropriate comparison but it nonetheless
supports my point; human life is the most precious and vulnerable thing we
have. With your prisoners example, euthanasia would be unacceptable because we
know there’s hope for them; with rehabilitation and reintegration they can play
a positive and integral role in society again,” said Adrian.


“Senator, by your own admission, it would therefore be madness to
throw away human life where there’s hope, and we’ve not even explored the
possibility of a cure yet,” said the Army R&D rep.


“A cure is not a quick fix, it’s an emotional distraction that will
cost lives elsewhere. Treatments take decades to develop – and that was before
we lost ninety five percent of the scientific community,” said Adrian.


“On that point I’m minded to agree with the senator. Food security
is rapidly becoming our greatest threat. We should be focusing every spare hour
of labor and brainpower on that,” said the Agriculture rep.


“This is an awful predicament, but we must approach it rationally.
The footage we’ve just seen shows us we only have two options right now. Either
we watch Major Lopez, a decorated soldier, endure an agonizing degenerative
death, or we provide a compassionate way out. We can offer him a dignified end
that doesn’t require days or even weeks of supervised laboratory time. It
spares him needless suffering, and it protects time and effort that would be
better spent studying the creatures. Need I remind you that last week alone we
lost fifty three civilians to creatures attacking us within our own walls?
They’re killing unarmed citizens in their homes, their canteens, their
workplaces. That is where our focus must be,” said Adrian emphatically.


“Killing a soldier doesn’t sit right with me. It’s a betrayal of our
own people,” said the Military Police rep.


“On the contrary, it’s asking him to make the ultimate sacrifice for
the good of his country. I do not take such a demand lightly. My son was a
soldier. I am aware of the implications of my words. If it were him in this
position, I would be looking to spare him any further pain,” said Adrian.


 “How do you know he’s in pain?” said Lucy, abruptly, her head
pounding.


“We’ve seen from the footage the way this disease goes. The Major is
at the early stages. Acting now will be a mercy,” said Adrian, taken aback at
Lucy’s interruption.


“A mercy? God help the rest of us if we ever need your mercy,
Senator,” said Lucy, meeting Adrian’s livid glare.


“Let’s keep this objective, shall we?” said the chair, intervening
before Adrian could launch into a tirade that was brewing on his furious lips.


Lucy stared back at the table, doing her best not to scream. She
could feel Adrian’s eyes boring into her skull. He sat down and drew his chair
in sharply so that he was bolt upright, elbows on the table.


“The profile of this pathogen matches reports from cities further
north. We cannot allow DC to suffer their fate. We are on the brink of losing
our most critical societal knowledge and another outbreak will send us back to
the Dark Ages. We will lose the last engineers, the last doctors, the last
teachers. We’re mere months away from total regression into subsistence; our
focus must be on defense and agriculture,” insisted Adrian.


Harvey leaned back in his chair and mused for a moment, stroking his
fluffy white sideburns, which fed into the fulsome white beard adorning his
chin.


“While I admire your intentions, Adrian, I must respectfully
disagree with your conclusions,” said Harvey, gently.


He took off his round glasses and rubbed them with a cloth from his
pocket, while the rest of the room watched expectantly. He placed the glasses
back on with both hands, then folded the cloth in four and stowed it neatly in
his grubby pocket.


“In my humble opinion, the fact that there are similar reports from
other cities suggests to me that we have a duty to research this new pathogen,”
said Harvey.


“I second that,” said the Army R&D rep.


“What about the risk of further contagion?” said the Agriculture
rep.


“Our lab is secure,” said Harvey.


“No lab is foolproof, Director, especially given the level of staff
churn. You’re proposing to study a highly dangerous new disease in the same
complex as our Emergency department,” said the Hospital rep.


“Rest assured, I will be overseeing the research myself. I propose
we study Patient One and attempt to halt the progression of the disease using
existing medicines. We’ve already taken blood and tissue samples, and should
have our initial results within the next few hours, to get us started,” said
Harvey. 


“You’re proposing to waste drugs on a dead man, when they wouldn’t
even give my wife morphine at your damned hospital when they took her leg! No
way. No freakin’ way,” said the Agriculture rep, shaking his head vehemently.


“Again, let’s avoid getting personal here,” said the chair.


“He’s not a dead man, he’s a living human being! Will anybody here
recognize that?” said Lucy, looking around the room imploringly.


“Quite. Patient One may yet recover, or respond to treatments, and
that’s knowledge we should have,” said Harvey, opening his palms to the room,
with an earnest twinkle in his eye.


“Adrian, anything to add before we vote?” said the chair.


“Don’t let one individual’s plight distract you. Sinking time and
labor into a fringe case will undermine our core mission. Our duty and focus
should be to the vulnerable men and women living within these walls, who are
dying at the hands of D4 creatures every day, and who will starve if we don’t
fix the food problem,” said Adrian, eyeballing the attendees.


“All in favor of the senator’s proposal to euthanize Patient One,
raise your hand,” said the chair.


Three hands went up from Agriculture, Public Health, and Adrian’s
own.


“And those in favor of keeping Patient One contained and studying
the pathogen?” said the chair.


Lucy’s hand shot up, closely followed by hands from Harvey, the
Military Police, Army R&D, and, less enthusiastically, from the Hospital
reps.


“You don’t have voting rights here, Ms Young, please lower your
hand,” said the chair curtly.


Lucy lowered her hand, blushing furiously. Adrian looked around the
room in disbelief and shook his head. 


“Motion passed by a clear majority: Patient One will receive
treatment in isolation. Thank you all,” said the chair, bringing the meeting to
a swift close.


Adrian stood sharply and made a beeline for the Public Health and
Agriculture reps, who quickly delved into a conversation of fast pace and
hushed tones, huddled in a corner with their backs to the rest of the room.


The Director of Pathology gave the chair a gracious nod and left the
room. Lucy rushed after him.


“Excuse me – sir?” she said, catching him a little into the
corridor.


“I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure?” said Harvey, warmly.


“Lucy Young, I work for Health Intelligence,” she said,
breathlessly.


“Adrian’s new protégé – I’ve heard you’re quite the detective?” said
Harvey.


“I want to work on the Patient One case,” said Lucy, clipping the
end of his sentence.


He peered at her for a moment, his eyes amplified by the thick round
lenses sitting on his button nose.


“Oh?” said Harvey, sliding his hands into the grubby pockets of his
baggy lab coat.


“I’ve studied D4 in other forms, and I’ve got lab experience,” said
Lucy.


“Have you cleared it with Adrian?” said Harvey.


“Is he senior to you?” said Lucy.


“We’re equals, in as much as any two people can be,” said Harvey.


“The council just passed a motion requiring human resource. I’m
qualified and I’m volunteering. Take me on your team,” said Lucy, assertively.


Harvey’s eyes twinkled. The door swung open and the other council
members bustled by.


 “I accept your proposal, Ms Young,” said Harvey, leaving her to
join the group.


“Lucy, a word,” said Adrian, summoning her back to the room.


She braced herself and reentered. Adrian had moved to the window and
was staring out at the park beyond, with his hands folded behind his back.


“You mind telling me what that was?” he said, turning his head, his
eyes narrow with anger.


“I offered my opinion,” said Lucy, shifting uncomfortably.


“I don’t remember asking for it,” said Adrian, fuming.


“Why invite me then?” said Lucy, locking eyes with him.


“To learn. I trusted you and instead you publicly undermined
me,” fumed Adrian, turning from the window to face her fully.


“You wanted to get an innocent man killed,” protested Lucy.


“To save countless more. I made my reasons very clear. I don’t
‘want’ any of this,” said Adrian, glaring at her. 


“I had to follow my conscience,” said Lucy, her eyes darting to the
floor.


“The insinuation you’re making is both misplaced and deeply
offensive,” said Adrian, over-articulating his words.


“Maybe you’re not used to being challenged,” said Lucy, obfuscating.


“I don’t know what’s going on with you, but whatever it is, I strongly
advise you to take a step back and check yourself. If you’re going to help this
city, you need to put knee-jerk reactions to the side and look at the big
picture,” said Adrian, drawing a deep breath to control the quivering rage in
his voice.


“By writing off an innocent soldier to protect your department’s
workload?” said Lucy, her anger fueled by the thought of Lopez being strapped
down for a lethal injection.


“You seem awfully attached to this one patient, and totally
unconcerned about the eighty thousand other people in this city who’ll be next
if we allow what he has to spread!” snapped Adrian.


Lucy felt her cheeks burning. She clamped the hems of her jacket
down against her wrists and marched to the far side of the room, where she
stared from the window, imitating Adrian’s former stance and stalling for time.


“The chair was right; to serve this city properly you need to
depersonalize your arguments,” said Adrian.


“This all explains so much. I finally know where Dan got his insane
emotional detachment from,” said Lucy.


She regretted the words as soon as they tumbled from her lips.
Adrian’s face twisted with anger and disbelief.


“You’re bringing my son into this? I pulled every last string
I had to get the pair of you onto that evacuation train. You have no
idea what it cost me, and here you stand, using his name to win an argument –
after you let him die alone in the wreckage,” quaked Adrian.


He threw over a chair and stormed from the room. Lucy slumped
against the wall and broke down in tears. After a moment the soldier guarding
the door interrupted, tentatively.


“Sorry miss – I gotta close this room up,” he said, awkwardly.


“Right, of course,” said Lucy, rising to her feet and wiping the
tears from her eyes.


“For what it’s worth, I appreciate you sticking up for us,” said the
soldier.


Lucy gave him a fleeting watery smile and hurried from the room.
Memories of the debts she owed Lopez clawed at her mind. She had to help him;
she had to get inside that lab. She hurried out into the lobby, sniffing, and
stepped out into the bright daylight. Harvey was bidding goodbye to two
remaining council members.


“Ah, if it isn’t my newest recruit,” he said, spotting her, and
gesturing to his vehicle. “Let’s get to work.” 











SEVEN
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The elevator doors chimed open and they stepped into a
new level of the Pathology Department, two stories above Adrian’s Health
Intelligence unit. A security guard greeted them at the reception desk,
affixed to which was a sign reading Infectious Diseases.


“Man, this place is clean,” said Lucy, marveling at the
immaculate lobby floor and spotless walls.


“We don’t keep it this way because we enjoy cleaning,” chuckled
Harvey, signing himself in on the clipboard, and passing it to Lucy.


The guard scanned each of their ID cards, then invited them to
proceed.


 “We’ve been through this, Alexi, none of this ‘sir’ business, call
me Harvey,” said the Director, warmly, to the receptionist, as he led Lucy into
the unit.


The facility was bigger than Lucy had expected. It consisted of two
central corridors, which divided three rows of laboratories and technicians’
rooms.


“This is a magical place, Lucy; it’s DC’s most precious secret. You
know what we keep here?” said Harvey, as he strode eagerly down the corridor.
“Hope,” he continued, with a rosy smile. “This is where we will save and
rebuild our great species.”


Lucy tried to peer into the rooms they were passing, but could only
catch glimpses. She saw one scientist transferring dark liquid samples into
vials, while another peered into petri dishes beneath a microscope. In the next
room, two others discussed the results from an electron microscope on the
screens before them.


“Are they studying D4 samples?” said Lucy, as they passed by.


“The work we do here is secret, Lucy, I must emphasize that. It’s
important that the public only knows information that helps keep them safe.
Facts placed in the wrong hands soon become rumors, and they spread panic,
which cost lives. To protect the people, we must preserve their innocence until
they’re ready for the truth,” said Harvey.


Lucy stopped outside a room and stared at the dissection taking
place. Three scientists wearing face masks were huddled around a surgical
table. She couldn’t see the subject, but one of the surgeons deposited what
looked like a bloodied tail into a metal bowl.


“Don’t worry about what the rest of the lab is doing, Lucy, I want
your focus to be on the Patient One case. Do you have any attachments?” said
Harvey, beckoning her onwards.


“What?” said Lucy, taken aback.


“Husband? Boyfriend? Girlfriend, maybe?” said Harvey, striding
forwards.


“Not anymore,” said Lucy, swallowing.


“Good. I mean, I’m sorry to hear that, but for the line of work we
do, trust, me, it’s better. This job will consume you, if you let it. I made
that mistake. Twice, in fact. Two marriages down the drain. You wanna know the
worst part of the world ending?” said Harvey.


Lucy flicked through a few choice memories from her catalogue of
recent trauma.


“Loss of control?” she said, remembering the abject misery of winter
on the abandoned farm.


“Alimony. That bountiful money river’s dried up for good. My
ex-wives were both extremely successful financiers, you see. Terrible people,
of course, but their salaries were quite the good news story for a community
college professor such as myself. Before the world ended, I had what you might
call a ‘sweet gig’. If anything, control, vis-à-vis self-determination, is all
I’ve got left. A sense of purpose – it’s everything,” said Harvey.


He stopped before a sturdy white and chrome door and held his card
up to the sensor, which beeped once. A ring of yellow LEDs lit up around a
camera, which Harvey stared into, prompting the lights to turn green.


“You’ll be conducting the outbreak investigation; tracing anyone Patient
One’s had recent contact with. I’ll give you the sheet to work through while I
set up. Have you done this sort of thing before, Lucy?” said Harvey, propping
the security door open with a foot.


“I did lab work at college, and with the army,” said Lucy. 


“I mean with human subjects,” said Harvey.


Lucy shook her head.


“You might want to brace yourself. It can be unsettling seeing a
sick person in isolation, but you must remember, what we’re doing is for the
greater good,” said Harvey.


“And the patient’s good, right?” said Lucy.


“That is always the aim,” said Harvey, stepping inside the darkened
space.


The overhead lights flickered on, revealing a large room containing
five adjoining glass chambers. Each was around nine cubic yards in size and
contained a stainless steel toilet and a hospital bed. With the exception of
the glass façade, all the walls were white. Lucy could see doorways outlined on
the back walls of each cell, but there were no door handles. Touching the
ground beside the doors were small one-way hatches about the size of a cat flap
– or a meal tray.


All of the cubicles were empty, save for the middle cell. It
contained a solitary male figure in a hospital gown, who climbed to his feet as
they entered. Lopez’s eyes widened in astonishment as he saw Lucy beside
Harvey. She fixed him with a desperate look, imploring him not to betray their
connection.


“Is this my lawyer?” said Lopez, gesturing angrily to Lucy.


“You don’t need a lawyer, Major, you need treatment,” said Harvey.


“It’s my right to refuse treatment,” fumed Lopez.


“Not when you’re deemed a danger to the wider public, I’m afraid.
You need to be held in quarantine until we know what we’re dealing with. We’ve
been through this,” said Harvey, gently.


“Why was he in the dark?” said Lucy.


“Great fucking question!” chimed Lopez, his voice sounding
double-tracked by the cubicle’s micro echo.


“Sleep supports the lymphatic system, by boosting white blood cell
production. Darkness stimulates serotonin production, which facilitates sleep.
We must preserve your energy whenever possible. You’re going to need it to
fight the infection,” said Harvey.


“You have no right to do this!” protested Lopez.


“I apologize for the Major’s demeanor. He’s in the anger stage of
his diagnosis,” said Harvey, to Lucy.


“Can I at least get a phone call?” said Lopez.


“Sure, who do you want to call?” said Harvey.


“My Colonel,” said Lopez. 


“She already knows you’re here,” said Harvey.


“Then someone else who gives a crap,” said Lopez, slamming the glass
and glaring at Lucy.


“I appreciate this is a lot to take in, son, but please bear in mind
we’re on your side,” said Harvey.


“That’s easy to say when you’re the one holding the keys,” said
Lopez.


“In a minute, Lucy here is going to ask you a few questions, and
we’d appreciate your cooperation, Major. Perhaps we can get you some water
first, or are you ready to begin?” said Harvey, softly.


“Oh, I’m all kinds of ready,” said Lopez, clapping his hands with
mock enthusiasm.


Harvey opened a cabinet on the far side of the room and withdrew a
clipboard, which he handed to Lucy. He pulled a biro from his pocket and
clicked it on.


“Over to you,” he said, passing her the pen with a wink.


Lucy gripped the clipboard and took a few nervous steps towards the
glass pane. Lopez mirrored her, stepping closer on his side, pinning his proud
shoulders back and glaring at her. 


“Please confirm your name,” said Lucy, dropping her eyes and staring
at the form.


“Major Eduardo Lopez,” said Lopez.


Lucy hesitated, ashamed that she’d never asked before. 


“Everything OK?” said Harvey, noting her discomfort.


“Sorry, sir, like you said – just adjusting,” said Lucy, flustered.


“Scientifically, Lucy, there are considerable differences between us
humans and the terrestrial animals or D4 creatures you’ve studied before. But
the fact that such differences exist does not make them meaningful. Meaning is
an invention we overlay simply because we crave it. It is surely our most
delightful evolutionary quirk. Each time we encounter meaning, we mistake it
for a discovery. In reality, we should be celebrating it for the remarkable act
of creation that it is, then dispense with it. When you look into the isolation
chamber holding our dear Major here, you must cease creating meaning, and focus
purely on what is there. To do otherwise would be like piloting a plane
blindfolded. Focus on what’s truly in front of you, Lucy. Animal, human, alien,
whatever the subject, the course of action is the same: understand it, don’t
invent it,” said Harvey.


He gave her an encouraging pat on the back and ambled back across
the lab floor, to the workstation holding his laptop. 


“Your boss is an asshole,” said Lopez.


Lucy glanced up at Lopez and did a double-take, seeing Dan’s face
peering back at her from behind the visor of his hazmat suit. She blinked the
ghost away and bit her lip, trying to stay focused.


Lucy swallowed hard and consulted the clipboard, then mustered the
courage to look Lopez in the eye once again.


“Please describe any symptoms you’ve experienced in the past twenty
four hours,” said Lucy, fixing him with the most dispassionate stare she could
fake.


“Sure, I’m in a glass box on a ward with no other patients, I’ve
been told I’m being held indefinitely, and I’ve been denied access to a
lawyer,” said Lopez, glaring at her.


 Lucy’s eyes closed slowly with regret and resignation, before she
tried again. Lopez proved belligerent and evasive in response to every question
– though to his credit, he did a good job of obscuring their previous knowledge
of each other when describing his movements prior to DC.


“Santa Claus over there spotted a new one on my chest earlier,” said
Lopez, gesturing to Harvey with disdain as Lucy asked about the spread of his
rash.


“But you didn’t feel it coming on? What about the one on your back?”
said Lucy.


“Maybe I didn’t want to look. They’re itchy, OK?” said Lopez.


“Did you come into physical contact with anyone else during or after
your field mission yesterday?” said Lucy.


“I didn’t come into contact with anyone during the mission,” said
Lopez, looking puzzled.


“Our witness says you touched an infected person at the site,” said
Lucy.


“Sure, but I wore a latex glove. Standard military protocol when you
touch a stranger who’s dissolving from an alien disease,” said Lopez, blithely.


“You’re sure?” said Lucy.


“I didn’t go lick the guy’s eyeballs, if that’s what you’re asking,”
said Lopez.


“So you think maybe the glove wasn’t an adequate barrier?” said
Lucy.


“I wouldn’t know such high and mighty science things like that,
Ma’am. I’ll leave that to the people who see fit to lock up serving soldiers in
illegal jails,” said Lopez.


Harvey peered up from his workstation and chipped in. “This is a
medical treatment facility, not any kind of jail, Major. We’ll investigate the
glove contagion aspect, but I suspect poor removal technique may be the most
likely explanation,” said Harvey.


“Is there anyone else you might have had contact with following the
incident?” said Lucy.


“Last night some lady and her kid hugged me. And I arrested a guy
this morning,” said Lopez.


Lucy pressed him for specific descriptions and locations, which she
recorded, before proceeding to the last, awkward question.


“Any current sexual partners?” said Lucy, wincing at the intrusion.


“No,” said Lopez, curtly.


The lab door buzzed open and two technicians entered.


“Excellent work Lucy, I think that concludes our questions for now,”
said Harvey, taking the clipboard and scanning through Lopez’s answers.


   The technicians began donning protective suits from the far wall
of the lab.


 “Thank you for your answers, Major. I see that cooperation is
proving something of a challenge for you, which, I must say, is disappointing,
but I appreciate emotions are complex things. I would, however, suggest that it
is in your interests to cooperate with us, so we can help you through the next
steps,” said Harvey.


“The next steps?” said Lopez, cocking his head, warily. 


“Please lie down on the bed, Major,” said Harvey.


“Why?” said Lopez, glaring at him.


“We’re going to start your treatment. It’s best if you’re lying
down,” said Harvey.


 Lopez took a seat on the gurney, then reluctantly swung his legs up
and reclined, pulling his hospital gown down for a degree of respectability.


“On the sides, you’ll find some straps. Please apply the lower ones
to your feet, and then secure one of your hands using the upper straps,” said
Harvey.


“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” said Lopez, examining the
restraints bolted to both sides of the gurney.


“Time is against us, Major, please don’t delay,” said Harvey.


“No. I’m not tying myself to a damned bed,” said Lopez, climbing
back out and approaching the glass wall furiously.


“It’s for your own good, Major,” insisted Harvey.


Lucy caught Lopez’s eye and silently urged him to comply. She wanted
desperately to reassure him; to tell him how Ruth had saved her life by tying
her down as the disease advanced. She couldn’t bring herself to think about the
sailor’s fate as she watched Lopez return to the bed and strap his legs into
position. He glared at her and Harvey, then bound his left hand to the upper
rail.


“Thank you, Major,” said Harvey, doffing an imaginary cap.


The door at the back of the cell opened, and the two lab technicians
entered wheeling a trolley. One technician secured Lopez’s free hand in place,
then circled the bed, tightening the other straps in turn. The second
technician wiped Lopez’s forehead with a fabric pad, then affixed electrodes to
either side of his brow.


“Wait, what’s this for?” said Lopez, trying to sit up and jolting
against the restraints.


“You’re doing great, Major,” said Harvey.


The first technician inserted a rubber mouth guard between Lopez’s
teeth. It wedged between his lips like an orange segment, out of which a short
blue rubber handle extended like a stalk. The device fixed Lopez’s jaw in place
and reduced his complaints to grunts of protestation.


The second technician plugged the trolley into the wall, bringing
the portable monitor to life. She tapped the screen and scrolled through the
options until a flat lining graph was displayed. The green horizontal line
shifted as she adjusted the two dials either side of the screen. Next, she
removed a small metal clamp from the trolley and placed it in the far corner of
the room. On it, she secured a single, standalone lightbulb.


The first technician returned to the trolley and picked up two black
objects which looked like the handsets from history’s first telephones. The
technician made his way to Lopez, untangling the cables stretching from the
machine, and placing them against his temples. Lopez twisted his head as best
he could and stared at Lucy in disbelief. His stifled grunts conveyed the
frantic cursing he was trying to utter through the rubber gag.


“Let’s begin,” said Harvey, nodding to the technician by the
trolley, who depressed a button on the monitor.


The machine let out a warning bleep, then the graph spiked and moved
up a level. Lopez’s finger twitched and he growled, shaking his head.


“This will go much smoother if you save your strength, Major,” said
Harvey.


The technician turned the dial up a notch, and the green line moved
up once again. Lopez shuddered as his fists clenched automatically, his eyes
closing shut as he tried to master the rising pain.


“What’s the purpose of this? Sir, he’s clearly in distress,” said
Lucy, appealing to the Director.


“Call me Harvey, please,” he replied, with a sincere smile.


“Harvey, what is this?” protested Lucy.


“Necessary,” said Harvey, rocking on his heels.


“How?” protested Lucy, as the technician ratcheted the dial up
another level, causing Lopez to groan while his body strained against the tough
fabric shackles.


“The Major is infected with some sort of D4 disease. We’ve had
reports from other states that certain D4 creatures have a significantly
enhanced electrical tolerance. We know how quickly D4 pathogens bring about
physiological changes, so we’re investigating whether this disease has changed
the upper electrical thresholds of human tolerance, or the patient’s ability to
conduct it.


“Of course, I’ve already started Major Lopez on a course of
antivirals, but while we wait to see what impact they might have against the pathogen,
we have a duty to learn as much as we can about this new condition, starting with
the intelligence we’ve received from beyond the walls. What we discover in this
lab will arm us with the knowledge we need to properly fight the D4 creatures
attacking our city. We need a breakthrough, Lucy. Everyone knows it,” said
Harvey.


The technician turned the dial up again and Lopez’s spine arched.
The current shot through his body, drawing a protracted, muffled cry from his
lips. He flopped back against the plasticized mattress as the shock ceased.
Lopez stared at Lucy, imploringly.


“Harvey, this isn’t ethical, and you’ve just admitted it’s got
nothing to do with curing him,” protested Lucy.


“Take off the blindfold, Lucy. You’re creating and reacting to
meaning, not reality,” said Harvey.


The technician depressed the delivery button, sending a fresh wave
of electrical charge across the Major’s temples. His eyes rolled back into his
skull as his entire body snapped rigid.


“Stop it!” cried Lucy, slamming the glass.


The technician continued for several more seconds until the dose was
complete, then Lopez’s body fell limp. A recovery timer counted down from ten
seconds on the monitor.


“If you keep going, you’ll kill him,” begged Lucy, as Lopez’s head
lolled in confusion.


“Lucy, the last thing I want to do is precipitate the premature
demise of such a precious subject. We are merely teasing the boundaries to
extend our knowledge. I assure you, we’re well within survivable limits,” said
Harvey.


Lopez’s body snapped once again as yet more current coursed through
his body.


“How much more do you expect him to take?” said Lucy, watching in
horror as Lopez quivered against the restraints.


“We’ll stop when we reach that point, don’t you worry,” said Harvey.


The machine beeped again as the dose ended. The recovery timer began
counting down from fifteen seconds.


“N- no more,” begged Lopez, who had managed to spit the mouth guard
out.


One of the technicians swiftly picked it up and wiped it down with
disinfectant.


“No more!” cried Lopez, again, wildly eyeballing the glass wall, as
saliva dribbled across his cheek.


“We have to stop,” implored Lucy.


“I must say, Lucy, I’m disappointed. You voted for this,” said
Harvey.


Lopez’s eyes widened in disbelief, piercing Lucy with guilt as the
technician thrust the mouth guard back in place. With the black antennae
against his temples, the next, higher voltage, gripped the Major’s frame.


“I voted for a cure, not some sick mission creep,” protested Lucy,
as Lopez convulsed once again.


“You voted for progress, Lucy. The route is not always an easy one,”
said Harvey.


The dose stopped and Lopez wilted, this time barely rousing.


“Come on Major, stay with us. Try to focus on the lightbulb in the
corner. You can do it,” said Harvey, tapping the glass.


“I’m reporting this to the council,” said Lucy.


“I certainly hope so, I’m counting on you to write up our findings,”
said Harvey.


“There won’t be much to find if he’s dead,” cried Lucy.


“That’s disputable,” said Harvey.


“We’re not even sure he was the source of the infection, it’s
speculative – he said he wore a glove!” protested Lucy.


“From the footage and the testimonies, it’s highly probable that he was
the source, but I’m always open to a healthy challenge. What’s beyond dispute,
however, is that he’s infected with something we’ve not seen before,” said
Harvey.


“But that’s pivotal. If he didn’t get infected at the scene,
then maybe he’s not contagious? Which would mean holding him like this is
neither necessary nor legal,” said Lucy.


“Like I said, Lucy, I’m always open to healthy challenge. Get the
facts, and you’ll get my attention. I suggest you start tracing the people on
the Major’s contact list,” said Harvey, as Lopez’s cries echoed through the
chamber once again.


Lucy clutched the clipboard to her chest and hurried from the room,
unable to look back at the Lopez’s contorting body. Tears filled her eyes as
the lab door sealed his cries behind her. She rushed through the corridor and
leaped into a closing elevator, with her heart pounding. She had to prove Lopez
wasn’t the source, and she had to do it before Harvey killed him.
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Lucy made her way into the textiles warehouse, leaving
her department chauffeur – a former DC taxi driver – to mind the car. Only a
handful of people appeared to be working, sorting the mountains of scavenged
clothes into vast, categorized piles. The majority of the staff were sat
cross-legged on the concrete, arms folded, staging a defiant sit-in. Each wore
a white armband.


A stretch of bright orange and red drew Lucy’s eye to the corner of
the room, where a thick, knotted, tree trunk had broken through the concrete
floor. Rust-colored shards of fallen bark formed a ring surrounding the base of
the tree, which was wider than Lucy’s shoulders. Strips of bark hung from the rest
of the trunk, peeling away to reveal more vivid wood tissue beneath. The tree
stretched upwards like a crooked, knotted pylon, and punched through the
aluminum roof above, letting in cool spring air and glimpses of daylight. The
trunk was branchless, save for a wooden limb it had shed. The fallen wood had a
row of spindly, dry aerial roots protruding outward from one side like a pile
of wiry kindling. The concrete beneath it was darker than the rest, and glossy.


“That one,” said the site supervisor, pointing out a woman in the
middle of the group of protesting workers. He beckoned her over. The woman
nodded sarcastically, gave him the finger, and stayed put.


“You see what I’m dealing with?” said the supervisor, sighing.


“Are they striking because they’re being made to work Sundays?” said
Lucy.


“No, they get a day in lieu. This is about rations – which is out
of my hands,” said the supervisor, loudly, inviting several blunt remarks
from the striking workers.


Lucy thanked the supervisor and approached the woman directly,
weaving between the workers and taking care not to step on any fingers as she
went.


“Ursula? Can we talk somewhere private?” said Lucy, nearing the
woman.


“Busy,” replied the woman.


“It’s about your son,” said Lucy, tentatively.


The woman’s stony expression lifted for a fleeting second as concern
washed across her face. She quickly masked it again and stood casually, leading
Lucy to the side, and away from her peers, who did little to hide their
eavesdropping.


 “It’s actually about both of you. This is a medical thing. I’m from
the Department of Health Intelligence. Is there a private room we could use?”
said Lucy, quietly, flashing her badge.


Ursula led Lucy into a disabled toilet cubicle at the back of the
warehouse, while the war of words between the supervisor and his striking
employees continued in the background.


“What’s going on?” said Ursula, flicking the lock.


“This is a standard procedure, we’re just ruling some things out,”
said Lucy.


“You needed a bathroom to tell me that?” said Ursula, unimpressed.


“I need to check your skin, so you’ll have to take your clothes off.
We can do it in two stages – top half first, whatever you feel most comfortable
with,” said Lucy, trying to hide her awkwardness.


Ursula took off her socks and shoes, her jumpsuit and jacket, and
pulled off her bra and underpants with hesitation. She stepped to the side of
the pile of clothes lifted both arms out, and stared at Lucy belligerently.


“Well?” said the woman.


Lucy blushed and quickly inspected the woman from top to toe,
awkwardly bumping into the toilet as she circled the naked stranger.


“Can you kick up the sole of each foot?” said Lucy, standing behind
Ursula, who obliged, tutting loudly.


Lucy gasped with excitement.


“What?” said Ursula, her left heel raised.


“You’re all clear. I need to see your kid next. You should come
too,” said Lucy.


“You’re in an awful hurry,” said Ursula, taking her time to
reclothe.


“It’s urgent,” said Lucy, snatching Ursula’s jacket off the ground
and thrusting it into the woman’s hands. Her fleeting relief at the woman’s
all-clear had been erased by the thought of Lopez’s writhing body. She had to
keep moving fast.


“Whatever it is, if I don’t got it, my kid don’t got it,” said
Ursula, shrugging.


“That’s not how it works,” said Lucy, exasperatedly.


“You would say that, you’re one of them,” said Ursula, nodding at
Lucy’s government badge.


“I’m just trying to keep people safe, including your kid,” said
Lucy, her anger rising, as Ursula tied her shoes at snail’s pace.


“Girl, I can tell you don’t got kids,” said Ursula, rolling her eyes
as she stood and waltzed toward the door.


Lucy pinned the woman against the wall, her blood boiling over.


“When I was examined in San Francisco, they sterilized me. No
warning, no asking, they just did it. You’re getting off lightly, you jumped up
asshole. I’m trying to help your family. You can either keep being a jackass
about it, or you can help me,” said Lucy, her face inches from the stranger’s.


Ursula’s mask fell away for a second time as she looked at Lucy with
genuine fear, and nodded, her hands raised in surrender.


“Alright. Then move it,” said Lucy, shoving her out into the
warehouse.


***


They crossed the forecourt of the elementary school and
followed signs for the sports hall.


“He normally goes to the one by our house. Sunday school’s only for
kids whose parents gotta work,” said Ursula, as they approached the maroon
double doors.


They entered the sports hall, where a few hundred children were
watching a movie. A supervising teacher accosted them in the doorway.


“Can I help you?” said the teacher, sternly.


“I need my kid. This lady gotta check he don’t got AIDS or
whatever,” said Ursula.


Lucy cringed horrendously and uttered a gabbling, partially-coherent
clarification as she tried to explain the situation without giving away any
details of Lopez’s detainment. Ursula, meanwhile, marched to the front of the
hall and interrupted the movie, getting her son to identify himself. He came
with great reluctance, agitating to get back to the entertainment as Ursula
dragged him away.


“Bathroom?” said Ursula, raising her eyebrows sharply when the
teacher made the mistake of hesitating for a split second.


Lucy examined the young boy quickly, trying to keep a casual air to
minimize his embarrassment while Ursula chastised him for wriggling.


“He’s clear, but if you spot any unusual rashes or blisters on him
or you, report to the hospital immediately,” said Lucy, with a pang of guilt,
as she removed her latex gloves.


“Look Mom, a kitty cat been on the ceiling,” said the boy, with a
giggle, pointing upwards.


Lucy followed his gaze. Scuff marks stretched across the ceiling
from the doorway to a missing foam tile in the corner, revealing the dark
cavity above.


“Out – now,” said Lucy, shoving Ursula and the boy out into the
corridor. She sealed the door behind them and scanned the ceiling in both
directions. The familiar pattern of scuff marks extended away towards the hall.


“You should take your boy home,” said Lucy, staring at the
creature’s imprints.


“I wanna see the movie,” protested the boy.


“Ursula, get him home, you hear me?” said Lucy, sternly.


“How, girl? You gon’ give us a ride?” said Ursula, snapping her
fingers once.


“There’s no time – just don’t go back in the hall,” said Lucy,
breaking away from the perplexed pair.


“You just leavin’ us here? Hey!” called Ursula.


Lucy hastened out to the car and jumped into the front passenger
seat.


“You OK?” said the driver, noting the sweat on her brow.


“There’s a D4C in the school. We need an investigative team in there
right away - call it in, and get them to evacuate the kids,” said Lucy,
panting.


“Aren’t you on that team?” said the driver, hesitating with the
radio in-hand.


“If people die because you second-guessed me, I’ll make it known.
Now call it in,” said Lucy, sharply.


The driver hastily relayed the message into the radio. Lucy fought
the wave of guilt rising within her and tore her gaze away from the school.


“What are you waiting for? Get us to the prison,” said Lucy, banging
her fist against the car roof, and startling the driver into action.


Ursula emerged from the school, dragging her reluctant kid behind
her. She locked eyes with Lucy and glared at her as the car sped away. Lucy
swallowed, and focused on the road ahead. Time was against them.


***


Lucy lowered her arms and snatched her pass back.


“You done?” she said, briskly.


“Standard precautions,” said the warden, smiling unpleasantly as he
stood up.


The grimy security door buzzed open and Lucy hastened through to the
other side, where another guard greeted her. A rancid stench struck Lucy’s
nose, forcing her to cover it with her sleeve. The man nodded in sympathy.


“We put an urgent request in with the Sanitation Department four
days ago, but they still won’t send anyone,” said the guard, escorting her
through the gloomy corridors.


The sound of inmates shouting wafted down the hallway, followed
closely by an officer’s barks.


“Just in here, ma’am,” said the guard, ushering Lucy away from the
ruckus and into the prison’s medical unit.


A thin blue curtain screened off half of the room, behind which Lucy
could just make out two beds. The curtain billowed open and a stressed-looking
nurse emerged, clutching a full sick bowl.


“Give me one minute,” said the nurse, pacing from the room.


Lucy glimpsed into the screened area as the curtain fell back; two
prisoners sat in parallel beds, holding sick bowls to their chests. Both were
dangerously thin. Each was cuffed to their bed by the ankle.


The nurse returned and plucked off his latex gloves, extending a
courteous hand to Lucy, who shook it. The main door swung open and a prisoner
entered, shackled at the ankles, and held at one arm by a guard. The guard
steered the prisoner over to a seat and set him down, roughly, then removed the
restraints.


“You got five minutes, then he’s gotta be back in his cell,” said
the guard, to Lucy.


“Oooh, I ain’t had a nice lady nurse for a long time,” said the
prisoner, eyeing up Lucy with a dirty laugh.


“Shut your mouth,” said the guard, striking his baton against a
metal cabinet in the examination room.


“I need you to take off your clothes,” said Lucy, as neutrally as
she could manage.


The prisoner laughed more and hummed a striptease tune to himself as
he tugged his top up, revealing a uniquely hairy midriff.


“Can you do this faster? I don’t have a lot of time,” said Lucy, as
he wiggled his hips to the tune.


“Woo, lady wanna get right to it, that’s my kinda gal! You got it
darlin’, here comes the good stuff,” said the prisoner, dropping his pants and
briefs in one.


“I really wouldn’t be bragging about that, Denzel,” said the nurse.


Lucy inspected him, parting the dense hairs covering his torso and
checking the skin beneath. The prisoner continued making lurid remarks as she
worked, enjoying his own humor immensely, while the other prisoners continued
to vomit behind the curtain.


“If he develops rashes or lesions he needs to be quarantined and
taken to the hospital immediately,” said Lucy, tearing off her gloves.


“Is he likely to?” said the nurse, concerned.


“Just a precaution,” said Lucy.


“Denzel, sit your ass back down and get changed. How are you
still drunk?” said the guard, blocking Denzel’s sluggish escape attempt.


As Lucy pulled the door open, a loud siren pierced the air, making
her flinch. Amidst the ringing Lucy could hear a cacophony of shouting.


“Shit,” cursed the guard, peering out beside her. “Denzel – clothes,
now.”


Lucy leaned back as three wardens raced down the corridor towards the
commotion.


“You’d best leave, Ma’am,” said the guard.


Lucy didn’t need telling twice. Covering her nose, she hastened
through the corridor back to security, and out into the forecourt, where she
gasped for air.


“Where next?” said the driver.


“The lab,” breathed Lucy, staring back at the dismal concrete
facility.


A terrifying sensation spread across her as she reflected on the
recent diagnoses. For the first time, she felt hopeful. She had clear proof
Lopez wasn’t infectious, meaning she could get the experiments stopped. She had
to report her findings to Harvey immediately. She drummed her fingers on the
window ledge as they sped towards the hospital. It made perfect sense – there
was no way he could be contagious; the pair of them had been infected at the
same time, and she hadn’t infected anyone. Right?


***


Lucy stared at the camera, while the ring of yellow LEDs
lit her anxious face. The lights turned green and the lab door clicked open.
She rushed inside but Harvey was nowhere to be seen. There was motion in
Lopez’s cell – a technician, attending to a trolley.


Lucy approached the glass with dread. The Major lay still on the
hospital bed, with his arms hanging over each side and his palms upturned.
Three round band aids were stuck to his forearm, hiding fresh needle pricks
beneath. The skin around his wrists was red raw from struggling against the
restraints.


A trail of clear liquid led away from the bed to two discarded
bungee ropes and a bloodied towel on the floor. In the center of the cell was a
large plastic tub filled with water, on top of which floated a thick layer of
ice cubes several inches deep.


The technician finished shuffling a stack of placards into order,
then placed them onto the trolley, alongside a number of pipettes and vials.
She gathered up the ropes and towel, wheeled the equipment out, and sealed the
cell behind her.


“Is he-” said Lucy, as the technician entered the main space.


“No. Not yet, anyway. Can you get the door?” said the young woman,
wheeling the trolley to the exit.


Lucy obliged, looking earnestly to the impassive lady for
reassurance.


“You’re a babe,” said the girl, passing through. 


She must’ve been twenty one at most. The door closed behind her with
a click.


Lucy rushed behind Lopez’s cell but her security pass was useless –
the chamber was sealed with a conventional lock. She hurried back to the front
and banged on the glass. His head twitched ever so slightly, then fell to the
side. Lucy banged on the glass harder and called his name until Lopez looked
up, disoriented.


He looked awful. His hair hung across his forehead in a sweaty,
tangled mess. He peered at the glass, squinting until Lucy came into focus.
When he recognized it was her, his shoulders dropped.


“Lopez, look at me – I’m gonna get you out, OK?” said Lucy.


He stared at her with exhaustion and hurt.


“Major, can you hear me?” said Lucy, waving to him through the
glass.


Shakily, he swung his feet over the side, wincing as he swiveled. He
placed each foot on the floor, and shuffled his hips to the tip of the bed.
With his palms braced against the damp mattress he pushed up, letting out an
involuntary gasp as if plagued by arthritis.


He fell immediately, landing spread eagle on the hard lab floor,
splitting his lip. Lucy gasped and pressed her hands against the glass. With a
grunt, Lopez dragged himself onto all fours. Placing a hand on the ice tub, he
rose unsteadily to his feet. Shuffling in increments, he edged his way across
the cell towards Lucy and looked her in the eye. Dark rings had formed around
his hazel irises, while his tawny brown skin had lightened as if he’d been
drained of blood.


“What did they do to you?” said Lucy, aghast.


“They? You mean you,” said Lopez. His clear, authoritative diction
was gone. His words were slurred, and sounded difficult to produce, like he’d
been anesthetized. Lucy wished that had been the true cause.


“I can prove you’re not contagious. I’m going to take it to the
Medical Council – they’ll have to release you, it’s the only grounds they’ve
got for holding you,” said Lucy, breathlessly.


“It’s too late. They’ll never go back from this,” said Lopez,
delivering a single, slow shake of his head, and wincing in pain.


 “They’ll vote to free you, as soon as they know the truth,” said
Lucy.


“He’ll break me first,” said Lopez, his mouth sagging.


“He can’t – he won’t. You’re the strongest person I’ve met since-,”
began Lucy, trailing off as Dan’s name choked in her throat.


“This is my country. Why are they doing this to me?” said Lopez,
looking imploringly into Lucy’s eyes. The damp gown stuck to his emaciated
body, revealing his ribcage.


“You have to keep going, Major – I need some time to get the
votes, but I will get you out,” she insisted, trying not cry as blood
trickled from his lip.


“Pills,” said Lopez.


“What?” said Lucy.


“Find my pills. They can hide the symptoms,” said Lopez, swaying,
and struggling over each word.


“They were already starting to fail, Major, that’s why you’re here.
I can’t give you more. They’re mitotic inhibitors – higher doses could kill
you,” said Lucy, willing him to believe her.


“I need them,” groaned Lopez, with a whimper.


“Even if I wanted to, your stash is in a barracks, it’s crawling
with troops,” said Lucy, imploringly.


Lopez hung his head in disbelief. His shoulders shook.


“Listen to me, there’s another way,” urged Lucy.


The lab door buzzed open and the technician returned carrying a tray
of hot soup and bread. Lucy kept her eyes fixed ahead, not daring to reveal she
was holding back tears. Lopez shuffled agonizingly back towards his bed.


“Did he say anything interesting?” said the technician, as she
passed by.


“He’s struggling with speech – his pronunciation’s gone,” said Lucy,
trying to control the quiver in her voice.


The technician disappeared behind the cells and slid the meal tray
into Lopez’s cubicle, via the ‘cat flap’ on his back wall. Lucy hastily dried
her eyes as the woman returned.


“He won’t be able to reach that,” said Lucy, pointing to the meal on
the floor.


“Let’s see,” shrugged the technician, as Lopez shuffled towards it.


The lab door buzzed open again and Harvey strolled in, greeting Lucy
with a warm smile and open hands, his cheeks as rosy as ever.


“Ah, there you are. Apologies if my tone was unkind earlier, Lucy,
sometimes I mishandle the stress of this role. I was wondering how you got on
with your enquiries this afternoon? We had an extremely productive session in
the lab. The Major was quite remarkable in his endurance, although we’re not
quite ready to rewrite the textbooks. No matter, we shall press on. Rome wasn’t
built in a day, and nor was our knowledge of a genetically compromised
lymphatic system,” said Harvey, with a wink.


“I traced the
contacts from the Major’s health history. All three are clean,” said Lucy.


“Now that is
good news,” said Harvey.


“It proves he’s
not contagious – so we can release him,” said Lucy, eagerly.


“Your findings
suggest our initial hypothesis was wrong. It follows that we must explore
alternatives,” said Harvey, with a smile.


“But the people
I met prove the Major’s not spreading the infection,” said Lucy, desperately.


“Releasing him
now would be reckless, Lucy. Regardless of his infectious status, his D4
disease makes him an essential subject of further study,” said Harvey.


Lucy stared
from Harvey to Lopez hopelessly and wracked her brains for a way to get him
out. With deep unease, she seized on the only avenue that might speed his
recovery.


“We should try starvation. My previous team found it stimulated D4
regeneration,” said Lucy, clasping her hands behind her back.


She glanced into the cell, where Lopez was standing before the tray
on the floor, staring at the soup hungrily.


“An intriguing idea,” said Harvey, following her gaze.


“Compare his skin to what we saw in that video. He’s a long way off.
If we want fast results, we should accelerate his condition. Sustained
environmental stress, like starvation, is worth exploring,” said Lucy.


“Great minds think alike – I shall integrate your proposal into the
next phase of the study,” said Harvey.


“The next phase? Surely we should only test one variable at a time?”
said Lucy, anxiously.


“It’s like you said – we need fast results. Today, we’re seeing what
sticks,” said Harvey, signaling the technician to remove the food tray from
Lopez’s cell.


With one hand pressed against the rear wall, Lopez bent his knees and
extended a shaky arm towards the tray, only for it to be snatched away through
the hatch. He stared at the empty floor space in disbelief for a moment, then
turned his frail head towards the glass façade. He regarded Lucy and Harvey
with mingled hurt and confusion, and swore at them, then made his way shakily
back towards the bed.


“You’ll want a pair of these,” said Harvey, fetching two pairs of
ear mufflers from a cabinet. 


He gave the technician the thumbs up, and the woman hit a switch
from the control panel. A burst of white noise filled the cell. Lopez flinched,
covering his ears, and stumbling into the side of the bed. He fell to the
ground and pressed his hands against his head until the burst stopped. Harvey
lifted his ear defenders and grinned at Lucy.


“Sleep deprivation always yields interesting results,” said Harvey.


“But earlier – with the darkness – you said-” protested Lucy.


“I said some words to help the patient acclimatize to their new
surroundings. Time to move forwards,” said Harvey, with a wink, sliding his
mufflers back into place.


Lopez had pulled his hands from his ears and was staring at them in
confusion, like each was holding an invisible bowl. His body jerked sharply as
a second blast of white noise filled the cell. He slammed his palms against his
head, and squeezed his eyes shut in pain. Lucy watched in horror as he cowered
against the trolley, quivering. She thrust her ear defenders into Harvey’s
chest and ran from the room.


***


Lucy burst into Adrian’s office, interrupting his private meeting
with the council’s Agriculture rep. The rep hastily closed the file they were
discussing.


“You have to release him,” said Lucy, her eyes darting around the
room wildly.


“If you want to speak to me, make an appointment,” said Adrian.


“They’re killing him,” she said, with a crack in her voice.


Adrian exhaled with exasperation and slid the file into a drawer.


“Let’s pick this up tomorrow, you have my full support,” he said,
shaking hands with the rep, who swiftly left the room, glaring at Lucy as he
went. 


“I think we need to talk about acceptable conduct,” said Adrian,
sharply.


“That’s why I’m here – they’re killing him,” repeated Lucy,
incredulously.


“Who?”


“The Major. Harvey said he’s working on a cure but it’s a lie, he’s
conducting illegal experiments to stress test the human body. He’s going to
push him over the brink,” said Lucy.


“What did you think would happen? You voted for research,” said
Harvey.


“Into a cure,” said Lucy, appalled.


“You thought it would be painless process? There’s a reason we used
to test drugs on animals first,” said Adrian.


“These tests have nothing to do with developing treatments, it’s
just torture,” said Lucy breathlessly.


“I tabled a dignified and painless alternative and you publicly
opposed me,” said Adrian, angrily.


“There’s new evidence showing the Major’s not contagious – you have
to take it to the council, put an end to this atrocity,” said Lucy.


Adrian pulled the desk drawer open and slammed the file on top.


“The council has bigger problems to worry about than Harvey’s side
projects. Our food reserves are lower than we thought. The latest estimate
gives us less than three months until total starvation,” said Adrian.


“What’s that got to do with Lopez?” said Lucy.


“You’ve got it all wrong, Lucy. The question is, what’s Major Lopez
got to do with the survival of eighty thousand other civilians? If he’s not
contagious, then the answer is: nothing,” said Adrian.


“So get him released!” urged Lucy.


“My ability to protect this city’s interests directly correlates to
the social capital I have in that council. I can’t squander any more of my
influence on the Major’s case,” said Adrian.


“Adrian, please, I’m begging you to intervene,” said Lucy.


“If you feel guilty because you made the wrong choice, that’s on
you. I have bigger problems to deal with than your conscience,” said Adrian.


“Two floors above you, right now, a man’s human rights are being
violated. You’re a senator and it’s happening on your watch. If people like you
turn a blind eye, what does that mean for the rest of us?” said Lucy.


Adrian looked at her with a deep grimace as he composed himself.


“Don’t try and twist this. I have spent my life defending
civil rights. Try walking in my shoes for fifty years before you lecture me
about ethics. I am protecting the population,” said Adrian.


“You’re condoning torture,” said Lucy.


“I’m doing no such thing,” snapped Adrian.


“You’re allowing it to happen, so it’s the damned same,” said Lucy.


“I have to focus on the bigger picture, for all our sakes,” said
Adrian.


“Oh I’m sorry to weigh you down with the minutiae of such a small,
lowly case, Senator. A man’s life is being pulled apart minute by minute, but I
can see how that’s not worth your time. Please, carry on washing your hands
because you only deal with the big stuff. It must be nice, having that kind of
long lens view of the world, where you never get too close to the detail of
what’s actually going on beneath you,” said Lucy.


Adrian shook his head in exasperation.


“If we become embroiled in every individual case of misery and
suffering in this city, then we’ll end up sleep walking over the precipice en
masse. Appeals, reconsiderations, they’re luxuries we don’t have anymore, Lucy.
It’s time to get real,” said Adrian.


“Would you be saying this if it was Dan?” said Lucy.


“Don’t you dare-” began Adrian.


“If it was your boy being tortured upstairs, and the politician
below didn’t have time to intervene?” said Lucy.


“Lucy, I’m warning you,” said Adrian.


“He said you always did the right thing, but maybe he never saw
behind the curtain,” said Lucy.


“It would seem that cuts both ways. I never expected you of all
people to attempt such a brutal and cynical manipulation,” said Adrian.


“How would Dan feel if he knew that you stood by and did nothing
while a loyal soldier was tortured by his own side,” said Lucy.


“Get out,” said Adrian, his voice quivering.


“If you feel guilty because you made the wrong choice, that’s on
you, Senator. I have bigger problems to deal with than your conscience,” said
Lucy.


“How dare you. How dare you!” bellowed Adrian as Lucy marched
towards the door.


“If you won’t help me save him, there are others who will. And I
should warn you, Adrian, they don’t think kindly of you,” spat Lucy, slamming
the door as she went.


***


“Watch it,” yelled a stranger, as Lucy collided with his
shoulder.


“Sorry,” she mumbled, wiping tears from her eyes as she hurried
towards the metro. Evening sun bounced off the arching glass entrance. Adrian’s
voice was still ringing in her ears.


“Turn around,” hissed another stranger, jostling against her.


“Back up, move away, right now!” cried a soldier, shoving Lucy
backwards, and snapping her out of her daze.


Scores of people were pouring up from the metro and spilling onto
the sidewalk in a panic. Soldiers and paramedics were pushing through them to
get into the station below, battling their way down the narrow escalators,
against the flow of hundreds of civilians fleeing upwards. Some of the evacuees
were crying. All wore the same, naked look of fear as they stampeded onto street
level.


Sirens sounded as more military trucks arrived on the scene, with
reinforcements leaping out and hurrying below ground. Medical staff from the
Emergency Department rushed to the forecourt on foot, wheeling stretchers
beside them.


“Help us, please!” cried a terrified teenager, trying to shield her
father’s body from the charging crowds.


Lucy sprinted towards the girl, fighting to stay on her own feet as
she fought the torrent of people. She grabbed the man’s arm and helped drag him
to the side. Gunshots rang out from the platform, echoing through the concrete
tunnels, and scattering the screaming crowd further.


The father’s jacket and shirt had been torn open from behind,
exposing his shoulder. A razor-thin cut ran perfectly along the length of his
shoulder blade, drenching his back and Lucy’s hands in warm blood. Around his
neck were two rows of pinkish-purple sucker marks, like the imprints of a
marine tentacle. Lucy lay him flat, sealing the parted flesh and stemming some
of the bleeding.


“We need help over here,” she cried, frantically waving a stretcher
team over.


The paramedics rushed towards them and dragged the man onto a
trolley. Without a backward glance they raced off towards the Emergency
Department, with the daughter hurrying behind them. More staff rushed out from
the hospital to assist the wounded, catching blood-soaked stragglers as they
surfaced. Lucy gasped in horror as Adrian raced past her down the metal steps,
his handgun drawn.


“Move away!” yelled a soldier, shoving Lucy back as more gunshots
rang out from the station.


***


“I’m saying I can’t take it anymore,” cried a woman,
tugging at her scarf anxiously.


The replacement bus was packed. Lucy could feel bodies pressing
against her in all directions as the vehicle slugged forwards. She gripped the
overhead rail tightly, closing her eyes and focusing on the sensation of the
cold, hard metal against her palm.


“Will somebody shut her up already,” growled a man, whose
pants were dotted with crimson.


“You need to get those burned,” said another, warily eyeing up his
blood stains.


“You think I don’t know that?” snapped the man.


“We’re all gonna die here,” wailed the woman in the scarf, sobbing
into her friend’s arms.


“Lady, either get off the bus and kill yourself or shut the hell up
so the rest of us can get on with living,” yelled the man, his eyes bulging.


“It’s hopeless, it’s all hopeless,” wept the woman, oblivious to his
objections.


“Bitch, I’m telling you, one more word from you and I’m coming back
there,” yelled the man.


The woman howled incoherently.


“Right, that’s it,” yelled the man, shoving past a bunch of
passengers.


“Hey, watch it,” said Lucy, as he barged against her.


“You shut it too or you’ll be next,” growled the man.


“Try me,” said Lucy, shoving him back.


The man glared at her, incandescent with rage. The bus lurched
sideways again, knocking Lucy’s forehead against his chin. With a roar, the man
struck her hard in the face. The passengers around him erupted in protest, and
the bus slammed to a halt. Lucy fell backwards, dazed. The bodies above sealed
around her, shutting out the yelling man. The side doors hissed open and his
protestations faded into the street as the other passengers bundled him off.
Lucy’s fleeting relief vanished as pairs of hands scooped her off the floor and
thrust her out after him.


The doors sealed behind them and the bus pulled away, leaving Lucy
sat on the sidewalk, staring at its diminishing license plate in disbelief.


“Happy?” said the man, spitting as he walked away.


Lucy pressed her fingers to her cheek and eye, which were throbbing
with pain. There was no blood, but she could feel the swelling already. She
covered the blurry eye with one hand and took in the buildings around her. Home
was still a good dozen blocks away. With a grunt, she picked herself up and set
off on foot.


***


“Lucy,” hissed Fliss, from the darkened hedgerow by the
entrance to their residence. “Oh my god, what happened?” she said, aghast, as
Lucy got closer.


“Nothing. Why are you hiding?” said Lucy, squinting to make the girl
out in the last of the evening light.


“Come with me,” whispered Fliss, leading Lucy to a maintenance door
at the side. 


Lucy followed Fliss down into the basement of their building, where
a bunch of washing machines were churning laundry in rows. A single bulb hung
from the ceiling, casting a dim pale light around the room. Fliss hastened to
the furthest machine and slipped behind it, with Lucy in tow.


“What the hell is this?” said Lucy, aghast.


In a cavity behind the row of machines sat a bedraggled-looking man.
He was in his late forties, and looked to be of Eastern European descent. He was
gagged, and tied to a wheelchair.


“It’s OK – he’s one of us,” said Jack, stepping out from the
shadows.


“You mean-” began Lucy.


“He’s infected,” said Fliss, sliding the man’s sleeve back to reveal
the advanced lesions.


“Why the hell is he down here?” said Lucy.


“I saw his skin at the casino. He was too scared to go to the
hospital but I told him you could help,” said Fliss.


“So you tied him up?” hissed Lucy.


“He was acting weird – like he’s hallucinating. Sometimes he makes
sense but then he switches. He was starting to draw attention to himself so we
had to hide him,” said Jack.


“What am I supposed to do with him?” said Lucy, staring at the
drowsy man.


“Take him to the hospital – you can explain what’s going on. You
work there, so they’ll listen to you, right?” said Fliss.


“The hospital isn’t safe for people like us,” said Lucy.


“But you said-” began Fliss.


“Forget what I said. He’ll have to figure it out on his own,” said
Lucy.


“If we leave him alone, he’ll get discovered,” said Fliss.


“That’s not our problem,” said Lucy.


“We could’ve said that about you,” said Jack.


“Lucy, what’s going on?” said Fliss, anxiously.


Lucy welled up with tears and clutched her head in anguish. Fliss
rushed over and placed a comforting arm around her.


“They’ve got a patient like us in the hospital already. They’re not
treating him, they’re experimenting on him. He’s only in there because I –”
said Lucy, faltering as guilt overcame her.


“What about your senator, can he help?” said Fliss.


“No, I tried,” said Lucy, her voice quivering.


“Give him time, Lucy, he’ll come around – right, Jack?” said Fliss,
cueing in her brother for support.


“Totally,” said Jack, uncertainly.


“It’ll be too late – he needs help now,” said Lucy.


“Wait, is this the guy from the casino?” said Fliss.


“Major Lopez. I owe him my life and they’re torturing him to death,”
choked Lucy.


“Then we need to break him out,” said Fliss, appalled.


“It’s not as easy as that. You’d need to get past security, face
scanners, cell locks – and that’s before you even try to get him out of the
building. What are we gonna do, smuggle him across town in a hospital gown? I
don’t even know if he’d be able to walk, let alone run,” said Lucy.


“Then we’ll get a wheelchair. The streets are dark during curfew, we
could do it then,” said Fliss.


“If they suspect I’m involved, they’ll find a way to trace him,”
said Lucy.


“He’s a soldier, right? What if someone in your lab ‘forgot’ to lock
the cell, or left some equipment behind? Someone with military training would
seize that sort of opportunity to escape, surely? There’s no clear link to you
if we can frame it as someone else’s mistake,” said Fliss.


“Plus once we’re outside he could help us evade the night patrols,”
said Jack.


“Assuming he’s conscious enough. We’d still need an insider at the
lab, though,” said Lucy.


“Or a diversion. I heard a rumor that the People’s Voice are
planning something for a few days’ time,” said Fliss.


“I don’t know if he can last that long,” said Lucy, contemplating
the stress testing he would be experiencing that very moment.


“You’re in the lab, Lucy. You’ll
have to make sure he does,” said Fliss.


The man in the chair groaned and raised his head. He jerked in
panic, feeling the binds against his hands and ankles.


“Shh, Kryz, it’s OK – it’s us, remember? Is it safe for us to remove
the gag?” said Fliss, placing her hands soothingly on the man’s arm. The
gesture reminded Lucy of how she would try to lift her father’s spirits as
child, when he missed her mom, and had drunk himself into a sorry state.


Kryz blinked Fliss into focus and nodded. She removed the gag and the
man sighed with relief, swiftly wiping his mouth on his shoulder, mopping up
the excess saliva dribbling from his chin.


“This is Lucy, she’s the one I told you about,” said Fliss, stepping
aside.


“Kryz, before I help you, I need you to tell me how you got
infected, and whether you’ve been in contact with anyone since your skin
changed,” said Lucy.


His answers were everything Lucy had dreaded; Kryz was living proof
that the disease was spreading through the city. If he had infected anyone
else, those people were at risk of being found by the department as soon as
their symptoms broke. Lucy knew she had to get to them first.


“We need to set up a safe place – away from here. There could be
more infected people coming,” said Lucy, addressing the teenagers.


“I know a place we could use. There’s an empty law office three
blocks away. I’ll bet you anything it’s got a library in the basement – no-one
would see us down there, and the shelves could work as beds,” suggested Jack.


“OK. Kryz, we’re gonna move you. Can you stand?” said Lucy, untying
his restraints.


He nodded with determination, swaying as he stood and scratching his
inflamed skin like he was going through withdrawal.


“Let’s do this quickly. God help us if we get caught,” said Lucy.


***


They crept along the sidewalk, sticking to the shadows
wherever possible, trying to keep out of the street lights, which hadn’t yet
been extinguished for the night.


“Get down,” said Fliss, grabbing Jack and pulling him to the side.


Lucy copied and pulled Kryz behind the hedgerow. They held their
breaths as an army patrol rounded the corner and rumbled by.


“Nobody move,” whispered Jack, his voice suddenly strained.


Lucy followed his gaze to the branches above them and a chill shot
through her spine. A creature was staring back at them and shuffling nervously
in the branches. Its fur bristled and stood on end as it let out a low, menacing
hiss. The pulsations across its slender body were mesmerizing. Kryz stared at
the creature in utter horror.


“Stay absolutely still, it’s not here for us,” whispered Lucy,
sensing the man’s fear.


Kryz let out a whimper, prompting the creature to hiss louder. It
shuffled anxiously, rattling the bush. The pulsations quickened across its
torso. Kryz began to moan.


“Don’t. Move,” breathed Lucy, clamping a hand over his mouth.


With a rasp, the creature’s tail dropped down through the lower
branches like a pendulum. Kryz wailed and scrambled out from beneath the hedge
in a panic. The creature screeched in shock and sprung out from the hedge and
onto the street. Fliss leaped up and tackled Kryz to the ground, pinning him on
the grass and stifling his cries until Jack and Lucy slid the gag back into
place.


The creature darted across the road, causing the patrol car to
swerve and open fire. Lucy’s group stayed down as the commander bellowed into
his radio and chased after the creature, speeding into the neighboring block.


Lucy and Fliss grabbed Kryz and hurried after Jack. He led them
through the back streets, weaving between disused homes, and avoiding occupied
ones, until they reached the abandoned office just as the street lights went
out. They broke into the basement and quickly bound Kryz, who was sinking
further into delirium. 


With evening roll call imminent, Lucy knew they couldn’t risk both
her and Fliss being absent from their halls much longer. But they needed to
find water for Kryz, and leave a message to reassure him in moments of
lucidity. Jack opted to stay behind and prepare the patient for the days ahead
– knowing he could count on his roommate to cover for him for a few hours of
curfew absence. Lucy and Fliss, however, had no such fallback. They hastened
back to the halls, ducking and weaving through the darkened neighborhood to
retrace their steps.


“Stop,” said Lucy, grabbing Fliss’s jacket and pulling her into a
squat. A patrol car was parked on the adjacent street. Its engine was off, but
its headlights illuminated the sidewalk, and the yard leading up to a house.
The front door was open, and light from the hallway spilled outside. A muffled
gunshot rang out, accompanied by a flash from the upstairs window.


A ferret-like creature leaped through the doorway and onto the
steps, where a second bullet struck it before it could leap again. The creature
screeched in agony. Its tall, ridged spine shivered, expanding and contracting
with sharp, erratic breaths. A resident ran out from the house, crying in anguish.
He grabbed a rock from the yard and brought it crashing down against the
creature’s skull. The creature’s yelps faded with each blow, until the night
air was filled only with the man’s desperate grunts and the sound of rock
striking bone. A soldier appeared alongside the man. Tenderly, she pulled him
from the creature’s carcass, and sat him down on the steps.


A blast of white noise crackled through the soldier’s radio, forcing
Lucy’s stomach to tighten like a knot. The soldier mumbled something in response
and released the trigger, prompting a second blast of white noise. The sonic
distortions shot Lucy’s mind back to the lab, to Lopez’s cell. Her head felt
light as the experiment flooded back; guilt gnawed at her from within, as she
couldn’t help but envisage the agony and distress he would be experiencing at
that very moment.


“We need to get him out right now,” said Lucy, staring at the
bloodied carcass opposite.


“Who?” said Fliss.


“Lopez – come on, we don’t have much time, they can get us there,” said
Lucy, standing up.


Fliss grabbed Lucy and pulled her back behind a parked car.


“Lucy, if they find us they’ll arrest us,” she said.


“He’s suffering and I’m letting it happen,” said Lucy, welling up.


“You can’t help him if they lock you up too. You have to keep
a low profile. Be part of that lab and wait for the right moment – it’ll come,
I promise you,” said Fliss.


“You don’t understand. I have to, I owe him,” said Lucy, pulling
away from her.


“Listen to me. If you turn yourself in, I’ll do the same,” said
Fliss.


“What?” said Lucy.


“I’ll tell them Jack’s infected too, and Kryz,” said Fliss.


“Why would you do that? That’s madness – they’ll torture you all.
We’re trying to get him out, don’t you get it?” protested Lucy.


“Of course I do. And you’re so emotionally fucked right now, you’re
going to ruin that chance forever. So I’m telling you straight, if you do that,
I promise you, you’ll be taking all of us down with you. Is that what you
want?” said Fliss.


“I- I’m not,” began Lucy.


Fliss seized her shoulders. Lucy stared at the teen for a moment
then slumped on the girl and clung to her for comfort.


“The only way we’ll save him is from the inside,” hissed Fliss. 


“Hey, you there!” called a soldier, from the sidewalk.


“Run!” cried Fliss, grabbing Lucy and racing into the shadows, as
the soldier leaped into the patrol car.
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There was shouting coming from within the Pathology
Department. Lucy scanned her pass and stepped inside. Alexi, the receptionist,
was sheltering behind the desk island, calling into a radio. In the corridor
stood a patient in a gown. Her stance was wide and low, like an NFL player
preparing for a scrimmage. The patient agitated from side to side, trying to
dodge past the technicians, who nervously mirrored her movements from behind
their protective suits, trying to keep her contained. The woman yelled
furiously, demanding to be released.


The technician behind the woman edged closer, preparing to make a
grab, but the patient spotted her. She elbowed him hard in the face, sending
him crashing to the ground. She leaped over his groaning body and made for the
far exit, but two security guards sped around the corner, blocking off the
corridor. Skidding to a halt, the barefooted woman backtracked hastily,
threatening untold violence as her captors closed in.


A door adjacent to the woman opened and Harvey stepped out with a
look of grandfatherly concern on his rosy face. His shabby-looking burgundy
sweater matched the fluffiness of his white beard.


“Dear me, what’s going on out here?” he said, noting the technician
sat against the wall, tilting his bleeding nose backwards.


“Let me the hell out of this place,” cried the woman in the gown.


“You’re not supposed to be here?” said Harvey, adjusting his round
spectacles with intrigue.


“No freaking way, I came to see my doctor and next thing I know I’m
wearing this thing and these freaks are trying to load me into a cell,” said
the woman.


“Clearly there’s been a misunderstanding. Can we find this woman’s
clothes, please?” said Harvey, to the second technician.


He gestured to the lobby where Lucy was standing.


“You’re welcome to take a seat while we find your things, Ma’am.
What was your doctor’s name? I’ll see if I can find out what’s going on,” said
Harvey, apologetically.


The woman looked around, anxiously, and nodded. She took a few
cautious steps towards the lobby, passing the injured technician, and keeping
the remaining one at arm’s length.


“Can we get you a glass of water while you wait?” said Harvey,
inviting her to take a seat.


“No, I’m good,” said the woman, her eyes shifting around the
corridor.


“Alexi, could you take this woman’s details please and arrange
transport back to her residence?”


The receptionist swallowed nervously and approached the woman,
stopping several yards away and kneeling down with a notepad. As the woman gave
her details, Harvey pulled a syringe from his lab coat and stabbed her arm in a
swift, delicate motion.


The woman leaped up with a gasp, shoving the receptionist over and
making for the main doors. The two security guards tackled her immediately,
bringing her down with a cry. They held her in place with latex-covered hands
as she struggled and screamed with anger. The woman spat out, hitting one of the
guards in the eye. He recoiled in disgust, wiping saliva from his face while
his colleague fought to get restraints on the patient. Within a few seconds,
her struggling had stopped and she was limp.


“Unit C,” said Harvey.


The guard and second technician dragged the unconscious woman back
through the corridor and into a room unfamiliar to Lucy.


“We’ll need to give you a course of antivirals for that,” said
Harvey, patting the other security guard on the back, then deftly injecting him
with a second syringe.


The man looked at him in confusion, then slumped to the ground.


“See that he’s admitted,” said Harvey, helping the fallen
receptionist back to his feet.


Harvey gave Lucy a warm smile, and welcomed her into the chaos.


“Mondays, hey? Come check this out – I suspect it will be of
interest to you,” he said, leading her to the sedated woman’s ward.


Harvey cleared the security scanners and ushered Lucy into the
laboratory unit. A wave of heckling greeted them as they entered. The ward was
larger than Lopez’s, but similar in layout. To Lucy’s astonishment, nine of the
cells were occupied by newly-admitted adults.


“It gets loud, when you keep them all together like this,” said
Harvey, gesturing to the occupants.


The guard and technician emerged from behind the final cell, where
they’d deposited the sedated woman. 


“What do you think?” said Harvey, stroking his luxurious side burns.


“There’s nine of them? That’s more than I was-,”


She stopped abruptly, nearly betraying the knowledge Kryz had given
her. “It’s spreading,” she summarized, folding her arms.


 Her eyes lingered on the sedated woman. She’d been left in the
recovery position on the cell floor. Harvey followed Lucy’s gaze.


“I made the mistake of putting her next to Patient One last night
and she somewhat freaked out. On reflection, I’ve decided it’s best we keep
this new cohort separate – at least while their symptoms are in the early
stages. Though I’m unclear how she got out – I’ll have to talk to the
technicians on duty,” said Harvey.


“How is he?” said Lucy.


“Patient One? I’ve not yet had a chance to check. Care to join me
for morning rounds?” said Harvey, leading the way.


As they approached Lopez’s ward, Harvey donned a set of ear
defenders from the external rack. Lucy copied, and followed him inside. The injured
lab technician joined them, with red-speckled tissue paper stuffed up each
nostril.


Overhead strip lights blazed down on Lopez’s cell, saturating it
with harsh white light, while sporadic blasts of white noise played out. The
blasts varied in duration and frequency, putting Lucy further on edge. She
stepped towards the glass cell wall with trepidation. Lopez sat in the far
corner, curled up a ball, with his back to them. He was trembling.


“Good morning, Major,” said Harvey, cutting the white noise and
removing his ear defenders.


Lopez didn’t react.


“We would like to inspect your skin this morning, Major. Could you
kindly approach the glass?” said Harvey, peering in.


Lopez hunched over further, drawing his knees closer to his chest
and keeping his head hidden beneath his folded arms. Harvey gave the technician
a nod, and the man headed for the rear of the cell, entering it a moment later
through the back door.


The technician placed a hand on Lopez’s arm, which had become so
thin his fingers wrapped around it easily. The man tried to bring Lopez to his
feet but he resisted, doing his best to maintain his curled position. The
technician stooped down and grabbed both of Lopez’s arms, and heaved him away
from the corner. With a cry, the technician let go of Lopez and stumbled back
in fear. The Major’s legs fell flat, lowering his arms and revealing the purple
fetus he was cradling.


“My god,” said Harvey, pressing his face to the glass in
astonishment.


He radioed for support while Lucy stared on in dread. A team of
three swiftly arrived in hazmat suits, wheeling an incubator into the ward. The
team approached Lopez and tried to reach the fetus but Lopez resisted,
shielding it with his shoulders until the crew overpowered him and tore the
baby from his arms.


The infant’s limbs flailed helplessly, and it let out a stuttering
cry as the technician lowered it into the incubator. It lay on its back,
unswaddled, reaching and kicking out for contact, with its puffy eyes sealed
shut.


“Just remarkable,” said Harvey, as the team wheeled the incubator
away.


Lopez reached after them feebly as the cell door slammed shut. His
arm lingered, outstretched for a desperate moment, before falling limply to his
side. He slumped further down the wall like he’d been struck by a firing squad,
while the technicians re-emerged, wheeling the sterile crib past the glass
façade.


“You know where to take that,” said Harvey, as they passed by.


Lucy glimpsed inside and gasped; the infant looked entirely human,
save for the purple tint to its skin, which was already fading. The infant
continued to cry in short, gurgling bursts, but its voice was weak. Lucy’s mind
flashed back to her miscarriage in Boston, and to the mis-formed, lifeless mass
of gelatin she’d scraped out of her own abdomen. Her hand moved instinctively
to the scarred flesh beneath her uniform.


“I never expected to see such results – and so quickly. I must
commend your excellent intuition, Lucy. It appears our combined approach has
accelerated the disease’s progression, as hypothesized. The real excitement
begins now, of course. Thanks to the increase in patients we’ve had overnight,
we can see if the results are generalizable,” said Harvey, beaming at Lucy.


Muttering from Lopez’s cell interrupted Harvey’s ruminations.


“He’s trying to speak,” said Lucy, stepping closer to the glass
wall.


Lopez’s limbs were stick-thin, while his skin was a mass of raw
lesions and swollen blisters. Lucy stifled her tears as she pressed a hand to
the glass, while Harvey crossed over to the control panel and slid up a fader,
amplifying the sound from the cell.


“You betrayed me,” repeated Lopez, his words slurred and his
gestures unsteady.


“Who betrayed you?” said Harvey, curiously.


Lucy shuffled as she mentally flashed through the lab’s exits. Her
leg began to tremble as adrenaline flooded her muscles.


“My country,” said Lopez, weakly.


His gown was soaked with sweat. It stuck to his frame like
clingfilm. His hand rested on his abdomen, where the uneven flesh created
contours beneath the wet garment. 


“Let me finish,” said Lopez, feebly swatting an invisible detractor
away.


“No-one’s interrupting you, Major,” said Harvey.


Lopez looked up in confusion and pain. The dark rings around his
eyes extended to his cheek bones, which protruded sharply through his taut
skin. He stared at Lucy and Harvey with the fear of a dementia victim.


“This is a medical first. Are you coming in?” said Harvey,
excitedly, as he grabbed a hazmat suit from the wall.


Lucy stared at Lopez, a tear trickling down her cheek.


“Lucy?” said Harvey, tossing her a face mask.


The laboratory door buzzed open and Adrian hurried inside. His
trench coat billowed behind him as rushed towards them. Lucy shook herself and
discretely struck the teardrop from her face.


“Ah, senator, you join us at a fine moment – we’re about to make
history,” said Harvey, with a twinkle in his eye.


“It’ll have to wait. We’ve just picked up four new infecteds from
the same neighborhood. I thought you had this thing under control, Harvey. The
Major’s in quarantine yet the pathogen’s spreading faster than ever. I’m
diverting all available resources to find the source,” said Adrian. 


“You can have whomever you need from my team, Adrian, but my work
must remain here. We’re on the brink of a discovery that could change the
course of the war,” said Harvey, clasping his hands eagerly.


“I sincerely hope that’s true,” said Adrian, peering into Lopez’s
cell in disgust.


“I shan’t keep you, senator,” said Harvey, continuing to don his
protective gear.


“Lucy, you’re needed,” said Adrian, exiting the lab with a grim
expression on his face.


“Shouldn’t I stay here? Harvey might need help with the Major,” said
Lucy, appealing to the director.


“You heard our dear senator. I’m afraid your talents are in high
demand, Lucy. Fear not, I plan on capitalizing on our excellent work with the
Major thus far. Truly, we are making progress. It would be my pleasure to talk
you through it when you return,” said Harvey, sliding his glasses back to the
bridge of his nose.


The door bleeped open and Adrian stepped back into the threshold,
glaring at Lucy impatiently.


“People are waiting,” he snapped.


Lucy threw a final glance at Lopez’s quivering figure then tore
herself away from the lab. She hurried to catch up with Adrian, who pressed
ahead through the ward until they reached a meeting room. The space was
cramped, and the half-dozen swivel chairs were already filled when she entered.
Lucy filed in beside the other new recruits standing awkwardly against the
wall. Adrian pushed past them to the front of the room with a grave expression
and began the briefing.


They had eight hours to carry out the contact tracing of every
infected person being held in the Pathology Department. Not only that, but they
had to bring in any subsequent ‘infecteds’ they discovered in the process –
patients who would, themselves, require the same level of outbreak
investigation.


Lucy and the team were swiftly issued with clipboards, gloves, and
masks. She followed the new recruits to the holding ward, where they received
their first patients. Lucy was assigned a woman in her thirties, who was
clearly terrified by the new environment, and the sudden arrival of the
investigative squad. The woman ignored Lucy’s questions, persisting instead
with her own panicked requests for medical help, for legal aid, for her family
to be told. Lucy agitated as two technicians left the ward together, and a
third finalized their patient’s questionnaire. Lucy implored the woman to
cooperate, for the sake of those she might help, but it was no use; the woman was
petrified. Lucy stared at the pitiful woman, and the others trapped in the ward
alongside her, and wondered which ones Harvey would come for first. She had to
stop it all.


She swallowed hard, looked the woman in the eye, and lied. Lucy gave
whatever reassurance it took to get the woman to offer up her contact history.


“So I’ll get to see a doctor now? You’re gonna tell them, right?
Straighten this whole misunderstanding out?” said the woman, anxiously, as Lucy
recorded the name and location of her third and final contact.


“Someone will be with you shortly,” said Lucy, placing a fleeting
hand against the glass, and hurrying from the lab.


***


“Wait here,” said Lucy to her assigned driver, as they
pulled up before the security barriers. To their left, The Stars and Stripes
flew proudly from the power plant entrance. Yellow and orange algae clung to
the steel pole, clustering densely at the base and fading towards the tip,
giving it a sunset tinge. Lucy hopped from the car and slipped between the
security barriers on foot. In the center of the lot was a security booth, where
a flustered guard stumbled out to halt Lucy’s approach. She flashed her
department credentials and demanded the whereabouts of two particular workers.
The guard directed her towards a red brick building, behind which two beige
chimneys reached into the sky, each churning out thick columns of steam.


Lucy hastened into the building, donning her mask and gloves, as per
Adrian’s orders. A worker led her through a corridor full of tall grey panel boards.
Each was fitted with a blue control interface that resembled a calculator, red
and green status lights, and orange Danger signs, warning of the extreme
voltage contained within.


Lucy stuffed her fingers in her ears as they entered the turbine
hall. Vast combustion engines filled the air with the high-pitched hum of
several jet engines. Her guide, with ear plugs fitted, interrupted two workers
who were examining a control panel. He introduced Lucy, then returned to his
duties. 


Lucy’s heart sank as she saw the pair; both were showing early signs
of lesions on their necks and cheeks. She flashed her badge and urged them to
find somewhere private, aware of the irony as she strained to be heard above
the machinery. The woman looked puzzled but led the way across the hall,
through a corridor, to a control room, where the ambient white noise faded to a
distant whisper. Monitors across the room displayed flow charts, indicating the
status of each part of the plant.


“What’s this about?” said the woman. She had small round ears, upon
which rested a pair of safety glasses. Muddy blonde hair poked out from beneath
her hard hat, and came together in a greasy pony tail at the back. Her fingers
were dark with soot and engine oil, and smudge marks were streaked across her
white cheeks.


The man beside her wore the same high vis jacket and safety gear.
His unruly, center-parted black hair curled outwards as it dusted his collar. A
pattern of pinkish-red lined his jawbone, hiding among his dark stubble.


“Listen to me, we don’t have much time. You both caught something
off Gabby. She’s in your block, right? She’s become infected with a disease
linked to the D4 creatures. We have reason to believe you might be infected
too. The government wants to quarantine you,” said Lucy.


“Like, isolation?” said the man. 


“Yes, but you can’t let that happen,” said Lucy.


“I’m not planning on it, I’m outta here,” said the man.


“Wait! You can’t leave. If you do, you’ll get caught,” said Lucy.


“I’ve made it this far, I’ll take my chances,” said the man.


“It started small, right?” said Lucy, as the man marched towards the
door.


He paused and looked at her.


“The rash – I bet it started as a dot on your back, or chest, or
wherever. Now it’s spread all over. In the next twenty four hours, you’re gonna
get so weak you won’t be able to walk. Your skin’s gonna blister, and shrivel,
and you’re gonna start to hallucinate. If you want to live, you need to lay low
and get to this address as quickly as possible. Head for the basement. Don’t
let anyone see you,” said Lucy, scribbling the law office location down on a
piece of paper.


“Can’t you take us there?” said the man.


“There are more like you - I have to find them before the government
does,” said Lucy.


“Why should we trust you?” interjected the woman, snatching the
paper.


“If you don’t, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life – which
will be short, and excruciating,” said Lucy.


“Can you at least get us out of here? If the authorities are looking
for people like us, it’ll look suspicious if we try and disappear. You could
make it look like you’re arresting us or whatever,” said the man.


“Too risky. I can’t let my chauffeur see you – he’d report you.
You’ll have to wait till I’m gone, then make a move. Tell your supervisor
you’re escorting me to the lobby, then at least you’ll be near the exit,” said
Lucy.


“I’m not sure about this,” said the woman.


“You don’t have a choice. Let’s go,” said Lucy.


The man stepped into the corridor. At the same time, the door at the
far end opened, letting in the hum of turbine noise. A figure stood in the far
threshold, clutching a clipboard through latex gloves, with a mask covering her
face, and a white lab coat hanging from her slender shoulders. It was the young
technician from Lopez’s lab.


The technician spotted the man’s lesions immediately. She waved and
beckoned him towards her. Lucy grabbed the man and pulled him back into the
room. The technician set off toward them at a pace. She pulled a radio from her
pocket and issued hasty instructions as she advanced along the rows of
electrical paneling.


“We need to find another way out, now,” said Lucy.


“Who is that?” said the man.


“She’s from my department. They’re looking for you, for all of you.
You have to get us out of here,” said Lucy.


“No, we should turn ourselves in – they’ll help us, they have to,”
said the woman anxiously.


“They will kill you,” said Lucy, shaking her.


“This way!” called the man, shoving open a door on the far side of
the control room. Lucy grabbed the woman by the arm and ran after him.


“Hey, stop!” cried the technician, breaking into a run.


Lucy and the woman rushed after the man, winding their way through a
series of rooms, ignoring the cries of “stop!” echoing behind them.


They sped through a staff waiting room, stumbling over outstretched
legs and dodging tatty furniture. A worker rose to his feet, with a white bread
roll in-hand and tried to hail his fleeing colleague.


“Yo, Brenda, someone’s looking for you,” he called as they raced by.


They hurried through into another corridor. It was long, and
tunnel-like. Thick green steel pipes ran the length of the building, segmented
by regularly-spaced pressure dials. The green paint was flecked with yellow
speckles of sweating algae.


“Careful!” cried Lucy, catching the infected man as he slipped on
the metal grill below them. She looked at where he’d trodden, spotting thin,
rust-tinted roots poking up through the mesh.


More cries echoed behind them. They rushed to the far end of the
corridor where Brenda slammed on the grey panic bar, flinging the orange emergency
exit door open. Lucy squinted as they emerged into the open yard, and raced
across the tar towards the service entrance.


“Stop them!” called the technician, sprinting after them.


A patrol truck sped around the corner, cutting off the group’s escape.
The infected man changed tack immediately and sprinted towards an adjacent
building. Lucy and Brenda raced after him, rushing inside the darkened block,
all three of them closely pursued by the technician.


The dark building was a claustrophobic labyrinth of even more pipes
and endless cabling.


“Hurry! This w-” began the man, weaving between the metalwork. But
as he disappeared further inside, his voice cut off with a cry of horror.


Lucy and Brenda piled into the man’s back as he ground to an abrupt
halt. Spotting the danger, Lucy clamped a hand over Brenda’s mouth before she
could scream. 


Protruding through the broken concrete were dozens of twig-like
rusty stems. They stood around two foot high, in a horseshoe formation, packed
tightly together like fence slats. In the center, curled up, was a glistening,
four-legged creature. It was furless; covered only in a layer of skin so pale
it was translucent, revealing a network of veins and cartilage beneath.


“You’re under arrest,” called the technician, bursting into the room
after them.


The creature twitched. Lucy stepped back and frantically gestured to
the technician to be silent. At that same moment the patrol soldiers burst in
through the far entrance, sending a shaft of light across the building’s metal
intestines.


“Freeze!” called the foremost soldier, targeting Lucy’s group.


“Wait!” cried Lucy, but it was too late.


The creature’s head snapped up. It sprang onto all fours with its back
arched, revealing a segmented exoskeleton like a pangolin’s. Its wet skin
pulled taught, and the creature let out a rasp like a steam valve being
released. Its translucence vanished as swirling pigments activated across its
body like colored dye being dropped into water. The creature faded into
shimmer, blending with its dark, metallic surroundings. With a snarl, it began
bounding towards them, laying a trail of wet footprints heading straight for
the group.


“Run!” cried Lucy, as the wet slaps of paws striking concrete bore
down upon them.


Brenda tripped in the confusion, colliding with Lucy and sending
them both crashing to the ground. The infected man leaped over them and kept
running for the exit, where the technician stood, transfixed.


Lucy shielded her face in fear as the shimmering creature pounced.
With a rasp it leaped clean over her and Brenda and continued sprinting. It
swiftly closed in on the fleeing man, squeezing alongside him. The creature
barged him out of the way and bounded on towards the technician. The scientist
stumbled back from the doorway in shock, retreating into the yard. The darkness
of Lucy’s building framed the woman perfectly, as she turned to flee.


The shimmering creature hurtled across the threshold. In an instant,
the sunlight erased its camouflage and returned its skin to translucence. The
creature leaped, unabated, and with a single great bound pounced upon the
technician, sinking its claws into her back.


She fell with a scream as the creature landed hard upon her. It let
out a guttural rasp, preparing to bite, when bullets rang out, punching through
its torso. The creature straightened up and swayed, stumbling away, before
collapsing as several more bullets tore through its body.


Lucy scrambled up from the floor and raced outside into the lot, to
the splayed technician. She fell to her knees and surveyed the woman’s
lacerated back in horror. She rolled her over. The technician’s eyes were wide
with fear and disbelief. The young woman tried to speak as blood spluttered up
between her lips. She reached a trembling hand up towards Lucy’s face, then
fell still.


“Target eliminated,” called a soldier, as he reached the creature’s
carcass.


“Yo, Beckly, we got a civilian down,” called the second soldier,
arriving at Lucy’s side. 


Lucy stared at him in disbelief. 


“I know you,” she said, astonished.


The soldier ignored her as he urgently checked the bleeding
technician for signs of life.


“Yo, Hoffstein, shall I call an ambulance?” said Beckly, abandoning
the dead creature and approaching the fallen technician.


“No – no hospital,” said Lucy, interjecting.


“Quiet. You’re under arrest,” said Hoffstein, examining the dead
technician’s wounds, which had clotted rapidly.


“For what?” said Lucy.


“Aiding and abettin’, disobeyin’ orders, manslaughter, take your
pick – I reckon this woman’s death is on you,” he said.


“It’s Private Hoffstein, right?” said Lucy, pulling off her face
mask and addressing him more closely.


The soldier looked up at Lucy properly and his eyes widened in
recognition.


“You’re sick,” said Lucy, pointing to the red skin around his
collar.


Hoffstein stepped back from her and raised his gun, bracing the
rifle against his shoulder as he fixed her in the sight. 


“Oh my god,” said Brenda, as she and the infected man caught up,
tentatively approaching the fresh body.


“Get out of here – now, before more people come,” insisted Lucy.


The pair of plant workers backed away fearfully and made for the
service exit.


“Stay right where you are,” insisted Beckly, glaring at the workers.


“I know you too – you’re the other one, from the video. You were
with Major Lopez on that mission,” said Lucy, standing up.


“How do you know about that?” said Beckly, eyeing her up.


“She was at the Medical Council,” said Hoffstein.


“You’re infected. Both of you are, just like them,” said Lucy,
gesturing to the workers.


“Fuck you, I’m fine,” said Beckly, spitting.


“I can see it on your skin, asshole. You won’t be able to hide it
from other people much longer,” said Lucy.


“What are you saying?” said Hoffstein.


“The outbreak’s spreading. Major Lopez wasn’t the source. Which
means one of you fuckers was lying about what happened on that mission,” said
Lucy.


Hoffstein and Beckly looked at each other uneasily. Lucy gestured to
the infected workers to go while she kept the soldiers distracted.


“Is the Major OK? I felt real bad turning him in, but the Department
got these posters sayin’ it’s our duty, like, we gotta report stuff,” said
Hoffstein, anxiously.


“He’s being tortured as we speak. If you don’t help me, the same
thing will happen to the pair of you. So you’d better quit playing dumb and
tell me what actually went down,” said Lucy.


“I was telling the truth,” said Hoffstein, earnestly


“Me too,” said Beckly, scratching his neck anxiously.


“There were four of you. Where’s the fourth guy?” said Lucy.


“Leckford? I dunno, I’ve not seen him since the mission,” said
Beckly.


“Christ. We have to find him right now – on your heads be it if
we’re already too late,” said Lucy.


***


Beckly creaked the door open, warily. The dorm stank of
sweat and stale air. The blinds were drawn, and dust swirled in the shafts of
light that poked between the gaps.


“Leckford, you here?” said Beckly, edging forwards.


The top floor of the barracks was deserted, save for an untidy pile
of blankets on the furthest bunk.


“Leckford?” repeated Beckly.


The floorboards creaked underfoot as he nudged closer.


“We just wanna talk, bud,” said Hoffstein.


With a roar, Leckford leapt up from the bed, clutching a knife in his
hand. He staggered out into the central aisle between the two rows of bunks and
the blanket fell away, revealing the raw mass of lesions across his body.


“Shit,” cried Beckly, backing up.


“Put the knife down, dude, we’re here to help,” said Hoffstein, lowering
his gun, and raising his hands peacefully.


Leckford shifted from side to side as his eyes flitted between the
soldiers.


“Just take it nice and easy there, friend, put the blade away,” continued
Hoffstein, taking a cautious step closer.


With a yell, Leckford lunged towards him, slashing with the knife as
he went. Hoffstein leaped to the side, into a gulley between two bunks, but Leckford
jumped after him, trapping Hoffstein against the wall. As Leckford raised the
knife to slash again, Beckly rushed in and clubbed the lesioned soldier with
his rifle.


Leckford slid to the ground, still clutching the knife. Hoffstein
fell upon him, pinning his arm and prizing the blade away, while Beckly knelt
on Leckford’s back until he ceased struggling. After a few moments the disease-addled
soldier conceded, and his breathing slowed. Beckly dragged him up by the arms
and propped him against the gulley wall.


It had taken them over an hour to track Leckford down. It transpired
he’d deserted his post, and bribed another soldier to cover for him. It was
Beckly who’d suggested checking the disused portion of the barracks. However, trying
to avoid detection had slowed their search significantly, costing Lucy precious
time against the other technicians.


“It’s no good, he’s hallucinating,” said Lucy, thumping a bedpost in
frustration.


“I ain’t hallucinating shit. It’s you guys who trying to arrest me,”
said Leckford, rubbing his head.


“You knew it was us? And you still attacked me? Mother fucker!” said
Hoffstein.


“I wasn’t gonna do nothing, I was trying get you to back up,” said
Leckford.


“You lied about what happened on the field mission and because of
it, the outbreak’s spreading. I need you to tell me the truth. Did you touch
the bodies?” said Lucy, kneeling down before him and looking the soldier in the
eye.


“Who’s she?” said Leckford, wiping sweat from his brow.


“Just answer the question,” said Beckly.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Leckford, looking
away, shivering.


“You can either tell me what happened and I’ll help you to survive,
or you can keep lying, and I’ll hand you over to my lab, where they’ll torture
you until you lose your mind,” said Lucy, calmly.


This changed Leckford’s attitude somewhat. He looked at her with a
flash of genuine fear. He glanced to Hoffstein and Beckly for reassurance but
the pair stared back at him with loathing.


“It was the gun,” said Leckford, his shoulders dropping in defeat.


“What gun?” said Lucy.


“The one they all killed themselves with – in the house,” said Leckford.


“I thought it was Major Lopez who handled the gun? Private Hoffstein
testified that it was the Major who put it in the guy’s hand?” said Lucy.


“Yeah, and when he was done, I stole it, alright?” said Leckford.


“Why?” said Beckly, appalled.


“Because they don’t feed us shit here, and I knew I could sell it,”
said Leckford, bitterly.


“Who did you sell it to?” said Lucy.


“Some baker in Petworth,” said Leckford.


“I need a name,” said Lucy.


“I don’t know it, she’s just some woman. It’s not a government thing,
she does it on the side,” said Leckford.


“You mean it’s black market?” said Beckly.


“No such thing in a free country,” said Leckford.


Hoffstein’s radio crackled, calling on him and Beckly to report in.


Lucy straightened up resolutely.


“Get yourselves to this address. There’ll be others there. Wait with
them in the basement. Take ropes – you’ll need to restrain each other. Do not
get seen. If you’re caught, we all die,” said Lucy, scribbling down the
location of the law office.


“What’s going to happen to us?” said Beckly.


“That
depends on whether you make it there or not. I have to find the baker and stop
the outbreak. Get to this address, I’ll come for you,” said Lucy, ignoring the
soldiers’ calls for answers and dashing for the exit.









TEN

Betrayed


__________________________________________


 


 


It was early evening. Her feet ached, and the streets of
Petworth were becoming busier. Lucy knew that as each minute passed, her
chances of extracting the baker, without being seen, were shrinking.


Tired-looking workers were arriving home, spilling out of half-full
buses and diffusing into the assortment of row houses and duplexes available.
The air was mild, and the first hues of orange and pink were creeping into the
sky. 


As she traipsed the streets, part of her regretted giving her driver
the slip back at the power plant. Of course, it had been the only way to search
for Leckford without the department finding out, but going off-grid had cost
her precious time.


She tried asking passers-by where the baker could be found, but the
workers were wary of her, and gave evasive, nervous excuses. Lucy swiftly
ditched the face mask and gloves, and took a more casual tone, asking around if
anyone knew where she could buy some bread. Eventually, a young man gave her
directions to a residence a couple of blocks away.


Lucy climbed the brick steps and approached the three-story row
house. She stepped beneath the pillared porch and knocked firmly on the fake
oak composite door. The curtain of the bay window twitched. She knocked again,
aggressively, until a woman cracked the door open, revealing just one half of
her face.


“No more tenant, house full,” said the woman, glaring at Lucy
suspiciously.


“I’m not a tenant, I’m here to speak with the baker,” said Lucy.


“You got warrant?” said the woman.


“No, I’m here as a friend,” began Lucy, but the woman slammed the
door shut and flicked the lock.


Lucy glanced around and tried to raise her voice through the closed
door, without drawing attention from passing commuters.


“I know you’re sick. I can help,” urged Lucy.


After a moment the door clicked open and the woman peered out again,
warily.


“I can’t discuss it out here, please can I come in?” said Lucy,
glancing around.


The woman opened the door wide enough for Lucy to slip through, then
sealed it firmly behind her. Lucy surveyed the lady properly for the first
time; she was around fifty, slight in stature, and of South Asian heritage. She
had silky grey hair cut in a bowl shape, and a cluster of moles on her left
cheek. The disease had invaded almost all of her skin; she looked weak and
sweaty. Lucy estimated she was just hours away from her first hallucinations –
assuming they weren’t already creeping in.


“Can I sit?” said Lucy, edging into the hallway, noting the warm
cinnamon smell.


The woman nodded her head to a side room and allowed Lucy to pass,
keeping one hand in her pocket and never turning her back. 


The lounge looked like it had been ransacked; the contents of the
drawers and shelves had been tipped out, covering the floor. Compensating for
the drawn curtains, a solar powered lamp illuminated a studded leather chair by
the corner, around which were stacks of textbooks on herbal remedies and
alternative medicines.


“Where did you get the bread?” said Lucy, spotting two loaves on the
shelf wrapped in dish towels, their heels poking through the ends.


“My husband bake them,” said the woman.


“I thought the baker was a woman?” said Lucy.


“He bake, I sell,” said the woman, coughing.


“Is he sick too?” said Lucy.


“Enough question. You have medicine?” said the woman.


“No, but if you come with me I can help you,” said Lucy.


The woman became agitated at this suggestion; she paced to the
curtains and back, peering out onto the street and scratching her neck.


“You leave now,” said the woman, sharply changing tack.


“Did you get sick before or after you bought the gun?” said Lucy,
fixing her gaze on the woman.


The woman’s eyes widened and she shifted uncomfortably, nervously
adjusting her hand within the jacket pocket.


“It was after, wasn’t it?” said Lucy, keeping her body language
unthreatening, but her tone firm. 


The woman nodded, fearfully.


“The soldier who gave it to you was sick. He’s made you sick too,”
said Lucy.


The woman shook her head defiantly, her eyes filling with tears.


“No – no possible. I buy gun for keep family safe. Creature killing
our neighbors, friends, army do nothing,” said the woman, angrily.


“I understand, but the gun is contaminated, and so are you. Both you
and your husband. Your bread’s spreading the disease. I need to get you both to
a safe place before the government finds you. Where’s your husband?” said Lucy.


The woman said nothing but her eyes darted to the doorway. Lucy rose
from the chair and hurried from the room, pacing down the corridor, trying each
door in turn and ignoring the woman’s enraged protestations until she halted at
the final room. Lucy stood in the threshold and stared at the bed inside. Upon
it lay a thin, middle-aged Vietnamese man. He wore a suit, the sleeves and
pants of which were several inches too long. A joss stick burned beside the
bed, letting off a rich, warm fragrance.


“You no take him,” said the woman, her voice cracking.


Lucy turned and realized the woman had drawn her pistol. She was
pointing it at her, shakily.


“I’m so sorry, I-” began Lucy. 


The front door crashed open. 


The woman spun around in alarm.


“Drop it!” came a cry from the hallway, but the woman raised her gun
in fear.


Two bullets rang out in quick succession, striking the woman’s chest
and shoulder. She collapsed to the ground, bleeding and shuddering, a look of
disbelief on her face.


Lucy fell to her knees beside the woman, instinctively moving to
stem the bleeding.


“Don’t touch her!” cried Adrian, pacing down the corridor.


He loomed over the pair of them, his shoulders heaving as he watched
the last flickers of life vanish from the woman’s eyes. He thumped the wall in
despair and let out an anguished groan.


“You OK?” he said, after a moment, leaning against the doorframe in
exhaustion.


Lucy nodded, dazed.


“What happened to you?” said Adrian.


“I only got here a few minutes ago. I’ve been on foot,” she said,
distantly.


“Where’s your driver?” said Adrian.


Lucy hesitated, kicking her brain into focus.


“We were trying to catch some infecteds at the power plant. They ran
while I was questioning them. I lost my driver, but the trail led me here – to
the baker,” said Lucy.


“Is this her?” said Adrian, gesturing to the body.


“No. It was her husband – dead guy in the bedroom,” said Lucy.


Adrian took a look inside then called in the technicians. The team
began their sweep of the house, taking samples of bread, swabbing household
items, scrubbing the blood spill, and bagging the bodies.


 “We’ve sent some batches for analysis already, but it looks like
we’ve found the main source of the outbreak. The bread is proof that infected
people are contagious, at least within certain time frames. Dammit this thing’s
spreading faster than we can handle,” said Adrian.


“Adrian, about last night,” began Lucy, but Adrian cut her off.


“We need to get back to the lab and update the outbreak map. We’re
going to have to screen this entire neighborhood, possibly shut down the metro
and bus lines until we’ve got this thing under control. Christ, it could be
everywhere, who knows how many people bought this stuff. I’ll need to brief the
President,” he said, rubbing the bridge of his nose.


“I want to-” began Lucy.


“If you want to make it up to me, Young, do your damned job,” said
Adrian, pacing from the room.


***


The Pathology Department was in chaos. The seating area
of the Infectious Diseases lobby was filled with infecteds, who spilled out
into the corridor, where they sat on the floor, lining the walls, handcuffed to
each other in chains of four and five. Staff in masks and hazmat suits tried to
collect contagion histories from the newcomers, who were becoming increasingly
uncooperative.


“Ah, Adrian, thank goodness. We urgently need to discuss
resourcing,” said Harvey, seizing upon Dan’s father as he pulled on a fresh
pair of gloves.


“Young – I’ll catch you up,” said Adrian, as Harvey drew him into a
side room.


“Please, help me,” said one of the infecteds, seizing the hem of
Lucy’s pants as she passed by. The girl bore an unsettling resemblance to
Fliss.


“We’re doing what we can,” said Lucy, forcing a reassuring smile as
she tugged her pant leg free and hastened for Lopez’s ward.


Lucy glanced around – the technicians were too preoccupied to notice
her movements. This was her chance. She swiped her pass and allowed the camera
to scan her face, then slipped inside.


The ward was almost in total darkness, save for some dim UV floor
lights, and bursts of strobe lighting, which triggered in unison with blasts of
white noise. Squinting, trying to see in the darkness, Lucy edged towards
Lopez’s cell, pressing up close to the glass to peer inside.


Another blast of strobe lighting flooded the chamber with light,
revealing Lopez standing tall in the middle of the cell, upon his gurney. His
gown draped down from his arms like a pair of wings. Above him was a stretch of
white fabric; something thick and twisted. He flexed his hands, which hung by
his side, and stared straight ahead, not registering Lucy’s figure.


The light vanished and the room fell quiet.


“Lopez?” called Lucy, into the darkness.


A loud crash echoed out from the chamber. The strobe light triggered
again, and with it, the white noise masking Lucy’s scream. The hospital bed had
been kicked to the side of the cell. Lopez’s body swung from the ceiling,
spasming as he choked for air, his throat desperately fighting the
bedsheet-noose around his neck.


Darkness swallowed the ward again as Lucy stumbled for the door. She
tripped into the corridor and screamed for help, drawing all eyes her way.


Adrian burst from the meeting room and ran to Lucy’s side, hotly pursued
by Harvey, who rushed through to the control panel and brought the lights up.


“Oh god!” cried Adrian, seeing Lopez’s plagued, emaciated body
twitching and kicking as the last air drained from his lungs.


Harvey hit the emergency button, releasing the cell door.


“Get a knife!” he called, rushing through to the back of the unit
with Lucy close behind.


They burst into the cell. Harvey grabbed Lopez’s legs and tried to
raise him up, but the noose remained tight. Lucy grabbed the bed and swung it
under Lopez’s feet, but his legs had fallen limp.


Adrian rushed in, leading a security guard, who pulled a knife from
her belt. The woman leaped onto the bed and hacked at the rope, desperately
trying to sever the thick cord.  


Lopez fell onto the gurney like a deadweight. Lucy tore the fabric
away from his raw neck and slapped his face, calling his name desperately, as
two paramedics rushed into the cell. Someone pulled her away, while the medics
set up the crash kit. Lucy recognized one of them – she’d performed CPR on
Ruth.


“He’s got a pulse,” said the paramedic.


The woman slid a plastic mask over Lopez’s face and secured the
straps in position. Her assistant twisted the valve of an air tank from the
crash cart, sending oxygen pouring into his starved lungs.


“What the hell happened in here?” said Adrian, accosting Harvey.


“What an awful discovery. Make a note, Lucy – psychological
deterioration renders infected patients a danger to themselves,” replied the
director.


“How was this allowed to happen? Why weren’t you watching him?”
quaked Lucy.


“We don’t have the resources for round-the-clock monitoring, Lucy,
you know that. But this is an awful incident, of course. We can’t let it happen
again. All new patients will be restrained upon admission – for their own
safety,” said Harvey.


“He’s breathing, and pupils are responsive,” said the paramedic,
shining a light into both of Lopez’s eyes in turn. Each eyelid slid shut as she
released it, but his chest moved of its own volition, accepting the flow of
oxygen-rich air.


The technician slid the bed restraints back around Lopez’s wrists
and legs, securing him in place.


“How did he break free in the first place?” said Harvey.


“He’s lost so much weight, sir,” said the technician, anxiously.


“You’ve gone too far, Harvey” said Adrian, grimly, staring at the
Major’s lesion-riddled body.


“On the contrary, we’ve made a vital breakthrough. We must continue
as planned,” said Harvey, softly.


“Are you insane? After what just happened?” said Lucy.


“Everything we are learning from the Major will benefit those who
follow. There are scores of new patients in this building already. Think how
many lives may now be spared from such an end, because of what we have just
observed,” said Harvey, gesturing to the severed bedsheets.


“I think there are more questions to be answered before your
experiments continue, Director. Like why the hell this facility was being run
like a black site when we found him? You’re doing stuff that was banned in
Guantanamo for Christ’s sake,” said Adrian, his eyes blazing.


“I know this is difficult to witness, senator, but the cause is
essential. Through chronic stress we have successfully accelerated the
disease’s progress. We are able to learn, and test treatments so much quicker
now,” said Harvey.


“You’re not researching a treatment,” spat Lucy, bitterly.


“Oh? And what, may I ask, is your counterproposal?” said Harvey,
cordially.


Lucy stared at Lopez’s body, wracked by guilt. She knew he was at a
fork in the road; either he was about to reach the apex of the fever stage, or
his disease was progressing in a different path to hers. She had to believe he
had a chance, but it meant more chronic stress – it would still be the fastest
way to get through the hallucinations.


Lopez’s eyelids fluttered open. He peered up at the faces around
him, blinking with confusion, then frowning with fear. He railed against the
restraints, straining to escape the bed once again. Lucy took his hand and
squeezed it though her glove, stroking his arm and trying to get him to focus
on her eyes, but he showed no signs of recognition.


“Lucy, I’ve warned you of this before. You mustn’t become too
attached to the patients,” said Harvey, sagely.


“The man just tried to kill himself. The least we can do is offer
some compassion,” said Lucy, through gritted teeth, trying not to well up.


Adrian placed a hand on hers, and gently lifted it away from Lopez.


“Good science requires objectivity,” said Harvey.


“Alright. Then you need to stop the sleep deprivation. It could be
causing psychological trauma which is distorting our understanding of the
disease’s standard progression,” said Lucy, straightening up and trying to mask
her watery eyes.


“The stress testing was your idea,” said Harvey.


“Starvation was my suggestion. You added too many variables, and now
we can’t be sure whether or not this is a result of the disease or of
institutional abuse,” said Lucy, gesturing emphatically to Lopez.


Harvey stroked his fluffy sideburns, with the faintest smile on his
lips.


“I’m always intrigued by the scientist in you, Lucy. It lurks
beneath the surface, then pops up out of nowhere to propose an objective
defense of a subjective position. I’m afraid, once again, you’re seeing meaning
where there is none. But no matter, your proposal is sound. We shall proceed
with starvation therapy for the Major. There are new patients we can test the
other variables on individually, and plenty to use as controls,” said Harvey.


“You want to experiment on more living people?” said Adrian.


“A few dozen for the sake of thousands, yes,” said Harvey.


“Not like this, Harvey. Not without Council approval. I’m calling an
urgent meeting. Be ready to make your case,” said Adrian.


“I look forward to it,” said Harvey.


Lopez began to jerk violently against the restraints, his eyes fully
open as he stared around the cell with anger.


“Patient appears to be conscious,” said the paramedic.


“Welcome back Major, you gave us quite a fright,” said Harvey
leaning over the bed with a smile.


Lopez growled beneath the oxygen mask and shook violently from side
to side, straining to claw at Harvey’s face but barely able to lift his hands
an inch from the trolley.


“We need to sedate him. Draw me some Lorazepam,” said the paramedic,
as Lopez’s eyes bulged with rage.


The assistant drew up a measure of sedative from a vial, but Harvey
intervened.


“Please – allow me, Haloperidol’s better for the hallucinations,” he
said, drawing something the size of a spectacles case from his lab coat pocket,
and removing a syringe, which he deftly slid into Lopez’s upper arm.


The Major stared at him with hatred as his eyes grew heavy, and he
slumped against the bed. 


Lucy’s head felt light as she took in the patient’s dark black skin
and his furrowed brow. There were the small ears which she’d always adored and
teased him for. There was the stubble across his perfect cheeks. She shook her
head and stared at the older Dan beside her, grabbing him in a fierce embrace.


“Lucy?” said Adrian, shaking her from her delusion. 


Both images of Dan vanished from her mind and she stared at Lopez’s
blistered, raw body on the trolley, her eyes filling with tears as they
lingered on the bruising strangulation marks forming around his neck.


“This has to stop,” said Lucy, angrily, pointing at Harvey,
who raised an eyebrow in curiosity.


“Lucy, the emotions we feel are like antibodies; the body’s attempt
to control an invasive agent. Just like an auto-immune disease, our emotions
can self-propagate to the point where they are no longer a defense against the
outside, but an inward attack on the mind producing them. After all, the mind
is where meaning emerges, and that is the true cause of the invasion. We are
scientists, are we not? To do right by the Major – and ourselves – we must
dissociate. Our pursuit is the truth, in its entirety. It’s seldom pretty, but
it’s all we have. The Major is our trailblazer, he is a light in the darkness
as we explore the very boundaries of our self-knowledge as a species,” said
Harvey.


“He’s a human being,” said Lucy, trembling with rage, as she began
unfastening the restraints around his ankles.


“Lucy, what are you doing?” said Adrian.


“Freeing him from this hell hole,” said Lucy. 


“Lucy, he’s contagious,” said Adrian, pulling her hands back.


“You don’t know that!” cried Lucy.


“You don’t know that he isn’t!” snapped Adrian.


“Then I’m giving him what he wants,” said Lucy.


She snatched the unused syringe from the technician and thrust it
into Lopez’s arm.


“Oh shit – we need to treat for an OD immediately,” said the
paramedic. 


“What have you done?” cried Adrian, aghast.


“I thought this was what you wanted from the beginning? I’m sparing
him the torture and agony this psychopath wants to put him through. I’m doing exactly
what you argued for days ago, when the patient was out of sight, and you didn’t
have to get your hands dirty. Don’t worry, Adrian, I’ve done it for you,” said
Lucy, shoving him away, with tears in her eyes.


She dropped the syringe and stumbled backwards, crying. The
paramedics frantically prepped Lopez for overdose treatment, while Adrian
ordered the security guard to seize Lucy.


“Thank you, Lucy, for these insights,” said Harvey. 


***


The guard thrust Lucy into a seat in the main hospital
lobby and revoked her access card, then hastened back to the elevator as
another call from the ward signaled a hallucinating patient had become violent.
Lucy stared at the reams of newly infected people being led through the lobby,
and the cleaning crews frantically disinfecting the surfaces they touched. 


The hand she’d used to inject Lopez was still trembling. She clamped
it hard, with the other, and squeezed her eyes shut, willing it all to go away
as memories of Dan and Lopez pooled in her mind uncontrollably. She could feel
herself hyperventilating as Lopez’s swinging, jerking body haunted her
thoughts. It was like he’d looked right through her, seconds before kicking the
bed away. Come morning, he’d wake up, restrained in the same bed he’d escaped
from, and at the mercy of Harvey’s next phase of experiments. She had to free
him that night – she had to find Fliss, and enact the plan.


“Lucy?” came a familiar voice from across the lobby. It was the
chair of the Medical Council, who was flanked by the other council members.


Lucy rose to her feet and extended a gloved hand.


“Obviously no to that. Jesus, you look like hell. The outbreak – is
it as bad as they’re saying?” said the chair, casting her eyes around the
lobby.


“It’s worse,” said Lucy, swallowing, as the memory of the infected
Vietnamese woman flashed across her mind.


“It had better be – I’m holding up a deployment for this meeting and
we do not wanna be moving at midnight,” said the Agriculture rep,
agitatedly.


“How many cases?” said the pharmacology rep.


“We’re pushing fifty,” said Lucy,


“In two days? Are they from the same area?” said the head of Public
Health.


“All over town. It’s been spreading through black market food, and
physical contact,” said Lucy.


The elevator chimed open and Harvey and Adrian joined the group.


“I don’t see that we have any alternatives here,” said the head of
Public Health.


“None. It’s imperative we declare a city-wide emergency. This has to
be escalated to the President. We need to divert all non-critical resources to
containment immediately. You know what that means,” said Adrian, gravely.


“Adrian, if you do that, my team’s gonna take another hit on numbers.
You know how important our mission is. If we fail, DC fails,” said the
Agriculture rep.


“I appreciate that, Sid, and your team’s numbers will be preserved,”
said Adrian.


“Hardly – I’m already two down because of the outbreak. I’m pretty
sure they’re in your ward right now,” said Sid.


“Then god help them,” said Lucy,


“You can take Young, here,” said Adrian, coldly.


“What?” said Lucy.


“You don’t need her?” said Sid.


“She’s been suspended from the lab for gross misconduct. However, we
cannot afford to waste her experience at this time. I sincerely hope an
off-site mission will help her to clarify her priorities,” said Adrian.


“Done. There’s a spare kit in the truck. We ship out as soon as this
vote’s through,” said Sid.


The chair called the group to attention there and then. She swiftly
conducted the vote to declare a new state of emergency, which was unanimously
passed. Half of the Medical Council then followed Adrian and Harvey to the
elevator, where they were issued with gloves and masks.


“Let’s go,” said Sid, leading Lucy toward the exit.


As she followed, a slight figure caught her eye.


“Jack! Are you OK?” she said, darting over to the boy and seizing
his shoulders.


“Oh, hey, they’re putting my arm in a cast. What about you? Are you
alright? You look kinda wired,” said Jack, awkwardly.


“Tell Fliss she has to get Lopez out. I’m being sent away and if
she’s not quick he’ll die in there. She has to use her contacts at the People’s
Voice – the white armband people. She has to reach the leader – get that woman
to see what’s happening, she can get the public to demand his rights. Please,
Jack, you and Fliss are the only chance he has,” implored Lucy.


“Hey, truck’s waiting!” called Sid.


“Promise me,” said Lucy, urgently. 


She grabbed Jack in an embrace, then pressed him away and hurried
from the building, discarding her gloves as she went. She chased after Sid, to
a troop carrier, which was idling in the disabled bay.


“Hurry up!” cried Sid, slamming the front door and gesturing to Lucy
to climb in the back. The light was fading, and she had no idea where they were
going; only that it was beyond the city walls.


A uniformed hand extended from the back of the truck and grabbed
Lucy’s wrist. Lucy looked up and gasped in astonishment at the rugged sailor
staring back at her.


“Welcome aboard,” said Ruth, with a grim look.
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Sweat trickled down the inside of Lucy’s suit. Her hot
breath fogged up the visor. Her radio crackled again. She clicked it off
sharply. The devices were useless inside the fibrous mesh. The earth around her
sizzled as a drop of acid splashed down from above.


“God dammit,” cursed Ruth, nearby, as she hacked at a teal vine that
had ensnared her leg.


The land reef’s defenses had been activated, making its underbelly a
lethal place to be. Dripping tentacles hung like tripwires, dangling vertically
from the latticed exoskeleton. Between them, clinging to the dome, were dozens
of stomachs, swollen according to the prey being digested. The reef was rapidly
consuming the crop field and anything crossing its path. Lucy had made the
mistake of suggesting a way to destroy it. Within the hour she’d been
dispatched. As she crawled through the simmering dirt, cursing her loose mouth,
raw fear was stealing across her. Her plan wasn’t working.


The reef moved slowly, like a predatory glacier. Keeping it rooted
to the ground were dozens of thick stems, each wider than Lucy’s legs. From
those, the structure sprouted upward and fanned out like the arches of a
neo-gothic Cathedral. The vaulted ceiling hovered three feet from the ground,
and spanned half the field.


Fresh shoots extended outwards in every direction from the periphery
of the reef’s ceiling, which had reportedly doubled in size since it had been
discovered a week ago. Surrounding it was a vast halo of parchment-dry, barren
land that was growing by the day.


The exterior of the reef was coated in pink leaves, which resembled
the organic tissue of mammalian lungs. Clusters of alveoli contracted and
expanded independently of each other as the vast structure breathed.


Lucy tried to ignore the tentacles dangling around her as she edged
forwards. Some of them had burrowed into the soil below. Bulges the size of
golf-balls passed up these cords every minute, from the ground to the latticed
roof above. Each time the creature fed, it made Lucy queasy.


Another drop of acid splashed down, this time landing on Lucy’s
suit. She checked her watch. The material was designed to provide twenty
minutes of protection. They’d been in the reef for eighteen.


“What’s the ETA over there?” called Ruth, checking her own watch as
she drew level.


“I’m on it,” grunted Lucy.


Lucy gripped the saw firmly and gritted her teeth. With her other
hand, she grabbed one of the reef’s thick trunks, which anchored it to the
ground. She pressed the saw against it and drew the blades back firmly. After
some frantic grinding it was fully severed. Ruth forced the upper and lower
parts of the stem apart. Gen Water, the genetic liquid that all D4 organisms
fed on, spilled out of the hollow trunk, and continued to drip down from the
upper section. Immediately, the reef strained to reconnect its severed pieces.


“Keep going,” urged Ruth, as she struggled to keep the sections
pressed apart.


Lucy grabbed the jerry can by her foot and dragged it up to her
chest. She shoved it flush against the grounded portion of the stem, then
unscrewed the cap.


“Hurry up,” grunted Ruth.


Lucy scooped Gen Water out of the trunk. Through her thick plastic
gloves the liquid felt warm as she hastily ladled it into the jerry can.


Ruth cursed as the plant snapped back into place. “Give me the saw,”
she urged, trying to wrestle the thick stem. 


The flesh was healing before their eyes. Lucy passed the saw over
and Ruth quickly hacked through.


“Now!” Lucy cried, forcing the sides apart.


She grabbed hold of the severed trunk dangling above. The pair of
them hauled the tip down into the jerry can. The trunk quivered and shook
violently.


“It’s not gonna take,” said Lucy, struggling against the thrashing
cord.


“Keep hold,” insisted Ruth.


The plant spasmed, jerking the pair from side to side. Lucy clung on
with everything she had, keeping the trunk submerged in the putrid mix, until
finally it shuddered still.


“Three down,” she panted.


A dull thud sounded from across the dirt, thirty feet away. A jerry
can lay on its side, leaking into the soil. Above it, the reef was arching
upwards in sharp convulsions. A severed stem hung from the latticed ceiling,
glistening in its oily black coating of gasoline and Gen Water. As the plant
quivered, it spluttered out globs of the toxic mixture.


“God dammit! I’m on it – you get to the fourth one,” ordered
Ruth, as she scrambled towards the malfunction.


Lucy hastened away in the opposite direction, dragging the fourth
jerry can with her as she crawled beneath the sprawling reef. She swerved to
the right, narrowly avoiding a lone tentacle. Above it were the dissolving
remains of a coyote that had strayed inside the reef. The surrounding cords had
reeled the dog in, and held it in their grip. Its color was almost entirely
gone, leaving behind only a surreal, faded Gen Water form of its body. The only
unblemished part of the dog was its lungs. A tentacle had fused with the
coyote’s bronchioles. The lungs inhaled and exhaled for the plant, while the
rest of the dog dissolved around them.


Lucy checked her watch as she clawed her way through the dirt.
Twenty one minutes. She hastened forwards towards the final stem and slammed
the saw against it. This one was tougher than any of the others. It felt
different, too; drier.


Ruth appeared by her side, panting, clutching the explosives. Lucy
dropped the saw and prized the freshly carved pieces of stem apart. She leaned
back, anticipating a splash of Gen Water, but none came. She peered inside the
rooted portion. Something dark and wet was lurking beneath the soil level.


As she dragged the jerry can into position, the dangling stem jerked
sideways, spitting out a dark lump of Gen Water onto the ground. Lucy stared at
the earthy-brown gloopy mass. Her eyes widened as it quivered and unfurled. It
was the same size as her forearm. Its body was tubular, like a worm’s. A
nostril peeped open at its tip and sucked in the surrounding air. The slimy
creature spun around in its pool of goop. Two yellow eyes blinked open on
either side of the creature’s head and swiveled to focus upon Lucy. She
screamed as the creature’s mouth opened like a gannet’s. Its jaw had soon
expanded to match the size of her shoulders. Its gaping mouth revealed rows of
iridescent glands, secreting toxic flecks.


Ruth appeared beside Lucy and plunged her knife directly through the
creature’s neck. Its cavernous mouth deflated. It writhed, pinned to the earth.
Ruth turned her attention to the severed trunk. She poured the jerry can into
the rooted portion, the resealed the two halves.


“Thanks,” gasped Lucy.


“Save it,” said Ruth, as she affixed the detonation cable.


Lucy quickly assisted, feeding the cable through from the trail behind
them. Her heart froze. All tension in the cable had disappeared.


“We’ve got a problem,” said Lucy, clutching the severed cable. Acid
had burned clean through it.


Ruth swore and checked her watch. She tugged open a pouch on her
utility belt and handed Lucy two pebble sized detonators.


“You know the deal. Haul ass or we’re cooked,” said Ruth.


Lucy set off for the furthest two stems they’d rigged. She scrambled
through the dirt, away from the setting pips of Ruth’s detonator, dodging the
dangling tentacles as she went. She tried not to dwell on the sets of lungs
suspended around her, as they breathed asynchronously among the swallowing
cords.


The first stem was still glugging gasoline from its jerry can. Lucy
hastily affixed a detonator and set off for the second. She felt a draft of
cold air sweep across her shin. Her suit was smoldering. The acid had burned
through the exterior. She hurried through the earth to the final stem, and
thrust the detonator against it.


She hit the button and the timer began to count down. But it wasn’t
the three minutes Ruth had briefed her on. The timer only showed two. Lucy
stared at the device in horror. She blinked and shook her head, but the seconds
were vanishing before her eyes. Lucy forced her mind back to the briefing –
hold the central button to reset. She pressed it. With a bleep the timer value
dropped from two minutes down to one.


“Ruth!” cried Lucy.


Ruth was twenty feet ahead. She was twitching, sharply, trying to
cut herself free from two vines which had latched onto her ankle.


Lucy raced after her. She drew her knife and slashed the tentacles
away.


“Hurry!” she cried, urging Ruth forwards. 


The pair scrambled for the gap they’d carved in the reef’s side.
Lucy followed close on Ruth’s heels, as they dragged themselves out and
sprinted towards the red farm shed opposite. The pair threw themselves behind
the metal structure and covered their ears. Hot air rushed past the shed as the
first bundle exploded, triggering a chain reaction across the reef. The other fuel-filled
arteries swiftly ignited. Chunks of burning reef flesh and flecks of Gen Water
rained down before them. The pair stayed in position until all of the bundles
had detonated.


Ruth rolled onto her back and swore. Lucy tore off her visor and
gloves, and let the cool air wash over her. A rumbling truck pulled up before
them and the sergeant climbed out.


“What happened to the damned cable? Do you have any idea how close
that was?” he fumed.


“You’re welcome,” said Lucy, giving him a fatigued thumbs up.


“Get back to base and clean up. Young, there’s someone who wants to
meet you,” said the sergeant.


***


Lucy kicked her pockmarked hazmat suit to the side and
sat on the bench, massaging her temples.


“How about a warning in future, before you decide to cut our escape
time in half?” said Ruth.


“Hey, we wouldn’t have had a problem if you’d showed me how to use
the detonators properly,” snapped Lucy.


“I showed you fine, kid. Not my fault if you don’t listen,” retorted
Ruth.


“The numbers… It’s like they went one way, then another,” said Lucy,
burying her face in a grimy hand towel and wiping the sweat from her forehead.


“That makes no sense,” said Ruth.


“I know, I’m just telling you how it was, alright?” said Lucy.


“Alright, cool it. The mind can do weird things under pressure. Try
getting some more sleep,” said Ruth.


“Fantastic advice. I’ll put in for some annual leave while I’m at it
– I think I’ve got some holiday to carry over from last year,” said Lucy.


“Don’t be glib. I’m serious. There seems to be a direct correlation
between your frame of mind and my ass being on the line,” said Ruth.


“I can’t sleep. Barely, anyway,” said Lucy, changing her top.


“If you can’t switch your brain off, ask the sarge to get you a
medical. They might find you some sleeping pills,” said Ruth.


“Oh, sure, I’ll just book an appointment with the doctor to get them
prescribed. Are you insane?” said Lucy.


“Stupid suggestion, my bad. No doctors. Which means you need to
learn to compartmentalize, or you’re going to lose it out here,” said Ruth.


“You mean bottle it all up?” said Lucy.


“I appreciate that goes against your generation’s sensibilities, but
there’s something to be said for deeply repressing one’s emotions during a
crisis. It’s an old-fashioned soldier’s technique called getting really drunk
later,” said Ruth.


“I feel like I’m betraying Dan’s memory. And Lopez too, if he’s even
still alive. If I shut those thoughts out, it’s like I’m giving up on them and
I’m not ready to do that,” said Lucy, welling up.


“You’re no good to anyone if you let guilt consume you. Save your
energy, kid. People are depending on it,” said Ruth, pulling on her uniform.


Daylight flooded into the tent as the entrance flap was thrown open.


“Do you mind?” said Lucy, squinting.


“On your feet, soldiers,” said the sergeant.


Lucy and Ruth stepped out into the camp yard, where the sergeant
stood waiting beside a new arrival. The woman was around the same height as
Lucy, with pale skin and a stylized comb over of choppy brown hair which dusted
her ears with fading blonde highlights.


“This is Captain Ortley,” said the sergeant.


“I was a captain once,” said Ruth, bitterly.


“Me too,” grunted Lucy.


“I’m not a captain – I’m a specialist,” said the newcomer.


“What? But I was told-” began the sergeant.


“Sorry, Sergeant. I’m afraid Captain Ortley was killed two days ago
– a D4 attack in the city. I’m his replacement,” said the newcomer.


“A specialist? Replacing a captain? That bodes well,” grunted Ruth.


The sergeant’s nostril’s flared as he digested the unwelcome news.


“Welcome to the camp, Specialist, I’ve no doubt you will step up to
the task. You wanted to meet Young?” said the sergeant.


“She’s still in the fields,” said Lucy.


“Silence!” snapped the sergeant. “Ignore my soldiers’ humor,
it tends to come out when they’re fatigued. They just returned from a
poorly-executed mission.”


“We’re fatigued? Sarge, this woman’s rank is literally on her
uniform. See, it’s not just you, Lucy. Do we all look like higher ranks to you,
Sarge? If so, I want a new bed,” said Ruth.


“Enough!” said the Sergeant, rubbing his cheek roughly. “Get it
together or I’ll put you both on night watch,” he said, glaring at the pair.


“It’s a pleasure to meet you both, I’m Karys,” said the newcomer,
intervening before Ruth could respond. “Lucy, I’ve heard a lot about your work
in DC. It’s nice to finally put a face to a name.”


Lucy gave a single, upward nod, wary of the many forms her
reputation took in that city.


“How are you liking our deluxe spa retreat?” said Ruth, gesturing to
the grubby camp and open fields around them.


“It’s quieter than I expected,” said Karys.


“The majority of our personnel are on duty. We can only work the
fields during daylight,” said the sergeant.


“So what’s your deal, ‘Captain’?” said Ruth, tugging her boot laces
up firmly.


“I’m here to test crop viability and pest control methods – I’m a
botanist. The sample I cultivated at my previous site has just been approved by
DC for a bigger rollout. Though it’s not to everyone’s liking,” said Karys.


“I already hate it,” said Ruth.


“How does it work?” said Lucy. 


“It involves intercropping. Planting a D4 wheat variant between
normal rows of wheat to control other D4 pests. We think we’ve found a variant
that can co-exist alongside terrestrial wheat without destroying it,” said
Karys.


“You don’t sound too sure,” said Lucy.


“It’s a lot of pressure. We only have a handful of viable crop
fields left, and people in DC are starting to notice their meals are getting
smaller,” said Karys.


“I haven’t noticed anything,” said Ruth.


“That’s because you’re military. DC knows better than to starve the
people protecting it,” said the sergeant, gruffly.


“There’s another thing,” said Karys, hesitantly.


“Oh, joy,” said Ruth.


“DC’s made a breakthrough against the creatures. They want us to
test it – in a location that’s safely removed from the civilian population,”
said Karys.


“Meaning we’re the ones who’ll get screwed. Ideal,” said Ruth.


“What’s involved?” said Lucy.


“We need to capture a D4 creature,” said Karys.


“That’s insane. Have you seen what they do to people?” said
the sergeant.


“What’s even the point of that?” said Lucy.


“That’s classified,” said Karys.


“So is my participation,” said Ruth.


“You’ll face court martial if you don’t cooperate,” snapped the
sergeant.


“I thought you were against the idea?” said Ruth.


“I’m in favor of anything that keeps you two out of my face for more
than twenty minutes. Besides, it’s an order from above, so we’ll execute it
accordingly,” said the sergeant.


“U-S-A, U-S-A!” chanted Ruth, snapping to attention sarcastically.


“We just need to hold it for forty-eight hours and run some tests.
DC’s sending a collection unit or something after that,” said Karys.


“The kind of mission you’re talking about won’t work. It can only
end in failure and fatalities. Trust me – I’ve been there,” said Lucy.


“I’m inclined to agree,” said Ruth, folding her arms.


A whining engine hummed in the background, getting louder as it
crunched up the dirt path to the camp. The horn blared urgently.


“That doesn’t sound good,” said the sergeant.


The group hurried across the yard to the camp’s entrance, where a
pickup was speeding towards them. The driver waved a hand through the window,
then pounded the horn again.


The sergeant raised a hand to halt the vehicle, which skidded to a
stop before them. The driver wore a red and cream checkered shirt and dark blue
baseball cap. His bearded face was panicked, and he spoke in a garble.


“Come quick – they’re trapped, three of them – in the field,” cried
the farmer.


“Woah, Pete, slow down, trapped how?” said the sergeant.


“I don’t know, some kinda creature, I didn’t see. We heard a scream
from the field. It sounded like Elkin, so we ran in to help. Then we got
separated, and there was more screaming. I – I said I’d come get backup,” said
the farmer, urgently.


“If any of them are infected, there’s nothing we can do,” said Lucy,
bluntly.


“She’s right – we’d be risking our lives for what?” said Ruth.


“Please, we don’t know it’s that. I just heard screaming. My wife’s
in there, please,” he implored.


“Who’s on call for this unit?” said Karys.


“All of us. Let’s move out,” said the sergeant.


“Are you for real?” said Lucy.


“This is non-optional. Our orders are to protect the farm and the
workers. Let’s go,” said the sergeant, grabbing an assault rifle.


“Hurry,” urged the farmer.


He threw the truck door open. Lucy and the sergeant filled up the
front bench.


“This is not a good idea, people,” said Ruth, grabbing a rifle
and climbing after Karys into the back row.


***


The pickup hurtled away from the camp, and took a sharp
right turn onto the deserted highway. As they raced towards the site, the
sergeant pressed Pete for details.


“The three of us were doing a soil analysis – affects what we can
grow. We heard a cry from the field next to the compound,” said Pete, squeezing
the wheel.


“You left the enclosure?” said the sergeant.


“We had to, the cries were coming from the other side,” said the
farmer.


“What’s the enclosure?” said Karys.


“The Government put a huge perimeter fence around this site over
winter,” said the sergeant.


“To keep the beasts out?” said Ruth.


“To keep people out. They thought militias would try to seize the
fields, then use food production to extort the Government,” said the sergeant.


The truck swept down a shallow hill and lurched around another
corner, leaving the concrete road and heading onto a dirt track.


“So you three left the enclosure to find this ‘Elkin’?” said Lucy.


“We ran in to help but we got separated. Then there was this other
scream, then all this commotion. I don’t know – I just saw a body and I
panicked, alright? I said I’d get help,” he said.


“You saw a body? Who was it?” said the sergeant.


“I don’t know, it was all so quick – I thought maybe it was Elkin,
he’s been missing, right?” said Pete.


“The other two – they’re still in there?” said the sergeant.


“My wife, Amy, and our friend, Johnny. We’ve gotta find them,”
insisted the farmer.


“Who did the second scream come from – was it your wife, or one of
the guys?” said Lucy.


“I don’t know, OK? I don’t know!” cried Pete.


A tall wire-mesh fence climbed into view. It was around thirty feet
high, and barred the road. The lower half was covered in purple ivy, which
thinned out towards the top. The vehicular gate was sealed with a thick chain,
but the adjacent foot gate was wide open. The curtain of ivy covering it had
been shoved aside. Lucy surveyed the electrocution warning signs pinned to the
fence.


“I’m guessing it’s not still live?” said Karys, voicing the same
thought.


“If it was, I’d be sleeping a lot better. Let’s go,” said the
sergeant, stepping through the gap in the purple wall. The farmer followed
close behind, clutching an axe.


Lucy’s eyes widened as they crossed the ivy barrier. The field
beyond was a packed with crops, which showed an astonishing density of growth
for the first weeks of spring. The hairs on her legs bristled as a warmth
greeted her shins. 


“How is this possible?” said Lucy.


“It’s mostly the soil,” said Karys, kneeling down and crumbling the
dirt between her fingers. “It radiates heat up to around a foot high. I’ve seen
this type of field before – the plants have leaves low down that trap the heat,
and moisture. They create their own microclimate.”


“Can we eat this stuff? It looks like maize,” said Ruth.


Lucy surveyed the field. It was a far cry from the orderly monocultures
she’d known growing up among her neighbors’ farms. The field was a jostling
array of terrestrial and D4 plants, all competing for the space, and
flourishing in the unseasonal warmth. As she walked, something crunched
underfoot. It was the husks from several dead insects. She knelt down to
inspect. The looked like locusts. Their parchment-dry shells were golden-brown.
She peered closer; the skin around the hollow jaws was flecked with red.


A cry sounded from the field.


“This way!” called the farmer, pressing ahead and hacking away
obtrusive stems and vines that zig-zagged across the dense crops.


The sergeant gripped his assault rifle and signaled the others to
follow. “Stay tight, and stick to the path. If I say fall back, get your asses
to the truck.”


The group crept forwards, single-file, through the narrow path Pete
was clearing, as they honed in on the cries for help. Fallen stems crunched
underfoot. Something squelched, too, causing Lucy to recoil in disgust. A dead
field mouse lay on its back, as a half dozen golden locusts dissected its
liquefying body. Lucy shuddered and cast her eyes through the thick jungle of
plants on either side.


Branches crackled loudly to the left. Lucy spun around as a hare
zipped across the path, only to disappear in the thick growth beyond. More
cries rang out from the crops ahead.


“I’m coming, hang on!” cried Pete, fiercely slashing his way through
the overgrowth.


An ensemble of squeaks sounded from the rear, as a pack of rats
scurried between the soldiers’ legs, hurrying from Karys, past Lucy, down the
group and into the field beyond. A fluttering, buzzing noise stirred in their
wake.


Lucy looked behind in horror as the fallen plant stems writhed on
the ground. Her eyes darted to the severed crops beneath her feet. The germs of
‘wheat’ on top of each stem were disintegrating into twitching pods. A wave of
dread swept across her as the first sets of wings unfolded.


“Oh hell no!” cried Ruth, as the insects took off.


“The field – go!” cried Karys, shoving past Lucy and barging Ruth
forwards.


The swarm was spiraling towards them, and gaining in numbers. Lucy
plunged away from the path and into the dense thicket of crops ahead. She
batted away tough stems and coarse leaves as she doggedly pursued Karys’s
retreating figure. They stumbled and sprinted until they fell into a clearing.
It was two dozen yards across. The soil was black, and formed a mound of earth
in the center. The surrounding ground was littered with shoots of straw, and
the air was cooler. Ruth and the sergeant were nowhere to be seen.


Lucy backed up against Karys and the farmer. She gripped her rifle
tight and faced the path. It had all but vanished behind them, as the jostling
greenery rebounded back into place.


The buzzing grew louder. With a frenetic chattering of wings, the
insects surged through the boundary of crops and into the clearing. Lucy fell
to her knees and threw her arms over her head. The swarm engulfed the clearing,
sweeping around them in a whirlwind.


In a matter of seconds the buzzing abated. Lucy peered out between
her arms. The insects had landed on the ground and were devouring the straw
beneath them. But before Lucy could draw breath, a cry sounded out. It was
coming from the mound of earth in the center of the clearing.


With their weapons drawn, all three edged around the perimeter of
the black soil. Behind the central mound of earth, a body came into view. A man
lay face-down, curled up, sobbing. His jeans and jacket were torn, and stained
with black soil. His hair was greasy and matted. His face was obscured by his
arms.


“Johnny!” cried the farmer, rushing forwards.


Lucy grabbed him by the arm and pulled him back. Something wasn’t
right. She held her finger to her lips, and pointed to the sheen of sweat
across the sobbing man’s body. Pete hesitated, transfixed by the sight.


“You there, show your face,” said Karys, raising her rifle.


Lucy edged to the side and tossed a stone at the curled man,
striking his leg. The man let out a wail, and curled up tighter still. She took
another pebble and tossed it at the man’s head. 


“What the hell are you doing?” hissed Pete, as the sobbing man let
out a yelp.


Lucy restrained the farmer firmly and pointed to the fallen pebble.
It glistened in the scattered cloud light. 


Karys wrenched a tall stalk of maize from the ground and edged
herself into position opposite the man’s body. Carefully, she extended the long
stalk towards the man, then prodded his head, hard.


The man’s head jerked upward and he let out a curdling scream. As he
did so, his jaw snapped off from one side and swung down like a flap, altering
the pitch of his cry. In the same instant, the mound of black earth beside the
man tumbled away, as a vast creature sprung from its lair.


The creature was something between a snake and a giant centipede,
with a long, twisting, armored exterior. Its body rose through the soil, and
coiled afresh above the ground. The curled figure of the man dissolved as the
creature reared upwards and shook the gelatinous mirage off its foremost
segment. A starfish-like mouth appeared where the man’s chest had been. Lining
its pinkish-orange undercarriage were hundreds of writhing, needle-like legs.
Clinging to its midriff were two larvae the size of Lucy’s torso.


Karys dropped the maize stalk and leaped back. The creature surged closer,
looming over her, then swept around to face Lucy and the farmer.


Without pausing to think, Lucy seized Pete and pushed him behind
her. She gripped him firmly with one hand. The creature screeched and reared
its head. It lunged from side to side, snapping its thick neck forwards as it
tried to reach the farmer. Lucy mirrored its movements, shielding Pete with her
body, while he wailed in terror.


“Pete, Amy, are you guys here?” came a cry from the overgrowth.


The creature’s head snapped around. It froze, and let out a
desolate, pitiful sobbing sound.


“Are you hurt? Hello?” called the approaching man.


The creature swiveled around in a flash and darted forwards into the
thick crops.


“Johnny, run!” cried the farmer. 


He wrestled himself free from Lucy and raced after the creature, but
Karys intercepted him.


“Are you insane? Get back to the truck!” she yelled. “We have to
fall back, the others will be doing the same!”


Lucy scanned the surrounding plants, and spotted a trampled section
of shoots sticking out into the clearing.


“This way!” she said, plunging into the dense growth once more.


Insects crackled underfoot as Lucy’s group trampled through the
tangled maze of greenery.


“Are you sure this is right?” croaked Pete, as they hurried forwards.


Lucy kept her eyes glued to the trampled path. A familiar buzzing
sound agitated around them as insects rose from the ground. She hurried towards
a cluster of light, and stumbled out onto the path Pete had hacked apart.


“Hurry!” urged Karys.


They sprinted along the pathway, disturbing the false wheat crops as
they ran. Fresh clusters of golden-brown insects fell from the plants and
hatched in their wake.


A crash pricked Lucy’s ears. A man tumbled into the pathway, nearly
colliding with her. He was bedraggled and wild-eyed.


“Johnny! Where’s Amy?” cried Pete.


“She’s not with you?” said Johnny, aghast.


With a clicking of wings, the golden insects took off from the
ground, and rose like a tide up to the humans’ waists.


“Get to the truck!” barked Karys.


The group sprinted through the pathway, as the hatchling insects
began to swirl. The wall of purple ivy rose to greet them.


“This way!” called Lucy, throwing herself through the ivy curtain
and out of the field.


The others tumbled through immediately after. She slammed the foot
gate behind them.


The swarm of insects fanned out either side of the crops, then
settled in the pathway to devour more fallen stems.


A gun shot rang out from the field, followed by a cry of pain.


Lucy leaped onto the roof of the pickup.


“Binoculars!” she cried, peering above the tideline of ivy, through
the gaps in the metal mesh. Johnny grabbed a set from the truck and thrust them
into her hand.


More screams from the field.


“What do you see?” called Pete, anxiously.


Lucy’s eyes darted to a ripple of movement coursing through the field.
The creature suddenly broke through the foliage and reared upwards, stretching
several feet clear of the tallest plants. It let out a shuddering screech, then
disappeared from view.


Lucy watched in amazement as the crops all around it fell flat,
forming a circular clearing of freshly-coppiced plants. The creature swung its
vast, trunk-like body around like a blunt scythe then reared its head once
again.


The trampled crops moved, and three humans emerged from the debris,
looking dazed, and terrified. The creature screeched once again and swung its
tail around, knocking over the unknown woman. The tail reeled towards Ruth and
the sergeant, who dived in opposite directions.


The sergeant leaped back to his feet. He’d lost his rifle, but
grabbed his handgun and fired at the creature’s thick body. The creature
lurched upwards then swooped down upon the man, swallowing his head whole. The
sergeant’s legs flailed as the creature lifted him from the ground and shook
him violently from side to side until his neck snapped. The creature then bit
down harder, severing the sergeant’s neck completely. His decapitated body fell
limply to the ground, oozing red blood onto the green and gold stalks.


The two white larvae clinging to the creature’s underside detached
and fell to the ground, where they wriggled towards the sergeant’s body. The
first one there turned against the slower one, fighting it off to secure the
corpse for itself. The second larva turned and made a beeline for the fallen
woman, who was clutching her broken leg.


The centipede creature reared its head once more and took aim for
Ruth, but she dived away, dropping a small metal ball in her stead as she
disappeared into the surrounding crops. The grenade exploded, sending a
fireball across the clearing and igniting the nearest plants.


“What the hell was that?” cried Pete, distraught.


A fresh scream rang out from the field. Lucy refocused her lenses.
Ruth was back in the clearing, and tearing off her jacket. She knelt down by
the unknown woman, and thrust the material against her bleeding shoulder. The
woman screamed in agony. Several meters away lay her arm, ripped off by the
explosion.


Pete clambered onto the trunk and grabbed the binoculars from Lucy.


“Amy!” he cried, in horror.


“What is it?” said Johnny.


Pete didn’t answer. He leaped off the trunk and hurtled through the
ivy curtain, repeating his wife’s name. Lucy cursed then sprinted after him,
back into the field.


“Guys, wait!” cried Karys, whose voice quickly faded among the thick
plant growth.


Lucy raced towards the rising smoke. She emerged into the scorched
clearing behind Pete. The vast centipede creature lay in pieces. Its scattered
spiny legs twitched slowly as the last impulses drained away from its nervous
system. Across the clearing was the first larva. It had been severely burned in
the heatwave, but continued to feed on the sergeant’s body. Its sibling was
nowhere to be seen. Miraculously, the glowing embers at the edge of the
clearing were dying down, as the plants nearest them dissolved to Gen Water,
collapsing onto their smoldering neighbors and dousing the flames.


“Amy!” cried Pete, falling beside his wife. She looked at him with
pain and disbelief in her eyes.


“It’s gonna be OK honey, we’ll get you out of here,” said Pete, with
a tremor in his voice. He took the bundled jacket from Ruth’s hands and pressed
it harder against his wife’s lacerated shoulder. She screamed in pain, then
fell limp.


“No, no, no – stay with me, honey,” begged the farmer, slapping his
wife’s face desperately. His hands trembled as he tried to revive her.


Ruth sat in a daze, staring at the destruction around her.


A sobbing noise rang out from across the field.


“We need to get out of here, fast. Get us back on the path,” said
Lucy, hauling Ruth to her feet.


“Honey, wake up,” said Pete, desperately pawing at his wife’s
cheeks.


“We have to get her back to base, come on,” urged Lucy.


She placed Pete’s bloodied hand against the shoulder scruff of his
wife’s jacket, and clenched it tight for him. Lucy assumed the same grip on the
other side, and they dragged the unconscious woman into the plant growth,
following in Ruth’s footsteps, as the sound of sobbing rang out from the field
behind. 


“Oh my God,” said Johnny, rushing to meet them as they approached the
gate.


“Help us get her in the truck,” grunted Lucy, as she dragged the
woman clear of the ivy threshold.


“We can’t take her back – there’s too much blood,” said Karys,
alarmed.


“We’ll figure it out, dammit. Just help us,” said Lucy.


Karys grabbed the woman’s belt and helped heave her into the truck.


“It’s gonna be all right honey. Just stay with me,” said Pete,
clutching his wife’s hand.


“Drive!” ordered Lucy.


Karys snapped out of her shock and kicked the vehicle into action,
spinning them around and hitting the gas.


“This is insane, we’re bringing a huge risk into the camp,”
protested Karys, as the speeding truck bounced over the dirt track.


“If there’s a chance to save her, we have to take it,” said Lucy.


“Those weren’t our orders,” said Karys.


“To hell with our orders, this is an actual person we’re talking
about!” cried Lucy.


“Are you crazy?” snapped Karys, straining her voice over the engine.


“It’s a risk we have to take,” said Lucy.


Before Karys could reply, Ruth interrupted from the back. She tapped
the rear window twice and signaled them to stop. Lucy looked back at the
blood-soaked woman in the cargo bed. Her face looked pale, yet serene. Karys
brought the truck to a halt. She and Lucy climbed out to inspect the rear.


Pete looked at his wife, shaking his head repeatedly. He moaned as
he rocked on his knees and stroked her hair, begging her to open her eyes.
Gently, Ruth lifted his hand from his wife’s wounded shoulder. She took his hand
in hers, looked him in the eye, and shook her head once. The man broke down and
rocked over his wife’s body, distraught. Ruth slumped back against the side of
the truck, biting her lip and blinking away the tears forming over her eyes.


 “You know we can’t bring the body into camp,” said Karys quietly.


Lucy nodded, staring at the woman.


“I’ll bury her,” croaked Ruth.


“We don’t have time to do that – not by sundown,” said Karys,
anxiously.


“We need to burn the body, anyway, otherwise they’ll just use her
remains to grow stronger,” said Lucy, bleakly.


“No, you can’t – not my wife,” begged Pete.


“She’s at peace now, Pete. She would understand,” said Johnny,
gently lifting his friend away from the woman’s body.


“We can use some fuel from the jerry can,” muttered Karys, trying to
be discrete.


“I’ll do it,” said Pete, standing up. He nodded his head
compulsively, while wiping his face with his sleeve.


“You don’t have to,” said Lucy.


“Yeah, I do. I owe her that. This is all my fault,” said Pete, choking
on his words.


Johnny placed a consoling hand on his shoulder, then helped Lucy and
Ruth to unload the body as respectfully as they could manage.


They lay the woman by the roadside.


“You wanna say a prayer?” said Johnny, delicately.


“And say what?” croaked Pete, standing over his wife’s body.


“We’ll give you a moment,” said Karys, placing the jerry can on the
ground and stepping away.


Lucy, Ruth, and Johnny peeled away one by one to stand on the other
side of the truck. The sound of Pete sobbing was interspersed with Karys’s
attempts to decontaminate the truck, as she wiped down the bloodied cargo bed,
and the crews’ hands.


After a moment, Pete returned.


“I couldn’t do it. Can one of you–” he faltered.


“That’s OK. I got you,” said Johnny, sweeping him up in a hug.


Ruth gave Lucy a grim nod. She snatched the bloodied rags and the discarded
jacket from Karys, then peeled away from the group. The sound of liquid
glugging from a bottle soon mingled with Pete’s sobs. Lucy tried to distract
herself as the fire crackled behind the car. Pete sobbed harder, pushing Johnny
away and sinking against the pickup. He clutched his sides in despair.


Ruth returned, looking sick to the core. She shoved the jerry can
into the back of the pickup, then stepped away from the weeping husband.


“It’s not a proper fire, so it won’t get rid of the whole body. It
should cauterize the wound sites, though, so it’ll be less of a magnet for
other creatures overnight,” said Ruth, with forced detachment.


“We can deal with the leftovers tomorrow, when we revisit the field.
The sergeant’s body should have degraded by then. We’ll need to study the
resulting Gen Water,” said Karys.


“I get it now. You’re a sociopath,” said Ruth, laughing coldly, and
giving Karys an aggressive jab on the shoulder.


“Screw you. I’m trying to maximize the data we have so we can kill
those things,” said Karys, shoving Ruth back.


“By going back into the field of death? No thanks,” said Ruth,
squaring up to her.


“It’s a risk worth taking,” said Karys, her face just inches from
the old sailor’s.


“Cut it out!” said Lucy shoving the pair apart.


Ruth cursed and stormed off several paces, while Karys stayed put
fuming, and adjusted her flak jacket.


The putrid scent of burning flesh wafted across the roadside. Lucy
grimaced as she watched Karys fussing. The woman was taking great care over her
vest, briefly revealing a flash of yellow against the black. The padding had
felt different to Ruth’s. With a sickening realization, Lucy stepped closer
towards the newcomer.


“You’ve been lying to us,” she said, quietly.


“I don’t know what you mean,” said Karys, coldly, as she tugged the
zip on her jacket.


“How did you do it?” said Lucy, scrutinizing Karys’s appearance. She
could see no trace of current or former lesions on the woman’s skin. She didn’t
look infected. It had to be something else.


“Do what?” said Karys, blithely.


She made for the pickup but Lucy grabbed her arm.


“You’ve got protection – against the creatures. I saw it, in the
field. It could’ve taken you, but it didn’t,” said Lucy.


She grabbed Karys’s zip and yanked it down fully, revealing the flak
jacket. Two horizontal yellow strips of tape clung to the front. A slight
opening revealed a pouch at the top. Lucy seized the jacket and ripped open the
top.


“What the hell are you doing? Get off!” cried Karys, wrestling
Lucy’s grip to stop her opening the pouch. She twisted and hunched, trying to
mask her torso.


“You’re a liar!” cried Lucy.


“I don’t know what you’re – hey!” yelled Karys.


Between the outer layer and the Kevlar lining, Lucy’s hands traced
over something plastic and squishy. A sickening feeling spread through her
stomach.


“Tell me the truth,” grunted Lucy, prying further.


“Back off!” yelled Karys, elbowing Lucy hard in the collar bone.


With a cry, Lucy grabbed her field knife and stabbed it into Karys’s
chest. Karys staggered backwards into the pickup. Blood oozed from her chest.
Johnny leaped up in horror.


“I knew it,” said Lucy, defiantly.


Karys cursed angrily as she ripped off the flak jacket. She lowered
it to the ground, taking great care to avoid the blood dripping from it, while
tilting it up to stop the leak.


“Ma’am, you’re bleeding real bad,” stammered Johnny.


“It’s not her blood,” said Lucy, angrily, pointing her wet blade at
Karys.


“You could’ve got me infected!” fumed Karys, frantically checking
herself over.


“Infected with what?” said Johnny.


“Great question, Johnny. Why don’t you tell the group, Karys?” said
Lucy, seething.


Karys kicked the truck angrily, then glared at Lucy.


“Fine. It’s blood from an infected,” said Karys.


“What’s an ‘infected’?” said Johnny.


“When did you last rotate off the farm?” said Karys.


“’Bout a month ago,” said Johnny.


“News travels slow,” said Karys. “There’s been an outbreak in DC. A
new disease, linked to the creatures. We don’t know much about it, but it’s
highly infectious. They’re quarantining a lot of people right now. However, the
pathology lab recently discovered that infecteds seem to have a degree of
immunity from the D4 creatures.”


“Like, they don’t get attacked?” said Johnny.


“Not directly,” said Karys.


“So you strapped a bag of some infected person’s blood on for your
own protection?” said Ruth, stepping up beside Lucy.


“Hey, I’m not the monster here, I’m just doing my job.”


“Did this ‘infected’ have a name? Did they volunteer their blood, or
was it taken from them?” said Lucy, seething.


“I don’t know, alright? I’m a botanist for God’s sake! Yesterday, I
was in DC reporting to the Medical Council on the progress of the North West
fields. The pathology director told me about some breakthrough in the lab,
which needed urgent field testing. Harvey gave me this jacket, with the bag
fitted in it. You think I wanted to be his guinea pig?” protested Karys.


“You could’ve refused,” said Ruth.


“That doesn’t go down so well in DC right now. Lot of people
refusing stuff. I don’t wanna get caught up in politics if it means my rations
get cut off,” said Karys.


“So here you are, hiding behind someone else’s blood,” said Lucy,
clenching her fist.


“Do you have any idea how many people are getting killed in DC right
now? The creatures are all over the city. It’s way worse than before. The
military’s being torn apart and we need a way to protect them. In eight
months of fighting these creatures, this is the first thing we’ve
discovered that might work,” insisted Karys.


Had it been that long? Lucy couldn’t tell anymore. It felt like so
much longer. Like her life in San Francisco was centuries ago.


“So you’re cool with rounding innocent people up and bleeding them
dry?” said Ruth.


“In my last mission, I lost half my team to the creatures. When
Harvey offered me a chance of protection, I took it, alright?” said Karys.


“And someone else paid the price,” said Lucy.


“Maybe, maybe not. I don’t know,” said Karys.


“Did you ask?” said Ruth.


Karys looked away.


“So the mission you announced earlier – when you first arrived – you
didn’t really want us to capture one of the creatures, did you? You
wanted to test the jacket. You knew the group would be a target, but that you’d
have protection. Did you expect any of us to make it out alive? Give me one
good reason why I shouldn’t send you back in there without out it. Then you can
experience what we just went through,” growled Ruth.


“I was scared too – I had no guarantee the jacket would work,”
protested Karys.


“You were confident enough to plot a suicide mission for the rest of
us,” Ruth fumed.


“I’m sorry, OK? I had no idea how Harvey was getting the blood,”
said Karys.


“You mean you didn’t care enough to ask,” said Ruth.


“How did they even discover the immunity?” said Lucy.


“Apparently it was a fluke. There was a break-in at the lab a few
days ago – D4 creatures. When the clean-up team arrived, the only people left
standing were the infecteds,” said Karys.


“And three days later, here you are, wearing their blood,” said
Ruth.


“It’s not like that!” protested Karys.


In all their arguing, no-one noticed Pete getting up. No-one noticed
him quietly moving behind the group. No-one noticed him slip his hand into
Lucy’s holster, until it was too late.


“What the hell?” said Lucy, feeling the sudden tug against her side.


“Pete, no!” cried Johnny, as the farmer recoiled backwards,
clutching Lucy’s pistol.


“Take it easy there, friend,” said Ruth, drawing her own pistol and
training it on the distraught man.


Pete’s eyes were filled with tears. His jaw quaked, and he dribbled
uncontrollably, as he raised the pistol to the group.


“She’s gone,” he stammered, weakly.


“Pete, don’t do this,” begged Johnny.


“She was everything I had, and I failed her,” said Pete, sobbing.


Lucy stared at him, numbly. Maybe he should pull the trigger. End it
there and then for both of them. It would be nothing less than they deserved.
Two failed partners, alone in an unrecognizable world, no longer able to
pretend they had hope.


“I’m sorry,” said Pete, raising the gun to his head, and squeezing
the trigger.


“No!” cried Johnny, diving at his friend.


He tackled him to the ground, wrestling the gun away, while Pete
cried out in despair, appalled to find he was still alive. Johnny tossed the
pistol clear, as they continued to tussle. Lucy scooped it up and watched. She
absently ran her thumb up and down the safety.


“It’s gonna be OK,” insisted Johnny, repeating his plea until Pete
gave up the struggle. 


Exhausted and despairing, the widowed farmer lay in his friend’s
arms, sobbing. Lucy stared at the pair as Johnny rocked his friend gently,
trying to soothe the rawest of wounds. He refused to give up on Pete. Lucy’s
mind flashed to Lopez, knowing he was still trapped in DC, counting on her to
save him. She couldn’t give up on herself. Not yet. Not while he needed her.


The group stood in silence for a moment, processing everything that had
just happened. The crackling fire accompanied their meditation, sending wafts
of putrid incense across the funeral guests, as the dead woman’s fat hissed and
squeaked as it popped amidst the flames.


“Why did you save me? You should’ve let me die out there. It
would’ve left her alone, don’t you see?” sobbed Pete, staring at Lucy.


“What’s he talking about?” said Johnny, weakly.


Lucy swallowed, hard.


“Yes, Lucy, what is he talking about?” said Karys.


“Not now, Karys,” said Lucy, quietly.


“I think now’s a great time, after you just attacked me with
a knife,” she said, briskly. “Maybe it’s your turn to share with the
group. I’m sure they’d all love to hear how you know so much about infecteds’
blood, given that the discovery was made after you were expelled from
the lab,” said Karys.


Lucy’s lips tightened.


“You should’ve let it take me,” sobbed Pete.


Johnny looked from Lucy to Karys imploringly, searching for answers.


“When the creature went for Pete, in the field, Lucy threw herself
in front him,” said Karys.


“You saved him?” said Johnny.


Lucy nodded. A tear formed in her eye as memories of Dan came
flooding back. If she could’ve traded places with him, she’d have given
anything in the world. Yet she’d robbed Pete of that chance.


“Ask her why she did it,” said Karys, glaring at Lucy, coldly.
“Anyone curious? Ruth?”


“Pff, please, I already know her deal,” grunted Ruth.


Karys blinked, taken aback.


“You know she’s infected?” she said, staring at the older
woman.


“And yet we’re still friends. Cute, isn’t it?” said Ruth.


“She’s one of them infected people?” said Johnny, pointing at Lucy.


Lucy nodded at him, then stared at the ground. She waited for the
others to unite against her; to detain her, and take her in. She wished they
would. Then she could resist. They’d have to kill her. She’d be free from her
debt to Lopez. Free from all her guilt and pain. They could end it there and
then. No more mutations. No more secrets. No more failing those she loved. She
closed her eyes and placed a hand over her womb. Someone, surely, would take
their chance; put an end to the abhorrence she’d become.


A long moment passed before Lucy realized no such relief was coming.
She was stuck with her path, until someone took it from her. A bitter sense of
duty nagged from the depths of her conscience. She couldn’t just abandon Lopez,
or the other infected people in DC. Whatever she was feeling, they had it worse
at the hands of Harvey. With resignation, she opened her eyes and spoke.


“Now you know my secret. You can choose to have me arrested, and
turned into one of those blood jackets. Or you can help me,” said Lucy.


“How?” said Johnny.


“I know the director of pathology. He’s a twisted man. Now that he’s
discovered the protective qualities of infected people’s blood, he’ll pursue
that line of inquiry ruthlessly. His methods entail great suffering. He has to
be stopped,” said Lucy.


“But the defense works, you saw it. We need to make more of it –
give it to soldiers, to regular people,” protested Karys.


“Even if that means sacrificing infected people like me?” said Lucy.


“Who said anything about sacrifice?” said Karys.


“This isn’t like blood donations from the old world,” said Lucy. “If
you take blood from an infected person, you’re critically weakening them at a
time when their immune system’s most stressed. The only subjects Harvey has
access to in DC are newly-infected people. Their bodies are at their most
vulnerable. Taking their blood would almost certainly trap them in the
hallucinatory phase for as long as Harvey keeps them alive.” 


“How can you be so sure?” said Karys.


“Because I used to be part of his team, OK?” said Lucy. “I know
Harvey. I’ve seen what it’s like for someone trapped in his lab. What it does
to their mind. Now that Harvey’s found a use for infected blood, every infected
person the Government captures could end up being tortured in this way. I stood
by and let it happen once before. I can’t let it happen again.”


“So you’re saying for the sake of a few infected people, we stop
protecting our soldiers? We just roll over and let the D4s win?” said Karys.


“There’s an alternative,” said Lucy. “But it comes with a catch. You
might have your way after all, Karys – we’ll have to capture one of the
creatures alive.”


She paused and watched the group digest the significance of what she
was suggesting. It was a series of expressions she’d seen before. People who
know they could die if they proceed. People who feared they might die if they
don’t. People with nothing left to lose, and people with everything to lose.


“Who’s with me?” said Lucy.


“Like I have a choice,” grunted Ruth.                     


“I’m out,” said Johnny. “I’m a farmer, I ain’t no soldier. I’m grateful
for what y’all did for us, but I ain’t brave enough to return the favor. Sorry.
For what it’s worth, y’all did right savin’ Pete. I know he don’t see it that
way right now, but I do. We can’t help your mission, but we’ll keep your
secret.”


Lucy nodded. “I understand. What about you?” she added, turning to
Karys.


Karys looked around the group. “I’m in,” she replied, anxiously.


“Can we trust her?” said Ruth, eyeing up the botanist.


“You can. I swear,” said Karys.


“The people in DC can’t find out about Lucy,” said Ruth.


“They won’t. I promise you,” said Karys.


“Alright then. If we’re gonna do this, we need to start immediately.
Harvey’s plans will already be moving at speed,” said Lucy.


Johnny and Ruth helped Pete to his feet, and guided him to the pickup.
He broke down once more as he caught sight of his wife’s burning body. Lucy
took her place up front beside Karys, who pulled them back onto the road.


Lucy’s felt the burden ahead sink across her shoulders. She thought
of Harvey mistreating countless others, just as he’d abused Lopez, and anger
stirred within her. He’d had the gall to claim it was in the name of science.
The around him had the conceitedness to pretend they believed him, so long as
it got them what they wanted. He was getting away with it all, unpunished, and
that couldn’t be allowed to stand. 


There was another way, and she was going to prove it. But she knew
it wasn’t going to be easy. As the pickup rumbled over the abandoned road, Lucy
stared into the rear view mirror. She watched the woman’s burning body shrink
into the distance, and she thought of Dan.











TWO

Another
way


____________________________________________


 


 


The flaming torch warmed her face in the cold room. Lucy barely
recognized herself in the mirror. She ran a hand through her long, soft hair.
As she did so, a clump came away in her fist. She stepped back in disgust, and
her heel tapped against something firm. Lucy turned and stared at Shona’s body,
which lay prostrate on the floor. Beside her, a slither of purple UV light leaked
out from under the closed bathroom door.


A horn blared outside. Lucy dropped the torch and rushed to the
window. The moonlight illuminated the tracks below, which ran along the harbor.
A figure was stumbling towards the tracks, clutching their ribs. The horn
sounded again.


Lucy called out in warning, but the person couldn’t hear her. She
tried to open the window, but it had been drilled shut. Wisps of smoke rose
between her face and her reflection on the black glass. Flickering orange
appeared beside her. The flames had spread to the bedding.


Lucy grabbed a chair from beneath the dresser and slammed it against
the glass, striking it repeatedly as the curtains smoldered. She cried out
again as the figure below stumbled onto the tracks.


With a crash, the glass shattered around her. The chair fell from
the tower, tumbling past dozens of levels until it smashed onto the stone
paving. Cold air rushed in, feeding the flames around her. The train’s lights
threw the tracks into sharp relief. Lucy cried to the person at the top of her
lungs but the clattering carriages drowned her out.


There was a frantic banging at the door – Lopez was calling to her,
desperately. Lucy gasped as she turned around. Shona stood before her,
surrounded by flames. Her head was tilted to the side. Her eyes were directed
downward, forlornly, at the package in her arms. She rocked, gently, cradling
the bundle within, before holding the infant out to Lucy, with a tear-stained
smile.


“Mother,” whispered Shona.


Lucy edged backwards, but Shona grabbed her hand. She forced it onto
the infant’s belly, where it rubbed against the stub of the child’s sticky
umbilical cord. The infant wrapped its hand around Lucy’s little finger and she
froze, unable to pull herself away. The baby’s purple-hued eyelids fluttered,
and its lips quavered. The child’s eyes opened, revealing two yellow irises.
They stared up at Lucy. She screamed, stumbling backwards into the window
ledge. The train blared its horn. Cold air swept by as she fell. The deafening
clatter of the engine swallowed her.


***


Lucy awoke, panting. Her heart was racing, and her cheeks
were wet. She sat up, causing a faint creak from the camp bed, and rubbed her
face, letting out an exhausted sigh as she pieced together the reality around
her.


She shoved on her boots, not bothering to tie the laces, and pulled
her jacket on as she slipped out from the tent. The half-moon shone strongly
across the clear night. The air was chilly, but mild for spring. Fireflies
danced around the back of the parked trucks.


Lucy gave the night watchperson a wave, and crossed the dirt yard to
the medical trailer, where she ascended a short flight of metal steps and
flicked on the light inside. She clicked the metal door shut behind her and
blinked sharply as the neon glow prodded her tired eyes into action. She drew
the blinds across the trailer windows, and necked a liter of water from the
side.


She fetched a blood pressure kit from the shelf, took a seat in the
medical trolley, and tore off a couple of strips of tape, which she dangled
from the counter.


Lucy slid an armband onto her upper arm, then squeezed the hand pump
until the band had inflated, and she could feel her pulse strongly. She
clenched her fist a dozen times until her veins bulged, while using her other
hand to scrub the crook of her elbow clean with an antiseptic wipe.


She lifted the syringe out of the kit box and snapped off the
plastic sheath. She placed the tip of the needle against her vein, and pierced
her skin. Keeping her arm as still as possible, she retrieved a piece of tape
and lay it across the syringe, securing it into position. Carefully, she took
the IV bag, and connected it to the rear of the syringe, then opened the
nozzle.


She lay back against the raised trolley and continued to do fist
clenches while her blood flowed into the bag. Within ten or so minutes the bag
was full. She re-sealed the nozzle, removed the syringe, and clamped a cotton
pad over her elbow pit – securing it in place with more tape.


With her operation cleared away, she flicked off the light. She allowed
a minute for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, then crept out into the cool
night. Animals called to each other in the distance. Where, or what they were,
she couldn’t say. In a way, not knowing was better. Hiding the full IV bag
beneath her jacket, she gave the watch person a wave, then crossed back over to
her tent, where she slid it beneath her pillow.


She tried to sleep but her mind was racing. Lopez needed her. Jack
and Fliss were at risk, too. Now that Harvey knew infected people could be
used, none of them were safe. She shuddered at the thought of department teams
tracking down innocent families, extracting their blood and making them weaker.
As happened to Lopez, they would become trapped in an endless cycle of hallucinations,
unable to make it through the transitionary phase. She had to put an end to it.
And there was only one way.


***


The shelled creature limped to a halt. Lucy, Ruth, and
Karys leaped from the truck and raced towards it. They had precious few seconds
for the maneuver before it latched onto the ground. Lucy and Karys threw
themselves down either side of the creature, as they’d attempted so many times
before. The creature’s tough turquoise shell glistened in the afternoon sun.
Karys threw a rope under the creature’s legs, which Lucy caught. She threw it over
the top of its shell to Ruth, who had placed a wedge between the shell and the
ground.


Ruth and Karys heaved against the rope, flipping the
turtle-armadillo creature onto its back, and landing it on a tarpaulin haulage
sheet Ruth had planted. The group whooped and embraced with delight, as the
creature flailed weakly. Lucy admired the screw-shaped tusks along its
undercarriage, which had foiled them so many times before.


They threw more ropes around the dazed creature and trussed it up
like a parcel. It had the snout of an ant-eater and a long, slender tongue. The
creature began to wheeze. Its legs flailed in the air, and foam dropped from
the tip of its snout.


“Crap – do you think we should turn it over again?” said Karys.


“If it dies on the way back, we’ll have wasted a hell of a lot of
time,” agreed Ruth.


They had been stalking the shelled creature for two days now. They
had successfully infected it upon first sight, using Lucy’s blood. But the disease
had taken longer than expected to incubate. Only now was the creature properly
succumbing to the D4 ‘cancer’ spreading through its body.


Karys let out a yelp and crumpled to the ground, cursing loudly,
clutching her foot.


“Mother f–” she groaned, massaging her ankle.


Lucy glanced down at the offending rabbit hole.


“Get back!” cried Ruth, yanking Karys away.


A black, silver-tongued snake slid its way to the edge of the hole
and stared at the group, licking its lips rhythmically. A rattling sound
emanated from the darkness behind it. The rattling grew, and spread all around
them. Lucy pivoted on the spot; suddenly realizing the field was covered in
snake holes. Slimy black eyes appeared at the edge of each one, watching her
group, and rattling louder by the second.


“Let’s haul ass,” cried Ruth.


With great effort, they dragged the creature up a loading ramp. The
turtle-dillo must’ve weighed at least a hundred and fifty pounds. As they
shunted it into the back of the truck, Lucy noted its shallow breathing. They
attempted to bind its legs, but the turtle-dillo retracted them inside its
shell. Instead, they bound over its tusks, then shoved it the final few feet.
Lucy eyed up the cage Karys had brought from DC, and prayed it would hold its
new occupant.


Re-applying the wedge, and feeding the ropes through the gaps in the
metal cage, Lucy and Karys attempted to repeat their capture maneuver in
reverse. 


“Ruth, we can’t do this without you,” groaned Lucy, heaving on the
ropes.


A gunshot rang out from the rear of the truck.


“Try!” called Ruth, over the growing rattling.


Lucy glanced outwards, as a second snake lunged from its hole
towards the truck, forcing Ruth to fire again.


Karys and Lucy redoubled their efforts and heaved together, flipping
the weighty captive back onto its belly. Lucy gasped as the rope burned her
hands.


Sensing the cords slacken, the turtle-dillo drew a deep shuddering
breath and lunged for the open cage door. 


Karys groaned, taking the full strain. Lucy quickly grabbed hold and
helped haul the creature backwards.


“Are you done yet?” cried Ruth, hastily reloading her pistol.


Lucy could feel her energy draining, as she and Karys strained
against the creature. Her grip was failing, and days of work was about to
vanish. Suddenly the creature collapsed.


“Hurry!” cried Karys. 


She and Lucy hastily secured the ropes to each corner of the truck.
Tension held the creature firmly in the center of its cage. Its exhausted head
slumped onto the floor. Its slender, hypermobile tongue extended outwards and
licked the tarpaulin all around it, probing for information.


Another gunshot rang out from the rear, followed by cursing from
Ruth.


“Let’s get out of here – I’ll cover you!” called Lucy, taking up the
firing position.


Ruth and Karys made a bid for the driver’s cabin. A cacophonous
rattling spilled up from the tunnels. Dozens of black snakes poured out of the
ground and sped towards the truck. They seemed to be targeting Karys’s side.
Was her jacket failing? Lucy couldn’t keep them all at bay.


“Guys, move!” she cried, taking potshots as the first snakes sped
under the rear wheels.


Karys hit the gas, thrusting them forwards. The retreat was burning
precious fuel, as the engine struggled against the heavy cargo.


Lucy sank back against the truck and stared out. The writhing
predators made her skin crawl, as one by one they slipped back into the ground
like oil into a drain.


The mission was woefully behind schedule. If Lucy wanted to stop
Harvey, they had less than a day to get the sample prepared. But as the truck
lurched forwards, she wondered if she was doing the right thing. The last time
she’d cultivated the white powder, the consequences for those around her had
been fatal. She shuddered as she recalled Captain Rangecroft’s final moments.
The deep lacerations across his unconscious face, as he lay dying in the
medical ward of Fort Leonard Wood. It had been her idea to try and capture the
creature, and he’d paid the price. Just as it had been her idea to ingest the
white powder, too, hours later when beasts ambushed the evacuation convoy.
Lopez and Jackson had looked to her for help. She told them it was the only way
to survive. They listened to her. Now, as Lucy’s truck rumbled on, carrying her
infected cargo, a dark truth gnawed deep within. She was the only one left
standing.


***


The truck jolted her awake, shaking her from an uneasy
dream of oily black snakes. Cool night air blew in through the open back. Lucy
sat up sharply as her brain registered the orange glow beside her. Fireflies
danced around the cage. More were trickling in from outside, where a stream of
glowing bugs weaved through the air.


The turtle-dillo was fastidiously licking one side of the metal
cage, coating the mesh in a pink saliva which the fireflies appeared to be
eating. Lucy’s eyes fell on the ropes around the creature’s shell; they too
were covered in bands of saliva, and populated by clusters of fireflies. Beneath
the pink liquid, the rope was fraying. The turtle’s legs slid out from its
shell. It rose steadily onto its feet. The thinning restraints creaked under
the strain.


Lucy scrambled to her knees and banged the side of the truck,
calling out to Karys and Ruth, but as she did so, two of the ropes snapped
apart. The turtle launched itself against the saliva-covered wall of its cage,
burst through the weakened metal, and through the canvas wall of the vehicle.


“Stop the truck!” yelled Lucy, leaping out after the creature.


She landed roughly amidst the grass, and sprinted after it. The
turtle-dillo was moving with incredible speed as it disappeared into the dark
field. Lucy chased after the trail of fireflies following it, but they
vanished, one by one, swallowed up by the creature’s swiping tongue.


Lucy ran on, following the sound of its rustling through the
knee-high grass. Everything from the sky to the plant life seemed to be a deep
midnight blue, and the creature blended into it all seamlessly.


“Lucy, where are you?” called Ruth.


Lucy peered back – Ruth and Karys were nowhere to be seen. The truck
stood deserted some distance away, casting light onto the road.


The ground began to rumble. The grass around her bristled. With a
soft boom, a flare soared up into the sky, casting green light overhead. Karys
stood holding the gun, with her arm pointed firmly in the air. Ruth was beside
her. They were some way from the vehicle. Both were pointing past Lucy.


The rumbling grew louder. Lucy turned and squinted across the
green-glowing field. Something was racing towards them from the shadows. So
many of them. Four-legged. Hooves.


Lucy threw her eyes around the grassland for somewhere to shelter.
The turtle was twenty yards away. It had sealed itself to the ground. She
sprinted to it, seeing Ruth and Karys doing the same. The three dived behind
the tough broad shell and covered their heads as the thundering herd swept
through.


The herd spanned the width and length of Lucy’s view, and must have
been hundreds strong. The horses’ bellies were swollen like barrels. The shaggy
brown hair on their bodies stopped at their necks, revealing mottled
black-and-pink skin, covered in warts. A familiar blood-curdling howl rang out
across the field, cutting through the hammering of hooves against the earth.
The horse whinnied in fear as they stampeded across the plain. 


A beast leaped over the turtle’s shell and sunk its powerful jaws
into a horse’s neck. In the same motion, it dug its claws into the horse’s
body, clinging on from the front with lethal grip.


A second beast leaped onto the horse’s flank, dragging its claws
through the shaggy fur, then sinking its teeth into a hind leg, bringing the
creature crashing to the ground. Both predators extended black tentacles from
their torsos. The lead beast tore the horse’s belly open with its teeth,
spilling shiny Gen Water across the ground, which they immediately suckled
through the writhing cables.


More horses stampeded past their fallen peer. Snarling beasts
pursued them. Their sleek white fur shone beneath the flare as they weaved among
their prey. A beast at the rear of the herd stopped and sniffed the air. It
turned its long snout towards Lucy’s group. 


The flare overhead flickered out.


Lucy turned rigid, pressing herself against the turtle’s shell,
huddling alongside Ruth and Karys. The hairs on Lucy’s skin bristled as a deep
snarl rumbled from from the darkness. She could hear the beast’s sniffs as it
prowled closer. 


A long white snout edged towards her in the scant moonlight. It sucked
in Lucy’s scent. Her skin crawled with terror. She stifled a cry as she felt
its putrid breath blow across her face.


Somewhere nearby, another beast choked and spluttered loudly. It
rasped and wheezed, then slumped to the ground with a thud. The creatures
around it howled in alarm. The beast nearest Lucy snarled and pivoted on the
spot, bounding away through the grass to join the rest of the pack as they
sprinted away, chasing the fading herd.


No-one dared move for several minutes, until the creatures’ snarls
and the distant horses’ hooves had faded entirely. They were alone, in the midnight
blue field, with only the truck’s lights for company, and the spluttering, gargling
of an abandoned beast. Ruth shone a flashlight in the direction of the
creature.


“You ready?” she said, rising to her feet.


Lucy joined her. Together they edged towards the noise. The beast
lay sprawled beside a dead horse, choking. Vast shivers rippled through the
length of its quivering body. Its fur was falling out, revealing patches of
pinkish-black skin beneath, which bubbled and moved like it was boiling. The
creature spluttered once more, and spurted Gen Water from each of its black
tentacles.


The spewed, translucent liquid pooled around the horse’s torn belly.
The top layer was streaked with a swirling band of rainbow colors, like an oil
slick.


“We should get out of here,” said Lucy.


“Shouldn’t we collect it – as a sample or something?” said Ruth.


“It’s not safe. I’ve never seen Gen Water pool this fast. Something
in the horse’s DNA must’ve done this, like a defense from one D4 creature
against another. Both creatures’ cells are de-specializing incredibly quickly.
Look how they’re merging – they’re forming a single globule. The next step is re-specialization.
It could happen any minute and I have no idea what it will generate. We need to
get out of here,” said Lucy.


They hurried back to Karys, who was clinging to the turtle,
traumatized.


“You’re – you’re alive? Your jacket worked too?” she said, pointing
a shaky finger at Ruth.


Ruth pressed her hand to her chest, reverently patting the blood
pack Lucy had given her.


“It did. The difference is, I know who saved me. Can you say the
same?” said Ruth.


***


It took them all night to make it back to base. During
that time the turtle-dillo’s condition deteriorated – it was too weak to
attempt further escapes, but Lucy was worried that it might now die before it
yielded any of the vital white powder they so badly needed.


As they hauled their captive down the ramp, soldiers and farmers
stopped eating breakfast and stared in disbelief. Sid, the Secretary of
Agriculture, paced up to the truck.


“What in hell’s name do you call this?” he fumed.


“Research,” said Lucy.


“You three go AWOL for three days then come back with this thing?”
said Sid.


“I sanctioned the mission, under authority from the Medical
Council,” said Karys, as the crate slid onto the ground with a thud. The
turtle-dillo let out a feeble hiss.


“Authority?” said Sid. “You’re a botanist, Karys, you report to me.
Your job is to make sure we don’t all starve to death in the next three months,
not waste time playing Darwin’s adventures or whatever the hell this is.”


The farmers murmured from the sidelines, clutching their bowls of
porridge. The creature had retracted inside its shell, which had lost its
sheen. The brilliant turquoise was deteriorating into blotchy patches of pastel
blue and green. 


“Is it dangerous?” said Johnny, stepping closer and eyeing it up
warily.


“It’s a herbivore. It doesn’t attack humans. Can you guys get it to
the lab truck?” said Lucy.


Johnny, Pete, and a few of the other farm hands begrudgingly necked
the remainder of their breakfasts, then took over the haulage, aiming for
Karys’s mobile laboratory.


“A package arrived for you while you were away,” said Sid.


“From the hospital?” said Karys.


He nodded resentfully, as Karys immediately set off for her trailer.
Lucy was incensed by the news.


“What the hell, Sid, a DC truck was here? You promised me I’d be
rotated out at the next transfer,” said Lucy.


“Quiet, Young. I made no such promise. You may be Adrian’s niece or
whatever, but out here there’s no special treatment,” he snapped.


Lucy’s blood boiled at this misrepresentation. Adrian’s niece?



“I was his son’s life partner, you asshole,” said Lucy.


“Really? Poor Adrian,” said Sid.


Lucy took a step towards him, her fists clenched, but Ruth shoved a
firm hand against her chest.


“Cool it. People are depending on you. Focus on the powder,” said
Ruth, quietly.


Lucy stared at the caged turtle, as the farmers dragged it across
the yard. A wave of excitement stole over her.


“Wait!” she cried, hurrying over to the cage. She pointed to the
shell above the turtle’s rear leg. A thin band of white powder lined the
archway. “It’s working – this is what we’re gathering.”


Sid marched over.


“Looks like dandruff,” he snorted.


“It’s more like anthrax. It’s highly toxic – so no-one get too
close. But we can weaponize it against the beasts – against all of the
creatures,” beamed Lucy.


“You mean, it’s like a defense?” said Johnny.


“That’s the aim. Proper protection for farmers and soldiers, which
will secure our food production capabilities. But I’ll need to get it back to
DC, for more research,” said Lucy, making a concerted effort to speak Sid’s
language. 


“We’ll see about that,” frowned the secretary.


Karys had re-emerged from her trailer, with a foil parcel tucked
under her arm.


“Hey, green fingers, is what she’s telling me true?” said Sid.


“It’s a prototype,” said Karys, distractedly.


“I mean the powder – is it toxic?” said Sid.


“Highly,” replied Karys.


“In that case, get it loaded up, and move your damned trailer down
the road. I don’t want anyone else on this camp dying for no good reason,” said
Sid.


A hand-held bell rang out across the way, and the remaining two
dozen workers and soldiers got up from the breakfast campfire and prepared to
move out for the day’s work, attempting to resurrect industrial-scale farm
equipment in the surrounding fields. Sid gave Lucy a look of deep distrust,
then peeled off to join them.


“Is that what I think it is?” said Lucy, eyeing up Karys’s parcel.


Karys nodded, grimly. “Two more packs. Harvey sent a note.
Apparently infecteds’ blood loses its defensive qualities within a few days of
being… collected,” she trailed off.


“So those pouches will need to be constantly replaced,” said Ruth.


“All the more reason to get this powder to Harvey A-SAP,” said Lucy.


“How long do you think it’ll take to grow a big enough sample?” said
Karys.


“The disease should accelerate over the next few days,” said Lucy.


“No way the turtle’s gonna last that long. That thing’s weak. At
this rate, it’ll be dead by dinner,” said Ruth.


“We can’t let that happen – the powder stops growing when it dies,”
said Lucy.


“But how do we keep it alive?” said Karys.


“Feed it,” shrugged Ruth.


“With what, Gen Water?” said Lucy.


“I know a place. But you’re not gonna like it,” said Karys.


***


Lucy rejoined the others by the deserted campfire. Ruth’s
insistence that they all get four hours of sleep before departing had cost them
precious daylight. According to Sid, the camp had been put on high alert, with
a strict sundown curfew in effect.


Karys turned her back awkwardly as she tugged out the old blood bag
from her flak jacket, and inserted the fresh one sent by Harvey.


“What do you think I should do with the used one?” she said,
awkwardly.


“Hold a funeral if you like,” said Lucy, scraping out the last of
the porridge from the vat. It was as dry as cement.


“You should destroy it,” said Ruth, finishing her own bowlful.


Karys glanced around, guiltily, then tossed the blood bag into the
center of the log pile, where it wilted and blistered in the flames.


Lucy bit her lip as she thought of Lopez. She couldn’t ignore the
gnawing memory of him strapped down in the cell, being electrocuted, blasted
with white noise, submerged in ice baths. He’d tried to hang himself and she’d
intervened. What right did she have? He was infected because of her. He was
still alive because of her. He was trapped because of her. Was it his blood on
the fire? Or in the new pouch?


She forced the thoughts from her mind, and tried to focus on the
task ahead. The sooner they got the white powder to Harvey, the sooner they
could stop his insane blood bag program.


They loaded the truck with shovels and buckets, and set off towards
the D4 wheat field. Lucy shuddered as they rumbled along the uneven road, past
the place where they’d burned the farmer’s body just days before. A mound of
soil covered the spot, with a large rock laid at the end, in lieu of a
headstone. Pete must have returned to bury his wife in the intervening days. A
handful of saplings poked through the loose earth, stretching out their
yellow-green leaves across the grave and basking in the sun.


As they approached the perimeter fence, Lucy and Karys exchanged an
anxious glance. They knew the dangers that lay in the fields beyond. Last time
seven of them had crossed the threshold, and only five came back. Those were
bad odds, in a group of three. Lucy’s infected status gave her little
confidence in a field where predators could re-specialize and learn fast. One
swing of a giant centipede’s tail could shatter her bones. If a D4 creature
figured out how to strike her without shedding her blood, her toxicity would be
no defense at all.


They parked up and crossed through the metal gate. The purple ivy
covering the fence was thickening at the top. With firearms in one hand, and
shovels in the other, they approached the unnaturally warm field. Lucy glanced
at the path Pete had hacked apart three days prior. Four rat carcasses lay
across the path. Their flesh had been devoured, leaving behind only clumps of
fur and bone. The fallen crop stems from their previous visit were gone too;
devoured by the insects, leaving only black soil beneath. 


Taking care not to disturb the wheat, which brimmed with clusters of
sleeping insects, huddling together in pods at the tips of each tall stalk,
they entered the side of the field. Pressing the grass apart, they forged a
direct path through the dense growth, until they reached the site of the
attack.


They stopped and surveyed the scorched clearing. There was no trace
of the centipede, or the sergeant, save for patches of glistening damp. Lucy
looked around for an explanation – usually the clothes remained behind after
the body degraded. Perhaps the D4 enzyme had adapted to digest them too?


“Might as well try here,” said Karys, kneeling by a silvery patch of
earth, which looked like a freeway for snails. Ultra-short, thin golden stems
poked through the soil, bereft of leaves.


“Size looks about right,” said Lucy, grimly estimating what sort of
liquid footprint the sergeant’s decapitated body would have left.


“So his body’s been entirely degraded?” said Ruth.


Stalks crackled from the surrounding crop rows. The group froze,
guns drawn, peering around the clearing. Lucy’s eyes flitted to Ruth, then
Karys. The three turned back to back and scoured the field for movement.
Another crackle – this time from the opposite direction. A grouse burst up from
the dense crop line, beating its wings frantically as it fled for the
neighboring fields. Lucy studied the direction the bird had emerged from. Her
heart pounded. But all was still. After a moment, Karys broke away.


“This’ll have to do. Let’s take what we can and see if the turtle
can extract the Gen Water from it,” she said, running her gloved fingers
through the moist dirt.


For several minutes the three of them dug in silence. To Lucy’s
surprise, the silvery trails ran through the soil like a seam.


“I guess that’s it,” said Karys, setting her shovel down and
examining the filled buckets.


Ruth cursed and shook out her hand, as her shovel struck something
firm. Lucy knelt down and scooped the soil back with her hands, revealing a thick,
knotted root running horizontally through the ground like a pipe. She
recognized the color and texture all too well.


“What is it?” said Karys, looking closely.


“It’s a land reef. We thought we’d cleared it, but it looks like it
runs a lot deeper than we imagined,” said Lucy. 


She knelt back and gazed in the direction the root led – through the
D4 wheat field and into the fenced perimeter beyond.


A cry rang out from the field. It was a man’s voice.


“Is that–” began Karys, looking from Ruth to Lucy, and mirroring
their expressions of dread.


“The larva – it must’ve survived the grenade,” said Lucy, in horror.


“To hell with this, let’s go,” said Ruth, drawing her rifle.


“But your bucket–” said Lucy.


“Leave it, we need to move – these jackets only work for so long. I
really don’t wanna be testing the expiration date on mine,” said Ruth.


Lucy and Karys grabbed their buckets, and took up Ruth’s between
them. They dived into the overgrowth, jostling against the densely packed stems
as they went. Pods of wheat fell to the ground, where the insects unfurled in
their wake. The sound of splintering stems echoed around them, accompanied by
another chilling cry for help.


“Hurry!” called Ruth.


As Karys pressed ahead, the handle on the middle bucket sheared.
Lucy collided with the fallen container and fell to the ground. She scrabbled
around, trying to sweep the Gen Water sludge inside.


“Leave it!” ordered Ruth, hauling Lucy up by the scruff of her neck.


They rushed after Karys, who had disappeared from the crop jungle
and was speeding towards the fence. The sound of collapsing crops was closing
in. Ruth fired a suppressing pattern into the foliage. The row of plants behind
them fell flat with a crunch. Ruth screamed in terror as the wailing creature
reared upwards, casting a shadow across their path. Praying Karys was ready to
cover them, Lucy dropped her half-filled bucket and ran. Straining every sinew
in her body, she dived clear of the crop rows, and sprinted for the gate.
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The near-miss had shaken all of them. Even Ruth seemed
unsettled, which only amplified Lucy’s fears. Karys had barely spoken since
leaving the field, and she’d startled at the slightest sounds. They were
risking their lives to save infected humans from other humans. It was insane.
As they drove back to camp, her blood boiled with the injustice of it all. 


They arrived to find the Secretary for Agriculture leaning against
the medical trailer, smoking.


“Where’d you find the cigarette?” said Ruth, jealously, as they
climbed out of the truck. Their evening shadows stretched long across the yard.


“Like I’m telling you,” said Sid, exhaling a cloud of smoke. 


He lightly stubbed the cigarette out against the side of the truck, then
doused the smoldering remainder with his wetted fingertips, and tucked it away
in his breast pocket.


“Something going on in there we should know about?” said Karys,
heaving her bucket out from the truck.


“Knock yourselves out,” said Sid, despondently. 


He slouched off towards the campfire, where the evening vat of gruel
was simmering away.


“You coming?” said Karys.


“I’ve seen enough. I’ll get the soil to the lab,” said Ruth, still
shaken from their second near-miss with the centipede creatures.


Lucy followed Karys up into the medical trailer.


“Close the door,” hissed a medic.


Lucy pulled it tight behind her, shutting out the cool evening air.
She adjusted her eyes to the dim interior. The shutters were drawn, and a solar
lamp had been turned to face a corner, obscuring much of its light.


On the central trolley lay a shivering man. His skin looked balmy,
and devoid of the creases a grey-haired human should normally have. The man
opened his wet lips but no words came out. He looked imploringly to the medic,
who understood, and gently placed another blanket across his legs.


Lucy’s eyes fell on a pale patch of skin behind the man’s bronzed
ear. It looked like a birthmark, shaped somewhere between a half love-heart and
a capital ‘B’. But the coloring was wrong for a birthmark – it looked like his
skin had been bleached.


“He was working in the fields. One minute he was fine, then the next
he came over all dizzy and weak. That was less than an hour ago. He’s gone
downhill real quick,” said the medic, using a quiet voice, as if the patient
wasn’t inches away from him.


“Was he able to say what hit him?” said Lucy.


“No idea. Maybe he should’ve been wearing one of your fancy vests,”
said the medic, gesturing to Karys and Lucy’s flak jackets.


“You know about them?” said Karys, alarmed.


“Everybody knows about them, and everybody wants one, don’t they?
Maybe I should’ve kissed more ass when I was in DC,” said the medic bitterly.


“They’re experimental, we don’t know if they’re operationally viable
yet,” said Karys, tentatively.


“Y’all been on three missions now, and it’s the folks without your
jackets who ain’t making it. Hook me up – I want one. You must have a spare? A
prototype?” said the medic.  


“I’m sorry, that’s out of our hands,” said Karys.


“It’s no bother. I’ll just wait till y’all are asleep,” said the
medic, with a laugh.


Lucy and Karys stared at him with unease.


“Tell me again how you found out about these? They’re classified,”
said Karys.


“They sure are. Protection for VIPs only, right? Yet nobody sent one
for the Secretary of Agriculture. He’s pretty pissed, you know,” said the
medic.


The man on the trolley spluttered, and some pinkish foam trickled
down his cheek. His bloodshot eyes were popping as he tried in vain to speak.


“Ssh, ssh, it’s gon’ be OK,” said the medic, placing a soothing arm
on the man’s shoulder.


The grey-haired man’s face contorted in pain, and the medic lifted
his hand away, frowning with concern.


“Don’t touch him. His body’s degrading, it’ll be agony for him.
Kindest thing you can do is make it quick,” said Lucy.


She tore herself away from the man’s death bed and kicked the
trailer door open. She paced across the yard towards her tent, burying her face
in her arm as the memory of Dan’s liquefying body ached like a wound ripped
open. Thoughts of Lopez flooded in, mingling with Dan’s memory. She involuntarily
conjured images of them both covered in lesions, their bodies jerking as they
hung side by side from the lab ceiling. She cried out and sank to the floor in
a squat, clutching her head and rocking on the spot, feeling like her skull was
about to explode as guilt overwhelmed her.


“Hey, you OK? Lucy?” said Karys, catching up.


She placed a tentative hand on Lucy’s back. Karys said more words of
reassurance, but Lucy couldn’t process them. She was faintly aware of the woman
stroking her, and of being eased into a sitting position, but the minutes
stretched by in a blur. Karys held out a bottle of water instructively. Lucy
hadn’t even noticed her leave to get it. She drank, and the liquid soothed her.
After several more sips, she felt her mind clear.


“If it’s about your situation, I swear I’m not gonna tell anyone,”
said Karys.


“It’s not that. It’s–” 


Lucy couldn’t bring herself to speak the awful truths that haunted
her. She stared at Karys’s boots and tried to reground her broken mind.


“If word gets out in DC that people here know about the jackets,
it’ll be impossible to stop them making more. They work, for Christ’s sake, the
argument’s already lost,” said Lucy.


“Don’t give up – you said the powder can work even better than the
blood. We’ll show them, OK? But I agree, we need to get to DC quickly. There’s
– oh man, I really shouldn’t be telling you this,” said Karys.


“Telling me what?” said Lucy.


“Look, I don’t know much, and it’s super classified, alright, I
wasn’t even supposed to find out, but the Government’s preparing for some sort
of event,” said Karys.


“That could mean anything,” scowled Lucy.


“It’s got something to do with the creatures – like, there’s a
second wave coming. All I know is that the top brass are panicking. They’re
going to recall all of the farm troops in the coming days,” said Karys.


“And abandon the food crisis?” said Lucy.


“Whatever it is that’s coming, they’re more scared of it than they
are of mass starvation,” said Karys.


Lucy’s mind worked fast. If the Government was recalling the rural
troops, rumors of the protective blood jackets would quickly leak to the
domestic soldiers. Demand would surge. It would be impossible for the Government
to deny the military access to them on a massive scale. Trying to be heard
above the panic would be near impossible.


“We have to get to DC before the recall,” said Lucy, rising to her
feet. “It’s the only chance we have. If we miss it, the blood operation will be
unstoppable.”


***


Lucy lowered the soil sample into the turtle-dillo’s
cage, in front of the creature’s neck cavity. It didn’t respond. She nudged the
soil closer to its head and waited. A cautious, slender, tongue extended out
from the shadow of the shell, and onto the bowl of soil before it. The dexterous
organ slapped around the sides of the bowl, like a hand feeling around in the
dark, before it plunged into the middle. The creature oozed pink saliva onto
the soil, and spread it across the surface like wallpaper paste, before sucking
it back up – taking the coated layer of soil with it.


Lucy seized her opportunity and slid the bowl a few inches away from
the turtle. It stretched its tongue forwards and lapped up more of the coated
soil. Lucy edged the bowl further again, repeating the motion several times
until she’d coaxed the starving turtle from its shell.


With the creature’s head fully extended, and its weak legs slowly
reaching for the ground, Lucy grabbed her pole.


“Now!” she said.


She, Karys, and Ruth moved as one, each protected by a hazmat suit.
They pinned the creature’s limbs down using lasso-tipped animal control poles,
and secured them against the reinforced operating table. The turtle was too
weak to retract its limbs, and in any case seemed content to focus on the food
before it. 


Lucy clapped her hands in triumph; the creature’s scaly hind leg was
covered in a layer of white powder, as was the tip of its neck. She picked up a
scalpel and made an incision into the creature’s hind leg. The turtle flinched,
and tugged against the restraints, but they held firm.


“Ugh, gross,” said Lucy, as the turtle’s tongue wrapped around its
body and slathered saliva over the arm of Lucy’s suit.


Karys shifted the food bowl around to the opposite side of the
turtle’s head, but it paid no attention, so she forced it to face away, using
the stronghold they had around its neck.


Lucy gripped the turtle’s leg with one hand, then hesitated. She
could feel its pulse. This living creature was a herbivore. It posed no direct
threat. A pang of guilt nagged at her as she held the scalpel above its skin.


“What’s the holdup?” said Karys, keeping pressure against the
turtle’s neck.


This creature is one of them. It’s a D4. It deserves this. Lucy recited the mantra in her head until she was ready to believe
it. Other lives depended on them procuring the powder. Human lives. This is
the only way. With a decisive strike, she cleaved a layer of white
powder-infected skin away from the turtle’s leg. The creature hissed and
trembled in pain.


“Cry all you like, we didn’t start this thing. Your lot found us,”
said Ruth, dispassionately, as she held its front legs tight.


Lucy deposited the strip of powdery flesh in a container, then
turned her attention back to the creature’s shin, which was clotting with
extreme efficiency as a layer of Gen Water formed over the wound. Lucy peered
at the thick grey bone nestled between the layers of muscle and fat. It was
coated in flecks of white, which became denser towards the creature’s foot,
where the bone disappeared behind skin once again.


“Don’t question yourself, just get it done,” said Ruth, as Lucy
stared at the limb. “Besides, we need to hurry up. I got orders to move this
truck to the edge of the site before nightfall, remember? They want our little
friend here kept well away from the sleeping quarters.”


Karys fidgeted, adjusting her yellow-striped flak jacket. She
conspicuously re-arranged the blood pouch inside, needlessly fussing over the
plastic corners. It was clear provocation. And it worked.


Lucy thought of Lopez, and the other infecteds in Harvey’s custody,
and the suffering they were enduring at his hands in the name of progress. She
took a deep breath, and grabbed the turtle’s leg.


She carved the flesh away from either side, slicing through tendons
and sinews, and peeling the healthy tissue away until just the creature’s bone
remained, protruding from its fleshy shell, and quivering in agony. Lucy seized
the exposed bone tip and examined the base. It was pure white, fading to grey
the further up the leg she looked. 


She dropped the scalpel, tore off her gloves and apron, and rushed
from the trailer. She marched across the yard towards the campfire, ignoring
the alarmed looks of the farmers and soldiers, who gave her a wide berth – wary
of her remaining lab gear. She accosted the cook, who was chopping potatoes by
the campfire.


“Throw me the grater,” she demanded.


He looked at her, perplexed. Lucy tugged her facemask down and
yelled.


“I’m not fucking around. Give me the God damn grater!”


The cook hastily threw it her way. Lucy snatched it off the ground
and stormed back to the lab, slamming the door behind her.


She reclaimed her gloves and apron, disinfected the grater, then
approached the operating table. Ruth and Karys watched on queasily as she took
the implement to the creature’s bone and shaved at it hard, with grim
determination. Tough shards of white fell onto the table in curls, as Lucy
rubbed frantically, until she struck pure grey.


“Maybe that’s enough for tonight,” said Karys, alarmed.


“Lucy?” said Ruth, concerned.


Lucy bit her lip in concentration, as she grated faster and harder
against the screaming turtle’s leg. She embraced the burning fatigue in her arm
as she shredded its raw bone into a pile.


“I said that’s enough,” said Ruth, grabbing hold of Lucy and
wrestling her away from the table.


Lucy broke free and glared at Ruth, furiously. Her eyes darted to
Karys, who looked regretful. Ruth reached out a consoling hand, but Lucy batted
it away. She threw the grater onto the floor with a clatter. She tore off her
gloves, and suit, kicked the door open, and stormed off into the camp.


***


Adrian clicked the lid back on the fountain pen and set
it down on his desk, beside the contract.


“I trust that satisfies you,” he said, sliding the bundle of papers
across the table with contempt.


He stood abruptly, scratching the wooden chair against the floor,
and fastening his blazer buttons.


“If that will be all, Ms Young,” he addded, bitterly, stowing his
reading glasses in his top pocket and pacing towards the door. He paused with
his palm on the handle, and turned back once more. With a legal background
himself, and three decades in public office under his belt, the various
certificates, diplomas, and commendations hanging from the attorney’s wall
could as well have been his own.


“I never thought it would come to this. Such lies,” he said, with
utter disappointment in his voice.


“Thank you for your time, Senator. My client believes you are best
suited to execute her late partner’s will, and we appreciate your cooperation
in the matter,” said Lucy’s attorney, collecting the papers from the desk.


“Adrian, wait,” said Lucy, rising from the rigid oak armchair. As
she stepped forward, the ground seemed to disappear beneath her. She fell
spread-eagled across the fusty carpet. She quickly scrambled for her seat,
blushing furiously, as her attorney helped her back up. She looked down at her
leg. It was a stump. A thick, blood-soaked bandage covered her knee cap.


“Who did – when did–” she stammered, staring at the amputation in
horror.


Adrian shook his head pitifully and pulled the door open, letting in
a frigid breeze. He lifted a yellow-striped flak jacket from the coat rack by
the door, and departed without another word.


***


Lucy sat up sharply. Outside the tent there was shouting.
Ruth’s bed was empty. Stuttering gunfire rang out. Lucy hit the deck, and
hastily pulled on her boots and uniform as best she could in the darkness.


A loud crack rang out through the air, prompting cries and further
shots. Lucy crawled to the edge of the tent and peered out. The air was filled
with thick fog, backlit by strong moonlight. Voices called out in confusion
through the opaque air.


The ground shook. Something heavy was moving in her direction. The
dark shadow grew taller and broader by the second. A fiery blast shot across
the fog, turning the mist into a blinding mass of white. Within a split second,
the rocket-propelled grenade exploded into the side of the vast creature. 


Lucy’s reflexes threw her to the ground and into a ball. A tearing
sound came from above, followed by a thud and a sizzle, as a hunk of the
dismembered creature pierced the canvas roof and landed beside her. She stared
at it in horror. The smoldering flesh was thick, and grey, like an elephant
hide, but coated with dots like those of a whale shark.


A second lump of flesh landed in front of Lucy’s open tent flap and
rolled towards her. It was a severed trunk. A fine mist was billowing from the
tip, quite separate to the smoke rising from its scorched skin.


A buzzing noise filled the air, prompting cries of “Get down!”
across the camp. A jet of glowing blue droplets soared through the white fog,
followed by a deafening crack as lightning shot between them. The arching
droplets acted like a path finder for the electrical charge, creating a lethal
bridge between the creature and its target. The glow briefly illuminated the
soldier with the rocket launcher, before he collapsed to the ground in flames.


The sound of engines starting rumbled through the air, accompanied
by calls of “Evacuate!”


Lucy rose to her feet and sprinted from the tent, following the
sound of the nearest engine. But within a few dozen yards she was completely
lost amid the swirling white fog. She’d reached a stack of crates she didn’t
recognize. As she tried to find her bearings, a second giant figure loomed
towards her. The creature’s vivid green retinas glinted through the mist.
Lucy’s mouth dropped open as a pair of slow-moving wings came into focus on
either side of the vast creature, fanning the vapor towards her.


The air crackled. She froze, paralyzed. A patter of footsteps
careered towards her. Lucy’s eyes widened as a jet of blue droplets soared into
the air.


Out of nowhere, Lucy felt a body plough into her from the side,
sending her flying. A bolt of blue lightening exploded into the crates where
she had stood seconds before. She cowered as splinters of wood and fire flew
through the air, igniting the surrounding tents.


“Come on!” yelled Ruth, hauling Lucy to her feet and dragging her
away from the blaze.


A fresh wave of crackling was growing louder by the second.
Terrified, Lucy ran through the fog, chasing Ruth’s retreating figure. The mist
flashed brightly, the air cracked like a whip, and someone screamed in agony.


Something red glowed up ahead. Tail lights. It was the lab vehicle.
As they raced towards it, the engine sprung to life, and the truck lurched
away.


“Wait!” cried Ruth, in despair, banging the metal bodywork as she
raced to keep pace.


The vehicle slammed to a halt. The door swung open.


“Get in!” yelled Karys.
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The guard frowned as she compared Karys’s photo ID to her
exhausted countenance.


“Wait here,” she said, turning on her heel and disappearing indoors.


Lucy craned her neck, studying the holding bay. It was similar to
the gate she and Ruth had entered through a couple of weeks back, only there
were fewer soldiers patrolling this portion of the wall. Their guard conferred
with someone behind a doorway.


Lucy shifted in her seat, anxiously. She was exhausted, and on edge.
Her paranoid brain turned every minor crackle into the fuzzing electrical
precursor to a lightening strike from one of the mist creatures. She tugged
compulsively at the hem of her jacket. The screams and burning bodies of the
ambushed soldiers and farmers haunted her.


When the guard returned, her hands were clad in blue latex gloves,
and she was carrying a tray.


“Swab your mouths, then drop the sticks in one of the jars,” she
ordered, holding the tray through the window.


Lucy picked hers up and hesitated, examining the cotton bud at the
tip of the wood.


“What’s this for?” said Ruth.


“If you wanna enter the city, you gotta do the swab,” said the
guard, resting the tray on the frame of the lowered passenger window. 


A muffled loudhailer echoed from inside the city, followed by the
distant roar of a crowd. The guard turned her head towards the sound and sighed
wearily.


Karys hastily swabbed her mouth, then shoved the glistening sample
into Lucy’s hand, in exchange for Lucy’s dry one.


The guard looked back at the three newcomers. “You done or what?”
she said, tetchily.


Lucy and Ruth each deposited their samples into a beaker, while
Karys quickly swabbed her mouth a second time, before following suit. The three
solutions turned from blue to green.


A hissing-moaning sound came from the rear of the vehicle, followed
by a clang.


“I’m gonna need to see inside the trailer,” said the guard, setting
the tray down on a crate behind her.


“That’s not possible,” said Karys.


“Open it up, or you’re not getting inside the city,” said the guard,
irritably.


“It’s classified. We’ve got a research delivery for the hospital.
It’s really better for everyone if you don’t bother yourself with–” began
Karys.


“The hell with that,” said the guard, stepping away from the door
and marching to the rear of the vehicle, pistol in hand.


“Don’t go in!” cried Karys, leaping after the soldier.


Lucy climbed out after her, rushing to the rear, where the soldier
pulled the lab door open.


“What the hell?” cried the soldier.


Startled by the influx of daylight, the powder-tipped, mutilated
turtle let out a desperate rasp, straining its head forwards. It rocked
sideways against its restraints, which were covered in pink saliva on one side.
It fell from the operating table onto the floor, with a heavy thud, landing on
its back, where it let out a pained rasp, as four screw-shaped tusks deployed
themselves uselessly into the air.


“Oh shit,” yelled the soldier, firing twice into the turtle’s soft,
powder-covered underbelly.


“No!” cried Lucy, barging the soldier out of the way, and staring in
horror at the turtle-dillo.


Gen Water and blood seeped out from the bullet holes in its belly.
One by one, its flailing limbs fell still, and its long, slender tongue fell
limp across the floor.


“You idiot! Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” cried
Lucy, looming over the soldier with rage.


“Get down, all of you, on the ground, now!” came a cry from the
wall, as a sentry trained his rifle on the group, while two more soldiers
rushed into the courtyard through the doorway.


Lucy, Ruth, and Karys knelt down swiftly, placing their hands behind
their heads.


“What the hell happened?” said the sergeant, inspecting the trailer
as her colleague rose to her feet.


“They were trying to bring a hostile into the city, ma’am. I
neutralized the creature, before this one blindsided me,” said the solider,
pointing to Lucy, angrily, as she picked herself up off the ground.


“We told you to leave it. Now you’ve killed a vital research asset –
you’ve set us back days,” protested Karys.


“No-one’s told us about any research assets. You brought a hostile
into the city, when we have a strict shoot on sight policy. You should all know
better. On your feet,” said the sergeant.


“I’ll be reporting this,” said Karys, standing up angrily.


“I’d watch your tone, soldier, if you still want to get inside the
city,” said the sergeant, darkly.


She slammed the lab door shut, and signaled the other soldiers to
stand down.


“I suggest you three learn to follow orders quickly. The last thing
we need is a friendly fire incident,” said the sergeant, heading back for the
doorway.


The guard glared at Lucy as she, Ruth, and Karys returned to the
cockpit. The orange lights flashed above the second gate as the metal barrier
retracted with a series of clunks until it came to rest half-way, just wide
enough for the lab vehicle to pass through.


“Something going on?” remarked Ruth, as they made their way through
the city, towards the hospital.


A soldier stood before a make-shift barricade, comprised of cones
and tape, and waved them away from the main road. Behind him, a group of
several hundred protestors were staging a sit-in, blocking the entire street.
Each wore a white armband, and chanted in response to their enigmatic leader’s
proclamations through the loudhailer.


Lucy recognized the speaker as Raya, the woman she’d seen stirring a
crowd on her first Sunday in the city. Her support had clearly burgeoned in the
past week or so. Lucy wondered if Fliss was in the crowd; the girl had been
intrigued by the woman, and who could blame her? She was a powerful orator.
Raya stood before the seated congregation, with her wavy black hair tied back
in a ponytail, and castigated the Government behind her.


Lucy heard little of Raya’s words as they diverted away from the protest,
but her energy was infectious. A sense of injustice and oppression ignited in
her belly. As they headed towards the hospital, she felt ready for a reckoning.
She had no idea what state Lopez would be in by now, or whether he’d even still
be alive, but she was here to fight for him. Their specimen had been killed,
but they had the white powder; irrefutable proof that Harvey’s repugnant
tactics were unnecessary.


The streets were bustling as workers milled about on their
lunchbreaks reading, talking, or – if they were lucky – listening to offline music
via a colleague’s solar-charged phone. Each worker had an empty bowl or tub
beside them. A handful were still eating – savoring every mouthful of that
day’s lunch ration. The adjacent block was less jovial. Its workers were lined
up on the sidewalk, hungrily awaiting their portions. Some wore white armbands.
They tended to be in groups of three or four, talking to other armband-wearers.
Before them were two military catering trucks, each serving one side of the
street. The staff moved fast, ladling out hot portions at a blistering pace –
often to the complaints of their customers – knowing the next block was waiting
hungrily, as were the blocks after that.


They continued onward, following signs for the hospital. Lucy’s eyes
fell on an electronic billboard. A newsfeed – presumably direct from the Government
– scrolled across the bottom.


…attacks · President accuses striking workers of undermining
national security · Secretary of Education unveils new intranet resources for…


Above the scrolling feed was a large image with the title Public
Health Warning. It showed two smiling workers in hard hats. The pair
greeted each other with a wave, despite only being positioned a foot apart.
Beside their image was a short message, reading; Talk don’t touch. Contact
costs lives.


The screen transitioned to a severely lesioned patient, along with a
list of symptoms to watch out for, before concluding with a message urging
citizens to report to the hospital for treatment if they developed any of the
above, and to do their patriotic duty by reporting anyone they suspect of being
unwell.


As the billboard faded from view, another police cordon barred the
road ahead.


“They’re spreading,” said Karys, leaning over the steering wheel for
a better view.


Lucy followed her gaze. Inside the cordon stood three discrete
office buildings. The central stone building was partially destroyed. Half of
the front wall had crumbled to the ground, exposing the plant-covered desks and
levels inside. The exterior was covered from top to bottom in a thick coat of
purple and blue algae. Rust colored branches had erupted from the bowels of the
building through its windows and doorways. The branches stretched out onto the
street and buildings around. Likewise, the algae had spread to the two
neighboring buildings, which had each succumbed by half.


At the foot of the building was a van, attended by two people in
hazmat suits. A broad yellow pipe trailed from it into the stone entrance.
Yellow smoke poured out of the shattered windows in the level above.


As they passed by, Lucy glimpsed another building behind the central
one. The roof had caved in. Its brick was scorched, and its windows shattered.
The vines protruding through its frames were charred and grey, like aged
driftwood.


A flash of movement brought Lucy’s eyes back to the first building.
A lemur-like creature leaped out of the second level, onto the ground below. It
appeared to be choking. It lay twitching, unable to run more than two paces
before another seizure took hold. One of the hazmat suit figures retrieved a
shotgun from the van and terminated the creature with a single shot.


Lucy gasped as a second creature scarpered out of the fumigated
building – this time from a side window. It scurried across a rusty vine, into
the neighboring building, where it vanished.


Before Lucy could relay this, a siren rang out across the city. The
people on the sidewalks reacted with panic; they turned and fled for the
nearest building, with fear written across their faces.


“You heard that before?” said Ruth, as they watched people dash by.


“No, but it doesn’t sound good,” said Karys.


A busload of people were pouring out of the vehicle and into the
nearest buildings. Karys hit the gas and swerved across an intersection, making
a beeline for the hospital. The siren rang out again in pulses, as they skidded
into the hospital parking lot.


“Inside, quickly!” yelled Karys, sprinting from the trailer.


They rushed to the main entrance, but the doors were locked shut.
The three of them banged against the glass, calling to the security personnel
inside, but the staff shook their heads in fear.


“This way,” called Ruth, forcing open a fire exit.


They rushed down the steps into a pitch-black basement, sealing the
door behind them. The piercing siren became muffled, but quickly gave way to an
altogether more sinister sound. Rustling and moaning echoed through the
darkness. The stench of human excrement hit Lucy’s nostrils hard.


“Don’t move,” breathed Karys.


Ruth clicked her flashlight on. A shaft of light shone down the
corridor, revealing a long boulevard of glass cubicles. Side-avenues branched
in all directions, suggesting the network extended across the entire level.
Lucy and Karys flicked on their flashlights and examined the cells around them.


Nausea swept over Lucy. Rows of infecteds stretched before them.
Many of the prisoners shielded their eyes, and shuffled further into the
corners, shying away from the prying lights. Others sat despondently and stared
at the newcomers in vacant bewilderment. A handful rose to the glass and
yelled, banging their palms against the walls, causing a ripple of fearful
murmurs throughout the enclosure.


Aside from the bedraggled human occupants, the cells were barren,
containing only a waste bucket, and a thin blanket no bigger than a hand towel.


A cry of pain sounded out from the middle of the floor – from one of
the cells beyond their corridor. It was swiftly followed by the slamming of a
door, and the jangling of keys.


“Who goes there?” called Ruth, raising her rifle.


Footsteps echoed towards them, approaching through one of the dark
avenues ahead.


“I might ask you the same thing,” replied a familiar voice. “Would
you be so kind as to dip your light? It’s somewhat dazzling,” 


As Harvey approached them through the darkness, Lucy felt a knot in
her stomach. A pair of night vision goggles hung around his neck, and a pair of
discarded latex gloves protruded from the lip of his grubby lab coat pocket.


Lucy could feel herself reaching for the trigger. She could end him
there and then. She could liberate the shivering, hallucinating, lesion-covered
infecteds all around them. She could get revenge for the torture he’d meted out
to Lopez, and God knows who else.


But loathe as she was to admit it, she needed him. She needed his
trust, his stamp of approval on her diversionary project. If she killed him,
the authorities would find out – one way or another. They’d never listen to her
or Karys again. The powder would never see the light of day. All that would survive
would be Harvey’s bloody legacy.


She let out a deep, shuddering breath, and edged her finger away
from the trigger.


“Karys, back so soon? And, my goodness, is that Lucy Young?” said
Harvey, beaming.


“You know this creep?” said Ruth.


“Unfortunately,” said Lucy.


“I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. I’m Harvey, Director of
Pathology at the hospital. And you are?”


“I’m wondering what kind of person hangs out in a pitch black
basement that stinks of shit and appears to be full of slaves,” said Ruth.


“Someone searching for the truth, my dear. It would appear that the
dreadful disease affecting our friends down here is also something of a
blessing – if you’ll excuse the parlance. Indeed, these brave subjects have
become both our greatest burden, and our greatest asset. But I think you’ll
agree, that’s quite enough about me. What, may I ask, brings two scientists and
a soldier down to our humble basement?” said Harvey.


“A siren went off as we were driving here. The hospital wouldn’t let
us in the lobby, even though everyone seemed to be running for cover. So we
broke in here,” said Karys.


“A sensible move,” said Harvey, rubbing one of his fluffy sideburns
thoughtfully. “Butterflies. They’re the latest manifestation of the D4 pathogen
to be plaguing the city. That’s the third siren in two days. They are, dare I
say it, devastatingly beautiful. But that’s something of an irrelevance. As
with all things, they are an opportunity for us to learn,” said Harvey. 


“Is that what you tell the people you’ve trapped down here?” said
Lucy.


“The darkness is for their comfort, Lucy. Many of them become
hypersensitive to light during the course of their treatment. I would love to
share some of our latest findings with you all – and indeed, to hear how you
got on, Karys,” said Harvey.


“How we got on, you mean,” said Ruth, revealing her blood pouch.


“Ah, I see there are no secrets between friends. Quite right, and
for which I thank you – you’ve tripled my sample size. Though I’m curious as to
how you achieved this. Did you divide the additional blood pouches three ways?
Or did the first one last longer than we expected?” said Harvey, excitedly.


“Maybe we can talk upstairs,” said Karys, bluntly.


“Of course – this way, please,” said Harvey.


They followed him past rows of cowering infecteds to the elevator.
As they approached, a thin white glow appeared in the crack between the
shutters. The glow descended from the level above. With a ding, the doors slid
open, casting a shaft of light across the corridor. Alexi, the pathology receptionist,
stood in the elevator, clutching a tray with empty syringes.


“Ah, Alexi, where were you? You’ve missed the boat, I’m afraid, my
rounds here are done for the time being,” said Harvey, jovially.


Alexi stared straight ahead. Lucy trained her flashlight on him,
revealing a sheen of sweat across his skin. His lips parted fractionally, but
no words came out.


“Alexi?” said Harvey, edging forwards.


The receptionist slumped to his knees, then collapsed spread-eagled
across the floor, sending the tray’s contents scattering. Lucy’s eyes fixed
instantly upon the bleach mark at the top of his neck. A transparent wing
flapped gently upon it, dissolving further into his skin with each slowing
beat.


“Get away from the elevator. This way – quickly,” said Harvey, spotting
the same thing.


The group hastened after him, back down the corridor. The wedge of
light continued to spill outwards, expanding and contracting as the doors
jammed against Alexi’s body. Harvey pulled out a set of keys and fumbled
through them, searching for the right one.


“Hurry,” urged Karys, as a fluttering shape emerged from the
elevator.


Harvey clicked the lock open and dashed inside the cell, beckoning
the others in behind him.


“What the hell?” said Lucy, as her eyes fell on the slumped figure
in the corner. The woman was unconscious, and her hands were zip tied behind
her back.


“Ignore that – kill the lights,” urged Harvey, sealing the door.


All three flicked their flashlights off, leaving them with only the
elevator’s overspill. As the butterfly crossed from the light into the shadows
of the corridor, an iridescence spread across its wings. The gentle, white glow
was soothing. Lucy felt herself relaxing as the butterfly bobbed through the
air towards them.


The insect landed delicately on the cell’s clear wall, and climbed
steadily upwards towards the join between the glass and the ceiling. It
explored the crevice further, then tried flying into the glass several times
more, before fluttering away down the corridor.


Karys let out a sigh of relief.


“Don’t be fooled – it’s not gone. It’s looking for a way in,” said
Harvey.


“How do we get out?” said Ruth.


“I can kill it. But it’s risky. It requires a volunteer,” said
Harvey.


“For what?” said Karys, warily.


“Bait,” said Harvey.


“I vote we use you,” said Lucy.


“A reasonable suggestion, Lucy, but I cannot be both bait and
killer. The maneuver requires two people,” said Harvey.


“I’ll do it,” said Karys.


“Excellent. You’ll have to remove your blood jacket, then roll your
sleeve up,” said Harvey.


Karys took off her yellow-striped flak jacket, then rolled her left
sleeve up to her elbow. Harvey produced a small flask from his pocket,
unscrewed the nozzle, and sprayed a transparent solution onto Karys’s skin.


“When it lands, strike the match and hold it to your arm,” said
Harvey, handing her a matchbox.


“Wait, this stuff’s flammable?” said Karys, sniffing the sheen
nervously.


 “But of course. You can’t swat or crush these butterflies, they
dissolve upon such contact – into the host. At the present time, burning them
is our only option. But it only works if you see the butterfly first. And for
that, you need to lure it. Stay perfectly still until it lands. Good luck,” he
said, opening the cell door.


Karys stepped out into the dark corridor and cast her eyes around.
“It’s coming back,” she said, fearfully, her voice muffled through the thick
glass.


Lucy held her breath as the ghostly white glow of the butterfly
danced toward them through the shadows. The insect fluttered onto Karys’s
sleeve and folded back its silky wings. First, it explored the crevices of her
jacket. Then, with its fine antennae raised, it crawled over the hem of her
sleeve and onto her exposed forearm.


“The match, now!” cried Harvey.


Karys hastily pressed the match to the strike pad, but it snapped in
two. The butterfly bristled; its antennae stiffened. Karys pulled the box open,
but her hands were shaking; matches spilled out onto the floor. The butterfly’s
wings unfolded and descended symmetrically towards her skin.


Harvey wrenched the cell door open and drew a lighter from his
pocket. He seized Karys’s wrist and sparked the flame, sending a streak of fire
across her arm. Karys shrieked in fear but he held her firmly, staring at the
fire for two long seconds before throwing his lab coat over her arm and patting
the flames out.


Ruth flicked her light on. Karys tore herself away from Harvey and
stared at her arm. Apart from a few singed hairs, she was unharmed, and there
was no trace of the butterfly.


“What part of that could you have not done yourself?” said Lucy,
stepping out of the cell, with Ruth in tow.


 “We gained valuable data from Karys’s bravery. We’ve learned that a
fail-safe is still necessary. But we’ve also expended my limited supply of the
solution,” said Harvey, locking up the cell behind them, and returning Karys’s
flak jacket to her.


“Are there more of those things in this building?” said Ruth.


“Almost certainly. But they are outside, too. We must get to the
safe zone. I’ve installed a rudimentary deterrent on Level Five, where I’ve
been producing the solution. If we can make it there, our chances of survival
will be greatly improved. Follow me,” said Harvey.


“What’s the point of the damn siren if people are just as vulnerable
indoors?” fumed Lucy, as they approached the elevator.


“It’s like sheltering from a rainstorm. You’re less likely to get
wet, but you’re more likely to discover leaks you didn’t know existed,” said
Harvey, serenely.


They reached Alexi’s body. He was still breathing, and his limbs had
nudged forwards since they left him, but he remained face-down.


“Would you mind?” said Harvey.


He secured his gloves, then stooped down and took hold of Alexi’s
shoulder.


Ruth pulled on her own gloves and took the other shoulder.  They
dragged Alexi clear of the elevator. Lucy caught the doors before they closed,
and peered inside for signs of other insects.


Harvey laid Alexi back on the ground and stepped into the elevator.
“There, there, Alexi, I’ll be seeing you tomorrow, there’s a good fellow.” 


The receptionist moaned faintly. The doors closed with a chime,
eating the wedge of light that framed him. The elevator clunked upwards.


“He’ll slip into a coma within the hour. From there, it will be a
gentle goodbye. I’ll retrieve the body first thing tomorrow, before it’s
completely degraded. It’s always useful to have fresh samples to study,” said
Harvey.


As the elevator ascended, Ruth cocked her rifle and trained it on
the doors. Lucy stared at the slit of light pulsing through the crack as they
climbed, barely daring to blink. The elevator slowed to a halt. Karys pulled
Lucy to the side, with Ruth and Harvey taking similar refuge positions against
the opposite wall.  


With a ding, the doors slid open. Lucy peered through the gap, into
the Level Five lobby. It wasn’t a level she’d been to before. Lopez was on the
floor above, and Adrian on the one below. She hoped to God their floors were in
a better state than the sight that greeted her.


Bodies littered the ground. Some bore the bleach marks of dissolved
wings. Others were covered in multiple butterflies, which crawled slowly over
folds of clothing, looking for patches of bare skin. A handful fluttered a few
inches above their prey, startled by the elevator’s chime. One by one, they
re-settled on the nearest body.


“They’re nesting. If we move slowly, we may be able to pass them
undetected. Follow me,” said Harvey.


The group stepped out and formed a line before the elevator. Harvey
took three tentative steps along the corridor. The insects didn’t respond. He
beckoned the others to follow. The group walked in single file, on tiptoes,
weaving between the scattered bodies of scientists and soldiers.


Karys gasped and stepped back sharply, causing Ruth to lose her
balance as she tiptoed between insect-ridden bodies. Lucy’s eyes flitted to
what had caused Karys fright. A technician lay paralyzed across the ground,
face up, staring at the ceiling. Her ring finger twitched, almost
imperceptibly. Lucy clocked the bleach mark across the woman’s wrist. Her
eyelids flickered, as a tear rolled down her cheek. The split second stretched
out before Lucy, as she suddenly yearned to be that woman, moments away from
the end of it all.


Her trance was shattered as quickly as it arrived. In an urgent bid
to avoid collision with Karys and the surrounding bodies, Ruth had leaped to
the side, only to spot a ground-dwelling butterfly at the last second. Twisting
away, she collided with a trolley, sending it tipping over with a clatter. Ruth
cursed loudly, as butterflies took off from the nearby body of a uniformed
soldier. This time, they showed no signs of resettling; they spread out across
the width of the corridor, and swarmed towards the group.


“Run!” cried Harvey.


They sprinted through the hallway, dodging trolleys and bodies as
they ran for the safe zone. Breathlessly, the group tumbled crossed a strip of
metal that lined the hallway from floor to ceiling like a picture frame. It
looked rickety – made from scavenged parts, with stray wires and bolts
protruding from the sides. Harvey turned to the wall, panting, and stared into
a retina scanner, then punched in a code. The device bleeped twice. The ceiling
lights blinked out across the corridor. He turned to face the oncoming insects,
panting, as they fluttered towards the group.


Ruth and Lucy hopelessly tried the locked doors around them. The
corridor was a dead end.


“Harvey!” cried Karys.


The growing swarm twisted towards them in a mesmerizing glow.
Somewhere, in the back of her mind, Lucy felt a distant inclination to run, but
her limbs felt soft; she was transfixed.


All of a sudden, the first wave of butterflies vanished from the
air. The next wave followed suit, disappearing with a faint popping sound. This
was followed by a gentle pitter patter, as drops of Gen Water fell onto the
silver base strip.


“Success!” declared Harvey, looking to the group for a celebration
that was not reciprocated.


“What just happened?” said Lucy, dazedly.


“That, my dear Lucy, is classified. However, in light of Karys here
being so wonderfully obliging with our little experiment earlier, I suppose I
might share a modest detail or two with you. It’s a sound barrier; a hypersonic
wall of sound energy, undetectable to our humble human ears, but which can, in
the right circumstances, induce spontaneous de-specialization in D4 creatures.
Goodness, I really am telling you too much. It’s strictly confidential –
military stuff, you know what they’re like about these things,” said Harvey, as
the popping sounds abated.


Lucy stared at the small puddle of Gen Water forming across the
silver barrier. The handful of remaining butterflies had abandoned the chase,
and returned to the easier pickings of the fallen humans behind.


“You’ll need to clear this up. Some of it could re-spawn,” said
Lucy, warily.


“Quite. Although, as you can see, I’m a little short-staffed right
now. I’ll ask Adrian to send through a clean-up team – that is, assuming they
survived. For now, I must press on with our top priority. You are all familiar
with the blood pouches. I hope you are as impressed by their performance as I
have been? Based on the trial so far, the Government have urgently commissioned
more. I could use your assistance in meeting this demand,” said Harvey.


“Using the blood of an infected soldier to protect those who are
clean? Tell me, Director. The soldiers wearing his blood know the truth? Do
they know how he – they – whoever, suffered to produce it?” said Lucy.              


“Ah, I believe you are referring to Patient Zero? Adrian and I had
really hoped a stint in the country might reset that particular – shall we say
– distraction of yours,” said Harvey.


Lucy bit her tongue. She needed to keep Harvey on-side if she wanted
to find Lopez, and for that she needed to regain access to the Level Six lab
above them. But it wasn’t easy; the way he dismissed Lopez’s mistreatment made
Lucy’s blood boil. She clenched her fists and forced a civil smile.


“Soldiers are loyal. They might not take kindly to the reality
underpinning your method. It would seem unwise to commit significant resources
to producing a solution that is deemed unacceptable by its end-users. We may
risk wasting a lot of time if, say, some soldiers were to object to being
clothed in the byproduct of human rights violations,” said Lucy.


An expression of weary disappointment fell across Harvey’s face.
Lucy immediately regretted her slide into the emotive language. Harvey polished
his glasses, in a gesture that signaled he was preparing to leave. 


“From the pilots I’ve been running in the city, I don’t think that’s
an issue we’ll have,” he replied.


Lucy floundered.


 “Durability. That’s your biggest issue,” said Karys, intervening.
“The bags need replacing every few days, don’t they? What if we’ve found an
alternative that doesn’t expire?”


Lucy tugged the jar of white powder out of her pocket.


“And what might this be?” said Harvey, pulling on his glasses and
turning the container in his hands.


“D4 cancer. It kills the creatures. What you’re holding right there
was grown on a D4 specimen we captured on the farm,” said Lucy.


“You’re telling me you’ve discovered a bio-weapon?” said Harvey,
with an unusually visible degree of skepticism. 


“It’s works as a defense, too. What we’re telling you is surely good
news for everyone? You can stop using the blood, because this is the way forward,”
said Lucy.


Harvey continued to turn the jar over in his hands. “Either the
powder you’ve provided here is potent enough to protect an entire city, or
there’s a lot of work yet to be done. Which is it?”


His cheery, Santa Claus manner was slipping.


“This is proof of concept,” began Lucy.


“Forgive my cynicism, Lucy, but the proof you’re bringing me is
purely anecdotal. I will need to see its effects replicated in laboratory
conditions before I can even countenance halting the blood method,” said
Harvey.


“Of course, we can totally do that. But we’ll need a couple of
days,” said Lucy.


“I look forward to talking in due course, then, once you have
something meaningful to show,” said Harvey.


“Will you halt the blood production until then?” said Karys.


“What the pair of you seem to be failing to grasp is the urgency of
the situation. I have thousands of soldiers to protect, and tens of thousands
of civilians, all waiting for a breakthrough. You can’t seriously expect me to
go to the Government and tell them I’m abandoning the one scalable solution
we’ve found so far, on account of one unconfirmed sample? Think about it; there
is gallons of infected blood ready to be tapped, and a city on the brink of
collapse. Halting is not a luxury we have. I have no grand philosophical
objection to your alternative. I’m all about the best solutions. If you can
make this work, I’ll gladly recommend it to the Government. But you’ll need to
prove you can scale it up before they’ll listen,” said Harvey.


Lucy stared at him, crestfallen.


“What’s that?” said Ruth, interrupting, and pointing to a laboratory
door in the corridor they’d traversed. The glass pane was shattered, revealing
a glimpse into a room full of green light and broken glass tanks filled with
plants. A pair of butterflies drifted out through the window space and into the
corridor, where they settled on a fallen human.


“Harvey, did the butterflies come from this lab?” said Karys, her
tone darkening.


Harvey returned Lucy’s jar to her, then glanced at the broken window
with casual interest, as if seeing it for the first time.


“An unfortunate coincidence, it would seem. A mass spawning event
outside, and an accident in the research facility trying to study the very same
insects,” said Harvey.


“Bullshit,” said Lucy, eyeing him up.


The siren outside ceased, and was replaced with a repeating pattern
of chimes.


“No matter. As you can hear, these incidents are over soon enough. Our
winged friends are short-lived beings,” said Harvey, facing the corridor.


Lucy’s mouth dropped as the butterflies vanished en masse –
dissolving into the humans beneath them, or if they weren’t on skin, simply
degrading to Gen Water on the spot. In a matter of seconds, all trace of the
insects had gone.


“Wait, you knew that would happen?” said Karys.


“This is our third attack in two days. We’ve learned that it’s a
storm one can ride out,” said Harvey, with a twinkle, as he tapped another code
into the silver barrier device. It shut down with a bleep, and the overhead
lights came back on.


“If you knew it was temporary, why the hell did you use me as
live bait?” fumed Karys.


“Then drag the rest of us up here,” added Ruth.


“It was an invaluable opportunity to study the insects in action. We
must seize these chances, or we will never progress,” said Harvey.


“But why the hell didn’t you leave that thing on before now? This
hallway device – all these people could’ve been saved if you’d turned it on
sooner, and told them where the safe side was,” said Ruth.


“It’s a prototype, ma’am, and with that comes two problems. Firstly,
it rather drinks electricity. That is power which could otherwise go to life
support machines, heart monitors, police radios, and so on. Secondly, I’ve only
tested it once before. That is not sufficient data to merit a rollout,’ said
Harvey.


“I don’t buy it. How come you’re the only one who can turn it on? I
know your type. You were saving it for yourself,” spat Ruth.


“Science often presents us with difficult truths. To test the
efficacy of a given solution, one requires control subjects. I can tell from
the reaction on your face that you’re not a scientist. Please, before you hit
me, as I believe you are contemplating doing, consider that I did not infect or
injure the people you see before you. I have been entirely passive in their
fate. Furthermore, I must ask you what good it would have done to tell them
about the device? Think for a moment. Word would have spread across the
hospital. As soon as the siren sounded, people would have flocked here from
across the city, all seeking shelter behind the ‘magical barrier’. This would
undoubtedly have caused dangerous overcrowding – you will note that we are not
in the largest of spaces. Aside from the fighting and crushing that would have
ensued, there would have remained a great density of bystanders caught on the
other side of that shiny silver strip. This would in fact have increased the
number of butterfly victims. These are the unpleasant factors we must consider
when keeping things secret,” said Harvey.


“That is the last time you use me as an experiment,” fumed
Karys.


“And yet you seem perfectly happy to wear the results of others’
experiments? You’re welcome to return your jacket, should the protection it
affords you upset your sensibilities,” said Harvey, smiling warmly, and
gesturing to Karys’s yellow-striped flak jacket.


She glared at him.


“In the next twenty-four hours, we will have the proof you need that
our solution works. Within forty-eight hours, we will prove it can work at
scale. For that, we need lab space. How about Level Six?” said Lucy.


“Any particular reason?” said Harvey, raising his eyebrows.


“I’m familiar with its layout,” said Lucy, blushing.


“No doubt. Alas, Level Six is out of the question. Level Three has
capacity, though. It should prove ample for your needs,” said Harvey.


“If we’re going to capture more creatures quickly, we’ll need
support,” said Ruth.


“I’ll make a call. If that’s truly your plan – and I salute you for
it – you will have the greatest chance of success in the Dead Zone. There are
any number of creatures there, and I trust they will be of the size you
require. However, I should warn you, venturing in there without protection
would be something of a death wish. Your present jackets will expire tonight. I
highly recommend you replace the linings – assuming, of course, that is
acceptable to your ethical requirements?” said Harvey, with masterful faux
innocence.


The three glared at him, silently, while the all-clear alarm chimed
in the background. Gen Water dripped from worktops and windowsills. Harvey
swiped into the adjacent door and revealed a climate-controlled store cupboard,
holding bags of blood packed stacked neatly on floor-to-ceiling shelves. Lucy’s
stomach churned at the quantity.


“Please,” he said, handing each of them a cool, fresh pouch.


Harvey, reached under his sweater and pulled out the pouch he
himself was wearing, swapping it for a new one.


“Oof, chilly,” he said with a chuckle, ushering them back out. “Now,
as I mentioned, I have a shipment to deliver for the military. Do excuse me.”


“Wait – Harvey, you mentioned Patient Zero earlier,” said Lucy,
trying her utmost to sound offhand – like it was a purely scientific enquiry.


“Indeed I did. Should you make it back from the Dead Zone, perhaps
we can discuss him further. I would be interested to hear your thoughts. Good
luck with the hunt – I do hope this isn’t the last time we meet,” replied the
director.


Lucy stared at the stock cupboard, unable to dismiss the rows of
blood bags within. It hurt her bitterly to admit it, but Lopez would have to
wait.
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Lucy followed close on the soldiers’ heels as they
tiptoed through the abandoned library. With the daylight waning outside, and no
power in the algae-riddled building, they were dependent on headlamps and
gun-mounted flashlights to banish the shadows that followed them through the
cavernous, wooden hall. It reminded her of the dead zone buildings they’d seen
on their way into the city. This library had yet to be burned, or fumigated, or
whatever other desperate method the Government wanted to try.


Their footsteps were muffled on the ageing carpet. Lucy had taken
the role of ‘spotter’ to pinpoint a viable D4 creature to capture. Two other
soldiers – deemed to be the best shooters in the group – had been equipped with
modified tranquilizer guns. The darts contained a serum of white powder mixed
with liquid sedative, which Lucy and Karys had devised for the mission. Lucy’s
hope was that, by infecting the creatures with powder rather than blood, the ‘cancer’
would spread more quickly, and thus generate fresh powder faster than the
turtle-dillo had.


Lucy scoured the aisles for signs of life. The dark alleyways,
stacked with books from floor to ceiling, were overrun with cobwebs. Wood
shavings and fallen volumes covered a patch of floor in the next aisle, where a
bookcase had collapsed. In the corner stood a large earthy structure like a
termite mound. Hundreds of lice scurried out of it, scavenging amidst the paper
and wood.


Lucy stumbled into the soldier before her, shunting him with her
riot shield. They’d each been issued with one, in case they encountered any of
the explosive reptiles. Word on the street was, there were all kinds of
creatures in the Dead Zone.


Lucy apologized, having not seen the soldier’s hand signal. His
flashlight was trained on a cavity in the skirting board. It was around the
size of a mouse hole. Lucy brought her light onto it too, and knelt down. A
small pair of eyes glinted back at her from the darkness, shrinking back further
into the hole. 


“No use, we need something bigger,” whispered Lucy.


They continued forwards. Sprouting up behind the librarian’s desk
was a rust-colored tree, similar to those she’d seen in the factories and power
stations. Bark hung off its exposed red sapwood like peeling wallpaper. 


A clatter echoed through the hall, followed by the sound of a dart
being fired. The marksman cursed his aim.


“Freeze! Hands where we can see them,” cried the lead soldier ahead.


Lucy trained her light on the entrance to the adjoining chamber.
Three men stood huddled around a trolley, wearing soldiers’ uniforms.


“Don’t shoot – we’re unarmed, yo,” called the soldier in the middle,
as all three raised their hands and looked away.


“Easy with the lights, man,” called another, beside him.


“Take your goggles off,” ordered the soldier ahead of Lucy.


“Bad idea – you guys should switch your lights off,” insisted the
middle soldier, keeping his hands raised.


“On your knees, all of you – you’re in a restricted zone. Holy shit,
I think we’ve got some deserters on our hands,” said the soldier by Lucy,
pressing forwards.


Lucy, Ruth, Karys, and their respective military counterparts closed
in on the men, who knelt with their hands in the air.


“Explain this,” said Lucy’s soldier, tapping the captive’s trolley
with his boot.


“We gon’ burn them. We need fuel, like,” replied one of the
soldiers. His voice was familiar.


“Take off the goggles already,” snapped Lucy’s soldier.


The captives peeled their night vision goggles off, letting them
hang loosely around their necks. Lucy’s mouth dropped as she stared at the
three soldiers. Hoffstein, Beckly, and Leckford; the very men who’d accused
Lopez of being patient zero, and precipitated his incarceration. The same
soldiers she knew to be infecteds themselves, and who she’d sent to the
sanctuary days ago. The men looked thinner, but their lesions had gone. They
weren’t visibly infected anymore. She’d helped them escape the Department of
Health, which meant they owed her their freedom – if not their lives. But that
didn’t mean they would honor the debt. If things went south, they might rat her
out to save their own skins. 


Lucy glanced at the marksmen around her. If they learned that she’d
betrayed the department before, they could turn on her in an instant. That
department had brought them the yellow-striped jackets. They were loyal to it.
If they arrested her, it would be the end of the mission, and the start of a
long enquiry that would lead the department to discover every infected Lucy had
ever helped. She hung back in the shadows, not daring to reveal herself to
Lopez’s men.


“You’re deserters, and you’re looting, and you’re
trespassing in the Dead Zone. We’re taking you in,” fumed Ruth’s soldier.


“You’re lucky you idiots didn’t get shot, those darts are infected,”
said Karys’s soldier.


A scuttling sound pricked Lucy’s attention. She trained her light on
the source. A possum-like creature was making its way along the skirting
boards, probing the dark cavities for food. The possum’s purple and white hairs
stood on end as the light struck it. The creature hissed, bearing its teeth,
then darted into the shadows, revealing a long, thick tail like a skunk’s,
tipped with two barbs.


“Over here!” cried Lucy, grabbing her marksman and chasing after the
creature.


“God dammit, watch these three,” ordered the second marksman,
leaving Ruth to guard the prisoners as he and Karys hurried after the possum.


“There!” cried Lucy, catching the creature in her sights. 


The possum darted upwards onto a shelf and raced along it. Lucy’s
soldier fired twice, narrowly missing it. The possum dived into a row of books,
bursting through the other side and disappeared into the lane beyond. Lucy
leaped over a fallen branch from the rust tree as she ran. Karys was closing in
from the other side, moving to flank the creature. A dart from the second
marksman ricocheted off a light fitting, showering the wall with the
powder-serum. The possum hissed as it sprang away from the exploding mist,
running frenetically towards the termite mound.


“Before it hits the nest, quickly!” urged Lucy, struggling to keep
the creature lit.


She sprinted to keep pace with it, dodging tables, chairs, and
bookshelves as she ran. Her soldier fired a dart which struck the possum’s
tail, throwing it off balance. The creature went into spasm, careering
off-course and colliding with the bookshelf beside the mound.


“The net, now!” cried Lucy.


Karys fired the net gun precisely, ensnaring the infected creature.
It hissed and twitched, trying to reach the dart with its mouth. As the
sedative took effect, its motions became clumsy. Within a few seconds, it had
slumped to the ground, drooling.


“Yes!” cried Karys, hi-fiving Lucy.


Her celebration was short-lived. A distinct beating of wings echoed
across the arched ceiling.


“What was that?” said Lucy’s soldier, scanning the library.


The glass on his flashlight shattered as a long, dark needle struck
it head-on. Oily black liquid seeped into the ruptured bulb.


“You’ve woken it, you assholes!” cried Leckford.


The group frantically scanned the ceiling. Another needle sped
through the air, shattering Karys’s light.


“Kill your lights and don’t move!” urged Beckly.


Lucy obeyed and crouched low, cowering against a bookcase. She held
her riot shield over her head, and peered up through it. Across the room,
Ruth’s light flicked off. Only that of Karys’s marksman remained. He defiantly searched
the upper balcony, chasing echoing wing beats, and illuminating glimpses of
scruffy dark feathers. The soldier nearest Lucy fired his pistol, missing the
nimble creature as it darted between crevices and shadows. Karys’s marksman
cried out as his light shattered before him, snuffing the final light in the
grand chamber.


A sinister clicking filled the air, followed by a swish, as the bird
swooped across the chamber. Two shots fired out from the far end of the room,
emitting ultra-quick bursts of light. Lucy glimpsed Ruth wearing the prisoners’
night vision goggles, with her pistol extended. The bird fell to the floor with
a thud, and rasped, twitching from the carpet.


“Liar!” came a cry from beside Ruth. 


A flashlight flicked on, blinding the older woman. Leckford seized her
pistol, while Beckly wrestled the goggles from her eyes.


“You said y’all had special darts,” yelled Leckford.


“I said they do! Now get the hell off me, boy,” protested
Ruth.


“Drop it!” cried Lucy, leaping up and training her rifle light on
the group.


Leckford seized Ruth as a human shield. He pressed the pistol to her
neck.


“She shouldn’t’a done that. Shooting that thing with regular ammo,
you only makin’ it worse,” said Leckford.


“Let her go and you can tell me all about it,” said Lucy.


“Screw that. We gon’ leave now, and you ain’t followin’ us. Once we
all clear, we’ll let grandma go,” said Hoffstein.


“No can do, fellas,” replied Karys’s marksman. “Just turn yourselves
in. You’ll get a court-martial but it’ll be quick, and you’ll be back on duty
in no time. The generals need boots on the ground. No point you three dying
over this.”


“Back on duty? I ain’t never goin’ back. I loved my country, I
served my country, and y’all betrayed us. Never again,” spat Leckford.


“What are you talking about? Nobody’s betrayed you, dipshit, you’re
a deserter,” called Karys’s marksman.


“There’s more to it that than. They’re infecteds. Isn’t that right,
Beckly?” said Lucy.


The use of Beckly’s name stirred concerned mutters among the rebel trio,
and similar mutterings on Lucy’s side, which she ignored. As the groups hastily
conferred among themselves, the marksman beside Karys quietly shifted into position,
out of sight, hiding in the shadows behind Lucy. Out of the corner of her eye,
Lucy watched him raise his rifle and take aim.


A needle shot through the darkness, shattering the flashlight
Hoffstein was pointing at Ruth.


“Nobody move!” cried Leckford.


Lucy trained her light on the dead bird, but it was nowhere to be
seen. All that remained were a few shaggy black feathers, and a sheen of
spilled Gen Water. 


A fresh set of wingbeats echoed across the room. A second pair
joined them. The glass on Lucy’s flashlight shattered.


“Stay still – they can’t hear us speak, but they sense movement. Go
real slow, and do exactly what I say,” said Leckford.


With a flutter, one of the birds ascended to the balcony, then cast
off with a swoosh. It soared over the chamber, clicking as it scanned for
movement. Lucy’s blood froze as the second bird descended onto the bookcase
beside her. The creature’s talons scratched against the wood as it clambered
across the varnished surface, casting its clicks into the darkness in a
sweeping motion.


“Why are we helping these fools? You know what they’re doing to
people like us,” protested Beckly.


“We owe her,” hissed Hoffstein.


The possum beside Lucy shifted in its netting, waking drowsily. The
soldier beside her sensed the movement and drew his tranquilizer gun as
steadily as he could. He fired a dart into the creature, causing the possum to
spasm once again. 


Without thinking, Lucy threw her arm out, casting her shield over
the captured creature. A needle flew into the thick plastic. Fault lines spread
across the shield with a crackle. They quickly filled with black oil.


The soaring bird swooped down and landed on the bookcase, where the
other greeted it with a hiss. The pair clicked through the darkness, scratching
their way along the wood. The hairs on Lucy’s neck prickled as the creatures
leaned over the top of the ledge, clicking down at the unconscious possum. The
shield was growing heavy. She could feel her muscles burning as she tried to
stay rigid, but her arm was beginning to tremble. The birds’ clicks grew in
intensity as they leaned closer, stooping down to map every contour of her
group’s position.


A high-pitched clang echoed from the aisles beyond Lucy; the sound
of metal striking a shelf. The birds, detecting the movement, shot off from
their perches towards the source.


“This way, while they’re distracted. Follow my voice – hurry,”
called Leckford.


Lucy redoubled her grip on the possum’s net and dragged it towards
his voice. She felt her way through the darkness, flinching as her fingers
touched on algae and discarded webs, praying none of it was toxic.


“They comin’ back. Freeze!” called Hoffstein.


Lucy stopped rigid, her foot hovering above the ground as the
clicking birds circled the chamber, searching for the source of the
disturbances.


“We’re going to turn this flashlight on, and throw it across the
ground. When they go for it, you people gotta run for my voice,” said Leckford.


Lucy braced herself. A jet of light shone out from the archway and hurtled
across the carpet. The birds swept after it in a flurry of clicks. The
flashlight came to a halt against a far bookcase, close to a corner. Its light
bounced upward, bathing the alcove in a warm glow, which was scattered further
by the ice-white webbing covering the upper shelves. The birds’ needles
ricocheted off the tough metal casing, struggling to reach the lens in its
nestled position.


Lucy and her marksman sped towards Leckford’s voice. She could just
make out the others running beside her in the reflected light. One of the birds
doubled back, sensing the group’s motion. It dived towards Lucy. With a cry,
she flung the plastic shield away, sending it shattering against the wall. As
she neared the infected soldiers, the ambient light vanished.


Lucy gasped as a hand closed around her wrist.


“Hold onto my shoulder and follow me,” said Beckly.


Lucy struggled to keep up. Several times his shoulder escaped her
grasp, and she lurched forwards, clumsily grabbing him again as he charged
through the darkness using his goggles. Lucy’s marksman followed close on her
heels, dragging the other half of the possum’s net. 


Suddenly he fell to the ground, cursing. Lucy froze. She felt a
brush of air beside her. Someone was moving through the darkness between them.
She felt the pistol disappear from her holster. A strong arm grabbed her in a
headlock, while another pair of hands wrestled her rifle away.


“Leave it!” ordered Beckly, several yards away, as he disarmed Karys
in the darkness.


“Get away from the door!” cried Hoffstein, as a clicking rang out
across the hallway.


Lucy dived forwards, blindly. She landed hard on polished wood.
Somewhere behind her, a set of doors slammed shut. 


Someone’s marksman cried out beside her. A light flicked on. Lucy
couldn’t see who was holding it, but it must’ve been one of the infected
soldiers. The light was trained on Karys’s marksman. A needle protruded from
the top of the man’s back, between his shoulder blades. He writhed in panic,
wrestling his flak jacket off and flinging it to the side.


He sat, panting, reaching over his shoulder and feeling around the
patch where the needle had struck. 


Hoffstein’s voice sounded from the shadows. “You was lucky. Jacket
there done saved your life. But, oopsie, looks like it’s leakin’ now. Strange
thing for a vest to do. Gets me wonderin’, what might it be?” 


He stepped towards the marksman and picked up the dripping jacket.
He examined it at arm’s length then tossed it down beside the soldier. Blood
seeped out of the vest, where it mingled with black poison from the needle.


“That your blood?” said Hoffstein.


The marksman squinted up at him. 


“It’s from an infected,” he stammered.


“An infected what?” said Hoffstein, stepping closer.


“Ah, uh, prisoner?” said the marksman.


“Someone’s blood was spilled to save your life. Let’s see how you
fare when it’s your blood being spilled,” said Hoffstein, kicking the marksman
in the chest.


The man fell backwards with a grunt, cursing the infecteds. The
other marksmen twitched, unable to intervene, as Beckly and Leckford kept them
at gunpoint.


“God damned hypocrites,” said Lucy, stooping down beside the fallen
marksman as Hoffstein raised his boot again.


“What you call me?” said Hoffstein.


“You heard,” fumed Lucy. “These soldiers are just doing their jobs.
If you weren’t infected, you’d still be serving, and you’d be wearing these
jackets same as them. Don’t pretend otherwise. You had no issue reporting your own
Major when you thought he was the cause of the outbreak, so don’t try and claim
the moral high ground now that it’s you on the receiving end.”


Lucy helped the marksman to his feet.


“This is different. These assholes know they’re betraying
their own people. Now they’re wearing those crimes like a badge of honor,” spat
Hoffstein.


 “Listen to me. This creature we’ve captured, it will change things.
I’ve got a solution to the blood jackets – you have to trust me. But if we lose
three soldiers on this mission, they won’t let us do another, and the chance to
change things will be gone,” insisted Lucy.


A crackling sound emanated from the chamber behind. An orange glow
ebbed through the crack in the door.


“Holy crap, did you idiots do that?” said Lucy’s marksman.


“Us? Y’all were the ones who fired steel core rounds in a
room full of paper!” cried Hoffstein.


“This whole place is gonna go up. We need to tell the fire
department,” said Karys.


“No way they’ll send fire trucks to a dead zone,” said Leckford.


The crackling beyond the door grew louder, as rows of dusty books
ignited. Smoke wafted through the cracks.


“Beckly, let us go,” urged Lucy.


He glared at her.


“If any of you try to follow us, we will shoot you. Understood?”
said Beckly.


He, Hoffstein, and Leckford backed away to the far side of the room.
The light disappeared with a click. Cold air rushed in as a fire door was
kicked open, only for it to immediately slam shut again. Lucy blinked, trying
to adjust to the faint orange glow slipping in from the main chamber.


“Which way did they go?” called Karys, through the darkness.


“I don’t know. Everyone feel the walls for an exit!” cried Ruth’s
marksman.


The crackling had given way to a roar from the chamber. Lucy coughed
as the smoke grew thicker.


“This way!” cried Ruth.


Lucy grabbed the net and ran towards the cold dark air.


***


“Hold it still,” insisted Karys.


“What do you think I’m trying to do?” grunted Lucy. 


She jumped back again, narrowly avoiding the creature’s barbed tail,
while trying to hold the ropes firm. The possum had awoken en route, and was
fighting the tangled net fiercely. Its purple and blue hair bristled as it
hissed through its teeth in warning.


“Got it!” cried Ruth, latching a lasso-tipped pole around the
creature’s neck.


They cut the rest of the net away, and secured the possum’s other
limbs with similar poles. With the rabid creature pinned down, and its sharp
tail secured, Lucy wheeled the surgical trolley beside it. Karys and Ruth held
the creature still, protected by their thick hazmat suits.


Lucy shaved a strip of the possum’s fur off its hind leg, revealing
sweaty purple skin beneath. She recoiled in disgust.


“You good?” asked Karys.


“Fine,” said Lucy, lying. Her hand lingered on her abdomen for a
moment as she regained her composure.


Lucy sponged the purple skin down to disinfect the site. A
meandering vein ran close to the surface. She picked up a large needle and
pressed it through the possum’s tough skin. The creature jerked in shock. Lucy
cursed as the syringe jolted, tearing the perforated skin further apart. Gen
Water and blood trickled out from the wound. Ruth and Karys pressed harder on
the restraints, stretching the possum like it was on a medieval rack. Lucy held
the limb firm with one hand, and straightened the needle. She could feel the
creature quivering with fear.


She connected the intravenous drip and stepped back, staring
nervously at her patient. A bag of infected human blood hung from the medical
stand. It flowed smoothly down into the twitching, shackled creature. They’d
exhausted their supply of white powder on the darts, and though the possum had
been twice hit in the library, Lucy needed to accelerate the creature’s disease
as quickly as possible. To her shame, that meant using more blood from Harvey’s
supplies.


Ruth and Karys fastened the restraints to the cell’s walls. With the
possum secured, the three of them departed the cell. They hosed each other’s
suits down with chlorine before changing back into their uniforms.


“How long do you think it’ll take?” said Karys, fastening her belt.


“We had a small sample from the turtle within twenty-four hours.
This is a different creature, but we’ve blasted it with one hell of a dose. If
all goes well, we should have a stack more powder ready to collect this time
tomorrow. Let’s rendezvous here tomorrow evening to see what’s changed,” said
Lucy.


“Can’t – they’re deploying me,” said Ruth. “I’ve been assigned to a
new unit, and we’re on crowd control tomorrow. Apparently the president’s
making some public address. It’s all to do with the riots. Anyone who says the
army have it sweet is full of it. Are you guys coming?” she added, holding the
door open impatiently.


Curfew was approaching, and they each had different residences to
get back to.


“There’s something I need to do – you guys go on,” said Lucy.


“Can we help?” said Karys.


“It’s best you don’t get involved in this one. I’ll see you
tomorrow,” said Lucy.


She waved the pair off into the elevator, then seized a lab coat
from the rack by the wall and hurried into the adjacent stairwell. She climbed
the zig-zagging staircase, taking the steps two at a time until she reached the
sixth level. Panting, she peered through the window into the reception area for
the Infectious Diseases department. The doors were closed, and she knew
her keycard wouldn’t work. If anything, it might alert security that she was
trying to gain access.


The lift chimed open and two technicians stepped out, each wheeling
a trolley. One of the pair held their pass up to the scanner, which bleeped
green. He propped one of the double-doors open with his foot, so that his
colleague could go through. Lucy seized her chance and stepped out from the
stairwell as casually as she could.


“Oh, let me get that for you,” she said, cheerfully, as she took the
weight of the door from the remaining technician.


He regarded her with slight bewilderment. Her military uniform was
conspicuous against the white lab coat, but the combination seemed to convey
enough authority that he decided it best not to question her. Instead, he swung
his trolley around gratefully and proceeded into the department.


Lucy passed by the receptionist’s empty desk, and wondered whether
Harvey had collected Alexi’s body from the basement as he’d promised. The two
technicians peeled off into the first laboratory they reached. Lucy walked past
them confidently, without a second look back. The lab was immaculate as ever,
but much quieter. It was eerie compared to her last visit. She remembered the
woman in a hospital gown, trying desperately to escape, and to get answers for
her detention. Lucy wondered what had happened to her – whether it was her
blood she’d just transfused to the possum, or that of the guard who was
infected during the woman’s attempted escape.


A series of porters’ trolleys lined the corridor. One held cleaning
materials – mops, bleach, rags. The next was a bio-waste disposal cart.
Biohazard emblems covered the bold red sides. The cart looked secure by design,
such that anything deposited in there couldn’t be retrieved without
deconstruction of the entire unit. Lucy peered inside the serrated depositary
hole. It glistened with specks of Gen Water. The whole cart smelled strongly of
salt and bleach. Inside, rags mixed with a grainy, pungent solution. She moved
onto the final trolley – a laundry basket – which contained a bundled pile of
damp lab coats and technicians’ uniforms.


She pressed on, reaching the first expansion ward. Harvey had
previously been using it for the infecteds. Since then, the window had been
blacked out. She reached out towards the handle, then glanced further down the
corridor. She couldn’t risk getting embroiled in other people’s nightmares
again. There was only one place she was trying to go.


She hurried onwards, passing more sealed doors. She pretended she
hadn’t just heard a surgical drill being revved up, or someone crying for help.
Her heartrate rose as she paced the length of the ward. Lopez’s cell was within
spitting distance.


She stopped suddenly. The door was propped open. Someone was in
there. She approached cautiously. A technician was wiping down the surfaces and
depositing the sodden rags into another biohazard cart. Lopez’s cell was empty,
save for a gurney and a bloodied rag on the floor. Lucy’s eyes flitted to the
ceiling where he’d tried to hang himself. The knot in her stomach twisted.


She drifted inside, shaking her head, refusing to believe what she
was seeing. The damp outline of his body was stained into the blue sheet of the
hospital bed. The restraints hung idly by the sides of the metal rails; the
tough fabric was frayed but intact.


The technician gasped, startled by Lucy’s arrival.


“Where’s the patient?” said Lucy, before the technician could
question her presence.


The woman’s face was hard to read behind her mask, but her eyes
suggested she was wary of Lucy. Perhaps they’d met before. Lucy didn’t care.
She could feel an anger rising through her.


“Where is he?” she demanded, stepping closer towards the
woman.


The door of the adjacent lab swung open for a brief second, just
long enough for Lucy’s ears to register an infantile wailing, before it clicked
shut again.


“Lucy?” came a familiar voice from the doorway.


Harvey stood in the threshold, pulling off a pair of gloves.


“In truth, I expected to find you here sooner. I trust the mission
went well?”


She glared at him, seething with hurt. Harvey either didn’t notice,
or didn’t care. He sauntered into the room and continued with his ruminations.


“If I recall, the last time you were here, things got somewhat out
of hand, wouldn’t you agree?” he said, with an impish grin, as if the whole
incident had been a hilarious misunderstanding.


“What have you done to him?” said Lucy, her fists trembling.


“When you left us, I reflected on your behavior a great deal, Lucy.
From the outset I had urged you to separate your emotions from the rational
enquiry we had been tasked with. To my delight, you succeeded in many cases.
Your work with Adrian, for instance, came with a heavy emotional burden that
not many people could handle. I’ve always been amazed at how primitive our
default responses are to traumatic situations, yet you overcame them. Indeed,
you undertook effective, detailed work – with one exception. Patient Zero.
There was something about him that undermined your abilities at every turn,
culminating in an impressive display of authoritarian behavior. At first, I
couldn’t fathom it, until I realized: you had no care for the other work. It
was all just a means to an end. Everything you did was designed to keep you
close to him. Grief is a terrible thing,” said Harvey.


Lucy’s lips parted fractionally, as his last words throw her
off-balance. Harvey noticed this, and continued, adopting a nonchalant lean
against the lab wall, and folding his arms sympathetically.


“Adrian told me about his son – Dan, was it? Losing him must have
been terribly hard for you. Had I known the full context, perhaps I would have
thought twice about your position in the lab. But your work was competent, and
your hypotheses were sound, so who was I to disagree? Of course, I should have
known,” said Harvey. 


He folded his latex gloves in on themselves, and slipped one hand
into his white coat pocket. 


Lucy glanced from Harvey to the open doorway beside him. Had he
figured it out? Did he know she and Lopez had met before DC? Did he know she
was infected? She might be able to get past him, but what if the technician
intervened? She couldn’t fight them both.


“It all makes sense now. You’re exposed to a man of not entirely
dissimilar age and disposition, with a further commonality through the
military, and the grief takes over. You wanted to save Major Lopez, because he
represented the partner you had lost. I see that now – and I realize it was a
failure of rational scrutiny on my part for not considering this earlier. I
know I have a duty of care over those on my team, and I’m sorry I failed you so
dismally in this regard,” said Harvey, sincerely.


Lucy blinked, astonished. She felt violated by the enquiries Harvey
had made into her private life, and dismayed by the conclusions he was
projecting onto her. Her head spun as thoughts of Dan and Lopez collided.
Harvey’s simpering look only enraged her further, as he gazed upon her with
what appeared to be genuine pity. She shook her head and straightened her back,
taking a controlling breath.


“You still haven’t answered my question. Where. Is. He?” she said,
through gritted teeth.


Harvey sighed heavily. “I’m afraid Patient Zero didn’t make it.”


Lucy’s brain refused to acknowledge the information.


“Didn’t make–? In what way–? How?” she stammered, searching for an
alternative explanation.


“We learned an incredible amount. His bravery throughout the process
was noted, as was his descent into mania, as the disease took hold,” said
Harvey, solemnly.


“You mean as your experiments broke him,” said Lucy. 


Anger boiled through her disbelief.


“His sacrifice has enabled us to–” began Harvey.


“To what? Torture countless more infecteds? Was it blood bags – is
that what you used him for? He was a human being,” cried Lucy, tears
forming over her eyes.


“He was, once,” said Harvey, wistfully.


The director drew a bottle from his pocket and rested it
conspicuously against his hip. Lucy recognized it as the butterfly bait
solution, and halted her advance. She hadn’t even realized she’d been moving,
but now she found herself several paces closer to him, with her knuckles
turning white.


“Our job is to save lives – human lives, Lucy. Take some time to
process your feelings, I won’t deny you your grief. But when you’re ready, come
back to us. The city is in trouble, and we need all the help we can get,” said
Harvey.


A squeaking sound came from Lopez’s cell. The technician had let
herself in, and was wiping down the glass. Lucy’s eyes fell on the empty bed
once again, and she felt dizzy.


She rushed from the room, through the corridor, and into the
elevator. She slid down the silvery wall, overcome by grief, and surrendered to
the world, as the elevator descended. Scientists, technicians, doctors, all
came and went as she sat, broken, allowing herself to be uselessly ferried
between levels, oblivious to the words of the concerned strangers passing
through. She had no idea how long had passed, but eventually a familiar face
appeared before her. The person knelt down and extended a hand.


“Lucy?” said Adrian, reaching out to help her.


She looked up at him and burst into tears. A hurricane of guilt and
grief surged through her. She wept, overwhelmed by her emotions like a life
raft caught in a storm.


Adrian gently steered her to a bench in the hospital lobby. For a
minute, he held her as she cried. Then he drew away, and the pair sat in
subdued silence for a while, their contemplation broken only by the passing of
flashing blue lights.


“It will get better,” said Adrian. “That’s what I keep telling
myself, anyway. I heard what you did on the farm. That was brave.”


“Something I learned from Dan,” said Lucy, feebly.


“I’m sorry for how things worked out last time. I should’ve
recognized the pressure you were under. You’d barely arrived in the city and I
put so much on your shoulders. In truth, I was just so relieved to see a
friendly face,” said Adrian.


Lucy looked down at his feet, where a flip pad rested. It showed an
itinerary of hospital zones.


“It’s for Harvey’s defenses against the butterflies – we’re
installing them across the most vulnerable zones in the hospital. It’s tough –
prioritizing. People don’t like hearing they’re on the wait list,” he said,
glumly.


He fidgeted, adjusting a flak jacket beneath his trench coat. Lucy
looked closer; it bore the two horizontal yellow lines of a blood jacket.


“You’re OK wearing that?” said Lucy.


“I’m fine with staying alive, if that’s what you mean,” said Adrian.


“It’s not,” said Lucy.


“These things could be a game-changer for us. In the past week we’ve
lost swathes of the city to the creatures, and our intelligence is expecting –
well – it’s not looking good, put it that way. But with these jackets, we stand
a chance. We could even take the whole city back,” said Adrian.


“Why not just ask the infected people to help?” said Lucy.


“I don’t follow?”


“Right now you’re forcibly taking their blood and inflicting
psychological torture. It’s crazy. You shouldn’t be detaining infecteds, you
should be training them as soldiers,” said Lucy.


“One thing the White House is not keen on doing is arming a
bunch of hallucinating, highly contagious citizens. Besides, even if they did
psychologically stabilize – which is a big ‘if’ – training takes time. We need
solutions now. I’m afraid the Government’s going in the opposite direction.
They’re scaling up production,” said Adrian.


“Production?”


“It’s a necessary measure. If we don’t do something to reduce
frontline fatalities, the army will mutiny. If that happens, we’re screwed,”
said Adrian.


“Who’s ‘we’?” said Lucy.


Adrian looked puzzled.


“I can pull some strings and get you one of the prototypes, if you
want?” said Adrian.


“I’ll pass,” said Lucy, grimacing.


“It’s the smart move, Lucy, you should take it. If you’re worried
about the infecteds, Harvey assures me they’re being well cared for,” said
Adrian.


“Don’t – please. If you know it’s not true, don’t say it.”


“I could use you back on the team, if you’re ready. There are more
vulnerable sites we need to secure, and I can’t assess them all myself,” said
Adrian.


“I’m already working on something. There’s a better way than these
blood bags, and in three days’ time I’ll have more than enough proof to get
this whole program cancelled,” said Lucy, staring at the floor distantly.


“Last shuttle going north folks, last shuttle,” called a security
guard from the front desk.


Lucy looked through the glass façade of the hospital lobby. It was
nearly dark outside. A bus was idling on the sidewalk. Several stragglers were
hastening towards it.


“Crap. You getting that?” said Lucy.


“I’m working late, you go ahead. Be careful, the city’s not what it
was when you left,” said Adrian.


She grabbed him in a tight embrace, then tore herself away and
hurried through to the street. A nurse stood before her in the line, pleading
with the driver.


“We’re not going to that part, ma’am. It’s Dead Zone now, y’all have
been rehoused in the next neighborhood,” said the driver, waving the woman
through.


“But my family,” said the nurse, stammering, processing the
implications of his words.


“They’ll be relocated too, ma’am, I’m sure. Please move down the
vehicle, night’s coming and I don’t wanna be out if I don’t have to,” said the
driver.


The woman protested, unable to comprehend how her disjointed life had
been relocated again in one fell swoop. A colleague tried to soothe her, while
leading her into the carriage area, allowing Lucy and others to board. Lucy weaved
past the full rows until she found a spare seat near the back.


The bus rumbled through the shadowy streets. Other late-running
residents were rushing to metro stations and bus stops. Patrols were stationed
at regular intersections, although the troops were staying firmly inside their
trucks.


Chanting mingled with the sound of the engine. The bus slowed to a
crawl as protestors surrounded the vehicle.


“Equal rights for all!” cried the group, as they banged their palms
against the bus. The protestors all wore white armbands – the chosen uniform of
the People’s Voice.


Lucy looked around. Half of her fellow passengers were startled;
others seemed unsurprised.


“You people are crazy. Move out the way, it’s getting dark! You
wanna die?” yelled the bus driver, thumping the horn.


The crowd parted to allow the bus to edge forward to the bus stop.
They banged their palms on the sides, filling it with an intimidating din. The
bus came to a stop and the doors slid open. The crowd’s angry chants filled the
air. Over their voices came whistle blasts, as soldiers reluctantly left their
armored vehicles to force the protestors back.


Regular citizens squeezed their way through the chanting crowd and
leaped onto the bus with relief. They wormed their way as far inside as they
could get, seeking shelter among the existing passengers. More whistle blasts
rang out as soldiers shoved the protestors clear of the bus, allowing the last
passengers to board, before the driver hastily pulled away.


“Thank God for that. Some people, honestly,” sighed a passenger, as
the protestors’ chants faded behind them. 


The accent was familiar. 


Lucy glanced down the bus, to the middle set of doors, and her heart
froze. There he was, in plain sight. The unmistakable half-shaven head and
slicked back hair. The insidious smile, the nonchalant tone. Lucy’s mind raced.
There had to be a mistake. He couldn’t be here – in the city. They’d escaped.
It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t supposed to go like this.


She had no idea how Maurice had made it to DC. But he knew her
secret. Worse still, he’d betrayed her once before. Trusting him was a mistake
she could never forget. 


She’d forced Lopez and Jackson to risk their lives, rescuing him in
the snow from the beasts. Jackson gave her life to save Maurice from the birds.
Yet even as she had lain dying in the frozen trailer park, he had plotted
against them – siding with a bunch of deserters to sell Lucy and Lopez into
slavery. He’d watched on as his ‘queen’ had blackmailed Lucy into atrocious
acts. The hospital raid. The blood assault on the police community. How many
families had died that night? 


It was his fault. All of it. And somehow he was here, now, on her
bus, armed with the words that could get her arrested in seconds – and destroy
her chances of saving the other infecteds. The scale of the threat he
represented crashed over Lucy. Fear gripped her insides like a vice.


He hadn’t seen her yet. She had only moments to act. As
surreptitiously as she could, Lucy drew the knife strapped to her ankle, and
tucked it up her sleeve. She quietly offered her seat to a nearby passenger,
and took his place standing up. Keeping her eyes fixed on the Canadian, she
edged forwards, working her way between the tightly packed clusters of other
passengers.


Lucy froze and dipped her head down, shielding herself behind a
couple in front, as Maurice causally glanced backwards. She studied his
reflection in the windows and pressed forwards once again. She was just three
people away from him now. Lopez’s torture, the Queen’s depravity, Adrian’s
disappointment in Lucy. Dan’s death. Good people were dead, and Maurice, the
snake, was alive. It couldn’t be allowed to stand. Her pulse raced as she
prepared to do what needed to be done. He couldn’t be allowed to speak – he
couldn’t be given the chance to betray her again. He had to be silenced.
Moreover; he had to pay for everything he’d put her through.


The jugular vein offered the greatest chance of success. But people
would see the knife as she raised it. Someone might grab her arm, or the bus
could jolt, and she might slash a bystander. She’d have to go under his ribs.
If she stabbed him from behind, she could thrust the blade upwards. She could
hit a kidney, and tear the intestines, maybe even cut through to some of the
central organs. If she twisted it, it would be fatal. She’d have to be quick –
wrap one hand around his mouth and pull him back into the knife; hold him
close, then cast his body out at the next stop. If anyone questioned her
afterwards, she could say she saw him about to attack another customer, and
intervened, as an off-duty conscript. They’d have to evacuate the bus after, on
account of the blood, but that was a secondary concern.


Lucy’s mind raced through the plan as she edged towards him,
carefully lowering the knife from her sleeve. She was just two people away. The
bus stopped abruptly, and the doors swung apart. Maurice stepped off, as two
new passengers climbed in. With a surge of panic, Lucy darted forwards, drawing
the knife, but the bus lurched forwards, knocking her against the doorway as it
tried to close.


The knife fell to the sidewalk with a clatter. Maurice turned,
curiously, then realized what it was. He recoiled in horror, and stared at the
bus, locking eyes with Lucy, as the vehicle pulled away. The doors hissed shut
and Lucy slumped against the rail, as Maurice’s disbelieving eyes vanished into
the shadows.


Her head spun as the bus rolled onwards. People shoved past her in
both directions as the vehicle stopped and started. She vaguely registered the
group of white armband-wearers clamber aboard. One of them spat at her boots,
and the others muttered derisively about soldiers.


Lucy’s eyes eventually registered a familiar-looking hedgerow
outside, and her brain woke up. She jumped off the bus just as the doors hissed
shut, and drifted to her halls of residence. She walked past the canteen,
dazedly, her head spinning. People were lining up to get their evening rations
– many wore white armbands. Acidic burn marks remained etched into the tables
and walls from the attack over a week ago.


Lucy slipped past the entrance and climbed the staircase to her
level. Her first priority was getting out of the uniform. She had to change her
appearance, quickly. Maurice could have reported her by now, and if a detective
came knocking, the white armbands in the canteen would do her no favors dressed
as she was.


She opened her door and flicked the main light switch. It didn’t
work, but the cheap white desk lamp did. Lucy pulled off her fatigues and threw
them on the floor in a heap. She stared at herself in the mirror. Dark bags
hung under her eyes. Her short, choppy hair was matted. Her ribs showed through
her thin frame. Faint pale scars dotted her skin from the lesions she’d
endured. A patch of crusty, dry skin remained over her abdomen, where the
liquid flesh had healed, at a cost to her overall bodyweight. She barely
recognized herself.


She raided the cupboard for clothes, and pulled out something soft
that belonged to the college student that used to occupy the room. The sweater
was comforting. She sat on her bed and ran her hands up and down the outsides
of her arms, closing her eyes and focusing on the soft, soothing fabric. 


She missed Dan’s touch. His embrace. His love. She missed Cassie,
too. Her best friend’s laughter echoed in her mind; her stories, her
friendship, her encyclopedic knowledge of San Francisco’s bars. Lucy yearned
for the life she’d lost. 


Lopez moved to the front of her mind as she replayed their fleeting
reunion in the city. His smile. His unexpected humor. She missed his
protection, and his understanding, and she hated herself for it. Tears slid out
from beneath her closed eyes, landing on her lap with a soft pitter patter, as
she clutched her sides and wept.


The door handle creaked. Lucy’s eyes snapped open as Fliss entered
their small shared room. The teenager gasped with delight, bounded over to Lucy
and wrapped her up in a fierce hug.


“I had no idea when you were coming back – Jack said you were being
deployed or something, I was so worried,” said Fliss.


Lucy pulled herself away from the embrace and shook her head.


“Pack your stuff. You’ve gotta get out of the city – both of you,”
said Lucy, dragging the hem of her sleeve across her cheeks. “It’s not safe
here anymore – you have no idea what they’re doing to people like us.”


“But how would they even know about us? We’re not showing any
symptoms,” said Fliss.


“What if that changes? We barely know how this disease works. We
don’t even have a name for it. All I know is that they’re rounding our type up.
We need to get out while we can,” said Lucy.


“You want us to run?” said Fliss, taken aback.


“Absolutely,” said Lucy, sternly.


“If we run, we can’t fight back,” said Fliss.


“Fight? We can’t fight the Government – they have an army! Our only
chance is to get out before we’re discovered,” said Lucy.


Fliss shook her head. “We need to lay low for a bit, that’s all.
This Government’s going to fall. When it does, we’ll be ready.”


“Who’s we?” said Lucy, baffled.


“Follow me,” said Fliss, with a glint in her eye.


***


Lucy recognized the abandoned law office. It was where
Jack had suggested they hide recovering infecteds. Her mind flashed back to the
night they’d dragged the hallucinating Eastern European man there for his own
protection. She remembered the multiple people she’d been investigating for the
health department, before she was dispatched to the farm. She wondered how many
of them had made it here, to the address she’d given them.


The windows had been blacked out, and algae had spread across the
façade of the building. Fliss delivered a coded knock. The side door swung
open, revealing a pitch black room beyond.


“Come on,” whispered Fliss, stepping inside.


Lucy let the door shut behind them, as instructed, sealing them in
darkness. A brief moment passed before a second door opened, revealing a lit
corridor beyond.


“This place has power now?” said Lucy, as she followed the teenager
through the disused law office.


“It’s got lots of things,” said Fliss, proudly showing Lucy into the
open plan basement space. “Ta-daa!”


The archive room had been transformed since Lucy’s first visit. The
deep, sturdy shelves had been cleared of their boxes of case files, and turned
into makeshift hospital beds. Lucy’s face fell as she took in the rows of
quivering, murmuring infected people strapped to the bunks. The space stank of
accumulated bodily fluids. Two nurses patrolled the ward, changing bedpans,
mopping fevered brows, tightening restraints, and administering water to
parched lips.


Lucy’s hand twitched, moving instinctively to her scarred abdomen.
She shuddered to think what was in store for the rows of delirious, convulsing
patients before her. There must have been at least eighty of them packed into
the room.


“You don’t like it?” said Fliss, crestfallen, as she read Lucy’s
face.


“The disease is still spreading,” said Lucy, dispirited.


Fliss took Lucy by the hand and led her through the corridor, into a
larger, parallel room.


“It gets better,” she said, firmly, stepping back to allow Lucy to
survey the space.


The room was filled with improvised beds and office chairs, but
there were no restraints. The patients were sleeping, peacefully, or reading in
the comfort of lamplight. Nurses were collecting bowls from bedsides, where
some sort of stew had been served with bread.


Lucy didn’t recognize any of the hundred-plus faces, but those that
registered her presence looked up warmly. Many gave Fliss a fond wave. 


A radio played from the corner of the room, pricking Lucy’s
attention. She hadn’t heard a broadcast since San Francisco.


You’re listening to the People’s Voice. Coming up next we’ve got an
exclusive interview with Raya, who’ll be sharing the latest from her attempts
to bring the Government to the negotiating table. Our reporters were on the
ground today gathering your questions, and we’ll be putting them to her
shortly, following a record turnout in support for the movement. If you can’t
join tomorrow’s march, remember to wear your white armband to work. Let the
Government know you’re here, and that you have a voice – the People’s Voice.
We’ll be right back.


The commentator gave way to a Motown classic, as Fliss led Lucy
through the space. “There’s more through here,” she said, ushering Lucy into
the back of a conference room.


Forty people sat in rows, staring at a projected map of the city. On
it, several buildings were circled in red, orange, or blue. Lucy’s mouth hung
open as she recognized the man delivering the briefing. Kryz, the first person
they’d brought here, was alive and well. He tapped the board and reiterated a
warning about increased Government patrols.


With a chorus of chair-scraping, the back two rows were dismissed.
Half of the assembled adults rose to their feet, and filed out of the room, as
the projection changed to a new slide, entitled Ammo, with a map
highlighting the Government’s key arsenals.


Fliss and Lucy stepped out into the corridor, to make room for the
exiting members. A cry pricked Lucy’s ears. She marched towards it.


“Not that one–” urged Fliss, but it was too late.


Lucy stared around the darkened room. She could just make out a
dozen outlines on the floor. She flicked on the light, revealing the row of
lesion-covered bodies. A look of agony was fixed to their stone-cold faces.


“Not everyone makes it,” said Fliss, sadly.


Crying resonated again from down the hall. Lucy left the makeshift
morgue and paced towards the source.


“Lucy, wait, there’s something I need to tell you!” called Fliss.


Lucy plunged into the room ahead. The sound of a crying infant
greeted her. The lighting was dim. Rows of archive boxes had been rearranged to
create a worktop lining the sides of the room. The uppermost boxes sat at waist
height, and their tops were open.


Two floor-to-ceiling shelves protruded from the either side of the
room, and met into the middle, creating an archway, through which the cribs
seemed to continue on the other side. 


Lucy peered into the first box, and nausea swept over her. In it
slept a tiny humanoid infant. Its puffy eyes were sealed tightly shut, and its
slightly-too-large head was tilted to the side. Its skin was pinkish-purple. As
it slept, it let out faint snores. It frowned, from its slumber, as the breeze
from the corridor wafted in.


Lucy stepped further inside, followed anxiously by Fliss, who let
the door close quietly behind them. Lucy stared into each crib as she moved,
barely believing the sights greeting her, as purple-tinged infants slept in
lidless, crudely-padded storage boxes.


 An infant’s cry rang out once again, from the far end of the room.
Lucy peered around the partition.


An infant’s head protruded above the shoulder of a nurse, as he
rocked it back to sleep. The nurse’s skin was blemished and mottled. The
lesions they’d suffered were no longer swollen or raw, but they’d left stains
across his skin like a map of birthmarks, infusing his bronze skin with purple.


The nurse lowered the sleeping infant back into its crib, and pulled
a blanket over its tiny body, delicately tucking it under the child’s legs. He
gazed at the infant for a moment, before another child began to cry. With a weary
sigh, the nurse limped towards an adjacent crib, picking up a bottle of beige
liquid as he moved. 


The bleaching pattern ran across his face, and into his eyes, one of
which was tinged with purple. The fingers on his left hand were curled, as if
damaged by a stroke, and one shoulder was dropped lower than the other. With a
gasp, he caught sight of Lucy. His lips cracked into a wonky half-smile.


Lucy let out a single, disbelieving word. 


“Lopez?”


“Young,” he replied, his smile widening.


She shook her head and backed away, aghast. She fled into the
corridor, clutching her hair, and slid to the ground, murmuring in denial.
Fliss caught up quickly and placed a consoling arm around her.


“They told me he was dead,” Lucy sobbed.


“Who told you?” said Fliss, appalled.


“Harvey,” said Lucy, clinging to the ground for stability. 


She couldn’t believe she’d let him dupe her. Her mind did
somersaults as she processed what was happening.


“I’m so sorry, I thought you knew. I was so pleased to see you, I
didn’t think to ask. Oh gosh, and he looks so different, you must be thinking–”
spluttered Fliss.


“I don’t care about that. I just… need a minute,” said Lucy.


She composed herself, then approached the nursery. She placed a hand
on the door, and gently creaked it open. Lopez looked at her with earnestness
and shame. A tear formed in the corner of his eye. Lucy placed a hand against
his tainted cheek and stroked it once, then placed her arms around his
shoulders, and held him.


***


Guilt clawed at Lucy; she’d nearly killed Lopez in the
lab, yet here he was, glad to be alive, and free, albeit in hiding. She looked
from him to Fliss in admiration as they recounted the audacious rescue mission
they’d pulled off, smuggling Lopez out of Harvey’s lab.


“You remember Kryz? Polish dude, first guy we ever brought down
here?” said Fliss.


“You had him tied to a wheelchair in a basement. How could I forget?
He was giving the briefing earlier, right?” said Lucy.


“Yes! Kryz was the first to heal, and it turns out he’s ex-special
forces. He was deployed with NATO and everything. When Jack got back here and
told him about Major Lopez, he volunteered right away,” said Fliss, proudly.


A baby gurgled from the box nearest Lucy, then fell back asleep. It
was so small, so delicate; human in every way, save only for the complexion.
Lucy’s hand moved to her womb, as she cast her eyes across the cribs. The
purple tinge was more pronounced in some than others. She felt disgusted
looking at them.


“Beautiful, aren’t they?” said Lopez, fussing over one infant’s
swaddling. His left hand was clumsy and imprecise – his curled fingers meant he
could only use the hand as a lump, to press the cloth down in place while his
right hand manipulated the fabric more nimbly.


“Which one’s yours?” said Lucy, peering down at the row of makeshift
cribs.


“Mine’s still in the hospital,” said Lopez, faltering.


Fliss placed a comforting arm on Lopez’s sunken shoulder. Lucy felt
a pang of jealousy, which must have slipped across her face. She caught Fliss’s
eye and the teenager let go bashfully.


“These children are orphans, mostly. This one’s mother was killed by
the army two days ago, during a food raid,” said Fliss. She raked her
fingertips through the handful of thin, strawberry blonde hairs growing across
its scalp.


“Whose food were you raiding?” said Lucy.


“The Government’s. They’ve got warehouses that supply all of the
residences in the city. Security’s tight, though, so it was high risk. Luckily,
we were able to deploy some soldiers from our own ranks. They got a long way
before the guards figured out they were deserters,” said Lopez.


“Wait, these soldiers – do you mean Hoffstein and the others?” said
Lucy.


“You know them?” said Lopez.


“They betrayed you! They’re the whole reason you were arrested in
the first place,” said Lucy.


“Not the whole reason,” said Lopez, with a twitch of his eyebrow.


Lucy blushed, catching his drift. It was on her advice that he’d
eaten the white powder back at Camp Oscar. Of course, that was before they’d
known about the disease. The last time they’d clashed over this, it had ended
up with them rolling across an icy street in Boston trying to kill each other.


“I’m over it,” added Lopez, reading her mind. “Just like I’m over
those guys reporting me. They were only doing their duty. I don’t begrudge them,
they’re good soldiers,” said Lopez.


“Even after everything that happened to you?” said Lucy.


“That’s on Harvey. His time will come, soon enough,” said Lopez.


Lopez paused, resting his hand at the lip of the child’s crib. He
bore an expression Lucy had never seen on his hardened, stoic features before,
even throughout the anguish he’d experienced in Harvey’s hands. This was
something altogether new. He looked mournful.


“I miss him so much,” said Lopez, staring at the crib.


“Who?” said Lucy.


“My son,” said Lopez.


“The one who died – from the spores?” said Lucy, gently.


“I miss them all. My son, my daughter… and this new child,” said
Lopez, breaking off, pained by the thought.


Lucy looked to Fliss in bewilderment, but Fliss was nodding at Lopez
sympathetically.


“You miss the alien kid?” said Lucy, not knowing how else to put it.


“I know it seems insane, but it’s like they’re back – my children,
both of them, in this new soul. I felt a connection that I’ve not felt since I
lost the older two,” said Lopez, with tears in his eyes.


“But… it’s not them, it’s not anything. It’s a disease,” said Lucy,
perplexed.


Lopez shook his head. Tears dripped onto the crib below as he
squeezed his eyes, trying to compose himself.


“I had accepted my children’s deaths. I’ve worked hard, every day,
to keep looking forwards, to make them proud. Then, out of nowhere, this
miracle happened, and it’s like they were back in my arms. I know how crazy
that sounds. I’m just telling you how it feels. Right now, knowing my child’s
trapped somewhere in Harvey’s lab, probably enduring the same torture I did at
the hands of that psychopath – it’s unbearable. I have to get him back. I have
to get my child,” said Lopez, his voice cracking as he spoke. “You’ve never had
kids, Lucy. I wouldn’t expect you to understand what it feels like to lose
them, but I promise you, whatever you saw me experience in that cell – this is
worse.”


Lucy stared at him, open mouthed. He was insane. It had to be some
feature of the disease – a pathological attachment to the offspring which
spawned out of the host’s flesh without consultation or warning. She could see
the malaise affecting every part of his vision.


“Lucy’s baby died,” said Fliss, interrupting her moment of
reflection.


The words pierced Lucy like a spear. Her baby? That thing
was not ‘her baby’. She’d never had a baby. She and Dan had been trying, but it
was taking time. Her hopes of becoming a mother died with Dan. What was Fliss doing,
blurting out a thing like that?


“You had a baby?” said Lopez, staring at Lucy, his eyes wide with
sorrow for her.


“It wasn’t a baby. It happened in Boston – it was a miscarriage of
sorts, caused by the disease. The progeny wasn’t viable, it was stillborn. In
that sense, I guess I was lucky. I’m not sure what I’d have done otherwise,”
said Lucy.


“Lucy, I’m so sorry,” began Lopez.


“Sorry? For what? That we’ve all got the same disease and seem to be
involuntarily hatching tiny offspring from our bodies? Don’t pity me, Ed, I got
off lightly. My tumor kid was dead already. Bullet dodged,” said Lucy.


She clenched her fist, remembering the sticky, gelatinous feel of
her own flesh as she’d scooped the fetus from the appendage that had grown over
her abdominal wall.


“How can you speak like that?” said Lopez, aghast.


“I’m just stating the facts,” said Lucy, bluntly.


“These are children, Lucy. Children of people,” said Lopez,
gesturing to the cribs around them.


“They’re the progeny of a disease that’s hijacked our species, Ed.
Can’t you see, everything you’re feeling is the disease manipulating you? Think
about it – it’s found another way to reproduce, and it’s playing on your
paternal instincts to ensure it has the best chance of survival in its new
form. The progeny probably release a hormone or something that triggers this
response in you,” said Lucy.


“Please stop calling them that,” said Lopez.


“Ed, you’re not thinking clearly, be objective,” said Lucy.


“This is the clearest I’ve thought in eight months!” snapped Lopez,
raising his voice.


The babies around them stirred at the noise, and a ripple of crying
passed around the room.


“Can you two take this outside?” said Fliss, scooping up two of the
crying infants and trying to soothe them back to sleep.


Lucy left the room without another word and paced the corridor. She
slammed her palm against the wall in frustration, then slumped the ground. She
sat there for several minutes, cooling off, as the enormity of the conversation
sank in. After a moment, Lopez joined her, closing the door behind him
delicately.


“I know it’s hard to understand, mainly because I can’t explain it,
but… it feels like I’ve got my kids back. Yes, maybe it is some side effect of
the disease, maybe my brain’s being manipulated, but that doesn’t change how
it’s making me feel. It’s like I’ve been torn in two – like half of me is still
in that laboratory, hidden away having God knows what done to it. I have to get
my baby back, please, Lucy,” said Lopez.


She stared at the floor, struggling to believe how she could have
gone from being so relieved he was alive, to so fearful of his mindset.


“I understand,” she said, vacantly.


“Will you help me?”


“You don’t need my help – you can use Kryz, can’t you?” said Lucy.


“Kryz only got me out because he knew where to look. Fliss and Jack
knew enough about your work to give him my rough location in the hospital. We
have no idea where the babies are being held,” said Lopez.


“You think I know?” said Lucy, with a single, cold laugh.


“I need you to find out. Use your access.”


“Do you have any idea what thin ice I’m on? I’m amazed they’ve even
let me back into the lab after how things panned out last time. The only reason
they’ve reinstated my clearance is because I’ve given them something new. I
have to tread carefully. I can’t risk being thrown out again,” said Lucy.


“What have you given them?” said Lopez, concerned.


Lucy hesitated. She knew he wasn’t going to like it.


“The white powder. I’ve shown them how to cultivate it,” said Lucy.


“You did what?” said Lopez, aghast. “The very substance that
infected all of us – you’re showing them how to make more? Do they even
know what it is?”


“They know it’s lethal to D4 creatures and toxic to humans,” said
Lucy.


“But you’ve not told them it causes the very disease they’re trying
to contain? How could you be so reckless?” said Lopez.


“I’m doing it to save people like us, OK?”


“What do you mean?”


“Harvey’s realized that D4 creatures generally avoid infecteds. He’s
harvesting blood from infected people to use in body armor for soldiers.”


“So the rumors are true?” said Lopez, grimacing.


“It’s worse than that – the blood is only effective for a matter of
days, then it has to be replenished. That’s why I had to show them the powder,”
said Lucy.


“And risk infecting the entire city?”


“What the hell else was I supposed to do?” snapped Lucy.


The pair sat for a moment in silence, each fuming with frustration
and upset.


“I can’t jeopardize my current mission,” said Lucy, finally. “Until
we can force the Government to decommission their blood strategy, all infecteds
are at stake. The powder has to come first, Ed. But I will try to find your
child, I promise.”


With a sniff, he placed his arms around her in gratitude and held
her tightly. For a moment, she didn’t reciprocate. She felt his body warm hers,
as her head swam. What lay ahead was risky. Harvey was capable of anything, and
she didn’t want to go through what Lopez had endured. She placed her arm over
his, and locked hands with him.


The door clicked open and Fliss stepped into the corridor. She gave them
an awkward smile. 


“They’re all back to sleep for now. We’re out of formula though –
I’ll ask the kitchen to make some up. I think they said they had fresh leaves,”
said Fliss.


She turned to leave but Lucy called her back.


“Fliss, wait up – I need your help. You too, Ed,” said Lucy, rising
to her feet.


“What is it?” said Fliss.


Lucy turned her gaze to Lopez and fixed him with a solemn stare.


“Maurice is in DC,” she said.


“The Canadian? How? Are you sure?” said Lopez, appalled.


“He was on my bus. I tried to kill him, but it didn’t work out,”
said Lucy. 


It felt strange, hearing the words come from her mouth like it was a
perfectly normal thing to do. Like a fact of life.


“Who is this Maurice guy?” said Fliss.


“He’s a treacherous piece of shit, is what he is,” snarled Lopez.
The first flickers of his old self rekindled with the news.


“Does he know you’re infected?” said Fliss.


“It’s the whole reason he sold us out,” said Lucy. “If there’s the
slightest way he can use it to his advantage, he’ll do it again right away. He
knows my name and can give a good description. If he reports me, the Health
Department will investigate anyone I’ve been in contact with. They’ll find out
about you and Jack. It would only be a matter of time before they discovered
this place. For as long as that man lives, this building and everyone in it is
under threat.”


“I promised him, if I ever saw him again, I’d kill him,” said Lopez.
“Fliss and Kryz will track him down and bring him here. Then I’ll do what I should’ve done the first time he crawled into our
lives.”











SIX

An
eye for an eye


________________________________________________


 


 


She hid as best she could, sinking low in her seat near
the back of the bus. She kept her hood up and her glasses on, fearing that
Maurice might climb aboard and unmask her at any moment. 


Her bus had been diverted four times so far, each time circumventing
a different D4 attack site from the night before. The soldiers guarding the
sites all wore flak jackets with horizontal yellow strips across them. As her
bus rounded the corner of the last site, she glimpsed Adrian’s team loading
body bags into a van.


Across the city, the Government’s electrical billboards shone
brilliantly, warning of a new ban on gatherings of more than five people.
Beneath the infographic, the newsfeed scrolled by.


…Restoration work at Calvert Cliffs Nuclear Power Plant halted as
troops recalled · President issues tough warning to protestors following
blockade of military supplies overnight…     


 As they got closer to the hospital, the residential attack sites
gave way to inner city protests. Outside the law courts, hundreds of protestors
had gathered, demanding political transparency. Their white armbands shone
brightly amidst the rag-tag assortment of scavenged clothes and uniforms the
striking civilians wore. Amidst the protestors sat a subgroup with duct tape
over their mouths. Each held a handmade sign, reading: where are they?


She slipped into the hospital and hurried to Level Three, where she
donned her protective clothing. Entering her new lab, she prepared to confront
the outcome of yesterday’s mission. Her hopes of stopping Harvey hung on the
next few moments.


She stepped into the cell and took a long, deep breath, as she
stared at the pitiful creature before her. The disease had taken hold rapidly
overnight, on account of the strength of the dose they’d infected it with.
Clumps of powder matted the possum’s purple and white fur together. It tried to
bristle, but it was weak; its raised hairs wilted like dying grass. She’d
thought the sight of fresh powder would bring relief, but instead felt
nauseous.


Lucy zipped up her yellow-striped flak jacket as she approached. If
someone in the lab caught her in close proximity to a creature, without the
protection of the blood jackets, there would be all kinds of questions asked.
It was a level of suspicion she couldn’t risk for a minute. She silenced her
anxious speculations as to whose blood she was wearing, and forced herself to
focus on the task at hand.


She picked up the scalpel. The creature moaned, feebly agitating against
its restraints. Lucy winced as she recalled the turtle she’d butchered.
Delicately, she placed the scalpel in between a mass of the possum’s hair, and
scraped the powder out onto the operating table. She worked methodically,
gently teasing the white substance out from its fur, until a perimeter of
powder surrounded the outstretched creature. 


As delicately as she could, Lucy slid three fingers under the
creature’s belly, and raised it off the table to inspect its undercarriage.
There were no great clumps of powder to be found, but the hairs themselves had
turned white. She ditched the scalpel and investigated with her other hand,
prizing a cluster of hairs apart for a closer look. The skin looked white, too.
She grasped a bunch of hairs and pulled, expecting them to come out like
cocktail sticks from a jar. Instead, a clump of fur and skin several inches
across tore away from the creature’s belly, like a strip of turf.


The creature quivered in agony. Lucy stared in amazement at the
powder-filled sample, and at the bare flesh she’d exposed on the possum’s belly
itself. She deposited the cluster in a tub, and stepped back from the possum,
wiping her brow. The creature fixed her with a wide-eyed stare, as it strained
harder. It bore no resemblance to a human. It was a possum. A diseased,
extra-terrestrial possum, she told herself. But it trembled, and resisted, and
moaned just as Lopez had done when Harvey had tortured him. A pang of guilt
clawed at her, and she threw the scalpel to the ground with a clatter. Lucy
paced the cell, distraught. Tearing flesh from a conscious, living creature was
anathema to the person she’d once been. 


The possum made a choking sound, and vomited up a ball of sticky,
white-and-pink flesh. Lucy winced, and scooped the substance into a separate
tub. As she placed it down on the counter, the lump of flesh began to wriggle.
A paw appeared from the middle, followed by a foot, and a tail. A tiny,
juvenile possum clawed its way out of the flesh coating, which cracked down the
middle like a meatball hatching. The sprog flopped against the side of the tub,
exhausted. Its eyes were sealed shut, and powder coated its skin, where fur
grew in sparse patches. It squeaked pathetically to its parent. The possum on
the table moaned back, straining against its shackles.


Lucy looked at both creatures in disgust. She recited the mantra
she’d told herself so many times before: their kind had destroyed her world.
They’d taken her partner, her best friend, and the life she’d loved. No more.


She stepped up to the table and seized a clutch of fur on the
possum’s underbelly. With a grim determination, she peeled it away, exposing
the creature’s raw flesh beneath. She continued, becoming faster, and rougher,
until within minutes the creature had been skinned completely. It lay,
quivering, on the operating table, as Lucy dropped the last chunk of diseased,
powdery flesh into the bucket behind.


“Impressive,” said Harvey, startling her.


Lucy jolted upright, still panting from her frenzy.


“How long have you been there?”


“Long enough to observe your commitment to your work,” said Harvey.
“I see you’ve had a strong yield already. I must say, you’ve exceeded my
expectations yet again, Lucy. I will confess, I dropped in at first light to
observe our little friend here, and was quite taken by the transformation. So
much so, I put in a request for additional subjects to be procured immediately.
Ah, here they come now,” said Harvey.


The door clicked open, and a pair of technicians each wheeled in a
crate. They deposited them in the empty cells, adjacent to Lucy’s. She peered
out through the glass at Harvey. Discomfort crept over her as he beamed back. She
swiftly exited the cell and joined him at the front, then watched as the
technicians secured the new captives.


“I decided we should augment our enquiries,” said Harvey, with a
twinkle.


The technicians rigged the first newcomer up to an intravenous blood
drip.


“Goodness, don’t tell me you’re becoming squeamish now, after
what you just did,” chuckled Harvey, reading Lucy’s bitter expression. “I’m
intrigued to see at what pace the creatures deteriorate when they’re infected
solely with blood, rather than the powder solution you devised for our beloved
possum over there.”


Lucy looked on grimly at the two new captives. The creatures were
both a little larger than the possum she’d captured. One resembled a house cat,
but with a stretched torso like a sausage dog’s. The intravenous drip extended
out from its midriff. The other creature resembled a bird-eating spider, though
it had more legs – was it ten? Or fourteen? Lucy couldn’t quite tell, as the
technician kept obscuring the view. For this one, they didn’t attempt an IV
drip; instead they partially-filled a glass box with blood and deposited the
spider inside it.


“I need access to your Gen Water reserves,” said Lucy, bluntly. “I
know you’ve been collecting samples. I want to maximize the amount of powder we
grow on these creatures before they die – which means keeping them fed.”


“Yet again, Lucy, I find our minds are aligned. However, might I
remark that there is a degree of inefficiency in your model which we can ill
afford in our present state of crisis,” said Harvey.


“What do you mean?”


“Collecting and delivering Gen Water to feed living creatures would
be nightmarishly labor intensive – especially as we scale up. Today we have
three creatures in our care. Next week, that number could be thirty. Happily, I
think I’ve devised a rather elegant solution. Give me a moment,” said Harvey
with a rosy smile. He strode excitedly from the laboratory.


Lucy took the opportunity to retrieve her tubs of white powder from
the skinned possum’s cell. She peered into the beaker holding its fleshy
offspring; the sprog had ceased squeaking, or moving at all for that matter. It
lay perfectly still in a bed of powder and birthing fluids.


Lucy glanced around. The other technicians were distracted; the cat
creature had broken free of its tethers in the adjoining cell, and it was their
unhappy task to re-secure it. Lucy quickly filled a tiny flask with powder, and
stowed it in her pocket. Resuming her primary task, she grabbed the main
samples, sealed the tubs, and exited the cell before anyone questioned her. 


The lab door swung open and Harvey returned, with raised eyebrows.
He gave Lucy a wink, as he held the door open. She stepped back, reading his
cue to clear the way. A barrage of insults emanated from a single voice in the
corridor. Two guards dragged a lively woman into the lab, and waited for
Harvey’s instructions.


“You’re pieces of shit, you know that? Wake up, people, the
Government is brainwashing you! Our civil liberties are vanishing by the day,
you’ve gotta take a–”


The woman broke off her tirade, as she saw the room around her. Lucy
recognized the expression of someone who’d been taken to a hospital, and ended
up in a ward that was not exclusively human. The woman wore jeans, a puffer
jacket, and a white armband fashioned from a rag. As her eyes fell upon the
captive creatures, her defiance vanished, and pure dread set in.


“No – no, please,” she began, kicking the ground away, and
struggling against the guards.


Harvey gave them a nod. Both guards wore yellow-striped flak
jackets. They dragged the woman to the cell containing Lucy’s possum. The woman
kicked and screamed, desperately, begging them to let her out, promising to
quit protesting, imploring them to give her another chance. But the guards did
not relent. They forced her arm out, and thrust it before the possum’s mouth,
agitating the creature until it bit her.


The guards threw the woman to the floor and swiftly left the cell.
She rushed after them, pounding the door desperately until her thumping turned
to a defeated, open-palmed stroke, as she broke down. She cradled her bitten
hand to her chest, and retreated backwards into the corner of the room,
weeping.


“You’ve given her a death sentence,” said Lucy, appalled.


“People are dying every day, Lucy. It’s our job to stop it, and for
that we need brave souls like this woman here. They shall light the way for us,”
said Harvey.


“This isn’t legal,” said Lucy.


“In times like these what is legal is synonymous with what is
necessary. Our army are stretched to breaking point trying to battle incursions
from D4 creatures of all kinds. We must do what we can to alleviate their
burden. When citizens like this woman defy curfew, engage in protests, and pull
against the tide of our collective survival effort, they would ordinarily be
punished. But we don’t have the prison resources for such transgressors
anymore. Instead of punishment, we can offer atonement. Their sacrifice here
will make up for the time they’ve cost society, and will sustain our efforts to
defeat the creatures. As a cherry on top, we can also observe the degradation
process via time lapse cameras, which my team will be installing shortly. It’s
as close to a win-win as we can get, in the present circumstances,” said
Harvey, with a humble shrug of the shoulders.


Lucy knew what the degradation process did to people. The memory of the
soldier she’d euthanized surfaced violently in her mind. She remembered the
woman’s fingers and body degrading agonizingly around her just yards from the
walls of DC. She remembered climbing into the train wreck and finding Dan’s
body; the way his cheek had peeled away as she’d tried to hold him one last
time. 


She shuddered, and stared at the sobbing woman. An excruciating end
was in store for her. Her organs and muscles would dissolve, robbing her of
speech, then movement. Ultimately, she would drown in the fluid of her own
failing lungs.


Lucy wanted to help the woman – to give her a way out, or a bullet,
to end her pain swiftly. But she would achieve nothing if Harvey expelled her
from the lab again.


“I understand. Like you said, director, it’s an elegant solution,”
she said, her voice catching on the final words.


“Your inner scientist lives on,” said Harvey, clasping his hands.


“I hope so, because I have great plans, Director. Perhaps later
today we could trial some powder jackets to protect today’s clean-up teams? On
that note, I need to check in with Senator Jeffries about last night’s
attacks,” said Lucy, hastily fabricating a reason to leave.


She stepped out into the corridor, her heart racing. A faint crying
sounded from the far end – the sound of an infant. A door clicked shut; she
wasn’t sure which. She felt Harvey draw up beside her and dared not explore
further.


“What serendipitous timing – I’ve got a meeting with him myself. Let
me deposit these samples first. I’ll catch you up in a moment,” said Harvey,
warmly.


Lucy waved him off, then ran for the elevator. She had to get to
Adrian before Harvey did. She had to tell him what was happening.


***


Adrian’s office was locked. She banged the door in
frustration, then leaned against it, clutching her hair. The possum in the lab clawed
at her mind – it would only be a matter of time before Harvey brought in
another protestor to feed it. The same went for the cat-like creature, and the
spider, and any other D4s he chose to capture going forwards. If Harvey was
serious about scaling up powder production, the killing of prisoners would
become routine. Adrian was the only person she knew who could stop him.


“You OK?” came a reassuring voice.


Karys was approaching from the opposite end of the corridor, clutching
two cups of coffee.


“I have to speak with the Senator. Harvey’s out of control. He’s
shattering ethical lines by the hour – he’s breaking all kinds of laws. People
are suffering, it’s not right,” said Lucy, quavering.


She tried to keep her voice down as other workers milled about the
corridor, giving her concerned looks.


“It’s cool – he’ll be back any minute now. I’ve actually got a
meeting with him. We might be striking a supply deal with some community
further north. Apparently they’ve got grain galore. White House wants me to
check the crop samples are legit before we buy anything. Somehow that
translates to me being the coffee fetcher. Sure, I’m the only person at the
meeting with a PhD, but yeah, I can grab coffee, why not. I mean, in fairness, I
did offer, but still,” said Karys, rambling cheerfully.


The elevator doors at the end of the corridor chimed open. Adrian
stepped out, wearing his navy suit and sweeping black trench coat. Lucy’s heart
skipped a beat, as it always did when she saw him. She recognized all of Dan’s
features in that older face. But there was someone behind him. A brash, loud
voice boomed out from the elevator. It sent chills down Lucy’s spine.


“We’re good for it. Our leader’s a woman of her word,” crowed the
noisy orator.


Maurice.


Without a second’s hesitation, Lucy grabbed Karys and bundled her
into the empty office beside them.


“What the hell?” said Karys, nearly spilling the coffee as Lucy
sealed the door.


She peered through the window to Adrian’s doorway across the hall.


“That man with Adrian – what’s he doing here?” said Lucy, through
shallow breaths.


“He’s the trade delegate from NYC, why?” said Karys.


“We can’t trust him. He’s a traitor.”


“You know him?”


“He knows I’m infected. He’s betrayed me before and it was brutal.
You have no idea. His leader – the Queen – she’s a psychopath. He already knows
I’m in DC, he saw me last night. Harvey’s coming to this meeting too, and he’s
expecting to see me. If my name gets mentioned, Maurice will probe – he’s a snake,
he always finds a way. As soon as he knows it’s me, he’ll tell them I’m
infected – but it won’t just be me they’ll come after. Adrian’s team will
investigate everyone I’ve been in contact with since arriving in the city. If
I’m discovered, the whole sanctuary’s at risk,” said Lucy, breathlessly.


“Hold up, what’s the sanctuary?”


“Hundreds of people like me, hiding off-grid across the city. I’m a
critical weak link. Maurice will blow the lid open on all of it, and Harvey
could be coming any minute – we have to get him now.”


“You mean kill him? No way, I won’t do it,” said Karys.


“You’re a soldier,” said Lucy.


“In the same way you are!” said Karys


“You have to do it – if you don’t, think how many people will
suffer,” urged Lucy.


“I’m not an assassin! I don’t know how to do it. I could get killed
just trying – besides, Adrian would see! This is insane,” Karys protested.


Lucy snatched one of the coffees and and stepped back. 


“Put some gloves on – quickly,” she insisted.


Karys obliged, while Lucy took the flask of white powder from her
pocket and emptied it into the cup. She took care not to spill any powder on
the rim, or leave any residue, before handing it back to Karys.


“If you can’t kill him, then you have to give him this. Infecting
him is the only other way to guarantee his silence. You’ll be safe, I’ll handle
the rest, but you have to go now,” said Lucy.


Adrian and Maurice’s voices had arrived outside. Keys jangled as
Adrian unlocked his door. Lucy pulled the door open and thrust Karys forwards.
Adrian raised an eyebrow at the clumsy arrival.


“Gosh, I always forget which office is yours, Senator,” said Karys,
blushing.


Maurice introduced himself, then stepped inside, while Adrian held
the door open graciously, waiting for Karys to follow. As she passed by, he
took a cup of coffee from her hands and toasted her.


Lucy watched in horror as he raised it to his lips. She burst from
her hiding place and threw herself towards Adrian, only to see him swallow as
she ran. She collided with him, knocking the coffee cup from his hands,
showering the office floor. 


“What the hell? Lucy?” said Adrian, wiping hot coffee from his lips
and his coat.


She looked at him in utter dismay. Panic spread through her as she
scrambled to her feet.


“You!” cried Maurice, pointing a finger directly at Lucy.


Lucy dived at him and tackled him to the ground. Maurice wailed,
shoving her away, but Lucy wrestled him firmly and quickly clambered onto his
back. With a yell, she bit down hard on his ear. Maurice shook her off with a
cry and recoiled in horror.


Karys and Adrian stared on in amazement as Lucy rose to her feet,
panting.


“Ha!” she cried, pointing a triumphant finger at Maurice.
“Good luck betraying me a second time. You’re one of us now.”


The color drained from Maurice’s face. His smarmy features were lost
for words.


“One of ‘us’?” said Adrian, looking from Lucy to Maurice and back.


Lucy’s sense of triumph vanished as her brain caught up with what
had happened. A sense of sickness grew in the pit of her stomach as she
processed Adrian’s appearance properly. His likeness to Dan shone out from his
confused face. A bitter saliva formed at the back of her mouth. She looked at
him, and at the coffee stains on his clothes, and the wetness of his lips. She
vomited into the waste basket.


“What the hell’s going on here?” said Maurice, clutching his ear.


Lucy slumped into a chair, holding her head, murmuring to herself in
denial. It wasn’t supposed to go like this. She’d ruined everything, and there
was no undoing it.


“Can you call security?” said Adrian, to Karys.


“Not until she’s done talking,” said Karys, clicking the door shut.
“Lucy, you need to finish this before Harvey gets here.” 


Karys’s words landed in her brain like a distant radio broadcast,
commenting on events Lucy had no part in.


“This is insane. I’m outta here,” said Maurice, standing abruptly.


“No, you’re not,” said Lucy, distantly. “And I think you know why.”


Maurice’s face fell. 


“If you so much as breathe a word about me to another living soul,
you’ll be locked up and tortured too. Then once they’re done with that, they’ll
wear your blood like armor. So if I were you, Maurice, I’d keep your mouth shut
from now on,” said Lucy.


“Lucy – what do you mean, ‘one of us’?” repeated Adrian.


Lucy tried to speak but the words stuck in the back of her throat.
She couldn’t bring herself to look Adrian in the eye. Guilt swelled inside her
uncontrollably. There had to be a way she could fix this. She couldn’t live
with herself otherwise.


“Lucy, I think we deserve an explanation for this insane charade,”
pressed Adrian.


She laughed, despairingly, stifling a sob, as she skirted around the
terrible truth.


“I’m an infected,” she said, finally. “I’ve been infected for weeks.
I came to DC looking for a cure, hoping the Government would do something –
that you would do something. But what happened? You arrested my friend.
You tortured him. You experimented on him like he wasn’t even human,” said
Lucy, as the pain of the ordeal resurfaced.


“Your friend – wait, Patient Zero? You knew Major Lopez
already?” said Adrian.


A crushing sense of defeat sank across his brow, as Adrian cursed
himself for not seeing their connection sooner.


“Why didn’t you tell me?”  


“I tried,” Lucy replied, earnestly. “I came to this city believing
you, or someone, would help us find a cure. But when you washed your
hands of Lopez, I knew I had to keep my infection secret. I ran around, doing
your investigations, jumping through your hoops. When I finally proved
the Major wasn’t the source of the outbreak, I came to you with the evidence.
And you did nothing,” said Lucy, the upset inflecting her voice.


“And this guy?” said Adrian.


He pointed to Maurice, who had lowered himself into a seat, and was
checking his crimpled ear for bleeding. Lucy laughed again, this time bitterly.


“I made the mistake of saving that man. Lopez was there, too. It
wasn’t long before Maurice realized the Major and I had a degree of immunity
from the creatures. He betrayed us, and sold us into slavery. If you’re
thinking of trading with this guy, don’t. He’ll double cross you twice before
he’s even finished speaking,” she said.


“All this time, I was wracking my brains, trying to figure out your
bizarre attachment to the Major,” said Adrian. “I guessed you were just being
empathetic, or maybe you missed Dan and were projecting that. I tried to cut
you slack, I made excuses for you, fought for your reputation behind closed
doors. How naïve I was.” 


He shook his head, sadly.


“It’s not like that – Lopez saved my life, several times. I owed
him,” said Lucy.


“I thought we were family, and yet you’ve done nothing but abuse my
trust since you got here,” said Adrian. 


He was right, and it broke her. She’d brought nothing but
destruction to his life. He was better off as far away from her as he could
get. But it was way too late for that. Lucy’s face fell as he turned towards
the door. The guilt and sickness raged inside her. She had to tell him, but
shame had sapped the last of her courage.


“You leave me no choice, Lucy. I’m turning you in,” said Adrian,
reaching for the handle.


Lucy looked at Karys imploringly, and the botanist intervened. She
stepped in front of Adrian, placing her hand firmly against the door. 


“You don’t want to do that, Senator,” said Karys.


“Why not?” he demanded.


“Because you’re infected too.”


***


Karys cleaned up the spilled coffee, then wrapped the
tissues up in her gloves. She tossed them into the trash can, then ditched it
in the store room opposite. Adrian took a shaky seat behind his desk, as she
returned.


Lucy looked from him to Maurice. Her head swam. She was utterly
torn, and time was against her. She longed to make right what she’d done to
Dan’s father, but she knew there was little that could be done. 


She knew the room as it was looked suspicious. If Harvey discovered
that any of them were infected, it would be over. She urgently needed to regain
control of the situation. She needed to know what Maurice was doing in the
city. 


She grimaced, swallowing the bitterness of her choices, as she
turned to confront the Canadian. As she did so, she felt the sum of her anger
focus on him like a laser.


“You’ve got two minutes to tell me what the hell brought you
slithering into DC,” she said


The Canadian glared back.


“The Queen sent me, obviously,” he replied. “One of our spies
reported on this new body armor you guys have been trialing. We got hold of a
jacket and tested it out – it worked pretty well, for a day or so. Then it
stopped working, which was not so fun for the guy testing it. So the Queen sent
me here to find out what the deal is, and whether it’s worth us trading some of
our food for a bunch of them.”


“Are D4 attacks becoming more of a problem in New York?” said Karys.



“I gotta hand it to those creatures, they sure love killin’. Hey, so
where’s Lopez now? And what’s her face – the grumpy one?” said Maurice.


“Jackson? She’s dead, asshole. You saw her die,” said Lucy, with
disbelief.


“How about the Major?” said Maurice.


Lucy bit her lip.


“Holy crap – he’s alive, isn’t he? Well ain’t that dandy,” said
Maurice.


“He’s alive?” said Adrian, distantly.


“I’m glad to see Harvey lied to you, too,” said Lucy, angrily.


“Speak of the devil – he’s coming,” said Karys, peering through the
window.


“Stall him,” said Lucy.


Karys obliged, stepping outside and
intercepting the director. Maurice stood up and fidgeted, anxiously.


“You’ve ruined everything. I should leave. No way I’m inspecting
some jacket farm now. Jeez, it could be my blood in those things,”
said Maurice. A tremor had crept into his voice. 


“What do you mean ‘farm’?” said Lucy, aghast.


“What if they test me on the way in?” said Maurice, ignoring her.


“They’ll only test you if you show symptoms, or look suspicious. Presumably
you were swabbed on your way into the city, so as far as the authorities are
concerned you’re still clean,” said Lucy.


“How long before I show symptoms?” said Maurice.


“I don’t know. Yours will be slower. Adrian’s will be fast – his
dose was stronger. I’m so sorry,” said Lucy, glancing at her father-in-law,
ashamed.


The senator continued to drill into his desk with a thousand-mile
stare. Maurice started to panic, pacing the room and wringing his hands
compulsively.


“I don’t wanna die,” he whimpered, pathetically.


“You don’t have to. Most people survive the adaption. I can delay it
and mask your symptoms for a while, with the right drugs. But if you want them,
you’ll have to get me inside that factory,” said Lucy.


A plan was formulating in her foggy mind. If it was going to work,
they had to act quickly. Her emotions nagged at her, distracting and exhausting
her. She bargained with her guilt-riddled brain, assuring herself Adrian would
be OK if she got him to the sanctuary. She tried to salvage the reason she’d
come to him in the first place. Harvey’s methods threatened all infecteds.
There were God knows how many counting on her. She had to get this right.


“Why can’t you go yourself?” stammered Maurice.


“I have limited clearance. Harvey only trusts me so much. To be
honest, I think he only keeps me around because he’s studying me as some
behavioral psychology pet project. I can live with that if it gets me lab
access. But I need you to get me inside that ‘farm’. I need to know the layout,
the security, and the number of people inside,” said Lucy.


“I could go and report back?” said Maurice, with a nervous smile.


“Sure, because the last time I trusted you it worked out perfectly,”
said Lucy, coldly. “Here’s the deal. You’re gonna tell Harvey we’ve just met,
and that I was telling you about his ‘pioneering’ and ‘brave’ research. You’re
going to flatter his scientific ego until he thinks you’re his personal
cheerleader. Then tell him you want to invite me and Karys to accompany you on
the inspection. If you succeed, I’ll get you the drugs you need. If you fail, we’re
all dead. Got it?”


The door rattled. Karys intervened loudly, with a desperate cry of
“One more thing, Director,” as she ran thin on stalling tactics.


Lucy knelt before Adrian. She took his hand in hers.


“I never meant for things to turn out like this. You are my
family – my only family. We can fix this, OK? I can make this right. The
thing I want more than anything is a cure. I promise you, we’ll find a one
together,” she implored.


Adrian pulled his hand away.


“You can do what you want, I’m turning myself in,” he said,
distantly.


“No! You mustn’t – please, Adrian, I need you. Other people need
you,” said Lucy, fully remembering the reason she’d come to him in the first
place. “Harvey’s feeding political prisoners to D4 creatures. You have to
stop him.”


“I already tried,” snapped Adrian, slamming his palm against the
table.


“You mean…You know what he’s doing?”


“The White House has given him free reign. You’ve seen the protests
– the Government’s lost the support of the people. The only way they can keep the
army on side is with Harvey’s new invention. They’re turning a blind eye to his
methods, because it gets them what they want,” said Adrian, rubbing his
temples.


“But you’re part of the Government. Surely you can do
something to change their minds?” said Lucy.


“I want to avoid a civil war, Lucy. If the people rise up, there’ll
be bloodshed and fighting that could last for weeks. The creatures would pick
us apart with ease. Any razor thin chance we have of reversing massive societal
regression will vanish for centuries. Or at least that’s what I’ve been telling
myself. But maybe it’s too late. Perhaps our extinction has become inevitable,”
said Adrian.


“Adrian, don’t give up. I know everything’s a mess but I promise it
can get better. You have to tell the opposition what’s happening. Get it
to the press – whoever controls the billboards. The people have to know. It has
to come from you; someone both sides trust,” said Lucy.


“If I blow the whistle, it could spark mass violence,” said Adrian.


“Then negotiate with Raya. She’s the opposition leader, she’ll
listen to you. The truth has to get out – public scrutiny is the only thing
that can stop someone like Harvey. Infecteds and protestors are both in mortal
danger from his methods. If people knew the truth, they could force the
Government to back down. You have to make them understand – the city’s only
hope for survival lies with the infecteds. But they can’t help if they’re being
secretly incarcerated. You must tell the
people,” urged Lucy.


Adrian stood and buttoned up his blazer. He examined his hand,
turning it over, looking for changes. It trembled.


“I will expose the political prisoners’ deaths, and I will tell them
about the blood-letting. Then I will admit myself to the hospital for
processing. I will not allow other people to fall ill because of me,” he
said, pointedly.


The office door clicked open, and Harvey stepped in brightly. Karys
peered over his shoulder, anxiously.


“Ah, here we are. Maurice, is it? Nice to meet you. I’d shake your
hand but we have a ‘no touching’ rule across the city, while this outbreak
continues.” 


Maurice transformed into his most slippery and charming self,
slicking his hair back and fixing Harvey with a ravishing smile.


“Director, it’s an honor to finally meet you. I’ve heard so
much about your work.”


 











SEVEN

The
Farm


___________________________________________


 


 


The prison entrance was at the rear of the complex,
tucked away in a back street. There, a single lane halted before a set of
gates. The building’s pinkish stone was infused with patches of blue algae.
Pressing against the perimeter wall was a rust-colored tree. At its feet lay
two hollowed out branches, around which lay a plethora of curled golden-red
leaves. 


A guard beckoned them through a vehicle scanner that arched
overhead. The watchtower to Lucy’s right was unmanned. The first guard made a
cursory check of Harvey’s security pass, greeting the director by name as he
did so. Maurice leaned forward and made of point of introducing himself. The
guard paid him little attention, and signaled to his colleague to open the
gate, which retracted sideways like a telescope.


The group disembarked and approached the entrance. Lucy’s heart sank
as she took in the scale of the facility. She counted seven floors on some of
the buildings, which were packed tightly together. By her reckoning, if the
place was even half full, they’d be looking at thousands of infecteds inside.


The prison’s reception had a welcome kiosk, and a series of scanners
and gates. The guard there waved them through casually. A faint dripping echoed
from the corner of the ceiling, where a fern was growing. Beads of liquid
trickled from its vibrant green tips onto the floor, where they seeped into
crevices beneath the walls.


“You’re not gonna search us?” said Maurice.


“We ain’t no prison for people no more. Y’all feel free to smuggle
in whatever y’all like, ain’t gonna make no difference here,” shrugged the
guard. “Know where you’re going?”


“We do, thank you,” said Harvey.


They each took a pair of gloves and a mask from the kiosk, then
passed through the turnstile one after another.


“Just a precaution, of course. Don’t worry, all the patients are
securely contained,” said Harvey, striding into the first ward. “It’s not your
conventional farm, by any means, but we do what we can.”


The corridor ahead was dark. Slits of daylight shone in from narrow
windows at the tops of the walls. As they passed along the corridor, figures
shuffled forwards from the cells. A fervor passed through the corridor as the
residents realized they had visitors.


Like meat through a mincer, a mass of arms stretched out between the
bars lining each cell. Their skin was covered in lesions and blisters, and
their parched voices grew increasingly desperate as they croaked for help.


“Do you feed them?” said Maurice, as they crossed the hallway.


“These subjects are at the first stage of their infection. From mine
and Lucy’s work on Patient Zero, we established that food deprivation can
accelerate the disease. That is precisely what we want here. The quicker the
subjects mature, the sooner we can harvest,” said Harvey.


Lucy grimaced as she caught a waft of the prisoners’ pungent, yeasty
breaths. Their lips and tongues were cracked and blistered. Two prisoners
fought each other for access to a patch of wall, where damp algae grew. The
victor elbowed their rival out of the way and licked the blue stones thirstily.


“They look seriously dehydrated,” said Karys.


“We restrict their water intake to a bare minimum at these early
stages. It means the amount of pathogen in their bloodstream becomes more
concentrated,” said Harvey.


They reached the end of the ward, and Harvey swiped his pass,
leading them into the next wing.


“This is where the magic starts to happen,” he said, with a wink.


Lucy drew her collar over her nose as the pungent stench of feces
and urine hit her.


“These subjects are ready to be bled within the next twenty-four
hours. Their delirium makes them weak, which helps with the harvest,” said
Harvey.


The wretched patients lay in the shadows, packed into over-crowded
cells. They wallowed in their own bodily discharges, quivering with fever, and
muttering with delusions.


Someone grunted from a cell up ahead. Lucy approached, nervously. A
thin woman, covered in lesions, was muttering to herself, in between grunts.
She was upright, but her leg was moving sporadically in sharp jerks. Beneath
her lay another woman, motionless. Her face was bloodied, and swollen, and her
jaw broken. Her body pulsated with each impact, as the muttering woman above her
stamped down, barefoot, against her head. The pace was slow. A stamp every
several seconds. The attacking woman was tired, and held onto the bars for
stability. She contemplated each move, cursing the woman beneath her, before
raising her heel once again. She seemed utterly impervious to the group’s
presence.


“Uh, is that normal?” said Maurice, following Lucy’s gaze.


“It occurs in around five percent of the population. It is, of
course regrettable, but we lack the resources to monitor and isolate problematic
subjects. Happily, ninety five percent of subjects make it through to the
processing room in acceptable health,” said Harvey, leading onward.


They ascended a staircase to the next level, and doubled back on
their original direction.


“This is where we invest our resources,” said Harvey,
proudly.


Working the floor were a dozen or so technicians, in full hazmat
suits. The cells were much less crowded – there were only two patients in each.
Both were strapped into the lowest bunks, where an intravenous drip was
threaded into their forearms.


Maurice licked his lips nervously, trying to strike a breezy,
entrepreneurial tone. “How long does it take to bleed one of these ‘infecteds’
dry?”


“We don’t bleed them dry – we need to ensure we have a sustainable
supply of their blood. We only take a pint or two from each subject. Then
they’re moved upstairs to the rehabilitation wards. They recover there for a
few days. We give them a high-calorie liquid diet, administered in small doses
to minimize waste from urination. Our preliminary findings suggest that
infecteds can replenish their blood supply faster than humans,” said Harvey.


Lucy tried to shut out Harvey’s words and focus on her reconnoiter.
It was clear the staff were not concerned about rioting or breakouts here; the
emaciated inmates simply didn’t have the strength. That was going to make
evacuating them extremely difficult.


“Faster than humans, you say? So what does that make these folk?”
said Maurice, picking up on Harvey’s clinical detachment.


“These subjects are no longer classed as genetically human. Their
DNA has been irreversibly altered by this pathogen. A key outcome is that
they’ve evolved to reproduce asexually, which is to say, the pathogen has
rendered them as a distinct species. Of course, the silver lining for my lab is
that these subjects no longer enjoy protection through the civil liberties
afforded to human subjects. What we do here, is, of course, for our protection.
It is done in service of those of us who remain biologically human. Don’t you agree?”
said Harvey.


“Uh, totally,” said Maurice.


His cool veneer faltered as he looked anxiously around the rows of
blood-letting cells.


“I trust you will report this all back to your ‘queen’? I’m keen to
convey the sustainability of our supply chain. I understand that this was a key
concern she had?” said Harvey.


“Ah, yes, indeed, indeed. Plenty to report back on,” said Maurice,
slicking his hair back as his eyes darted around.


“Fortunately, the blood-letting appears to disrupt their breeding
cycle, so subjects aren’t needlessly expending energy on reproduction. However,
your queen may be interested to know that we’re actively exploring the
possibility of next-generation rearing, to see if we can optimize the yield.
But I’m getting way ahead of myself – that is of course a much longer-term
project. Perhaps we ought to stay focused on your immediate needs. Shall we
press on?” said Harvey, with a twinkle.


“Uh, I think I’ll pass. I’ve seen plenty to report back to my queen,
thank you, Director,” said Maurice, who by now looked positively queasy.


Harvey graciously led the group back to reception, sparing Maurice
no detail of his lab’s capabilities along the way. Using the prison facility,
and the adjacent, repurposed Youth Correctional Center, they were currently
processing around nine thousand infecteds, each of whom produced around two
liters of blood a week. Harvey said they were still ramping up production, but
he expected them to reach optimal output within a fortnight. The Government, he
said, proudly, had just commissioned a full rotating program of his blood bags,
declaring that every on-duty soldier must be equipped with fresh, protective
blood for each shift. He assured Maurice that the Queen would, therefore, be
getting state of the art defensive technology, with a one hundred percent
success rate of deterrence against contact creatures.


“So we have a deal, then?” said Harvey, as they returned to the
prison forecourt.


“We have a deal, Director. An impressive facility. My queen will be
thrilled. Are you on track for the first shipment?” said Maurice, assuming his
finest sales patter.


“We’re due to transfer it to the bottling plant tomorrow at noon,”
said Harvey beaming.


“Naturally, I’ll need to oversee the transfer of the collected, er,
produce, from here to the packaging facility. A condition of my queen, you
understand?” said Maurice.


“Of course, one must always have confidence in a supplier. I’ll let
the guards know to expect you tomorrow.”


A technician passed by, wheeling a corpse on a trolley. The body was
ghostly pale, and a slit ran across the width of their neck. Maurice let out a
disconcerted groan.


“Don’t be alarmed, he’s perfectly harmless,” chuckled Harvey.


“I thought you didn’t bleed them dry?” said Maurice, trying not to
gag.


“The subjects’ blood pressure naturally drops during the
blood-letting. Occasionally this proves fatal, and in those instances we take
something of a ‘waste not, want not’ approach. To that end, this body will now
be incinerated, providing vital energy for the city. This individual has given
much for us to be grateful for,” said Harvey.


Lucy stared at the prison grimly. Just as it had done in Boston,
fear had poisoned the minds of the healthy humans. It had turned them against
their infected neighbors. This building was just the beginning. For so long
she’d been deluding herself that she could reverse the tide, if she got the
right evidence to the right people. All of her efforts had come to nothing. She
had to intervene decisively.


If they were going to liberate the people inside, it was going to be
a mammoth task, and she couldn’t do it alone. It was time to call in whatever
favors she had left.











EIGHT

Prepare


____________________________________


 


 


You heard correctly, listener. Senator Adrian Jeffries
has broken ranks and is blowing the whistle on what he calls ‘unconscionable
Government tactics’. The Senator has accused the Government of significant
human rights violations against infected citizens and protestors alike. For
many of you, this will come not as a shock, but as a bitter confirmation of
what you’ve been suspecting for days, if not weeks. There is nothing this
depraved regime won’t do to stay in power.


The Senator has confirmed the existence of ‘secret labs’, claiming
that infected people are effectively tortured in them before their blood is
harvested. This, he claims, is happening despite
the fact that a better, humane, alternative has been discovered.


I regret to tell you: it gets worse. I know how many of you are
searching for missing loved ones, friends, and neighbors. The police have been
arresting peaceful protestors from our movement with no legal grounds to do so.
I must inform you now that, according to Senator Jeffries, the Government has
begun executing these brave political prisoners without trial. Most sickening
of all, they are being fed to captive creatures. The Government hasn’t just
failed to protect us from the beasts, now they’re doing the predators’ work for
them. It is the ultimate betrayal.


It is our understanding that the Senator himself has become infected
in the line of duty, and has since reported to the hospital, where he will be
processed alongside fellow infected citizens and political prisoners. He has
urged members of the People’s Voice to act peacefully but decisively, and has
insisted that our only hope against the creatures is to stand united.


 Raya will be joining us later to give her thoughts on the Senator’s
revelations, and we’ll be re-playing our interview with the Senator in full at
the top of the hour. We’ve again asked the Government to comment on these fresh
allegations, but they’ve responded by arresting our reporter. We will not tolerate
this treatment. We will stand up. We will be heard. We are the People’s Voice.


The station belted out a series of rousing anti-establishment
classics, as Lucy’s group traversed the divided city. She felt deep relief that
Adrian had fulfilled his promise, but she feared what would happen to him next.
He was going to deteriorate quickly. There were only two options for him in the
coming hours: end up in one of Harvey’s private labs, or be shipped to the
‘farm’. She didn’t know which was worse. Guilt boiled within her. What would
Dan would say, if he knew what she’d done? She could feel the tears forming
across her eyes. Her knuckles turned white as she dug her fingertips into her
thighs.


“You OK?” said Maurice, leaning forwards from the backrow.


“Go to hell,” said Lucy, laughing coldly, hastily wiping her eye
with her sleeve.


“We’ll help him, don’t worry,” said Karys.


Lucy dabbed her eyes some more as she fought the waves of guilt and
anger crashing over her. She hated what the disease had done to her body; what
it had done to Lopez; what it would do to Adrian.


“Promise me, Karys. Whatever happens, you’ll help me find a cure,”
said Lucy.


“You know pharmacology isn’t my domain, right?” said Karys.


“I vote you change Majors,” said Maurice.


Lucy looked at Karys imploringly. She needed to know there was hope.


“Uh, but that’s not to say I can’t try,” Karys added, sensing Lucy’s
despair. “I guess someone ought to, anyhow.”


She brought the car to a crawl. A police cordon stretched across the
road ahead. An officer was wearily waving them past.


“Wait up!” said Lucy, sitting up straight. 


Her bleary eyes zeroed in on the crime scene. “Take us closer – Karys,
tell him we were sent by the department to investigate. Show them your pass,”
said Lucy.


Karys relayed the lie to the soldier, who waved them through. “I
hope you people have strong stomachs,” he said, as they proceeded past.


A second soldier was roughly escorting a white-armbanded journalist
away from the cordon. The reporter glared jealously at Lucy’s group, trying to
catch them on camera as they advanced without impediment. Lucy watched in the
wing mirror as the soldier tore the reporter’s phone from his hands and stamped
on it, crushing the screen beneath the heel of his boot.


If the prison hadn’t been enough, the sight now greeting them tipped
Maurice over the edge.


“I’m gonna be sick,” he said, leaning out of the car. 


Karys brought them to a halt by the cordon. Lucy’s stomach churned
as she climbed out. A policewoman inspecting the site came forwards from the
sidewalk. Lucy did a double-take; she wasn’t used to seeing regular law
enforcement officers in the city. 


Lucy pre-emptively flashed her own Health Department pass,
reassuring the policewoman that they weren’t more journalists.


“It’s not the creatures, if that’s what you’re here for,” said the
officer, resuming her inspection of the scene.


“Who would do something like this?” said Karys, aghast.


Lucy stared grimly at the bloodied body. It was slumped on the
ground, backed up against the glass storefront of an abandoned dry cleaner’s.
Blood splattered the glass and the sidewalk beneath it. The person was curled
up in a ball. One arm shielded their face, while the other was outstretched.
Both of their legs were broken. The skin on their forearm was raw with lesions,
which had ruptured across the victim’s dark black skin.


“It’s like I said, no way the creatures did this. Though this is the
fifth one in two days. I’m surprised you lot are only looking into it now,”
said the policewoman.


Beside her, the sidewalk had been smashed up into pieces. Lucy’s
eyes moved from the broken curb, to the victim’s body. Chunks of
blood-splattered rubble lay in and around the person’s pulverized flesh.
Sprayed onto the glass façade behind the victim was a single word.


SINNER.


***


They parked the department car several blocks away from
the sanctuary. Lucy had guided them to a house which had been the site of a previous
D4 attack, hoping it would give them a credible alibi, should anyone challenge
their movements. She checked anxiously over her shoulder as they hurried
towards the blacked-out law office on foot. The plant growth covering it was by
now substantial. In the old world, one might have mistaken the myriad of
lilac-blues and rusty oranges for a designer living wall.


“Lucy?” began Lopez, greeting her with a soft, wonky smile as they
entered the briefing room. “What are you doing back so-” His voice broke off as
he spotted Maurice, who waved a cheerful hand.


“Great to see you again, Major. You’re looking, er, really well,”
gushed the Canadian, crassly staring at the mottled bleach marks across Lopez’s
skin, and his sunken shoulder.


With a roar, Lopez launched himself at the traitor, tackling him to
the ground. He laid into Maurice, whaling on him with both fists. The Canadian
cowered, crying out to the others for help. Karys tried to intervene but Lucy
held her back.


Lopez continued to pummel Maurice, cursing and growling as he
unloaded all of his rage and hurt on this deserving enemy. With a yelp, the
Canadian rolled over, throwing Lopez off, and kicking him away. Lopez
immediately launched himself back at the Canadian, and the pair wrestled across
the floor.


Lucy’s face fell. Suddenly, Maurice was on top, and kneeling across
Lopez’s torso. The Major grunted and salivated as he tried to strike Maurice,
but his sunken left arm was trapped under the Canadian’s legs. With his free
hand, he tried to claw at Maurice’s face, but the Canadian batted him away with
ease. Maurice let out an astonished, triumphant cry, and raised his fist,
taking aim at Lopez’s face.


Lucy kicked Maurice hard in the shoulder, booting him onto his side.


“Enough!” she said, looming over him, glowering. Her boot was raised,
ready to stamp on his neck.


Maurice raised his arms in surrender and let out a cutesy smile,
clearly proud of his underdog victory. Lucy turned to help Lopez, but the Major
was already upstanding. He paced up and down the far side of the room with his
back to the assembly, nursing his crippled side. She approached him and placed
a delicate hand on his back.


“Are you OK?” she whispered.


“Fine,” he grunted, shrugging her off sharply.


“The love story continues,” said Maurice, sitting contently on the
ground, and ostentatiously retying his boot laces, as if that were the reason
for him being down there.


“Honestly, it’s like you don’t want to live,” snapped Lucy.


“Relax, geez. I’d forgotten how uptight the pair of you are about everything,”
said Maurice, dusting himself down.


“Is someone gonna tell me what the hell he’s doing here, walking
free?” spat Lopez.


The door opened and Kryz stepped in, fully uniformed.


“Everything OK in here?” said Kryz. “Lucy! Fliss said you had returned.
I’m glad to see you. I hoped I would get a chance to thank you in person for
what you did for me.” 


He seized her hand and shook it enthusiastically. 


“Who’s the new guy?” he added, gesturing to Maurice, who had by now
picked himself up.


“He’s a traitor,” said Lopez.


“Yes, he’s a piece of shit, but we need him. Besides, he’s one of us
now,” said Lucy.


“The hell he is. I’m not lining up to be stabbed in the back a
second time,” said Lopez.


 “Listen to me, Ed, Kryz. I’ve seen the prison,” said Lucy. “The
blood farm. Whatever they’re calling it. The Government’s ramping up
production. They’re draining thousands of infecteds like us, and keeping them
incarcerated in a state of delirium. The prisoners only partially recover.
They’re bled repeatedly until they become unviable and get terminated. And… I
think my father-in-law’s in there,” she added.


Her voice quaked as she acknowledged the sentence she’d given
Adrian.


“We need to rescue them,” she continued, clearing her throat. “Maurice
is our chance to get in. His city’s struck a trade deal with ours – food for
blood. The first shipment’s being transferred tomorrow at noon. Our best chance
of pulling this off is while Maurice is here, and when no-one at the prison
knows what the shipment routine is.”


“For the record, I think this is all super gross, by the way,” said
Maurice.


Kryz probed Lucy, Karys, and Maurice on the details. Lopez brooded
from the sidelines as the group devised a plan. Maurice was, predictably, in
favor of the plan that involved getting out as quickly as possible. Kryz and
Lucy overruled him, agreeing that they had one shot at getting access, and they
had to use it to liberate as many infecteds as they could from the main prison.
The adjacent second site would be handled by a follow-up team.


“So, we hijack the first collection truck and use it to get to the
prison. Once we’re inside, we disable the guards, and open the gates to more
trucks. I estimate we’ll have ten minutes before the army is mobilized, so
we’ll have to be quick,” said Kryz.


“There are only a handful of guards – if we can disable them before
they use their radios, we could have longer, maybe even an hour before anyone
at control notices. We’ll have to be stealthy – going in as soldiers is our
best bet,” said Karys.


“It’s important that the trucks scatter afterwards – we need to
dilute the military’s resources as much as possible, to maximize the number of
vehicles that reach the gate,” said Lucy.


“There’s no way you can evacuate thousands of people in ten minutes.
You’ll never get them loaded quickly enough,” said Maurice.


“He’s right,” said Lopez, from the far side of the room. “We need to
buy more time. We need a diversion.”


***


“You OK?” she said, stepping into Lopez’s room that
evening.


It was hardly the Bellagio. As the only person to have suffered such
severe disfigurement, Lopez was confined to the sanctuary in a way others
weren’t. For his sanity, he’d carved out a small slither of privacy in a
stationery cupboard. Lucy found something reassuring about the cozy space.
Staplers, pens, toner cartridges and other office goods filled the shelves.
They were softly up-lit by a floor lamp positioned next to Lopez’s sleeping
bag.


“All G,” he said, crisply, not looking up from his book.


“You can talk to me, you know,” she said, sitting down cross-legged
on the mattress.


He snapped the book shut.                          


“And say what? That I’m weak now? That I can’t take down a pathetic,
snivelling traitor like Maurice? That I can’t save my own child from the same
man who did this to me?” he fumed.


Lucy waited for his breathing to level out. He went back to his
book, tearing it open to a different page, where he pretended to read.


“I found Ruth. She’ll be at the gate tomorrow,” said Lucy.


Lopez ignored her. His eyes glared angrily at the paper without
moving.


“Kryz said he’s put word out across the other sanctuaries. He
reckons it’ll be tight, but we’ll have enough trucks,” said Lucy, tentatively.


Lopez continued to seethe. She reached across and grabbed the book
from his hands and slammed it down on the mattress.


“Talk to me,” she demanded.


“I was reading that!” he protested, reaching for it.


“No, you weren’t. But I’d like to know what was going round
that angry head of yours, before we risk our lives together tomorrow. I knew
this guy once – real good soldier. Didn’t care much for having livewires on his
team. I’m starting to see where he was coming from,” said Lucy.


Lopez slumped back against the wall and glared at her.


“You shouldn’t have interfered. That fight was between me and
Maurice,” said Lopez.


“Sure. I should’ve stood by and watched him pummel you. That
would’ve been a great experience for everyone,” said Lucy.


“It wasn’t your place to–”


“It was my place, Ed. You would’ve done the same for me,”
said Lucy.


“And you’d have hated me for it,” he snapped.


“Correct,” said Lucy, with a smile.


Lopez contemplated for a minute, suddenly taking a stern interest in
the assortment of staple sizes on the row beside him.


“I get it, OK?” said Lucy, gently extending a hand.


“You don’t get it at all. I used to be worth something, now I’m
just… this,” he said, as tears filled his eyes.


“Look around, Ed. You really think you’re the only one who’s upset
about the changes happening to them? This building is filled with people going
through all kinds of trauma. I know this sounds harsh but you need to get a
grip,” said Lucy, firmly.


“Easy for you to say. You were useless before we got sick,” he
snapped.


“Excuse me? I saved your ass more times than I needed to, you
self-pitying jerk,” said Lucy, angrily.


“Then maybe you shouldn’t have bothered!” he fumed.


“Oh, so I should’ve just watched you hang yourself? Has it ever
occurred to you that some people might want you to stay alive?” said
Lucy.


“What are you talking about?” said Lopez, taken aback.


“In Harvey’s lab – I found you–”


Lucy faltered as the pain of the memory resurfaced sharply. They sat
in silence for a moment.


“I don’t remember that,” said Lopez, quietly.


“How can you not?”


“I was hallucinating. It was hard to tell what was real and what
wasn’t. I saw the rope burns around my neck when I woke up properly here, but I
figured it must’ve been something Harvey did. I never thought I’d be the sort
of person who would, you know,” he said.


“You’ll be thrilled to know I tried to finish you off with an
overdose,” said Lucy, darkly.


“What?”


“I had them cut you down, and begged Harvey to let you recover, but
he refused. He wasn’t willing to stop the experiments. He considered your
actions to be a sign of progress; that he should do more. You were trapped in
the hallucinatory phase with no prospect of escape. So I did what I thought you
wanted. Or at least, I tried,” said Lucy.


“You clearly did a sucky job. Remind me never to hire you as a
hitwoman,” said Lopez, gesturing to himself. “But for the record, I appreciate
the effort.”


“Don’t screw me around,” said Lucy, bitterly.


“I’m serious,” said Lopez.


“Even though you have no memory of actually wanting to die?” said
Lucy.


“I didn’t know what was going on, but I know I was suffering. I
remember the pain, even if I don’t recall everything that Harvey did. I’m glad
you had my back – even if it was in the lethal injection kinda way.”


“Wow. That is probably the most fucked up thing you’ve ever said,”
said Lucy, her lips twitching.


“Worse than that time I tried to apologize?” said Lopez, with a
flicker of a smile.


“Way worse! Your apologies were poetry compared to that thank you,”
Lucy laughed.


Lopez fixed her with a wonky smile, and wiped a tear from his eye,
laughing. His laughter petered out into reflection.


“I’m worried, Lucy,” he said, gripping the bedding tightly. “If I
can’t kick one traitor’s ass, how am I going to save my kid? Am I even
capable?”


“You can still shoot, right?”


“Yeah.”


“Then what’s the problem? You’re an experienced soldier, and a
strong tactician. That’s the person I want by my side tomorrow,” said Lucy.


He looked down and nodded gratefully.


“I’m worried too,” she said, hugging her sides. “I have no idea what
state my father-in-law will be in tomorrow. If he doesn’t make it, I’ll never
forgive myself,” said Lucy.


“Then we’ll make sure we get him out,” said Lopez. 


He tilted his head sincerely.


“Thanks,” said Lucy. 


She felt deeply conflicted about accepting his help. It felt so
disrespectful to Dan’s memory, but she had no choice.


“Will you stay a while? I could really use the company,” said Lopez,
quietly. “I miss my kid. And my old kids. I can’t explain it, other than… well,
it hurts like nothing else in the world.”


Lucy
shifted closer and put an arm around him. “I promise we’ll get your child back.
We’ve got a plan, and it’s going to work.”









NINE

Jailbreak


__________________________________________


 


                          


Lucy gripped the steering wheel of the truck and anxiously
checked her wristwatch. Maurice was two minutes late.


“He’s not coming,” snapped Lopez. “I told you we couldn’t trust
him.”


Lopez wore large tinted glasses, masking his purple-inflected eye.
Fliss had tracked down some bronze-colored concealer from an abandoned
drugstore and covered his bleached skin very effectively. Only his shoulder and
curled fingers would give anyone reason to doubt him, and so long as he stayed
with the truck, he could mask those easily.


“If he doesn’t come, we’re going straight to the hospital,’ added
Lopez, agitating further.


“You know we can’t do that. This has to happen first, it’s
time-critical,” said Lucy.


Adrian’s image flashed across her guilt-ridden mind. She pictured
him being dragged to a blood-letting chamber. She shuddered and drummed the
dashboard. The other trucks were due imminently, and they needed Maurice for
access. Theirs had to be the first to arrive, otherwise the plan would be
exposed. She couldn’t think about the hospital yet. It was too much. She
shifted in her seat, surveying the deserted road.


News scrolled across the billboard overhead. … Government says
mass troop recall is ‘just a precaution’ · President dismisses existence of a
‘buffer zone’ · Secretary of Health hails ‘no touch rule’ as great success…


She flicked on the radio.


“Stay focused,” said Lopez.


“It might be useful,” insisted Lucy, batting his hand away from the
dial.


…are claiming the leaked document shows the Government is
anticipating a significant attack on the city. It’s unclear what’s driving the
mass migration of the creatures, but the document suggests DC is going to be
hit. This makes this morning’s revelations all the more damning, as we learned
of the President’s plan to use several districts as sacrificial ‘buffer zones’,
to slow down the creatures’ advance, while the military concentrates on
protecting key political assets. Yet again, this Government is putting its own
agenda above the safety of the people it serves. We’re calling on all citizens
to take to the streets right now. It’s make or bre-


 Lopez flicked the radio off, and pointed to the mirror. A figure
was running towards them.


“Sorry,” gasped Maurice, wheezing for breath. 


He opened the door and hauled himself up into the cockpit, forcing
Lopez to budge up into the middle seat.


“Where are the other trucks?” said Lucy.


“They’ve been held up by the protests downtown. We have to start
without them,” said Maurice, stroking his slick hair back into place.


“No way. Too risky,” said Lopez.


“Not sure we’ve got a choice there, big guy,” said Maurice, tapping
his watch, as the hands nudged towards midday.


“Negative. We’re laying low. Await backup,” said Lopez.


A van pulled up at the intersection ahead of them. Lucy squinted.
Something didn’t look right. No-one waited at signals during the daytime –
especially not on backwater streets like these. Why was the driver being so
squeaky clean? Was he worried someone might pull him over?


“Hey, you seeing this guy?” said Lucy, nudging Lopez.


She squinted at the other driver carefully. He looked edgy. His brow
was sweaty. Was he infected?


“Looks like he’s going to the prison – there’s no place else round
here,” said Lopez. 


“Are those wires?” said Maurice, peering forwards.


The van pulled away hastily as the lights turned green. In its wake
was a second vehicle – a pickup truck, which followed, at a clear distance
behind the other. Lucy’s heart skipped a beat as her eyes glimpsed the second
driver. It was a face she’d hoped never to see again. His gleaming white robe
was gone. Instead, he wore a yellow hazmat suit, onto which a symbol was
painted. A black ring with a horizontal line through. Over the suit dangled his
crimson necklace. In the blink of an eye, he was gone, hotly pursuing the van.


Fear coursed through Lucy’s veins. The Preacher was here, and he was
targeting the prison. There could only be one reason. Lucy kicked the engine
into life.


“What are you doing? We have to wait for the others,” said Lopez.


Lucy swung their truck around the corner and barreled down the main
avenue, after the disappearing vehicles. Theirs were much faster than hers. An
articulated bus pulled out across the intersection up ahead, forcing Lucy to
brake sharply. The driver punched his horn furiously as Lucy swerved around the
obstacle. The delay cost them precious seconds. The vans had disappeared from
view.


She raced forwards but the vehicles were nowhere to be seen. With a
deep, echoing boom, an explosion sounded out across the neighborhood. A thick
plume of smoke shot up into the sky ahead of them. It was coming from the
prison.


They sped around the complex perimeter and rounded the backstreet,
hastening towards the secluded entrance. The gate was wide open, with no sign
of forced entry. She rushed the truck through, narrowly missing the height
limiter as they lurched past the vacant guard tower and into the parking lot.


The reception was a smoldering wreck of blasted brick, glass, and
twisted metal. The burning remains of the first van lay split across the floor,
spewing a torrent of fire and smoke upward. The upper stories were crumbling,
and chunks of brick and plaster crashed downwards in clusters.


The second van had mounted the sidewalk at the edge of the main
building. Its doors were open, and the insides deserted. Opposite the van was a
side door to the main prison building. It looked like it had been blasted open
with a shotgun. Screams emanated from the darkness. Lucy grabbed the key and
shoved her door open. Lopez seized her arm.


“You wanna run in there and get killed too? They outnumber us. Our
best chance is to save the others,” said Lopez.


“We can’t just sacrifice an entire level!” cried Lucy. “Adrian’s
somewhere in there. Please, Ed – I have to find him!”


Lucy pulled her arm free and jumped out. Lopez cursed as he leaped
out after her, tearing off his glasses. Maurice followed close behind, not
daring to be left alone. 


A buzzing sounded overhead. A surveillance drone was swooping down
on the scene.


“Dammit, they know we’re here – we need to move fast,” said Lopez,
shooting it down immediately.


He led them around the side of the building to a separate wing. Lucy
prayed the Faithful didn’t hear the gunshot as they broke through the fire exit.
Lucy burst in, sending a fresh shaft of daylight into the gloomy hallway. She
stared in dismay at the sight that greeted them. Hundreds of infecteds lined
the ward. They were packed into cells at six times their capacity. The
emaciated, lesioned prisoners retreated into the shadows as the newcomers
rushed in. 


“There’s no way we can load this many,” stammered Maurice, “even if
the other trucks come.”


“Just shut up and help get them moving, said Lopez, launching into
the ward.


“Adrian! Senator Jeffries!” cried Lucy, desperately scouring the
cells for signs of Dan’s father.


“Stand back!” yelled Lopez, shooting the lock of the first cell.


He pulled the door open and bellowed at the prisoners to get to the
truck, hastily barking at Maurice and Lucy to shepherd them.


“Major, much as I respect your plan, I don’t think you’ve got enough
ammo to break into every cell in this place,” yelled Maurice.


“Then make yourself useful, and go find us a key!” yelled Lopez.


Maurice looked nervously at Lucy, then raced off further into the
building, cursing his loose tongue.


“Move!” cried Lucy, chivvying out the terrified occupants from their
cells. But they weren’t responding. 


“You didn’t say they were tied!” yelled Lopez.


Lucy stared at the prisoners in dismay. Not only were they
delirious, but they were bound with zip ties at their wrists and ankles.


“They weren’t yesterday – this is new,” she stammered.


“Over here!” cried a woman, from the adjoining cell. She had wide
eyes, and filthy matted hair. Her lesions were less advanced than those of her
cellmates. She grasped the cell bars with her hands, desperately. “Help me!
Help us! I’m awake!” she cried.


“Get back,” cried Lopez blasting her door open. The prisoners
cowered and moaned in fear as the fourth gunshot echoed around the hall. Lopez
charged into the cell and seized the woman’s wrists. Wrenching a knife up from
his ankle, he cut through her ties, and handed her the blade.


“Get everyone out of here – get to the truck outside, you
understand?” ordered Lopez, grabbing the woman by the shoulders.


The woman nodded, terrified, and set about cutting her cellmates
free. Lucy finished blasting the remaining cells open and stepped back,
dismayed.


“Why isn’t he here? I thought this level was for the newly
infecteds, it doesn’t make any sense,” cried Lucy.


“Stick to the plan – we’ll find him, I swear. But right now we have
to get to the rehab wards – you said they’d have the best chance of survival,”
said Lopez.


“What if he’s not there?” cried Lucy.


“What if he is?” said Lopez.


She glanced around the corridor, begging for an answer to present
itself. Only the echoing cries of those under attack greeted her ears. She bit
her lip then pressed on for the stairwell. Lopez struggled after her, cursing
his limp as they climbed to the fifth level.


Rows of alert, wide-eyed infecteds greeted them, all anxiously
listening to the echoes of pain resonating across the complex.


“Listen up, we’re on your side! The prison is under attack. You need
to get yourselves out of here, and run to wherever you can take shelter. Hide
as best you can until nightfall, then get out of the city. We have backup
coming, but it may be too late. Do not hide in groups bigger than three. Now
move!” said Lopez, shooting the first lock open.


Lucy hurried into the cell and grabbed the wrists of an elderly
infected man. She cut his ties, passed him a blade, and instructed him to free
his cell mates. 


Together, Lucy and Lopez blasted the remaining cells open, then
hurried down to the level below. To Lucy’s astonishment, Maurice was there –
with a key.


“Get to the next ward. You have to stop them,” he cried. He was
white as a sheet, and his hands were trembling as he hurried to unlock the
remaining cells.


Lucy pressed onwards, with Lopez in tow. She peered into the other
wards as they passed by. The occupants were getting weaker, the further down
they went.


“Where the hell’s our backup?” grunted Lopez, as they raced downwards.


Lucy kicked the Level Two door open, and the pair burst in, ready to
liberate the prisoners. They stopped abruptly. The ward was decimated. Blood
flowed into the central corridor freely, forming a network of red puddles. Lucy
covered her mouth in horror, as her eyes moved across the slumped, bleeding
bodies in each cell. Some prisoners were still dying. She stared in dismay as
the life faded from their eyes.


A woman reached out a feeble arm towards Lucy, from her open cell.
Her leg and midriff had been slashed open, and blood seeped from the wounds.
Lucy swallowed. The Faithful were more adaptable than she’d given them credit
for, trading in their robes and stones for hazmat suits and blades where the
circumstances demanded it. Lucy hurried towards her, but the woman’s gaze did
not move. She stared beyond Lucy’s head, murmuring imploringly at some unseen
vision.


“We need to keep moving,” said Lopez, pressing forwards.


Lucy wrenched herself from the dying woman and followed after him,
shuddering as her boots slapped against the wet floor.


As they entered the stairwell, a shot rang out, glancing off the
brick wall beside Lopez’s head. They fell back instantly, sheltering behind the
edge of a wall, beside the body of a dead technician. Lopez sidled towards the
corner and peeped out. Another bullet rang out, forcing him back.


“God dammit, on three,” he whispered.


The pair jumped out and fired in unison. Lucy struck a Faithful
soldier in the chest. The missionary fell to the ground, while another fled down
a bloodied corridor.


Lucy and Lopez gave chase, leaping over the brutalized bodies of
infecteds who’d been cut down as they’d tried to escape. Lucy raced towards the
entrance of the next ward, but as she approached, a metallic clang rang out. A
grenade had rolled into the corridor. Without thinking, she booted it back into
the ward and threw herself behind the wall, covering her ears.


The explosion tore through the cells, blasting brick dust and
shrapnel into Lucy’s corridor. Her ears rang as she realized what she’d done.


Screams began to resonate from the ward. She turned to check Lopez
was OK, but he was already on his feet, charging into the carnage. Lucy fumbled
in her pocket and dragged out her face mask. She tugged it on and delved into
the swirling, cloudy chaos after him.


All around her came the sound of coughing, spluttering prisoners
calling for help and crying in pain. Her foot collided with something firm. A
mass of crumpled yellow plastic. Scorch marks had erased the symbol on the
missionary’s torso. She stepped over the woman’s semi-charred corpse and
proceeded through the mist. Shredded human flesh squished underfoot, making
Lucy retch. Her heart pounded as she tried to decipher Lopez’s movements
through the near-impenetrable dust.


Ahead, she glimpsed a flash of yellow – and another – darting
through a gap in the wall. A doorway! She hurried towards it, into the adjoining
corridor, where the dust cleared. 


Gunshots echoed from the stairwell. A door slammed on the level
above. Lucy raced upwards. Lopez was there, panting, with his back pressed to
the wall. The door to the ward was sealed shut. The glass window at eye level
was cracked, where Lopez had shot it.


“You OK?” she said.


He grunted, catching his breath.


“Bulletproof glass. Must be a high security level. I count two of
them inside,” said Lopez, panting. “They’ve sealed the door.”


Muffled screams rang out as the two missionaries butchered their way
through the stock of captives.


“We need to keep moving,” said Lopez.


“But–”


“There’s nothing we can do here. We have to focus on the other wards
– they still have a chance,” insisted Lopez.


Sick to her core, Lucy tore herself from the bulletproof door, and
hurried after Lopez. As they raced through the ground level, a sign caught
Lucy’s eye.


N.I.2.


“N.I. – Newly Infecteds… Ed, wait! This way!” cried Lucy,
backtracking and sprinting for the ward entrance.


“Lucy, what are you doing?” called Lopez, staggering after her.


She burst through the door, pistol in hand. The floor was in
disarray. There was no blood, but there were dozens of disoriented infecteds
occupying the central avenue. Maurice must have liberated it within the past
few minutes. 


A bottleneck had formed at the rear exit. Many of the infecteds were
still bound at the wrists. The majority were in the early stages of their
infection, mostly lucid and agile. They screamed in terror as they saw Lucy’s
gun.


“It’s OK – we’re on your side! I’m looking for someone! Adrian?” she
cried.


Gunshots rang out from the corridor beyond. A fresh wave of screams
rippled across the crowd. The prisoners at the front reversed their direction.
Lucy watched in horror as people fell and trampled upon each other in their
panic to retreat. The infected mob stampeded towards Lucy’s doorway.


“Senator Jeffries!” she cried.


It was impossible to be heard above the terrified cries. Prisoners
jostled her as they fled. Lopez battled against the tide, striving for the
front exit. More shots rang out. Two retreating prisoners fell before Lucy’s
eyes. Lopez took up position by the far doorway and returned fire into the
corridor.


Lucy desperately scanned the fleeing crowd. There was no sign of
Dan’s father. She called out his name, desperately searching the emptying
space.


“Adrian?” she cried, pacing the emptying space.


A groan greeted her from the shadows. Lucy stopped. It was coming
from one of the evacuated cells. She stepped inside the squalid cube.


“Adrian!” she cried, falling at his feet. 


His skin was raw with lesions, and his eyes wild with fever.


“Where is my boy, my precious boy? Dan? Son?” called Adrian,
shouting at something unseen.


A knot twisted in Lucy’s stomach. She threw his arm around her
shoulder and tried to drag him from the cell but he resisted.


“Leave me alone – I’m meeting him here! Dan?” cried Adrian.


Lucy looked at him in despair. His fever was dangerously high. He
looked distraught, as his eyes darted across the chamber.


“Adrian, you have to come with me – it’s not safe here,”
begged Lucy.


“I’m not leaving without my son. Dan!” he cried, clinging to the
side of the cell.


Each use of her partner’s name cut through her like a knife. She
could think of no alternative but to lie.


“I’ll take you to him. He’s this way – come on, I’ll show you,” she
implored.


“Dan’s with you?” said Adrian, looking directly at her for the first
time. His eyes were wide and watery with all the hopes of a lost child.


“Yes, Dan’s with me,” choked Lucy, leading Adrian out by the hand.


Lopez joined them as they hurried after the fleeing infecteds, The
mob was rushing towards the slithers of daylight ahead. They picked up more
stragglers as they ran. One lesion-covered patient had made it to the corridor,
but had slipped into a hallucination. They banged their head against the wall,
calling a single name over and over.


Lucy gripped Adrian’s hand tightly as she fought her way through the
crowd. By the time they reached the front, they were at the atrium. Pockets of
fire burned amidst the rubble. Some infecteds tried to pick their way through
the debris, but shards of brick cut their bare feet.


Lucy spotted a fire exit on the adjacent corridor. As she ran
towards it, she prayed their backup had arrived.


“This way,” she cried, keeping Adrian and the crowd with her.


She forced the fire door open. The forecourt outside was crawling
with bewildered infecteds.


Two Humvees skidded into the parking lot before them.


“Finally!” said Lucy, waving to the cavalry.


“Wait – they’re not ours!” cried Lopez, grabbing her arm.


“Get down on the ground!” came a cry from the first truck.


Lopez heaved Lucy and Adrian backwards, but several of the delirious
inmates kept running. Bullets felled two of them immediately.


The soldiers wore gloves, face masks, and ordinary flak jackets.
They leaped from their truck and opened fire on any infecteds that hadn’t
immediately laid down. The semi-lucid escapees scattered in a panic. Some fled
across the grass, only to be shot against the high stone walls. Others
wandered, dazedly, blinking at the cloudy sky. Those who surrendered were tased
and swiftly cuffed with zip ties, then abandoned face-down on the concrete.


“Fall back!” called Lopez, pushing back against the tide he and Lucy
had created.


A scream rang out from the back of the pack. Lucy spun around to see
a yellow-suited missionary raise his machete. She dropped Adrian and tried to
take aim but the crowd was panicking, stampeding towards the exit. Lopez fired
a warning shot into the ceiling, causing the infecteds to duck down,
instinctively. Without hesitation, Lucy seized her chance and fired at the
missionary. He stumbled backwards and disappeared from view. She pushed her way
through the crowd until she reached his body. The attacker was dead, but his
victim was alive, screaming beside him from the colossal wound to her back.


Lucy cast her eyes around the corridor – the parking lot was their
only escape. She fought her way back to Lopez. He was calling on the soldiers
to surrender, while making outlandish claims about the number of armed soldiers
he had at his disposal. The enforcement squad responded with another shower of
bullets, which pinned him back against the wall.


Fresh cries of alarm interrupted the barrage. A branch splintered
off from the rust tree in the forecourt. It landed on the concrete below with a
wet thud. The branch cracked open lengthways, and the two halves rocked onto
their backs, revealing a clear gelatinous core. A rusty pigment diffused
through the substance, which began to bubble. 


Droplets splashed onto the surrounding concrete, where they formed
swirling domes. Inside each, a tubular body took shape, quickly sprouting legs,
antennae, and wings. In unison, the domes popped open, and fully-formed
butterflies wriggled onto the concrete. They shook off the gelatinous remnants
and took to the air in a flurry.


The soldiers turned to fall back to their vehicles, but a second
tree had split open by the trucks, ushering forth another plume of fluttering
insects.


“Freeze!” ordered the sergeant.


All of the troops froze. But as they stared at the unfolding
kaleidoscope, one soldier lost his nerve. He sprinted for the nearest truck.
The two swarms changed direction immediately and surrounded him, cloaking him
in a vortex of red and orange. Within a few seconds he had dropped to the
ground.


“This way, hurry!” cried Lucy beckoning the other soldiers their
way.


“Are you crazy? They’re trying to kill us!” hissed Lopez.


The sergeant glanced at the swirling mass, and at Lucy’s doorway.
She gritted her teeth then bellowed the order.


As the soldiers sprinted for the doorway, the butterflies broke
formation again, peeling away from their first victim and sweeping towards the
fleeing group.


A soldier at the rear slowed to a halt. She raised a confused hand to
her neck, then sank to her knees, and slumped forwards. Two more fell the same
way, while the sergeant and three others plunged across the threshold.


The swirling mass of butterflies hurtled towards the doorway, closing
in on their prey.


“Wait!” cried a fifth soldier, dashing towards them. 


Lucy held the door, anxiously. The man’s eyes were wide with fear.
His face yearned to reach the doorway, but the swarm was only yards behind. The
sergeant seized the door from Lucy and pulled it shut with a clang.


“Sarge, don’t do this!” cried the soldier outside. 


He slammed into the door, pounding it desperately. Within moments,
he had fallen silent. His body hit the ground with a thud.


As the city’s butterfly siren revved into action, Lucy hoped to God
the fire and smoke spewing from the decimated reception would be enough to
deter the butterflies from pouring in through the rupture behind them.


“Drop your weapons,” said Lopez, pointing his handgun at the four
soldiers sheltering beside them.


No-one moved. The soldiers’ weapons were lowered, but still in their
hands; they could shoot at any moment. If they did, Lopez wouldn’t be able to
stop all four.


“What’s our play, Sarge?” called one of the soldiers, not taking his
eyes off Lopez.


The sergeant moved to place her second hand on her rifle, but Lucy
intervened.


“You owe us,” she said, eyeballing the woman.


“What’s with his eye?” said the sergeant, nodding to Lopez.


“Immaterial. We saved your lives,” said Lucy.


“Stand down, soldiers,” said the sergeant, biting her lip.


“Now drop your weapons,” said Lopez.


“That ain’t gonna happen, Major. But I think us not shooting you is
a good compromise. We need to talk about what the hell you’re doing in here,”
replied the sergeant.


“A cult has broken into this facility and they’re massacring the
inmates. They blew up the entrance, and they’re armed. We urgently need your
help,” said Lucy.


“And what about them?” said the sergeant, casting her eyes across
the crowd of infecteds.


A scream rang out from the corridor.


“We don’t have time for this, Lucy. Let’s go,” said Lopez, edging
towards the corridor, keeping his eyes trained on the armed soldiers.


“There aren’t enough of us to stop them. Are you with us or not?”
said Lucy.


The sergeant spat resentfully then addressed her troops.


“Howards, you stay with the prisoners. You two, on me,” she ordered.


Lucy grabbed the appointed soldier – Howards – and shoved his hand
onto Adrian’s shoulder.


“This is Senator Jeffries. You will keep him alive. Reassure him
that you will help him find Dan. Do you understand me?” she said, emphatically.


“Lucy, come on!” cried Lopez, setting off at a hurry.


With a pang of deepest guilt, she tore herself away from Adrian. She
hurried after Lopez and the other soldiers. Cries of anguish got louder as they
approached the adjoining wing.


They lined up by the doorway, and peered into the interior
courtyard. Cells lined all four walls of the enclosure. The complex was four
levels high. Each level had a balcony corridor overlooking the central space.


Lucy and the others moved in. They weaved between the steel benches
that had been welded to the floor, as they scouted for signs of the Faithful.
Lucy’s eyes fell on the ceiling. The metal security panels were a patchwork of
burn marks and torn metal, exposing dark cavities high above.


Cries rang out from the second level, where a gate slammed shut. Two
figures in yellow hazmat suits stepped into the corridor clutching blades
glistening in red.


“Stay right there!” cried the sergeant, training her rifle on the
pair.


The missionaries darted for the adjacent cells, but the soldiers
were too quick. A hail of precision shots cut the murderers down as they ran.


From the opposite row, another missionary stumbled out of a cell,
patting his chest frantically. As he desperately wrestled the unseen foe, he
backed into the balcony rail. He tipped over the edge, landing hard on the
concrete courtyard. His falling cry was silenced upon impact. The man’s neck
was broken. The rat he’d been wrestling wriggled free from his hand and chewed
through the outer layer of his suit. The missionary’s fingers and toes twitched
as the creature disappeared beneath the folds and burrowed inside him.


The sound of feet scarpering across metal filled the air. A
cacophonous squeaking followed.


“Up there!” cried a soldier, pointing to the patchwork ceiling.


A torrent of rats poured out of the cavity and down the walls. Some
peeled off to gorge on the fallen missionaries. The majority swarmed towards
Lucy’s group. The soldiers opened fire, but barely made a dent in the pack’s
numbers. The rats gushed out faster than the soldiers could aim.


“Fall back!” cried the sergeant.


It was too late. The rats were streaming down the rear wall,
blocking off their escape.


“Get behind us!” cried Lucy, trying to shelter the soldiers behind
her outstretched arms, as if it would make some impact against the hundreds of
creatures scurrying towards them.


As the rats poured down three of the walls, racing closer to the
ground, Lucy’s group found themselves backing towards an open cell. Their
footsteps became wet as they entered. They backed up against the mutilated
bodies of clear-skinned infecteds.


The sergeant frantically used her boot to smear the spilled blood
across the entrance to the cell.


“It won’t work – they can climb walls,” said Lopez, gripping his
pistol tightly.


Lucy snatched the empty water dispenser from the cell wall, and
knelt beside a dead prisoner. He was slumped against a bunk, with deep
lacerations to his neck. She tilted his body downward. Warm blood gushed into
the vessel, spilling onto her hands and sleeves in the process.


“What the hell are you doing?” cried the sergeant, aghast. 


“Drink it. It’s your only chance,” said Lucy, holding out the
vessel.


The screeching rats teemed closer by the second, as the first wave
poured down the opposing walls. They swept across the courtyard, making a
beeline for the humans.


The soldier beside the sergeant snatched the beaker from Lucy’s
hand. He gulped a mouthful down before coughing and retching with disgust. The
sergeant grabbed the vessel from him, and copied, before holding it out for the
remaining soldier. The last soldier shook his head, terrified. The screeching
din drew closer. 


Lopez stepped out from the cell and walked calmly towards the
oncoming wave of rodents.


“What’s he doing?” cried the unprotected soldier.


The rats parted around him like waves around a rock. Lopez turned to
face the others. He rubbed a sleeve hard against his face and smeared off the
concealer, revealing his mottled purple skin. Lucy followed in his footsteps,
and the newly infected soldiers dashed after her, clutching the hem of her
uniform anxiously. 


“Don’t leave me!” cried the remaining soldier.


A curtain of rats swept across the ceiling threshold. He desperately
threw at them, then unloaded his assault rifle into the pack with a cry.


Bullets sprayed across the cell erratically. The scurrying creatures
leaped from the walls and ceiling onto the unprotected soldier, rapidly
overwhelming him. His body fell to the ground and writhed as the creatures
burrowed inside him. Within seconds, his flesh was saturated. The remaining
rats scattered through the balconies, and into other levels of the building.


Gunshots rang out from the forecourt. Lucy darted to the window. A
dark-skinned figure in a yellow hazmat suit was running towards a military
truck. Splatters of infected blood clung to the outside of his suit, warding
the butterflies away.


“We have to stop him!” cried Lucy, rushing from the room. The others
followed close behind, as she blasted her way through an escape.


“You can’t go out there yet, the siren’s live!” cried the sergeant.


“We’re immune!” said Lucy, charging into the parking lot.


The Preacher sped towards the exit. Lucy fired after him, but her
bullets had no impact against the armored vehicle. 


The surrounding trucks were full of dazed infecteds, chaperoned by
their more lucid comrades who waited anxiously for the drivers to return.
Around them, hundreds more traversed the forecourt, spilling out of the
surrounding wards. Some of the clear-skinned survivors were attempting to flee
on foot, taking their chances on the streets beyond. Others were wandering the
lot feverishly, or had collapsed with fatigue.


Lopez quickly assured the infecteds they were on the same side, and
that the other soldiers had become infected too. Lucy’s eyes fell upon a
Faithful missionary who lay on the tar before her. He was clutching his leg and
writhing in pain. Across from him stood a clear-skinned infected, clutching a
rifle scavenged from a dead soldier. 


Lucy loomed over the injured missionary.


“Where’s he going?” cried Lucy, stamping on his bleeding leg.


The man howled in agony.


“Our Lady will punish you for your sins. We will rid the Earth of
your plague,” grunted the man.


Lucy pressed against his leg harder. Blood oozed from the wound.


“I said where is he going?” repeated Lucy, through gritted
teeth.


“The hospital!” groaned the man, feebly trying to push her boot
away.


Lucy looked at Lopez with dread. They both knew what it meant.


A rumble signaled the arrival of more trucks. The soldiers raised
their rifles.


“Crap, our backup’s coming. What the hell are we gonna do?
We’re infecteds now!” said the sergeant, pivoting wildly in despair.


“You’re infected but alive. You can lay down and end up like these
people, or you can stand up and fight for your rights,” said Lucy.


The trucks ploughed through the prison gateway and into the lot.
Lucy’s heart leaped as she saw the driver.


“Fliss!” cried Lopez, triumphantly. “Sergeant, get these trucks
loaded. The drivers know where to go.”


 Lucy chucked the sergeant the key to her truck, then followed Lopez
as he hurried towards the remaining Hummer.


“Where are you going?” cried the sergeant.


“To
the hospital,” growled Lopez.
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Lopez leaned hard into the wheel as they screeched around
the corner. The Preacher’s truck was nowhere to be seen. He swerved again,
narrowly avoiding the wreckage of a bus which had overturned across the
intersection. A handful of passengers had crawled from the wreckage, only to
fall victim to the butterflies or – 


“Beasts!” cried Lucy, pointing ahead.


Three of the wolf-sized creatures were tearing down the boulevard.
They rapidly closed in on some humans who were fleeing a nearby building. A sea
of white armbands bobbed in all directions as the protestors scattered, trying
to outpace the advancing predators.


A soldier in a yellow-striped blood jacket held firm, gunning the
creatures down from the turret on his patrol vehicle, which raced to intercept
the beasts. The vehicle jolted. A green splatter filled the inside of the
cockpit. The windows smoldered as the acid burned through from the inside out.
The truck mounted the sidewalk and careered into an old fire hydrant, knocking
the soldier from his turret. He scrambled backwards, drawing his pistol. He
tried to fire at the remaining beasts as they bounded past, but he looked
agonized – like his collarbone was shattered, making the gun’s recoil unbearable.


Lucy checked her feet nervously as Lopez sped past the wreckage.
There were no signs of the explosive reptiles in their truck.


The city was in a state of chaos. A mass of protestors wearing white
armbands had stormed key government buildings. Cloth masks covered the
bottom halves of their faces. The invaders hurled Molotov cocktails from the
windows. They exploded on the street below, setting fire to government vehicles.
Soldiers with riot shields prepared to storm a building as Lucy’s Hummer raced
past.


“Hold on!” cried Lopez. 


He swerved sharply as protestors spilled out of a second building. Smoke
was pouring from the upper windows. Surveillance drones buzzed overhead,
guiding the army’s reinforcements.


Packs of armored vehicles sped in all directions, trying to respond
to the violence erupting in every block. They were stretched to breaking point
by the scores of creatures pouring into the streets, emerging from the Metro
stations, bursting out of abandoned buildings.


Lucy’s Hummer skidded onto the hospital concourse. Each diversion
had cost them precious minutes in their pursuit. The glass entrance was
shattered. The Preacher’s stolen Hummer had rammed through the wall and skidded
to a halt in the lobby. Beneath the vehicle was the crushed body of the lobby
security guard.


The driver’s door was open.


Lucy sprinted towards the elevator. She pummeled the button with
frustration, then made for the staircase beside it.


“Save your energy,” said Lopez, grabbing her arm.


“Where the hell is Karys? She’s supposed to be here,” cried Lucy,
casting her eyes across the deserted atrium.


The elevator doors slid open, and they hurried inside. Lucy reached
for the control panel. A blood smear covered the Level Three button. Lucy’s
powder lab.


The elevator pulled upwards. After a few moments the doors slid apart.
The ward was deserted. Halfway down the corridor, a streak of blood covered the
vinyl floor. Lucy and Lopez followed the trail silently, with their pistols
drawn. 


The blood stopped by a doorway. The sound of glass shattering echoed
from the room beyond. A series of crashes followed. Lopez nodded and Lucy swung
the door open. The pair burst in.


The room was an unmarked medical supply closet. Harvey lay on the
floor, scrambling among the fallen packages. He was clutching his stomach,
where blood was seeping from a substantial wound. A syringe stuck out from his
leg. His thumb covered the plunger, which was fully depressed.


“No more,” he gasped, rolling onto his back.


Lucy’s mouth fell open as she saw the director’s face. Where his
right eye had once been, there was only a bloody socket. Blood streamed down
his cheek and onto his lab coat. His breathing steadied as the morphine kicked
in. His left wrist was handcuffed to the tip of two heavy oxygen canisters.


Lucy grabbed a dressing from the fallen boxes around her and pressed
it to Harvey’s stomach. She shoved his free hand upon it firmly.


“Lucy?” he panted.


“Which way did he go?” she said, stepping back.


“Major Lopez – is that you?” said Harvey, looking past Lucy. “I’m so
glad. When you vanished, I feared the worst for you.”


“Hey, stay with me. The guy who attacked you, where did he go?” said
Lucy, slapping Harvey’s cheeks.


He refocused on her.


“I never really had a name for it. You might call it the neonatal
ward, I suppose,” said Harvey, faintly.


“Where the hell is it?” said Lopez, grabbing him by the hair and
tilting his head back sharply.


Harvey gestured sideways, through the wall. 


“You’ll need my ID to get in,” he said, softly.


“So give it to us,” snarled Lopez.


“Would that I could, Major. Alas, it’s biometric ID. So I am unable
to ‘give’ it. However, I will not stop you from taking it,” said Harvey.


“What are you talking about?” said Lucy.


“He wants us to take his other eye,” said Lopez.


“For the record, it’s not something I desire. It is simply the only
option I have left, to prevent that man from destroying my finest work. I trust
you two will do more for the ward’s occupants than he will,” said Harvey,
fumbling in the box beside him.


He pulled out another vial of morphine and unscrewed the cap.
Shakily, he clamped it between his thighs, plucked the syringe from his leg and
prepared a second dose.


“OK, I think I’m ready,” he said, injecting the solution into his
thigh once again.


“Are you sure about this?” said Lucy.


“I doubt you can free me without igniting these canisters, and I
believe time is of the essence. This is your best chance of stopping him. I’ll
soon be dead either way,” said Harvey, casting the used syringe aside.


Lucy looked at the implements around them. Plenty of scooping tools.


“I can’t,” she said, stepping back.


Lopez gave her a grim look, and she stepped outside. Through the
door, she could hear Harvey grunting and gasping. Within a few seconds, Lopez
stepped outside too, swiftly sealing the door behind him. In his hand, he
clutched the director’s eyeball.


“Let’s go,” he said, pressing ahead down the corridor. 


Only now did Lucy spot the faint trail of red droplets leading to
the ward beyond. She ran ahead and scouted for danger, peering out onto the new
lobby. It was the part of the level she’d been unable to access during her
powder work. The space was small. No reception desk. Just a thick security
door, and a scanner beside it.


Lopez held Harvey’s eye to the scanner.


The device flickered, then turned red.


Lopez cursed. He wiped the blood from the front of the eyeball, then
tried again.


The device blinked green, and the door clicked open.


They hurried inside the ward, and followed the trail of red droplets
to the far end of the corridor, past a second scanner, to a doorway. There, the
trail ended.


Lucy peered through the glass. Her heart raced. He was in there,
with his back to them. She signaled to Lopez. He pressed the handle and she
sprung into the room, with him close on her tail.


“Freeze!” Lucy cried, training her gun at the Preacher.


A pungent smell grabbed her nostrils. As the lab door clicked shut
behind them, she became aware of the faint hissing sound emanating from the gas
taps dotted across the room.


Amidst the hissing taps stretched rows of incubators, crammed onto
worktops wherever space could be found between the lab’s regular equipment.


“Go ahead, shoot,” said the Preacher. 


His machete was sheathed, and his pistol rested on the lid of a crib
beside him. He turned around with his arms cradled. Flecks of blood speckled
the otherwise clear visor covering his face. 


Nestled in his arms was an infant. A tiny, bronze and purple-skinned
baby. Behind it, the Faithful’s emblem was painted in thick black ink across
the Preacher’s chest. His eyes widened as his gaze fell upon Lucy.


“You,” he breathed in disbelief.


“Put the child down, Troy,” said Lucy.


“I have thought of you every night since we parted, Lucy. I thought
of your treachery, and cowardice, and your betrayal of your own family. I have
prayed for you. I prayed that we would be reunited so that I may have peace in
my heart. You took from me the last precious thing left in this world. You
killed your own sister, my Shona. But our Lady is wise. She has brought
you here, beside these sinners, so that you too may atone for your sins,” he
said, gesturing to the incubators around them.


“Put him down. Please – that’s my child,” urged Lopez, edging
closer.


The Preacher stared at him with genuine pity. “Your ‘child’?”


Lopez holstered his pistol and raised his hands in submission,
nodding imploringly. The baby gurgled, and the Preacher rocked it gently. Lopez
stepped closer, longing to reach out and comfort the child himself. But the
Preacher edged away, retreating further inside the lab.


“I lost my first child to the spores,” said the Preacher. “My wife
died tending to him. When winter came, I did the best I could by my community,
and what was left of my family. I gave shelter to my neighbors. I shared my
food and water. Did you do that, Lucy? When my second child died, I nearly gave
up. I let her go to fetch water from the tank. She was attacked by some
creature. Part of the plague that is consuming our planet. With my third child,
I kept her safe in all the ways I knew how. I barely let her out of the house,
except when I was with her. And yet one day, she fell sick with a fever. I
watched her suffer and weaken for four days before it finally took her.”


The Preacher blinked the tears away from his eyes.


“Only then did I understand what was happening. That this a lesson.
A punishment for our arrogance. All that I took for granted has been taken from
me. When I learned that the disease had struck the capital, I knew our Lady was
calling me here; to witness your people’s sins, and free you from them. For only
when the last sinner is cleansed will the creatures fall,” said the Preacher.


The fingers tensed on Lopez’s gnarled hand as he shifted forwards.
Lucy moved slowly in tandem across the parallel side of the lab. She tried to
shut off the nearby gas taps as she moved, but there was no way she could reach
them all without passing the Preacher.


“You were a father too. I can hear it in your voice,” said the
Preacher, looking from Lopez to the infant in his arms.


“I am a father,” said Lopez, edging closer still.


He and Lucy had drawn level with the Preacher, in a pincer motion –
each just a few yards away. Lopez’s hands agitated to grab the baby from him,
but his fear of harming the child was all too clear. The rational, disciplined
major had vanished, and a terrified, powerless father stood in his place,
yearning for the release of his kid.


“As that which I loved was taken from me, and so shall it be taken
from you, brother. We shall be united in our pain,” said the Preacher, softly.


“Troy, you don’t have to do this,” urged Lucy.


“Our Lady’s work was never intended to be easy, Lucy. Look at me – I
am weak. I’m holding this sinner here, seeing not its blemishes, nor its
deviations from what is human. No, I am seeing the children I have lost, for
that is what my heart longs to see. Satan is blinding me to the truth in my
very hands. Gather close, my children, we shall go together,” said the
Preacher.


With one hand, he unzipped a pouch on his tactical belt. From it, he
pulled out a silver lighter.


Lucy’s mouth fell open in horror.


The door behind the Preacher swung open. Karys rushed forwards
silently. In her hand she clutched a metal lab stand.


“By our Lady’s grace, she will have final judgement. You will atone
for your sins, and I for mine. Perhaps we shall meet in the next life,” said
Troy, raising his hand to the air.


The Preacher stared at Lucy with a puzzled expression. Sensing her
distracted gaze, he turned. Karys launched herself at him, swinging the desk
clamp directly at his head.


Lucy seized her chance and dived for the lighter. She grabbed Troy’s
hand as he tried to strike the flint wheel. The Preacher dropped the child as
he raised his other arm to block Karys’s attack. Lopez dived in and caught the
baby just in time. He curled into a protective ball as the group struggled above
his body.


Lucy wrestled the Preacher backwards into the wall as they fought
for the lighter. She pried his fingers back and the lighter fell to the ground.
She tried to kick it away, but the Preacher kneed her hard in the abdomen,
sending her crumpling to the ground. With his foot, he shunted the lighter out
of Lucy’s reach.


Karys bludgeoned his chest with the clamp. The Preacher cried out in
pain, grabbed her arm, and punched her hard in the ribs, throwing her to the ground.


Lucy watched aghast as he seized a knife from his belt and fell upon
her, plunging it at Karys’s throat. The botanist flung her hand out to stop
him. The knife stabbed through her palm and clean through the other side. Karys
screamed in agony. Lucy dived at the Preacher, tackling him to the ground.


His head landed close to the lighter. He reached for it with a
desperate groan, but Lucy pounced on his back, flattening him temporarily. He
elbowed her hard in the chest, knocking her backwards.


She grabbed his leg and clawed at him, but he kicked her away and
scrambled forwards. Lucy leaped onto his back and wrapped her arms around his
neck. 


“You. Brainwashed. My. Sister,” she cried.


The Preacher rolled backwards with a yell and elbowed her repeatedly
in the ribs. Lucy broke off, winded. He flipped onto his front. She tried to
get up, but he knocked her to the ground. The room swam as she reeled from the
blow. Out of the corner of her eye, Lucy saw the lab door open as Lopez fled
with his child.


Suddenly, the Preacher was upon her. The air to her lungs was cut
off. His yellow gloves had wrapped around her neck and he cried out as he
squeezed with all his might.


 “Finally it all makes sense. This is a gift, Lucy, a gift from our
Lady. She has sent you here to reward me, for my faith, and my loyalty. I shall
show you the redemption you deserve,” he grunted, squeezing harder.


Lucy rasped. Her lungs strained against her blocked windpipe. Stars
appeared across her eyes. Her vision became clouded with red. She pawed
hopelessly at the Preacher’s hands, but his grip was too strong.


With a cry, Karys stabbed him in the back. The Preacher reared
upwards with a yell of pain. Lucy gasped as air poured back into her lungs.


The Preacher seized Karys’s injured hand and twisted it. She
screamed in agony as he dragged her to the ground and pummeled her face with
his fists. Lucy staggered to her knees and dived onto his back, slamming the
knife in further.


The Preacher cried in agony as they fell in separate directions. He
grabbed Lucy by the collar and stared into her eyes with pure hatred. He
clamped his hands around her neck once again. Lucy’s eyes bulged as she
spluttered desperately for air.


“Your end will match hers. First, you will suffocate. Then, you will
burn. Then, you – will – face – judgement,” he exclaimed, slamming
Lucy’s neck against the floor.


A mass of red flew in from the side and the Preacher fell away. Lucy
gasped for air and scrambled backwards in terror, clutching her throat. She
stared as Lopez slammed the fire extinguisher down on the Preacher’s skull a
second time.


Troy lay motionless on the ground. Lopez dropped the canister with a
clunk and rushed towards her. 


“Are you OK?” he said, heaving her upwards, as she rasped for air.
“We need to evacuate the children – Lucy?” begged Lopez.


Wheezing and spluttering, she pushed him away and crawled back
towards the Preacher. She seized the extinguisher. She lifted it up, swaying as
she did so. With a cry, she brought it crashing down upon him. She missed his
head, and struck his shoulder blade, rocking his body. She raised it again with
a grunt, and smashed it into him – this time finding her mark. She swung over,
and over, until Lopez pulled her away.


“Lucy, that’s enough! It’s over – we need to get out of here,” he
yelled.


The room spun before her eyes. She felt him support her out of the
lab and into the corridor. There, she slid against the wall, gasping for air.
She faintly registered Lopez bringing Karys to recover beside Lucy, while he
loaded dozens of cribs onto trolleys.


Lucy forced her dizzy brain to focus on Karys’s hand. It was
bleeding heavily. Lopez had pressed a bandage into it, but not fastened it. She
grabbed the cloth and wound it tightly. Karys groaned as she came to, then
cried out as the pain hit her sharply. She jolted upwards, recoiling her legs
instinctively, bracing for another blow.


“He’s dead,” said Lucy, exhaustedly tying the bandage into a knot.


Karys’s fingers probed her swelling eye and split lip. Outside, the
all-clear sounded.


“What were you doing in that room?” coughed Lucy.


Karys gathered her thoughts, replying as if she were on some far-off
planet. 


“Uh, there’s another baby unit in there. You guys were late so I was
preparing them to be moved. Then that psychopath broke into the main unit. He
was covered in blood, and armed. I wasn’t, so I hid. I didn’t know what else to
do. Then I heard you guys. You’re welcome, by the way.”


“How come you were already inside? Harvey never mentioned you,” said
Lucy.


Karys looked away, shiftily.


“Oh my god, you already knew about this ward, didn’t you?”
said Lucy, seething.


“Harvey only gave me access yesterday afternoon,” said Karys.


“Why didn’t you tell us immediately?” said Lopez, stopping abruptly
in the threshold.


“Because I didn’t know whether I wanted them to live, OK?” blurted
Karys.


Lucy stared at her in amazement. Those were the very words she’d
never had the courage to say herself.


“I’m not infected,” continued Karys. “Up until today I was still
harboring a naïve hope that the Government might get its shit together and not
fall to pieces. But that’s not how it’s played out, alright? So let’s just get
these things out of this city.”


“These things are our children,” grunted Lopez.


“Your children,” said Karys, pointedly.


“Enough. We need to get to the East Gate fast,” said Lucy,
clambering to her feet.


She, Lopez, and Karys each grabbed a hospital trolley loaded full of
tiny, gurgling infants, and pressed on towards the main hallway.


The elevator could only fit one of them at a time. Lopez went first.
While they waited, Lucy grabbed more morphine from the supply closet, wincing
as she stepped over Harvey’s lifeless body. She loaded a boxful of vials and
syringes onto the trolley, then hastily drew up a dose. She jabbed it into
Karys’s arm as the elevator headed back up.


The door to Lucy’s powder lab swung open behind them. She grabbed
her pistol and trained it at the doorway.


“Woah, don’t shoot. Same side, remember?” said Maurice, emerging
with a duffle bag. He stepped into the corridor, followed by Kryz, also
clutching a bag.


“What the hell are you two doing here? Who’s evacuating the
infecteds?” said Lucy, aghast.


“Hoffstein’s guys are on it. While we were at the prison, Maurice
shared some interesting details with me,” said Kryz, patting his duffel bag.


“What’s in there?” said Lucy, dreading the answer.


“This is how we win,” said Kryz, swinging the bag over his shoulder,
and brushing past her towards the elevator.


“You’re not coming with us?” said Lucy.


“We are taking the city for our people. All people will be our
people. No more prisons, no more hiding. We are the only way humans can stay
strong, and defeat the creatures. We have to adapt – people will see that,”
said Kryz.


Karys grabbed Maurice’s bag and pulled the zip open, revealing
containers brimming full of white powder.


“This would cause a mass outbreak,” said Lucy, horrified.


“Which will save thousands of lives,” said Kryz.


“How did you get so much?” said Karys.


“Your director friend was a resourceful man,” said Maurice, closing
the bag. “Once we’d concluded the deal for the blood jackets, it didn’t take me
long to find out about the powder project. The man loved his work – and he was
very keen for people to know about it.”


“Why would he tell you? That undermines the whole blood supply
market he was trying to create,” said Lucy.


“He knew there was no way the Queen would have been able to
replicate his blood system on the same scale. He was confident of the deal.
Blabbing about the powder – well that was ego, pure and simple. He only had one
customer for the white stuff, and they were keeping it secret, which made him
rather sad,” said Maurice, rubbing his eye in mock sympathy.


“Wait, you said he has a ‘customer’ for the powder?” said Karys.


“You might have heard of them – they’re called the US Government?”
said Maurice, sardonically.


“Bullshit. If they knew what this stuff truly did they’d never have
allowed it – my whole set up was off the record,” said Lucy.


“On the contrary, Harvey knew exactly what the powder does, and he told
his superiors. They ordered pounds and pounds of the stuff for a big, puffy
bomb,” smiled Maurice.


Lucy’s face fell as she realized what was happening.


“The Government struck a deal of last resort with the navy – that
should the city ever fall to the D4 creatures, the White House was to kill as
many as possible before they fled. When Harvey revealed this powder, they
immediately saw the potential for a dead hand mechanism. Of course, when Harvey
told us this, I don’t think he was expecting a coup to break out,” said
Maurice.


“A powder bomb would infect the entire population – it would be practically
impossible to escape,” said Karys, aghast.


“Precisely, and the future will belong to us. No more prison. No
more torturing infecteds. We will be one people, and we will fight the beasts
together,” said Kryz.


“Goodbye, Lucy. It’s been fun. We must get going, our contact’s
expecting us. I think he’s got a crop duster drone or something, who knows. The
butterfly attack is over for now. Both sides will be taking to the streets.
Perfect timing, I think you’ll agree,” said Maurice.


“Three days from now, the city will be ours – yours, too. Come back
when you’re ready,” said Kryz.


“You can’t do this – five percent will die in the transition, at
least. The people deserve a choice,” said Karys, blocking the stairwell door.


Kryz’s hand moved to his holster and the smile vanished from his
face. “The people deserve to live – we are giving them that chance. They will
have many choices to make after that.”


Lucy swallowed bitterly, and moved Karys away from the door.


“Let them go, Karys. He’s right,” she said, despondently.


Karys stepped back and let the door fall shut. Kryz and Maurice
hurried down the stairwell with the duffle bags.


“I don’t want to be infected,” said Karys, anxiously.


“And I don’t know what a second dose that potent would do to the
rest of us. It could mean heaps more of these, and that’s not a world I want
either,” said Lucy, gesturing to the infant-laden trolleys. “Let’s go –
quickly.”


Karys took the next elevator, leaving Lucy alone on the deserted
ward. She stared at the sealed doors stretching before her, shuddering at the horrific
memories behind each, before her turn came to leave.


The cityscape had become filled with the echoes of a warzone. Gunshots
stuttered from blocks all around, while explosions rang out across the city.
People’s cries mingled with the snarls of beasts swarming the city. The
predators pounced on stranded civilians and ambushed outnumbered soldiers.


“I’ll keep them secure – you two get up front!” urged Lopez,
grabbing Lucy’s trolley. 


“Where’s the Hummer?” said Lucy, eyeing up the trolley-filled van
before her.


“I gave it to Kryz. We needed the capacity. Let’s go!” he cried,
leaping into the back.


Lucy took the wheel and hit the gas. They raced through the citadel,
weaving past burning buildings, prowling creatures, violent protestors, and
overstretched troops. Lucy’s mouth fell as they passed a section of the city’s
improvised wall, which looked like acid had cleaved it in two. Beasts poured
through the gap, undetected, and unchallenged. The muscular, white-furred
creatures sniffed the air and bounded down side streets, towards their prey.


Lucy screeched up to the East Gates. The first set was open. The
second, partially so. The base of the left side had disappeared. It too had
been corroded away. Glistening pink liquid covered the burned edges, over which
insects crawled. Rodents and reptiles swarmed under the newly-created gap, and
disappeared into the surrounding buildings.


The right hand gate was open just wide enough to let the last
truckload of infecteds through into the abandoned portion of the city beyond. The
handful of remaining soldiers tried in vain to pick off the creatures streaming
over the perimeter, but the numbers were overwhelming.


A soldier wearing a yellow-striped jacket ran towards the van,
halting Lucy in her tracks.


“I thought you weren’t going to make it,” cried Ruth. “The army’s
sending reinforcements to seal the gate – we need to go now.”


Ruth leaped in, and Lucy sped forwards. They hurtled through the
gates and after the convoy of trucks stretching before them, heading for the
freeway. In her rearview mirror, a series of drones glistened against the grey
sky. They flew over the capital in a neat formation, methodically tracing the
streets below, leaving powdery contrails overhead, which gently rained down on
the city.
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TWO YEARS AND SIX MONTHS LATER


 


Lucy slid her empty bowl to the side and leaned back. The
last of the warm red sun was sinking beneath the crop field. Her stomach was
stuffed with grains and vegetables. The sun-kissed plants whistled as wind
passed through their needle-eyed tips. Overnight those gaps would refill with Gen
Water, extracted from the ground by the plants’ roots – or so she hypothesized
– ready to attract the morning’s pollinators. She’d grown accustomed to the
eerie sing-song of the fields, but given how delicious the plants were, she
could hardly begrudge their quirks.


“Lucy, it’s time!” called Fliss, excitedly.


Fliss was giddy. It was her first ceremony.


Lucy got up from her comfortable chair on the porch with a weary
smile, and grabbed her jacket. The singing usually went on a while after.


She followed Fliss to the yard of the old bar, where they always
congregated for such events. The space was lit with fairy lights, and decorated
with freshly-picked wildflowers. An excited hubbub emanated from the hundred or
so villagers who had gathered for the evening.


Lucy gave Fliss a good luck hug, then dropped back. She skirted
around to a quiet spot on the sidelines, as that month’s parents nervously
gathered in the middle of the circle.


“Cheer up, kid,” said Ruth, digging Lucy in the ribs.


“I’m perfectly cheery, this is my happy face,” said Lucy, fixing her
with some masterfully crafted sarcasm. She gave Ruth a playful nudge back, but
it didn’t have quite the same impact, on account of the sailor’s powder-filled
vest.


“What’s the forecast?” said Lucy, glancing up at the clear night
sky, scanning for signs of birds. The constellations were coming into view, as
the last of the sun’s rays disappeared.


“All clear. Jack’s volunteered to keep an eye on the radar while
we’re out here. We refilled the smoke funnels this morning, so if anything
changes, he’ll be on it,” said Ruth, breezily.


“He’s still in a mood, then?” said Lucy.


“Can you blame him?” said Ruth.


Lucy shrugged in agreement. Jack had been quite happy living the
revolutionary life in DC, until Fliss had marched back into the city and
plucked him out last year. Summer seemed to remind him of what he was missing
out on, which was curious, given that much of DC was a stifling swampy mess
during those months. That said, Lucy conceded, if you didn’t mind a bit of
guerilla warfare here and there, the free movie theaters were a big plus point.
Fliss, however, did mind her only surviving relative being embroiled in
the fighting, and had chewed Kryz’s ear off until he effectively ordered Jack
to leave, just to get some peace and quiet. Of course, since then, they’d heard
that the Navy had struck a deal with the new Government, and Jack was itching
to get back.


“Did I miss it?” said Karys, panting.


“Nah, you’re good,” said Ruth.


Karys sighed with relief, and tugged off her lab coat. It wasn’t the
conventional gleaming white affair, but then again Karys didn’t work in a
conventional lab. Lucy took comfort from the trusty, baggy, earth-brown garment
Karys had selected as her uniform. For as long as she wore that, Lucy felt she understood
her; and that the botanist remained quietly committed to their cause.


“Any progress?” said Lucy, dropping her voice to a whisper.


Karys shook her head, as she did every time Lucy asked.


“We’ll get there, I promise,” she added, as she always did. 


Lucy nodded. She understood. The cure wasn’t Karys’s top priority.
She’d done amazingly well to even find food that could sustain both populations
simultaneously – with the right preparations for each, of course. Besides, the
cure was hardly a topic they could discuss openly in the village. That research
had to be done on the quiet.


Lucy felt a kiss land softly on the back of her head, as a pair of
familiar hands squeezed her waist. This was immediately followed by the
drumming and pawing of tiny fingers through her long hair.


“Hey, cut it out, no pulling, remember?” said Lopez, sternly.


Lucy turned to face him. He gave her a slightly hopeless ‘what can
you do?’ look, as he gestured to the toddler sitting across his shoulders. The
kid was at a wonky angle, on account of Lopez’s posture, but the child was
unconcerned by this. It clutched his hair for stability, fashioning a set of
reins from his follicles.


Lucy reached up and tickled the infant’s bronze and purple chin,
prompting it to splutter with laughter. The child squirmed with one arm free,
like it was attempting a mini rodeo. She leaned in and kissed Lopez on the
cheek.


“Your favorite night of the month,” he said with a chuckle.


“Boy is it,” said Lucy, rolling her eyes.


A hush fell over the villagers as the celebrant – chosen at random
each time – stepped onto a crate, with her infant strapped to her chest. She
delivered a warm message of welcome, and invited the new parents to take their
positions.


Fliss stepped up to the start line, along with the other nervous
first-timers. She unfastened the sash strapped to her torso, and lowered it
gingerly to the ground. There, she unfolded the material, revealing her tiny
child nestling among the fabric.


The infant looked like her – it had her face structure, albeit in a
podgy, kiddie kind of way. Either side of her, eight other anxious parents
tenderly unfastened the carry sacks around their children. Obediently, in turn,
they each stepped back, as the celebrant instructed.


A reverential hush descended on the assembly, broken only by the
gurgles and murmurs of the unswaddled infants laid on the ground. For a long
minute the village held its breath. Then the first children lit up.


Speckles of light shone out from the infants, becoming stronger by
the second, until their bodies were covered in glowing, golden constellations.
Gasps of delight sounded across the village, while they waited anxiously for
the next stage.


Fliss and the other new parents took off their jackets and tops,
revealing their bare torsos. One by one, their bodies lit up, as the scars from
the lesions and blisters they’d suffered years or months ago glowed in
twinkling gold.


Lucy scratched her arm, absent-mindedly. She’d never glowed. Lopez gave
her shoulder a squeeze, as if reading her mind. She stopped fidgeting and
focused on Fliss.


Fliss shuffled towards her child. They shared the identical pattern
of glowing dots across their bodies. Like a fingerprint, it was unique, and
distinct from the patterns on the families either side of them, whose lesions
swirled in different formations entirely.


Fliss stood with her feet together, and her hands by her side, at
the foot of her child’s swaddling. She bit her lip, and watched her infant with
trepidation. Slowly but surely, the ebb and flow of their glowing torsos became
phase-locked. The two beings basked in their shared glow.


One by one, the parents and children around them fell into sync
first with each other, then with the rest of the group, until all eight parents
and children glowed and faded in perfect unison. Lucy smiled sadly as she gazed
at Fliss’s hope-filled face, and studied the nervous parental love in her eyes.
The pulses of light became weaker, until the golden glowing pockmarks had faded
from parents and children alike.


Fliss stood fretfully over her child, with baited breath. No-one
dared to speak. Until, with a croak, and a gurgle, her baby opened its eyes for
the first time, and gazed upon its mother. Fliss let out a disbelieving cry of
relief, along with the other parents. The villagers let out a cheer of
jubilation, as each parent scooped up their child with joy, and pressed them to
their skin.


The villagers rushed in to congratulate their neighbors.


“Be right back,” said Ruth, with a grin, fighting her way into the
cheering crowd.


“Ditto that,” said Karys, hurrying after her.


The humans were often the keenest to congratulate the parents at
these gatherings. Only after the ceremony could they hold the babies without
fear of becoming infected.


“You OK?” said Lopez, giving Lucy’s hand a squeeze.


She looked at the assembled people, and the joy in their eyes, as
they celebrated the lives they had never expected to live. She felt the cool
air in her long, muddy hair. She thought of Dan, and what he’d have wanted for
her. She looked at Lopez’s kid, who was clapping his hands together
imprecisely, while grinning ear to ear at the general sense of excitement, and
she squeezed his hand back.


“Yeah, I’m OK.”


 


END.
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